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      One by one, Senka Hollow residents are falling to the shadows.

      

      Agent Maurelle Nez was hand-picked by the Reina to track down the worst of the shadow touched and bring them in - dead or alive - and she's good at her job. So good the shadow touched call her "Reaper." Relle isn't afraid to get her hands dirty in the name of the Hollow and the sleeping princess she adores.

      

      But all is not well in Senka Hollow - Senka's power is fading. When someone close to Relle is murdered, an underground infection is exposed: the council is failing, and more than one person in charge has been shadow-touched.

      

      Then Senka rises and death comes to the Hollow.

      

      Seemingly unaffected by the darkness embodied in Senka, Relle must find a way to restore the princess before she destroys the entire population. Her journey will take her deep into her Navajo heritage and make her question everything she knows about being shadow touched.

      

      Fans of Kim Harrison and Divergent won't want to miss this harsh dystopian with faeries and magick that barrels into a breathless, beautiful conclusion.
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      Robert Frost once wrote something about two roads and taking the one less traveled. Pretty words and a pretty idea, but not a good choice for most people nowadays. In Senka Hollow, the road less traveled usually ended in death.

      On my Ducati, winding through the city with the engine alive between my legs, I traveled my own throughways. There were so many safe roads through the Hollow; roads beaten and worn by those who chose the easy route. The protected route. They stayed on the highways picked for them by the people in charge. Approved highways maintained the well-being of the Hollow, of course.

      Approved. Fuck the rules.

      I turned down Mackie and coasted south toward the old reservation, my long black hair a flowing mass behind me. I drifted beneath the overpass, and imagined the echoing thrum of cars overhead to be the heartbeat of the city. All those good people of Senka Hollow, traveling only the roads of which the Rein and Reina approved. The aged asphalt so lovingly maintained this close to city center fell into wreck and ruin the further one drifted from the Core.

      The interstate ramp passed like a ghost. I ignored it and whipped onto Old Reservation Road, kicking my speed up a notch with a heavy black boot as I headed away from ‘safe’ and into the wild.

      The road less traveled, I thought, but this road was well traveled.

      By me.

      I knew every pothole. I knew where the road cracked and buckled and faded into the weeds like a memory of itself. I maneuvered my bike around obstacles as if none existed. Other fae considered this road dangerous - a highway to the outskirts, where the darkest of humanity dwelled, planning to destroy us. Maybe I had a hard time correlating the Old Reservation with danger – it’s where I grew up, after all. And where my tribe still resided: a part of the Hollow, but barely, where my people attempted to maintain a lifestyle I’d given up on long ago.

      But I wasn’t headed to the Res. I said a silent hello as I flew past the turn-off; if I stopped, I’d lose even more daylight than I had already. Plus, my mother would spend fifteen minutes lecturing me on my choice of career, and I didn’t have time for her opinions. I’d promised my brother I’d bring home dinner.

      The further I traveled from the Hollow, the drier the air became. The asphalt crumbled to dust and my tires thumped onto cracked, dry dirt. We weren’t much for plants in the desert, but even the cacti died out here, this far from Rasha’s daughter and the protection she offered us.

      Faltering protection. Thirty years ago, the Hollow had stretched this far and then some. Now, Acura's negative energy felt way too close to home. Senka’s good energy was fading, allowing the darkness in. The Reins, our leaders, had no answers.

      I cut the engine and coasted to a stop. The familiar rock cliff jutted from the landscape ahead: a rusty, broken mesa that rose from the desert floor as if from the gaping maw of a giant. The shadow-touched made camp near the mesa, using the abandoned cliff dwellings as lodging. For the most part, they caused little problem for the Hollow. Most of them never ventured even a mile within the city in the short time it took for the darkness to swallow them. So the Rein and Reina left them alone.

      Sometimes, however, the shadow-touched did come too close. One wrong move, and they were marked for a visit by someone like me.

      I dismounted and checked my gun. The Taurus lived in a thigh holster within easy reach of my left hand. My machete rested in a sleek sheath along my back, though I rarely had need of the knife when I had the firepower.

      Hopefully, neither would have reason to be un-holstered during this apprehension.

      My track record suggested otherwise, however. The downside of being the Reina’s most trusted hunter, unafraid to get her hands dirty in the name of the Hollow.

      The late-October sun had already begun to set. I was hell on timing; it was gonna get real cold, real quick now. Already, I could see the fires being stoked near the mesa. The shadow-touched would be lighting joints and taking pulls from aged bottles of Jack Daniels to prepare for another chilly night in the desert.

      Other than smoke a lot, drink a lot, and fuck everybody around, I had no idea what these losers did with their time. They were lucky the Reina’s compassion extended this far.

      I keyed up the screen on my Comwatch and glanced over the picture of Georgina Lewis one more time. Petite, pretty, honey-blonde hair, and sapphire eyes. She was light to my dark; funny, considering she was the one shadow-touched.

      I killed the screen and approached the mesa.

      It didn’t take me long to spot Georgie, her golden hair glowing by the fire inside an open barrel. She clutched a bottle of clear liquid in one hand, her eyes closed as she swayed to someone’s gentle guitar melody. She sat with two other equally pretty girls, and it baffled me to see them there: so clean, so healthy, so vibrant. They’d only just arrived, I’d bet. The shadows hadn’t had a chance yet to take them completely.

      They would, though. The darkness always won.

      Lucky for me, the crowd was thin – maybe due to the cold, maybe due to the influx of misbehaving shadow-touched and an equal influx of apprehensions from my team. I tried to not think of the people I’d handed over for execution, or the people I’d willingly executed with my own weapons.

      Life is different on this side of time in the Hollow, I reminded myself.

      I stepped into the warmth coming from the fire and remained silent for a long moment, watching Georgie sway. When she finally opened her bloodshot eyes, I stood less than two feet away, a hand resting benignly on my gun.

      “Georgina Lewis?” I asked in the voice my twin brother had dubbed Executioner. “My name is Maurelle Nez. I’m an agent with the Senka Enforcement Bureau. Can we speak privately?”

      Georgie’s two companions went still beside her, their eyes wide as saucers.

      For a brief moment, I thought Georgie would relent. I thought I saw resignation in her pretty gaze. Thank Senka, no fight this time. No fleeing. No unnecessary bloodshed.

      And then the bitch threw the bottle at my face.

      Senka-damned preternatural reflexes, and the heavy glass still swiped me. Sharp pain exploded in my temple as the bottle flew past; sour-smelling alcohol splashed over my shirt and jeans.

      Even as the pain registered, I reached for my gun again.

      Georgie took off.

      “Georgie, no!” one of her companions screamed, her slurred voice an inhuman cry in the night.

      “Interfere and sign your own death warrants,” I snarled, and followed after my fugitive.

      For all her bravery – or her foolishness – in attempting to get away, Georgie turned out to be dumb as a box of rocks. Instead of sprinting for the desert and a wide-open space to run, she darted into an open door in the cliff dwellings.

      I’d already concluded she was new to the camp, and my gut didn’t usually steer me wrong. Which meant inside the pueblo, I’d have the advantage: I’d explored this system of interlocking cave dwellings throughout my childhood, before the range of Senka’s protection began to fail and it became off-limits. The place dead-ended. I suppose if she knew she couldn’t outrun a cop, maybe she thought she could hide, instead.

      Please. I’m not saying I’m perfect, but I’m not human, either.

      I followed her into the caves. My boots thudded heavily on the packed-dirt floors, punctuated by the stumbling-scuffle of her half-drunk sneakers ahead of me.

      We bolted through rooms lit by candles, and then through rooms so dark I couldn’t see my hands in front of me. The passage of light followed by dark was disorienting – and if it faltered my steps, it would cause Georgie to slip up eventually.

      She dashed into a long, rectangular hut of cavernous black doors, and I knew the jig was up. This was the longhouse at the back of the caves; the old meeting room of an ancient tribe that had died off long before my own arrived. And it backed up to the mesa wall.

      Dead end.

      She couldn’t go any further. And she couldn’t get out without going around me.

      Never happen.

      Nobody resided in this cavern. If there were an area most likely to be haunted, my bet would be on this one. Even beyond ghosts, emotions could seep into the rock and give a place an eerie feeling.

      I couldn’t feel anything amiss, but magick coursed through my veins, as sure as my Navajo blood.

      The darkness hung thick here, away from the candles illuminating the lived-in areas of the pueblo

      So I called up my fae sight.

      Light spilled from the walls around me, casting a bluish tinge over the longhouse. Fae sight could pull ambient energy from any material to create a dim light that allowed me to see in the dark. It was a handy trick, though it had its faults – namely that the smallest amount of manufactured light could fuck it up.

      Georgie flared to view ahead of me, her skin overlaid by the same blue hue. Beneath the veil of light, shadows roamed like viscous oil over her skin. Acura’s shadows.

      Georgie didn’t have my capabilities. She stood with her hands against the back wall, her shoulders heaving.

      Blind and defeated.

      “You’re under arrest for the assault of an untouched fae,” I said. “Come willingly, and you’ll live another day.”

      When she spoke, her voice was sweet, girlish, and laced with tears. “I’ll live one more day only to die tomorrow.”

      “You chose this life by spending time in the Rim. You could have been having bake sales at the teen center or some shit.”

      “I didn’t choose to be shadow touched!”

      I shrugged. “Actions speak louder than words. If you'd stayed safe in the Core where good little girls belong, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You won't find sympathy with me.”

      “Of course I won’t. You’re a goddamned hound of the Reina!” she snapped.

      I battled my temper. Quite frankly, I didn’t want to kill this girl. I didn’t want another human’s blood on my hands. But I didn’t take kindly to being compared to a dog doing its master’s bidding.

      I strode forward and gripped her arm, ready to manhandle her if necessary. I’d promised my favorite twin brother dinner, and Georgie Lewis was wasting my fucking time.

      She lashed out with an almost comical battle-cry. Her nails raked my face and neck, trailing fire over my skin. Her bulk - what little there was of her - rammed me in a feeble attempt to take me down.

      Muscle is a tough thing to bring down, unfortunately, and my body wasn’t short on that. I used her own momentum against her and whirled her face-first onto the floor. I knelt on her lower back and wrenched her arms behind her body, securing her wrists with the flexi-cuffs that would transport her to Headquarters.

      On a background of her wails, I keyed up my Comwatch and radioed dispatch. “SEB277 for transfer of custody. Code 10-12.”

      “Copy that, 277. Stand by.”

      I watched the girl as I waited. She cried as if her life were over. Maybe it was. But I hadn’t been the one who turned her to the dark.

      We live the consequences of our decisions until they kill us. Some of us quicker than others.

      A beep from the flexi-cuffs indicated the transfer had been initiated. Georgina Lewis was still sobbing when the magic cloaked her and took her away from the cliffs to a cell downtown.

      A loud silence followed her departure. I didn’t like that I’d brought violence into the longhouse, but I didn’t like it in the manner of a girl who’d veered so far from her home path, she may as well have been on a different planet.

      Look at that. Didn’t have to shoot her. I holstered my gun. Drew it. Didn’t have to use it. I called that a win.

      I couldn’t say what I heard in that moment that turned my attention to the door beyond the long house. My fae sight still shone through the darkness, turning the dark space inside and outside into a glowing, mid-day blue. A soft huff of air, possibly. The faint, acrid scent of smoke. Not cigarette smoke; not really. Tobacco, yes, but laced with something headier and sweeter. Clove?

      I backed against the wall, turning my gaze on the door. The angle gave me full view of a man’s profile: he leaned against the façade of the longhouse, one foot against the wall, his knee crooked, a cigarette glowing dimly from his lips. Casual, like he spent all his time loitering outside abandoned pueblos in the dark.

      “You’ve caught me,” he said sardonically. The lit end of his cigarette bounced with his words. Sickly-sweet smoke drifted toward the roof of the cave.

      I’ll admit, it takes a lot to fluster me. The fact he knew I could see him in the dark from inside the pueblo baffled me.

      He slithered away from the wall, shadow melding from the shadows, tinted blue by fae sight. Faster than any human should have been able, he stood in front of me.

      Well, fuck. Guess I wasn’t going to survive the night without using my gun.

      I whipped the Taurus up and leveled it on his face. The gentle glow of his cigarette screwed with my fae sight – one of those faults in design. I could see a lean, muscular torso, long legs beneath his black pants, bare forearms corded with sinew. But the cigarette glow distorted my fae sight, leaving his face insubstantial and blurry.

      He batted my gun away. “Stop that. I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I stuck the gun right back in his face. “Wanna tell me why you were creeping outside listening to my apprehension?”

      “Apprehension? Like you’re the police, or something.” He chuckled. His voice was deep molasses, slow and thick with an ambiguous accent that placed him from nowhere and anywhere.

      “I am the police.”

      “No, you’re an embassy-trained dog of the Reina.” He sucked in a lungful of smoke and spoke as it drifted from his lips. “She’s brainwashing you to take care of the shadow touched, when you need to be focused on why Senka’s protection is dimming and how we can stop it.”

      He didn’t sound like a normal shadow touched. He lacked that hollowness, the faithlessness that came from turning to the dark side. He sounded almost…logical. Matter-of-fact. He wasn’t human – no human could have moved like he did, so quick I couldn’t follow.

      But he didn’t feel fae, either.

      “Who are you?” I asked, sighting the gun.

      Slowly, he took his cigarette from his lips and tossed it to the dirt at our feet. The little pinprick of light that had interfered with my fae sight extinguished, and suddenly, I could see him. All of him.

      He ground the stub beneath his toe and met my gaze with eyes blacker-than-coal.

      Fuck. He was shadow-touched. And he was gorgeous.

      “Warren.” He flashed a grin like a beacon in the dark. “And I’m going to save your life.”

      I lowered my gun. “What?”

      Then the earth began to shake beneath our feet.
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      Warren grabbed me roughly by both biceps and jerked me against him.

      I slammed into a wall of muscle and strength. It should have put me on alert; I should have reacted as if he had stabbed me, then shoved my gun between the delicate piano of his ribs and pulled the trigger. Instead, a thrill shot through my body. We molded together, his hard chest against my breasts, our thighs interlocked. For a brief instant, as I gazed up into his black eyes, I forgot about the earthquake. I forgot about Georgie Lewis and the longhouse and Senka Hollow.

      The world shifted. I fell through space with nothing but a stranger to cling to in the madness. Colors and sounds ramped up until I couldn’t see or hear anything but noise and chaos, though Warren’s warm hands remained firmly pressed into my back. We were one with the universe, among the stars — maybe even stars ourselves — and the eternal dance of life cradled us as if the dancers had waited forever for our arrival. I was flying, but I was rooted by his hands on my skin. The sensation lasted forever and not nearly long enough.

      Suddenly, everything righted itself.

      I clutched Warren’s arms. My body wanted to continue swirling and the solid earth beneath me didn’t.

      We stood beneath a purple desert sky as stars began to wink awake. The mesa towered behind Warren; the campfires haloed him so that I couldn’t see his face. Again. But I remembered it, all sharp angles and huge eyes illuminated by the magick of my fae sight.

      I stepped away from his embrace and opened my mouth to ask what the hell had just happened.

      He placed a finger to my lips. “Shh. Give it a moment, babe.”

      I tried to ignore the heady scent his clove cigarette had left on his skin. I also tried not to enjoy the way his finger trailed away, more like a lover’s caress than an admonishment. Because it wasn’t bad enough he’d shushed me, but he’d called me babe like some common ho.

      The low murmur of voices reached my ear. Instead of punching him in the nuts to make a point, I tuned in to the conversation.

      “Georgie, no!”

      “Interfere and sign your own death warrants!” a voice snarled.

      No. Not a voice. My voice. My raspy, Res-accented voice.

      What the actual fuck?

      A blur of motion crossed the desert floor, headed toward the pueblos. Georgie, in her too-big khaki cargos and sweatshirt, stumbled for the cliff – fast for a pint-sized sorority girl. Behind her, a tall, muscular figure raced over the dirt, ebony hair flying like a cape.

      Me.

      I gaped as I disappeared into the pueblo after Georgie, then I leveled a sharp gaze on Warren.

      “What did you do?”

      He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and shook one out, a grin spreading across his face. He flipped the dark brown stick between his lips and illuminated a lighter I never saw him retrieve.

      “Saved your life.” He lit his cigarette and took a long drag. He stared at me thoughtfully. “You’re prettier than I expected.”

      “Do I know you?” I asked, exasperated at his cryptic phrases and enigmatic smile.

      “No. Not yet.” He grinned wider and exhaled a stream of smoke.

      Darkness enshrouded him, masking half his face in shadow. His messy mahogany-brown hair stood on end, defying gravity but looking soft to the touch. One black eye gazed at me in flickering firelight, the other masked by the play of firelight. He closed his thick, red lips over the cigarette and pulled.

      I focused on his eyes to fan my own flames. The sight of him sucking on his cigarette did things to my nether-parts. My nether-parts were not supposed to be actively involved in apprehension work. Nether-parts were counterproductive.

      His eyes helped: the iris and pupil were the same inky shade. The black nexus occupied more of the sclera than in a normal human or fae, leaving only a small window of white – the tell-tale sign of a shadow-touched.

      “How long do you think that apprehension took?” he asked me.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Minute. Minute-and-a-half if we’re including you. Why?”

      “You’re quick. Impressive, actually. I can’t figure out if it was dumb luck that led that girl to a dead end, or if you nudged her there.” He tapped the side of his forehead. “Smart.”

      “I appreciate the compliment. I’d appreciate it more if you told me how you knew about the quake, how you happened to be outside the longhouse, and how you can travel through time.”

      “All in due time.” He grinned at his awful pun. His black gaze focused on the horizon. A faint rumble began to grow beneath our feet. The quake. He nodded. “There it is. Listen—” he exhaled another stupid stream of smoke that smelled like sex and a summer night, “—it’s been real. But I have somewhere to be, and you have a long night ahead of you. I’ll see you again real soon.”

      He winked. The shadows around him shifted, melted, swarmed him… and he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Night had fallen completely by the time I curved my bike into a spot in the parking garage at SEB Headquarters.

      I’d left three marked units at the mesa, taking a report on the damage to the cliff dwellings. Only a few Rim-dwellers got hurt in the quake; nobody died.

      Including me, which I owed to Warren. Supposedly.

      Nothing seemed out of place at Headquarters. The quake must have been small on the scale of one-to-holy-shit.

      Headquarters consisted of more than just the SEB. We shared a single building the size of a city block with most of the Hollow’s important agencies: The Sapiens Enforcement Agency—the human equivalent of the Bureau; the offices of the government, which consisted of the Rein, the Reina, and our thirteen human and fae council members; Population, the Hollow’s jail and prison systems; and the morgue. The best of the best and the worst of the worst crossed this threshold, and sometimes the line between the two was very unclear.

      I cut the engine and kicked the stand down, my movements heavier than usual. Uneasiness dragged my limbs, and I wasn’t certain it had anything to do with Warren and his disappearing act.

      My Com rang. I paused beside my bike to answer. “Yeah.”

      “Where the hell are you? I’m starving,” my twin brother complained. For such a skinny sonofabitch, Rice could eat like a hobbit.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m running late.”

      “Clearly.”

      “The skyscraper didn’t collapse during the quake, did it?”

      Rice laughed. “No, unfortunately. Maybe we wouldn’t have to listen to Ms. Vincente’s television all night if it had.”

      “Everything in the apartment okay?”

      “Couple broken dishes. Otherwise, good. It was small.”

      My brother’s voice leveled my nerves. He’d always had that effect on me, as if my mother’s body had given him all the calm, easygoing genes, and I’d gotten the neurotic, semi-sociopathic leftovers.

      “Have you even made it to the restaurant yet?” Rice asked.

      “Sure. All taken care of.”

      “You’re a terrible liar,” he told me. “Why do I trust you? They close in twenty minutes, Maurelle.”

      “I know, Maurice.” We tended to fall back on the full names we hated when irritated with one another. “I just need to check in with Population and secure my prisoner, then run by the Reina’s office. You call in the order, and I promise I’ll get it before they close. Okay?”

      “You come home without my noodles, I’m changing the locks.” He hung up.

      The Population desk occupied a corner of the first-floor lobby, behind which an electronic door led to the jail. A uniformed Population guard sat behind the wooden counter, watching the multiple security screens that monitored the interior. He looked up as I approached.

      “Agent Nez. You’re lookin’ fine this evening.” Moriarty leaned back in his plush chair and whistled softly, his blue-eyed gaze trailing down my dusty jeans and tank top. He was a good-looking man, but a little too shiny, a little too smarmy, hair a little too coiffed. “Get into a tussle? Was the other girl naked?”

      “I loathe you.” I slapped Georgina Lewis’s file on the counter. “She ready for my signature?”

      Moriarty tapped on his keyboard for a moment and nodded. “Yeah. They booked her on Sub-4. Hearing is tomorrow morning.” He slid the electronic sig pad to me, and I scrawled my name with my index finger.

      Sub-4. Something inside me panged. If I thought I had any empathy left, I’d have figured it to be sadness. Sub-4 was smoke and mirrors. You got assigned there, you weren’t leaving alive.

      Better the Population team get the dirty work of killing her than me. Too many more deaths by my hands, and I would drown in the blood.

      Moriarty slid the electronic pad back into place. “You sure you don’t want to go out sometime, Nez? I’ll even pay.”

      “I like girls,” I tossed over my shoulder as I strolled away. He knew I was lying.

      “You’re breaking my heart!”

      I had a thing about elevators, so I took the stairs two at a time to the fifth floor, and shoved through to the Reina’s personal offices, where the fae half of our leadership ran the Hollow.

      Her assistant – the nighttime girl, Carla – glanced up, saw it was me, and went right back to her magazine with a distracted, “Hey, Relle.”

      “She in there?”

      “Isn’t she always anymore?” Carla turned the page.

      I thumbed the code to my best friend’s office and entered.

      The Reina of Senka Hollow, Lila Lear, sat behind her massive desk, her head in her hands and her long blonde hair trailing over the messy surface. She didn’t bother to emerge from the cocoon of her palms – only two people in the Hollow knew the code to her office, and one of them was her husband.

      “Did you come in the back?” Lila asked, voice muffled behind her hands and hair.

      I sank into the chair in front of her desk and propped my legs up on the table. “Yeah. Why?”

      She finally glanced up through her curtain of soft curls. Her emerald eyes were bloodshot, and her nose was red as if she’d been crying.

      Unfortunately, not an uncommon sight for Lila.

      “Fuck. What happened?” I put my dusty boots back on the floor and leaned forward to pat her hand awkwardly. “Is it Everett?”

      She snorted, but it was more half-sob than sound-of-irritation. “Not even the half of it. Are you busy?”

      “Do I look like I’m busy? It’s nine-thirty on a Friday night, and I’m in your office.”

      Lila tinkled with laughter. She shoved her chair back and grabbed a handful of tissues. As she gingerly dabbed around her eyes, she said, “I punched him in the nose.”

      “I’m sure he deserved it. Why?”

      “I don’t know. We were arguing.” She blew her nose with an inelegant duck-like honk that made me adore her even more. “He said something dumb about my ass. I insulted his abilities. You know how it goes.”

      “You’re the most dysfunctional couple in the entire Hollow.”

      “Thank Senka we aren’t the ones in charge. Oh, wait…” She cracked a half-smile that faded quickly. “Forget Everett for a minute. I need to show you something.”

      Her long white skirt swished prettily around her thin ankles as she padded across the office in bare feet. Lila was beautiful the way the ocean sounded in the night – discreet and soothing, like divinity come to life. She had an ageless face and an innocent smile, but I’d seen her spear her fingernails into a shadow-touched’s eyes with vicious, grim determination. Petite beauty aside, she was a lioness, and I never underestimated her.

      I was rather fond of my eyes.

      Lila tapped the down arrow for her private elevator.

      I made a face. “Do we have to?”

      “You are a grown woman. This fear of elevators is ridiculous. And yes, we have to. We’re going below.”

      “I’m not afraid of elevators,” I argued as the bell dinged and the door opened. “I just prefer solid ground beneath my boots and full control of my person.”

      “That’s why you’re my sidekick,” Lila joked and touched the B2 for Basement Level 2. “I float around somewhere in the stratosphere, weighted securely to your concrete slippers. You keep me grounded.”

      Neither of us spoke as we drifted steadily beneath the sands of the Hollow, down to the level where our princess lay in cold and silence. Senka’s grave was a shrine in the Hollow. To visit her meant being granted special permissions by the Rein and Reina, who were fiercesome guardians of our priestess. The cavern in which she lay was as protected as a National Heritage site of old. More protected than the cliff dwellings where my ancestors had birthed, lived, and died.

      The moment the elevator slid below ground level, her presence was all around. I imagined the humans who attended church felt in their pews the way I felt while near Senka.

      The bell dinged. Lila placed her hand on the bio sensor, and the doors swished open to admit us.

      Only a dim blue light illuminated Senka’s tomb, giving the cavernous room an underwater glow. The ceiling soared high above us, shadowed in the stillness. My boots echoed with every step across the marble floors. I didn’t make it a habit to come here, mainly because either the Rein or Reina had to be with me, and they were busy enough without giving unscheduled tours. But when I did get a chance to visit, the weight of my existence faded surrounded by Senka’s hallowed peace.

      “Did you feel the earthquake?” Lila asked as she led me to the shiny silver railing that overlooked the grave one floor below.

      “I did.” I neglected to mention Warren, time-travel, or the possible destruction of an ancient pueblo cliff dwelling while on duty. Lila had enough on her plate without adding my crazy-ass night to the mix.

      “Look what the quake has done to our princess.”

      I stepped up beside my reina and wrapped my fingers around the cold metal bars. Far below us, Senka’s grave lay split open, as if the earth had offered her to the light and the light had declined. The dark fissure hissed and smoked, so deeply black it appeared to go on forever.

      I sucked in a breath and clung to the railing. My heart sounded in my ears, nearly drowning out Lila’s next words.

      “The guards on duty during the quake reported to me immediately.” She turned her haunted emerald gaze on me. “They said they saw movement below.”
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      I barely made it to Wang Chee before they closed, but I did, tires squealing on my bike as I skidded to a stop at 9:59. Mr. Wang, a tiny, wizened old man with a magic touch in the kitchen, smiled as he held out my bag in one hand and locked the door with the other. This wasn’t his first rodeo, and given my penchant for pressing time, it wouldn’t be his last.

      Equipped with Rice’s noodles and my rangoon, I zoomed through quiet city streets for home, content that my brother would neither change the locks nor maim me.

      My head was full of Senka. Forget Warren, forget time travel. I mean yeah, that shit was weird. But the guards' saw movement in the crevasse over the princess’s grave.

      What would that mean for Senka Hollow? Rasha sacrificed her daughter to save us. If something had gone wrong… If we had awakened the princess…

      Was anybody safe?

      I cut the engine and slid my bike into its usual street-side spot near the apartment. We rented a too-small loft in a four-story building, flanked on either side by a decaying skyscraper — two quakes from collapsing — and the Hollow’s only surviving library. This wasn’t the best area in the Core, but it wasn’t the worst, either; a fact I had to continually remind my mother. I found it less likely we’d be mugged, and more likely we’d wake up with the skyscraper crumpling through our windows.

      At the door, I touched my Com to the sensor and shoved at the bar, a movement I’d done a hundred times or more since leaving the Res.

      The door didn’t budge.

      I staggered back a step and nearly dropped the food bag, dumbfounded that my fob had failed. I tried again.

      Nothing happened.

      Shifting the bags to my elbow, I called up my brother’s number on my Com. It rang eight times, and went to voicemail.

      Fuck.

      I sighed. He was probably staring at the TV, his fingers getting a workout on some ancient video game. Not for the first time, I regretted ever splurging on electricity when half the Hollow did without.

      I scrolled to my landlord’s number and tapped to connect.

      “Yo.”

      “I’m locked out,” I snapped. “The sensor is on the fritz.”

      “God damn thing worked twenty minutes ago when I got home. What the fuck you do to it, Nez?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Screw you, Antonio. Let me in.”

      A moment later, the door buzzed to indicate manual override, and I shoved into a dim interior that smelled of curry and poverty.

      Some days, I regretted leaving the Res. My mother’s cabin was impeccable and always smelled like the harvested herbs that hung drying from her ceiling: basil, oregano, rosemary, cilantro. Life on the Res was simple and self-sustaining. Sunshine and dirt instead of concrete and shadow. I don’t know what went wrong with me that I craved the Core and the life of a cop over the stable future of a tribe’s chieftess. And where I went, Rice went – we were a package deal. Not for the first time, I wondered why my brother had followed me and my selfish dreams into this hovel.

      On the second floor, I passed 2-B and Mrs. Vincenzo’s overly loud television. Her husband had died last year, and I think she kept the damn thing on 24/7 because the noise filled the empty spaces.

      The couple in 3-A were at it again, firing angry, rapid Spanish at each other, punctuated by thuds and bangs. As I stepped onto the second landing to leave their bullshit behind, I heard a door open behind me.

      It never failed. The man had a nose like a bloodhound.

      “Relle?” a quavering voice called. “I smell blood.”

      “It’s probably not mine,” I said, turning to grin at Mr. Popovich.

      He stepped into the hall, his nose upturned and his sightless eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe you. Come here.”

      I sighed, but did as he asked. Mr. Popovich was a great old guy, and he’d known my dad a long time ago. The tenuous connection he maintained between me and my dead father made it easier for me to relent to his weird quirks.

      “You’re hurt.” He held a hand over my face, concern furrowing his brow. “Come. Let me clean you.”

      “Mr. Popovich, I’m okay. I promise.”

      “No, no. No arguing. You bleed, I fix.”

      I followed him into his apartment, because if I didn’t, he’d call my mother. The last thing I needed on a night like tonight was to deal with her special brand of crazy.

      “You work tonight?” Mr. Popovich asked, motioning to a chair at his kitchen table. The layout of his apartment was identical to ours, but the feeling wasn’t the same. There always seemed to be something missing in his place: a kind of emptiness that couldn’t be explained away by the sparse furnishings and lack of decorations.

      “Yes, I did. Had an apprehension. She scratched my face.” I’d forgotten about the wounds until my bloodhound neighbor had smelled the dried blood. Nail wounds were nasty business, what with the overabundance of germs living beneath a human’s fingernails. I’d almost rather get shot.

      The scratches burned beneath Mr. Popovich’s ministrations, but I knew it was necessary. For me, of course, because alcohol might keep my face from puffing up like a rooster. For Mr. Popovich, he could get his fill of fatherly duties and feel needed. Win-win.

      “How is your daughter?” I asked him.

      “Good. Pregnant.”

      “That’s great,” I said, even though I didn’t mean it. Bringing kids into Senka Hollow was dumb and irresponsible. Senka’s failing protection meant more opportunity for the weakest to fall victim to the darkness.

      “No, it isn’t,” Mr. Popovich echoed my thoughts. “I told her it is not safe for a child here. Not now. She never listens.”

      “We have that in common.”

      “You are a good girl, Maurelle Nez. Hush now.”

      He dabbed ointment on my cheek, his cloudy eyes fixed on a point somewhere over my shoulder. I didn’t know how old he was. Sixty? Seventy? But he’d been around the block a time or two, and if there was anybody I could trust to ask sensitive questions, it was him.

      “Mr. Popovich. Have you ever heard of someone being able to time travel?”

      He paused, his meaty finger dangling over my eyebrow. “Many, many long years ago. Why do you ask?”

      “So it’s possible?”

      “There are tales, yes. It isn’t a magick I’ve ever seen myself.”

      “What would you say if I told you I met someone who could do it?”

      Mr. Popovich put the lid back on his antibiotic ointment. He looked right at me, as if he could really see me. “If that is the case, Maurelle, then I would be concerned. Nature evolves to save itself only when everything else falls apart.”
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      My face burned like fuck as I stepped heavily off the stairs onto the fourth floor. The hall was blessedly silent, as it should be past ten at night. I hooked the small bag of rice and fortune cookies on the door handle at 4-A – my favorite neighbor, Elroy, a scrappy old dude who had left the Res before I was even born. He worked nights at the power plant on the outskirts. His food would be waiting for him when he got home, and I’d rest assured I wouldn’t get a lecture from my mother on his health.

      I stuck my key in the lock of the apartment I shared with my brother and turned it, but the lock didn’t unlatch; the damn thing was unlocked. I gritted my teeth and shoved open the door.

      “Rice!” I yelled irritably.  “You left the damn door open again. I’ve told you, you can’t do that in this neighborhood. Even with the front door sensor.”

      I shut the door and flipped the deadbolt. My brother didn’t answer. I could hear the tinny sound of his video games from his bedroom.

      “Noodles!” I called, hoping to tempt him to move. I flipped the light on in the kitchen and started pulling boxes out of plastic. The delicious smells emanating from the containers made my stomach rumble.

      I popped a fortune cookie from the cellophane and dropped it on the offering plate on our altar. The small ancestral temple was my one concession to our heritage, a habit that had traveled with me from the seat of my ancestors to this cramped, dingy downtown apartment. The ingrained habit seemed almost involuntary; a necessity similar to brushing my hair or showering. The importance had waned somewhere between then and now, lost along the road I’d taken.

      “Rice! Vittles!” I yelled again as I opened the cabinet to extract plates.

      I paused, the hairs on the back of my neck tingling. I’d been so caught up in getting home with our dinner, and then dealing with the faulty lock sensor and Mr. Popovich’s fatherly attentions, that I hadn’t paid attention to the energy in the apartment.

      I set the plates on the counter and opened my senses. The agent in me never stayed alert at home. All my guards could drop when I walked through the door; all the tension I carried, the razor-sharp focus, it could all vanish. This was my safehaven, the place I shared with my brother, who was the only surety in my life.

      Something heavy hung in the air. Something wrong.

      “Rice?” I barked. The first stab of worry sliced through me.

      No response.

      I walked the hallway to our bedrooms, feeling lightheaded. I trailed my fingers along the wall for balance, maybe for comfort, for proof that I was real and the world was real, even if Senka’s grave lay split to the air ten blocks away.

      My brother’s door hung open. Electronic music and chaotic light spilled into the hallway, like it usually did when he binge-played.

      “Rice. Dinner.” I put a palm on his door. The hinges creaked as it opened.

      Lit by the maniacally flashing lights of a retro Donkey Kong game, my brother lay sprawled on his bedroom floor, eyes wide and mouth slack.

      His throat gaped open like a hideous, bloody smile.
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      For a moment, I thought the roaring in my ears was the building collapsing around me. The Hollow had only just experienced an earthquake; aftershocks could rattle the walls, send the decaying skyscraper next door onto our heads before anyone could react.

      But I realized the roaring was the sound of my life shifting. The sound of everything I knew bending and cracking at the sight of my twin dead on his bedroom floor.

      I took three hesitant steps into the room. The flashing of his TV cast the scene in a surreal glow. Blood pooled around him like liquid ebony and streaked his arms and hands.

      I clenched my fists and had to fight to steady my breathing. Step One: Don’t lose control. I eyed the scene, looking for anything out of place. If I searched the room, I didn’t have to look at Rice. Though that hardly mattered – the visual had scarred itself into my mind. I had a feeling I’d never not see his bloody body and his face slack in death. Not for the rest of my days.

      Rice was a slob, but he went about it in a comically organized way. More clothes over his armchair than in his closet; bed a messy jumble of blankets and too many pillows; and his laptop sitting open on the desk.

      Powered on. I crossed to his desk and called up the screen. His webcam portal filled the display as it always did – my brother lived for gaming.

      I wasn’t familiar with the program; other than the Com – which ran mostly on fae magick - I wasn’t very good at keeping techie things alive. The Hollow’s dial up was notoriously shitty because the lines gave preference to Coms, so it was a waste of time in my opinion.

      I found the replay button.

      His webcam had been active when the intruder entered. Rice sat on the floor beside his bed, game controller in hand and the room dark but for the television. He sat in his little world, playing away. Something changed; he straightened and looked at the open bedroom door.

      A figure appeared, bathed eerily in the light of the TV. Broad shoulders and slim hips indicated a man, though the bulky black sweatshirt, loose jeans, and black ski mask made identifiers moot.

      My brother didn’t even have time to stand. He dropped his controller and threw his hands up as the intruder leapt. The knife slashed at Rice’s hands, but he still fought, grappling with the guy valiantly.

      Rice wasn’t a warrior like me. Not to say he wasn’t strong or couldn’t hold his own, but there’s more to being a warrior than just strength and capability. Timing. Precision. Planning in the heat of the moment. You can’t teach a warrior mentality; a person either has it or they don’t.

      Rice allowed the wrong angle to open. I watched the knife nearly decapitate him.

      The intruder didn’t stick around long. He rifled through my brother’s pockets and extracted a small black object. The picture quality was too grainy to see clearly; I had no idea what could have been in my brother’s pocket that would have been enough to murder him over. Then he left, still clutching his blood-soaked knife.

      I watched my brother twitch until he fell still.

      My mouth was dry. My fingers were numb. Time for backup, especially since my knees couldn’t hold my weight and my vision had begun to dance around the edges.

      I tapped the screen on my Com and waited for dispatch to connect.
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      When I first started running for the Reina, we hit it off like we’d been friends since the dawn of Senka Hollow. We hadn’t, of course. Lila was a good many years older than me. She ruled the Hollow long before I wore cloth diapers in the dust of the Res.

      So my closest friend was Shana Clayton, a sassy, street-wise detective on the Sapiens Enforcement Agency — the human answer to the Senka Enforcement Bureau. Luck had abandoned me with Rice’s murder, but offered restitution in my best friend’s chocolate gaze.

      “Oh, sugar.” Her ebony skin deepened in the light from the TV, reminding me how weird it was to be sitting in the dark with my brother’s dead body. She wrapped me in a tight embrace that smelled of cigarettes and the coconut pomade she used in her short black curls. “You okay?”

      “Yes.” I squeezed my eyes shut and took a couple deep breaths of her comforting scent and limitless energy.

      I tried to not do it regularly. Shana was human. Being around her did something for me I didn’t fully understand, not in the same way we understand why the rain falls or the planet revolves. Breathing of her presence steadied me, filled my stores. It was pure fae magic, and it was dangerous.

      Over a century had passed since the world fell apart, and Rasha, our queen, saved us from ourselves. The Undoing annihilated human and fae populations across the planet. The merging of the fae realm and the human realm depleted natural resources, as fae magic began to take more than the earth could handle. When we realized we could draw energy from the humans, and they realized they could use our magic to fuel their technology, things only got worse. It was a matter of time before we destroyed one another.

      That’s when Senka came to us. Rasha buried her daughter deep beneath the core of the city, and her goodness perpetuated everything. We found our balance. We rebuilt our home.

      But the psychological damage had been done.

      I stepped away from Shana’s embrace, feeling like a bitch for the little energy I’d taken of her.

      Having given me efficient sympathy as befitting a friend, Shana extracted a steno pad from the inner pocket of her elegantly-cut suit jacket and flipped to a blank page.

      “You’re so old school,” I joked, because it felt normal. “That’s what your Com is for.”

      Shana glanced at the slim, fae-designed watch on her wrist. “I only wear it because it’s policy.”

      “It’s meant to make your job easier.”

      “It’s meant to take the ‘human’ out of ‘interaction.’” She leveled her chocolate gaze on me pointedly.

      I grinned. “Okay, boss.”

      “Should we relocate?” Shana glanced at the arriving crime scene techs.

      The question sent a chill through me. I looked at my brother on the floor. “I’m not ready to leave him.”

      “Fair enough. Start from the top.”

      “There isn’t much to tell. I came home. He was dead. His web cam recorded the murder.” I pointed to the laptop on his desk. Tiny, pixelated versions of us stared back from the screen.

      “Convenient.” Shana made a note on her pad. “When was the last time you spoke to him?”

      I pulled up the screen on my Com and opened the phone application. “Quarter after nine tonight.”

      “Did he sound distressed or worried?”

      “No. Just hungry.” My stomach twisted. If I hadn’t taken so long at Headquarters... if I hadn’t been held up by the jacked-up door sensor and Mr. Popovich’s infernal need to parent me, maybe I would have been here. Maybe I could have saved him.

      Instead, he died hungry and alone, because I always put my job first.

      Shana seemed to decipher my thoughts. More likely, she saw the abnormal glint of tears in my eyes. “Don’t blame yourself for this.”

      I breathed deep. “Okay.”

      “Any idea who did this or why?”

      I shook my head, my gaze drifting to Rice. The CSI techs were scraping beneath his fingernails. He always kept those fucking things so long, like Senka-damned bear claws. I hoped he’d scratched skin from the guy. I hoped there was something beneath those razor-sharp talons that could figure out who did this to him.

      “The video shows the perp taking something out of Rice’s pocket,” I said, returning my gaze to Shana. “Something small. Square. Black.”

      “Any idea what it could have been?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “The evidence team will study the video. We’ll figure it out.”

      Shana’s next question filled me with more fear than the idea of life without my brother: “Are you going to tell your mother, or should I send an officer?”

      Fuck. I’d been so caught up in my own disbelief, I’d forgotten about my mother.

      The rushing in my ears was back. “Me. I’ll tell her. She’d never forgive me if a stranger delivered the news.”

      “Do you need a ride there?”

      “No.” I needed a lot of things. I needed strength. I needed courage. I needed a few minutes to breathe, to feel the wind in my hair and my bike between my legs, before I got to the Res and broke my mother’s heart.

      Most of all, I needed my brother. But that was no longer an option.
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      An infinity’s worth of stars blanketed an indigo sky, and Haseya Nez waited for me outside her pueblo.

      Call it a mother’s intuition, or a wise woman’s third eye. Or maybe a Chieftess’s sixth sense that life had gone akimbo and her daughter rode in on a Ducati with bad tidings.

      The night hung still and breathless after I cut the engine. My heart pounded as I dug my messenger bag from beneath the seat. I wanted to delay the moment when I would have to catch up to the worry on my mother’s handsome face and give her a reason to cry.

      “Shich'é'é.” Her voice carried the weight of the sky and the power of our clan.

      My daughter.

      I kept my back to her. Tension settled in all the crevices of my body. I would rather assassinate a dozen shadow-touched in the name of the Hollow than tell my mother her son had been murdered. Not now, not after she’d already lost so much.

      “Shich'é'é.” Her voice was closer. Behind me. She touched my bare shoulder, her fingers warmer than the desert night.

      I let go then. I let the horror and anguish take up residence inside me, and I turned to fall into my mother’s arms as if I were an awéé’, a baby at her breast seeking comfort and a promise that life would be okay.

      I towered over my mother by a foot, but when she rocked me, I felt as if the world could not reach me through the circle of her embrace. Many years from now, I knew I would feel the same, even as her body withered and her hair grew white and the wrinkles cradling her eyes grew into canyons.

      “What has happened, shich'é'é?”

      The rumble of her voice penetrated my grief. Warmth begin to shimmer from her fingertips as she worked magick on me, tiny rivers of light pooling into my back from her fingers.

      “Breathe, Maurelle. You are safe.” She grasped my shoulders and gently pushed me away to search my face.

      Her long black braid cascaded down her bosom, peppered with silver and entwined with feathers and leather cords of turquoise beads. She was short, but muscular and wiry. She thrummed with power, so much so I waited for the day flowers would begin to bloom beneath her feet. My mother was warrior and mage. I envied her that balance. The warrior took so much of me that little was left for the mage.

      Her dark eyes gazed through me. Beneath the indigo sky, on land sacred to my people, she could reach into me and know me. “Maurice?”

      “Shimá...” My voice cracked. My mother.

      “How?”

      “Murder.”

      In an eerily calm voice, my mother said, “Come. I will make you hominy.”
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        * * *

      

      Until I left my mother’s home, I never realized how small a universe the Res could be. All of my mother’s love and my formative years resided in less than seven hundred square feet: three tiny bedrooms and a combination kitchen-slash-living area.

      I sat at the crude wooden table my father had carved by hand years before I came squalling into the world. Mama put a kettle on to boil and filled two mugs with her delicious homemade chai powder. She lit a second burner on the stove and placed a saucepan over the flame, then lifted the rock in the floor, beneath which our limited perishables sat. She removed a clay pitcher and emptied heavy cream into the saucepan.

      Then she threw the pitcher on the dirt floor.

      I jumped to my feet, astonished as the pitcher shattered into fragments of her anger.

      “It is that... place,” she snarled, losing her calm placidity. “Those anarchists he joined. They spread hate and lies and dissention.” She opened a cabinet as if she hadn’t just lost her shit and reached for the hominy jar. “Do you want cinnamon, shich'é'é?”

      “Yes, please.” I stooped to clean up the broken shards. “I don’t think his friends would have killed him, Mama.”

      “Not his friends, Maurelle. The people he opposed.”

      “The government? Mother, are you seriously implying the government had Rice killed?” I tipped two handfuls of shattered pottery into the trash, and tried not to think of the time and effort once put into the forging – a waste of someone's talents. I returned to my chair, but remained poised on the edge of the seat in case my mother pulled another Mr. Hyde And went for the good China next.

      Mama shot me a stony look and sprinkled cinnamon into the hominy and cream mixture. “If not the government, who shall I blame? You? With your dangerous job and all the enemies you have made?”

      I bit my tongue to avoid lashing out at her in self-defense. The very thought that my job could have brought murder to my doorstep made me numb with fear. I hadn’t even considered the possibility that Rice’s death had been meant for me. Was the assassin sent to murder me, but in my absence, chose my brother instead?

      Or worse still, had my brother been a pawn in some kind of power play against me?

      Mama dipped a wooden spoon into the saucepan and stirred the now-steaming concoction. Cinnamon laced the warm air. “Senka Hollow is poison, Maurelle. You must get out before it poisons you, too.”

      “Mama, it’s not poison. Right now, things are just... difficult.”

      “Difficult, she says!” Mama called. “Our tribe is a nation of its own, Maurelle Nez, yet word has still reached us of unrest in the Hollow.” She turned down the heat to let the hominy simmer. As she poured hot water from the kettle over our chai, she went on. “We have heard rumor of division in the council, spurred by difficulties between the Rein and Reina. Civil war is impending. The stars show me.”

      “The stars don’t show you war in the Hollow, Mama.” Though how could she know about Lila and Everett? As Lila’s one and only confidante, I often found myself privy to all the darkness seeping through their marriage. But their fighting wasn’t common knowledge.

      At least, it shouldn’t have been.

      “The Diné are crucial to the fragile balance of harmony that exists on Earth,” my mother intoned. She placed a mug before me on the uneven surface of the table. “Both the Diné of the fae and the Diné of the humans. We are vital to the balance of good and evil.”

      Oh, this conversation. I knew this one by heart. I wrapped my hands around the warm mug. I breathed deep of the spicy scent, my mouth watering and my heart aching at the sweet innocence of my mother’s delicacies. The scent recalled days when Rice and I roamed the Res, planning dreams bigger than the desert sky.

      Mama returned to the stove. “We raise our youth to know this, Maurelle. To know what important role you play in keeping our Earth healthy. Yet our children continue to abandon the reservation to live in that poisonous place. This is what happens when you do not listen to your elders.”

      “Mama, the fact that a few people left the Res for the Core doesn’t mean we’ve broken the balance of the world. The fae did that well on their own during the Great War.”

      “We have been in conference with the human Diné,” Mama said as if I hadn’t spoken. She set my plate next to my mug. “We must reunite our tribes and save our children from the poison of Senka.”

      “Senka is not poison!” I slammed a hand on the table. My mother and I stared one another down for a long, breathless moment. Her slight but muscular form loomed over me. I couldn’t remember a time I’d ever raised my voice at her in anger.

      Senka was my savior. She was the deity we worshipped in the Hollow. And yes, I knew her power was fading. I knew the outskirts had become shadow touched and dangerous. But she was still my princess. My goddess.

      No one, not even my slightly frightening mother, could get away with calling my princess poison.

      Mama finally relented and sank wearily into her chair. “Let us forget the Hollow for a moment. You cannot remain in that apartment, shich'é'é. It is no longer safe. Your brother died in your home. His spirit will linger, as will the negativity left behind from his murder. The building is now cursed.”

      I spooned hominy, closing my eyes so I didn’t have to see her earnest gaze. “Mama, its not cursed anymore than the Hollow is poison.” My first bite loosened the tension in my shoulders better than any shot of whiskey.

      “The old laws stand, Maurelle, even when your faith does not. Maurice's death has cursed that building sure as you and I sit here. You must get out before the curse claims you.”

      A familiar tick picked up in my left eye. “I’m not leaving the Hollow, Mama.”

      “You must return one day anyway, Maurelle.” She smiled benignly behind her mug. “You will be the next chieftess of this clan.”

      From one usual disagreement to another. And my mother wondered why I never came to visit.

      She went on. “We have heard another rumor. One that suggests Senka may have risen.”

      My heart thudded in my chest. I forced my face to reveal nothing, even as the giant crevice in Senka’s tomb flashed in my mind. “What do you know?”

      “The earthquake cracked the earth.” Mama sipped her chai. Her eyes glazed as she looked inward. I recognized the look; my mother could step from this world into the astral plane with little more than a prayer. “Senka is awake. Darkness is coming.”

      “Mama, don’t be so dramatic. Senka has been dead for a hundred years. The quake just shook things up in the tomb. Maintenance will have a hell of a time fixing things, but they will.”

      “No, shich'é'é.” My mother grabbed my hand. I jumped, my fork falling into my bowl. “Senka has been slumbering for a hundred years. Now, she wakes.”
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      My mother left the pueblo to bring news of Rice’s murder to the Elders, the small council that governed the tribe. I had offered to accompany her and been resolutely turned down.

      “This is tribal business,” my mother snapped. “You have made it quite clear you are not interested in such.”

      After she flounced out the door like a child who'd won the last word, I abandoned my hominy only half-eaten. I'd lost my appetite somewhere between poison and ancestral duties.

      As I passed down the hall, headed towards my old bedroom in the back of the pueblo, a voice called my name.

      A familiar face poked from the crack of an open doorway. Huge dark eyes peered from a deeply suntanned face and a mane of wild ebony curls.

      Warmth flooded me. I walked to my little sister and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her so completely into me that her tiny feet dangled over the floor. She smelled clean, with a hint of Mama's homemade lotion. “Mai. My little flower.”

      “Were you and Mama fighting?” she asked, voice muffled against my neck as she squeezed me tightly. Mai was all angles and bones, like me at age ten, and she  felt infinitely fragile in my arms. But where I'd remained hard and tough, there was something much more delicate and lovely about her; somewhere in the heart shape of her face or the brightness of her smile. She carried less weight in the world than I had.

      “No, little flower. Mama and I weren’t fighting. We were having a discussion.” I nudged the door open with a boot and entered her cozy room, Mai still swinging from my embrace. The covers were clean but rumpled on her small bed, where a handmade stuffed animal — that might have been a rabbit at some point in its adventurous life — waited. I deposited her softly on the messy blankets and tickled her  ribs until she screeched.

      “Stop! Stop!”

      Her giggles and her futile attempts to shove me away  banished the turmoil inside me, if only for a moment.

      I sat on the edge of the bed, and we linked fingers.

      “I missed you, shilah,” Mai said sleepily. Sis. “You stay away so long.”

      “Work keeps me busy, flower.” I traced a fingertip over her delicate knuckles. At ten years old, Mai was fourteen years younger than me and Rice. Life hadn’t yet hardened her skin or her eyes. I hoped it never would. “You must have grown five feet since I saw you last.”

      Mai giggled. “Liar.”

      “I am not. You’re a giant among the Diné!”

      Mai rolled to her side, tucking a hand beneath her cheek. Her long black hair splayed wildly around her and over her: a blanket in and of itself. “Tell me a story, shilah.”

      I kicked off my boots and scooted to rest my back against the wall beside her.

      She wrapped an arm over my tank top and laid her cheek on my abdomen. Her breath tickled the bare skin of my stomach beneath the hem of my shirt, as she said, “Tell me how Rasha beat Acura.”

      I smiled, even though she couldn’t see it. My mother didn’t like sharing stories of the Hollow. The Hollow’s history was not the history of our people, she would say.

      But it was. It is. And telling my little sister a bedtime story felt so much easier than telling her Rice was gone.

      “A very long time ago, the fae and the humans existed on separate worlds. We didn’t know they existed, and they didn’t know we existed. But the two races unknowingly drew power from one another. Our magic gave energy to the earth, which helped the humans survive, and the humans took care of the earth, which in turn gave us energy for our magick.”

      “I bet it was beautiful.”

      “It was,” I agreed, brushing a hand over her hair. “For a time. But the fae had a problem much bigger than we could handle.”

      “The dark fae.” Mai pulled a face and turned enough to look up at me. “They ruined it.”

      “They did. The dark fae grew more and more, until they overran our realm. They elected a leader, Acura, a horrible, nasty fae man with a thirst for power and no regard for the sanctity of life. Our queen, Rasha of the Light, knew something must be done to save us.”

      “We went to war.”

      “We did. An awful war that nearly killed off our kind. We eliminated Acura, but his essence infiltrated everything. The residual darkness seeped into everything in our realm and everything in the human realm.”

      “That’s when the Undoing happened?”

      “You got it, little flower. The barrier that separated us from the humans collapsed. We lost the balance we had held for so long. Both races became one, and the earth began to die. We had no wind. Precious little water. Soil bore no fruit, and oxygen began to grow scarce as all the plants and trees withered.”

      “The humans started hunting us.”

      “They did, but for good reason, little flower. Never forget that. The dark fae were taking all the energy to fuel their power. Even the good fae were unknowingly drawing more than they meant to. To the humans, we were a threat to their existence. So they came after us.”

      “But they used us for their own means,” Mai reminded me, as if I didn’t know. “It worked both ways, shilah.”

      “You are right again, flower!” I tweaked her nose. Her grin lit up the room like the corn-oil lamp on her bedside table. “Do you remember what happened next?”

      “Rasha gave us Senka.”

      “Rasha gave us all her daughters in thirteen places around the world. Senka is ours. Her power keeps us safe.”

      “Mama says something is wrong with Senka. Is something wrong with Senka, shilah?” Her sweet face looked so worried, brow wrinkled and small, thin lips tight with a frown.

      I couldn’t lie to her. “It’s possible, Mai. We don’t know for sure. Things have been changing.”

      “The shadow touched.” Her eyes were closed now as sleep began to claim her.

      I nodded, sad that my kid sister knew about them. I kissed her forehead, and gently extracted myself from her bed. “Get some sleep, flower. I’ll be here in the morning when you wake.”

      Before I closed the door, I glanced behind me one more time. Mai clutched her stuffed rabbit in one arm and twirled a lock of hair around a finger, her eyes closed. She looked so beautiful. So perfectly normal and healthy.

      First, my father. Then Rice. Mai was yet another piece of my heart that could be taken at any minute.
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        * * *

      

      Exhaustion shut down my body the moment I fell into my old bed. I slept fitfully for several hours, cast in dreams of Rice’s sightless eyes and Senka’s gaping tomb. Through it all, the scent of clove cigarettes, and Warren’s steady voice: “You have a long night ahead of you. I’ll see you again real soon.”

      I awoke to the purple hush before dawn, clove smoke still lingering in my senses. I didn’t bother with shoes, or pants to cover my boy shorts, as I silently left the pueblo and walked east.

      I walked until the pueblo — and the village beyond — were still in sight but far enough away to feel remote. I found a bare patch of dusty ground and sat cross-legged, gazing into the eastern sky as I awaited the sun.

      I’d spent most of my life only miles from the Rim. Growing up on the Res, a girl learned early to block out the darkness that crept in from that empty place. It’d been a while since I’d sat here and felt that niggling pressure. Could have been my imagination, but it seemed stronger now. More potent. I saw Senka’s grave in my mind, and I shuddered.

      I closed my eyes, listening to the waking birds and bugs of the desert. I gathered my energy: the ball of power and magick within me that made me fae, that could manipulate reality and emotions. Piece by piece, I bricked up the walls that kept the darkness out. I’d started doing it as a girl, and I kept a semi-barrier between me and the darkness erected every day, especially when tracking a mark in the Rim. But I hadn’t built the big wall in a while. I hadn’t needed to while I lived so close to Senka.

      Power buzzed through me. I could no longer sense the darkness, and it could no longer sense me.

      I opened my eyes to watch the sun rise.

      My mother’s absolution that Rice had died because of the Insurgentia echoed through me. He’d taken up with them six months ago after the first riot. A human kid, no more than a teenager, threw a Molotov Cocktail through the plate glass window of a fae man’s business. The place burned to the ground. The fae man was a member of Senka’s High Council.

      The gauntlet had been thrown.

      The Insurgentia didn’t believe the council had remained as balanced as Rasha had intended when she put the Hollows into motion a hundred years ago. They believed the council was corrupt and biased, giving preference to the fae as “higher beings.”

      Rice believed in their mission: to bring peace and balance back to the Hollow. He’d expressed concerns to me about the execution of their mission, but he’d thrown himself into it like he was chasing religion.

      I didn’t think the fae were better than the humans; not by a long shot. I blamed my own race for the current world we lived in. Quite frankly, I didn’t give a fuck whether you were human or fae, as long as you weren’t shadow touched. Once Acura’s residual darkness had infiltrated you, human or fae, you were the enemy.

      I loved my brother’s passion, though. Not just for the Insurgentia. Rice never lived anything halfway. If he threw his lot in with something, he did it at one-hundred-and-ten-percent. Training at the SEB had taught me doing something so blindly and completely could be a horrible weakness. Maybe that was why my brother was dead now.

      But with Rice... I guess I never saw it as weakness in him. I saw it as a strength, one to be admired. My passion extended to capturing other people to be sentenced to death. What did that say about me?

      I closed my eyes on my tears. I didn’t want to cry again. To lose control, as I had done in my mother’s arms last night.

      My grief is the desert, endless and interminable.

      I needed to stay strong and steady. I had work to do.

      I am lost and alone.

      I stayed there, lost in limbo between tears and my need for strength, as the sun’s rays began to spread over the Res.
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        * * *

      

      Mama awoke as I was sneaking out the door to leave.

      “Where are you going, shich'é'é?” she asked quietly, knotting the tie of her yellow bathrobe. The color looked stunning on her.  “You have just arrived. We have much to plan for your brother’s funeral.”

      I swallowed hard at those words. An ache opened inside me where my brother’s heart had once beat alongside mine.

      “I won’t be gone long. I have to go to work.” It was a half-truth. I did have to go to work and check in with Lila, plus I needed to start tracking down my next mark.

      But I also had to pay a visit to the Insurgentia.

      “You will return, shich'é'é?” Mama’s question was straightforward, but the look in her eyes was not. The look in her eyes told me she expected me to vanish, to avoid my responsibilities to the tribe as I had done too many times in the past.

      I backtracked and hugged her, an internal plea passing between us: Please trust me, Shimá.

      Her tight embrace returned her own plea: Please don’t let me down, shich'é'é.

      “I’ll be back,” I promised.

      The desert sun had grown hot in the time it took me to dress and get my things. I tossed my messenger bag in the seat compartment of my bike, and then tossed a leg over.

      “Relle.”

      Shit. I fought the urge to groan out loud, kick the bike to life, and spew gravel as I roared away from the man I had once been engaged to marry.

      Tohyah Yazzie was shirtless and sweaty, a sheath of broken cornstalks flung casually over one muscled shoulder. He didn’t have a stunning face, or even a remarkable one, but he had the chiseled body of a god and he was incredible in bed. And he was so fucking nice. He was the material for a perfect husband.

      And the biggest reason I left the Res.

      His chocolate gaze drifted over me, taking in my thigh holster and the way my tank top exposed my belly button. He chewed thoughtfully on a grain of wheat. “I’m sorry to hear about your brother. Mo was a good man.”

      “He hated that nickname.”

      Tohyah grinned around the wheat and tossed a lock of black hair from his forehead. “Yeah, I know.” His smile faded. “How is Haseya?”

      “Planning a funeral while also planning to carry me back here kicking and screaming.”

      “It’s not safe in the city.”

      “You’ve never even been to the city.”

      He inclined his head in agreement. “You look good, Relle. Real good.”

      Heat crept up my neck, and it had nothing to do with the desert.

      “You should stay a while.”

      Dammit, why did he have to look so good?

      “There’s nothing for me here,” I told him. I started the bike, drowning out anything else he might have said with the angry rumble of my Ducati.
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      I had driven Old Reservation Road so many times, I could likely have done it in my sleep.

      But something felt different today. The sky, though sapphire blue, seemed pale and colorless. The sun, shining as hot as a desert sun could shine, barely warmed me. The air tasted different. The ride didn’t thrill me, even as I sped beyond the legal limits and roared towards the city skyline at a reckless pace.

      I was half awake. Half alive.

      My other half was dead, and with him, parts of me.

      I swung by Headquarters and showered off the dust of the Res in the gym bathroom. Lacking a hair dryer, I opted to twist my unruly mane into a thick bun and secure it with a band. I never pulled my hair up. The air brushed cold and alien against my bare neck.

      One of my earliest memories of my father was also my most vivid. I was five. Maybe four. We sat cross-legged in the dirt, knee to knee. Rice had a cold, so I got a precious few days without his presence, where my father’s attention could be solely on me.

      He was showing me something with twine. That part of the memory is unclear. But his shining black hair hung loose and free around his body, the soft ends trailing against the desert floor. I reached out and touched the mass with my tiny fingers.

      Papa laid the twine in his lap. He mimicked my touch, grasping a gentle handful of my own long hair. “Sitsi’, your hair is power. Every strand is an extension of your body. Every strand is a nerve that can send warning to you. Leave it long. Leave it loose. It will serve you well.”

      When we buried him, we left his hair loose: a puddle of silky black around his strong shoulders.

      I didn’t have clean clothes, so I beat the dust from my jeans and tank top as best I could before I shimmied into both and headed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      The Insurgentia weren’t bad people, not truly. They were misguided and a bit overzealous. Nostalgic for a world that had never existed.

      They occupied a nondescript office near the Core, close enough to the seat of the council to seem like they’d done it on purpose, but far enough away to not get caught. I’d driven Rice on the back of my bike here several times when he was too lazy to walk and couldn’t afford a cab, the only means of public transport we had in Senka Hollow.

      A weathered sign over the reflective glass door stated Collier & Sons, LLC. That particular business, whatever it had been, had probably gone out of business long before the Undoing. But it was a clever disguise for the anarchists of the Hollow.

      My grief had evolved somewhere between fifty and eighty miles per hour. It had been scrubbed clean by my hot shower. Now I was pissed and ready for a fight.

      I tugged on the door. Locked.

      I unholstered my Taurus and slammed the solid butt of the gun into the window.

      Shattered glass rained down, accompanied by cries of alarm from inside. I kept the Taurus in hand — because it made me feel pretty — and reached through to flip the lock and let myself in.

      The occupants of Collier & Sons scattered like roaches in the light as I strode through the dimly lit front room. The musty interior smelled of coffee and cigarette smoke. A reception desk near the door stood unoccupied, though the occupant had likely ducked beneath the moment my gun shattered the door. Two more desks flanked a door in the back wall, shadows crouched behind the flimsy metal and plywood as if I couldn’t see them.

      Between the desks, a man stood by the open door: buzzed-short auburn hair, blue eyes, face twisted in shock and anger.

      Josiah Bishop was the unelected leader of the Insurgentia. I’d met him once or twice, and I knew my brother was fond of the human. His too-young face was the first, and only, I needed to see.

      He didn’t get a chance to open his mouth and berate me for breaking his window.

      Without a pause in my stride, I slammed him against the wall with one hand.

      I pressed my gun to his forehead and cocked the hammer.

      Click-click.

      “What happened?” I said quietly, biting out every syllable as if he were too stupid to understand spoken word.

      Josiah’s eyes closed. He swallowed hard; I felt the action beneath my palm in the convulsion of his Adam’s apple. His voice trembled as he responded. “I-I don’t know. We’re trying to find out.”

      “Try harder.”

      He cried out as I jammed the gun into his skin. He barely held himself on his feet, most of his weight between the wall and my hand on his neck. Some part of me knew I was out of line. Tossing the weight of my authority around like a weapon. But the anger — the fucking anger, so vivid and red and blistering beneath my skin.

      The Insurgentia may not have wielded the blade, but they’d killed my brother just the same by getting him involved in their underhanded stunts.

      “Did he die because of his role here?” The words were bitter on my lips. I was afraid the kid would say no, argue that it was me, my fault that Rice had been killed. Maybe I would have believed him, maybe not. But I didn’t care about that; I cared about someone, anyone, telling me my brother hadn’t died because of who I was.

      Tears squeezed out from beneath Josiah’s pale red lashes. “It is likely.”

      My fingers tightened involuntarily. The rush of relief I should have felt for the admission didn’t come. Another blaze of red-hot rage flooded me.

      “Please,” Josiah choked through my grip. “I loved Rice like a brother. Like a brother.”

      “No!” I snarled, but I let go of him. Without my hand to hold him up, Josiah sank to the floor and started to cry. “He was my brother. My twin. Don’t you dare say those words to me.”

      “I’m sorry!”

      “What was he into, Josiah?” I snapped. I didn’t holster my gun. “Tell me now, or so help me Senka, I will crawl into that maggot-infested brain of yours and take the information I need.”

      “You can’t do that,” a voice piped up from behind me. “That’s illegal.”

      I lifted my gun and pointed it at the voice, but kept my eyes on Josiah. “Fucking watch me.”

      “She’s the Reina’s hound, Sy, just tell her!” the girl hissed.

      Josiah pulled himself together and sat up, his back against the wall as if he could hardly hold his weight. “We swear an oath of silence to protect each—”

      I cut him off. “Oaths are not upheld in the instance of death. Rice is dead. That’s a little far outside the realm of needing protection. I want to know what he was in to and why.”

      Josiah glared at me, suddenly finding his balls now that my Taurus wasn’t clawing into his skin. An angry imprint of my gun’s muzzle blazed on his forehead. “The oaths we take are unbreakable. Death doesn’t change that.”

      I squatted before him and let the Taurus dangle harmlessly. I gave him a moment to sneer at me, to believe that I wouldn’t hurt him.

      Then I snatched his neck and dove in.

      I wasn’t great at glamours. Mediocre with energy manipulation. But I was great at a Veritas curse.

      My magick gripped his mind.

      He screamed.

      I shifted through his memories while I focused on the question: What had he tasked Rice to do in the days before his death? Like moths drawn to the flame of my inquiry, the correct memory presented itself to me.

      Josiah sat behind a large wooden desk, a manila folder opened in front of him. A knock sounded on the door, and he said, “Come in.”

      My brother, whole and healthy and alive, entered the office. I found it interesting to see Rice in Josiah’s eyes. Rice was beautiful and charming, with his long hair identical to mine and an easy-going grin. But Josiah’s memory included a rush of warmth and longing.

      He’d been in love with my brother.

      “Thanks for coming to see me,” Josiah said as they shook hands. “I have a job for you. It’s dangerous, but I think you might be the only person capable of completing it.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “You know what you told me about living on the Res? How it was so close to the Rim, you had to learn to block the darkness?”

      To Rice’s credit, his eyes narrowed warily. “Yeah.”

      Josiah took a deep breath. His memory included his hands shaking. “We’ve had intel that a councilman was seen traveling to the Rim under the cover of night.”

      Rice straightened. “Who?”

      “Weston.”

      “Fuck, are you kidding me? The lead councilman?”

      Josiah nodded soberly. “We need you to tail him. Follow him to the encampment and take pictures. Bring us proof.”

      The memories shifted again. Three times, my brother checked in with Josiah after being tasked with his mission. Each time, he had no proof, and he grew increasingly more agitated. Josiah had begun to note the changes, to be concerned that maybe Rice hadn’t been the right person for the job.

      A final memory, the night Rice died. Josiah worked late at his desk, lit by the warm glow of a small lamp. His phone rang. He lifted the old-fashioned receiver to Rice’s voice: “I did it. I got pictures. I’ll bring them tomorrow.”

      But for Rice, tomorrow never came.
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      I had already straddled my Ducati before Clara caught up with me.

      She started dating my brother less than a month before. She was a petite girl with insanely blonde hair and crystal blue eyes so red from crying, they seemed to glow. I liked her fierce affection for Rice, and her straightforward attitude toward life. I’d noticed a hardness to her that most girls in the Hollow — fae or human — didn’t usually have. I didn’t know her story, but I had a feeling it was at least as dark as mine.

      “Relle. Hey.” She offered me a hand, which I shook. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah. Me, too.” I stared right into her puffy eyes as I said, “Why’d you let him do it?”

      Her jaw tightened. “We know the truth, Relle. A councilmember is shadow touched. Rice saw him at the encampment southwest of here the day he died. And if one of those fuckers has gone dark, there must be others. We can’t trust our council.”

      “I don’t care about that,” I said, but it was a lie, because I did. I just didn’t care about that as much as I cared how big a role the Insurgentia had played in my brother’s death. “You knowingly allowed Rice to walk into a situation that would put him at risk.”

      “He was willing to take the risk.”

      I rubbed my brow. “Of course. Rice would have done anything he believed in enough. And now, I’m going to have to prove a prominent member of our government had him killed.” I paused, staring at her. “The Insurgentia walks a dangerous line. You might remember that the next time you’re given a task. You’ll find yourself six feet under. Like my brother.”

      I turned on my bike, but Clara put a hand on my arm. “Wait!” she yelled over the engine. “I need to tell you something else.”

      I didn’t turn off my bike. I tapped my Com with a single finger to indicate expediency. “You have twenty seconds.”

      “Did you see him much this week?” She had to yell to be heard.

      I shook my head. I’d barely been home long enough to sleep most nights, and Rice was in some kind of virtual championship for a combat game he liked. We lived together, and we loved each other dearly, but we were different people. We’d wanted it that way after moving to the city. We were tired of being Relle-and-Rice, one person instead of two our entire lives. Mainly because, to my mother, twins were sacred. Magick incarnate.

      That damn ache pulsed in my chest and I fought the urge to rub it away. I’d never be able to. An invisible scar I’d carry the rest of my life.

      “Something went wrong,” Clara said.

      “No shit. Don’t waste my time.”

      “No, Relle. I saw him night before last. His eyes were black.”

      I laughed. “He’s Navajo. My entire family has nearly black eyes.”

      “Relle. Listen to me. Black as in shadow touched.”

      I cut the engine. “Come again?”

      Clara circled a finger in front of her eye. “The pupil and iris had grown. His whites were smaller. Trust me, I knew his eyes. I loved his eyes.” Her voice choked and a hiccup escaped.

      It was ridiculously endearing. I forgave her a little on the basis that she truly did care for Rice.

      But... shit. “I need to make a phone call,” I told her, lifting my Com. “Thank you for telling me.”

      She nodded and didn’t walk away.

      I looked at her pointedly. “What?”

      She blushed. “He loved you, you know. You were the center of his universe. I know he cared for me, but you... I would never have been able to compete against you. Rice’s sun rose and set in your orbit.”

      With that, she gave me a hug — so quickly I had no time to react — and hurried back inside Collier & Sons, LLC.

      Rice’s sun rose and set in your orbit.

      Do. Not. Cry.

      I hit the line for dispatch and asked to be connected to the morgue.
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        * * *

      

      The morgue was housed one level above Senka’s tomb on the opposite end of the block that housed Headquarters. The huge building played home base to the entirety of Senka law enforcement, including SEA and SEB, as well as the Council and the offices of the Reins.

      Getting an appointment to visit the morgue was like trying to make a deal with the devil.  Only the coroner could conduct a visit, and if he wasn’t in, he could be called – but that didn’t mean he would come. Not even for me.

      My luck held up, because the coroner was in.

      Dr. Webster met me in the lobby with a grim handshake. “Long time, no see, Nez. Sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for seeing me, Doc.”

      He led me to the elevators, and I grimaced. Second time in as many days, people were dragging me outside my comfort zone.

      The doc must have noticed the look on my face, because he laughed. “Ah, still not a fan of elevators, I see.”

      “Not when there are perfectly good stairs to use.”

      Dr. Webster laughed as we entered the elevator. He scanned his Com on the sensor and chose the level for the morgue. The elevator began to sink.

      I let the silence stretch between us. Dr. Webster rocked genially from his heels to his toes, humming an unfamiliar tune.

      Unable to hold the question in any longer, I asked, “Is he shadow touched?”

      Dr. Webster rubbed his graying goatee. The look was new since I had worked under him. I liked the contrast against his brown skin. The coroner didn’t grow old so much as he aged like a fine wine.

      “It’s hard to say after death,” he replied. “Acura’s darkness begins to drain back out into the world, and the symptoms fade. The sclera fades to the normal white.”

      “Don’t give me the technical, comforting bullshit, Doc. Do you think my brother was shadow touched when he died?”

      As if to punctuate my question, the elevator doors slid briskly open.

      “Your candor has always been refreshing, Nez.” Dr. Webster led me out into the sterile white hallway. “I miss having you on my team. This intern right now... she’s a nightmare. Can’t even see blood without going pale.”

      “You’re evading the question.”

      “No, I’m giving us time to reach your brother’s body.” He touched his Com to another sensor, and we entered his exam room.

      The hammering in my chest intensified when I saw the morgue drawers lining the back wall. I’d spent six months in this room on my rotation for SEB training many years ago. I adored Dr. Webster - his efficient movements and his brilliant mind. He’d earned my respect. I found it exhilarating to be back here, but terrifying to see my brother's body.

      Rice waited for me in Drawer #3. Six years ago, I’d watched bodies go in and out of that drawer and never once thought of them as a person. Human, fae, whatever — all of them empty husks. Not people at all.

      Dr. Webster tugged the sheet down past Rice’s face, but thankfully not far enough for me to see the wound on his neck.

      They were people, those bodies. I could appreciate that now, staring down at the man I’d loved most in the world. The man who reminded me so much of our father, and now was likely smoking a pipe with him in the afterlife.

      Dr. Webster gently pressed on Rice’s lids, opening a single eye. I’d forgotten how gentle he was with his patients, as if their empty bodies could still feel his examinations. “It appears to be a possibility.”

      I gazed down. Rice’s iris bled much further into his sclera than it should. The coroner could evade giving me a straight answer. He could try to explain it away to make me feel better, but the truth stood.

      My brother had died shadow touched.
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      I drove without a destination in mind.

      My mother had warned me. Senka Hollow is poison, she said, so many times, so often as I grew up. Her mantra had become a common part of my life; when she said it last night, my rebuff had been automatic.

      But now... what if Senka Hollow was poison? What if Senka had failed? Maybe the earthquake had been her demise, the end of her influence over the Hollow. If that were true, Acura’s darkness would sweep over us all in time.

      Demise insinuated death, though. And the guards were sure they saw movement inside the tomb. Which was crazy. Some part of me understood that Senka had been a living, breathing fae princess once upon a time, but in her role as our sleeping protector, she’d become more myth. A revered goddess: unreachable, insubstantial.

      I steered the Ducati to Old Reservation Road on impulse. I thought about disappearing into my mother’s house and sleeping the rest of the day away. I could hide in the room I’d shared with Rice for eighteen years and remember how the two of us tripped over each other in such a tiny space. When we moved to the apartment, it had been strange, learning to sleep in different rooms. The absence of his breathing in the night had unnerved me. For eighteen years, he was only feet away in a matching bed. I could hear his every sigh, his every movement. It became my nighttime lullaby.

      Now he’d never move or sigh or breathe again.

      Yards from the turn off to the Res, I changed my mind. I didn’t want to hide where I was safe and constantly reminded of my brother. I wanted to get away. When I was younger, if I wanted to escape the stifling disappointment of my mother and her ideals of duty, I’d go to the mesa.

      On the surface, the ruins of the cave dwellings were deserted at mid-day. I didn’t go inside; chances were good that sleeping shadow-toucheds filled the cavernous rooms. But the outside was quiet and uninhabited beneath a warm desert sun.

      I locked my bike and glamoured it to match the brilliant reds of the dirt behind it, so if anyone inside were to wake, they wouldn’t get any bright ideas about taking it.

      Then I scaled the mesa.

      The air always seemed cooler and clearer on the smooth plain high above the desert floor. Nothing could compare to the incredible view, either: endless desert all around and a distant, shimmering view of the city rising from the horizon.

      I sprawled on the ground and gazed up into the sky. So much boiled inside me. Rice, who died shadow touched after being sent on a ridiculously stupid mission for the Insurgentia. Senka’s opened grave. The Rein and Reina of Senka Hollow engaging in daily recreational domestic violence. Senka is poison. You must return one day anyway, Maurelle. You will be the next chieftess of this clan.

      I pressed my fists to my eyes until spots appeared on the inside of my eyelids. Pain was grounding, after all. A sure way to get your mind off everything else.

      Then I slept, my dreams thankfully, wonderfully blank.
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        * * *

      

      Heady clove-scented smoke awakened me.

      For a moment, I thought I had imagined it. I blinked into a still-bright sky and waited to see if it had been a figment of my imagination, the way I’d dreamt of it the night before.

      Nope. An elegant plume of smoke drifted on the breeze above me. I watched the swirls dance until they were gone, and then I shifted to look behind me.

      An upside-down version of Warren-the-time-traveler grinned at me. “You snore.”

      “I do not. Ass.” I sat up and shook away the vestiges of my nap. “What are you doing here?”

      “It would appear I’m following you,” Warren responded on an exhalation of smoke. He waved his dark brown cigarette in the air. “I assure you, I’m not. I come here sometimes. Clears my mind.”

      For the first time, I studied him in the sunlight. He wore his mahogany hair spiked into a peak at his hairline, and his black eyes were eerily large in his angular face. He reclined lazily on one elbow, legs out straight and ankles crossed.

      And yeah. He was still fucking hot.

      He took another puff of his cigarette, eyeing me silently.

      I relaxed. Okay, yes, he was shadow touched. But he didn’t feel dangerous or out-of-control, the way marks did. There was a wildness to the shadow touched once the darkness began to settle in that he didn’t have. He didn’t make my spidey-sense tingle.

      “When did you become shadow touched?” I asked.

      He tilted his chin and huffed out a puff of smoke. “At conception.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Try again.”

      Warren shrugged. “Believe me or don’t.”

      “There’s nothing to believe. The shadow touched can’t conceive.”

      He grinned. The movement made him look feral. “Who says?”

      “Science.”

      “Science is nothing but magick in disguise, and magick is variable.” Warren extinguished his cigarette on the ground and tucked the stub in his pocket.

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      He leaned back on both elbows with a movement meant to be a shrug. “I don’t litter in sacred places. We already have that problem with the assholes downstairs.”

      “How do you get those cigarettes? Aren’t they expensive?”

      “I have my resources. Aren’t you going to thank me for saving your life?”

      “I don’t know that you even did.” I stomped the heel of my boot on the ground. “The mesa is still standing.”

      “The longhouse is not. Whole cavern collapsed.”

      “Oh.” I thought of the quiet, sacred space, and all the days I spent there with Tohyah as a girl. In those days before the Rim began to expand and the shadow touched began to move in. Seemed like so many doors had closed in the past two days.

      I processed this, and moved on. “When you disappeared, you told me I had a long night ahead of me. What did you mean by that?”

      He assessed me with those black eyes as if he could really see me. Not just the dusty jeans and tank — the same I’d worn last night when I met him — but all of me. The parts inside that fit together, little gears that whirled and twisted and comprised of my heart, my lungs, my emotions, my needs.

      “I’m sorry about your brother.” It wasn’t an answer, but it was. He had known what was coming.

      A lump lodged in my throat. I would not cry in front of this guy. “Could you go back? Take me back there and let me save him?”

      Warren’s brow drew together. He looked at me with something akin to sadness, which was not an emotion I generally associated with the shadow touched. “No. I can only go where I’ve been before.”

      “You haven’t been to the city?”

      “No. I have to be there. At that moment. With him. Like how I was with you last night.”

      “How did you know to be there?”

      “I knew.”

      The silence hung, hot and dry. After several moments that should have been awkward but felt almost comforting, Warren stood and stretched. His muscles drew taught beneath his plain black t-shirt, and a patch of tanned skin flashed above his low-hanging blue jeans. I thought of Tohyah, shirtless that morning on the Res, and not nearly so incredibly good-looking as this strange, black-eyed man who was shadow touched but... not.

      “Glad we ran into each other,” Warren said. He flipped a cigarette from his never-ending pack and lit up. “I’ve got somewhere to be.”

      I stared up at him. He was leaving me with more questions than I’d had a chance to ask. Instead of letting them out, I stood and offered him a hand to shake. “Thanks. For being there. For saving me.”

      Warren shrugged, tucked the cigarette between his kissable lips, and clasped my hand. Power moved beneath his skin, so strong my knees buckled. “It wasn’t your time yet.”

      Beneath the afternoon sunlight, I watched what I’d been unable to see clearly in the shadows the night before. Warren shimmered, a mirage in the desert, and disappeared.

      Like any good mirage, I wondered if he’d really been there at all.
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      Lila sat behind her giant desk, her dainty cat-eye spectacles perched on her nose as she made notes on a legal pad. I’d always liked that about her: that old-fashioned aspect, where she eschewed her fancy computer in favor of dead trees. Unlike Shana, who ignored technology because she disliked being beholden to the fae, Lila did it because she came from a world before. When even the fae used paper and pencils for the sheer joy of creation. I may have never known that world personally, but it had existed, like living legend of my race.

      I plopped down across from her and put my boots on her desk, sinking into the comfort of her plush armchair. “Senka?”

      Lila didn’t look up from her ledger. “Nothing further. I’ve got three guards on the crevice.”

      “Everett?”

      She sighed and finally looked up, shoving her glasses into her mass of honey-blonde hair. Lila’s blue eyes always had a kind of hardness to them; I doubted a fae could live as long as the Reina without developing the hard coating it took to survive in a hostile world like Senka Hollow. Though the hardness was still there, it was accompanied by a weariness I’d never seen before. “I don’t know where he slept last night.”

      I grimaced. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It’s been a long time coming. He’s... different.” She rubbed her hands vigorously over her face. A vicious bruise spread over the knuckles of her right hand, presumably from when she’d broken his nose yesterday. “I don’t know why I’ve held on so long.”

      “Because he’s your husband, and you’re both rulers of this Hollow.”

      “He doesn’t have to be my husband to be my comrade.” She sighed. “I just wonder if that’s even what he wants anymore. He takes no notice of current events. Casts no votes when the council convenes. It’s like he isn’t even there, even when he is.”

      “Do you think it’s a survival thing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you kick a turtle, it’s going to retreat into its shell.”

      Lila chuckled. Even though I hadn’t said it to be funny, I liked that I’d made her smile. “Ah. Because I punched him, he retreats when I’m around.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe he’s just not the same person anymore. How old are you guys?”

      “Older than I’d like to be.” She shoved back from the desk and walked to the cabinet that housed her wet bar. “Would you like anything?”

      “No. I’m meeting Shana for dinner in about twenty minutes.”

      Lila dropped three ice cubes in a tumbler and covered them with an amber liquid. “Recreation or work?”

      “Both. She’s got some info for me to help with the investigation.”

      “How you holding up?” Lila turned to lean on the bar, cupping her glass in one hand as she regarded me.

      “I’m okay.”

      “You’re not. But I know you feel it necessary to pretend, which is why I don’t coddle you.”

      I grinned. “I like when you don’t coddle me.”

      “You get enough of that from your infuriating mother.” Lila rolled her eyes. “The Navajo council sent me a cease and desist last week, did I tell you?”

      I knew my mother was an irritation to my life with her constant need to redirect my energies to ventures better suited to her goals. But she was just as much an irritation to Lila, who had to volley declarations from the tribe at least once or twice a month.

      “A cease and desist on what?”

      “We had a dry summer. Our main source of water has evaporated to a trickle. We used diviners to find an old well and dug into the groundwater.”

      “Let me guess. On Native land.”

      Lila groaned and returned to her desk, sinking wearily into the chair. “I’ve got people dying from Acura’s darkness, likely because our princess is dead, too—”

      “Fuck, don’t say that.”

      “–and if we don’t maintain the water supply, we’re going to have people dying from thirst. So of course I have to do what’s best for the Hollow. I always do what’s best for the Hollow. If that means calling imminent domain on Native land...” She trailed off.

      “The spirits don’t believe in imminent domain.” I shrugged.

      Lila bared her teeth. “Can you at least talk to her? Explain to the spirits how there are twenty thousand people in this Hollow who rely on me to make sure they have access to the basic necessities of life?”

      “Sure I will. But you’re asking for my mother to place logic over her people, and I can already tell you how that’s gonna end.”

      “When Rasha gave us Senka, things were so simple,” Lila murmured. “We were all one people. We were all bound together by our survival of the Undoing. But ever since, it’s as if the Undoing has continued on an organic level. Inside us all.”

      I didn’t have a response, because I knew she was right.
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        * * *

      

      I arrived at the bar at five-after, since it’s impossible for me to be anywhere early or on time. Through a haze of smoke and the din of revelous diners and an old jukebox blasting the Rolling Stones, Shana’s arm waved me over to a corner table.

      She already had a dark bottle of beer condensing on the scuffed, sticky table, and a basket of fried potatoes with the hot-honey sauce I liked.

      I nicked a potato as I sat, fully soaking it in the sauce before I popped it in my mouth. “Long wait?”

      “It’s always a long wait with you.” Shana sipped her beer. “I didn’t know what you were in the mood for, liquid-wise, so I haven’t ordered anything.”

      I caught the attention of our usual server—a guy I grew up with on the Res, who escaped about the same time I did. “No worries. I’m not in a beer mood.”

      “Because we have so many options?” Shana laughed.

      Which was entirely too real. Senka Hollow was a bubble, and alcohol was pricy, no matter what flavor you picked.

      Ahiga sidled up to the table, a pen tucked behind his ear and eyeliner around his big, brown eyes. “Hey, girl. What you want?”

      He was two or three years younger than me. A baby, really. I wondered if he regretted leaving the Res, but I was never brave enough to ask him. Life was hard enough without adding tribal guilt.

      “Cider, I think.”

      “Good choice. It’s on sale.”

      “Apple season?” I guessed.

      “Almost over.” He made a note on his pad and flitted away.

      One of Shana’s best qualities — in my opinion — was her inability to beat around the bush. She extracted a manila folder from her bag and slid it over the table. “We figured out what the perp took from your brother’s pocket.”

      “Really?” I said, floored. I flipped open the folder and gazed down at a blurry, pixelated image of fingers and a dark, blocky shape. “If I’m supposed to be able to tell what this is, we’re going to assume my eyes are broken.”

      Shana laughed. “Nah, I can’t see it, either. Not without one of the tech guys standing over my shoulder, pointing shit out.” She sobered and tapped one long finger on the image. “It’s a camera.”

      “What?” I looked closer. “We don’t own a camera.”

      “You don’t, maybe. Your brother did.”

      “But they’re... We couldn’t afford that. I’d know if he bought one.” Rice and I shared a bank account, just like we shared everything else.

      Cameras weren’t completely archaic, but they were rare and expensive, like old smartphones that didn’t work.

      “Well, he had one. And that dude took it.” She closed the folder and leveled a hard, chocolate gaze on me. She looked like an avenging angel with a halo of wild, afro curls and a heart of steel. “What was on that camera, Relle?”

      I froze. Not because she intimidated me. Not because I thought Rice had done something wrong, or I’d done something wrong.

      But because her tone had triggered the truth in me. She had that effect on everyone; I’d never been able to keep anything big  from Shana.

      I leaned forward and lowered my voice. “I might know. But I have no proof.”

      Shana mimicked my pose so that we were almost nose to nose. “Lay it on me.”

      “That camera might hold pictures of a shadow touched councilman.”

      Shana was a master of her emotions, so I didn’t see any visible reaction as she said, “Explain, please.”

      I told her about my visit to the offices of the Insurgentia, though I left out my harassment and illegal jaunt inside Josiah’s mind. I told her about Rice’s mission, and my conversation with Clare outside Collier & Sons.

      When I finished, Shana leaned back in her chair and drummed her fingers on the sticky table. Her beer and my cider were already half-empty, and the fries were gone. I motioned for Ahiga.

      We ordered our meals—a turkey club for Shana, a rack of ribs for me. And two more drinks. Our bill was going to be astronomical, but it wasn’t like we were short on cash. Law enforcement in the Hollow, whether human or fae, was high paid. Part of the reason we were so loathed. Not high-paid enough to justify the expense of an antique camera, but high enough to afford a couple beers.

      “So what now?” I asked when her silence became grating.

      Shana shrugged. “I don’t know. Without that camera, we don’t have proof of anything. Chances are if it did hold incriminating evidence, it’s long gone now.”

      “Your optimism thrills me.”

      She grinned wolfishly. “I know how to rev your engines.”

      “No backup files on his laptop?”

      “No. The team scoured the thing front to back. Whatever is on that camera is gone.”

      “What about his Com?”

      Shana stared at me.

      “You took his Com as evidence, right?”

      “Are you telling me your civilian, anarchist brother had a Com?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah. If he needed me, I wanted him to be able to reach me. Was he not wearing it?”

      Shana shook her head. “If he had been, I would know about it.”

      We sat in silence for a few moments. Ahiga coasted by with our food, and we thanked him, but didn’t pick up our forks.

      “So his Com is missing,” I remarked.

      “Appears so.”

      “It has to be in the apartment. Your guys obviously didn’t search hard enough.”

      “I can send a team back out.”

      “Or I could go home and look.”

      Shana’s thick lips pressed into a thin line. “You can’t do that, Maurelle. It’s a crime scene.”

      “I’m a cop.”

      “You’re not CSI. Don’t argue with me on this.” She keyed up her Com and waited as the line rang to dispatch. “Any idea where he could have hidden it?”

      I blinked innocently. “Of course not. I’m not my brother’s keeper.”

      Except I am. I was.

      And I knew exactly where he’d hidden that watch.
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      My Comwatch alarm broke into a series of obnoxious beeps in the middle of the night. I opened my eyes and blinked into the darkness of my old room, stuck somewhere in the twilight of waking.  Cool night air floated through the open window, and the bed was so warm. The Com glowed bright on the nightstand. I wanted to ignore the fucking thing. Roll over, cover my head, go back to dreams.

      The door opened, and my mother loomed in the half-light. “What is it, shich'é'é?”

      “It’s my Com,” I croaked, pushing my sluggish body up. No ignoring the Com now. “Go back to bed.”

      She remained in the doorway, the angle of her head daring me to argue her presence.

      I answered the call. “Talk to me.”

      “SEB 277. Shots fired at the 10th encampment. Com-trace places you within range. Are you able to respond?”

      As a runner, I had special status in the Bureau that kept me from being a responding officer. I worked my own hours and cases, and checked in with dispatch every so often to let them know I was still alive.

      So if they were waking me up in the middle of the Senka-damned night because I was close enough to respond quickly, then this was big.

      “On my way.”

      My mother watched me dress, her enigmatic face telling me nothing. When I tried to pass her to exit the room, she blocked my way.

      “Move, Mama. I have to work.”

      “You don’t have to do anything, shich'é'é. You choose your path. Is this the path you choose? To spend your days and nights chasing the darkness while your family suffers?”

      “How do you suffer, Mama?” I snapped, shoving past her.

      “I am burying your brother without you.”

      I stopped in my tracks. The long hall ended at the front door. Mama never closed that flimsy piece of wood. Beyond the doorway, the desert waited beneath a blanket of stars.

      During Creation, the holy people chose perfect spots for the mountains, as if painting a work of art on the horizon. Then they placed the sun and moon upon the sky. After that, they took their time choosing exactly where each star should shine in the night sky, placing them carefully upon a blanket they would then hang upon completion.

      But Coyote, the Trickster, could never wait patiently for anything. He shoved his way in and grabbed the corner of the blanket. With one violent throw, he flung the rest of the stars into the sky.

      And isn’t it beautiful? I thought as I stood in my mother’s house and tried to not think of it as a prison. The blanket hadn’t been placed as perfectly as the holy people wished, but Coyote’s intervention had ruined nothing.

      Plans didn’t always execute perfectly.

      “My brother is gone,” I said without turning. “Do what you want with his body. He isn’t there anymore. And I have work to do.”
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      The 10th encampment was a trash hole, one of the furthest from the Core, where the worst of the shadow touched resided. The pleasant aspect of the encampment being so far from the city is that these residents tended to remain where they were, living a kind of half-life subsistent on the desert and on each other. Which meant even though the 10th encampment was a cesspit, it wasn’t usually a problem. Distance had a way of containing problems in the desert.

      I roared into the camp and let dispatch know I was on scene. Requesting further information was moot, because flames licked the sky in the center of camp, silhouetting a crowd of people against the night. Clearly, I’d been invited to a marshmallow roast.

      Or a lynching.

      I slid from my bike and drew my gun, leveling it on the crowd as they turned to look at me.

      “Agent Maurelle Nez, SEB!” I barked. “Everybody down unless you want the sting of a bullet in your brain.”

      Most shadow touched knew my name. I’d heard rumor once they called me the Reaper. Whether or not that was true, I couldn’t say. Reaper or not, I was still one agent against what looked like hundreds of shadow touched. Not good odds, especially in the middle of the night and running short on sleep.

      For a moment, I thought they were going to ignore me. Anticipation hung over the crowd, and I couldn’t be certain it wasn’t anticipation of my death. But then black shadows began to drop to the dirt without a word.

      “Face down, hands behind your head!” I braced myself for noncompliance. Somebody in this crowd was itching for a fight.

      As I treaded into the minefield of shadow touched, I heard sirens approaching in the distance. Nobody moved as I navigated their prone bodies, carefully avoiding limbs and heads with my steel-toed boots.

      Only one person in the crowd hadn’t fallen to the ground. He sat in a metal chair, so close to the fire that sweat dripped down his face. As I drew near, I recognized him in the halo of firelight: my new pal, Warren.

      “Relle. So nice to see you.” He grinned that wolfish, white smile and leaned back in his chair as if he were simply resting by the fire and not chained like a naughty dog. “Please excuse me for not following your instructions. I’m a little... tied up.”

      I snorted. Couldn’t help it. Didn’t lower the gun, though.

      Car doors slammed on the edges of the dark, an encouraging sound considering I was one officer among a mob of shadow touched. Backup had arrived.

      “Nez?” a deep voice boomed.

      “Present!” I called in a singsong. I leveled the gun on Warren. “What happened?”

      He eyed the business end of my Taurus. “Is that really necessary? Aren’t we friends?”

      “I don’t know you, and the shadiest people in the fucking Hollow have you chained before a bonfire bigger than my mother’s pueblo. Now answer my question.”

      He took a deep breath. “There seems to be a misunderstanding.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Is that right? A chains-and-death-by-immolation misunderstanding?”

      “Ah, no, they weren’t going to kill me, were you guys?” Warren directed the question to the prone shadow touched spread around the fire. Nobody replied. He turned his hundred-watt smile back on me. “See? Nothing untoward here.”

      “You’re bleeding.”

      Warren’s gaze drifted to his thigh where a small, perfect hole oozed viscously. “Flesh wound.”

      “Looks like a bullet hole.”

      “Same thing.”

      I rolled my eyes and lowered my gun as Officer Jake Nesbitt sidled up beside me.

      Nesbitt was a big guy, all muscles and brawn but not short on brains, either. His blond hair was longer and curlier than the last time I'd seen him. Last I heard, he had an infant at home on top of the toddler and six year old. I imagined fatherhood left little time for haircuts.

      “Nez,” he greeted me, his hands resting on his gun belt. He had an easy grin plastered on his sun-darkened face, but his eyes missed nothing.

      “Nes,” I greeted back: an inside joke since we were young and dumb going through SEB training together.

      Nesbitt motioned behind us at the crowd. “Seems like you have everything well in hand.”

      “One-on-one-hundred isn’t good odds, even for me.”

      “Do we know anything?”

      I holstered my gun. “That was going to be my next question for you.”

      Warren cleared his throat. “Ahem. If I may... you might search the cabin over there,—” He flicked his gaze to a line of cabins skirting the edges of the darkness.— “where you will find the victim of the man who put a bullet through my leg.”

      Nesbitt and I shared a quick look. I inclined my head toward Warren. Nesbitt snapped his fingers at a greenie with a high-and-tight and strolled away. The newbie shuffled quickly after him, anxious to prove his worth.

      Behind me, the other responding SEA and SEB agents were securing the scene. Nes and his rookie faded into the dark cabin. I activated the recorder on my Com and zeroed-in on Warren. “You wanna try this again from the top?”

      He smiled beatifically. “Give it a moment, babe.”

      I gritted my teeth, ready to ram my fist through his stupid smile. “I don’t like you.”

      “That’s a shame. I think you’re pretty badass.”

      Unfortunately, the compliment felt kind of nice. I fought the flush of warmth that followed his words, but it wasn’t a battle I was prepared to win.

      Before I could respond, a shout stole through the night. I reached for my gun – mimicked by the dozen or so other officers standing around the fire.

      Nesbitt appeared in the doorway of a cabin, his face stricken. “It’s Councilman Weston. He’s dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      I groaned and rubbed my eyes, thinking maybe if I did it hard enough, I’d be back in my mother’s pueblo under a quilt that smelled of hominy and spices. Alas, unlike Warren, I couldn’t bend space and time. I was here, I was awake, and this shit just kept getting better. Or worse, depending on what end of the sarcasm spectrum you rested on.

      “Did you kill the councilman?” I asked.

      Warren jerked as if I had slapped him, eyes widening. “Why the hell would you think that?”

      I pointed at his leg.

      “Oh, that. Misfire. The kid that shot the councilman missed the first shot. I was the unlucky recipient.”

      “Fucking fuck, Warren. Let’s take this from the top, okay? Spell it out for me like I’m a moron. Slow and steady. How did we get from you taking an accidental bullet to this?” I slashed both palms down, indicating his current predicament of chains and bonfire.

      “Oh, that’s not too confusing. I was asleep in my bed.” He lifted his chin toward the cabin, where an officer was stringing crime scene tape. “I awoke to that old man busting through my door. Yelled something about being chased and for me to get him out of there. But then the kid came running in, shot once, hit me, shot twice, hit the dear councilman between the eyes. And the kid left.”

      “Kid?”

      Warren shrugged. “Small. Skinny. Not normal-adult sized.”

      “Did you get a look at their face?”

      “Not a perfect look. Kid was quick.”

      “Why did the councilman seek you out for help?”

      “Nothing like a spot of time travel to get a man out of danger.”

      “Do many people around here know that particular, um, quality of yours?”

      Warren shook his head. “No. I didn’t know that dude was a councilman until they tried to blame me for his death, but he knew a lot about everyone else. Made it a point to know all, I think.”

      “Random killing or premeditated assassination?”

      “Assassination is a scary word. But accurate.”

      I clenched and unclenched my hands to channel some of the building aggression in me. There was no doubt in my mind it was the Insurgentia. Councilman Weston had been their target from the moment they heard about Rice's death. I didn’t know what to do with the information. On the one hand, my loyalties didn’t lie with the rebels. My loyalties ran deep to the SEB and maintaining the safety of the Hollow.

      On the other, if Weston had ordered the hit on my brother, then fuck the Bureau and praise the rebel who had the gonads enough to kill the asshole.

      “How did we get from bed to the chains?” I prompted.

      Warren winced. “See, the councilman is much loved around here. He keeps the camp in food and such. They call him Papa West. So, he died in my cabin, execution-style, and the kid vanishes. Frolics off into the night like a Senka-damned ninja. The camp then decides I was the one to kill the councilman, regardless of the fact there isn’t a gun anywhere in my cabin.” He said the last loudly, earning some chastised looks from the shadow touched who were being interrogated nearby. “Yet here we are. You have impeccable timing.”

      “You leap-frogged me from an earthquake. Just returning the favor.”

      He grinned, and then cleared his throat. “Mind moving me a little further from the fire? I think all the hair on my head has been singed off. I’d like to keep my skin, if at all possible.”

      I leaned over and grabbed both arms of his chair. It took some muscle, but I managed to drag him into the shadows beyond the firelight. By the time I’d accomplished the move, I was the one sweating.

      I stepped back and brushed off my hands. “Better?”

      “Much. Thanks for the show.” He winked, and then waggled his eyebrows at my tank top. Even chained to an office chair and bleeding from the leg, he looked good enough to lick.

      Licking was not on the agenda, so I rolled my eyes.

      A pair of crime scene techs sidled up with bolt cutters, relieving me of Warren duty. As they cut my time-traveling pal free of his chains, I categorized the recording I’d made of his statement and sent it through to be processed. Then I tracked down Nesbitt.

      I found him on his Com near the crime scene, stress wrinkling his usually good-natured brow. He tapped his Com to shut down the call and signed. “Shit’s hitting the fan already. Fucking council is losing its mind.”

      “You blame ‘em? They just found out one of their highest ranking officials was not only murdered, but shadow touched to boot.”

      “Nah, guess I can’t blame them. We're fucked, aren’t we? Senka isn’t doing her job, the government has been infiltrated—”

      “Oh, please. Don’t make this sound like a Senka-damned 20th-century crime thriller.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      He looked more worried than I’d ever seen him. His worry crawled along my exposed skin, chased by the desert wind. I'd seen Nesbitt shoot without hesitation when a shadow touched jumped him five years ago. The man was fearless.

      But maybe we had more to fear now than shadow touched.

      “Can you take lead on this?” I asked, tracing a thumb over my holstered gun but meaning the crime scene in general. “It’s not really my thing, and you’re so good at being in charge.”

      “You slay me. Tell me more lies like that, and I might leave my wife for you.”

      I grinned. “Liar. You’re too scared at what Jeannette would do to you.”

      Nesbitt clutched his chest dramatically. “You got me. She’s a psychopath, and I love her.”

      “In all seriousness?”

      He dropped his hand to his side and regarded me thoughtfully. “Not a question, Nez. We appreciate your willingness to respond. We can take it from here.”

      I motioned to Warren, who was cracking jokes to the stoic techs as he rubbed feeling back into his arms. “I’m concerned for this man’s safety. Should we put him under protective custody until we assure the threat doesn’t extend beyond Councilman Weston?”

      Nesbitt raised an eyebrow. “He’s shadow touched.”

      “Sure, but he’s also a key witness to this murder. I sent his statement to Evidence.”

      “Come on, Nez. Why are you really concerned?”

      How to answer that without sounding like an absolute idiot? “I know he's shadow touched. But there’s something different about him. Something new. You know how the shadow touched don’t have much life in their eyes?”

      Nesbitt nodded.

      “This guy doesn’t have that. I can’t pinpoint what’s going on with him right now, but I intend to find out.”

      “Ah, good. So you’ll take him, then?”

      I took a physical step back. “What? Me?”

      “I don’t really have the men to spare right now, what with things getting more and more physical out here. You guys know each other, and you’re one of the best runners I know. You can keep him safe.”

      I knew what he was doing. He buttered me up with the “best” comment. Offer up the compliment, let the fish take the bait.

      Just call me Barracuda.

      “Fine. But the minute you have intel, you better Com me.”

      “Aye, aye, Nez.”
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t take Warren back to the pueblo. Not just because that would be really fucking weird, and I didn’t want him anywhere near my baby sister, but he needed medical attention and a place to sleep. I hadn’t set foot in my apartment in two days, but I’d gotten the all-clear from the CSI team to return. And I needed to track down my brother’s Com, anyway.

      So I pointed the Ducati back to the Core and tilted my head at Warren. “We don’t have all night.”

      “You expect me to ride that thing with a bullet in my leg?” Warren asked, crossing his arms.

      “You walk pretty well on that thing considering there’s a bullet in it.”

      He pursed his lips.

      “Come on, princess.” I patted the leather seat behind me.

      Warren walked around the bike and leaned heavily on my shoulders as he gingerly lifted his bad leg over the bike. The angle of the bike's seat slid him into my back, his hard, warm torso resting against me.

      He wrapped his arms around my waist as I turned on the bike. His fingertips rested on the patch of bare skin above my jeans. I really hope the engine covered up the way I shivered beneath his hands. A frisson of something completely otherworldly danced between us. I wasn’t big on using my powers – I was more of a fists and firepower kind of girl – but his touch made my magick undulate inside me.

      What the hell was this guy?
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      Dawn had barely begun to light the horizon when I found an empty spot across the street from my building. In the pre-dawn twilight, the street appeared deserted. Not even the wind moved this morning. The hazy half-light coupled with empty streets and doorways felt like an omen.

      I helped Warren off the bike. He winced as he moved the injured leg; I had already figured he hurt a little more than he let on. I took the brunt of his weight so his leg didn’t have to, and waited until he steadied himself on the concrete. Under the vestiges of bonfire smoke on his clothes, I could smell his clove cigarettes. The scent did things to me that I wanted to punch into submisssion.

      I tossed my bag over my shoulder and pocketed my keys, then slipped an arm around his waist and tugged him gently against me. “Come on. We gotta cross.”

      He stared at me for a long minute, face inscrutable, and then put his arm around my shoulders and leaned into me.

      We moved stiffly and slowly. I let Warren set the pace. I’d never taken a bullet before, and I had no real hurry to give it a try, but any idiot could know that shit hurt. I’d like to say his discomfort brought up feelings of remorse for all the shadow touched I had shot in my day, but maybe I wasn’t wired that way.

      I was wired to do what was necessary, not what was right.

      So why the fuck was I taking a shadow touched home with me?

      Warren grimaced as we stepped up onto the sidewalk in front of my building.

      “Almost there,” I promised, motioning to the front doors, where the red light on the fob pad blinked.

      “You live here?” Warren’s gaze traveled up the skyscraper next door.

      Every time I saw the damn thing, it looked worse. The council should have torn it down years ago, but abandoned, decaying buildings don’t take priority when people are dying and the Hollow is failing.

      “It’s not as bad as it looks on the outside,” I assured him.

      “I guess I expected the Reina’s hound to live in luxury.”

      I glared. “Don’t call me that. I don’t need luxury.”

      “I see that.” His black eyes drifted from the skyscraper to me. He hesitated, as if he wanted to say more, but then he shook his head and leaned into me.

      The scanner recognized my Com with no issues. I gritted my teeth and boarded the elevator in deference to Warren’s wound. I kept my eyes firmly on the glowing numbers above the door, counting each floor. 1. 2.

      “You okay?”

      I spared him a glance, then looked back at the numbers. 3. “I don’t like elevators.”

      “The elevator has nothing to do with it. You like to be in control.”

      I didn’t look at him. He was right. Perceptive fucker. “You can time travel and disappear at will. Mind reader, too?” 4.

      “I wish. Maybe I just get you.”

      The door opened with a faint ding. “You'd be the first person who ‘got’ me that didn’t share a womb with me.”

      My floor was silent as a graveyard. We shuffled slowly, Warren hanging limply against me. Pain etched his face.

      “Adrenaline has worn off, huh?” I joked.

      Warren managed a smile. “I told you. Just a flesh wound.”

      “Flesh wounds don’t require bullet extraction.”

      “Are there rules to flesh wounds now?”

      I helped him lean against the wall beside my door and gently extracted myself from beneath his arms. “Yeah. Flesh wounds don’t tear through muscle and bone.”

      He straightened. “Bone?”

      “Trust me. You’d know if it got that deep.”

      The crime scene tape had been removed, though traces of it remained on the doorjamb: a reminder of what had happened here. A reminder of the moment my life began to spiral out of control.

      I didn’t want to be here right now. I wasn’t ready to see our home, to see all the memories of Rice spread through the apartment in the detritus he’d left behind. His favorite ball cap hanging on the hook by the door; his sneakers discarded in the living room; empty dishes in the sink from the breakfast we’d shared the morning before he died. Mama was right. Rice would haunt this apartment, but it wouldn’t be his spirit stuck in this world.

      It would be stuck in my heart.

      I unlocked the door.

      The smell of heavy-duty cleaning solution assaulted my nose, and the black void of Rice’s absence gripped me. I ignored both as I helped Warren limp into the apartment and settled him at a chair in the kitchen.

      I’d expected the Chinese to still be on the counter, rotting and feeding the resident ants. But the SEB cleaning crew was thorough in their erasure of the events leading up to me finding my brother’s body. The place was probably cleaner than it had been before we moved in.

      While Warren looked around my kitchen with interest, I dug the first aid kit out of the cabinet and put a pot of water on to boil.

      “Cooking?” Warren asked.

      “Take off your pants,” I responded, opening the cabinet over the sink. “No. I’m going to boil the blade to cut out the bullet.”

      He paused in the act of untying his sweatpants. “What now?”

      I reached for the special liquor. “You have a bullet inside your leg. It has to come out.”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “No.” I slammed a bottle of homebrewed whiskey on the table in front of him.  “But you’re shadow touched, and you know the hospitals won’t let you in. So take off your pants. And drink up.”

      I avoided looking at him and adjusted the temperature on the stove while he disrobed. But I snuck a peek while he slugged back half the bottle of potent liquor in one go. Plain black boxers and shapely, muscular legs. Fuck.

      Warren set the bottle on the tabletop and gasped. “Strong stuff.”

      “My landlord makes it.” I dropped a box cutter in the boiling pot and glanced over as he shot back more liquor. “Take it easy. I’m not trying to get you wasted.”

      “Shame.” That wolfish grin was back. He slouched in the chair like he owned it, feet planted on the linoleum and t-shirt riding up to expose fine black hairs marching down his toned abdomen.

      I swallowed hard and thought about the bullet. Just the bullet. Not too hard to do, since his thigh was covered in blood around a thick, wet wound.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told him, wiping my hands on a towel. I left him to guzzle cheap, homemade alcohol while the water heated, and escaped to my room.

      Our safe rested beneath the false floorboards of my bedroom closet. It was my doomsday security—a couple thousand bucks in case we ever needed to get the hell out of the Hollow on a dime. Neither me nor Rice ever had need to put anything else in there. We didn’t care for jewelry, and anything that had once held sentimental value to us remained in my mother’s home.

      So we both piled money away as we earned it—me, doing what I did best as an enforcement agent. Rice, picking up odd jobs here and there as the mood suited him.

      I tugged the chain to illuminate the bare bulb in my closet, then shoved my way into my clothes. The false floorboard looked exactly like the others; if you didn’t know it was there, you’d never find it. But it’s not like the cops had any reason to search my room, anyway. When I opened the safe and stared down at Rice’s familiar Com, nestled among piles of money, my heart constricted.

      I slid the Com into a small messenger bag, and as an afterthought, tucked a couple hundred bucks in with it. Mom could use it towards Rice’s funeral.

      “Hey... Relle?” Warren’s voice sounded thin. “I think... I’m bleeding again. A lot.”

      Alcohol was a good way to prepare a guy for shoddy surgery, but it was also a blood thinner. One of those little nuggets of info I’d gleaned over the years that had conveniently slipped my mind.

      I sighed.

      The apartment was becoming entirely too acquainted with blood.
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      Back in the kitchen, I tossed the messenger bag on the table so I wouldn’t forget it, and dug out a threadbare kitchen towel for Warren. “Press hard,” I told him, laying his hand over the towel on his wound.

      I lit a candle so I could burn the blade when it was done boiling. Lacking a sterile lab and autoclave, we adjusted. “So you live out there? 10th encampment?”

      He shrugged. “It’s cheap. I can keep an eye on things.”

      “What things?”

      “Things.”

      Irritating asshole. I scraped a chair up in front of him and sat so that his thigh was between my legs. I tried not to think about that, too. Think about the bullet. Torn skin and muscle. Getting the shard of metal out with minimal damage or bleeding.

      “If I’m going to help you, you need to talk.” I turned up a bottle of rubbing alcohol over his leg. His quick inhalation at the pain made me a little too gleeful. “When did you become shadow touched?”

      “I told you. I was born this way.”

      “Nobody is born shadow touched.” I ripped open a pack of iodine and began to swipe at his wound. The bullet had gone in clean. Now that the alcohol had cleaned out the dried blood, I could glimpse the glint of metal deep inside. Thank Senka. That meant I’d have no problem getting it out.

      “I beg to differ,” Warren said matter-of-factly. “My mother was a shadow touched fae. My father was a healthy human. And I am... something altogether different.”

      “Human and fae can’t reproduce.”

      He touched my cheek. “Do you have to be so contrary?”

      I jerked away from his fingers, startled by the contact. My gaze fluttered to meet his. He was smiling; not the sardonic grin I’d come to associate with him, but a sweet half-smile.

      “I’m not being contrary,” I snapped, returning to his wound. I rubbed a little harder than necessary as I cleaned with the iodine. “It has been proven that the races cannot interbreed, and the shadow touched are infertile. So you’re trying to tell me your existence proves both beliefs false?”

      “Yes.”

      I opened the sterile needle and thread from the kit and spread it on gauze, preparing it for a quick sew up. I didn’t have a response for his claims. It’s hard to suspend your disbelief enough to allow truth in the things you’ve always believed false.

      “You act like you know what you’re doing,” Warren observed.

      “We had to learn field medical care in SEB training. They cut my leg open, and I had to clean it and sew it up.”

      “On purpose?” He looked aghast.

      “The SEB isn’t for pussies.” I had plenty of scars to prove it, and that one was the least of them. I returned to the stove and switched off the burner.

      “I wanted to be a cop. When I was a kid.”

      Using a pair of tongs, I extracted the blade and laid it on a waiting towel. “Guess that was hard. Knowing you weren’t eligible.”

      “It is what it is. My father tried to hide my condition for a long time. He passed me off as normal for years; even started to believe it himself. Then when I was thirteen, my eyes changed. We couldn’t hide it anymore.”

      “What happened to your mom?” I held the cooling blade to the candle’s flame.

      “Dead. The darkness took her completely and drove her mad. She ended up killing a human. One of your people came for her.”

      Something in my cold, dead heart shifted and ached. “My people” gambled life and death every day, but the game had never come so close to me.

      Warren was lost in his memories as I returned to my chair, blade in hand.

      His eyes widened at the innocuous metal shard. “Don’t you need gloves?”

      “You aren’t contagious.”

      He barked with laughter. “Tell that to the rest of the Hollow.”

      An undercurrent of bitterness laced his tone. I didn’t know what to say. Some people felt they could contract the disease from those who had been shadow touched. It was a ridiculous notion; the darkness came from Acura's poisonous, leftover magick. We were just as likely to become shadow touched simply by existing in Senka Hollow.

      “People are just paranoid,” I said. “They don’t understand why Senka is failing. And once you become shadow touched, there’s no going back.”

      In the early stages of the disease, the person retained so much of who they were that the sudden fall out caused by their condition felt like a witch hunt. They found themselves cast out into the encampments, separated from the Core, from Senka. And out there in the Rim, they would  eventually die, so full of Acura they were no longer themselves.

      Then there were girls like Georgie, who chose to spend their time partying with the shadow touched, sure they were invincible and nothing could hurt them. But they weren’t strong enough to face Acura’s power.

      “Life probably sucked for you,” I finally said, because nothing else seemed appropriate.

      He nodded once, then the sardonic grin returned. “I’m still alive, and the darkness hasn’t killed me yet. So that’s something.”

      “That’s pretty spectacular, actually. How long have you been like this?”

      “Seventeen years since my eyes changed.”

      I put the blade on a towel and poured rubbing alcohol over it. He was about thirty, I guessed. “Most shadow touched don’t live five years.”

      “I don’t think I’m shadow touched.”

      I laughed. “Come on. Seriously?”

      “No. I told you. I’m something different. Know anybody else who can time travel?” he asked pointedly.

      I lifted the blade. “No, now that you mention it. You knew about the earthquake, too.”

      “Prophetic dreams. The dreams and the time travel came with the eyes.”

      Okay. Now I was very intrigued. “And the vanishing?”

      He laughed. “No vanishing. Just a side effect of the time travel. I can slide back in time thirty minutes and go right back to where I started.”

      “Wow. How many minutes have you relived multiple times?”

      Warren shrugged. “I don’t keep track.”

      “Has it affected your aging?” I eyeballed him – for thirty, he looked pretty youthful and vibrant. Not that thirty was old by any means, but living past the end of the world ages a body.

      “The opposite, in fact. Time travel rejuvenates me.”

      “Huh,” I said, because no other words seemed to encompass the depth of his story.

      He grinned and nudged my knee with his. “Have I made the badass SEB agent speechless?”

      “Maybe. I didn’t realize bringing you home would send me down a rabbit hole deeper than Senka's grave.”

      Warren laughed.

      “Let’s get this bullet out, then we’ll talk some more.” I knew at some point, I would have to take him to Lila. But for now, I wanted to keep him to myself and wring all his secrets dry. Every detail he shared made him that much more intriguing.

      Warren took a deep breath  and sat up straighter, physically bracing himself. “I’m ready.”

      I shook my head and gently shoved him against the back of the chair. “You need to relax, or it'll hurt worse.”

      “You’re about to cut open my leg with a box cutter. Relaxing is the furthest thought from my mind.”

      I moved my chair as close as I could, which cradled his knee firmly against the most intimate part of my body. I pretended I didn’t notice. “Think about kittens. And clove cigarettes.”

      “Kittens smoking?”

      I laughed. “You’re an interesting dude.”

      “Not the worst thing a girl has ever told me.” He shot back the rest of the whiskey and then said, “Let's do this.”

      “Deep breath. Then breathe normally, okay?”

      Warren nodded. He pulled in a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      Fresh blood flowed from his leg  as I opened him back up. He hissed and the muscles in his thigh tensed.

      “Breathe, Warren,” I said, keeping my eyes on his bullet wound.

      He chuckled, albeit painfully, and took a shaky breath. “That’s the first I’ve heard you use my name. I like it. Sexy.”

      My neck flushed, and I blamed the heat coming from his body. “I’m going in. Squeeze the table if you need to.”

      I’d sewn up my own leg before, but I hadn’t actually put my appendages inside another person’s limbs. His skin and muscles and blood closed over my two fingers in a grossly intimate embrace that exhilarated me and made the bile rise in my throat simultaneously.

      Then the bullet was out.

      “Fuck. Me.” Warren gasped the words, sinking against the back of his chair.

      His choice of terms didn’t help the flush still warming my skin. I dropped the bullet on the table and reached for the rubbing alcohol. If I focused on the minutia of my movements, I could pretend his scent wasn’t overwhelming me.

      “It isn’t over yet.” I uncapped the bottle.

      He eyed me warily. “That’s to sanitize the needle. Right?”

      “Right,” I agreed and tipped it over his thigh.

      He groaned through clenched teeth. I gave him credit for not screaming like a little girl.

      I made quick work of sewing him shut. The bleeding had already ceased before the final stitches were placed. Considering I’d managed the bullet extraction without prior practice, and I had put in stitches for the first time in six years, I thought I’d done pretty well.

      “All set,” I told him, patting his good leg. I gathered my supplies and took everything to the sink to wash my hands.

      Warren whistled as he regarded the bullet. “Such a small thing to cause so much pain. Though I’m unsure how much pain came from the bullet and how much came from your bedside manner.”

      I laughed as the last of his blood washed away from the creases in my knuckles. “Glad you’re getting your sense of humor back.”

      “That was probably the second most exciting experience of my life.”

      “Only the second? What was the first?” I asked, drying my hands as I turned to face him.

      He stood behind me. I hadn’t even heard him approach.

      “Meeting you.” He winked. He reached past me for the paper towels, his body so close I could feel the power that emanated from him. I knew why he didn’t feel fae now, considering he was only half-fae. But I could also tell it was there: a barely contained wildness, a magick that sang to my own.

      My heart pounded in my chest. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to feel the muscles beneath his t-shirt, to press my hips against his, to taste him. What was wrong with me?

      Warren stepped away and used the towels to clean up his leg. “Thanks for doing this. Hurts like fuck right now, but I’m sure I’ll feel better later.”

      I tossed the dish towel I’d been using into the sink and leaned a hip on the counter. “I don’t have any antibiotics, but we can get some at HQ. You’ll need to take some stat, before any infection has a chance to set in.”

      Warren moved forward to deposit his used towels on the counter. At the same time, I pushed away from the counter to go clean the table. We ran into each other, my leg unfortunately bumping his stitches.

      He grunted and wavered on his feet, falling into me. I reacted quickly, encircling his torso with both arms. “You need to sit. You shouldn’t even have stood yet, you idiot.”

      “Oh, thanks,” he said sarcastically. “That makes me feel so much better now that you’ve maimed me.”

      “Don’t be such a baby. It's just a flesh wound,” I reminded him,  throwing his flippant words back at him.

      I helped him into the chair, both of us nearly tumbling to the floor with his backward momentum. I ended up in the chair across from him, straddling his good knee, my arms still tangled behind him, and our faces inches apart.

      I tried to right myself, getting my hands between us to push off his chest.

      Warren’s hands cradled my waist. His gaze moved south to where  my breasts threatened to escape my tank top from the awkward angle of my body. The pain drained from his expression, replaced immediately by an almost feral desire that took my breath away.

      I watched the metamorphosis, shocked to see it happen so quickly. To see so clearly what would happen next.

      He kissed me. A hesitant touch of the lips, a question that stole any sense I had left.

      Desire exploded within me. I fell into him, mindful of his wounded leg. I deepened the kiss, a small moan escaping as his tongue touched mine. His hands moved to cup my ass and draw me closer, until I was on his lap, his leg between mine, and my hip pressed into a very impressive surprise beneath his thin boxers.

      His mouth left me breathless. His hand beneath my shirt, cupping my breast, made my skin run hot until I felt like if I didn’t shed everything I wore, I’d incinerate on the spot.

      “Relle, tell me to stop,” Warren murmured against my lips. He drifted lower, his tongue touching the sensitive skin near my collarbone. He jerked my top out of his way and closed his lips over the dark bud of my nipple.

      I gasped and rocked against him. “You’re not doing a great job convincing me to make you stop.”

      He grinned against my skin, and fuck the movement was as sexy as his hands on my body.

      We locked lips again. Warren reached for the button on my jeans.

      It took me a moment to realize the rocking beneath us wasn’t Warren, or the chair, or me. Everything was rocking, and an accompanying rumble grew in intensity.

      Earthquake.

      I tugged Warren beneath the kitchen table, all worry for his injury ignored. I braced myself against the base of the table, Warren's arms wrapped around me from behind.

      The entire world quaked around us in a disorienting blur. Plaster fell from the ceiling, and appliances danced off my kitchen counter. This was more vicious than the quake during Georgie's takedown. That one had been the opening act; this was the main event.

      Above the growing rumble, another sound met my ears. Something breaking apart. A vicious series of whines and cracks, followed by the sound of debris raining down from above.

      The skyscraper.

      I lunged out from beneath the table to grab the messenger bag with Rice’s Com in it. My fingers had barely wrapped around the strap, when Warren yanked me against him.

      The ceiling collapsed onto us, rebar and chunks of construction material piling onto my kitchen floor. Then the world dipped and changed, and I fell for the second time in Warren’s arms. Nothing remained but his scent and touch and the lingering taste of his lips as we traveled through time.
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      After the crazily tilting world came to a halt, my senses took a few seconds to catch up to my body and realize the ground no longer moved beneath my ass.

      When I finally shook away the cobwebs, I heard: “You live here?”

      We sat in the same position we’d taken beneath the table, my back pressed against Warren’s chest and his hand resting possessively on my stomach. We were between the skyscraper and the apartment building, hidden from sight.

      “It’s not as bad as it looks on the outside,” I heard my own voice answer. Had I  always sounded so low and gruff?

      “I guess I expected the Reina’s hound to live in luxury.”

      A pause. “Don’t call me that. I don’t need luxury.”

      “I see that.”

      I glared at Warren in a mimic of the same look I’d given him earlier. “I’m not the Reina’s hound.”

      “Oh, sorry. I meant her ‘BFF.’” He squeezed me playfully.

      The heavy metal door slammed behind “past” Relle and Warren. Strange to think not much time had passed since we walked through that door. Even so, that girl was the past. That girl hadn’t yet leapt on her strange, hybrid-shadow touched patient like a cat in heat.

      “We should move,” I told him, leaving the ridiculously comforting warmth of his arms to stand. “This building is gonna collapse right on top of us.”

      “We can’t go yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “There are rules with time travel,” he said patiently as he used the rough red bricks of the building to stand. “We can’t be seen, and we can’t move on until the timelines sync.”

      I motioned to the skyscraper looming precariously above us. “If we wait for the timelines to sync, we’ll be dead anyway and your little time stunt did no good.”

      He leaned against the apartment building. His lips curled into a grin, but the tightness around his eyes gave away how bad he hurt. “Trust me, Relle. I know that’s hard for you, but just trust me.”

      “What do you mean it’s hard for me? I trust plenty of people. Forgive me if I’m still leery on a guy I just met two days ago!”

      He reached out and gently gripped my biceps to pull me into him. I was no slouch in the height department, and he still loomed over me by several inches. His lips grazed mine.

      “You didn’t seem very leery a few minutes ago,” he said, voice husky.

      That smooth molasses rasp made my knees turn to jelly. I locked them fuckers in place and took a step back. “You have no pants.”

      Warren looked down at his bare legs. His wound looked raw and red, the stitches stark against his skin. At least the excitement – pre-Earthquake and during – hadn't busted his wound wide open.  “Ah, yes. They’re on your kitchen floor.”

      “You wanna go back in for them?” I grinned saucily.

      “She makes jokes! Who is this person?” he asked the empty alley.

      “We’ll get you some new pants at HQ. You know, whenever you let us leave. If you let us leave before the earthquake kills us.”

      “Anybody ever tell you you’re an impatient one?”

      “My mother. My brother. My boss.”

      “I am validated.”

      The banter felt so fucking normal. Bantering with Warren came easy, like it had with Rice. Except with Warren, there was a new undercurrent of desire that made my insides burst into frenzied recon.

      Warren held my gaze a beat longer than socially acceptable, then said, “Your home is about to implode. You’re about to lose everything.”

      I shrugged. “No. I lost everything when my brother died.” I gazed up at the quiet building, thinking of my neighbors – all the men and women I’d shared my life with for years. “Everybody is sleeping.”

      Warren followed my gaze, his eyes sparkling in the ambient light from the stars.

      “Does that make it hard?” I asked him. “You have the power to save yourself from catastrophes, but not a building  full of people.”

      “It is hard.” His voice was low. Intimate. As if he shared secrets no one else could be privy to. “I can’t think about it too much, or I blame myself for their deaths.”

      “Was anybody hurt during the earthquake in the pueblos?”

      “Yes. Several.” He lowered his eyes and made a show of studying his stitches. “Only a couple deaths.”

      What did it say about the state of the Hollow that ‘a couple deaths' in the encampment didn’t warrant a second thought? Sometimes, death felt like a jealous lover who ruled my every move. Sometimes, I even liked it.

      Other times, I vaguely recalled a little girl with hair like a spun web of night sky who had vowed to always be just and good.

      We didn’t find the unraveled threads of conversation again. I had a feeling Warren was lost in his own guilt right alongside me.

      Consciences were messy. They fucked with the reality of right and wrong until you couldn’t remember which was the correct course of action.

      Maybe I was just the Reaper – a murdering hound of the Reina, robotically doing her duty regardless of conscience.

      I thought of sweet, blind Mr. Popovich asleep in the bed he had shared with his wife of thirty years. He had no one to save him. He would feel the ground shake and die in the chaos of darkness.

      I was thankful, at least, that Elroy would be safely at work, toiling away in the warehouse. One of my few friends in the building who would survive.

      The rumbling started beneath my boots. Warren wordlessly threw an arm over my shoulder for support, and we ran.

      I’d never driven my bike during a quake before because, hello, dangerous. But if we wanted to get far enough from the skyscraper to keep from being flattened like tiny people-pancakes, the bike was the only option. We had mere seconds to get to it, start the engine, and get away.

      Warren stumbled as he mounted behind me, nearly falling off. I whipped an arm out to steady him and then gunned the engine.

      Surprisingly, I managed to keep the Ducati upright. We rode the waves like surfboarders, dodging debris as it rained from the buildings around us. The noise was incredible, as if the earth had opened its maw and begun to roar. I couldn’t hear my engine; I could only feel its comforting purr between my legs. I’d never been so thankful to be so in tune with my bike.

      I whipped right onto Main, the bike drifting precariously sideways for a breathless minute before we righted. People had begun to appear, racing from apartment buildings as if being in the street made them any safer. Made us any safer. I dodged them as if I were playing one of my brother's car chase games.

      As I turned left onto the road that would take us to Headquarters, a woman clutching a small boy by the hand darted into the street in front of us. I jerked around her, missing the kid by an uncomfortably small margin, and lost control.

      The Ducati fell. We slid. Asphalt tore through my jeans and pain ripped through the fleshy skin of my thigh. I reached frantically for my magick, Warren’s bare legs my only concern as I manipulated the street to ice on a flash of fae power. The burn of ice was infinitely less painful than road rash.

      I dug my boots into the ice and came to an abrupt stop on my back. Warren crashed into me, sending us sprawling another two feet. The Ducati slammed into a streetlight, tires first.

      I lay there, ice melting into my tank top, and stared up into the stars as the rumbling slowly ceased. I could still hear the roar; it nearly drowned out the cries around us, burned into my ears. But the ground had stilled. For now.

      “You-” I coughed, looking for my voice. “You okay?”

      Warren laughed, but I could hear the sting of pain in the sound. “I’m alive. ‘Okay’ is up for debate. I think there’s still some skin left on my good leg.”

      “I admire your willingness to find humor in any situation.”

      Warm fingers closed over mine, and Warren’s face hovered into view. “Are you okay?”

      “Just winded. Give me a minute.”

      He touched my face. “That was some good work there. Even if my balls are cold.”

      I laughed.

      Before I had the chance to sit up, my Com beeped. I lifted my wrist to look at the screen. It wasn’t dispatch. It wasn’t even work.

      It was Lila. GET HERE NOW.
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      I barely recognized Headquarters.

      I slowed as I passed the front door. Warren and I gaped at the crowd of people outside. They surged en masse against the glass front of the building, banging fists on the windows. Half the SEA stood on the other side of the glass in their distinctively human uniforms, guns drawn and poker faces on. I didn’t see any familiar Bureau faces. The realization pinged my radar. Coupled with Lila's cryptic demand, I felt like the apocalypse had come to call.

      I sped up before we gained any notice and turned onto the side street. I set my Com against the scanner on the employee garage and eyed the road behind us as the door slid open. We got inside unmolested, and the guard secured the door quickly once we passed through.

      I pulled the bike up on the sidewalk in front of the staircase, because if there was ever a time to ignore parking laws, it was now. The Ducati had been functional enough to get us there, though I’d have to look at the insides before its next ride if I didn’t want to destroy it completely. Even a machine of its fortitude couldn’t walk away from a collision unscathed.

      Warren groaned as I helped him off the bike. I wedged my body under him and supported his weight while he breathed through the pain.

      “At least it’s not bleeding anymore,” I remarked, studying the vicious red wound. The thick black stitches buckled his skin together, fascinatingly Frankenstein-esque. I flashed him a grin.  “Sorry I’m not a plastic surgeon.”

      He paused, his gaze sweeping over my face. I recognized the look in his eye. I'd recently become acquainted with it in my kitchen.

      Warren tucked a hand into my long, wild hair, jerked me against his hard body, and kissed me.

      I knew Lila waited for me, and I knew some kind of nightmare had befallen Headquarters. But I didn’t want to worry about that. Not when his full lips were so hot and soft, and my body still ached from our interrupted sojourn earlier.

      Warren finally broke the kiss, his lips brushing over my cheek as he said, “I don’t need a plastic surgeon. You’re a damn impressive woman all on your own.”

      I flushed, heat rising on every visible surface of my body. Thank Senka for my dark skin.

      Warren winked. “Wait till the guys back at the encampment hear my girlfriend can stitch wounds. I’m gonna look cool.”

      I didn’t respond, though a response wasn’t necessary as he draped an arm over me and we entered the building.

      Girlfriend? That was a tall order. I wasn’t entirely sure I'd come to terms with the fact I'd almost boffed a shadow touched at my kitchen table. Add “girlfriend” to the mix, and I was one Ducati ride away from a cut-and-run.

      For the second time that night, I called an elevator for him. In the dim garage lobby, he slumped against the wall.  His eyes had gone dark with pain, and his lids were heavy. I shook him.

      “Hey. Don’t pass out. Did you hit your head when we crashed?”

      He peered at me with one eye. “Maybe a little.”

      “Dammit. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He rallied and looked down at me. His free hand trailed down my cheek. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Now I know you have a concussion.”

      “Shut up.” He kissed me again, slowly but thoroughly.

      When he pulled away, I’d forgotten where we were. I wasn’t sure my feet were even firmly on the floor anymore.

      “Okay. Maybe not so concussed,” I murmured.

      The elevator still hadn’t arrived. I tapped the button again and realized the little orange light inside wasn’t activating. I pressed an ear to the cool metal door and was met only by silence. Above my head, a light flickered.

      I gazed up at it, realizing for the first time it was the auxiliary power light. The main LEDs were black.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said.

      “Half the Hollow is at gunpoint outside the doors,” Warren pointed out. “The something-is-wrong ship sailed a few blocks back.”

      He had a point. “We're going to have to hoof it. I can glamour your leg to ease the pain. Temporary, but it will get us upstairs.”

      He nodded, his face set. He'd called me impressive, but the truth remained that he had a damn hole in his leg and hadn’t once whined, complained, or begged to stop. In fact, he’d made constant jokes about it and even attempted to seduce me. Of the two of us, he was the more impressive.

      I pressed two fingers to the skin beside his stitches and called my magick. My ice spell had taken its toll on my admittedly short reserves, so I had to really focus. My body wasn’t okay with multiple uses of magick back to back.

      I had enough juice to ease his pain, though probably not for long. Thank Senka we only had to go up two flights of stairs.

      The lobby looked the same as it had looked from the outside, only several dozen SEA uniforms blocked the view of the ever-growing crowd outside.

      “It’s just an earthquake and a power outage. What the fuck is everyone freaking out over?” I wondered out loud.

      Warren didn’t respond. His jaw clenched as he focused on every step beside me.

      My magick clearly hadn’t lasted long.

      I waved down the first uniform to catch my eye: a human SEA in a pristine uniform. He looked like he’d just joined the force that day, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      “I need you to take this gentleman to Dr. Webster for medical attention,” I told the kid. “He has wounds on his legs and a possible concussion. Then find him some clean clothes and set him up in a suite on the third floor.”

      The officer noted Warren’s black eyes but didn’t comment. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Com me with any updates, and let me know what room.” I paused, eyeing him. I didn’t know his face. His shiny brass nametag said KWAN. “Do you know who I am?”

      He straightened, his brown eyes widening. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Then you know how to find me.” I gently extricated myself from Warren’s body, and the young officer stepped into my place. I thanked Senka for his gentle touch on Warren. Good kid.

      Warren reached for me. “Wait, where are you going?”

      “I have to find Lila.”

      The officer shifted beneath Warren’s bulk – the poor kid looked ridiculously small beneath the shadow touched. “The Rein and Reina are below, ma’am.”

      “Below?”

      “With Senka.”

      I thanked him. I didn’t think anything of his wording. Of the way he’d said “With Senka.” After all, she was real enough that to stand on the edge of her grave was to be with her.

      I texted Lila on my Com. I’m here.

      Meet me at the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      The elevators doors opened, sparking with white magick. Lila appeared, her hands spread as she held the doors open.

      I stepped in beside her. “Magick?”

      “The power’s out, as if you couldn’t tell. We’re running on personal reserves for the moment.” She closed her fists, her magick manipulating the doors shut.

      We descended in silence. Lila bit her lip, a habit I’d watched her fight to break over the past few years. She’d worn an angry hole in her bloodless bottom lip.

      “Is it Everett?” I asked. I felt like I always asked this.

      “That’s not even the half of it, Relle.” Lila’s shoulders slumped. She closed her eyes and swayed on her feet. “Life is changed forever. We’re in trouble.”

      “If you need to leave him, I’ll help you,” I promised her.

      She shook her head and lifted red-rimmed eyes to me. “No, Relle. This has nothing to do with Everett.”

      A happy ding — obviously unaware of the power outage — announced our arrival on Senka’s sub-level. The doors whooshed open on Lila’s command.

      A crowd of people encircled the edge of the grave in an odd, hushed silence. Faces turned to us as we passed, and the crowd parted. SEA officers and SEB agents lined the exterior. I recognized the interior circle as twelve of our council members – the thirteenth having been murdered last night. Everett stood beside the bent and broken outer fencing. His angular face was hard as stone.

      Glass crunched beneath my boots as I followed Lila to the edge of the grave. It looked like every light that had once illuminated the cavern had shattered, leaving a layer of sharp edges over everything.

      I stopped beside the railing. The solid metal bars were bent and twisted, as if a giant had folded them with a flick of his wrist. I followed every other gaze around me into the grave below.

      Lit by the single working chandelier high above our heads, a young woman stood on the edge of Senka’s grave. The ground around the tomb had been demolished in the earthquake, exposing the dark interior of Senka’s resting place.

      Her empty resting place.

      The woman gazed serenely ahead. Her long black hair floated as if electrified around a face achingly beautiful and as pale as a moonbeam.

      “Who is that?” I whispered. But I already knew the answer.

      Lila took my hand. The strongest fae in the Hollow shook as she replied, “That is Senka.”
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      I clung to Lila’s hand, my gaze on the woman below.

      “No. That isn’t... No.” I shook my head, only realizing after a few seconds how stupid I looked, like a dog shaking off water. My body had undergone some kind of change, my skin boiling but my insides cold as marble. Lightheaded, I clung to the broken bars of the fence, sure my knees wouldn’t hold me.

      “She won’t respond to anything,” Lila said softly. “Many of us have taken turns calling down to her. She doesn’t move.”

      “She’s been buried beneath the sand of the Hollow for a hundred years,” Everett said gruffly. “Of course she’s fucking wacko.”

      “Don’t speak of her that way,” Lila snapped, hate in her pretty blue eyes as she looked at her husband. I’d never seen her look at him that way.

      Something about her frightening intensity steadied me. I squeezed Lila’s hand. I’d forgotten who needed the support, me or her, until she reminded me. My reina relied on me to take charge.

      I took two deep breaths and released them before I asked, “Has anyone gone down to her?”

      Lila lowered her eyes ashamedly. “No.”

      “Why not? She’s our savior.”

      “She’s poisoned the Hollow,” a councilwoman spoke up behind me.

      The voice might as well have been Haseya Nez warning me Senka Hollow is poison. My anger-rage reared its beautiful head. “No, Acura has poisoned the Hollow,” I snapped over my shoulder, not bothering to look at her. “I could see how you might mix the two up.”

      I returned my attention to Lila. “Senka has lain beneath our Hollow and taken the brunt of Acura’s darkness for a hundred years. You might have a little more respect for her than leaving her alone down there when she needs us.”

      I let go of Lila’s hand, my rage transferring from the faceless councilwoman to my reina. I was pissed she hadn’t stood up for Senka, that she hadn’t gone to her. I threw a leg over the broken fence.

      Lila grabbed me by both arms. “No! It’s not safe! Gods, Relle, the entire tomb is demolished!”

      “Let me go. It’s just Senka.”

      “Relle...”

      I clutched the rails, vividly aware of the long drop behind me. “Five years ago, you told me you’d never love another person the way you love Senka. What changed, Lila?”

      She let me go as if my skin burned. “The quake destroyed so much. What if you get hurt?”

      “At least Senka won’t be alone,” I said haughtily.

      I turned and leaned out over the grave. Senka didn’t move.

      I let go.

      The temperature dropped noticeably with my fall. I hit the concrete, my knees bending to take the impact. My palms slapped the dirt and steadied me from pitching forward onto my face. I rose and brushed the dirt from my hands.

      This close to Senka, I could feel the darkness billowing from her. I gathered my wits about me and began my process of bricking up against the sharp prick of Acura’s power.
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        * * *

      

      The sun rose over the Res like a brilliant orange pearl birthed from a shimmering horizon. I was seven years old in the dust with my legs criss-crossed while the hot desert floor burned my skinny ass. I had one knee pressed against Rice’s, our skin darkened from summer and our bones knobby: the kind of half-formed skeletons kids become before they grow up.

      My other knee rested against my dad’s.

      Daddy was shirtless, in blue jeans and moccasins. His muscles were already lined by sweat, painted by the ever-present red dust in the desert air. He traced a square into my palm, each line slow and precise. “Each side has a purpose.” He mimicked the movement on Rice’s palm. “Four sides to hold out the darkness.” He leaned to trace the square over my heart, his rough, callused finger scratchy on my skin above my dingy tank top. I watched, breathless, as he repeated the motion on Rice’s skinny bare chest.

      “Imagine you are building a waterproof wall. You must place each stone exactly. You must fill the cracks so that nothing may flow through. Close your eyes, Maurelle.”

      I hurried to obey. The same command didn’t come for Rice, which meant – as usual – I was always one step behind him. His quiet determination and uncanny way of anticipating everything around him often placed him worlds ahead of me. Mama always called him her Indigo Child – an old soul in a young body, wiser than his years.

      The same boy went on to break his arm doing a keg stand at seventeen. But that’s neither here nor there.

      I waited in the comforting darkness of my own mind, listening for my father to continue. Seven was a strange age. Utterly certain I was invincible, but afraid of the monsters under my bed.

      Daddy's hand rested on my head as he intoned, “Now. Build.”
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        * * *

      

      My walls had only strengthened with time and practice, until nothing could breach them. Now, cradled by the weight of the destroyed cavern, I winced at the force of the darkness emanating from Senka. I could feel it battering me, but it couldn’t reach me.

      Senka’s eyes remained fixed on a distant point as I approached her. She was so beautiful she made my heart ache. Her ebony hair hung down her slender back to her bottom, strands dancing on an invisible current. A long dress of royal purple cradled her curves to the top of her bare feet, leaving her delicate shoulders bare.

      The legends told us she’d once had eyes a beautiful, crystalline lavender. But now, they were completely black. She had no pupil. No iris. No nexus. Just deep, deep onyx.

      I stopped with only inches between us. “Princess?”

      No reaction.

      I slowly reached out and took the princess’s hand. Above me, an astonished murmur tittered from the watching crowd. Soulless hypocrites. While I kept the Hollow safe from those who would hurt us, Senka lay in the darkness doing the same thing. I didn’t fear her.

      I watched the moment she registered my touch. Her long lashes fluttered, and she refocused, her eerie black eyes finding my face.

      “Princess Senka.” I lifted her hand and kissed her fingertips. Her skin was cold. “Let me help you.”

      She didn’t respond. I felt her acquiescence on the air, on my skin, as if she’d granted me permission metaphysically.

      The tomb hadn’t been constructed to be accessed. When Rasha placed her daughter beneath the soil of the Hollow, she was never meant to emerge.

      But the damage from the quake had folded layers of rock and dirt into convenient steps. I scaled the largest of the piles, keeping hold of Senka’s cold hand. She floated along behind me, seemingly unbothered by the uneven terrain. I wondered if the earthquake had awakened Senka… or if Senka awakening had caused the earthquake.

      At the top, I had to let go of her to heave my body over the ledge. I worried she would forget me with the disappearance of my touch, fall back into that eerie, vacant gaze. But when I turned to reach for her, she was already holding up both arms like a child, waiting for me to lift her.

      The princess was light as a feather. I hauled her gently over the broken railing and set her on her feet. “Watch the glass, Princess.”

      Her black gaze found my face. She said nothing, and she didn’t let go of my hands.

      Lila came to us and sank to her knees before Senka. “Princess. It is really you.”

      Senka continued to look at me, as if she hadn’t even heard Lila. Her stillness seemed preternatural.

      “I think she’s...” I trailed off, trying to find the right description. “I think her senses are dimmed. She didn’t acknowledge me until I touched her.”

      Lila reached for Senka’s hand.

      Senka stepped away before Lila could touch her. She hid behind my body. Her impassive face didn’t change; her eyes fixed on the distance again.

      Lila stood and tried to mask her hurt. “Something is obviously wrong.”

      “Yeah. Something,” I agreed. “Or a lot of things.”

      “We need to convene upstairs.” Lila glanced back at the crowd. No one had moved since we emerged from below. I had a feeling they could feel the darkness pouring from Senka and were too scared to approach her for fear of becoming shadow touched. “Can you stay with her, Relle? We’ll keep a guard on the elevators above and below to keep you safe.”

      “We need to convene” was Lila-speak for “Shit's hit the fan, and we need an emergency what-the-fuck-do-we-do council meeting.” She could pretend it wouldn’t last long, but I was well-acquainted with our government. If I agreed to sit with Senka, I’d be there for hours.

      I thought of Warren upstairs, hopefully with Dr. Webster cleaning the grit out of his road rash. He had a warm, clean bed waiting for him, which meant he was as safe as he could be for the moment.

      Like I had ever been able to say no to Lila. When she turned those baby blues pleading, I might as well give her my gun. “Okay. Fine. I’ll stay with her.”
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      Senka and I found ourselves alone in the small, functional office used by the on-duty tomb guards. It wasn’t the most comforting of spaces – bare white walls, scuffed linoleum, and chairs older than the Hollow with butt imprints in the cushions all the way to the metal.

      I guided Senka to the least ghastly of the rolling chairs and gently seated her. Her dress rose with the movement, exposing intricate black tattoos that crisscrossed her feet and rose up her ankles.

      “What are those?” I asked, pointing to her feet.

      She met my gaze but didn’t respond.

      I blew out a breath. “Okay.”

      I grabbed a chair and rolled it over the linoleum to sit before her. One of the guards had left behind his lunch – a half-eaten sandwich of indeterminate nature, a bag of chips, and an apple.

      I nicked the apple and rubbed it on my thigh, realizing as I did so that my blue jeans were in shreds around my bruised and bloody leg. I must have looked like a mess to Senka. I was covered in white plaster from the collapse in the apartment. There was blood on my tank that wasn’t even mine. I probably looked like a prisoner of war.

      I glanced at Senka and realized her gaze wasn’t on me - it was on the apple. She watched my movements, back and forth, back and forth. I held it out. “Are you hungry?”

      She lifted a small hand, palm up. I placed the apple in her palm, curious to see if she would actually eat it. If she remembered how.

      She was so still. Until her eyes moved, she seemed nothing more than a statue. She stayed like that, palm out, cradling the apple for a long moment, her black, black gaze on mine.

      The darkness beat against my internal walls. I breathed deeply, encouraging my walls to strengthen against that ceaseless, endless waving.

      Like a developing photograph, pale pink rose in Senka’s cheeks. Startled, I sat up and stared at her.

      The apple in her palm was no longer healthy and red. Cradled in a palm much more flushed than it had been moments before, the apple had become a withered, blackened husk, void of life.
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      Lila returned from the meeting with her face harder than I’d ever seen it.

      My boss could be a bad ass, and that sweet face could turn on a girl like a rabid dog. I couldn’t tell, though, if she was just mad or if fear had mingled with irritation. In either state, Lila was a force of nature.

      She sat in the only unoccupied chair and primly crossed her legs. I stayed silent as she gazed out the massive picture window overlooking the destroyed tomb. Her foot bounced irritably.

      I stayed slouched in my chair across from Senka, my palms resting on my dirty thighs. “I take it you know about Weston.”

      “Yes.” Bounce bounce bounce.

      I glanced at Senka. The princess held a computer mouse, turning it over in her hands as if trying to decipher its mysteries. She still hadn’t spoken, but my steady offering of things to touch and discover seemed to have drawn something out of her.

      “How is our princess?” Lila asked, finally turning to look at Senka.

      “Responding more, I think.” I gently extracted the mouse from Senka's hands and placed it back on the counter. “I need to show you something.”

      Lila observed as I plucked a potted cactus off the windowsill and dumped it from the ceramic.

      “Hold out your hands, Princess,” I said softly, and waited for Senka to acknowledge me.

      She lifted her gaze to meet mine and cupped her palms obediently. I dumped a handful of soil on her hands and placed the cactus on top.

      “Be careful of the barbs,” I reminded her.

      Senka tore her enigmatic gaze from my face and looked at her new toy. She touched the smooth skin of the cactus with one thumb, deftly avoiding the thick needles, just as I’d warned her. We’d already done this with the other potted cactus. Senka could understand me; I just had to reach further inside her to draw her out.

      Lila and I watched as Senka studied the little plant. That same pink tinge rose in her cheeks, and the cactus slowly withered.

      Lila gasped, a hand fluttering to her mouth.

      I held the trash can out to Senka. She opened her hands, letting the soil and cactus rain down into the black plastic bag. I deposited the can under the desk and wiped the dirt from Senka’s hands with the edge of my tank top.

      “It happened with an apple and the other cactus,” I told Lila, gently scraping dirt from between Senka’s dainty fingers. “Anything alive, I think.”

      “You’ve touched her?”

      “Multiple times. She hasn’t hurt me.” I cupped Senka’s hands and smiled at her. “You wouldn’t, would you, Princess?”

      Senka’s lips twisted, as if the memory of smiling existed just beyond her reach. But instead of a smile, she looked more like a grimacing skeleton. She tried for a moment longer, and I touched her lips. “Stop, now. We’ll get there. You’re going to be okay.”

      “What does it mean?” Lila wondered aloud.

      “She’s filled to the brim with Acura. Look at her eyes — even the shadow touched still have some whites.”

      Lila leaned in to look into Senka’s completely black eyes. The princess didn’t acknowledge her.

      I put the computer mouse back in her hands. She happily resumed her thorough exploration of the plastic.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      Lila dropped her face in her hands wearily. She still wore the heather gray yoga pants and enormous t-shirt she’d worn to bed that night before the earthquake unleashed more problems than we had before. I got an enormous amount of amusement imagining her presiding over the council meeting in a Daffy Duck t-shirt.

      “I don’t know. The council has no clue. We weren’t prepared for any of this. For the growing shadow touched epidemic, for Weston, for Senka to...” She trailed off and sat back heavily in her chair. “We don’t have a plan for any of this, Relle. We’re flying blind.”

      “Bats do that all the time,” I offered.

      “Bats have echolocation.”

      Senka handed me the mouse and pointed to the tumbler sitting on the counter next to the lunchbox. I obliged.

      “She’s like a small child,” Lila said.

      “She’s been away from civilization for a hundred years. It’s amazing she’s got any humanity left at all.” I grabbed the tumbler before she could dump it on her lap and showed her how to open it. She raised the cup to her nose and sniffed. “Coffee. It’s a beverage.”

      She gave me the cup but kept the lid, twirling it between her fingers.

      I sat the tumbler on the counter. “What do we do with her?”

      Lila bit her lip. “Can you stay with her?”

      I sighed. “Lila, they dispatched me on a run two hours after I fell asleep. I found myself tasked with protective custody of the guy who witnessed Weston’s assassination, took him home, dug a bullet out of his fucking leg, and barely got out of my apartment building before a skyscraper fell on it. I want to go check on my ward and get some sleep.”

      Senka must have heard the irritation in my voice. She gave me the lid and reached over to touch my face. Her black eyes roamed over me.

      “She likes you,” Lila remarked.

      “Maybe because I was the only asshole in this place not afraid of her.”

      Senka cupped my face as if to agree. Her lips arched as she struggled to smile in that weird, grimacing way.

      I laughed. “Thank you, Princess. Don’t hurt yourself.”

      “I’ll find someone else willing to sit with her tonight.” Lila sighed. “I’m sorry to hear about your apartment.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you add Senka to your list of protective custody wards? Come back and get her tomorrow morning? I'll get a team on finding you a safe house.”

      I glared at the Reina.

      She smiled demurely back at me.

      Senka smoothed the wrinkles between my brow with her cool fingers. The touch was sweet, loving, like a mother easing my worries.

      I heaved a sigh. “Okay. Fine.”

      I could babysit a half-breed shadow touched and the princess of darkness. Sure.
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        * * *

      

      True to his word, the officer who had taken custody of Warren earlier that night when we arrived at Headquarters had texted me Suite 3C not long after I sat down with Senka in the guard office. So after a tired SEB agent with a blonde ponytail and a strong cup of coffee arrived, I headed upstairs.

      I made a detour to the weapons closet and checked out a new Taurus and holster. Mine had been left behind in the collapse. Who knew if I’d ever recover it or my knife from the remains of my life?

      While sitting with Senka as she inspected a clipboard, I had searched through Com records and located the transcripts for the collapse. Officers were still on scene with rescue workers, sifting through the wreckage. They’d found three people still alive. No names listed. But three made it. And more might still be found.

      The knowledge some of my neighbors had survived helped me come to terms with the night. Three days ago, I'd had a brother, an apartment, and a relatively low-key lifestyle. I’d been content.

      Now, I was brotherless, homeless, and my entire universe  revolved around a shadow touched and the princess of Senka Hollow.

      Life is fucking weird.

      Before finishing my journey to check on Warren, I stopped by the receptionist’s desk on the third floor. “Can I get a room for the night? Agent Nez, SEB 277.”

      The perky brunette behind the counter shook her head, short curls bobbing. “Sorry. The council and their families are all staying here tonight for safety. All the rooms are taken.”

      “Because of course they are.” I sighed. “I need a key to 3C. The occupant is under my protective custody.”

      “Oh yes, the officer who escorted him told me to expect you. Your Com is already registered to 3C.” She smiled broadly, a seemingly endless well of energy. “Let me know if you have any issues!”

      Issues. Ha. If you counted having to share a room with a hot, hybrid fae with a molasses voice and smokin' body an issue.

      Then I was already in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      The suite was dark when I entered. I kicked my boots off in the foyer and dropped my keys on the hall table. I slid my messenger bag – that still held my cash and Rice's Com – into the shadows under the table.

      Even in the silent darkness, the apartment seemed vastly different from my own. Cool AC drifted on the air. Not a sound passed through the bulletproof walls. There was no smell of stale beer and day-old pizza.

      But it also felt uninhabited. Pristine surfaces, antiseptic scents. No familiar scars on the hardwood; no note thumbtacked to the wall to remind me to get milk and coffee.

      The kitchen windows looked out over Main, where a spotlight illuminated the remaining members of the crowd. Most had returned home after the brief press conference that gave them exactly zero direct answers beyond declaring a state of emergency. Those who has stuck around were sprawled along the opposite sidewalk, chatting, sleeping, eating, and waiting for shift change so they could accost agents for answers.

      I opened the fridge and found more food than had ever passed through my doors at once. Illuminated by the tiny light from inside, I assembled a sandwich and scarfed it. Mama’s dinner was a distant memory.

      The thought stunned me into stillness. Mama, Mai, and I around the table; the Nez girls without our men. They were all I had left. I didn’t know yet what Senka’s rising meant, but I had an unsettling feeling the Res was in danger from the darkness. All those years I had spent honing my skills because the darkness crept so close to my home… Now, the darkness was here, made physical in Senka. She was no longer beneath us, soaking up Acura's foul leftovers.

      What did that mean for the Hollow? For the rim?

      Once I awoke and returned to Senka, I knew I wouldn’t be able to leave her. I definitely couldn’t drag her to the Res with me – I didn’t want her anywhere near Mai. I’d have to send an officer to talk to my mother and convince her to move the clan into the city for now.

      I pitied whatever officer I sent to the steely chieftess who had raised me.

      Exhaustion dragged my bones to the floor, but I found the bathroom and turned on the water as hot as I could stand it. My battered leg burned beneath the stream. I washed the dried blood away and dug out some small pieces of rock and detritus. My jeans had suffered the worst of the blow, so my leg didn’t look as bad as Warren’s had, but it still hurt like hell.

      I left my clothes in the bathroom trash and tugged an SEB robe over my still damp body. Steam escaped as I opened the door, allowing cold air to rush in. I shivered and tied the robe tight.

      Most of the suites were full service apartments: kitchen, dining, living area, plus a bedroom. But I found no living room in this one – only the small kitchen and bathroom and the quiet bedroom where Warren slept beneath a pile of blankets, his hair flattened from sleep.

      I didn’t have much of a choice, and quite frankly, nothing sounded more incredible than cuddling against his warmth right now. His hands had been up my shirt only hours before; surely, we were beyond modesty.

      I slipped beneath the covers in my robe. Warren shifted in his sleep, as if we were magnets and my pull was too strong to keep him away. He didn't open his eyes, but wrapped his arms around me. We slept.
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        * * *

      

      I walked the desert of the Res, barefoot and unarmed. On the horizon – and too close for comfort – a pulsating mass of void pushed towards us.

      All the houses I passed were silent, empty. I hoped that meant my tribe had evacuated. How could they not with Acura's darkness made visible?

      But when I got to my mother's, I realized not everyone had evacuated. Mama and Mai set on the front step, old fingers and young fingers knitting stars into an indigo tapestry. And before them, Daddy built a brick wall.

      “Daddy, what are you doing here?”

      He dug a spade into a bucket of mortar, and spread the mixture on the top of the wall before he carefully placed another res brick. “What does it look like I’m doing, buttercup?”

      “But you’re dead.”

      He turned his handsome, weathered face toward me, squinting into the sunlight. “Death is relative.”

      He turned his concentration back to the wall, so I joined Mama on the porch.

      The yellow stars decorating their blanket had doubled while I talked to Daddy. They twinkled like little diamonds on a background of deep, endless blue.

      Neither my mother nor my sister acknowledged my presence.

      “Mai shouldn’t be here, it isn’t safe,” I chastised my mother. “She can’t protect against Acura like we can.”

      Mama didn’t bother lifting her eyes from her work. “That’s why your father is building the wall, Maurelle,” she replied, her tone indicating I was an idiot.

      I glanced at Daddy. The wall barely reached his navel, and the bricks were dwindling too fast. Acura's seething mass had drawn closer.

      “Mama, you know that dinky wall won’t hold back the darkness.”

      She didn’t reply.

      I turned to my sister. “Mai, do you want to come into the city with me? Rice will play video games with you.”

      Wait… That wasn’t right. Rice was dead. So was my father.

      I looked over my shoulder where he'd been working on the wall. But he was gone. Acura's evil seeped around the edges of his unfinished wall.

      I ripped the blanket away from Mama and Mai. I threw it away, irritated they had continued working on it, ignoring my warnings as the darkness came closer.

      The blanket sailed toward the darkness. As it fluttered through the air, it grew. Yellow stars and indigo sky grew larger and larger until I could no longer see the darkness.

      Strong fingers clasped my wrist. I whipped around to find both my mother and my sister staring at me.

      Their eyes were completely black.
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      Sunlight filled the room when I emerged from dreams.

      I still lay in the warm circle of Warren’s arms. My chest ached, as if my dreams had reached inside me and ripped out my heart. I massaged away the feeling with two fingers and focused on breathing.

      “You okay?”

      I startled at the soft murmur of his voice against my hair. I hadn't even realized he was awake. I shifted so I could see his face.

      Warren gazed at me sleepily through hooded eyes. For the very first time, I could see the beauty in his odd, darkened eyes. The nearly all-encompassing black of a shadow touched’s eyes had always seemed ugly. Unnatural.

      But… I knew Warren. He wasn’t cursed, or evil, or deadly. He was just different.

      Beautiful.

      “I’m okay,” I answered. He didn’t need a rundown on my weird ass dreams. “How are you feeling?”

      I rolled over so I could see him fully. Our bare legs slid together, and my robe - already loosened from sleep – gaped open.

      His gaze drifted to the line of exposed skin between my breasts “Good. Dr. Webster knows his medications.”

      I froze beneath his regard, feeling suddenly exposed. He licked his lips, and heat flooded me from top to toe.

      “Are you wearing anything beneath that robe?” he asked in a   husky voice. He splayed a hand over my hip, his fingers digging into me possessively.

      My heart thudded between us. “Do you want me to be?”

      He met my gaze. His hand slid from my hip to the collar of the robe. He kept his eyes on mine as he slowly pushed the robe aside, exposing my breast to the sunlight. He trailed the very tips of his fingers over my skin, cresting carefully over the peak of my breast. My nipple tightened beneath his touch, echoed by an ache between my legs.

      I moved my hands over his hard, bare chest, breathless. “I have to get up.”

      “I’m up enough for the both of us,” Warren said.

      I groaned at his bad joke. “Don’t ever say that again.”

      He caught my eye. “You don’t have to get up yet.”

      Before I could respond, his hand moved down beneath the barely-tied robe sash. My breath hitched as his fingers scaled the sensitive skin of my abdomen and dipped into the hot, aching core of my body.

      I gasped and arched into his touch. My body was such a livewire of unfulfilled needs and nervous energy, I’d needed nothing more than his eyes hungry on my bare skin for my body to betray me. A single finger dipped into me, so slow I wanted to scream.

      “Clearly, you don’t want to get up,” Warren added, and then his mouth closed over mine.

      Kissing him sent a rush of dizziness through me, as if all the oxygen had been taken from me. He yanked me against him, and I angled my leg over his. His tongue slid against mine, and he squeezed my ass with bruising force, hips rocking into mine. I felt him, hard and thick beneath his thin shorts. That heavy feeling of him, so close but so far, made me mindless with need.

      I realized then that I didn’t have time for niceties. I had a shadow touched princess to guard and a Hollow to save from her darkness, so who the fuck knew when I would have this chance again? I wanted this man. I didn't give a fuck about anything else but this insane, desperate need to feel Warren inside me and forget about the rest.

      I broke the kiss and pushed him onto his back. I straddled him and let the robe fall, then reveled in the way his expression morphed as his gaze roamed my naked body. I shoved his boxers down and met his gaze as I maneuvered him into me.

      I sank down the length of him slowly, my body rushing hot with the heavy weight of him inside me, with the feeling of being in absolute control.

      Then he proved me wrong. He sat up, an arm snaking around my back and his lips crashed into mine, suddenly I was beneath him, as if I’d weighed nothing at all.

      He pulled out, a smile on his face as I wiggled beneath him, one part dying for him to fuck me and the other fighting my prone, submissive position.

      “Impatient faery.” He chuckled.

      “We’re not a race known for our ability to wait. Instant gratification is a trait of ours.”

      Warren dipped to kiss me, his hips settling between my legs. “Press pause for me. If I die tomorrow, I want to go remembering this.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Is imminent death an possibility?”

      “Not right this moment.” He grinned and sank into me.

      He moved so torturously slow, I thought my body would revolt. But the heavy weight and warmth of his body on mine, in mine, chased everything away. We were hands and lips and limbs.

      I wrapped my legs around him and enjoyed the ride. If I died tomorrow, I wanted to remember this, too.
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        * * *

      

      When I left the suite an hour later, Warren had already passed out again, one long leg flung across the spot where I had slept beside him. His mahogany hair glittered in the sunlight streaming through the curtains. He looked beautiful. Innocent, even.

      Coffee in hand, I headed for the elevator, peeved to realize my knees were still weak.

      I found the lobby slightly less full of mayhem than it had been the night before. The crowd of people outside had dispersed, though a select few remained, camping out on the sidewalk. Since Lila and Everett had released a statement regarding Senka and the earthquake, I didn’t fully understand what they hoped to accomplish sleeping on the sidewalk outside Headquarters.

      The guard at the lobby elevator greeted me with a pleasant morning grunt. He swiped his Com and gestured me into the elevator.

      “Security’s been overridden,” he said in a raspy wheeze. “Just push the button.”

      I thanked him, then rode the elevator in silence. I’d never lived in a world where I could enter Senka's tomb without Lila or Everett. You’d think this wouldn’t shake me so much, considering the princess had physically touched me last night. But it did.

      Everything had changed.

      I left the elevator for the eerie hush of the underground. The doors rattled closed behind me as I made a beeline for the guards’ box.

      Senka sat where I had left her six hours before, her hands folded primly in her lap. She reacted immediately to my presence, her lips twisting into a grimace slightly closer to a smile than her previous attempts. She reached for me happily, and I accepted her cool hands.

      She looked different. Warmer, skin darker, cheeks flushed. Her vacant stare had focused more, until it seemed she really was meeting my gaze.

      Then I realized why the princess looked so healthy. Her nighttime guard, pestered into sitting with her so I could sleep, sat in the corner.

      Mummified.
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      From apples to people. Lovely.

      I pulled up the screen on my Com, eyeing Senka warily as I radioed for backup. Her smile widened and settled more comfortably on her face, more like it belonged there.

      Despite the way her pretty face brightened, a chill set in my bones. I had to focus on keeping the unease out of my tone as I requested aid from dispatch.

      Then, the super fun part, I texted Lila: Wake up, Queen Bee. We have a problem.

      Her response came almost immediately: Shit.

      I assumed that meant she was on her way and under the impression our “problem” was more of a “catastrophe.” I definitely didn’t need to disabuse her of that notion.

      I sank into a free chair—one of those uncomfortable folding metal monstrosities that were only good for ass-bone torture. “Did you touch your guard, Princess?”

      Senka’s glittering eyes shifted to my face. Her gaze moved slowly, as if she could see the story of my life upon my brown skin. Finally, she met my questioning gaze.

      And smiled.

      Lovely. I didn’t know if she was a  damned sociopath or just incapable of understanding exactly what she’d done.

      I stood up, too creeped to stay close to her. I wandered to the dead guard, briefly noting the irony in my preference to hover over Night of the Living Mummy instead of Senka.

      The guard sat comfortably in her chair, one hand resting on her lap and the other wrapped around a coffee mug half full of dark brown liquid. She looked out over the tomb, a magazine open in front of her. Her blonde ponytail looked as silly and shiny as it had when she relieved me. If it weren’t for the rough, puckered leather of her skin, dried prunes for eyes, she might have looked normal.

      Nothing indicated she’d been paying any attention to Senka. If Senka had snuck up on her, she would have reacted. A hand thrown out, chair pushed back, something.

      But it looked like she withered away by proximity.
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        * * *

      

      Back-up arrived in the beefy form of John Nesbitt.

      “We have got to stop meeting like this,” he joked, offering me a high five.

      I slapped his palm, cheered by his jovial attitude. “I’m gonna start thinking you like me.”

      “Not a secret, Nez. We go too far back.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and whistled at the withered husk that had once been the night guard. “Fuck. Senka do that?”

      “Don’t touch it,” I said before he got too close to the body. “I don’t know if it’s residual.”

      Nesbitt jerked his hands up in an I-surrender stance. “Okay. That’s terrifying.”

      “Tell me about it. I’m not one-hundred percent certain being in the same room with her won’t suck us dry.”

      Nes and I both glanced at Senka, who was calmly running her fingers over the computer's keyboard as if we didn’t exist.

      “Other than call in our illustrious crime scene team, I don’t really know what to do.” He rubbed a hand vigorously over his shaved blond head – chopped sometime between the councilman's murder and this.

      Little details like that always reminded me there really was life outside the job. I wasn’t great at remembering that for myself.

      “It's not like we can try her for murder,” Nes continued. “She’s Senka.”

      “Not to mention she doesn’t seem to have any control over it,” I said, a note of warning in my tone. “She’s not a villain.”

      John’s gaze gentled. “You don’t have to tell me that. We owe her our lives.”

      Suddenly, Senka’s gaze left my face and traveled to Nesbitt. She shook her head, as if frustrated she couldn’t speak, and extended a hand to him.

      As John stepped forward to take her offered fingers, I firmly shoved her hand back to her lap.

      “No, princess. You might hurt him,” I told her.

      Something like understanding flickered in her black eyes. She clenched her fist and bowed her head.

      John looked distraught that I had kept him from touching Senka. I could have launched into the samba with the dead guard's withered body, and I had a feeling he would have still wanted to touch her.

      I understood that loyalty.

      “Have you alerted the Reins?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Lila is on her way.”

      “Lila is here,” our reina interrupted. She swept through the door in a long white dress that looked oddly angelic next to Senka’s dark purple. Her messy blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail, and dark rings encircled her sapphire eyes. When her gaze landed on the guard, she sighed.

      “It appears her touch can be deadly for people, too,” I offered helpfully.

      “I gathered,” Lila said wryly. “This poses a problem.”

      “I’m not sure this is the biggest problem we have.”

      Lila ignored me. “You have to get her away from here. Take her to the tenth encampment. Somewhere where she can’t hurt anyone else.”

      “There are plenty of people to hurt at the encampment,” I pointed out.

      “Where she can’t hurt anyone who matters.”

      Her flippant dismissal sent irritation crashing through me. “If they’re alive and not causing us any issues, then they don’t deserve to die.”

      She looked at me scant-eyed. “Since when do you champion the shadow touched?”

      Since I slept with one. Not that I'd go anywhere near that subject with Lila. I didn’t want to catch her in one of her moods and end up a puddle on the floor. Shit, I hadn’t totally come to terms with just how well I'd come to know a shadow touched.

      “Taking Senka away from the core isn’t any safer,” I went on. “What about the darkness? As far as I can tell, considering people aren’t dropping dead from shadows all around us, she’s still protecting the Hollow. If I take her away, we lose that. The core will no longer be safe.”

      Nesbitt, who had remained respectfully silent through the exchange, spoke up. “Are you telling me she’s protecting us from the darkness at the same time she’s killing us?” He pointed at the dead guard.

      “Not on purpose, I think.” I remembered the flush to her cheeks as she drew energy from the apple. And now, how much more normal she looked after draining the guard. “I think her magick is trying to heal her body. Pull life force from around her to balance the weight of the darkness.”

      Lila remained silent for a moment, tapping a finger to her lip. “Well then, we have to put her back below where she can’t hurt anyone.”

      I opened my mouth to argue – we couldn’t just bury a fully conscious Senka, after all. But I didn’t get a chance to speak.

      Senka stood so swiftly I barely followed the movement. With an elegant swing of her hand, she sent her chair flying across the room. Metal hit drywall with preternatural strength, and plaster crumbled to the ground.

      Nesbitt, who had been silent during our exchange, unholstered his weapon and aimed it at Senka.

      “Stop. Idiot.” I put a hand to the barrel of his Luger and shoved it down.

      Senka  towered over Lila, though she didn’t seem to be looking at her. The princess's small hands clenched into fists at her sides – the only indication of her residual anger.

      I retrieved Senka's chair and placed it behind her, then gently guided her back into it. “Obviously, she doesn’t want to go back.”

      Senka finally looked up, acknowledging my presence. She threw her arms around my neck and whimpered like a scared puppy.

      The angle was awkward, but I couldn't bring myself to untangle from Senka's frightened, groping arms. I patted her back and squeezed her tightly. “I won’t let them take you,” I whispered in her ear.

      Senka relaxed, her face pressed into my neck. Her steady breaths brushed over my skin. Still, she held on to me.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Lila gestured to the two of us and our tentacle embrace. “She could hurt you. Suck you dry.”

      I extracted myself from Senka's arms. “She didn’t hurt me last night.”

      Lila glanced at the dead guard. Our crime scene techs had yet to arrive. When the crime occurred in your own building, and the guard was so dead you could start a fire with her withered corpse, I guess you placed the scene low on the priority list.

      “Why do you think she hasn’t hurt you?” Lila mused. “She's touched you more than anybody.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Senka touched my forehead. She opened her mouth, her jaw twisting as if it had forgotten how to function. She gaped once, then twice. A single, rasping word escaped her lips. “Bricks.”

      I froze, stunned. Senka had spoken.

      Senka touched my bare chest right above my tank top. Her cool finger traced a square on my skin. “Bricks,” she said again. Her cool fingertip repeated the square right next to the first.

      As if she were building a wall.

      Brick by brick.

      “My walls.” My voice was breathless with the realization. I glanced at Lila. “She can’t get through my walls.”

      Lila wrinkled her nose. “Your walls?”

      Years of friendship, and I’d never shared this with her? Though, maybe it made sense. My father was part of a life before Lila and the SEB.

      “The Res is so close to the Rim, you learn early to guard yourself against the darkness,” I told my rapt audience of two. “Most of my clan can do the same. The ones with strong wills and strong magick, anyway. My dad taught me how to build a metaphysical wall against the darkness.” I smiled at Senka and traced a square on my chest. “Brick by brick.”

      “So she can’t get through your magickal barrier. Interesting.” Lila paced the floor across from us, her hands worrying at the folds in her dress. “Maybe for the time being, she would be safer on the reservation. Close enough to the core, but not as far as the encampments.”

      “I said most can protect themselves. Not everybody.” Like Mai, who had lived most of her life without our father. For the first time, I berated myself for never teaching her how to build the wall.

      “Send those who can’t protect themselves into the city. We'll find somewhere to put them up for the time being.”

      “Without Senka to gather the darkness, the city will be in danger.”

      “I don’t know what else to do!” Lila snapped, losing her perfectly affected cool. “We can’t have her killing everybody around her.”

      Nesbitt blanched and took a step back. Senka whimpered.

      “Stop, Lila. This isn’t helping.” I’d never seen my Reina in this state of half-hysterics. Not over anything unrelated to her faltering marriage.

      Senka’s hand was smooth and cool in mine. I stared into her endless black eyes. “She’s so full of darkness. We have to get that out of her.”

      “And get her back in the ground,” Lila added.

      Senka leapt to her feet and threw her chair again. This time, she aimed for Lila. Lila easily defected the blow with a flip of her fingers and magick. Nesbitt didn’t draw his gun this time, which seemed an interesting window into his thoughts. Lila's callousness towards Senka had clearly made him more likely to protect the wall over the reina.

      I put my arms around Senka and squeezed until her shoulders slumped and she loosened. I guided her into a different chair.

      Lila sighed. “Why does she keep doing that?”

      “She’s been alone underground for a hundred years. This is her first human contact - first contact with the world - for a century. I wouldn’t want to go back either.”

      “She doesn’t have a choice. It’s her destiny as Rasha’s daughter.”

      “Nobody should be destined for something they don’t want to do,” I murmured.

      Senka gazed up at me. Emotion had started to return to her face. Right now, she looked on the edges of fearful. And sad.

      Senka was just like me; bound for a life of serving her clan because her mother said so.
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      I sent word ahead to the Res via a uniformed SEA officer, explaining to my mother what had happened and instructing her to get everyone out who couldn’t protect themselves against Senka.

      Whether or not she would listen to me was anybody’s guess.

      Lila disappeared into the council’s meeting room for yet another oh-fuck-what-do-we-do meeting that would likely degrade into eleven geriatrics shouting at one another and end with still no  plan set in place. I felt for her, but she wasn’t the one babysitting the Queen of Darkness.

      “So you get to meet my mom,” I told Senka as I pushed the button to call the elevator.

      Senka’s mouth worked into an O shape as she tested the word. “Mom.”

      I grinned. “Before long, you’ll be talking. Then I’ll teach you how to fire a gun.” I patted my new Taurus.

      Senka returned my smile.

      That smile fled fast when the elevator doors opened. Her dark gaze shifted wildly around the small, metal box. She shrank away with a tiny moan.

      “No, no. Princess.” I reached for her hands, twisting our fingers together. “This is just an elevator. It’s going to take us to the surface. Above. Not below.”

      She shook her head and tugged at my hands. She held a worrying amount of strength in her slight, angular form.

      I dug my heels into the floor and pulled her into my arms. Her electrified hair sparked and waved in my face as I murmured, “You’re safe. I’m with you.”

      The stiffness in her body eased. Her arms wrapped around my waist and she returned my embrace. “Safe,” she whispered, drawing the sound out.

      “Safe,” I promised.

      I held her hand all the way to the lobby.
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        * * *

      

      I knew how to drive a car; I just didn’t prefer it. But in deference to the fact that three people would not fit on my Ducati, I glamoured the bike to hide it from prying eyes and led my ragtag band of shadow touched misfits to an unmarked patrol car.

      Seeing Warren emerge from the elevator to join us had done things inside me I couldn’t explain. His hair was clean and styled into a point, and he wore clean, borrowed blue jeans that rested low on his hips beneath a plain white t-shirt.

      He grinned at me as he drew near. Not just the wolfish grin he flashed around – this smile said he knew the most intimate places of my body, and he had every intention of knowing them again.

      He hadn’t seemed overly concerned at being introduced to Senka, as if he had already known. It wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if he had.

      Like most cars in the Hollow, the sleek, black SEB Charger ran on fairy dust and prayers, and looked a little worse for the wear. I guess a hundred years could do that to a hunk of metal and human engineering, no matter how many times it was magicked to keep running. I tapped the security code into the keypad on the door, and the locks released.

      Warren opened the front door and gestured for Senka to get in. “After you, Princess.”

      Senka eyed the interior warily.

      I slid behind the wheel and patted the passenger seat. “You get to sit right next to me.”

      “Do you remember cars?” Warren asked.

      Senka shook her head but the motion held no conviction. She traced her fingers over the door, as if trying to recall memory by touch. I thought maybe the memories were there, right beneath the surface, so close she could feel them, but so far she couldn’t find them.

      Warren offered Senka a hand, and before I could tell him not to touch her, she accepted his gentlemanly gesture, her small, pale hand alighting on his. I held my breath and tried to not envision him mummified as he helped Senka into the car and buckled her seatbelt.

      But nothing happened. Senka patted his cheek with a thankful smile, which he returned in a boyish grin that made my hormones stand up and sing. Fucking ridiculous, considering I’d satisfied my urges early this morning. I’d never in my life been so ruled by my body over my brain.

      But nothing happened. She didn’t hurt him. How?

      Because he was already shadow touched?

      Warren folded his lanky form into the backseat, I magicked the car to life, and we left the Bureau garage into brilliant morning sunshine.

      Senka pressed her face to the glass the moment we passed into the outside world. I couldn’t see her expression, but she made little moues of excitement and pointed at things that interested her so Warren could explain. She remained that way the entire ride, rediscovering the world she’d left behind one hundred years ago.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived, the Res was a ghost town.

      On the short stretch from Old Reservation Road down the dirt road to my mother’s, I usually passed a hub of activity. Men and women worked the fields on either side, growing vegetables on segregated family plots they’d sell to the residents of the Hollow to make a living. Familiar faces gathered on porches and around front doors, lifting hands in welcome to me on my bike – their Chieftess's prodigal daughter.

      But today, not a person could be found. The fields lay empty beneath the sunshine. All of the Res houses were locked up tight—shutters closed, doors locked, yards cleared of children’s toys. The lack of movement and color gave me the creeps.

      Ma had done exactly what I’d asked of her. Shocking.

      I parked in the dust outside my mother’s home. By the time I cut the engine, she stood in the open doorway: tall, lithe, her beautiful face hardened by sun and time. She stood barefoot, wearing cut-off denims that frayed around her muscular thighs, her shoulders bare and her tank top smudged with dirt. If an artist could paint her soul, this would be the finished masterpiece.

      Warren helped Senka from the car—and again, didn’t turn into a mummy—and the three of us linked up to meet Mama at the door.

      I paused, waiting for my mother’s reaction. Haseya Nez was not the type of woman to bow to another, even the princess of Senka Hollow.

      Mama studied Senka, her dark cocoa gaze missing nothing. She took one step forward, over the threshold, and offered both hands to Senka with a hundred-watt smile that nearly glowed from her face. “You are welcome in my home, Princess.”
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        * * *

      

      With Senka well-cared for while my mother cooked us a feast for dinner, I escaped into the desert.

      I thought my life had grown complicated enough when I found Rice dead on his bedroom floor. I needed to breathe clean air, be alone, try to figure out where I went from here.

      Because fuck – I had no home. The council was falling apart. Lila had lost her damn mind. And Senka was sitting at my mother’s kitchen table with a cup of tea.

      I thought I wanted to be alone until Warren joined me.

      He folded his body into the dirt beside me, a clove cigarette dangling from his lips. He cupped a hand around it and lit the tip, squinting into the sunlight as he took a long drag.

      “Mind if I join you?” He grinned, exhaling a plume of smoke that smelled like sex.

      “Looks like you already have.”

      He tapped the cigarette over the desert floor. “You okay?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Then he didn’t say anything else. He sat beside me, leisurely enjoying his cigarette. We stared into a horizon that shimmered with heat. I couldn’t help but think of my dream the night before, and watching the darkness billow in thick clouds over my father’s wall.

      The possibility seemed too real.

      I liked my solitude. The only person I had ever easily shared my space with had been Rice, which I chalked up to leftover womb closeness. But most everyone else got too close, talked too much, tried too hard, and I needed a break from that.

      Warren wasn’t ant of that. I barely even heard the whoosh of his exhalation. The exotic scent of his ridiculously expensive cigarettes wrapped around me. He didn’t push me to talk or catch my eye.

      We just… were.

      And gods, I wanted him. I needed the release he could give me, and I wanted it now.

      I touched his shoulder. He glanced over and smiled.

      I leaned in and kissed him.

      There was nothing gentle in me, and he responded in kind. I straddled his hips, kissing him so hard it hurt, his fingers digging into my breast.

      I reached between us and unbuttoned his blue jeans. He broke the kiss and grabbed my hands.

      “We probably shouldn’t do this here.” He laughed. “Snakes. Scorpions. Desert shit.”

      I tugged my tank top off and threw it in the dust. The sight of my naked torso made his eyes glaze over. I reveled in the power I held over him.

      I reached again for his blue jeans. This time, he didn’t stop me.
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      When I walked in from my desert sojourn with dust all over me and red marks on my neck and chest from Warren giving as good as he got, my mother side-eyed me knowingly.

      “Gonna shower,” I said. I touched Senka’s bare shoulder and gave her a smile of greeting.

      “Alone?” Mama asked pointedly.

      I returned her side-eye. Identical, because I was her daughter, after all. “Don’t start, Mama. I don’t have the patience for your judgment today.”

      “Do you care to hear the details of your brother’s funeral?”

      I turned around and planted my ass in the chair beside Senka. “Please tell me it’s not tomorrow. My hands are a little full.”

      “It is not tomorrow.”

      Warren sauntered in, hands casually shoved in his pockets and covered in more dirt than me. He grinned as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “What’s up, ladies?”

      My mother eyed him, and then looked at me. “I don’t know about the eyes, but at least he’s charming.”

      I sighed. “You can have the shower first,” I told him. “Straight down the hallway.”

      After the door shut behind him, my mother spoke. “Due to current events, I am postponing Maurice's funeral. I consulted with the elders this morning, and we have come to the conclusion that now is not an auspicious time in which to bury him.”

      “Fair enough,” I agreed.

      Senka looked between us, her brow furrowed. I hadn’t figured out how much she could follow verbally, and my mother and I weren’t exactly talking things Senka would know.

      “What of the investigation?” Mama asked.

      “Not much to tell. He was involved in some shit. The shit got him killed. They’re working on it.”

      “I wish you had never left us. If you had stayed, he would have stayed…” She trailed off, as if realizing how callous her words sounded.

      “So you think it’s my fault he's dead?” I struggled to maintain my cool, but inside, I was seething.

      “No, shich’é’é. I didn’t mean-“

      “But you did,” I cut her off, standing so abruptly my chair clattered to the floor. Senka whimpered. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to take a shower. Even if Warren isn’t out yet.”

      And I left her, mouth agape, to wash the desert off my skin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By sunset, my temper had cooled. We gathered around the table over my mother’s feast, Warren wide-eyed and salivating, and Senka visibly intrigued.

      My mother and I had perfected ignoring our problems over the years. For me, at least, it was the only way I could exist in the same house with her and not scream every time she spoke.

      I didn’t think she was the problem in the equation. But I didn’t think I was either. We simply hadn’t found enough common ground yet to carry a conversation that didn’t end with someone upset.

      Warren made pleasant small talk with my mother about her bathroom, while I helped Senka navigate the woolly world of holding a fork. Though she looked worlds better than she had when I pulled her out of the crevasse, she still had mobility issues, as if her fingers had yet to catch up.

      “We should ask the Spirits,” Mama suggested, startling me out of spooning potatoes onto Senka’s plate.

      I returned the spatula to the glass dish. “Ask the spirits what?”

      Mama pointed her fork at Senka. “What is to be done to help the princess and restore the Hollow.”

      Senka smiled prettily at Mama, potatoes dribbling from her mouth.

      I eyed Warren as I helped Senka clean her chin. “A minute ago, you were talking about Mai's collection of rubber duckies. How did we get here?”

      “Your mother talks in circles.” He shrugged, grinning as he tore off a hunk of bread.

      “She does that,” I agreed. I looked at Mama. “How are we going to ask the Spirits if the Elders are gone?”

      “Many remained.”

      I eyeballed her. “Mama.”

      “Oh, sure, go ahead and tell Grandmother Doba to leave the Reservation, Maurelle. See how that works out for you.”

      My mother didn’t have a penchant for sarcasm, which led me to assume she had tried to get Doba to evacuate. Never let it be said my mother isn’t solid as a rock.

      “Who else is still here?”

      “Chooli, Tsintah, Niyol, and Yas.”

      I rolled my eyes. “None of the elders left.”

      “The Reservation is our responsibility, Maurelle. We remain to preserve and protect it.”

      “And what would happen if all the elders and the chieftess died?”

      “The clan would face a new dawn. It would not be the first time.” She looked to Senka. “Would it, Princess?”

      Senka placed a hand over Mama's heart with an understanding smile. “Strong. Inside.”
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        * * *

      

      The dead of night is a saying I’d never given much thought.

      Dead because the world is still and silent? Dead because spirits are said to roam the earth between midnight and three a.m.?

      Dead because it’s dark as a tomb?

      Whatever the reason, a ghost crew gathered at the community bonfire in the dead of night. The waning moon rode high, a face to bear witness to our magick. Fingers of flame licked a desert sky blanketed in stars.

      Our circle was small tonight, without my mother’s council or the rest of our clan. But to call the ancestors, all we required were the elders and my mother: the spirits and the soul of our nation.

      Between my mother and me, Senka’s pale face shone in the light of the fire. Flickering shadow cast her eyes into unfathomable darkness, as if her face were set with perfect onyx stones.

      Stoic Yas, his aged face a canvas of folds and crevices painted by a lifetime beneath the sun, began to beat his drum.

      A dozen years ago, I had attended every circle with my mother and the elders in preparation of my duties to the clan. Yas's steady, rhythmic beat opened pathways inside me that had been long closed. Each beat jarred, spiked through me, shoved me in sync with the tribe, until I could no longer sense the difference between Yas's beat and my own heart.

      Beside my mother, Doba began to chant. Her raspy song was smoke personified and full of power. If Yas's drum was the heartbeat of our people, Doba's song was our voice. And then the elders began to move, staffs and feet stomping in time to the drum as they circled the fire.

      I remembered this feeling: this slow burn to intensity, the magick rising with the tempo, the fire billowing smoke so that the entire scene seemed surreal.

      I remained seated beside Senka, but my soul circled and chanted with my elders.

      Senka, unsurprisingly, surveyed the scene with obvious fascination. I couldn’t read her half-expression well enough to know how she felt. I doubt Rasha's daughter had ever seen a Res before, much less participated in a ritual to the ancestors. But she was a fae princess, which meant she was no stranger to magick.

      Thick smoke undulated around the two of us. Feathery threads wove between us, encircling us, binding us together. Senka watched all, her black eyes glittering.

      The circle ceased all movement so abruptly, Senka gasped in surprise.

      A hum arose, seemingly coming from everywhere and nowhere. My mother and the elders chorused into the sky. Blank eyes, white as clouds, looked into a world I had never understood.

      I’d witnessed the sight and sound of the spirits more times than I could count. But the unnatural chill of touching the beyond never eased.

      The hum turned to voices; voices that didn’t belong to my elders.

      The spirits spoke.

      “To find the answers you seek, you must travel beneath.”
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      To find the answers you seek, you must travel beneath.

      The chant continued into my dreams that night, and remained with me as I awoke in the early dawn light, sandwiched on my tiny bed between Warren and Senka.

      Sunlight cascaded over Senka’s smooth face. She’d begged to stay with me, and I had wanted Warren’s arms around me to banish the fear I felt over the spirits' insistent declaration. So I ended up between them. The arrangement had comforted me, and I slept through the night.

      Senka had slept soundly for the first time since rising, and her body hadn’t lost its warmth.  Maybe the real Senka—the girl she had been a hundred years ago, before she became a vessel for and against the darkness—was returning.

      To find the answers you seek, you must travel beneath.

      The answer rang loud and clear. To save the Hollow, I had to accompany Senka to the grave.

      If I went with her into the tomb, would she go with me? Or the better question: Could I really sacrifice myself for the Hollow? For Senka?

      I didn’t need a medicine man to tell me the answer was unequivocally yes. Senka had become more than just a concept or man-made deity. She was flesh and blood, so full of darkness but so innocent and sweet. I empathized with her lot, being forced into the ground by her mother to save her people from the greatest enemy we’d ever known. If my mother had her way, I’d be forced into the role of protector and problem solver for our tribe when she left this plane of existence.

      I didn’t want to die anymore than I wanted to be chieftess. But at least if I died beside Senka, my death would mean something. I’d spent years chasing the shadow touched to protect the Hollow. Dying for it seemed the next logical step.

      Warren’s arm tightened around my waist. His breath tickled my neck as he said softly, “I don’t like the look on your face.”

      “What look?”

      “Determination.”

      “It’s my usual look. You should get used to it.”

      His hand moved from my waist to my chin, and he gently turned my head until our eyes met. “You’ve made a decision I’m not going to like.”

      My heart pounded beneath the intensity of his gaze. “I make a lot of decisions people don’t like. Always for a good reason.”

      “You can’t.”

      “I can. And I will. Senka can’t do it alone.”

      “You have no obligation to this city,” Warren snapped.

      I stared at him in surprise. Gone was his smirk and good-humor, replaced by fear and his own version of determination.

      “I owe my life to this Hollow,” I told him. “I owe my life to Senka for getting us this far. We all do.”

      Warren’s jaw tightened. “What about me?”

      My heartbeat, already out of control, played a staccato that was almost painful. “What about you?”

      He kissed me – desperate and thorough, and as PG as he could keep it, considering Senka slept behind me.

      “What about us?” He whispered against my lips. His voice sounded as breathless as I felt: turned upside down and inside out.

      I fought through emotions I couldn’t face. Not now, at the end when I’d chosen death. “I like you, Warren. If things…”

      Gods, how cliché. If things were different. Why give him hope that things could be? Things couldn’t be different. It was too late for that. Senka was here. I was the one she chose.

      For once in my life, I was destined for something I wanted to do.

      “This was fun,” I finally said. I knew the moment the words passed by lips that they were so much the wrong ones.

      Warren’s face hardened. His solid warmth disappeared, and he miraged out of existence, falling into his wormhole of time travel to escape me and my inability to be the woman he wanted.

      On my other side, a soft, warm hand slipped into mine in solidarity.
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        * * *

      

      After Mama fed us, Senka and I returned to Headquarters.

      I tried not to think of driving the Charger into the city as driving a hearse to my own funeral. Senka seemed to understand the turmoil inside me, and she remained silent, giving me all the time in the world to convince myself I had chosen the right path.

      I hadn’t told my mother. I thought maybe she understood when I kissed her goodbye – not something I usually did. The woman had just lost one child, and if I did this, she would lose another. Unfair, but necessary. If I died, Mai could live.

      I parked at Headquarters and braced for the fight with Lila. She would rail and argue against us returning to the Hollow where Senka could hurt someone, and then she’d argue some more when I told her my plan. She could be hot-headed and egotistical, but she was also my friend.

      We took the elevator. Senka didn’t bat an eye this time, and I didn’t give it a second thought. We were turning into pros.

      Lila’s floor was silent and dim. Only a handful of office doors  hung open, fluorescent lights illuminating hunched-back worker bees. Lila's tight-knit team generally raised a lot of noise and laughed like hyenas on workdays. It appeared half of them hadn't come to work, and the half that had were to shell-shocked to care.

      The receptionist stood warily as we approached, and backed away, her gaze on Senka.

      “She’s not here,” the girl told me, though her suspicious eyes remained glued to Senka.

      “Where is she?” I asked. Lila wasn’t a morning person, so for her to sleep in or skip a few hours in the morning wasn’t out of the ordinary.

      But the “state of emergency” should have been enough to get her lazy ass out of bed.

      “You don’t know?” The receptionist finally tore her gaze from Senka and looked at me sympathetically. “She’s in the hospital.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Webster met me at the door to Lila’s room as if the receptionist had alerted him to expect me. His brown face was haggard and pale, and his gray goatee sported a surrounding scruff of five o’clock shadow.

      Of course Lila would have it in her contract for him to be her caretaker. She wouldn’t have trusted anyone other than the Coroner with her well-being.

      “What happened?” I asked before he could speak.

      He stepped back and widened the door, motioning us in. He nodded at Senka, apparently unconcerned by her presence.

      Lila rested in a hospital bed, hooked to machines that beeped and whirred – proof she was still blessedly alive. Her vibrant, sun-kissed skin had gone colorless, though her fabulous golden hair spread in an arc over the pillow—the only spot of color in the room.

      “She fell down the stairs,” Dr. Webster said quietly.

      I crossed my arms. “Lila doesn’t take the stairs. Not even for me.”

      Dr. Webster inclined his head but didn’t speak. His gaze flicked surreptitiously to the ceiling behind me.

      I walked around the bed and took Lila’s cool hand. Keeping my face pointed to hers, I searched the ceiling in my periphery.

      A camera. They’d installed a camera in Lila’s hospital room.

      Why?

      “She fell down the stairs.” I shook my head and forced a chuckle. “Silly girl. What are her injuries?”

      Dr. Webster placed his body between the camera and Lila, facing me. “A broken clavicle, a broken femur, and a concussion.” His hand moved over her body, out of sight of the camera, to part her golden hair. He looked into my eyes. “The hit took place here. On a stair,” he added, then gave a slight head shake.

      Not a stair. If not a stair... what hit Lila on the head?

      Dr. Webster was a genius. He’d spent twenty years studying every death the Hollow had seen. If he said the fall hadn’t caused the concussion, and he was taking every step to tell me the truth without someone catching on...

      Fuck. What was happening?

      “Will she wake up?” I’d been too caught up in the subterfuge for the situation to sink in. Until I spoke those words. Sharp, hot anguish rose in my throat.

      “Only time will tell.” He launched into an explanation of concussions, one I had heard a thousand times and could have recited in my sleep. He knew that. He wasn’t sharing it with me because he thought I would have forgotten.

      He was sharing it to give him time to reach out and gently lift one delicate eyelid on Lila’s hauntingly beautiful face.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      Lila was shadow touched.
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      Dr. Webster’s cleverness always surprised me. But not as much as the rock-solid proof that the Reina of Senka Hollow had fallen to darkness.

      Through simple questions that any loved one might ask, I learned that Dr. Webster hadn’t told anyone his theory on the concussion, nor had he mentioned her condition. No one knew she was shadow touched.

      No one knew she’d probably been knocked out before being pushed down the stairs.

      I needed to talk to Senka, and the only place I knew to be safe from prying eyes was Lila’s office.

      The receptionist did the same awkward two-step away from Senka as we sailed through the lobby, but I ignored her. Senka gave the girl a wide grin, almost as if taunting her. I laughed. She was finding her sense of humor, buried beneath all that darkness.

      I locked the door behind us, and motioned for Senka to take a seat in the chair I usually occupied. For the first time ever, I circled the desk and sat in Lila’s massive seat.

      “Did you see that?”

      Senka nodded.

      “Do you understand what it means? To be shadow touched?”

      The princess nodded again.

      “Can you fix her?” My voice cracked.

      Sadness graced her face. Senka opened her palms as if to say, I don’t know.

      “If I thought I knew a way we could right things, would you come with me? Together. You and me.”

      Senka put a hand on her heart and closed her eyes. “My destiny.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t want you to save the Hollow unless you believe it is worth saving. Right now, I’m not certain who’s an ally and who’s an enemy here. I have a feeling things are going to get worse.”

      Senka’s eyes opened. “You are worth saving.”

      “But I will be with you,” I reminded her.

      “Your life... family...” Senka struggled with her words in her raspy, unused voice. “You believe Hollow worth save. I believe in you.”

      “Why?”

      “I see you... soul. It... pure.”

      My skin raised in goosebumps. I reached across the desk and took Senka’s hand. “I see your soul, too. And it is pure. Even in the darkness, it is pure.”
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      In my early days as an agent, I’d attended a few council meetings for some of my more “high profile” apprehensions. Prominent members of the community were given a full council hearing before their sentence was declared and punishment decided. After the first two dozen times, listening to the canned declarations and watching every single person or fae be given the death sentence, I stopped going. My presence wasn’t needed, and I had enough death on my hands without being privy to the others.

      I hadn’t given Warren another thought since he disappeared from my bed that morning. Not because he didn’t mean anything to me; he did. I liked him a lot. Maybe I cared about him and his stupid humor and that sexy grin. But even beyond my personal feelings for Warren, I’d begun to believe there was more to him than just what he believed. Senka’s darkness had no effect on him. He didn’t have walls like me or my mother. But he could touch her, even sleep in the same bed with her, and be completely unaffected by her presence.

      What could that mean for our people? The darkness was out there—it would always be out there. Senka could only do so much to keep us safe, which meant people would continue to court danger and die.

      But a niggling idea had blossomed: what if it were his special condition that allowed him to survive the darkness? He’d remained the same for years, not growing any darker like most. Could it be because of his parents? One normal, one shadow touched?

      He watched me from the gathered crowd in the back of the room. I had no idea how he’d known we had requested a council meeting, though I assumed it had something to do with dabbling between minutes and seconds like an artist of time and space.

      Everett called the meeting to order with a single ring of his bell. The council, seated on either side of him and uneven with Weston’s empty chair, hushed their conversations and faced us.

      Senka held my hand, giving me the calming presence I needed to tell my government that I could fix things if they’d let me sacrifice myself.

      Everett looked down his nose at me with his usual disdain. I thought of the times Lila had told me of their fights; the times she’d looked at me with bruises on her skin.

      Dr. Webster, gently touching the knot on her head and telling me without words that someone had done it.

      NO. Oh, gods. Oh, Senka.

      Everett had tried to kill Lila. It only took one sneer from him for me to see it.

      “Why are you here, Nez?” the Rein barked. “We’re in a state of crisis, and you bring that thing before us.”

      My astonishment over the puzzle pieces clicking together dissipated. I straightened and crossed my arms, biting back my accusations. “I want permission to return to the tomb with Senka. If I go, she’ll go. And maybe we can fix things together.”

      Everett laughed. “What makes you think you have anything it takes to hold back the dark?”

      Senka squeezed my hand, stopping my retort. “I know it,” she rasped. “Sisters.”

      The council collectively gasped.

      I managed to hold mine in, but my surprise was no different. What was she saying? That I descended from Rasha?

      I felt Warren’s gaze on my back.

      “The tomb is in pieces,” Everett said, as if Senka hadn’t spoke. His council hadnt forgotten, though. They watched Senka in fascination. Seeing her for the first time as a living, breathing fae, maybe.

      “Actually, it’s not,” Councilwoman Meade corrected. “The Reina ordered its reparation within hours of its destruction. Our maintenance team has already completed the job.”

      “She did?” Everett’s knuckles whitened on his pen. “How forward-thinking she is.”

      I didn’t deal with the Rein much, but I’d noticed a pattern with him: if Lila did something first, her actions pissed him off. I had a feeling he didn’t like how the people relied more heavily on Lila than they did on him.

      “We will need some time to convene privately and discuss the matter,” Everett spoke again, smoothly covering his prior irritation.

      Councilwoman Meade lifted a gray eyebrow. “What is there to discuss, Rein? Maurelle is offering us a solution to the problem. Senka herself endorses the solution.”

      “Because we do not make decisions in this chamber without discussion!” Everett barked. His blond hair had come loose from its bun, and fell into his crystal eyes. His eyes had a taste of wildness to them, as if the councilwoman’s question had unhinged him.

      As the crowd exited the council chamber, I searched faces for Warren, only to find he’d done another disappearing act. I tried not to care that he was mad at me. I failed.

      Senka and I sat on a bench outside the chamber doors. She still held my hand, an anchor to here and now, but also to the past.

      A tall, thin woman with frizzy yellow hair and a haggard face approached us. She clutched her pocketbook to her navel, her red nails worrying at the aged leather. She met my gaze. “May I... may I speak to her?”

      Taken aback, I nodded. “Be my guest. Just don’t touch her.”

      The woman fell to her knees at our feet. “Princess. It is an honor. My mother met you when you came to us. She spoke of her encounter with you for the rest of her life. You told her to never give up, because she was destined to be a mother. She was 49 when she finally gave birth to me. I owe you my life.”

      The woman ignored my instructions and reached out to touch Senka’s bare toes.

      Before I could speak, Senka laid her hand on my bare arm and gave a minute shake of her head. “Walls,” she whispered over the woman’s tears. “Use your walls.”

      I bricked up one-by-one, encompassing me and Senka. I’d never tried to protect another person before, much less created a wall to keep the darkness in rather than out.

      But it worked.

      Senka leaned forward and gently took the woman’s shaking hands from the floor. She helped her sit up and looked her in the eye. “You owe... me nothing.”

      A crowd had gathered during the interaction. The woman thanked Senka and walked away, wiping tears from her smile, and a young man approached.

      As the council deliberated behind closed doors, Senka spoke in her raspy, halting way to every person who came to kneel at her feet. I remained silent beside her, my hand on the bare skin of her back above the neckline of her dress so that I could hold our walls in place.

      When the chamber door opened again, Senka was speaking in low tones to an older woman with long gray braids. Everett stepped into the hall.

      “Nez. A word.” He nodded at Senka. “Privately.”

      “I can’t leave her.”

      The older woman kneeling at our feet patted my knee. “I’ll sit with her, love. It would be my honor.”

      “If I leave, you shouldn’t touch her,” I warned.

      The woman nodded. “We will be safe.”

      I followed Everett into the empty chamber. The council must have departed after making their decision, which kinda sucked. At least Councilwoman Meade had been on my side. Without her shrewd support, I felt exposed.

      Everett leaned against the podium instead of circling behind his desk. He sneered as he said, “You are cleared to accompany Senka to the grave.”

      The way he said it seemed so... final. Grave.

      He plowed on. “However, I have some information you might be interested in. Some loose ends you could tie up for us before you go. Loose ends you’ll want to tie up.”

      Intriguing. “What loose ends?”

      “We know who murdered Maurice.”
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      They know who killed my brother.

      Other than my mother’s cutting reminders, I'd managed to bury Rice’s murder beneath Senka. Finding his murderer had played second fiddle to keeping Senka – and the Hollow – safe.

      My grief boiled to the surface, hotter than ever.

      “Someone Weston hired?” I asked when I found my voice again.

      “No. Weston wasn’t involved.”

      I frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. Rice caught Weston at the encampment. Those pictures would have been a death sentence to the councilman. So he put a hit out on Rice.”

      Everett shrugged. “The perpetrator identified by the SEA is in no way connected to Weston. Not that we can see. The man is a leader in one of the shadow touched encampments.”

      I tried to maintain hold of the tenuous threads of my former beliefs. I couldn’t understand how Rice’s murder could be random. The hooded guy chose our apartment. Went straight to Rice’s room. Not our neighbor’s apartment. Not anyone downstairs. Not my bedroom.

      Our apartment. Rice's room.

      “Is it because of who I am?” I asked softly.

      “The thought had occurred to me. A strike at the Reaper. You haven’t done yourself any favors by being such a bitch.”

      I was more surprised he knew my nickname than at his underhanded insult. Honestly, the idea that Everett knew anything about me beyond my name unnerved me.

      I knew I shouldn't trust the rein. If my  intuition and Dr. Webster's expertise were to be believed, Everett had put Lila in that hospital bed. He’d opposed my presence in the council meeting, and openly scoffed at my plan. So why believe him?

      But also – why would he lie?

      My gut clenched at my predicament. I could call Shana. Get an update, an outside reassurance that Everett wasn’t fucking with me.

      “What’s it gonna be, Nez?” Everett pressed, face bored. “You can’t do it, I’m gonna have to track down someone else. I don't care one way or another.”

      “One last apprehension before I go?”

      “Not an apprehension,” Everett said. “An assassination.”
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to leave Senka with Warren, but he hadn’t returned for the verdict. Not that I’d seen, at any rate. Everett had offered an SEB rookie to sit with her while I was gone. As much as I hated the thought, it was my only option.

      When I explained to her where I was going and why, she only had one question for me: “Do you believe him?”

      I stared at her, not the least bit surprised he had pinged her intuition. “He’s the Rein.”

      Senka bit her lower lip. “Being a... leader does not promise truth.”

      “You think he’s lying?”

      She shook her head. “I think you should be... careful.”

      Senka’s declaration stayed with me as I picked up more ammo from the vault before heading to my Ducati in the parking garage.

      I’d never liked Everett. I hated the way he pushed Lila around—though, to be fair, Lila did an even amount of pushing him around, too. He struck me as controlling, manipulative, and power hungry. But other than be rude to Lila, and to me by default because she was my best friend, he hadn’t proven to be a bad ruler.

      But I’d never expected a councilman to fall to the shadows, either.

      This Hollow was my life. Every minute of my existence lived and breathed keeping it safe and protected. A week ago, that had meant tracking down the shadow touched and bringing them in, dead or alive. But now...

      My concept of right and wrong had twisted up inside me. Warren was shadow touched, but he was a good man, the darkness balanced by the light inside him, maybe, from his mixed parentage. Councilman Weston had served on the council for dozens of years. I didn’t know him personally, but I’d seen him around, and he always seemed quick with a smile and a kind word. But in the end, he was shadow touched, and the council hadn’t said a word about it. The rumor mill buzzed with Weston’s death, but our government hadn’t made any kind of formal statement.

      Now, Senka’s concern that Everett might be playing me, coupled with my own sense of distrust. How better to do that than to manipulate my emotions over my brother’s death?

      Who was the enemy anymore?

      In the silence of the parking garage, I dialed Shana's Com. Any bit of reassurance from her would curb my unease.

      Her voice crackled from the Com. “Hey, I’m drowning in a ten-fifty, two dead. Call you back?”

      Fatal traffic accident. We didn’t have a lot of those in Senka Hollow.

      “You know anything about a possible suspect in Rice’s murder?”

      “I heard some possibilities at the last debrief. Then the quake hit, and Senka… Suffice it to say, my work load shifted.”

      “Call me later,” I told her, and hoped it wouldn’t be too late to say goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      The Fifth Encampment was as far away from the Res as a girl could get, clear across the Hollow. Several months had passed since I’d had a run out this way—the eastern encampments weren’t known for harboring many problems, and I tended to stay close to the Res, leaving other agents to handle this side of the world.

      I had an unfamiliar name and a cabin number. Considering I found myself there in broad daylight, I glamoured my body to mask my presence, and slipped among the shadow touched unseen.

      Nerves had never been an issue for me. I wasn’t afraid to die. Joining the Bureau meant you worked the toughest cases and saw a lot of fucked up shit. I signed up for this career. Happily.

      But something about this felt wrong.

      The cabin in question appeared empty as I approached. Dark windows gaped like eyes beneath a hot desert sun. That sun was my biggest problem – I’d lose clarity of sight the moment I left daylight for the dim interior.

      Gun drawn, I pushed open the door.

      I blinked away the spots in my vision. The cabin held a small, wood-framed bed and a crooked table with only one chair.

      A woman rose from the chair and leveled her gun at me.

      But the woman’s identity stymied my immediate reaction to fire: Councilwoman Meade. The gray-haired crone who’d been on our side during the council meeting. I squinted through my distorted vision, sure I was mistaken.

      I let the nose of my gun lower. “What are you doing here?”

      Councilwoman Meade cried out, an anguished sound. Her gray eyebrows arched in surprise, before she squeezed her eyes shut and fired.

      I whipped my gun up and returned fire, confused as fuck why this was happening. Two bullets tore into my abdomen in the split second between her shots and mine. My bullet barreled between her shocked eyes.

      As she fell, a third shot burst from her gun on reflex.

      Hot fire ripped through my neck.

      I stumbled back a step. Sensation vanished from my hands, and I heard the distant clatter of my gun hitting the floor. I reached for my neck. My fingers came away soaked in blood.

      Shock warred with pain. I collapsed into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Hushed voices pierced death’s veil.

      “Can’t we just throw her in a shallow grave, or something?” an unfamiliar voice asked. “She’s going to die anyway.”

      “You heard the boss. Transport her to Headquarters. His rules, not mine.”

      “I’ve never even used one of these fucking things.”

      Through a haze of numbness, I felt the clasp of cold metal on my wrist.

      “It’s supposed to be easy.” The distinctive beep preceding a Com dispatch rang through my thoughts. “FT23 to radio. One for transport.”

      I tried to move, but I’d lost all ability to feel my limbs. The dusty ground had turned to a muck of blood and dirt beneath my face, and it was all I could sense other than the cold metal on my wrist.

      I wanted to rip it off. I willed myself to rip it off before they could transport me to Headquarters.

      Just let me die in peace.

      The dispatcher’s tinny voice came back. “Uh, FT23, we don’t have you on a run. Can you advise?”

      A different voice keyed up. “Radio, he is on an errand for me. Please initiate transport.”

      Her startled voice returned, “Yes, Rein. Of course.”

      Magick flooded me, and I gave in to unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke one more time.

      Fire burned in every part of my body. Fire, this time. Pain, instead of numb. I didn’t know whether to be thankful I was still alive, or to cry because I hurt too much to survive.

      The pitch black around me was absolute. Cold stone beneath me. I reached out, hissing at the way my wounds sharpened. My hands hit stone all around me.

      Can’t we just throw her in a shallow grave?

      You heard the boss. Transport her to Headquarters.

      The cuff still clutched my wrist. I ripped at it, crying out as the sharp edges tore into my fingertips. I got it off, thankful for the clatter of metal on stone.

      Everett’s voice. On an errand for me.

      Everett set me up.

      The realization brought a fresh wave of wooziness, followed by the kind of anger that could burn entire cities. That asshole. He sent me to the encampment to execute me.

      But why Meade?

      She had closed her eyes when she shot. As if she didn’t want to.

      As if something had made her.

      He knew I’d return fire and kill her, too.

      Two birds. One stone.

      Crafty mother fucker. He wanted me gone. When I hadn’t died right away, he’d had me transported to Headquarters.

      I was ninety percent certain he’d sealed me into Senka’s repaired tomb, where no one would ever find my body.

      Shit. Senka. Was she in danger? If I was sealed in her tomb, he obviously had no intentions of returning her here.

      My head whirled. Blood trickled down my neck. How was there any left in me? I pictured my body a mummified husk. Someone would open the tomb in a hundred years and wonder who I was. Put me on display in a museum.

      My mother would worry.

      I’d never see Mai again.

      My tribe.

      Shana.

      Lila.

      Warren.

      I probably could have fallen in love with him one day.

      The whirling intensified. Blood dripped.

      I closed my eyes to a different kind of darkness.
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      I’d always assumed death would be an eternal nothingness. That my soul would join the universe, and I’d cease to be anything that once resembled Maurelle Nez. I’d become a star, burning bright until the void consumed me and I winked out of existence.

      Instead, death was a small island on an infinite sea. I sat beneath a lone pine tree. The sharp scent of pine needles cleared the fog from my mind. The tree stretched so far into the black sky above that I couldn’t see the peak, and the sky stretched so deep into the horizon, I couldn’t tell where the sky ended and the black water began.

      I tested my limbs and found them in working order. My bloody jeans and tank top had been replaced by a short dress of leather and beads, almost identical to the one my mother had worn the night before for our circle. My bullet wounds had vanished. I traced my fingers over the smooth skin of my throat.

      I stood unsteadily on my bare feet to find the grass softer than any cotton. I dodged low-hanging branches and stepped out into the afterlife, feeling as if it were a little anti-climactic.

      Slowly, I circled. To the left and right, nothing but rocky beach and listless black waves. Ahead of me, the island stretched into the distance. Two enormous clouds hung in the sky, one black as the night around it, and the other as white as snow. Beneath the place where the clouds met, something flickered.

      Fire. Small and contained. White smoke curled into the sky, mingling with the clouds.

      Someone was here.

      As I made my way down the island, sound returned. The buzz of cicadas. A chorus of crickets. The waves lapping at the shore. And somewhere far away, the distant beating of drums. A disorienting feeling of coming home washed over me.

      I stepped into the firelight.

      “You have traveled far, sitsi’,” a male voice rumbled from beyond the flames. My daughter. “Please sit.”

      I obeyed, kneeling on the soft grass. I strained to see into the shadows on the other side of the fire and smoke, to see who had spoken. But the person seemed nothing but shadow and smoke himself:  formless, the hint of a smile, mist for eyes.

      One long shadow reached through the flames. An arm, half-finished as if the sculptor had yet to complete the project. Clasped between ill-conceived fingers, an ear of corn.

      “Shuck, sitsi’.”

      “Yes, hastiin.” Yes, elder. I tugged on the husk to reveal a beautiful cob of yellow corn beneath. As I worked, I asked, “Am I dead, hastiin?”

      The figure wavered behind the flames. “Do you feel so?”

      “No, hastiin.”

      “Then you are not.”

      “Where am I?”

      A pause. I thought I glimpsed eyes in the mist. “Look deep into your past, sitsi’. Remember your ancestors.”

      “Nihodilhil.” The word came from a place so deep inside me, I’d forgotten it existed. A place where my father’s voice told the stories of our people and a young girl and her twin listened with starry eyes. “The First World. Where life began.”

      “You have not forgotten.”

      For a moment, his rumbling voice struck a chord in me. I paused before I pulled off the final bit of husk and silky thread from the ear. I stared hard into the flames. I wanted to make sense of the mist and shadow, make a man of the unfinished speaker.

      I wanted it to be my father.

      “What am I doing here, hastiin?”

      “You seek answers. I do not have them. Shuck the corn.”

      I removed the last of the husk and corn silk.

      The shadow arm appeared again through the fire, seemingly unbothered by the heat. I placed the corn atop the waiting hand.

      Another arm appeared, this one more mist than shadow and missing half its substance. With two fingers, this hand plucked a kernel from the ear and offered it to me. I opened my palm.

      The arms and the ear of corn disappeared once more. I stared down at the single golden kernel in my hand.

      “What is that you hold, sitsi’?”

      “Um. A kernel of corn?”

      The flames danced as if the misshapen figure had sighed, the weight of his irritation blowing like the wind.

      Pain blossomed in my arm. I cried out, closing my hand around the kernel as I flipped my elbow to see a wasp hanging from my skin. I brushed it away. The point of contact on my skin burned like hell.

      “Try again, sitsi’.”

      I glared into the smoke and flames, ninety percent certain the figure had sent the wasp to sting me. “It is maize. It is the lifeblood of our people.”

      “Ah, yes. Good. That kernel holds all the potential of life inside it.” Eyes flickered between the flames. “Tell me why, sitsi’, and I shall give you the guidance you seek.”

      I opened my palm, ignoring the protest of my stinging arm. Like any good wasp sting, it would hurt more before it began to heal.

      I remembered long days in my childhood, running barefoot among the corn. Watching my grandmother’s lined hands pinching seeds into the ground. Sitting beside her outside her hogan, corn silk stuck between my fingers.

      “Corn is life,” I said, my gaze on the kernel. “You plant a kernel. It grows to feed a dozen people. It grows to shed and plant more kernels, which in turn each feed a dozen people. It is an endless cycle. Birth, death, rebirth.”

      The shadowy man smiled beatifically and there — my father, his face so like Rice’s, hidden deep within the mist.

      “Well done, sitsi’. Take your kernel. Cross the island into the land of sunset. There, you shall find the answers you seek.”
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        * * *

      

      In the place of sunset, beneath Blue Cloud and Yellow Cloud, First Woman waited for me.

      Where First Man had formed of mist and shadow, First Woman had birthed of light and fog. Her willowy form wavered behind an identical fire, a person made of sunlight. In my youth, listening to my father’s stories, I’d never envisioned her as such a beautiful being of light. First Woman represented darkness and death. She’d frightened me.

      I settled across from her, more awed than frightened.

      Eyes shimmered in the swirls of her light. “Tell me, shich'é'é. What is turquoise?”

      The snarky part of me that generally guided answers to questions like this wanted to say, “A rock.” But after my encounter with the First Man, I knew full well that wasn’t the answer she sought. I didn’t fancy being stung by another wasp.

      “Turquoise is a stone of protection, wisdom, power, and luck,” I said dutifully. “It is believed that to wear turquoise is to become one with the universe.”

      First Woman nodded. “Well done, though you forgot to mention immortality and its use in guarding burial sites.”

      “Nothing is immortal.” The words slipped out before I even knew they’d taken up arms in the conversation.

      “Ah, but you are wrong, shich'é'é. Everything is immortal. It simply depends on which side of death you stand.” She motioned. “Give me your neck.”

      I complied, holding my breath at the proximity of her brilliant arms. But no heat emanated from the sunlight-made-living. Her glow bathed me as she fastened a heavy necklace around my neck. First Woman smelled of campfire smoke and the spicy scent of my mother’s hominy.

      She pulled away, and I felt her departure deeply. “Did you know  turquoise is influenced by its owner?”

      I fingered the cool stones against my bare collar bone. “How do you mean, shimá?”

      “When its owner is sick or sad, the stone grows pale. When the owner dies, it shall lose all color. But in the hand of a new owner, the stone will regain its true hue. Remember that.”

      The sun had begun to set behind the old woman, casting her form into shadow. Darkness fell soft upon the island, more comforting than frightening.

      “Remember, too, shich'é'é: the dark does not last forever. The sun will always rise in the east. An endless cycle.”

      I smiled, my fingers tracing the edge of every imperfect turquoise stone dancing on my skin. “Everything is a cycle, shimá. Like everything is immortal?”

      First Woman gave me a toothless grin cast of sunlight. “Yes, child. Everything.”
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      I wasn’t given entirely clear instruction on where to go from here, now that I’d held state by the fire with the mother and father of my people. But any good daughter of Haseya and Bidziil Nez knew her myths. First Man and First Woman escaped the first world via the infinitely tall pine tree on the center of the island.

      So that’s where I headed.

      Centuries could have passed in the time it took me to climb. New generations could have birthed, lived, died, been reborn, over and over, as I crawled ever upwards, branch by branch. Pine needles rained upon me, and limbs scratched my skin. I welcomed the pain, because it made me feel... well, not dead.

      Below me, First World became nothing more than a disappearing speck of colors. Then it was gone, and I was alone in the thin place between: one foot behind me and one ahead.

      Lightning began on the last few feet of my journey, and the wind blew fiercely. I clung to the tree with all my strength as I fought against the brewing storm to reach the top.

      A vicious gust bowed the tree and toppled me. I fell from the branches. Before I could scream, or even consider that I might plummet back to First World, I landed hard on my side in the dirt.

      Considering I was dead, the pain was real. I sat up with a groan and rubbed away the sting in my elbow. All limbs appeared to be in working order, if a little sore from the impact.

      I looked around as the wind whipped my hair. This world was as dark and lonesome as the last. The sky hung heavy with thick, black clouds. Lightning danced and sang, marrying sky to earth in a dazzling spectacle.

      I pushed against the wind and began to walk. In the myth of Ni’hodootli’izh – Second World—First Man and First Woman escaped via footprints painted on a prayer stick. I was smart enough to assume my journey now would be to find the prayer stick; I wasn’t dumb enough to assume it would be easy in this weather.

      I could see little of my surroundings until the lightning illuminated the sky, so I don’t know how long the wolf walked beside me before I noticed it.

      When the wolves went extinct, the Navajo wept. I’d only ever seen images of wolves, and those lovingly painted pictures and aged photographs couldn’t have prepared me for the majesty.

      She trotted beside me, her long legs moving with such grace, she appeared to float. Her head came nearly to my rib cage and was as big around as a basketball. The wind flattened and wove through her long, thick white fur.

      Finally, she looked at me with huge, yellow eyes. “You do not always have to walk alone.”

      My steps faltered. I blinked at her. “You talk.”

      “You don’t,” she said pointedly. “The lightning is dangerous. Keep moving.”

      “What do you mean I ‘don’t talk’?”

      “Being a lone wolf is a weakness, Maurelle Nez. Not a strength.”

      “I’m not a lone wolf.”

      She huffed, a wolfie sort of laughter, I guessed. “You are. You detach yourself from others. You refuse help and you work alone.”

      “I like it that way.”

      “That way leads to hubris and death.”

      I stopped walking again. “I’m not prideful.”

      “You are. Keep walking. What did I say about the lightning?”

      “There is a million-in-one chance for someone to get hit by lightning.”

      “The more lightning, the more your chances rise. Remember that. And keep walking.”

      My own personal Yoda in the shape of an extinct dog. And she was lecturing me for being myself.

      “I am not a dog. And you are not true to yourself.”

      “You can read my mind now?”

      Her pink tongue lolled from between her pointy teeth in a goofy grin. “I can talk. I can read your mind. I could fly, if I wanted to. But I won’t. I know my limits. As you know yours.”

      We fell into silence for a time. I’d stopped cringing at the sharp crack of constant lightning, and I’d come to welcome the wind as my companion. A second wolf appeared on my other side: big, brown, panting as he trotted along with us.

      “You are a wolf, Maurelle Nez. You are a creature of habit and pack mentality. As are all people, all fae, all beings with consciousness.” The white wolf moved closer as she spoke, until her fur brushed my fingertips.

      On my other side, the brown wolf moved closer so that he, too, brushed against me.

      For a time, we remained silent. If my climb up the pine tree had seemed to go on forever, we walked now into eternity.

      Each brilliant flash from the sky revealed a new wolf joining our trek. Four, then five, ten, twelve – they surrounded me, gently urging me forward as my steps faltered with weariness.

      I became used to their silent guiding: teeth gentle on my arms to prompt me left or right. Brief nudges on my legs, or the lap of a warm tongue on my fingers. After a while, I forgot my humanity, and began to see my own silhouette in the storm as an ebony wolf.

      Lightning cracked, and the electricity of the impact raised the tiny hairs on my body. Someone in the pack urged us to run, and we did, catapulting through the darkness as if we could outrun the sky.

      When the fear and chaos ebbed, the pack came to a halt. I let my fingers tangle in fur, and warm, furry bodies pressed against my legs. I felt safe with them, even as fire continued illuminating the sky.

      Ahead of me, the pack of wolves parted, and the white-furred alpha approached with something long clutched in her teeth. She dropped an ornate prayer stick on the ground before me. I could just make out footprints painted on the wood.

      “Remember to trust your pack,” the alpha said. “Open to those who wish to help you. You are stronger as a whole than you are as an individual.” The white wolf bowed her head and stepped away. “Good luck, Maurelle Nez.”

      I touched her soft, thick fur, then stepped on to the prayer stick for my ride to the next world.
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        * * *

      

      Nihaltsoh – Third World. Where the two rivers converge as male and female, equal halves of one whole. The crossing of the waters beneath a squadron of mountains.

      This world lacked the dark pregnant clouds, vicious wind, and lightning. But even with something closer to daylight, the sky still hung dreary, casting the landscape into dim relief.

      I surveyed the mountains standing guard at each of the four corners. A mesa in the middle, so similar to the old cave dwellings, beside a cone-shaped mountain. The unbelievable vastness of the scene made my breath catch in my throat. The mesa looked as if the greatest artist in the hereafter had dipped a brush into the universe to paint the story of the world on rock.

      I stood in the shallows of the river delta. The dichotomous currents of the male river and female river tugged at my legs: one river pulling me back, the other pushing me forward.

      When the rain began to fall, I recalled the tale of the Third World. First Man and First Woman were caught in a heavy downpour that made the rivers rise. They had nowhere to run as the waters overtook them.

      “How did they escape?”

      I whirled on the voice, my fists coming up in reflex. A man stood on the riverbank behind me: tall, muscular, with the hide of a coyote draped over him. His face was hidden in the shadows beneath the coyote’s lifeless eyes. His rough leather pants hung past his knees over dirty bare feet. A white hint of smile appeared beneath the coyote’s head, and I dropped my hands.

      Rice?

      “How did First Man and First Woman escape the flood waters?” the man asked again. I couldn’t hear Rice in the sound of the man’s distorted voice, but something about him felt like my brother.

      I took a step forward. “Is it really you?”

      Coyote took a step back. “Answer the question, Maurelle.”

      I laughed at the annoyance in his voice. I was only “Maurelle” when I annoyed him.

      The river continued to tug at me. Push. Pull. The water was over my hips, now. “A female reed.”

      Coyote nodded. “Tell me the whole story.”

      “First Man planted a cedar tree, but it remained shorter than the water. Then he planted a pine tree, but it was also too short. He planted a male reed, but it did not grow high enough, either. Then he planted the female reed, which shot into the sky. They escaped by climbing the reed into the Fourth World. Our current world.”

      Coyote nodded. He pointed with two fingers behind me.

      I turned, difficult in the water that had now reached my navel.

      Senka.

      An eternity had passed since my death. Hundreds of years, gone in moments as I journeyed through the worlds of my ancestors. Senka’s face seemed foreign here, in this time and place. Moonshine skin and haunted eyes. The rain didn’t seem to touch her, though the river lapped at her waist, as real as it did me.

      She held a reed tightly in one hand. Wordless, she offered it to me.

      I reached to take it, but stopped. Senka’s face was so sad. So... lonely.

      I thought of one hundred years in the dark. No one to touch, to hug, to love, to share stories and laughs and songs. One hundred years of solitude and silence. It sounded like hell.

      Senka sacrificed her life for the Hollow. The story was legend; everyone knew it. But... did we? Did Senka have a choice? Or like my own mother pushing me to be someone I’m not, did Rasha force Senka into being a savior?

      The thought brought tears to my eyes. Something told me Senka wasn’t given the choice.

      But I had a choice.

      I took the reed and snapped it in half. I let the two pieces fall into the rising waters now lapping at my breasts. “I want you to be happy, princess.”

      Senka watched the broken reed float away on the currents.

      I trudged through the heavy waters, my dress weighed down but my heart surprisingly light. As Senka had floundered beneath the desert by herself, overpowered by Acura’s dark legacy, I had never stopped loving her.

      I wrapped my arms around her pale, cold shoulders and embraced her.

      “You and me,” I whispered in her ear.

      Senka returned my hug with a fierce, affectionate embrace of her own. Beneath my arms, her skin warmed. Her soft black hair blew against my face on the breeze.

      The water rose. But I felt nothing but peace. I’d traveled the worlds to be here with my princess.

      As the river lapped at our chins, currents dragging at us, I clung to her and closed my eyes. “I’ll stay with you, Senka. I’m not afraid of the dark.”

      We didn’t let go as the water closed over our heads.
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      I blinked into brilliant sunlight.

      I lay on a pad of furs, an arc of sunlight dancing across the floor and into my face. High above, a circle of sky was visible out the peak of the teepee.

      I sat up, a woven blanket falling away. I still wore my white dress, but the soft leather was dry and supple, as if it had never gotten wet.

      Senka appeared in the open doorway. She smiled. “You are awake. I had begun to believe you would sleep forever.”

      I almost didn’t recognize her. She looked softer here – her long dark hair wild and free, her skin tanned by the sun, the same bronze shade as mine. Instead of the Dark purple dress she’d been buried in, she wore a gorgeous leather dress decorated by beads. Her voice was no longer the raspy, halting sound I’d come to know; instead, she sounded musical, like the delicate notes of a flute. And her eyes were the most delicate shade of lavender I’d ever seen.

      “Where are we?” I asked sleepily.

      “My home. Come.” She held out a hand.

      Her palm was soft and warm in mine as we stepped out into a beautiful day. A small fire burned nearby, a pot of spiced hominy roasting. Senka’s teepee rested on a mesa, high above a tremendous view of mountains and desert and the distant green of a forest.

      “This is beautiful.”

      “This is where I am when I am sleeping. When I am buried,” Senka said softly. “It is not a terrible place to spend my life.”

      I settled before the fire where she indicated. “But you’re not buried. I’m alone in your tomb. I mean, my body is alone.”

      Senka nodded. “I am asleep. I came to find you.”

      She took a kettle from the ring over the fire and poured a steaming copper cup of something translucent and spicy. “The best tea you will ever taste,” she told me with a grin as she handed over the cup. “I’ve perfected the recipe.”

      The concoction smelled of cinnamon and clove. I took a tentative sip and closed my eyes at the burst of flavor. “Delicious,” I agreed. “The rein hasn’t hurt you?”

      “No. His intentions are quite clear, even in my half-state of understanding.” Senka knelt beside the pot of hominy, her long legs folding elegantly beneath her. Her wild black hair swung forward, a curtain around her body as she peeked into the pot and stirred. “He will use me for his own end, and then he will destroy me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I am the only thing standing between him and the darkness.”

      I shivered. “He wants Acura’s darkness?”

      She nodded, tapping her spoon on the edge of the pot before she placed it on a ceramic dish. “Another thing he can use for his own end.”

      “I knew he was bad news.”

      Senka inclined her head in agreement. I reveled in the clarity of her preternatural lavender eyes. Acura’s darkness couldn’t touch her here.

      “You look beautiful,” I told her.

      “As do you.” She looked back into the hominy as she continued to speak. “The current world has taken the wildness from her people. Technology beget ignorance beget ambivalence. The world is so broken, I often wonder how irrevocable we have become. It makes me prefer this hidden utopia, no matter how lonely.”

      “Is this place heaven?”

      Senka tinkled with laughter. “Heaven doesn’t exist, Relle. It’s a manmade construct to help people come to terms with the thought of death. This is a place of in-between. Here, we are not quite of the living, yet we are not quite of the dead, either. Here, we are the perfection of humanity. Unforged clay, ready for the next world.”

      “Reincarnation, you mean?”

      Senka scooped out a heaping ladle of hominy. “Of course. Like the corn.”

      “An endless cycle of life, death, and rebirth,” I parroted.

      “Always.”

      We ate in companionable silence. Distant birdsong and the calming music of the forest around us lulled me. I ate slowly. I moved slowly. I felt no hurry to be anywhere, to do anything, to be anyone but this perfect in-between version of me.

      Senka’s hominy was even better than my mother’s, which I would never have admitted to Haseya Nez. The thought of Mama made my heart ache. My life had been nothing but a disappointment to her. Now, she’d never know what happened to me.

      “Your mother is proud of you,” Senka interrupted my thoughts.

      I almost dropped my bowl. “What?”

      “There are no secrets here. I know you’re thinking of your mother. She is proud of you. As chieftess, she wants to see her daughter take her place in the tribe. But as your mother, she’s proud of how strong and selfless you are in the path you chose.”

      “Selfless. Yeah.” I set the bowl down, having lost my appetite. “My entire career has been founded on a lie.”

      Senka followed suit, laying her bowl in the grass beside her. “How so?”

      “I always believed anyone shadow touched was the enemy. Until I met Warren.”

      “Yes. The mixed blood.”

      “You know?”

      “I know everything, Relle.” She chuckled. “Acura’s darkness is impenetrable. But it is not forever. Hundreds of years will pass, and the darkness will fade. What you’re seeing with Warren is an evolution. Nature’s way of correcting the imbalance. Those born of one untouched parent and one touched parent will be immune to the darkness. That is not to say leaving the safety of the Hollow would be a good idea,” she warned, “but the shadow touched will soon become nothing more than a page in the history of humanity.”

      “But the Hollow is no longer safe. Is it?”

      Senka reached over and grasped my hand. “It will be. Will you do something for me?”

      “Anything.”

      Senka pulled a small knife from the belt at her waist. She sliced a thin line into her right palm, and then looked expectedly at me.

      I didn’t hesitate. I offered her my right hand, palm up, and winced as the blade opened my skin.

      Brilliant red blood welled and spilled over the wound.

      “My blood is your blood, Maurelle.” She gently wrapped her bleeding palm around mine. “You carry Rasha in your veins.”

      “I do?”

      “Distantly. But it is there.” She let go of my hand and placed her bloody palm directly over my heart on my bare skin. When she pulled away, a perfect imprint of her hand remained behind in our blood. “Your kindness to me during a difficult and trying time will never be forgotten, Relle. Your presence during my rising saved the Hollow. You found me inside that empty form.”

      Without prompting, I mimicked her, leaving the print of my own palm over her heart.

      “I didn’t need to find you, princess. I knew you were there.”

      “We will empower each other from the different realms,” Senka said softly. “We will shoulder the burden together and keep the Hollow safe until nature rights itself.”

      “What happens now? You wake up, and I stay here in your place?”

      “No, my love. You wake up. I will be waiting for you.”
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      Intense light filled my universe.

      I couldn’t sense my body or my surroundings, but the light was everywhere. Inside me, outside me, so much a part of me that there was no clear delineation where the light ended and I began.

      A strangled cry, followed by rough hands on my arms, ripped me from the light.

      Warren lifted me bodily from the tomb into a harsh, bright world. He clutched me to his chest and sank to the ground.

      “Oh, fuck. Thank Senka, you’re alive.” He kissed my eyes, my cheeks, my neck, then captured my lips with a desperation that seemed so strange in the wake of what amounted to a very calming dream for me.

      I returned the kiss—because, yeah, I had kinda hated the thought of never seeing Warren again and he smelled pretty good.

      When the kiss broke, he pressed his forehead to mine and closed his eyes. As if in prayer.

      “I don’t understand...” I glanced into the tomb. “I was dead. I was going to stay for Senka.”

      “Obviously she had other plans.” He tilted his chin, indicating behind me. “She brought me to you.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Senka stood primly on the spotless cavern floor. Not the Senka from my dream, but the dark-eyed, moon-skinned princess I’d come to adore.

      I disentangled myself from Warren’s arms and ran to her. Her warm embrace reminded me of campfire smoke and spicy tea and family.

      “Was it really you?” I murmured in her ear, her black hair tickling my face.

      “It was really me.”

      “Why didn’t you let me stay?”

      Senka pulled away. She took both my hands in hers. “We all have our burdens to bear, Relle. Mine is not yours to carry.”

      Warren joined us. He touched the weight at my neck. “What’s this?”

      My fingertips skimmed cool stone. Confused, I unclasped it and pulled it off.

      The turquoise First Woman had given me.

      “It was real.” I stared at the necklace draped over my palm, flabbergasted. “It was all real. First Man and the corn. First woman. The pine tree. The wolves. The flood.” I held it out to Senka. “It wasn’t a dream.”

      She shook her head.

      “What are you talking about?” Warren asked.

      “Nothing.” I didn’t want to share it. Dream or not, it had been my journey. As I gazed upon the necklace that had traveled the worlds with me, I realized what had been the plan all along. From the moment I woke up in the First World, I’d been playing a part.

      Hot tears stung my eyes. I squared my shoulders and caught Senka’s calm gaze. “This is meant for you.”

      Senka gently touched the pale white stones around her own neck. “Yes.”

      “ ‘Turquoise is influenced by its owner,’” I parroted First Woman’s words. “ ‘When its owner is sick or sad, the stone grows pale. When the owner dies, it shall lose all color. But in the hand of a new owner, the stone will regain its true hue.’” I cradled the necklace in my palms. “ ‘Remember that,’ she told me.”

      I gently removed Senka’s colorless turquoise necklace and replaced it with the vibrant piece I’d carried through the worlds. The effect was instantaneous. Pale bronze flooded Senka’s skin. Our gazes met, and I watched in awe as the darkness in her eyes pulled away, revealing beautiful chestnut irises.

      I gently removed Senka’s old necklace from her fingers.

      “I’ll keep this safe,” I told her as I clasped it around my neck, remembering how she’d told me her mother had given it to her. “And when the stones are healed, I’ll bring it back to you.”

      She smiled sadly. “You did well.”

      “I’ll stay with you, Senka. No questions asked. We can go right now, together, into that tomb. If you want me, I’m yours.”

      She touched my face. “I’ll always want you, Maurelle. We’re sisters now.” She lay a palm over my heart. Why did it feel like such a lifetime ago when she did the same with our blood on her hand?

      “Sisters,” I agreed, tears burning my eyes as I placed my hand over hers.

      “I don’t want this for you, sister. This is my fate to bear. You are meant for so much more. The Hollow needs you above as much as it needs me below. You still have work to do.”

      “But...” I trailed off. I knew she was right. Of course she was right. The rein of Senka Hollow had tried to have me killed. Something was rotten in Denmark.

      My job had always been to protect the Hollow from evil. Evil had many forms, and right now, the evil had nothing to do with the shadow touched.

      Senka took my hand and squeezed it. “You saved me, Relle. Not just this,” she touched her new necklace, “but here, too.” She touched her chest. “That is enough.”

      “I’ll miss you.”

      She smiled. A real smile, like I’d seen in the other realm, where Senka knelt barefoot before her fire, stirring hominy that smelled of home. “You know where to find me. Find me by the campfire, singing the songs of our people. I’ll have tea waiting for you and stories to tell.”

      Senka’s hand fell away. She turned and descended into her tomb. With a wave of her hand, the stones sealed behind her.
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        * * *

      

      “Still mad at me?” I asked Warren in the silence after her departure.

      Thankfully, he didn’t comment on the tears pouring from me. He slipped his hand into mine and squeezed. “Nah.”

      We stood for a minute longer, staring at the silent grave.

      “She’s so selfless,” I finally said.

      “Pot meet kettle.”

      I punched him in the arm. He grabbed my offending arm and pulled me against him with a chuckle. “Some people—like you, like Senka—are wired to always do what’s right, even if it hurts. So tell me. What’s the right move now?”

      “Everett tried to have me kill—” I broke off. My bullet wounds. My blood was all over Senka’s tomb. That had been real. I lifted my shirt.

      “Is this really the time and place for that?” Warren joked.

      “Oh shut up.” I laughed, thankful for his goofy sense of humor. He kept me afloat, kept me from falling apart under the weight of dying, living, and losing Senka. Two raw scars glared red from my stomach. I found another puckered scar on the side of my neck beneath my hair.

      Warren tugged my hair back, gaping. “What the hell?”

      “Everett. His cronies shot me three times. I died.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but you’re definitely not dead.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Clearly.”

      “So... what? The leader of the Hollow is a bad guy? And we’re gonna have to take him down, just you and me? The odds don’t seem good.”

      I grinned. “We’re not taking him down alone.”
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      When the world ends, honesty and trust end with it. Life in Senka Hollow could be dangerous, not only because of the darkness, but because a girl never knew who to trust.

      Sometimes, though, you just know who’s going to be on your side.

      As I careened through the city streets in a department-issued vehicle, I keyed up my Com and dialed Shana.

      She answered on the first ring. “Talk to me.”

      “Do you trust me?” I asked her.

      Her response came so quickly, I knew she hadn’t even had to give it thought. “Implicitly.”

      “Meet me at our spot.”

      A brief pause as she sifted through my cryptic message. “Copy.”

      I cut the call and swerved around another corner. The streets were empty and still peppered with debris from the earthquake. Like the whole city had shut down when Senka rose.

      I fought back a pang thinking of her, alone in the dark.

      Shana stood outside Wang Chee in her uniform. She slid into the backseat without question, and I got back on the road as if I’d never stopped at all.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Everett Lear tried to have me killed.”

      In the rearview mirror, Shana’s dark eyebrows shot toward her hairline. “Excuse me?”

      I gave her the quick and dirty version, with occasional assistance from Warren in the passenger seat. When my sordid tale ended, so did our journey. I cut the engine in front of the Insurgentia’s office and shifted in my seat to look back at my friend.

      “I always knew that son of a bitch was shifty as fuck,” she said. “What’s his end game?”

      I shrugged. “He didn’t want Senka back in the tomb. That much I know.”

      “He didn’t want our only protection against Acura’s darkness back where it could keep us safe?”

      “Appears that way.”

      Shana ran a hand over her short kinky curls. “Shit. Weston was shadow touched. The darkness has infiltrated the council.”

      “Probably.”

      Shana glanced out the window. The Collier & Sons sign glinted in the fading sunlight. “Good call.”

      “The Insurgentia started it when they sent my brother in to catch Weston at the encampment. Might as well have them there to help us finish it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Josiah Bishop leapt to his feet as the three of us barged into the office. He knocked a stack of folders off his desk in his hurry to get away.

      “I don’t even have my gun drawn,” I pointed out, feigning hurt.

      “You are a crazy bitch!” he yelped, disappearing behind his desk.

      Warren raised an eyebrow. “What did you do to the kid?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second,” Shana said. She pulled out her badge and flipped it open. “Mr. Bishop. Detective Clayton with the Sapiens Enforcement Agency. You are not in trouble. Please come out and talk to us.”

      Josiah peeked over the desk, his short auburn hair glinting in the fluorescent lights. “She has a gun.”

      “Give me your gun.” Shana held out a hand.

      “What? No!” I took a step away.

      She gave me the side-eye. “Nez. If you want him to cooperate, you need to cooperate.”

      Grumbling a few of my favorite words, I unholstered the weapon and passed it to Shana. She passed it to Warren, who stared dumbly at it, like he’d never held a gun in his life.

      “It doesn’t bite,” I assured him.

      He grinned. “Too bad.”

      Josiah stood and cleared his throat. He straightened a stack of papers on his desk, pretending he hadn’t just lost his shit when I walked in the door.

      After my behavior the last time we met, I couldn’t really blame him. Not my finest moment. Even the Reaper can’t handle her grief well.

      “How can I help you, Detective?” Josiah asked.

      I cut Shana off before she could answer. “Everett Lear tried to have me killed to keep Senka from being put back in the ground. We think he’s attempting to wrest power of the Hollow by allowing the darkness to take over. We need your help. Well, the Insurgentia’s help. We have three people and a vendetta.” I motioned to indicate Shana, Warren, and myself. “The Insurgentia has numbers.”

      “You want us to help you take down the Rein of Senka Hollow?” Josiah asked, voice level. All trace of animosity had disappeared from his voice as he addressed me.

      Shana and I exchanged glances. “Yeah,” I answered.

      His face lit up, and he pumped a fist in the air. “This is what we’ve been training for!”

      “Training?” Shana asked. She looked at me. “These idiots have been training?”

      “Don’t insult the help,” I warned her.

      Josiah shuffled through the mess on his desk until he found a small radio. He keyed up, feedback squelching as he said, “Code Red. Code Red. All soldiers to Headquarters. All soldiers to Headquarters.” He dropped the professionalism with his next statement: “Holy fuck, you guys, this is it! Get down here!”
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        * * *

      

      Having a vendetta wasn’t exactly the same as having a plan.

      Staring down fifty-plus Insurgentia, avidly waiting for me to give them instructions, reminded me exactly how important a plan could be to the success of a mission.

      I convened with Warren and Shana, our backs to the kids. “The only thing we have going for us is that they don’t know we’re coming.”

      “Do you really think the SEB and SEA are going to fight us?” Shana asked. “You’re the top agent. I’m not high-ranking, but my longevity has to count for something.”

      “If Lila told us to fight someone we knew because they were a threat to the Hollow, wouldn’t we?”

      Shana worried at her bottom lip. “Maybe. Depends on the person.”

      “Could we broadcast something? On that little watch thing you wear?” Warren tapped my Com.

      I looked at the magickal piece of equipment on my wrist. Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum hadn’t removed it when they threw me half-dead in Senka’s tomb, which is what happens when you send morons to do an important job.

      I grabbed Warren by either side of his face and kissed him. “You’re a genius.”

      He blushed. “Aw, shucks.”

      “I knew it. You seemed way too relaxed. He’s sexy, too.” Shana winked at Warren.

      I ignored her pry into my sex life, well-aware the Insurgentia seated close behind us were hanging on our every word. “We surround Headquarters in secret. I make the broadcast. We infiltrate. We take down the Rein, and we take the council in custody for questioning.”

      “How the hell you suggest we take twelve council members in custody with only two cops?”

      “Eleven,” I corrected, shoving aside the memory of the councilwoman’s face as we exchanged fire. I’d survived the encounter thanks to a bit of preternatural assistance. I doubted the same could be said for Meade. “And we don’t have to do this the legal way. The Insurgentia could wrap them up in rope for all I care.”

      “Who’s taking Everett in custody? He’s going to be well-protected.”

      I patted my Taurus. “I’m not taking Everett into custody. He sent me to my death. Now, I’m bringing death to him. My entire life has been dedicated to keeping this Hollow safe from the darkness. The darkness happens to be the man in charge.” I shrugged, but couldn’t stop the smile. “Just doing my job.”
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        * * *

      

      We parked one block down and across the street with a clear view of Headquarters. It was just past seven o’clock shift change, and a steady stream of uniformed SEB officers exited the building for home.

      My insides had gone straight past heart-pounding and sailed into defcon-one. I clutched the steering wheel, for lack of anything else to hold, and tried to draw strength from Warren and Shana’s presence in the car.

      The toy radio in the cup holder crackled to life and Josiah said, “Unit one in place.”

      We remained silent, listening as each “unit” of the Insurgentia stationed at their predetermined location to await battle. Or what I hoped wouldn’t be a battle so much as a gentle takeover.

      The final unit called its location.

      Shana’s thin, strong fingers curled around my shoulder. “You can do this.”

      I glanced at Warren. He lifted my hand to his mouth. “No more moments left, babe. Let’s do this.”

      I keyed my Com, connecting to the public channel.

      “This is Agent Maurelle Nez,” I said into the mic, voice stronger than I expected. “Late last night, Rein Everett Lear sent me on a run, where I was ambushed and shot three times. Two men then sealed me inside Senka’s tomb to die.

      “The Rein of Senka Hollow attempted to have me killed because I had found a way to put Senka back to rights. He also attempted to murder Reina Lila, and covered up the act by throwing her down the stairs.

      “The council has been infiltrated by darkness. The Rein is dangerous.” I swallowed, nerves jangling. “If you fight us, we will have no choice but to defend ourselves.”
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      Apparently, a quiet, gentle takeover wasn’t in the cards.

      Which, let’s be honest, seemed to be the constant modus operandi of my life.

      When our teams converged as one upon Headquarters, we found ourselves locked out and at the end of a dozen SEA barrels. I noted the lack of SEB agents with a smile.

      “Your people need to figure out their loyalties,” I told Shana.

      She rolled her eyes. “Look at it logically. Everett is human. Sapiens Enforcement Agency. Of course they’re going to be dumb as shit and side with the enemy. Because he’s human.”

      Josiah came to stand next to me, vibrating with anticipation. “People are going to die.”

      “Sociopath,” Shana muttered. “Why’d we hitch our wagon to them again?”

      “Because suddenly, our goals have aligned like the Senka-damned constellations.”

      “How do we get in? And, uh, past that?” Warren motioned to the stone-faced officers waiting behind the glass.

      “Magick.” I grinned. I placed my hands on the glass and called my power. Funny that I’d used the same spell only a couple days before to keep from being ripped to pieces on the asphalt. The bullet-proof glass shimmered.

      And turned to ice.

      I had to guess the confused officers inside didn’t shoot at the sight of my magick because we were surrounded by humans. That changed when I drew my Taurus and shot over their heads, shattering the ice in an epic display of power.

      To the sound of gunfire and screams, I rushed over the threshold.

      I bounced off an officer, kicking his gun from his hands as he aimed at Josiah. I came out of the round-kick and shot another officer’s kneecaps, sending him to the ground on a wail of agony.

      My only goal was to get past the fray and find Everett. I knew Shana and the Insurgentia could handle themselves, and Warren seemed to be holding his own pretty well with a mix of his borrowed gun and time-travel tricks. So I surged forward, shoving past the wall of astonished SEA officers, disarming them as I could. I felt an affinity with Josiah, riding the excitement of a fight.

      My boot connected with a jaw, and I whirled into the kick, throwing a punch at the man behind him.

      “Relle, duck!” Shana yelled.

      I ducked, and gunfire was exchanged over my head, so close I felt the breeze. An unfamiliar SEA agent fell, his gun skittering across the marble floor and a pool of his blood following it.

      I stood and turned to grin my thanks at Shana.

      She was on her knees, her white button down stained with blood.

      Alarm bells clanged in my head. I punched past an officer and ran to her, falling to my knees and sliding the last two feet.

      She crumpled to her back, her legs tangled beneath her. She struggled to breathe, blood trailing from her nose. I whipped off my tank top and pressed it to the wound in her chest.

      “Giving the boys a show,” Shana joked, and then coughed, her abdomen rocking beneath my hands.

      “If they can’t handle a sports bra, they deserve to be shot.”

      She laughed again, and cringed. A low moan escaped her lips, which were quickly growing pale.

      I raised my voice over the melee, scared to hear my own panic. “Warren!”

      He appeared at my side, blood on his arms that, thankfully, didn’t appear to be his. The barrel of his gun smoked. He sucked in a breath at the sight of Shana bleeding on the floor, and knelt beside us.

      “Take her somewhere safe,” I begged. “Get her help.”

      “I can’t leave yo—”

      “Get her out of here!” I screamed.

      I couldn’t think about Shana right now, blood pouring from her gut. If I thought about losing her, or losing Lila, still comatose upstairs, I’d shut down. There’s only so much one girl can handle. I needed her far away from here so I could finish what I came for.

      Warren’s haunted gaze remained on me as I turned my back. But I felt the surge in energy that meant he’d slipped through time, carrying Shana with him.

      “Nez! Watch out!” John Nesbitt barreled through a group of SEA officers like a person-shaped wrecking ball. He raised his gun and fired, the bullet whizzing past my head to take out an agent behind me. “Go!”

      As Nes pressed against the crowd, I ran for the stairs.

      The upper floors were silent as a tomb. I moved quickly, searching the council chambers, Everett’s office, their living quarters, even Lila’s office. The absence of anyone made me think he’d sent everyone home; cleared out the building as if he expected to lose.

      Maybe I was being optimistic, but the thought spurred me on, anyway.

      I finally found the rein of Senka Hollow, sitting beside his comatose wife in her hospital room.

      “Hello, Nez. Figured you’d find me eventually.” He slouched in his chair petulantly. “You’re like a goddamned flea. Impossible to eradicate.”

      “Sorry about that. I tried. Really.” I leveled my gun on his face and ventured further into the room.

      Dr. Webster lay splayed on the floor, a trickle of blood trailing from a head wound. But his chest rose and fell, so for the moment, I knew he was safe.

      Everett sighed. “It was going to be grand. The darkness is a great place. Everything is so free. So clear. It’s gone, you know.” He held out his palms and turned his blue-eyed gaze to me. “Senka is doing her job again. Quite well, I might add. Sucked the darkness out of everyone I know.”

      I reached out with one hand and lifted one eyelid on Lila’s sleeping face. Her eye was as pure and gorgeous blue as it had ever been.

      No longer shadow touched.

      The realization rocked me to my core. Senka hadn’t just stopped the progression of the darkness — she’d erased it entirely. I touched the white stones at my neck and sent her a silent Thank you.

      Everett leaned forward.

      I put my second hand back on my gun and stiffened. “Don’t move.”

      He chuckled. “Always the hero, hey, Nez? My wife always liked you best. Fae of a feather flock together, or some shit.” The bitterness in his tone on the word “fae” startled me.

      “This had nothing to do with making the Hollow stronger,” I said. “This was about you. You couldn’t stand that your fae wife was stronger than you. Her magick could power the entire Hollow, but you... you’re only human. All you could do was power her.”

      Everettt launched to his feet and pulled a gun from behind his body.

      Too many people underestimate those moments. The split second between drawing and shooting your gun can last a lifetime.

      When your opponent is already sighted on you, it is your lifetime in the balance.

      In the small hospital room, the gunshot echoed.
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      Everett Lear tottered backwards like a felled tree. He tripped over the chair, dead before his body hit the linoleum.

      My ears rang in the aftermath of my shot. Everett’s gun had flown from his hand and landed in a fern on the windowsill.

      Lila gasped, eyes opening. She looked around groggily, taking in my haggard, bloody appearance and the smoking gun in my hand. “Relle? What’s going on?”

      I holstered the Taurus and pointed at Everett’s body on the floor.

      Lila stared at her husband’s body for a long moment. “Son of a bitch tried to kill me.”

      “Dr. Webster figured someone had.”

      “You look like shit.”

      “Battling through officers to assassinate a leader will do that to a girl.”

      She gave a shaky sigh. “You telling me I can’t sleep without you bringing war to my people?”

      “Hey, it was your husband’s fault. Not mine.”

      She groaned. “Give me your wrist.”

      I went one better and removed my Com, passing it to her. As she keyed up, I found Dr. Webster’s strong, steady pulse to ensure he would be okay.

      “Reina Lear to all units. All units, cease fire immediately. The Rein is dead. I repeat, the Rein is dead. All units report to command staff and await further instructions. Anyone who entered this building with Agent Maurelle Nez is under the protection of the Reina. All councilmembers are to report immediately to the chambers. If they do not, agents are to subdue them and deliver them.” She collapsed back against her pillows and patted the bed beside her.

      I pulled off my thigh holster and placed both it and my gun on the table beside the bed. I stepped out of my boots and climbed onto the bed next to my reina.

      We lay shoulder to shoulder in the silence.

      “Why are you in a sports bra?” Lila finally asked. “That doesn’t seem like proper battle-wear.”

      I laughed, thankful for the outlet. “I like to keep the boys guessing.”

      Lila’s small hand slipped into mine, and we locked fingers.

      “What now?” I asked.

      The Reina sighed. “I figure out how deep Everett’s betrayal goes. Who’s safe and who’s not. Rebuild the council from the ground up.”

      “I think the Insurgentia would like a say.”

      “I think you’re right.”

      “If you need someone who would be a great representation of the shadow touched, I know a guy. Half-shadow touched fae, half human. Super cool dude.”

      “You got laid, didn’t you?”

      “Am I really such a fucking open book?”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I rolled Lila into the council’s chambers in a wheelchair and left her in the capable hands of John Nesbitt, who had happily cuffed an ornery old councilman to bring him there. Dr. Webster, awake and coherent, accompanied her against my better judgement. But I guess you can’t stand in the way of loyalty.

      The lobby was trashed. I stepped over bodies and guns, and dodged medical personnel as they attended to the wounded. Josiah Bishop occupied a bench by the broken front windows as a nurse gently wrapped his bleeding arm. He lifted his good hand in greeting. I returned the gesture, oddly relieved to see him still alive.

      A shell-shocked Population officer sat at the desk by the door to the jail. I waved my hand in front of his face multiple times before he finally looked at me.

      “I need access to Sub-4,” I told him.

      “Now?” he said, aghast.

      “Now.”

      He gave me the proper access codes, and I entered Population.

      Georgie Lewis looked up as I opened the door to her cell. Her green eyes held no trace of the darkness that had been there before. She looked like a scared little girl.

      I held out a hand. “Come on. You’re not dying on my watch.”
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        * * *

      

      Warren found me an hour later in the lobby, where I was taking statements from survivors. The monotony of it helped ground me.

      I thanked the officer I’d been questioning, and walked away with Warren at my side. “Where’s Shana?”

      “With your mom.”

      “Is she okay?”

      He touched my hand. “She’s going to be fine. Your mother is a marvel.”

      “Yeah, good call taking her there. You probably saved her life.”

      “You ready to go home?”

      I glanced around. Everything seemed well in hand. Lila had competent bodyguards and Dr. Webster to keep her safe. The councilmembers who had followed Everett’s shitty plan had confessed under a truth curse and been placed under arrest. Even the lobby was starting to pull itself back together.

      Warren offered me a hand.

      “I’m not into domesticity,” I told him. “I like carrying a badge and a gun. I’m not an easy person to live with. I’m definitely not easy to love. You sure about this?”

      He laughed easily and gripped my arms, easing me against the length of his body. He kissed my nose. “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” I said simply. Like Shana’s quick response earlier, I didn’t even need to give it thought.

      Trust had a mind of its own.

      The world shifted and swayed, a whirlwind of colors, sensations, and clove cigarette smoke. I had no idea where—or when—we were going, but I knew it would be one helluva ride.
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      I sat cross-legged in the desert, my daughter’s knee pressed against mine as we faced the sunrise.

      “Brick by brick,” I told her. “Visualize.”

      Ysa groaned, her nose wrinkling but her eyes remaining shut. I loved her beautiful eyes: the same rich mahogany as her father’s. “Ma. This is dumb. We don’t even have to protect against the darkness anymore.”

      I touched the turquoise necklace around my neck. “I know, baby. But you never know when you’ll need to protect yourself. So just humor me, okay?”

      The sun had crested the horizon completely and begun its daily descent by the time Ysa and I stood and brushed dirt from our long, bare legs.

      “Can I stay with Aunt Mai tonight?” Ysa asked, tucking her small hand into mine as we walked towards our house.

      “Maybe you should ask Aunt Mai first.” My sister, twenty-two and as wild as I’d been at that age, lived in the city. Ysa loved to visit her, to feel the bustle and hurry of the Hollow’s center.

      I’d come accustomed to the slow, steady life we had on the Res.

      “I’ll call her while I’m at work today and ask,” I promised my daughter.

      The kitchen door stood open. A slight breeze followed us in, and Ysa carried it with her as she skipped down the hall to her bedroom to get ready for school.

      Mama stood over the stove, her wiry legs poking from denim cut-offs. “Maurelle. I made hominy.”

      “Of course you did, Mama.” I kissed her cheek and took a deep breath. “It smells wonderful. Can you get Ysa to school this morning? I have a meeting at Headquarters.”

      The years had turned Mama’s vivid dark hair salt-and-pepper, but had only added to her beauty. The deep folds at her eyes held a lifetime of love and laughter. She pointed at me with her spoon, dripping hominy on the floor. “Yes. But don’t forget. We have circle tonight.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Mama.”

      “It would not do for our clan chieftess to miss yet another circle.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      In our cool, dim bedroom, my husband was nothing but a motionless lump under the covers. I gently lifted the covers and slipped in beside him. As if he’d been awake and waiting for me, he hooked me with a single arm and pulled me into his warmth.

      He kissed me softly. “Morning. Brick by brick?”

      “She’s so stubborn.”

      He didn’t open his eyes, but his smile lit up the space we shared. “I wonder where she gets it.” His hand skimmed over my hip and up to my breast. He opened those gorgeous eyes and leered at me. “Got a minute?”

      “Is that all you need?”

      “So cheeky,” Warren growled.

      I was late to work, but when you’re the agent in charge, and the Reina is your best friend, nobody really cares if you roll in ten minutes late with a smile on your face.
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        * * *

      

      The night sky hung heavy with stars and magick as I took my place beside my mother at the fire that evening.

      “You’re late,” Mama scolded.

      “By whose clock?”

      “Don’t sass me, girl. I brought you into this world, and I can take you out of it.”

      Sadly, I’d used that same line on Ysa. One of these days, I’d get around to apologizing to my mother. One day.

      “Chieftess Nez,” Elder Conn called. “Are you ready to begin?”

      I smiled at the old man and lifted my arms. “Yes. Let’s begin.”
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        * * *

      

      Senka greeted me with a smile and a cup of her delicious spicy tea. “Sister.”

      I accepted the mug, breathing deep of the familiar scent. My handprint on Senka’s heart hadn’t faded over the years. The rust-colored print peeked out over her dress as she took her place next to me.

      Neither had her handprint faded from my skin. Like a tattoo, it decorated my body with the tale of our past, present, and future.

      We exchanged necklaces—my vivid turquoise replacing her pale white stones. The ritual had become habit; a normal part of our life together. Carrying the Hollow into a future where the darkness couldn’t hurt us.

      I sipped my tea and crossed my legs. The sky on this side of the veil held so many stars. More stars than people. More stars than words.

      We had several minutes before the Elders would call me back. I leaned forward and stoked the fire with a log from the pile. “Tell me a story, princess.”

      So she did.
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        Mere mortal. Fae hunter. Oh, and the apocalypse? Yeah, that happened!

      

      

      

      She’s an unstoppable human. He’s an immovable beast. But the Fae have scorched the earth and humans are next...

      Chloe Etain, stumbled into an ancient war between the Light and Dark that has culminated in her world being thrown into darkness and pre-industrial chaos. Vampire-like creatures roam free, feeding on unsuspecting humans. Chloe knows the truth though and, possibly, how to stop it. But as a mere mortal, what can she do?

      That’s when the fates step in. Bram Tice, a fae hunting his own kind, vows to help Chloe. But he won’t say which Court demands his allegiance. Together, they set out to right the imbalance plaguing her world and save humanity before they turn into nothing more than remnants of ash.
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            Fall of Humanity

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fae did it. They besieged the human world and were on the precipice of annihilating humanity itself. Chloe Etain learned the magic realm’s secrets too late. There was only one thing left to do. Run!

      Chloe dialed her phone as she frantically shoved her research into her backpack. It felt like she hadn’t slept in weeks, always keeping one eye open and thinking someone was following her as she got closer and closer to the truth about the Fae. Glancing in the mirror at her fading summer tan, she wiped at the dark circles under her eyes as if she could erase the fact she hadn’t slept. She held her phone to her ear with her shoulder as she tightened the messy bun holding most of her dark blonde hair at the nape of her neck. Barely acknowledging the latest breaking news alert as it flashed across the television in her dorm room, she continued putting every scrap of paper about the Light and Dark Courts deep inside her backpack. With the constant bombardment of information about massive hurricanes, devastating earthquakes, and abnormal weather patterns, the news had become mind numbing with all its coverage and the feeling of helplessness it created. They did this! Chloe thought. She wanted to scream.

      Chloe thought it odd as her call went to voicemail. Professor Hadley was expecting her call. He always answers, she thought as she left him a message. “Professor, it’s me. It happened right where you said it would. The unusual migration of the Monarchs, the swarm, it shifted again, and I saw something or someone… I -it looked, I don’t know, like someone was forming beyond them. It’s hard to explain. They’re connected somehow. I’m sure of it now.” She looked around her empty room but continued in a hushed voice, afraid someone was listening. “I...I think you were right. There’s something bigger at work here. I’m on my way to your office now.”

      Her thoughts went to the strange creature which had twisted and shimmered into existence right before her eyes through the kaleidoscope of Monarch butterflies she’d been tracking. Calling it a creature seemed juvenile, but she couldn’t explain it any other way. It hadn’t been entirely animalistic, but it hadn’t been completely human either. Before she could get a closer look, it had dashed around the corner of a building, vanishing into a bustling crowd of people, oblivious to it somehow as they hurried off to work and their busy lives. The memory of seeing the creature had begun to dissolve from her mind like salt in water just as quickly as the beast had appeared in the shimmer of feathery light. But it was the sight of that light, through the wings of the butterflies, that was ingrained in her mind, like a lens into another realm that could never be unseen, so the memory of the beast itself remained.

      “Don’t get too close…” Chloe snapped out of her trance at the repetition of her professor’s most recent warning coming from the television. A local Seattle journalist was reporting on an accident just a few miles away. The anchor had given her field reporter a congenial warning to avoid the flames to which he stood precariously close.

      “Thanks, Jill. Dr. James Hadley, Professor of Anthropology and Mythological Studies at the University of Washington, has been pronounced dead at the scene of this horrific car accident.” Chloe dropped her phone onto her bed as a video of the professor’s car engulfed in flames flashed across the screen. “Authorities report only one vehicle involved and one fatality. Officers at the crash site are working to rule out foul play at this time. Now, Jill, what makes this scene so suspicious is the enormity of the fire that seems...”

      The sound of the journalist’s voice was replaced by the pounding of her heartbeat. Trembling, Chloe searched her bed and found her phone. She threw it onto the floor as if it, too, were on fire, and with two stomps of her shoe, she broke its glass. The screen turned black as the smell of melting plastic wafted towards her. She kicked the dead phone under her bed, and changed the password on her laptop, putting it and everything else that could be construed as incriminating into her backpack. In a moment of clarity, she also threw in a change of warmer clothes, several protein bars, and the water purification kit the professor had given her at the beginning of the school year. Her eyes scanned the photo she left on her desk as she memorized each line and curve of her parents’ faces. She took a shaky, deep breath. Chloe feared she’d never see them again. Closing her eyes, she whispered, “I wish he’d been wrong.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks and left her dorm room for good, trying to ignore the sinking feeling it would be the last time she felt the safety of those four walls.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe ran flat out, cutting through the University Center, and headed straight for Professor Hadley’s office. The news reports on the UC’s televisions had gotten even more dreadful as she rushed by. Three volcanoes were erupting simultaneously around the globe, and the earthquake aftershocks plaguing Mexico and California were measuring at 6.5 and higher. The wildfires were so fierce in the surrounding states that Chloe swore she could taste the soot in her mouth. The professor’s prediction had been correct, although his calculations were slightly off. The world didn’t have a matter of years left, it had, maybe, only days. She ran faster, clinging to her backpack and all the fae secrets it held inside. She knew it was reckless carrying such secrets in plain sight, but if she were caught, it wouldn’t matter. Time was up.

      Chloe stopped in the hallway around the corner just shy of Professor Hadley’s office. Straining to hear, she tried to steady her breathing as she crept closer to the door. Chloe could hear someone on the other side of the door rustling through papers and opening and closing desk drawers. As she got closer, her mind conjured up several different scenarios which might play out on the other side of the door. Her self-defense class suddenly seemed a paltry weapon as she imagined who, or what, she might have to confront. She knew she was taking a big risk, but time was running out, and she had to take the chance to find the late professor’s journal before it was too late. Chloe squared her shoulders and clenched her jaw.

      She gave a shudder of relief as the voice behind the door spoke in a hushed voice she recognized. “Professor, where are you? It’s happening right now. We have to go!”

      They killed him, she thought to herself as she rushed to the door. “Bram, let me in,” she said, jiggling the locked handle as she looked in both directions down the hallway.

      The door opened, and she rushed in. Bram closed it behind her and locked it again. Chloe’s eyes scanned a specific corner of the room as Bram continued searching in vain. It’s not here! she thought to herself.

      “Chloe, I need to find the professor. Do you know where he is?” Bram looked just as frazzled as she felt. His clothes were wrinkled like he had slept in them, and his wavy black hair was more disheveled than usual.

      “Bram, it was on the news. He…he was in a car accident. Professor Hadley’s dead.” Chloe choked on the words.

      “It was no accident.” Bram tugged the hair above his forehead as if he wanted to rip it out. Bram Tice had been Professor Hadley’s teaching assistant well before Chloe started school, so she knew he must be taking the news hard. He couldn’t be more than twenty-seven years old, but Bram’s easy rapport with the professor had her guessing they had known each other for a very long time.

      “Chloe, I don’t know how much Professor Hadley told you, but…”

      “I know everything,” she stated defiantly.

      Bram stared at her for a long time, his eyes searching hers. “Not everything,” he bristled, running his hand down the stubble on his tan face. Chloe always thought Bram looked like he was hiding from something or someone behind the dark facial hair ranging from scattered stubble to full beard he always sported. Being that close to Bram, his presence seemed bigger than his frame allowed, like he was a supernatural force fighting to be freed from his cramped shell. They were both on edge, but Bram’s casual demeanor was completely gone, replaced by something more animalistic, almost feral. “I need his journal. Do you know where it is?” he demanded.

      “No,” she lied. Chloe’s response was almost instinctual. Bram wasn’t acting like the professor’s assistant anymore. Chloe was certain he was hiding something. There was only one other place the professor’s notebook might be, but she wasn’t going to share that information while he was acting so odd.

      Bram looked out the window and clenched his fists. He seemed to be trying to calm himself, even through all the devastation primed to strangle them. It felt like a suffocating blanket of death hovered over Seattle. The sky had taken on an eerie amber glow like the serene beauty of an encroaching, deadly wildfire. “You should probably call your parents. I don’t know if you’ll be able to contact them after…” He didn’t finish the sentence and seemed to be struggling to express something, but he sighed instead and turned on the professor’s television, offering Chloe some semblance of privacy.

      She picked up the professor’s landline and dialed her mom’s number first. Her parents thought she was crazy when she had first told them what was coming, but, eventually, they had listened and prepared. She watched in horror as the news flashed from one disaster to the next. Coverage of the earthquakes in Mexico and California were eclipsed by images of the massive plumes of smoke and ash from the three erupting volcanoes. On the screen, billowing soot choked out the light of the sun, and the sky was swiftly thrown into darkness. She took some semblance of comfort knowing her parents weren’t in a city about to go mad, but in their secluded log cabin tucked into the base of Mt. Rainier. At least, if the Fae decided to activate Mt. Rainier the way they had erupted the other three sleeping giants, her parent’s end would be quick.

      Chloe closed her eyes as her tears swelled. Her mom’s line rang once, then went to dial tone as the skies of the campus darkened, mirroring the volcanic skies on the news. There was a brief electronic screech followed by silence, and then the phone went dead. Chloe heard multiple cars crashing outside as all the vehicles on the street below came to sudden stops.

      “We’re too late.”

      “No!” Chloe screamed in horror. Her eyes dashed to the window past Bram, searching the horizon for Mt. Rainier.

      Bram followed her gaze questioningly and then looked back at her. “Mt. Rainier? It’s still intact.”

      “How? What do you mean? Bram, are you sure? My parents!”

      “Are safe,” he reassured her.

      Chloe felt panicked, searching for hope. She remembered it was Professor Hadley who had suggested the area, so Bram was probably right. Mt. Rainier was barely visible as the amber sky turned to ashen shadows, but the mountain was still whole. Chloe gave a slight sigh of relief but knew that what came next would be much, much worse. She put the phone down and braced against the desk in front of her, mentally preparing herself for the onslaught of the unknown about to begin. The world is never going be the same, she thought to herself.

      Waiting for something she thought would feel like an earthquake or an electrical shock, Chloe couldn’t help but watch in stunned awe as beautiful shimmers of feathery white light danced in the air. The shift in reality as the fae realm surreptitiously invaded the human world was almost exhilarating. After a few moments, she noticed a subtle hum as the gossamer light began surrounding them in a most ethereal glow. The visual effect of the light was breathtaking, almost angelic, but she knew that with it came the monsters. She thought of nights spent camping in the summer, staring into the fire as the embers glowed, burning hot, when she felt another shift in the air around her. Just as before, like looking through a magic lens between the wings of butterflies, she glimpsed into the faerie realm and directly into the real Bram Tice.

      Chloe felt suspended in time as she turned all her focus to Bram. The fine hairs on Bram’s forearms bristled with magic through the thin veil of undulating and shimmering light brought by the fae disturbance. What Chloe could only describe as glowing dust particles surrounded and betrayed him. She could physically feel the intimidating otherworldly power radiating from him, like the tension in the air between enemies. Goosebumps on his skin coalesced into reptilian-like scales the color of rust. The scales rippled up his arms, in and out of existence, as the shimmer of the faerie realm faded, and her world was thrust into complete darkness.

      Chloe tried to swallow, but burning cinders coated her throat. “Oh God!” she choked. “You’re one of them!”
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            The Beast Within

          

        

      

    

    
      Thunderclouds the color of a grey death shroud roared past the window behind Bram. The wind howled, and blood-red lighting blazed through the sky. Chloe blindly stumbled away from Bram’s general direction, tripping over a chair and scrambling for escape. “Chloe, wait!”

      “Stay away from me!” She tried to slow her movements as she shuffled backward towards the professor’s door, forgetting it was locked. More lightning, the color of a fresh vampire kill, streaked through the sky, striking several of the buildings across the street. Slowly, her sight returned as a faint but distant light began to shine. Farther in the distance, the University Center had been engulfed by a roaring fire.

      “We can’t stay here!” Bram took a step towards her. “Please, let me…”

      A loud boom rang out, and the window behind Bram shattered. Glass shards exploded all around them. Chloe felt a sharp pain near her hairline as her head whipped backward like she’d been hit with a baseball bat. She started to feel dizzy. The edges of her vision blurred in a soft, serene white light, and all the objects in the professor’s office, illuminated by another lightning strike, began to fade as though they were being erased from her memory. All sounds stopped, replaced by a low thrumming in her ears.

      Bram’s body somehow took up the entire room as he lunged towards her, knocking her numbed body to the ground. As the tranquil white light faded to black, muffled sounds returned. Chloe could have sworn she heard a boat’s sails unfurling in the wind as two large gossamer objects the color of rust enveloped her, cradling her as the darkness came.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe struggled to open her eyes. Her eyelids felt like someone had glued them shut with liquid cement. Blinking hurt, as if her eyes were covered in days-old bruises, but she tried to focus as she looked around an unfamiliar room. Strange objects that could have been weapons were strewn across a table, and a few candles flickered, illuminating walls that looked like old painted metal. Where am I? Her head started to throb as she got up off the sofa and went towards the table. She grabbed one of the weapons. The object she hoped would prove useful was ice cold in her hand and looked like a polished silver stake with a brass knuckle grip at the other end.

      “Good choice.” Bram snickered from behind her.

      Startled, Chloe whirled, aiming the weapon, immediately regretting the jolt she gave her head. The room started to spin. “Woah.”

      “Easy, easy. Here, let me take a look at that.” Bram eased her into a chair at the table of weaponry and handed her a glass of water. He pulled another chair closer and sat directly in front of her. “You’ve got a pretty nasty gash from that blow to the head you took.” He removed blood-soaked gauze from her forehead and replaced it with a clean bandage. “How do you feel? Nauseous?”

      Chloe shook her head. “It feels like I got hit by a bus.”

      “Close. The tree branch was the size of a smart car, give or take.”

      “How long have I been out? And where are we?”

      “A couple of hours and my apartment.”

      “Why does it look so strange?”

      “Iron.” Bram tapped on the wall closest to them. The room echoed like he’d rapped the hull of a ship. “Most of the lower caste fae won’t come near it. It hurts them.” He shrugged. “Thought it was as good a place as any to lay low for a couple of days.”

      “A couple of days? I can’t stay here!” The haze surrounding Chloe’s mind started to fade, and she began to remember what had happened in the professor’s office, the way Bram’s skin had shimmered like something not human. “You’re, you’re one of…”

      He sighed. “And there it is.” Bram quickly slid his chair away from her and stormed off before she could finish her sentence. He walked over to a wall, extinguished the flame from a nearby candle, and gestured her over. “Here. Let me show you something.”

      She reluctantly rose, taking care to avoid the dizziness assaulting her again, as she walked over to stand beside him. Whatever Bram was, he’d never been unkind to her. So, for the time being, she would trust him.

      Bram slid a lever and pulled the wall of metal away, exposing a regular-looking apartment window. He motioned to the bars on his windows, “Also iron.” Then, he pointed downward. “Those are scabs, one of the lowest castes of Unseelie. They feed on fear, blood…” Bram scoffed. “Some even feed on magic. That type of scab can track magic use as well.”

      Chloe looked out the window in horror as a hunched, barely human-looking-creature ran down the sidewalk, chasing another figure into a building. The figure it pursued held the faint outline of a woman. It appeared she was running away from the boogie man. The creature pursued the woman with a grotesque lumber which ensured its prey would falter. The teal scarf flying behind her began to fall to the ground as she desperately tried to outrun the scab. She stumbled into the carcass of a building, and the creature let out a sickening squeal as it closed in on its prey. Chloe squeezed her eyes shut and instinctively turned away from the gruesome scene about to unfold. The sounds of horrified screams and predatory snarls coming from outside were unbearable.

      Chloe didn’t know how she’d survive the despair she felt. Everything seemed hopeless. How could humans fight things they didn’t even know had existed only a couple of hours ago? How would mere mortals stand a chance against magic? I thought I was prepared. She wanted to be struck in the head again and go numb; hoping another blow would wake her up from the nightmare. But she was awake, and the current chaos was her new reality.

      Scanning the horrific scene before her again, she tried to take in the extent of the destruction. Everything was burning or had burned away. Some buildings had collapsed into rubble, other structures were hollowed out husks. Scattered amidst the destruction, though, were buildings left hauntingly pristine.

      The power was out everywhere. No lights glowed from lamp posts or inside buildings, and there wasn’t a single moving vehicle anywhere. Most cars had either crashed, been abandoned, or were still parked along the streets next to ruins of the buildings. Chloe barely recognized Seattle anymore, but she did know that where there should have stood several ten-to-twenty-story apartment buildings, there remained nothing but dust and rocks with twisted beams sticking out of the mountains of debris.

      Dozens of scabs were swarming around the mounds like vultures, digging out body parts and feeding on them, discarding other smaller scraps of flesh. They threw the scraps to more feeble looking scabs who seemed to be cowering to the dominant ones. The hierarchy was almost like that of a wolf pack. Chloe looked away in disgust and tried to erase the images from her mind. She couldn’t stay focused in on the details, or they would drive her mad. Instead, she tried taking in the scorched earth in its entirety, looking for an end to the destruction; there wasn’t one.

      Some buildings were still burning while others had already burned to the ground. Desperate to find something other than destruction, she looked even farther out into the distance. But the further Chloe looked, the more she saw the same devastation over and over. Laid out in front of her, the city had become a patchwork quilt of glowing orange fires and grey mounds of death. Seattle had become a giant graveyard.

      Then, there in the darkness, was a glimmer of hope. A reflection or flash of light caught her eye. She took a chance and looked closer into the shadows of a neighboring street. Chloe’s heart skipped a beat. Human figures carrying pipes, and anything else that could pass for a weapon, were swinging wildly at scabs. A group of humans, banding together, was fighting back, and winning! It was a small victory, but it was a start. She whispered to herself, “Maybe the world can survive this scorch of the fae after all.”

      The hope Chloe felt was soon squashed as her eyes were drawn back to the scab on the sidewalk below Bram’s apartment. It had pulled the woman wearing the teal scarf from the building and had started draining her blood, right there in the middle of the street. It raised its head to a moon hidden by black clouds, arched its back, and howled with pleasure. It chilled Chloe to her core to think Bram was a part of the fae causing the horror below. “Your world, these scabs. They...” Her words dropped off as Bram grabbed her hand and placed it on his chest.

      “They have no heartbeat, no conscious, no remorse, but I do! They are no better than hungry feral animals. The upper castes use them to clean up their carnage!” Bram was angry. She could feel his heart pounding under her palm. When she focused on its rhythm, she swore she could feel two hearts beating underneath the echo of what she could only describe as the sound of a roaring furnace. “So, please don’t insult me by calling me one of them.” He spit out the last words. “Any of them!” He let go of her hand.

      “You’ll have to excuse me for being so...human,” Chloe hissed. She gestured to the window. “My world which I just discovered you don’t even belong to has just been destroyed by the fae. You’re fae! Sooo sorry that I need some time to process this.”

      Chloe grabbed the lever on the wall to close that particular window into their new world. Her mind was racing, but she slowed it down and focused on one thought. Professor, did you know about Bram? Why didn’t you tell me? The lever wouldn’t yield. She took a deep breath and turned to look at Bram. “I need to know who you align with, Light or Dark? Right now!”

      “It’s not that simple, Chloe,” he said coolly.

      “Then, at least tell me you’re not part of this?” she snapped. “There are people out there fighting the Dark. I have to do something! You may not be willing to fight, but I am! And, you can’t keep me here!”

      “You’re right about that more than you know.” Bram grabbed the lever and sighed in frustration at her innocence. “But you need to forget your obvious romanticized and sickeningly-sweet notions about the Light. The only difference between them and that…” He pointed out the window at the Unseelie Scab still wrapped in a deadly embrace with the human woman. “…is that the Light Fae are just wrapped in prettier bows!” He slammed the window wall closed. Bram walked away then, apparently not wanting to be around any humans or fae.

      Chloe wasn’t done with their conversation. Questions swirled in her head, and she had only one source of answers at that moment. Bram. “How can I trust anything you say? A couple hours ago, I thought you were human. Now, I don’t even know what you are. Is Bram even your real name?” Chloe persisted.

      “It doesn’t matter, not anymore. I couldn’t stop it. The professor is dead, his journal is lost, and I used so much power protecting you that I’m about to fall where I stand.” Bram walked to another wall, slid a door of metal aside, and stepped into an adjoining room. He looked exhausted. “Scabs are drawn to the chaos, and it’s a feeding frenzy all-you-can-eat buffet out there right now. The power I used came at a cost, and I’m about to pass out for about forty-eight hours, dead to the world, whether I want to or not. The professor’s office is nothing more than rubble now. Hells, the entire building fell around us! But hey, if you want to go, you’re right. I can’t stop you. Consider the weapon a parting gift. Oh, and be a good human and close the door on your way out, hmm?” He scoffed in a somewhat defeated tone before collapsing onto his bed, “Good luck to you, Chloe Etain.”

      Before she was aware of what she was doing, her feet were moving her closer to his room. “But the Dark Fae scorched the sky. Bram, they did this! I can’t just sit here. I need to do something. Maybe the Light…”

      Bram let out a quiet grumble but spoke clearly. “Chloe, this was the Light.”
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      Chloe missed her parents and friends the most, along with some of the little pleasures in life like a hot shower, the internet, and a sweet cup of coffee.

      Oh, and chocolate! I'd kill for a soft warm chocolate croissant and a decent cup of coffee right about now. She guessed she could see if Bram was the type of Fae who could conjure them if he’d ever wake up! Maybe then, she’d have some clue as to what the hell he was.

      But then, the scabs would come, and they'd try to drain her dry or turn her. Ha! As if scabs are powerful enough to turn anyone! She’d been watching their failed attempts to turn straggling humans on the streets from Bram’s window for the past few days. She scoffed to herself. Days? The only thing that gave away that it was daytime was the haunting amber glow reflected across the ashen sky. That was also when the scabs were restricted to the darkest shadows outside. She hadn’t slept well in the last few days either, not since Bram had collapsed to regenerate or whatever the hell he was doing. She felt as though it was her responsibility to take the first watch in the apocalypse since Bram was incapacitated. Regardless of his Court alignment, he had saved her life back at the professor’s office. So no, she didn’t feel like dealing with blood sucking vampire scabs and had gone without coffee for that long. A little longer wouldn’t hurt. Bastards!

      Chloe checked in on the still-sleeping Bram, pulled a protein bar from her backpack, and grabbed the earlier-discovered and presently-thawed milk from his freezer. She hadn’t believed it when she had found her backpack, all of its contents still inside, in a hidden cubby full of more of Bram’s weapons and supplies. The lock on the inside of the cubby had her wondering even more about who Bram really was. She wondered if he had carried her and the backpack together or whether he’d gone back for it, curious as to if he could walk among the scabs unharmed or even undetected. Probably not, considering his entire apartment had been retrofitted with iron from top to bottom. He was right about the human buffet outside, though. She wouldn’t have lasted five seconds out there. Days had passed, and the scabs were still behaving like frenzied sharks, and she was a blood bag waiting to be circled and eaten.

      Chloe sat at Bram’s weapon table and made herself a protein bar/-granola cereal, hoping he wouldn’t mind that she’d made herself at home while he slept. She’d already finished off the few perishables she had found in his fridge. Might as well finish off the milk before it spoils. Power’s never coming back on, she thought. She rolled a glass vial of silver shavings underneath her palm and eyed an opulent gold-and-ruby necklace that looked ancient. The ruby was so dark; it was almost black, and the more she stared at the oval-cut gem, the more it seemed to come alive. She swore she could even hear the thumping of a heartbeat deep within its core. As she concentrated even harder, she was sure she could hear two distinguishable heartbeats, just like Bram’s. Chloe shook her head, trying to release herself from the pendant’s strange pull.

      As she finished her cereal, the noises from the scabs outside diminished. Their constant howling, heavy breathing, and clawing had echoed off the iron walls in a horrifying cadence between the human screams. But their sudden silence was even more terrifying. Chloe rushed to the wall with the window and quietly moved the metal aside. There were no scabs anywhere to be seen. A sleek black muscle car came into view, but in the darkness, she couldn’t be sure if it had pulled up to the curb or flown in. Chloe shook her head in disbelief. She figured some type of electromagnetic pulse must have been laced into the lightning storm, so it had only been a matter of time before there would be a few vehicles back on the road. There should be some cars running by now. Right? she thought to herself, almost hopeful.

      But nothing else was moving outside, not one car, motorcycle, truck, or plane –nothing. According to her research, most higher-caste-fae liked the finer things in life, especially her world’s modern conveniences. So, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility to think that the black muscle car had indeed been flying. Chloe had been devouring every bit of fae lore from ancient books and scrolls Bram had in his apartment while he’d been sleeping. She had learned some fae from the higher castes of both Courts had visited many times before, doing as they pleased for thousands of years.

      Chloe thought she recognized most, if not all, of the Fae as Light as soon as they stepped out of the car. There was an air of sophistication and arrogance to them, almost as if visiting Chloe’s world was beneath them somehow. They were all too beautiful not to have been higher castes at the very least, if not members of the ruling body of the Light Court itself. The sharp-featured, ethereal beauties looked like they had just stepped off the runway of a New York fashion show. And then, Chloe saw one who could only be described as royalty. She was perfection, too elegant not to be of royal blood. In comparison, the fae accompanying her looked to be her muscle, massive and deadly. Despite her waifish frame, the royal fae was a force to be reckoned with. Every eye fell upon her as she strode by, as though the power she wielded could snap them in half if they dared insult her by failing to acknowledge her presence.

      The female royal kept her hand lightly upon the guard who had escorted her from the vehicle. She caressed him under the chin as a way of thanks as she exited. The long-haired beauty was dressed all in white, which matched her skin. Shimmering under the ashen sky, hers was the palest lavender-blonde hair Chloe had ever seen. She tossed her wavy locks behind her as she passed the bodyguards, exposing her long neck and pointed ears, adorned by ethereal scrolling jewelry at their tips. Wearing higher heels than were safe for mortals and lean white-leather pants, she demanded attention from her subjects and subordinates. And she got that attention. She moved like a bird of prey, stalking around the men who seemed mesmerized by the saunter of her hips. The golden pendant she wore had a diamond the size of a golf ball hanging between her pale breasts, and her blouse was made up of tiny white-down feathers.

      Out of the car from the opposite side emerged a blond male just as pale, and beautiful, wearing a light ashen-green color that could easily have been mistaken for white if he hadn’t gone to stand beside his lavender-blonde twin. Chloe thought his skin and blond hair had an almost putrid green tint to them, but somehow, he was still beautiful. A glamour, she thought. He had no jewelry adorning the tips of his ears, and the only real color came from his gold necklace. His bore a giant emerald which matched the size and shape of his counterpart’s diamond.

      Bram was right, Chloe thought. The fact the royal fae had arrived was proof. The Light had done this. They scorched the sky and were now taking a tour to survey their handiwork.

      Just then, came a golden skinned goddess, stepping out of the car. A tall, raven-haired female dressed in sleek black and heels, slithered out of the car like a black mamba. Her blue-black hair flowed down her back, and the ornate jewelry on her pointed ears resembled a knight’s armor. The raven-hair was also a royal; Chloe was sure of it. But was she Light? As she walked, the men looked at her with a deep longing until the glare from the lavender-blonde had them looking down and checking out the sidewalk, intently, instead. The black-haired beauty turned, and Chloe could see her gold pendant held the blackest oval gem imaginable, like a dark hole leading into the depths of hell. But somehow, this royal fae was different from the other two. She seemed alone, incomplete somehow, even standing beside the others. She’s Dark Fae, Chloe thought. She was certain of it. So why is she with the Light?

      Chloe noticed that the scabs were still on the streets, cowering in the heaviest shadows, afraid of the new arrivals. The three royals stood on the street for a minute, talking with some of the muscle before each of their faces turned and looked straight at Bram’s building. Shit!
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        * * *

      

      Think, Chloe; think! You’ve probably got less than three minutes! The royals were there for Bram. Chloe was sure of it. She put the gold-and-ruby necklace around her neck and picked up the vial of silver shavings along with the silver dagger. Grabbing her backpack, she tossed some of her less important papers onto the floor along with one of the candles, letting wax spill everywhere as its flame went out. She threw her backpack, the vial of silver, and all the weapons she could carry into the cubby and left it open. Then, she went to a wall of iron, slid it away, and exposed the apartment’s entry. She knew those fae could open a human lock in seconds. The plan was to make it look like Bram had just fled in a hurry.

      Chloe cracked the front door open and gasped. She had to cover her mouth before she let out an uncontrollable scream. A body drenched in dried, crusted blood was lying across the hallway not two feet from her. There was scarcely any light coming from inside Bram’s apartment, but Chloe could tell the remains were human; dead for a while by the smell, too. The odor hit her like a freight train, and she couldn’t get the sickening taste of decay out of her mouth. The rot coated the fine hairs inside her nose and wouldn’t let go. There was no time to dwell on when and how he had died or how she hadn’t even known the death had happened. She had to hurry. Chloe left the apartment door open and went for Bram.

      “Bram, wake up!” Her frantic hushed voice pleaded. She tried slapping his cheek. “Bram!” No response. She grabbed his arms and pulled with all her might. He was so heavy; he landed on the floor with a thud. She didn’t know if they were going to make it or not. Chloe had never been forced to drag two hundred pounds of beastly deadweight before, but Bram had saved her life, so, by God, she was saving his! She didn’t know what would happen if they were caught, but she wasn’t leaving him. “Please!” she whispered.

      Finally, Chloe was able to pull Bram completely inside the cubby, shutting and latching the iron door as she heard high heels click up the steps.

      “Such vile creatures,” a woman’s muffled voice said from the hallway. Chloe could picture the lavender-blonde’s annoyance at having to step over the body in the hallway.

      Chloe focused on her breathing. Now was not the time to hyperventilate. A cold chill trickled down her spine as the door to Bram’s apartment was slung open.

      “He couldn’t have gone far. Check the street, and this time, summon a tracker. Go!” Another female voice ordered the guards to do a sweep.

      Chloe felt around in the dark, found the glass vial, and poured the silver shavings across the door’s threshold as three sets of footsteps entered the apartment.

      “Dammit!” one of the females said, walking further into the now-empty apartment. Chloe could almost picture the lavender-blonde dressed in all white strutting like a peacock in front of the other royals in her high heels. It wasn’t a far stretch to presume she was in charge either. “Where would he have gone?” Chloe heard a dining room chair hit the floor. Her quick thinking and making it look like Bram had just fled was, apparently, working.

      It sounded like someone picked one of her loose research papers up off the floor. “He’s not alone. He has that human female with him, the professor’s student, Chloe Etain.” Her name dripped from the male royal’s tongue as if it were the sweetest honey. “I can still smell her.”

      Chloe froze as his heavy footsteps thudded around the apartment.

      “Dear brother, how do you smell anything beyond that wretched heap out there?”

      “The bouquet of death is but the sweetest smelling rose to me, dear sister.”

      “Etain, you say? Ha! ‘An object of jealousy as her beauty and gentleness surpass all others’ how quaintly Irish of her... But is she pet, prey, or his partner?” the lavender-blonde asked as she paced the floor in front of the cubby.

      Chloe swallowed hard and tried not to breathe. Instinctively, she clenched the pendant around her neck.

      “Come. Night is near, and we don’t want the Dark Court to think we are laying claim to their shiny new realm so soon. Do we, Famke?”

      “No, mistress,” the other female dressed all in black answered.

      Their realm! Chloe was screaming inside her head.

      “Famke, that half-eaten food in the hallway is so uncivilized. Be a dear and let the castes know that they must dispose of their toys when they’re finished playing with them,” the lavender-blonde said.

      “My apologies, mistress. Mortimer’s clever-albeit inept-tactic of unleashing a feral horde on an entire species has proven to be quite...untidy, to say the least. It’s a pity the nuance of war does not come so easily to some as it does others,” Famke provoked.

      Her response seemed to please the lavender-blonde, as she sighed heavily.

      “Unseelie swine. They should be groveling at our feet for this gift we’ve bestowed upon them,” Mortimer responded.

      “Most do, Mortimer. Or is it this last defiant one who inflames your wrath so?” Famke asked in a defensive tone. Chloe could almost feel the evil glare the lavender-blonde and Mortimer must have given her.

      “Careful, Famke! Or I’ll have you kneeling before me,” Mortimer hissed.

      “Am I to be a consolation token for your victory then?” Famke said, sarcastically. “Unlikely.”

      “Know your place, or it will be your pretty little neck under my boot in their stead,” Mortimer spat.

      “I know my place, Mortimer. Do you?” Famke chided.

      Chloe could have sworn she heard the air swoosh, as if the lavender-blonde grabbed Mortimer’s hand before he could strike Famke. “Tsk, tsk, all things in due time,” the lavender-blonde purred, seeming to dismiss Famke’s display of disobedience. “Your frustrations are misplaced on our pet, brother. You’ll have what you truly desire soon enough.”

      “Promises, promises, dear sister. Enough teasing, let us finish this. I grow bored,” Mortimer’s husky voice answered back. The sound of their voices began to recede as they made their way out of Bram’s apartment.

      “Have you tired of my game and all its intricacies so soon, my love? No, I think not. Come; there’s more fun to be had.”

      “As I recall, you didn’t come to my chambers last night. If that’s the fun to be had, I’m all yours, my sweet. Let us celebrate this victory properly.”

      Yuck! Chloe felt like vomiting. She knew that most Fae were very indiscriminate sexual beings, but to hear it reciprocated by brother and sister was just gross! As she tried to get the disturbing visual out of her head, she strained to hear their footsteps in the hallway. Chloe heard lyrical chanting in a language she didn’t recognize. The sound was beautiful. Chloe thought that must be what a siren’s song would sound like.

      The voice belonged to Famke. She sang quietly, barely above a whisper. She remained inside the apartment while the others walked down the hallway. She ended her enchanting melody with English words that shocked Chloe. “May the Gods keep you safe.”

      From the stairwell, a voice cut through the unexpected prayer. “Famke, come!”

      Chloe bit her lip as she waited for the Dark Fae’s lingering footsteps to leave the apartment. She couldn’t help the tears that ran down her face as she finally heard the last footsteps fade down the hallway. It was all just a game to them. An entire planet and billions of people’s lives, were all just pawns in a twisted game of tug of war between the Light and the Dark.

      Too afraid to leave the protection of the small dark cubby to see if any of the guards had stayed behind with a tracker, Chloe crawled into Bram’s lap, hugged his chest, and quietly cried. His slow deep breathing helped to calm her nerves. Exhaustion took her and she finally fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe woke with a kink in her neck and aches in muscles she didn’t even know she had.

      “Good morning?” Bram asked from beneath her.

      “Oh, shit!” she whispered checking the cubby door in the dark to ensure it was locked.

      “It’s okay. Whoever it was, they’re gone. Nice touch, concealing us with the silver. And I assume I’m reading you as a royal member of the Dark Court because...you have a certain ruby and gold pendant on?”

      “Mhm.” Her voice was quiet and reserved. She wasn’t sure about staying with Bram and the beast he could be hiding, but she didn’t like her chances without him either.

      Bram’s hand went to her forehead without the slightest hint of bumbling in the dark. It was as though he could see perfectly fine in complete darkness. “Are you alright?” He touched her gently near the bandaged gash.

      She shrugged. How well could she be with everything that was going on? Chloe felt lost and didn’t know what to do next. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “Figured you needed the sleep.” His torso began rapidly vibrating as he chuckled quietly. “How did you get me in here, anyway?”

      “It’s pitch black. Can you actually see in here?”

      “You first.”

      “Well, it wasn’t easy. Sorry for any bruises.” She started to untangle herself from his lap, but he stopped her.

      “Yes, I can see in here. Just outlines of shapes mostly.” Chloe could feel him shrug. “A sparkle in the back of your eyes,” he teased.

      Chloe rolled her eyes, wondering if Bram really could see in the dark.

      Bram reached into the darkness and found her hands with ease. “Thank you, Chloe.”

      His hands were warm, and she could feel her own pulse under his touch. “I…” she didn’t know what to say in response to his tender gesture of gratitude, but her first real Fae encounter had left her shaken, and Bram was still one of them.

      “Bram, they knew my name.” She shuddered. Until they had mentioned her scent, Chloe only had the suspicion she was being watched. Only before, she thought the eyes belonged to government officials trying to cover up the truth or merely the Dark Fae working alone. “Why are they after you, err...us?”

      “Scabs wouldn’t be. And they definitely wouldn’t know your name.” His body tensed. “Son of a bitch. Let me guess...Avery, Mortimer, and Famke?” he asked, confident in his assumption, but there was anger in his voice.

      Chloe nodded, forgetting they were still sitting in the dark. “Yes. Mortimer and Famke, but I never got their leader’s name.”

      “Ha! Avery only wishes she was their leader. Vile bitch!” Bram tensed again. “Well, shit! I knew they’d find this place sooner or later, but I was counting on much much later.”

      “You knew this might happen and we came here anyway? This wasn’t just scabs, Bram. This was the leaders of the Fae Courts!”

      He let out what seemed to be an annoyed sigh. “Not many options on foot during the apocalypse when everything wants to eat the human you’re lugging around like a sack of potatoes. Wouldn’t you agree? My apartment was close and stocked with weapons and food, and I don’t think you…”

      “I drank all your milk,” Chloe blurted out, trying to relieve the tension that had built up between them, while calming herself down as well.

      “What?” Bram was caught off guard.

      “It was in the freezer. The power’s out and I figured you left it in there for after the… Well, I don’t even know why or when you were going to wake up so...”

      Bram chuckled. “Come on,” he said unlocking the iron door. “I think it’s time we compared notes, Ms. I-know-everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Chloe remembered something as she returned the tiny silver shavings to their vial. “Professor Hadley’s journal!”

      “What about it?” Bram asked in a dismissive tone from behind the research she had pulled from her backpack.

      “We need it.” She closed the cap on the vial and put it near her backpack. She thought it important to keep it with them. Something as simple as tiny shavings of silver had probably just saved their lives. All the curious details of fae lore she’d learned, separating facts from fiction, had her hungry for more knowledge.

      “I’m not sure what good it would do now. I thought we’d have more time before they –what did you call it? –scorched the sky.”

      Chloe nodded.

      “Hadley thought we could stop them before it happened, but now…”

      “But now, what?”

      “But now, it’s too late. The professor is dead, and his research for stopping the scorch died with him.”

      Chloe went into theorizing mode. “Well, we can’t stop the scorch since it already occurred; that’s obvious. But what if we could end it? Is that something that’s even possible?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” Bram shrugged. He didn’t seem eager to explore options that might bring the fight to his door.

      “Well, do you have something better to do?”

      “Lay low. Survive. Don’t get dead.”

      Chloe shook her head and furrowed her brow. “That’s not enough for me. They’ve destroyed everything I know. I can’t just sit here with all this information and not do something.”

      “I suppose you have something better in mind?” Bram looked at Chloe then.

      She gave him a sinister smile and placed the vial of filings and the silver dagger in her backpack. “The last thing Professor Hadley was working on was a worst-case-scenario option and possible solution. A Hail Mary he called it, just in case all else failed.”

      “He didn’t tell me that.” Bram seemed surprised Professor Hadley had kept it from him.

      “I think he knew the events were progressing at a faster rate than he first predicted and that there wasn’t a way to stop them. He sent me out to do some field reconnaissance. Just some final minor calculations he said he needed. The last time I talked to him, he told me he had just finished logging in his journal and was on his way to meet me to get my final data once I was finished. He said he had found the key to it all. That’s when...well, you know the rest.” Chloe paused for a minute. It seemed surreal to say it all out loud, but she only had to listen to the howls of the scabs outside to know it was all true. “He never carried the journal on him. He was afraid it wasn’t safe. I guess he was right.” Chloe looked at her data in Bram’s hands. “You’re holding the last piece of data the professor said he needed in your hands right now. Possibly part of the key to ending the scorch that Hadley deciphered and wrote in his journal just before they killed him for it.”

      Bram looked up at her then with renewed interest.

      “And I know where it is.”
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        * * *

      

      Chloe walked out of the bathroom in just her bra, black pants, and a black trench coat as Bram had instructed. She didn’t know exactly what he had planned, but she had a pretty good idea. “There’s no way I can pass for a higher-caste fae, let alone a royal.”

      “Would you relax?” Bram had changed into a black leather blazer, that in the flicker of the candlelight, flashed undertones of a deep red. For some reason it suited him, and he wore it as though it were a second skin.

      “Oh,” Chloe blurted out, finally taking a good look at him. He was clean-shaven for the first time since she’d known him. Bram had always been handsome, but until Chloe saw his entire hairless face, she’d never known how angelic he looked, how Fae he looked. His overgrown wavy black hair was now transformed into a very short military cut with a blood-red tint to it. It suited him somehow, like he wasn’t hiding behind an unkempt bush anymore. But what had startled Chloe the most were Bram’s pointed ears.

      “What?” He frowned.

      “You look like one of them. I mean; you could pass for one of the royals.”

      “You think so, huh?”

      Chloe couldn’t help it; she reached out to touch the tip of one of his ears.

      “At least buy me a drink first.”

      “Oh, uh sorry,” Chloe stuttered. “Are they real?”

      “What do you think?” Bram said, evading her question. He put knightly armor tips on his ears similar to the ones worn on Famke’s jeweled ears.

      “Let me guess...some type of weapon. Am I right?” Chloe asked, pointing at the tips.

      “It’s like you know me or something,” he teased.

      “I’m starting to.”

      Bram smiled at that. He slipped the ruby pendant she had worn earlier in the cubby over Chloe’s head. She thought it would have chilled her skin, but it didn’t. It was warm. Bram raised one hand over her head, and in a slow motion, started to trace the air around her, stopping to ask, “Ready?”

      Chloe nodded her consent. “You aren’t going to pass out on me again are you?”

      “From this? No.” He smiled again. “This is like breathing.”

      “Will it hurt?” She started to get nervous.

      “You won’t feel a thing,” he reassured her. “And speaking of ouchies, might as well start with this gash on your noggin. Most higher-caste fae don’t bleed so easily.”

      Chloe teased, “Could you conjure up some coffee while you’re at it, then, for this poor little ol’ mortal? A girl needs her caffeine.”

      “I could, but I won’t.”

      Chloe gave him a playful frown and sighed. “But my ouchie?”

      Bram couldn’t help but chuckle. “There’s ground coffee, creamer, and a French press in the cabinet. Didn’t you find them?”

      She let out a defeated, “No!”

      “Pity. Cold-brewed coffee is the best.” He tormented her as he continued tracing his hands in the air in front of her, as if he were caressing her aura.

      “Aren’t we afraid the scabs outside will be drawn to your use of magic?”

      “From this, it’s unlikely.” He smiled again. “But I put temporary wards up while you were changing. Just in case.”

      “Oh.” She started to feel a little self-conscious of the way his hands were mimicking the curves of her body.

      “There,” he said as he finished. “Have a look.” Bram’s voice had changed slightly, and he seemed to be avoiding looking at her.

      Chloe went to his bedroom mirror and gasped. “I look like...”

      “Famke,” he agreed, finishing her sentence with a sadness to his voice Chloe hadn’t expected.

      Chloe was fascinated by the reflection looking back at her. She moved her skin around her cheeks to the left and right. She didn’t feel any different, but her skin’s texture was visually different, nearly poreless. Her hand travelled to where her head gash had been. “Ouch. Nope, still there.” She felt like a flawless golden doll, but one with a gothic, sinister attitude.

      She turned her head to the side and admired her pointed ears, already adorned by metal tips of her own. “My gosh, they feel so real. This is a glamour, right? Will it wear off?”  She pulled her now-raven-black hair from its messy bun and let it flow down her back. Its blue highlights shimmered in the candlelight. Even from what little Chloe had seen of Famke, she knew Bram had copied her image perfectly. From the slight lift at the tip of her nose to the arch in her brows, Chloe had become Famke of the Dark Fae. She wondered how Bram had gotten the glamour so perfect. Did all glamours work that way?

      “Gods, you look just like her.”

      Chloe looked at Bram just then. The sorrow on his face was heartbreaking. “You know her.” She fought for breath.

      His long pause hung in the air, thick and sorrowful. “A long time ago, maybe.”

      Bram started sorting through weapons, possibly, in the hopes of avoiding talking about his past. “People change, Chloe. Even fae.” Bram handed her the polished silver stake, now sheathed in a black-leather holster. “This is a trench spike. Well, a Fae version anyway. You’ll want to carry it and everything else you need in different strategic locations –not all in one place like in your backpack. Someone takes that, and then what? You’re left defenseless. This way, you’ll always have a weapon on you.” He showed her how to tie the spike into the trench coat sash at her bellybutton and demonstrated how to grab it quickly and stab all in one motion.

      Chloe mirrored his moves, slipping her fingers into the brass knuckles of the spike, releasing it from its holster, and aiming the tip at Bram’s heart.

      He reached down to take her other hand, and had her grip the top of the pommel. This put extra force against his chest, turning the weapon from a pointed tool into a jackhammer.

      “In a pinch, any sharp object may do the job if you’re strong enough. But this one’s special, elegant in its sleek beauty and simplicity of design.” Bram talked about his favored weapon like some men talked about cars. Chloe wondered how many times he had used it. “The iron core weakens your target while the silver makes it easier to cut through their skin and bone. One fluid move with all your might. The scabs have a thick chest plate of bone protecting their heart. It’s one of only two vulnerabilities they have. You’ll hear the bone crack. That’s how you’ll know you made it through. Keep pushing all the way to their heart. You reach that, and they’re dead.” He pushed the stake harder against his flesh, testing her response as it threatened to pierce his skin.

      She gasped and looked into his eyes. Her gut instinct was telling her to let go. She didn’t want to hurt Bram. But she didn’t let go. She held her ground. Their survival depended on her being able to defend herself. And for all she knew, Bram was immortal and couldn’t be killed.

      “Don’t hesitate. Got it?” He seemed worried about their quest.

      “Got it.” She looked up at him and tried to sound confident. “And will it work on the royals?”

      Bram looked her straight in the eyes, and for the briefest moment, he gave her a cold hard stare she imagined rivaled any glare from Zeus or Ares who had dared been questioned by a lowly mortal. “No.”

      Chloe decided to let her burning questions about Famke and the others go and gave Bram a reprieve, for the moment. The brief glimpse into whatever type of fae Bram was had proved quite intimidating. She didn’t want to wake the beast lurking just below Bram’s outer shell. “So, this glamour, will it hold?”

      Bram shrugged, almost happy that the subject of Famke and the royals was being dropped. The way he switched from Godlike back to normal was eerie. “I’ve never really created a glamour for a human before, not like this. I have no idea if it will hold.” He held up several long, delicate chains made of metal. “Hence the reason for all the weapons. These are faerie whips,” he said, wrapping one loosely around her wrist.

      “They’re so delicate. What can they do?”

      “Strike at your target, just like it’s a leather whip. Let the iron connect with the scab’s flesh, and then pull. Who knows? You may get lucky and even decapitate one of them. That’s their second vulnerability.”

      “Aw, just the bling every girl needs in the apocalypse. You shouldn’t have.” Chloe had to joke or she’d probably vomit. She was a research student, not a warrior princess. She was fairly certain Professor Hadley hadn’t shared his theory about what he predicted was coming and the Fae’s involvement with many students. So, if she didn’t try to save the world, who would? “Hand me another?” She asked, holding out her hand.

      Bram smiled. During his silence after her quip, he had, most likely, been giving her time to mentally wrangle with the severity of what they were about to take on. “This was your idea.”

      “Don’t remind me. And don’t think you’re getting out of it either.” She wound the other faerie whip around her wrist above the first one and hid both underneath her sleeve. “We’re doing this,” she said, trying to convince herself.

      “We’re doing this.” He nodded and smiled.

      The plan was to get to Coleman Dock and find a seaworthy boat able to make it to Bremerton, somehow. Professor Hadley’s getaway cottage was there along with his journal. Chloe nodded back and tried to breathe. “Next?”

      He smiled again, apparently admiring her determination and resilience. “This pendant is your lifeline. With it, you won’t even need these weapons. All the castes out there will read you as a royal. Don’t take it off, and by the Gods, please, don’t lose it. If you do, we’re probably dead.”

      “What about you?”

      “Well, I’ll be your guard, for one…” Bram’s sentence dropped off like he had more to say. If the theories Chloe had read were correct, the Fae couldn’t lie, at least not directly. But Bram was definitely holding something back. The more she learned about the real Bram Tice, the more she suspected he was holding back a lot of things.

      “All these weapons you’re loading me up with. You sure I’m not your bodyguard?”

      “Ha!” He laughed. “Oh, one more thing.” Bram’s hand hovered in the air in front of the ruby pendant.

      Chloe looked down and watched feathery wisps of magic radiate out from Bram’s palm. Through the swirls of amber light, Chloe could actually make out glowing circular patterns and ancient symbols as they spun, floating through the air, towards her. As the swirls of amber light touched the pendant, the ruby resting against her chest turned into a deep black stone, to match Famke’s.

      Bram lowered his head.

      “I’ll take care of it,” she promised.

      He nodded.

      Chloe wondered how long he’d been in possession of a royal’s pendant, ten years, a hundred years, maybe more? And how he had obtained it? She also wondered who the royal was to whom it had belonged. That makes four. She made a mental note. Two Light, and two Dark? she wondered. It would make sense. More importantly, if a fae royal could be relieved of their pendant, that made them vulnerable, and if they were vulnerable, maybe they could be killed.

      Bram kept his head down, looking at her bare feet as he loaded her up with a few more silver daggers, although they weren’t as elegant as the brass knuckle design tied into her jacket’s belt. “You need shoes. What size do you wear?”

      Chloe was caught off guard by his random question. She thought back to the extreme shoes Famke and Avery had on. “I’m not wearing sky-high heels all the way to Coleman Dock. There’s no way. I can’t. I will fall and die.”

      Bram looked at her shoes sitting by the bathroom door. “Well, your neon running shoes aren’t going to cut it. They’d definitely look suspicious and would probably give us away.”

      Chloe tightened the belt of her trench coat in thanks for it being real. “Can’t you just glamour heels over my shoes or something?”

      Bram shook his head. “Can’t take the risk of conjuring any and having them disappear. And I’d have to ward the apartment again as a precaution. Those were just temporary wards, and they’ve already faded. I’m not wasting more ingredients just for shoes. No. My neighbor will have what we need, and if she’s still alive, I need to say goodbye.”
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      “Bram, oh thank God!” Bram’s neighbor ushered them into her apartment and quickly shut the door. He hugged the thirty-something brunette tight before helping her close a wall of metal hiding her front door.

      Bram had, presumably, moved the dead body out of the hallway while Chloe had changed so she wouldn’t have to see it again. She was thankful for that, but the smell of decay lingered, reminding her of the carnage waiting for them outside the relative safety of Bram’s apartment building. The brunette must have been able to smell the decay too. She looked at Bram, wondering which of their neighbors had fallen prey to the scabs.

      He silently waved off her questioning look.

      Chloe’s heart sank as she watched the woman pick up a toddler that had asked to be held. She couldn’t fathom what kind of world the next generation was going to grow up in. Or if there was even going to be a next generation.

      Chloe looked around and briefly gave a somber smile. The woman’s apartment had been retrofitted with the same iron as Bram’s, only it had all been painted a soft-white to look homier Chloe presumed. And there were others inside as well. A young family huddled in the dining room with two small children, two middle-aged men were in the kitchen, and an elderly couple was sitting in the living room. By the looks of them, some had been outside and borne witness to the horrors. Chloe gained a new respect for Bram just then, knowing he cared enough about his human neighbor to keep her and her baby safe.

      “Jess, this is Chloe. Chloe this is Jessica and Sophie.”

      “Hello.” Chloe felt strange saying the greeting from beneath her glamour. Even her voice wasn’t her own.

      “Nice to meet you, Chloe.” Jessica said warmly, giving Bram a questioning look.

      “Hi.” Little Sophie waved.

      Bram handed Jessica the keys to his apartment and looked around the room. “How many?” he asked.

      “Eleven,” Jessica stated.

      “Divide the strongest between the apartments as best you can, but you and Sophie stay here. It’s safer.” He said the rest in a hushed voice. “They found me, and I don’t know if they’re still watching my apartment or when I’ll be back, but if you keep everyone to strict rations, it’ll last until the streets calm down. Only go out when the sun is highest and stay out of the darkest shadows. Scout the other apartments first for food and water, always in teams. You know where my weapons are and…”

      “And we’ll be okay, Peter Bram.” Jessica cut him off. The strange name she’d called him seem to put his mind somewhat at ease. She looked at Bram in his suit and short hair and Chloe in her glamour just then. “You’re really going out there? You’re actually going to fight them?” Jessica asked. Chloe and Bram looked at each other. They knew she wasn’t referring merely to the lower caste of scabs but rather to the royals themselves.

      “We have to try. If we don’t…” Bram didn’t finish his sentence. Chloe knew none of them wanted to think about what would happen in the weeks and months ahead, let alone say it out loud. No sun meant no crops, no crops meant no food, and no power meant no water or communications. Every country, every city, every pocket of life left was on their own.

      “What do you need?” Jessica asked.

      Just then, Sophie pointed down at Chloe’s feet. “Chooose, Momma,” the little girl said, happy with her observation.

      “Shoes.” Chloe shrugged and nodded in agreement.

      “Come with me.” Jessica led Chloe to her bedroom.

      “Choose.” Sophie giggled.

      “You’re not fae are you?” Jessica stated more matter-of-factly than a question. She placed Sophie on the bed to play while she searched the bottom of her closet.

      “What? Oh...no.” Chloe was caught off guard and didn’t know what to say exactly. “Ah, human,” she finally responded, playing blocks with Sophie as her mom peeked out of the closet from time to time while digging through boxes.

      “Ah. It’s just, you look exactly like one of the fae from the faerie tales Peter Bram used to tell me when I was a little girl.”

      “Peter Bram?” Chloe asked.

      “Oh, sorry. It’s the nickname I gave Bram when I was, gosh, six; I think it was. Has it really been that long? Anyway, to a six year old, he was magical, my very own Peter Pan,” Jessica said with awe. She was quiet for a moment, probably thinking back on a more innocent time. “He’d check in on me and my grannie when my mom had to work double shifts and tell us stories of magical lands and creatures you wouldn’t believe.” She scoffed as she reminisced, “He hasn’t aged a day in those thirty years either.”

      Chloe’s eyes grew wide. Thirty years?

      Jessica peered out of the closet again. “Glamour or not, I see the way you two look at each other, and the answer is no. He and I never…” She cleared her throat for Sophie’s sake, but Chloe got the message. “Bram’s been like a father to me since I was a little girl.” She went back to her search.

      “I, uh…”

      “You don’t have to say anything. It’s just an observation from someone who only wants the best for her Peter Pan. There’s a sparkle in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. You make him happy, Chloe, even in all this.” Jessica peered out and waved her hands in a circular motion all around them. “You make him happy.” She paused and stared at her wall of iron, listening to the howls that came from beyond. “But now the whole world, or whatever’s left of it, knows that fae are real. And some of them are truly monstrous, aren’t they?” Jessica was silent until she appeared from the closet again with a pair of knee-high black-leather boots.

      Chloe was relieved when she saw the thick, sensible heel. “Thanks for this,” she said, tapping the rubber tread on the thick heel. “Boots are actually a good idea. I can hide a couple more W-E-A-P-O-N-S in these.” Chloe spelled out the word for Sophie’s sake.

      “With the stories I’ve heard, a girl can never have too many of those.”

      “Boose.” Sophie said and clapped her approval.

      “That’s right, Sophie, boots.” Jessica sounded out the word for her daughter with an emphasis on the T sound. She smiled at the child with tears in her eyes and looked to Chloe after. “Go get the bastards who did this, Chloe, and take care of my Peter Bram.”
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      “Bram?” Chloe whispered. It was so cold outside; she could see her breath against the thick amber sky. The scorched air had a metallic taste to it and smelled like rotting flesh. It was putrid, but breathable. She was thankful for that small concession. Still, Chloe felt like she was walking through Europe during the Black Death of the fourteenth century. Her nerves were on edge, and she shivered every time another scab appeared from out of nowhere. She wondered if she and Bram were going to make it all the way to Coleman Dock.

      Chloe felt frozen down to her bones, and, yet, somehow her legs kept moving forward. The closer the scabs encircled her and Bram as they walked down the street, the more anxious she became. She felt like a caged animal as they swarmed. Most of the scabs cowered in the darkest shadows, but some dared to dart out nearby before scurrying back into the darkness. She thought Bram would’ve tried to find a car in working order, but it soon became obvious that a car ride would have been very short-lived. The roads had become bowling alleys of debris –everything from crashed and burned out vehicles to building rubble and bodies littered the roads every direction they had searched. The destruction and death was horrid to see, but the smell made it unbearable, a constant inescapable reminder of the cruelty the fae had rained down on them. It could have been worse, though. If it were the middle of summer, the stench would have been much, much worse.

      Rotting food, backed up sewage, and the putrefaction of thousands of bodies mingled together in the frigid air, serving as a glaring reminder no one was coming to their rescue. The farther they walked away from Bram’s apartment, the larger the swarm of scabs grew. Chloe couldn’t breathe, and her body tensed. “Bram?” she fretted.

      “It’ll be alright.” Bram’s voice was calm and quiet. “The glamours are working.”

      “Mhmm.” Chloe mumbled through chattering teeth.

      “If you walk with a bit more confidence, it may keep them at bay, intimidate them.”

      “That’d be a lot easier if I wasn’t fucking freezing to death,” Chloe hissed.

      “Right. Here.” Bram waved his hand in front of Chloe, and glowing, circular amber symbols swirled out from his palm and dissolved into her skin. “Sorry.”

      Instantly, Chloe felt like she had been wrapped in an electric blanket set on high. “Woah. That is frigging amazing. Thank you.” She sighed, enjoying the little bit of comfort the heat gave her as the scabs continued to hover. “Aren’t you afraid of doing magic in front of them?”

      “Nah, not now that we are glamoured and geared. For Famke, freshening up a glamour is the same as a human touching up their makeup.”

      “Oh.” Chloe straightened her posture and began mimicking Avery’s arrogant strut and Famke’s saunter. “Better?” she asked, but noticed the scabs were still daring to draw close.

      “Much.”

      “Are you sure the roy…the others don’t know about Hadley’s cottage?” Chloe asked.

      “Until you told me, I didn’t even know about it.” Bram seemed impressed by the late professor’s ability to keep a secret hideaway from him. “It was left to him by his half-sister, still under her second husband’s name before she remarried. Yeah, I’m sure they don’t know about it.” He chuckled and mumbled to himself. “Well done, Hadley.”

      Chloe sniffled, but held her tears at bay. She wasn’t sure if they’d be hidden by her Famke glamour or not.

      “Are you still cold?” Bram asked. There was gentleness in his voice, even though he looked like he could throw a semi-truck down the street.

      “No. I just...I miss him,” Chloe admitted for the first time. With all the chaos following Hadley’s car accident, she hadn’t really had a minute to herself to mourn his death…or, rather, his murder.

      “Me too,” Bram whispered, “me too.”

      Warm under her upgraded glamour, Chloe kept up appearances and her sultry walk but noticed a new group of scabs moving even closer to them than the rest. This group seemed different than the others, larger builds, less frenzied, their movements more adept.

      “Shit. I was afraid of this,” Bram said, offering Chloe his arm in a casual way that contradicted the worry in his words.

      “What. What is it?” Chloe took his arm as they continued to walk.

      Bram gently placed his warm hand over hers. It served to soothe her a little amidst the swarming scabs. “They want to pay tribute, mistress,” he said, reminding her of her role and the glamour surrounding her. “They may not be able to speak, but scabs communicate to higher castes in other ways, and we don’t want to draw any unwanted attention. Hold your hand out and brace yourself. You’re royalty, and the Dark merely want to kiss the hand of a royal who granted them this utopia. They’ll think it odd if we don’t let them pay homage in this way.”

      “Are you serious?” she hissed in a hushed voice.

      “Afraid so.”

      The scabs were hideous and vile. They chose to wear human clothes, but they were wrinkled miss-matches crusted in blood and earth with shredded edges from constant in-fighting. Their features were a mix between human and wolf, as if their species paused in mid-transformation, stuck between the worlds of humans and lycans.

      Chloe felt sick to her stomach, but she had a role to play and couldn’t risk exposing them or being discovered as a usurper. They needed her glamour to hold until they could, at least, reach Colman Dock and hotwire a boat to Bremerton –or however Bram planned to get them across Puget Sound. She just wanted to get the hell out of the city soaked in blood and death and away from the howls of pleasure from the scabs.

      Chloe took a shallow breath and reluctantly held out her hand. Instantly, a scab rushed by to kiss it before scurrying back into the shadows. She was disgusted. The creature’s breath was foul, like a mixture of spoiled milk and raw meat left on a kitchen counter to rot. Her hand trembled slightly from the brief contact with its cold flesh, its texture reminding Chloe of something dead she might have dissected back in high school.

      “Have they always been here?” Chloe whispered.

      “Not in these numbers, but yes. I believe legends of them have inspired many a vampire and werewolf tales throughout your history. But the scorch has emboldened them to come out of the shadows permanently I’m afraid.”

      “Do you think we’ll be safe at the professor’s from them?” she asked, holding out hope for some semblance of a safe haven at the end of the morbid parade she marched in.

      “Knowing Hadley, it’s probably a fortress. At least, I hope it is,” Bram stated.

      “Me too.” Chloe had dropped off research at the professor’s cottage a couple of years ago when he’d been sick but had never gone inside. The professor had even sworn her to secrecy regarding its location, laughing it off at the time to be worry over freshmen harassing him at his retreat in the hopes of getting better grades. Chloe now knew better and wondered if Hadley had been keeping its location secret from Bram in particular.

      “We’ll make a slight detour for supplies, just to be safe, though. Besides, we can’t be outside when that hits.” Bram gestured in front of them. Far in the distance was what looked to be a wall of swirling sand. It had come out of nowhere; Chloe was sure of it. The storm was the color of dried blood and it was heading straight for them. It was as tall as a skyscraper and as wide as the city itself, engulfing everything in its path. Without waiting for her response, Bram led Chloe away from their direct route to the dock and headed straight for Pike Place Fish Market instead. She could barely believe it had been merely days ago when fresh fish had been tossed around in a skilled game of catch to entertain tourists at the world famous market.

      Chloe couldn’t imagine what it looked like now, let alone hope for the possibility of finding any sort of supplies after the looting. But she knew Bram was right. The storm heading their way looked brutal, like nothing in its path would survive. “Um, I think the market’s probably closed, permanently.”

      “Not the black market hidden within. It’s called a Spree, neutral ground just out of phase between Earth and Fae. There’s a witch there that has something of mine and she owes me a debt. She’ll also have the supplies we need.”

      “So, witches exist too?” Chloe shook her head, taking care that it looked like she was annoyed by something her guard had said. “And what is it exactly that we need from this witch?”

      Bram looked around at the buildings as they hurried by until his eyes settled on one in particular. “You see those runes?”

      Chloe followed Bram’s gaze. She didn’t know how, but she could see faint glowing amber circles surrounding a third-floor apartment of a building across the street. Larger runes were centered in the apartment’s windows almost like bizarre Christmas lights. The magic was similar to what had emanated from Bram’s hand when he’d created her glamour. Maybe it was the glamour allowing her to see things normally invisible to her human eyes. Or maybe her eyes were truly open for the first time, and she could see things simply because she believed.

      “Protection spell from unwanted house guests,” Bram said, breaking her from her thoughts.

      “So, are there fae or witches living there?”

      “How should I know? Do you want me to bake a casserole and take it over to find out what they are?” he snapped.

      “Don’t be such an ass.”

      “Then don’t be so,” he whispered the last word, “human.” Bram took a breath seeming to try and calm himself. “The sooner we get you off the streets, the safer we’ll be.”

      Chloe scoffed. “Agreed,” she said coldly.

      “Sorry. I’m done being an ass.”

      Chloe scoffed again. “My predicament doesn’t wash away as easily as one of your moods.” She could almost picture Bram, unscathed and practically immortal, walking over her cold, dead, human corpse if it came down to a fight with the scabs. “Yeah, we’ll be safer.”

      Bram huffed under his breath, “Let’s just get there.”

      “Yes, let’s,” she huffed back.

      Bram bristled uncomfortably, letting Chloe know he truly was sorry.

      They walked with quickened steps in silence for a while before Chloe spoke again. “Remember last year when just about everybody on campus came down with that nasty flu?” she asked. “The one that killed thousands?”

      “How can I forget? Hadley had me doing your work on top of mine for a week. It was brutal,” he said, obviously trying to lighten the mood.

      “I’d never been so sick in my life. Everyone seemed to be wandering around campus in a haze. It felt like something out of The Walking Dead,” she said.

      “Yeah, I remember it was pretty hard on you, losing your grandfather to it. I’m sorry.” Bram was silent for a minute. “Jessica’s husband came down with it. He didn’t make it either.”

      “Oh God.” Then, it was Chloe’s turn to stay silent for what seemed like forever, but she had to say what she was feeling or she might explode. “I’d live that horrible week over a thousand times if only to wake from this nightmare.” Her tears started to fall. She couldn’t hold them in any longer. Suddenly, she let out a gasp of worry. “My glamour!” she whispered.

      Bram reached out and gently brushed her cheek. Feathery amber light from his fingertips soaked into her skin. He looked at her, his eyes full of regret, knowing that there was nothing he could do to ease her sadness. As he pulled his hand away, Chloe saw his skin was dry. She’d expected it would be moist from her tears.

      “Cry for as long as you need, Clo. The glamour will hold. I’ll make sure of it.” He’d whispered her nickname, using it only once before when her grandfather had died. Bram’s little displays of affection were always comforting in some small way when she seemed to need it most.

      Block after block, Chloe held out her hand and cried in hidden silence as new factions of scabs swarmed. Only a sparse few bolted towards them now, daring to rush by and pay tribute. Her attitude and convincing saunter seemed to be keeping the bulk of them at bay. Most of the ones who did come forward simply grazed her hand as they dashed by, others kissed it. One particularly bold scab dropped something near her feet, moaned with pleasure with what could barely be described as a laugh, before running off.

      Bram grabbed her other hand and pulled her past the object. She stepped over it as he looped their arms together again and steadied her, willing her to keep walking.

      “What was that?” Chloe whispered.

      “Just don’t think about it,” he pleaded.

      “Bram?” Chloe whispered, but her question was answered by another scab dropping something in their path and scampered away. Oh, God!

      A bloody human hand had been laid at their feet like a gift. One of the fingers had been gnawed off like a dog treat while the rest of the woman’s hand, including her wedding ring, had been left untouched. The hand was pristine, almost as if it had been licked clean except for the fact it had been ripped from some poor woman’s wrist. Blood vessels and muscle still dangled from the wound.

      “Steady. It’ll be over soon. We’re almost there.” Bram tried to reassure her.

      Chloe took a shallow breath, looked straight ahead, and willed herself to keep walking. The two scabs laying human body parts at her feet had emboldened the rest to come closer and closer, bearing their gruesome tributes. She averted her eyes, shielding herself from the horrors being laid at their feet over and over again. Pike Place Market was just ahead and Chloe couldn’t banish the macabre image of scabs throwing body parts back and forth like they were fresh fish from the famous market. Even her mind wasn’t a safe haven to which she could escape the horrors of the new reality anymore. She tried to become numb to it all, not see or think anything, to just move forward. In her semi-dazed state, Chloe couldn’t be sure, but out of the corner of her eye she could have sworn she saw some of the scabs kissing Bram’s hand as well and laying tributes, specifically, at his feet.

      A clear thought broke through the haze. She was glad the first tribute she had dared to focus on hadn’t been a child’s hand. She didn’t think she could have borne that. She wondered what type of world little Sophie was going to grow up in, or if there would even be a world for her to grow up in. Chloe squashed her fears and the haze with rage and let her anger surface. She welcomed it, relished it, and it drove her forward.

      Scab after scab kissed her hand and dropped their tributes until one of them, wearing an unusually-bright color, caught Chloe’s eye. The image of the woman being drained of her blood as Chloe had watched from Bram’s window flashed before her. The scab who had murdered that poor woman circled her now, wearing the woman’s teal scarf like a sadistic memento. Only now, the scarf was stained by her blood in unusual patterns and was about to be given to Chloe as tribute while she pretended to be Famke. She screamed on the inside at the thought.

      She watched as the scab wearing the teal scarf drew closer and prepared to offer his tribute. As it ran at her, Chloe shoved Bram away, grabbed a faerie whip from her wrist, and flung it around the scab’s neck. It screeched and howled, looking to Bram in confusion. It wanted to flee its trap, but didn’t. Without hesitation, Chloe slipped her fingers into the brass knuckles and rammed the silver trench spike into the scab’s heart. The creature’s scream was a tormented, deafening cry. But it wasn’t the creature who was screaming; it was Chloe. The creature himself seemed content to die at her hand.

      The scab’s flesh turned into veins of molten lava around the stake. Chloe pulled the weapon from his chest and backed away. The entire body combusted into tiny fiery cinders and exploded into nothing more than flakes of ash. The woman’s bloody teal scarf floated to the ground. She watched as the tiny fiery cinders floated up and away as the evidence of her kill disappeared on the wind. Chloe picked up the scarf and brushed off some residual scab dust. Crumpling the scarf into a ball, she threw it at the scabs encircling her and screamed. Her scream was feral, instinctual, pained. Several of the dead scab’s pack howled and hissed as they dropped their own human tokens to the ground. Hats, purses, and, sadly, even a doll were dropped to the ground. All the other packs seemed to vanish back into the shadows. Then, a bigger scab Chloe assumed to be the dead scab’s alpha, snarled and came forward.

      “Get behind me,” Bram demanded. “Now!”

      Chloe did as he asked but kept her stake at the ready. She welcomed another fight, even if it was with an alpha, but, then, all the scabs came forward. “They’re no match for a royal, right? Let alone my guard. Why are they challenging me?”

      “Not challenging, sacrificing. Honor demands that if a royal is displeased with one pack member the entire pack must die.”

      “Shit! How many are there?”

      “Eight or ten give or take. And they won’t go down without a fight either. Honor demands…”

      She cut him off. “Your society is really fucked up; you know that right?”

      Bram scoffed almost joyfully, as if he’d been longing for a battle. “You have no idea.” He looked back at her. “You ready for this?” His confidence filled the air around them as if it were a tangible thing. Bram seemed to be in his element, like he was born to dominate in battle.

      Chloe was intoxicated by it. If not for the impending fight, she thought she’d likely get lost to it. She tried to ignore the sexual energy. “Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice.”

      “At the moment?” He looked around. “No.”

      “Well then, I guess I’m ready.”

      He smiled at her again. “It’ll be okay. Royals, let alone female royals, don’t usually fight their own battles. They may assume I’m your champion and come at me instead, hopefully. Probably?”  He turned back around and Chloe could hear the joy in his voice. “This is just like breathing.”

      “Says you!” Chloe derided. She put her back to Bram’s and held the brass-knuckle stake out in front of her.

      “Call out incomings. We can’t risk leaving any of them alive, and this getting back to the royals. I’ll take them out, yes?” Bram pulled something silver and shiny from his pocket. He flicked his wrist and his weapon expanded.

      From the corner of her eye, Chloe watched as Bram’s dual-sided stake lengthened to the size of a walking stick to become a spear with points at both ends. “Woah. Yeah, okay. You’ve got this.”

      Two scabs lunged at Bram from both the left and the right. Bram staked one and then the other in a single fluid motion. Their corpses withered into nothing more than floating cinders and small piles of ash at his feet as he took out three more scabs. Chloe couldn’t help but turn to watch in awe. Bram seemed to be designed for battle. His aim was precise, and every movement had purpose. He also seemed to be enjoying it, like fighting and killing was a long lost friend he was welcoming back. Chloe shuddered at the thought of who –or what –Bram really was.

      All of a sudden, Chloe had to duck her own incoming attack. She crouched down and landed hard on her knees. She could hear her kneecaps crunch as they hit the concrete. Pain shot up her thighs, and she could feel her heart beat inside the veins in her legs. The edges of her vision started to darken. She shook her head, brushing off the pain and ignoring how lightheaded she felt. With all her force, she pushed her silver spike up into the scab’s chest as it hovered above her trying to grab at her. It wasn’t as elegant a move as Bram’s. She was just relieved to have held her own against a scab attack. Soot and ash from the disintegrating scab coated her skin. She got back up and brushed herself off.

      Bram smiled at her then. A glint sparkled in his eye as he took out another scab without even looking back at it as it ran towards them. He seemed to have a newfound respect for her, even if she was only human. Bram’s smile faded as his eyes shifted past Chloe. He flicked his wrist and his spear-like weapon shortened again into a double-sided stake. He threw it right at Chloe, barely missing her head. The tiny hairs on her left cheek bristled as the wind swirled past her. It came so close, she could hear the stake cut through the air with a metallic swooshing sound. Chloe turned and watched as the stake hit its intended target, landing deep into the alpha’s chest with a thud and a crack as the stake punctured the beast’s chest cavity. The alpha’s body combusted into volcanic cinders just as the rest of the scabs had. Bram’s stake landed on the concrete with a clank and rolled into the street.

      He walked past her to retrieve his weapon, but Chloe’s senses were still on edge. Something was telling her that the battle wasn’t over. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. She felt like she was being watched.

      Chloe heard a lonely growl and looked up. The last scab of the pack jumped from the third-story balcony directly above her head. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Bram running towards her as he took aim with his stake, but there was a large tree as well as a lamppost in his line of fire. The stake wouldn’t be able to hit the fast-moving target.

      In one motion, Chloe pulled the faerie whip from her wrist, slid out from underneath the falling creature, and latched the whip around the scab’s wrist midair. She pulled on the whip hard, and at that moment, she felt like she could lift a car over her head if she had to. She tugged so fiercely, she forced the scab to hit the building’s brick wall as he landed. The faerie whip cut through her hands as if she had been holding a fishing line with a shark attached to the other end. The scab fell to the ground next to the wall, stunned, instead of landing on its feet like Chloe presumed it had intended. She walked over and put her boot on the beast’s chest as Bram ran up on her. The scab sniffed the air as though his favorite meal had been placed in front him. Chloe held out her bloody palm to Bram. He placed his stake in her hand, and she flicked her wrist. The weapon extended into a spear, and Chloe drove it into the scab’s chest.

      Suddenly feeling her injuries, Chloe leaned against the building as the scab’s body transformed to dust and cinders. Bram retrieved his spear, shortened its length, and put it away. He went to Chloe’s side and began tearing off the bottom edge of his shirt. Taking her hand in his, he began to wrap her bloodied and torn skin.

      “What?” Chloe asked, wondering why Bram was smirking at her.

      His hands were warm and gentle as he worked. “You’re one of the strongest humans I’ve ever met.”

      “Says the one who can probably lift a semi-truck with one pinky.” She taunted.

      “I don’t know…” He scanned the scene. “That scab looked to be at least the weight of a smart car, and you pulled him out of the air like he was a paper kite.”

      Chloe looked out onto the street she had unintentionally turned into a battlefield with her rage, but, nothing remained of her crime beyond traces of dust where, one by one, the scabs had fallen.

      Bram stopped smiling then and looked at her intently. “Strength isn’t always physical, Chloe, and yours is remarkable.” Bram kissed her palms before he covered her bandages with a glamour. “You sure you’re just a human?” He smiled again.

      Chloe looked down at her now-invisible battle wounds. Her hands were throbbing, and her knees felt like they were the size of basketballs. “I don’t know what I am anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      They rushed into the market just as the front edge of the storm blew in. As they entered, Chloe looked back at the buildings outside enveloped by what seemed to be one-hundred-mile-an-hour winds. Building by building, windows started to shatter and steel beams screeched under the strain. Even a few straggling scabs took shelter where they could. The ones who remained exposed to the winds scampered off like rats as their flesh peeled away from their bones. Chloe wondered if the royals had created the storm as a way of cleansing her world of the excess rodents so they could rule free from the pests.

      Chloe and Bram moved deeper into the market where the howling winds began to muffle. Before the sky went completely dark, Chloe noticed the shops around them. They had been looted, trashed, and picked clean just as she imagined they would be. As they walked further into the darkness, their feet crushed broken glass into the concrete, crunching as they walked. Slowly, the darkness gave way to a blue glow emanating from something in the distance. The glow seemed to be coming from a beaded curtain, like something from the 1970’s. The small glowing beads were covering an ancient-looking stone archway that was definitely not part of the world-famous market, not the human part of it anyway.

      As Bram and Chloe reached the archway, Chloe thought she noticed something. The beads weren’t just glowing; she could have sworn they were actually tiny undulating spells. But every time Chloe looked directly at the beads, they became inanimate glowing strands again. It wasn’t until she glanced away that the spells came into focus in her peripheral vision. Each individual bead became a different three-dimensional symbol connected to the next in line, like strands of pearls flowing to the floor. She glimpsed so many different symbols, the student in her wanted to stay and learn the language and magic of it all.

      Bram slid his hand between two of the glowing strands of spells but seemed to hesitate before walking into the Spree.

      Chloe grabbed his arm in reassurance and followed him through. As they entered the veiled world of witches and magic, everything changed.
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      Chloe gasped at the unexpected sights, sounds, and smells as she entered the Spree. She even had to squint because of the sunlight streaming in through dozens of skylights. The sun? She was gobsmacked. “Is this real?”

      “In here, everything’s real,” Bram said as they walked past several people carrying basketfuls of herbs and jars filled with liquids and powders of a rainbow of colors.

      The narrow space reminded Chloe of the small side streets in Florence, Italy she’d walked down on Spring Break during her senior year in high school. The trip had been an early graduation present from her parents, and she had fallen in love with the city. Chloe could barely believe her eyes as she stared down the Spree’s street. There was a long cobblestone street bustling with pedestrians who walked in and out of the shops lining both sides of the Spree. Delicious smells of home-cooking and freshly turned soil welcomed them in the magical space. Children ran by, playing a game of tag. There were even birds chirping. But the farther into the Spree they went, the quieter things became. Some patrons of the Spree stopped and stared as Chloe and Bram walked by. Others hurried into store fronts. Most looked human, and Chloe could only guess them to be witches or warlocks, while others were obviously fae. They were too beautiful not to be. Glamoured behind more human features like rounded ears, they carried themselves with an air of fae superiority. A few other Spree patrons looked like ethereal woodland elves straight out of a faerie tale. With their flowing white hair, translucent dewy skin, and long pointed ears, they still gave Chloe and Bram the same uneasy looks as all the rest as they hurried by.

      Chloe tried to ignore the building tension in the air and, instead, focused on the magic she felt. In one shop, a woman was rolling out dough in front of a large picture window. She stopped and stared as Chloe and Bram passed her window. The smell of fresh-baked bread wafted towards Chloe from the woman’s open doorway before it slammed shut without any assistance. In another shop, a man was cutting tiny purple flowers from a raised bed while a cat laced itself in and out of his legs.

      “Why aren’t there Sprees everywhere?” Chloe asked. “Bram, they could save hundreds, thousands of people.”

      Bram stopped outside a dark wooden door. The shop had a massive canopy of herbs drying upside down above their heads and smelled of lavender and sage. “It’s not that simple.” Bram took a deep breath, and the birds stopped chirping as he reached for the handle. All the bustling sounds had stopped, and the narrow cobblestone street was empty. He opened the door and stepped inside.

      “No. It’s not,” a voice answered back as they entered the shop. “But, then again, nothing’s ever that simple. Is it?”

      Bram didn’t answer the woman’s voice. His body was blocking most of Chloe’s view of the shop. But she could tell the voice had come from behind the long glass display counter that spanned the entire length of the room. Bram seemed to be instinctively shielding Chloe as if protecting her from the witch.

      “The Spree spell takes thirteen witches thirteen years to cast. And it’s not like we knew what the damned fae had planned,” the voice behind the counter snapped. “So, it’s Bram now; is it? And who do we have here?”

      A huge raven perched next to the counter gave a deep raspy call as if it were demanding Chloe to reveal herself. The bird was massive with a wingspan that had to be at least twenty feet long. Bram gave the majestic creature a respectful nod, and the raven unexpectedly reciprocated before looking at its mistress. Chloe peeked around Bram, and a young, bright-red-haired woman’s eyes went wide in disbelief.

      “By the Goddess! You’ve got some nerve; haven’t you?” The witch’s long red hair floated around her as she started pulling things from her counter and putting them away. “Shop’s closing ladies and gents. Lilith, come back in about an hour, love. The herbs you need for your neighbor’s wards will be in bloom by then.”

      “Thank you, Mary,” Lilith said. She left the shop along with the rest of Mary’s customers and gave Bram a suspicious look as she closed the door behind her. The light around the edges of the old weathered door glowed blue before the door disappeared and seamlessly became part of the dingy plaster wall.

      The shop was quaint and efficiently organized. Books and glass bottles of every shape and size lined the shelves behind the counter. Some of the bottles housed vibrantly-colored liquids while others looked like something left over from science experiments. Powders, dried herbs, and precious stones were displayed in bulk inside massive glass jars on tables all around the shop. Tiny silver scoops floated in the air, suspended above each of the jars. Light was shining through the store window where plants and flowers basked in the sun’s glow. Chloe envied the Spree and all it had to offer.

      “Mary…” Bram started but was cut off.

      “Not talking to you. Your girl asked a question,” Mary scolded. She walked towards Chloe and turned her hand over, creating a small transparent sphere out of thin air in front of them. It hovered just above Mary’s palm, refracting the sun’s light in a rainbow of colors just like the bubbles Chloe had played with as a child.

      “A Spree is like this bubble. Manipulate it too much, like, say, trying to force too many things in that don’t belong,” Mary said, looking at Bram. She touched the bubble with the tip of her finger. “And it pops.” She reached in her pocket and pulled out a square piece of silver cloth. “I take care of me and mine. That even includes some humans from time to time. But the rest in your world are a selfish horde, a mob that would just as soon take what’s mine and see my kind hang for what we can do.” Mary held the cloth between Chloe and herself as though it were a mirror.

      Chloe looked through the fabric. Mary’s image looked back. But it wasn’t a youthful image staring back at Chloe. Mary’s bright-red flowing hair was gone, replaced by sparse white puff. Liver spots peppered her creped skin. She’d grown old and wrinkled, hunched, and frail.

      “The Fae aren’t the only ones with glamours.”

      “So I see,” Chloe chided back.

      “Tsk, tsk, just a fragile little thing, aren’t you?” Mary mocked, looking Chloe up and down from her black-and-blue forehead to her torn hands. “Your kind is damaged so easily. It’s a wonder you’ve survived this long.” She turned her all-seeing cloth briefly towards Bram and rolled her eyes at whatever image looked back at her.

      “I can hold my own,” Chloe stated. She didn’t like the way Mary spoke to her as if she were a naive insignificant child.

      Mary laughed, ignoring Chloe, and spoke directly to Bram. “You took a risk coming here. Any one of us could have cast you into the nine levels of Hell. Not even you are above our powers here. Or our wrath.”

      “Do you have it?” Bram gave her an annoyed sigh.

      “We still might,” Mary threatened. “Whatever you have planned, with her looking like the vile serpent, Famke, herself, we want no part of it.”

      Bram stared her down, unfazed by her threats.

      “Of course I have it,” Mary spat. “You’ve made it impossible to be rid of it, or you, for the past three-hundred years. Or have you forgotten?”

      “I haven’t forgotten.”

      Mary gave him a harrumph, but nodded in agreement. She put a hand to her ear and swirled her fingers. Tiny wisps of green luminous smoke appeared and Mary sent them out of her shop window and down the cobblestone street with another swirl of her wrist. The birds outside Mary’s shop started chirping again and the sounds of conversations and people bustling resumed. Chloe wondered if the magical smoke could be Mary’s way of communicating with her coven maybe even letting the rest of the witches know Bram’s true intentions behind his presence in their Spree.

      Mary walked into another room, and the giant black raven gave a threatening caw, as if telling Chloe and Bram not to try anything stupid in Mary’s absence. She came back with a rectangular leather case and placed it on the counter. As she opened the case, the raven unfurled its massive wings and flew up into the rafters above, all without disturbing a single item in the shop.

      Inside was what looked like the pommel, grip, and guard of a sword with no blade. The hilt was made of either ivory or bone, Chloe couldn’t be sure, and it was carved into the pattern of scales colored a deep-red hue. The color was familiar, almost a perfect match to the pendant Chloe wore, but before Bram had turned the gemstone black. Chloe imagined the beautifully-carved scales mimicked the texture of a dragon’s leathery skin.

      “With its return…” Mary looked down at the object and then back at Bram. “…my debt is paid, yes,” she stated more than asked.

      “Yes,” Bram said.

      “Swear it,” she demanded.

      “I swear it. Your debt is paid,” Bram agreed.

      Mary lifted it out of the case by the grip and offered it to Bram. The light in the room seemed to darken for a moment.

      “You know I can’t,” Bram said in a defeated tone Chloe hadn’t expected.

      “Oh, that’s right,” she taunted and turned to look at Chloe. “Here, love.” Mary tossed the handle at Chloe like it was merely a set of keys.

      Chloe reached up and caught the grip, and as soon as the guard touched her hand, a sharp metallic sound rang out, like a sword being drawn from its scabbard. Chloe sucked in her breath in surprise as a sharp blade appeared. The weapon was deadly-sharp, long, and slightly curved. When Chloe turned it in her hand, she could see dark red symbols carved deep into the metal.

      “Oh, he likes her,” Mary teased.

      The statement infuriated Chloe. Besides being treated like a feeble human, she also had to listen to the old hag make phallic references. Then, as if a match had been lit and placed against a gas line in a fireplace, the sound of a roaring fire filled her ears. Chloe noticed the glow that filled the room before she looked down at the sword. It was on fire. From the guard all the way down to the point, the flames licked the edge of the blade as if it were ready for war. The deep-red symbols glowed in an undulating motion.

      “Oh, he definitely likes her,” Mary said in awe.

      “That’s just great! But maybe you wouldn’t mind telling me what the hell I’m supposed to do with it now?” Chloe asked, a mix of astonishment mingling with her anger as she watched the flames dance along the blade. Wait. Did she say he? Chloe wondered to herself.

      “Tell me, love; when you touched the sword, were you irritated? Maybe thinking of me and my disdain for humans?”

      “Yes,” Chloe admitted, looking to Bram for reassurance. She could feel a surge of power resonating from the sword. It felt like it wanted to be unleashed on the world and bathe in the blood of a glorious battle. The power was intoxicating.

      “Chloe, you need to calm down. The Spree is neutral ground. If it feels threatened this place will defend itself,” Bram pleaded. He looked worried. But when his eyes fell on the flaming sword, there was a longing in them, a yearning to touch the power Chloe was getting a taste of.

      “Think of him.” Mary nodded towards Bram.

      “What?” Chloe questioned.

      “I wager you’ll garner the opposite effect than I’ve had on the girl.” Mary said.

      Bram shot Chloe a worried glance. His confidence in her seemed to have faltered, which only fueled her rage. So, instead, she closed her eyes and concentrated on the sword, controlling it, soothing it, all while calming her own anger. When she opened her eyes, the flames were gone. She focused even harder, and the blade retracted with a metallic shink.

      Chloe whipped her head in Mary’s direction. “Don’t say it,” she threatened.

      “Oh, I like her.” Mary beamed, and that time, she looked at Chloe when she said it. “Get this poor girl something to eat, for the love of the Goddess; would you?” she instructed Bram without looking at him. “Then, you can be on your way, hmm?” Mary tossed a leather sheath to Chloe before she turned to the shelves behind her in search of something.

      The sheath was just the right size for the carved bladeless handle. Chloe strapped it to her upper thigh and made sure it remained hidden under her trench coat. She wondered what would have happened if Bram had taken the sword instead of refusing. How much power would he have wielded?

      “Ah,” Mary said, grabbing a tiny glass vial from the shelf above her. “For your wounds.” She walked over to Chloe.

      “What is it?” Chloe asked, looking at the almost-empty vial. Particles of what appeared to be white glitter and dust clung to the walls of the tiny vial.

      “Crushed bloodstone, three shavings from a unicorn’s horn…” Mary stopped abruptly. Chloe was giving her a horrified look. “I asked his permission first, of course. I’m not a monster.”

      She shoved the small vial into Chloe’s hand. “Put this in your soup down at Hilgrid’s, every speck of it. She’ll be expecting you.” Mary swirled her hand around the air near her ear, and green wisps of smoke ventured out of the shop and down the cobblestone road.

      “I also need ingredients for several wards. All laced with silver filings.”

      “Of course you do. Then, you’ll be on your way.” Mary turned to Bram. “Whether the storm has passed or not, yes,” Chloe noted that, again, it was more of a demand than a question.

      “Yes,” he agreed.

      “But,” Chloe objected, “how will we…?”

      Mary harrumphed. “Fine. You may use the Spree Mirror to portal, but just this once.” The witch thought of something and walked behind her counter again.

      “We can portal? Anywhere?” Chloe gasped.

      Mary harrumphed. “This isn’t Diagon Alley and the name’s not Harry; it’s Mary.” She chuckled. “No, mortals can’t portal just anywhere like witches. You’d be turned to mush without the proper preparations. But you can use the Spree Mirror.” Chloe was giving her another horrified look mixed with confusion, so Mary explained. “Think of it like your Seattle’s rail system. There are fixed destinations you can use the Mirror to get to. Countless covens and a few centuries later and there you have it –the Mirror, our very own established transportation system interwoven throughout realms. Step into the Spree’s Mirror, and you’re portaled to the closest hub we have to where you want to be. We keep the Mirror on a tight schedule, so don’t be late. The last one’s in an hour. It’s a new moon tonight, so you don’t want to be out when the real darkness comes.” Mary walked back to Chloe and handed her another small vial. She turned to Bram. “This and all the rest are going on your tab.”

      “I’d expect nothing less,” Bram said, distracted by something he was holding in his hand. “Add this to the tab as well.” He held up a small gold coin before quickly putting it in his pocket.

      Mary grunted.

      “What’s this black goo for?” Chloe asked, twisting the vial Mary had just placed in her hand.

      “Motion sickness. Travelling through a Spree Mirror can be quite disorienting. At least to humans, or so they say.”

      “What’s in it?” Chloe asked. The surface of the thick black liquid inside the vial bubbled up like primordial soup.

      Mary scrunched up her nose. “Best to just drink it quick, love.”
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit! She’s that Mary Bradbury? From the Salem Witch Trials?” Chloe asked as she emptied the contents of the healing potion Mary had given her into her soup.

      “One in the same,” Bram said, eating a spoonful of his own soup.

      Hilgrid had placed Chloe’s bowl on the table with a warm smile. But when she turned to Bram, she had proceeded to splash half of his soup out onto the table and floor. He thanked her sincerely anyway. Chloe was saddened by the wastefulness, especially with the food shortage she knew to be imminent outside the Spree. Hilgrid had walked off in a disapproving huff and left Chloe and Bram in her now-empty shop.

      Chloe spotted a few specks of unicorn horn shavings left in the vile clinging to the glass. She filled her spoon with some broth, carefully poured it into the tiny vial, and swirled it around before upending the vial and drinking it. She was relieved that unicorn horn shavings didn’t have a taste.

      Bram chuckled.

      “What? She said every speck.” Chloe laughed back.

      “No, I know. That was just…cute.” Bram smiled.

      “Cute?” She laughed again. “Cute in the apocalypse. Yay me.” Chloe blushed. She had to admit it, though. It was nice having a semi-normal meal and some conversation. Albeit in a Witch’s Spree hidden to human sight, eating with a fae, and about to portal through a magical mirror. Chloe wondered if they’d be transported somewhere close to Coleman Dock or to Bremerton itself. Bram hadn’t offered the location of their desired destination, and Mary hadn’t asked.

      Hilgrid came back out with two sweet-smelling cups of coffee and placed one in front of Chloe. “You look like a coffee girl such as myself,” the witch said kindly. She turned to Bram, and her warm smile turned to a sneer. “A sweet farewell gesture courtesy of Mary reminding you to best be on your way, beast.” Hilgrid slammed Bram’s coffee on the table.

      Beast? Chloe thought to herself. Just what is Bram’s history with this coven of witches anyway? Whatever it was, it wasn’t good, and Bram wasn’t sharing. Hilgrid looked like she was ready to murder Bram where he sat. “Thank you for everything, Hilgrid,” Chloe said, trying to ease the tension. She took sip of coffee in the awkward silence, and it was pure heaven. “Oh my god, I can’t thank you enough for this!” Chloe blurted out. She buried her nose in her cup, inhaled deeply, took a long sip and sighed.

      Hilgrid laughed. “You’re welcome, my dear.”

      Chloe’s bladder reminded her she hadn’t peed in quite a while. “Please, tell me the Spree comes fully furnished with bathrooms?”

      “Either side, where you first came through the Spree. You’re welcome to use any you like, but mind the Ogre’s restroom. It tends to be a bit ripe this time of day.” Hilgrid laughed again and started walking back to her kitchen. “Bast, it’s suppertime, little one. Come on, girl.”

      Chloe felt something very small brush affectionately against her leg, right before glowing green eyes peered up at her from underneath their table. A tiny kitten with silver-and-black Bengal striping came out of from its hiding place, licking its whiskers. The kitten looked between Chloe and Bram and almost seemed to sneer at the male fae before sauntering towards the kitchen.

      “Bast?” Bram queried.

      The kitten stopped and turned to look at Bram. Her green eyes glowed even brighter, almost in acknowledgement.

      “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. I just thought you’d be...bigger,” Bram said.

      Bast exhaled an audible huff and scampered into the kitchen before Hilgrid closed the door.

      “Wow, even cute little kittens don’t like you,” Chloe teased.

      “That cute little kitten is over three-hundred years old.” Bram gave a quiet chuckle. “Still, I’ve given most the familiars and witches here plenty of reasons to dislike me; I’m afraid,” he said in a more solemn tone.

      “They really don’t like you –like you. I mean; it’s like they’re begging you to try something stupid so they can banish you to Hell or something,” she added.

      “Or, something.” Bram evaded. He reached across the table and placed his hands, palms up, in front of Chloe. “May I?” He gestured to her hands.

      Chloe placed her hands in his. They were so small compared to his, engulfing hers with finger length to spare. His skin was warm, and his touch was gentle. If she really thought about it, man or beast, Bram had always been gentle. Beast? Chloe thought to herself again as she felt two separate heartbeats underneath his skin, just as she had at his apartment, pounding as each pulse coursed through his veins. One beat sounded and then another like a soft echo of the first. Chloe lifted her eyes to Bram’s, and her skin flushed. The whole world faded away. It was as if the thrumming of his hearts were a mating call. It was intoxicating and undeniably seductive. The longer they touched, the faster her own heart started to beat.

      Bram seemed to clear his throat reluctantly. It pulled Chloe out of her intoxicated haze. With one hand cupping hers, he softly caressed her fingers before looking away, but he didn’t let go. There was a deep pain in his eyes, an internal struggle over something ancient, Chloe thought. But mixed with his sadness, she saw the light Jessica had mentioned. Chloe’s heart beat even faster, and Bram looked at her, then, and smiled. He waved his hand over hers, revealing the bandages hidden beneath the glamour, like a magician performing a trick.

      Chloe unwrapped her bandages and looked at her palms. Mary’s potion had worked. There wasn’t a scratch on them. She thought for sure she would have deep, jagged scars where the faery whips had ripped through her skin. “You’re going to tell me the entire story of this place one of these days, Bram Tice,” she demanded.

      “Of that, I have no doubt.” He cracked another small smile.

      “And your story,” she persisted. Amazed by how quickly the potion had healed her wounds, Chloe reached up and touched her forehead. Her glamour was still intact, but the tenderness where the gash used to be was gone.

      “Restrooms first, human. It’s almost time to portal, and I’ve just about worn out my warm welcome. Can’t you tell?”

      “An attempt at self-deprecating humor while facing down the nine levels of Hell doled out by a coven full of witches that hate your guts? I’m impressed.”

      “Just wait until you meet someone who really, really doesn’t like me.” Bram chuckled as they got up to leave.

      As if on cue, several customers entered Hilgrid’s shop as the pair departed. Chloe thanked Hilgrid again before she and Bram left and headed towards the Spree’s beaded entrance.

      As they neared the glowing strands of magical spells, Chloe caught sight of the afore-mentioned Ogre’s restroom door. It was a huge damp, slab of tree bark, overgrown by clumps of moss, which smelled like manure. Several flies buzzed around the door as well. In the middle of the brick wall was a tiny door that looked to be made of blue opaque glass. It was the size of a mouse hole. Chloe wondered how any creature could approach it, since it was three feet off the ground. Next thing she knew, a glowing ball of white light buzzed passed her and into the small doorway. Its trail of pinpricked light marked its path before those, too, disappeared.

      “Sprite?” Chloe asked.

      “Mhmm,” Bram answered.

      On the other side of the Spree’s cobblestone street, right next to the glowing beads, there was a narrow gilded door. It had patterns of leaves, flowers, and vines embossed into the metal. That was definitely the bathroom Chloe was going to use.

      Just then, Chloe heard a faint cry for help outside the Spree. Whoever the sound had come from Chloe was sure they were human, very young, and in trouble. Chloe got a knot in her stomach and wanted to throw up. She pulled the curtain of beads to one side and looked far out into the darkened Seattle sky. The storm of dust and blood had passed, but Chloe still couldn’t see anyone. The fish market stood trashed and empty. Feeling helpless and weak, she looked back at Bram.

      “Help one or save them all. You can’t do both,” he said.

      Movement behind Bram caught Chloe’s eye. Mary and Hilgrid had come out of their shops and were standing in the middle of the street facing each other. They raised their hands, palms facing one another. Blinding white orbs of light the size of baseballs formed between their hands. Four spheres began rotating in their palms. The air between the Spree witches shimmered like the heat-distorted view above a long stretch of highway on a hot summer day. They were opening the Mirror. Chloe looked into the space between the two witches as some of their patrons stepped through the shimmering air. The locations themselves within the Mirror shifted as each new person entered. Chloe saw glimpses of a lush green forest full of magical creatures and then a modern looking city on the edge of an impossibly-high cliff floating among the clouds. Then, she saw a brief glimpse of Seattle through the Mirror, scorched and rotting, before the scene shifted to Coleman Dock. Mary turned to Chloe and Bram, her patience seeming to wear thinner every minute the two did not enter the Mirror.

      Suddenly, a young girl’s blood-curdling scream sounded from beyond the beaded curtain again, closer that time; much, much closer. Chloe stood up straight and took in a deep breath. As her instincts kicked in, the knot in her stomach disappeared, and her nausea faded.

      “Don’t even think about it. Chloe, no! We have to go,” Bram said. He seemed to know exactly what she was about to do.

      Chloe looked at Bram with a defiant gleam in her eye before bolting out of the Spree, leaving it and the portal behind.
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      “Chloe, stop!” Bram yelled running out of the Spree after her.

      Chloe kept running in the direction of the young girl’s screams.

      “God-dammit.” Bram hissed his displeasure as she was about to reach the market’s entrance where she’d be exposed to Seattle’s darkened sky and all its lurking creatures.

      One minute Bram was running to catch up to her, and the next he was in front of her, suddenly blocking her path. “How did you…” Chloe started to ask, coming to a halt right before she ran into his chest.

      “Hells, woman, do you ever listen? Just wait one minute. Will you at least do that much?” Bram was fuming. They were barely shrouded by the dark shadows of the market. He hovered over her, blocking her view and her path.

      Chloe stretched her neck and looked around him. “Bram, the humans, they’re fighting back.”

      “I know,” he stated without even looking behind him.

      Out on the street, she watched as a young girl came into view, followed by several adults with makeshift weapons. They fought off two scabs as the young girl ran into the arms of a woman in the group of humans. She’s safe. Chloe sighed to herself and relaxed a little. Then, the group of humans started to grow from five to more like twenty-five. At least ten of the men surrounded the two scabs. Instead of running the powerful creatures off, they pinned both down and stabbed them over and over and over again. Shit! Chloe thought.

      Bram raised his hand in the air in front of Chloe’s face and quickly pulled the glamour from her like an invisible sheet unmasking a marble sculpture. “You still look like Famke, but human again; got it?”

      Chloe touched her normally-tipped ears. The fae features of her glamour were gone. “Oh shit! I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Mhmm. I know,” Bram mumbled. “An angry mob out for vengeance will ask too many questions of us, believe only what they want to believe, and cast swift judgement. Every possible scenario only leads to problems, or worse. I’ve seen this before.” He was quiet for a moment. “I don’t want to hurt them, Chloe, but I will, if I have to.”

      Chloe’s breath caught in her throat at his threat. She wondered how Bram could assume so much about a group of people he had never even met. Weren’t they just defending themselves? What had happened in his past that had made him so untrusting of humans? “The girl’s safe, and they can’t see us. Let’s just go back to the Spree,” Chloe pleaded. She didn’t want to have to choose a side if it came to it. How would she? If they found out Bram was fae, what would they do to him? Or worse yet, what would he do to them to keep his secrets?

      The deadly sound of cracking bone stopped Chloe from imagining the worst. One of the scab’s chest plates had been punctured. She heard the familiar crunch of bone before the blow to his heart turned him to ash and cinders. The men all looked at each other in astonishment as the man wielding the efficient iron weapon struck the second scab in the chest with the same killing blow without a second’s hesitation. Just as with her own scab kills, the small burning cinders floated away on the wind. All that remained was a thin layer of dust coating the street.

      “Son of a bitch,” Bram hissed. But instead of looking to the mob of humans, he unexpectedly looked towards the Spree.

      The sound of wind rushing through the cracks of a rickety old window made Chloe turn and look at the Spree as well. The once-blue iridescent strands of delicate spells framing the archway into the Spree were now a solid mass of blinding white light. The sound of wind turned into the buzzing one might hear from a bug zapper annihilating its prey as the white light flashed even brighter before disappearing completely. The only thing that remained was the now-solid wall of the Seattle fish market.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “An entire coven’s version of slamming the proverbial door shut.” Bram clenched his jaw.

      “The entire coven? It, it only took two of them to open the Spree Mirror. Please, don’t tell me that means…?” But Chloe knew what it meant.

      “There’s no way back in. We’re on our own,” he said coolly.

      “Shit.” Chloe turned back to the mob outside. The group must have spotted their silhouettes when the Spree’s light flashed, or, perhaps, they’d heard the buzzing when its door snapped shut. Several flashlights were aimed in their direction, and most of the mob was headed straight towards them.

      “Tuck the pendant away, would you?” Bram asked in a rush. With his back still to the group, he quickly manipulated the air in front of him. His pointed ears and armor faded.

      Chloe had the distinct impression he was putting a glamour on, not taking one off. She did as he asked and hid the pendant underneath her jacket. As the group entered the market, she tried to swallow the lump stuck in her throat.

      “Are you two alright?” asked a large man armed with an axe.

      “Us?” Chloe was caught off guard by the apparent leader’s sympathetic question. She had run out of the Spree, fully prepared to try and save a young life, not realizing she had just put all their lives in danger instead. Several of the leader’s men flanked him on both sides as they assessed their surroundings. But more importantly, they also appeared to be studying Chloe and Bram’s threat level as well. Bram had been right. Shit! Think, Chloe; think. Fast! she thought to herself. They were all carrying multiple weapons. Most had handguns, large knives, or makeshift bludgeoning weapons; but it was the baseball bat the woman cradling the young girl gripped Chloe was admiring. A sheathed knife was wrapped around the handle. Wrapped above that was a flashlight illuminating the fat end of the bat, which had been carved into a point. Nice! she thought to herself.

      Chloe quickly realized she would have to do most of the talking. Bram couldn’t lie to them, and with the group, it seemed like the only good fae was a dead fae, no matter their intentions. Chloe shuddered. Now that the group knew how to kill scabs, she wondered what gruesome fate awaited the higher castes of fae at their hands. “Us?” Chloe started again changing the subject and the mob’s focus. “Are you guys alright? We heard screams.” She gestured to the young girl still clinging the woman with the bat. “What happened?”

      “Bloodsuckers rushed our building during the storm.” The leader paused for a minute. Lightning in the dark clouds behind him flashed. “We’re all that made it out.”

      Chloe took a closer look at the mob. It looked like the group had only enough time to grab their weapons and flee with the clothes on their backs. Many weren’t even wearing jackets. Some didn’t even have shoes on. No wonder Bram had mistaken them for a mob set on vengeance. They had no food, no supplies, and, now, no home. The thunder and lightning in the sky threatened again, and Chloe wondered what massive weather pattern the fae would set upon them next.

      “Aunt Gemma, my mo…?”

      “I know, munchkin; I know.” Gemma’s voice was strong and reassuring. “Shh, I’ve got you.” The young girl hugged her aunt even tighter, burying her head as thunder roared above them. Gemma turned away from her niece as tears streamed down her face. She was determined to stay strong for the girl. It broke Chloe’s heart. The young girl shouldn’t have to worry, wondering whether her mom was still alive or where she would find shelter as another deadly storm loomed over them. The thought filled Chloe with a rage she could barely contain.

      Bram’s bladeless sword, strapped to her thigh, seemed to purr in delight at her rage, almost welcoming it as nourishment. If it coveted her meager human anger, she wondered what the sword could do in the hands of a powerful fae.

      Chloe tried to calm herself instead of giving in to such thoughts. Focusing on something else, anything else, she took a deep breath. She could smell the familiar scent of ions in the air, which helped to soothe her building anger. She knew Seattle's weather far too well. The unusual lightning storm looming over them hadn’t been created by the fae. This one was all Mother Nature. The crispness was almost invigorating, washing away her cloud of rage, and she suddenly had a thought.

      Jessica! Bram’s neighbor. They could fight and survive together! Jessica had the fortified shelters and supplies, and the new group had the numbers and the weapons. Chloe turned to Bram with a hopeful look in her eye. She wondered if he could see her plea behind the Famke glamour.

      Bram nodded his agreement. He had.

      Chloe turned back to the group as she pulled something from her pocket. At the time, she’d thought it silly to place it with the weapons she had stowed, but had done so anyway. She had never been so thankful to be a student in all her life than at that very minute, since she took a Sharpie everywhere she went and the one she’d stowed away just happened to be pink. She bent down to talk to the young girl. “Do you like butterflies?” she asked.

      The young girl nodded.

      Chloe quickly drew a tiny butterfly on her own hand. “Want one?”

      The young girl nodded again, still clinging to her aunt. Gemma smiled.

      Chloe drew a butterfly on the girl’s hand to match her own adding Jessica’s address below. “You’ll be safe here,” she said, as she drew the antennae of the butterfly, adding hearts to the tips. “And, there’s a little girl there named Sophie that I know would love to play with you.” Chloe held out the pink marker to her. “Will you give Sophie a butterfly for me? My name’s Chloe. Tell her Peter Bram sent you, just like Peter Pan; k?”

      The girl nodded again. “Peter Bram and Chloe,” she repeated, taking the marker.

      “You’ll be tempted to walk closer to the buildings where there’s shelter. Don’t. Stay to the middle of the streets until you get there.” Bram looked at their leader. “They don’t like the rain.” His tone demanded compliance.

      Their leader glanced at the brass-knuckle handle of Chloe’s silver trench spike still tied into her jacket before nodding at Bram. He wisely decided not to question Bram and his unusual knowledge about the bloodsuckers. It was obvious he wanted to stay and ask what they were really doing, learn more about their common enemy –and their weaknesses, but keeping his displaced group safe took priority. He was ready to be on the move and started giving his men directions to Jessica’s shelter as they made plans to head out.

      “Come with us,” Gemma said, still holding tight to her niece.

      Their leader stopped, curious as to Bram and Chloe’s response and why they were staying behind.

      Bram remained stoic. To Chloe, his silence was a glaring beacon of deceit, hiding the reality that Bram, too, was one of the things they should fear.

      “We’re on a supply run with two others. We won’t be far behind you.” Thunder cracked in the sky at Chloe’s lie.

      “Best take advantage of the weather,” Bram said, glancing to the young girl before locking eyes with their leader.

      “Agreed,” the burly man said back.

      Neither of the men had said it out loud, but Chloe got the feeling they were acknowledging the young girl to be a tasty treat the scabs wouldn’t be able to resist for long. She shivered at the thought.

      The group started to walk away, but Gemma lingered and took Chloe’s hand. “Thank you,” she said and squeezed hard. Her gratitude was almost palpable.

      Chloe reached into another of her pockets. She handed Gemma a silver dagger and casually pointed at her own heart.

      Gemma nodded. “See you soon.”

      “See you soon,” Chloe said. She hoped it would be true.

      The group faded far into the darkness before Chloe let out her breath. She wished it would just start pouring rain already to keep the young girl safe. She caught Bram giving her a solemn smile as more lightning illuminated the thick clouds above them.

      “What?” she asked in a defensive tone as a few raindrops fell.

      “I just realized that humans do have magical powers after all. I never knew you could lie so convincingly until now.” Bram tried to lighten the mood, teasing her. “You even had me fooled in Hadley’s office when you said you didn’t know where his journal was.”

      “I’ll trade you,” Chloe scoffed. “Any one of your magical powers in exchange for my ability to bullshit.”

      “It’s more than that. You always try and do the right thing. You’re a good person, Chloe, better than I could ever hope to be,” he stated.

      “Well, you didn’t slaughter any humans, so there’s that.” She looked at the traces of dust coating the street. It was all that remained of the two scabs who had chased down the young girl before they’d met their ends instead. Was that humanity’s fate, to simply disappear? To become nothing more than remnants of ash and fade into oblivion? Forgotten? ‘I don’t want to hurt them, Chloe, but I will, if I have to.’ Bram’s warning kept repeating inside her mind and sent a shiver down her spine.

      “Why can’t you hold your sword, Bram? Does it turn you into a monster like them?” Chloe asked, pointing to the dust as it dissolved into the few rain droplets that teased at a storm. The mixture ran down the cracks in the street.

      “A monster?” he shrugged. “Perhaps. One of them? No.”

      “When I held it, Mary didn’t say it liked me; she said he.”

      “He has good taste,” Bram evaded.

      “What is he to you?”

      “Part of me. The part I left behind long ago. The part I can’t be, here with you. I won’t.” He said the last words as if they were a promise to himself.

      “Why not?”

      “Why would you ask that of me?” He seemed horrified by her question.

      “I don’t even know what I’m asking. You won’t tell me anything! I thought fae couldn’t lie?”

      “We can’t,” he admitted.

      “Why don’t I believe you?” Chloe began walking towards the dock.

      Bram followed her. “Ask a vague question, and I can choose how to answer.”

      “So, humans got the raw end of the deal all the way around.” She huffed. “Apparently, you can bullshit just like the rest of us!”

      “Where’s this coming from? What’s the problem?”

      “Your species is the problem!”

      “Male?”

      “Stop trying to be cute and answer me!”

      “Then ask the right questions!” He yelled unexpectedly, seeming to almost be pleading with her.

      “If you can’t, or won’t, be some powerful thing that we obviously need right now, then what the hell are we even doing here? Why did we come here for a sword you can’t even touch?” The prospect of having to greet any more packs of scabs made her nauseous, but the idea of killing their way to the dock was even less appealing after watching Gemma’s group butcher the last two. The Spree had been an oasis of serenity. She had even forgotten about the apocalyptic world outside, if only for a moment. Chloe resented Bram for showing her something so beautiful that she could never even hope to be a part of. And now it was gone to them forever because of her stupid recklessness.

      “For you!” Bram shouted a little too loudly. “I did it for you.”

      “What?”  Chloe stopped walking. She’d been caught off guard.

      He walked towards her slowly, seeming to calm himself.

      “Scabs are harmless compared to the true evil that’s coming. The royals are unstoppable, indestructible evil that you are hell bent on blindly running towards without any regard for your own preservation.”

      She huffed in defiance. His reminder of their current lack of transportation, due to her decision to run out of the Spree, stung.

      “By the Gods, help me! But I admire that damn fearlessness in you!”

      Chloe was taken aback.

      “These weapons,” he said pointing to her favored silver spike, “are nothing more than cheap plastic toys against that evil.” He stopped right in front of her. His eyes fell on hers, and his anger seemed to melt in the small space between them.

      They were so close. Her heart started beating faster.

      “I knew he would protect you because I will always protect you. All of this is for you. Don’t you see?” His tone softened. “Because I’m an idiot who’d rather tempt a Spree Witch, and her very real threat of eternal damnation, than to ever see you harmed if I can stop it. Because I’m misguided, to even think I’m a match against three royals. But you asked, so I have to try.” Their lips were so close now. “Because I’m a fool, to think the bravest, most selfless human I’ve ever met could ever accept me, a monster. And yet, I stay. For you.”

      Chloe knew he wanted to kiss her. But, he didn’t. He brushed her cheek softly, instead, before twisting a lock of her dark glamoured hair between his fingers. He let it fall, almost as if the glamour she still wore were repugnant, conflicting with what he was feeling. Maybe he truly believed he was a monster, or worse yet, he believed she thought him one.

      “I care what happens to you, dammit. Because I care...for you, Chloe. Can’t you see that?” Bram asked. He didn’t wait for her response to his admission. Waving his hand over her once, he put her glamour back in place along with a shield from the impending storm. As he walked away, down towards the docks, thunder cracked one last time before the rains finally came flooding down.

      Chloe’s head was spinning. Too many emotions, too many questions. She didn’t know which end was up anymore, let alone how she felt about Bram amidst all the chaos. The heart-stone’s faint double-pulse around her neck beat in opposite cadence to her own heart as Bram walked away. The pommel of the bladeless sword attached to her thigh seemed to softly whimper, like a puppy whose master was leaving him behind, growing louder the farther Bram travelled. All of it seemed to reiterate the one thing she had to know. The one thing that had been niggling at the back of her mind from the very beginning of all the madness surrounding them. The one thing she had to hear him say out loud.

      Chloe pursed her lips and yelled after him. “Bram, I need to know. Are you one of them?” His possessions stopped thrumming against her skin, and all sound seemed to stop. Even the downpour was silent as she asked him point blank, “Are you a royal?”

      Bram stopped walking but didn’t turn around. He simply turned his head to the side briefly. Rain streamed down his face, and the amber-tinged sky gave his skin an eerie glow. It served as a chilling reminder that he wasn’t human. He seemed to have chosen not to have his glamour shield him from the weather, almost as if the rain from the heavens were baptismal and cathartic somehow. He started walking away again before he answered. “Yes.”
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      They walked in silence the rest of the way to Coleman Dock, which suited Chloe for the moment. She was still trying to process the fact that Bram was a royal. Her flimsy hope Bram was a clever fae rogue who’d somehow lifted a royal pendant had been washed away by the rain.

      Thankfully, the constant downpour had kept the scabs away. She wasn’t sure if her sanity could take any more tributes from them. Unfortunately, it had done nothing to aid the scorched sky. Chloe should have known it wouldn’t be that easy to affect the fae’s spell, but, Mother Nature’s shower was a promise of hope. If it could still rain, the sun could still shine somehow, and things could still grow. Life would go on. The prospect gave her hope to cling to.

      She looked back at her beloved city as they reached the shore. Even under the darkened sky, she could see the scope of the devastation the fae had caused. Countless buildings were still burning from the initial lightning strikes, others were reduced to mounds of rubble. The Space Needle looked like a broken twig that had been snapped in half.

      “Shit!” Bram said.

      Startled, Chloe turned back around and walked right into Bram. He was a solid, unmovable mass who seemed to be staring down a threat. Without even thinking, she released Bram’s sword from its sheath. With a metallic shink the blade emerged. Ready for battle, the sword caught fire and illuminated their surroundings. Chloe looked passed the rows of empty cars lined up waiting to board the ferry, now abandoned. She didn’t see any signs of movement or lurking scabs.

      “Shit! Put that away,” Bram said in a hushed voice.

      “What is it?”

      “Everything’s okay. It’s just,” he said in a more relaxed tone, “I looked down every damn street trying to find a motorcycle, hoping to spare you from the scabs, and this is where we finally find one? On a big old ferry bound for Bremerton.”

      Chloe looked farther out into Puget Sound. There were only a few other boats in the area, but they were either floating out of the sound unmanned and too far to reach, or sinking. But the super-class ferry, the MV Kaleetan, was still perfectly intact, moored to the dock empty of all 1800 passengers and 140-plus vehicles, save for one lone motorcycle. The vintage looking cruiser was parked in the middle of the ferry’s flat boarding platform like it was being framed by the hull for a photo shoot. “It figures.” Chloe shrugged.

      “Yeah, it does,” Bram agreed.

      “She’s all yours!” shouted a man’s voice from somewhere aboard the ferry.

      Chloe looked around for the source of the voice as she put the sword handle away. Bram tried, casually, to alter their glamours to more human features without drawing more attention to themselves.

      “Name’s Laszlo, and I won’t be a bother. What you are is none of my business. Seems like my odds of getting to Bremerton might increase from a trade with you folks is all.”

      “Shit,” Bram hissed. The hidden Laszlo had obviously been watching and listening ever since Chloe had wielded a sword whose blade magically appeared and caught fire.

      Laszlo came out of the shadows on the ferry’s platform and stood next to the motorcycle. He put his hands up in the air in surrender. “Just want to get back to my wife is all.”

      “That’s where we’re headed,” Chloe shouted back.

      Bram shot her a disapproving look.

      “What?” she whispered.

      “I swear you attract humans like they’re lost puppies or something,” Bram whispered.

      “He was on the ship first. And we’re no better than anyone else trying to survive this mess,” Chloe hissed back. “I don’t care if the world has gone to Hell, or you think it’d be easier to just get rid of him somehow. Being a decent human being still means something to me. It has to!”

      Bram grumbled something under his breath about going alone but didn’t argue.

      “Lucky for you, I’m the bosun of the Kaleetan and can navigate these waters with my eyes closed, even with all the debris out there. Just can’t get the girl running, been tryin’ for days. Seems like you folks may have a magic trick or two up your sleeves though? But again, none of my business.”

      See! Chloe gestured towards the ship without saying the word out loud.

      Bram gave a final huff of defeat, shook his head, and chuckled. “Laszlo, I think it’s all our lucky day.”

      Chloe and Bram made their way down to the Kaleetan’s platform and were greeted by the weathered, grey-haired man.

      “Name’s Laszlo. Sorry. I said that already; didn’t I?” He shook Chloe’s hand eagerly as he helped her onto the ship. “Just damned glad to finally see some friendly faces around here.”

      “I’m Chloe, and this is Bram.”

      Laszlo waved once to Bram who nodded. Apparently, Laszlo could tell the fae wasn’t in any hurry to shake his hand. “Well, welcome aboard,” he said.

      “Is there anyone else on the ship?” Bram asked coolly.

      “Nope, just me.”

      “How?” Bram crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Ship was down for repairs the day before all hell broke loose. I came back early, prepping her to return to duty. That’s when, well, I don’t know what to call it, happened. Been stuck here ever since, watchin’ those things tear people apart. But they never came any closer to the ship. Felt like a sitting duck waiting for the end. Guess I have a guardian angel or somethin’.”

      “It’s the iron,” Bram interjected, “and the water.”

      Laszlo took in what Bram said and nodded. “Figure you’ll want to see the engine room? It’s this way.”

      “There’s no need. I have to ward the ship first, though.”

      “Whatever that means, if it gets me to my wife, I’m good with it.”

      “Meet you on the bridge? We won’t be long,” Bram stated, letting Laszlo know he wouldn’t be leaving Chloe alone with him.

      Laszlo nodded. “I’ll stop in the galley, fetch some coffee and food for the road.”

      “That would be very nice, Laszlo; thank you,” Chloe said. She gave Bram a dirty look as the old bosun walked away.

      “What?” Bram finally asked as he started warding the perimeter of the ship. He waved his hands, periodically creating spheres of amber light the hull absorbed.

      Chloe followed behind, watching as he sprinkled things from multiple vials as they walked. “What do you mean, what? You have a problem with Laszlo. What is it?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just…I don’t trust him.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s lying about something.”

      “Well, I guess he’s in good company then,” Chloe snapped.

      Bram stopped suddenly and looked at her. He appeared to be ready for another fight, but, he let out his breath and seemed to deflate as their eyes locked, instead. “That’s fair,” he said unexpectedly.

      Chloe felt triumphant, albeit a little guilty, about the jab she had landed. “So, is he going to murder us in our sleep or something?”

      “No. I can’t explain it. It’s just…Something is off, and he’s hiding something.”

      “Well, we’ll just be careful, make sure we aren’t followed to Hadley’s. I don’t see a downside to all of us wanting to reach Bremerton.”

      “Agreed. For now.” Bram started walking and warding again.
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      Chloe knocked on the door and stepped onto the bridge. “Moor lines are loose, and wards are up. We’re all set. Here,” she said, handing Laszlo a small golden coin. “Bram said place it on the helm, and she’ll start right up.”

      Laszlo turned the shiny coin in his hand and harrumphed skeptically. “Coffee?” he offered. “Sorry; it’s cold, but it’s still caffeinated.”

      He gave the coin a little tap on the dash, possibly for luck, before laying it down flat. “Okay, here goes nothing.” Laszlo held his breath as he turned the ignition key and pushed a small circular button. Bright amber symbols radiated up out of the coin before floating down and soaking into the helm. The ship started right up, and Laszlo quickly shut off all the dash lights, as well as the lights around the hull. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      On a hunch, Chloe flipped the switch on the hot plate the cold pot of coffee was sitting on. She smiled when the little red square light lit up. “Yes!” she said, holding up her coffee cup in victory.

      “Nice!” Laszlo agreed. “I take it the plan is to keep the ship at a crawl across the sound with no lights. The less we’re seen the better, type of thing?”

      “Yep.”

      “Copy that, Captain.”

      Chloe giggled. She quirked her head as the warming coffee’s scent filled the small space. “The coffee smells wonderful but different. What is that?”

      Laszlo raised his chin. “Oh, the lavender. I always put a few buds in with my coffee grounds. Find it soothing.”

      She took a sip. “It’s lovely, very relaxing.” Chloe took another sip and thought of the Spree. “It reminds me of a wonderful place we had to leave.”

      “You don’t say?” The old bosun stated, as he steered the ship away from the harbor. “And, still some wonderful places left in all of this, I hope?” He looked at Chloe.

      She nodded and gave a sad little smile as she reminisced about her wonderful experience in the Spree.

      “Good to know.” Laszlo turned back around and they began their journey. “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, and it’s in complete contradiction to your appearance, but you look like you’ve been through hell.”

      “I kind of feel like it, too,” Chloe joked, looking down at her perfectly-coiffed Famke glamour.

      Laszlo shook his head. “Sorry; that wasn’t my place. It’s just… I was a bartender for over twenty-five years, and reading people is a hard habit to break. Wife and I are able to spend half the year on Bremerton now to get away from the Texas heat. That’s how I came to be the bosun of the Kaleetan here. But I’ll always be a bartender at heart. I just get a vibe from people is all.” Laszlo nodded to himself. “You’ve been through hell,” he stated again, matter-of-factly. “Count myself lucky, being stuck on this ship, spared all you must have seen out there.” Laszlo knocked on the wooden captain’s wheel with his knuckles.

      “Yeah.” It was all Chloe could muster to convey all she had seen, all she had done.

      Bram opened the door, then, and stepped onto the bridge.

      “Nice cup of hot coffee?” Laszlo offered with a seasoned bartender’s inflection.

      “Yes, actually. Thanks,” Bram said sincerely.

      “Anyway, from what little I saw, it looks like hell out there, and at this speed, I reckon we have several hours before we reach Bremerton. The captain’s quarters are just off the bridge here. Has a nice hot shower.” Laszlo shrugged. “Figure if this little trinket is powering the engine and hot plate like normal, that that should be working as well. If anyone was interested?”

      “Oh my God, that would be amazing!” Chloe beamed and looked at Bram. “Can you…?” She mimicked taking the glamour from her face. “I’d like to shower in my own skin.”

      Bram looked at Laszlo, but the bosun was sitting in the captain’s chair concentrating on the task in front of him. Bram gave Chloe a disapproving look anyway.

      “We’re on a warded ship being powered by an enchanted coin. I think Laszlo’s been sufficiently inducted into the magic-is-real club. He’s not going to care what I really look like.”

      “Not my business.” Laszlo focused out the front window as he steered the ship. He waved one hand in the air nonchalantly, not looking back at them as they argued.

      Bram huffed under his breath but did as Chloe asked and removed her Famke glamour entirely from her body.

      “Thank you,” she said. Staring down at herself, she touched her fragile-looking dark-blonde hair which had returned, almost feeling as if the Famke glamour was somehow a protective shield she had just lost. Un-glamoured, she noticed her trench coat was crusted in scab blood along with some of their residual dust. Gross! she thought. Yes, a hot shower is most definitely what I need right now.

      “Lost and Found’s two doors down from the captain’s quarters. No promises, but you might find a fresh set of clothes in there.”
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        * * *

      

      Oh my God! Chloe couldn’t believe what a luxury it was to get to use an actual working toilet. After running out of the Spree, she had been mortified when she’d had to finally duck behind a car and pee, reluctantly, while Bram waited far too close by. At least it was raining, she thought.

      She unburdened herself of most of her weapons and her boots, placing them on the counter as close to the shower as possible. The trench spike would go into the shower with her, though. The Lost and Found had indeed contained some clothes Chloe’s size. She picked out a pair of jeans and a form-fitting, cropped leather jacket because they both had nice deep pockets for weapons. The jacket looked warm, and she could also easily wear it under her trench coat. She placed the fresh clothes next to her weapons. After stepping into the shower, she found a hook to hang the trench spike within reach. First, she washed away all the blood and scab-dust the rain had missed from her trench coat before hanging it over the door to dry. Then, she turned the water as hot as it would go and stood under it. She tried to wash the nightmare away in an attempt to recharge and make life a little more bearable. Chloe stayed under the water’s calming heat well until after it had run cold.
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        * * *

      

      “Chloe?” Laszlo asked as she stepped onto the bridge.

      “Oh, right, sorry. Yeah, this is the real me,” she said, helping herself to another cup of Laszlo’s delicious lavender coffee.

      “Well, it’s nice to officially meet the real you, then.” He beamed. “Feel better?”

      “So much better. Thank you.” She took a seat next to him at the helm. “Where’s Bram?”

      Laszlo sat up and pointed down, out the window. “Bow. He left right after you did, saying he wanted to keep watch.” The old bartender shrugged. “Figured he needed to be alone for a while.”

      “It really is hell out there, Laszlo, but I’m glad you were safe here on the ship, and I hope your wife is okay on Bremerton.”

      “As do I, love. As do I.” Laszlo was quiet for a moment, seeming like a man with something heavy sitting on his chest. “Hope you don’t mind me saying, but it seems to me that that boy is barely holding onto his humanity by a thread. Shouldn’t call him boy, though; that’s not quite right. He seems older than his years.”

      Chloe looked down at Bram again. The royal fae was leaning on the rail looking out over the water.

      “You’re his anchor.”

      “Huh?” Chloe asked. “What do you mean?”

      “We all need something to hold onto in this life. Something worth fighting for. For him,” Laszlo said, gesturing with his chin down at Bram, “it’s you.”

      Chloe was quiet for a while. “I think you’re giving me too much credit.”

      “Nah. You’re good people, Chloe. I can tell. You keep him grounded and whole. That’s important, for all of us, to have something like that, but especially for him. Somethin’ is telling me that the fate of our world just might be resting on that man’s shoulders down there.”
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        * * *

      

      Chloe walked down to the bow with a towel under her arm. Bram still seemed drenched from the earlier downpour. She wondered if it was by choice. Chloe walked up behind him and put the towel around him anyway. She let her hand linger on his shoulder. Without turning around, he put his hand over hers. As their fingers intertwined, he lowered his head and stared down at the water. She slipped her body between him and the rail and faced out towards the water as well. Bram put his chin on her shoulder.

      “Is there some spell or magical power that would let us just stay here, just like this?” Chloe asked, knowing it was an unattainable fantasy.

      “Now, that would be something,” Bram whispered in her ear, “I would give up everything for.” He wrapped his arms around her waist.

      She leaned back against him and closed her eyes. “Me too.”

      They were both silent for a while, just enjoying each other’s company.

      “Lux-Dorcha Echelon,” Bram admitted.

      “What?” Chloe asked.

      “The reigning fae. Royals are called Lux-Dorcha Echelon,” Bram stated.

      “Well, there’s no way I’m calling you Your Majesty, now,” she teased.

      “Ha! Nevah,” he teased back. “It’d be Your Highness, actually anyway.”

      “Ha! Not going to happen,” she proclaimed.

      Bram’s chest started to heave with laughter from behind Chloe.

      “It wasn’t that funny. What’s got you so giggly?” she asked.

      “A bit of iron-y, maybe?” He chuckled again.

      “Huh?” Chloe squeezed her eyebrows together, trying to decipher his humor.

      “A big old faerie...” he started, prompting her to finish his sentence.

      Chloe rolled her eyes and laughed. “On a big old iron ferry. Oh, ha! Now that, is funny. Does that make this a Royal Caribbean Cruise Liner, then?” she teased.

      “Ha, ha, if only,” he responded. “I hear the Caribbean is lovely this time of year. How ‘bout it? How does hiding out on a beach sipping on coladas sound?”

      Chloe was quiet, looking out at Mt. Rainier. She shook her head.

      “What?” Bram asked. “Oh, come on; you know I was just kidding. What is it?”

      “I just can’t believe it’s still there.” Chloe gestured towards the sleeping, snowcapped giant. “I thought for sure they would have caused it to erupt like they did so many of the others.”

      Bram let out a heavy sigh but didn’t say anything.

      “Oh, no you don’t. Spill it, Tice,” she demanded.

      “That’s probably on me.”

      Chloe looked at him intently.

      “Avery and the others were onto Hadley. They must have known I was somewhere close.” Bram paused. “When Hadley’s building crashed down around us, and I protected you, it would have only confirmed their suspicions.”

      Chloe furrowed her brow in confusion.

      “Using that much power, that type of power, calls to them.” He scoffed. “Mt. Rainier is still standing only because Avery wanted it that way. She rarely does her own dirty work and wouldn’t dare be seen hunting for me in a storm of filthy soot.”

      “Wow. I never thought I’d be so glad that the evil princess is so vain.”

      “That she is.”

      Chloe looked longingly at the mountain. The unknown fate of her parents lingered in the silence between them.

      “No one would blame you for forgetting all of this. Just dropping this crusade and finding your folks.”

      Chloe turned completely around and faced him, searching his eyes.

      “I go where you go,” Bram stated, gripping the ship’s railing on either side of her. His breath warmed her skin against the brisk sea air. “Wherever that may lead, it’s you I follow.”

      “Not them?” She questioned his loyalty, worried he might realign with the royals he’d known, possibly, for centuries. Who was she to Bram, but a fleeting memory in so long a lifetime?

      “Never them.” Bram twirled some of her damp blonde hair between his fingers. “Never,” he stated without the slightest hesitation.

      Chloe nodded but turned back around. She wanted to trust him, to have no doubts, and for the moment, that had to be enough. Looking out over the water, she confessed, “I can’t help but think about it, getting my parents. But acting on it?” Chloe picked at some of the paint chipping off the iron rail. “No. I can’t worry about dragging them into all of this. And if there’s a battle coming, they’re safer right where they are. Besides, school is outrageously expensive,” she added jokingly. “If they knew I had the chance to fix any of this, they would be super pissed if I didn’t.”

      “You’ll see your parents again, Chloe. Whatever it takes, we will get to them.”

      “I know we will.” Chloe tried to convince herself. She peeled a flake of paint from the rail and twisted it in her hand. The size and jagged shape of it reminded her of the scabs as they combusted and turned to smoldering cinders. She crumpled the piece of dried paint between her fingers and threw into the water. “But first, we have a world to save. So, let’s go get that royal Echelon bitch.”
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        * * *

      

      Chloe woke as the ship started moving faster. Finally out of the main channel, the ship had been able to pick up speed with minimal chance of detection. No longer protected by her glamour, the cold breeze swirling around the deck chilled her skin. Bram had insisted she get some sleep, reassuring her that he didn’t need rest since regenerating for so long. Chloe had relented but didn’t go far, which had brought a warm smile to Bram’s face. She had snuggled into a bench on the deck and fallen fast asleep. Besides the time she had collapsed in his lap from exhaustion, Chloe couldn’t remember the last time she had actually slept. It appeared Bram didn’t want to be too far from her side either. He still stood at the bow of the ship, within view.

      Aqua-colored light radiated up out of the water at the tip of the bow. Chloe walked over and rejoined Bram, who still stood watch. She looked down into the water and gasped. Tiny bright-blue bioluminescent creatures were bow riding the waves, inches in front of the ship’s hull, just like a pod of dolphins were known to do. Water sprites! Chloe thought. They were magnificent. Jumping and spinning up out of the water, they were as graceful as tiny jellyfish with the speed of hummingbirds. It was such a fanciful and whimsical sight after the horrors observed on Seattle’s streets.

      “It’s so beautiful,” she said in breathless awe, drying the tear running down her cheek, partly called forth by the salt and wind. She was overcome with the simple joy of the experience. “They’re so beautiful; I mean.”

      Bram smiled at her. “Water sprites, as you might have guessed. And over there…” He pointed at a rock jutting out of the water closer to shore. “That’s a selkie. Best not get too close to the edge near that one, though.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful not to shed any tears into the water and call to him.”

      “You do know your fae lore.” Bram seemed impressed. “He’s probably been drawn closer to the surface, along with the water sprites and mermaids, curious about the scorch.”

      In the sky’s dim amber glow, Chloe could barely make out the details of the elusive creature, but she still had to try. She’d undoubtedly never see one again. The selkie’s long brown hair was braided, adorned by tiny shells and pearls. She wondered if he had decorated his hair himself and just how many selkies there were in the world. The seal-like fae must have been startled by the magically-propelled ferry. He dove underneath the water without even a splash, his slick brown fin disappearing into the depths.

      “Mmm,” Chloe agreed. “He was quite handsome, though,” she teased.

      “Was he now?”

      “Are they all Dark?” she wondered out loud. “Sorry, that was stupid.”

      “Still on that, are you? Light and Dark have coexisted in peace in the faerie realm for millennia. It’s the Seelie and Unseelie royals that cause most of the conflict and chaos.”

      “I think all the faerie tales and folklore from my childhood still have me thinking that the fae are either one or the other, good or evil, light-versus-dark kind of thing. I need to stop doing that, huh?”

      Bram chuckled. “A little bit, yeah. Sometimes, evil lurks in the light, like Avery blinding victims with her brilliance.”

      Chloe shuddered suddenly and sucked in her breath. The water sprites vanished as the ship rounded the last bend and the sky turned into a bright-orange inferno of smoke and flames low on the horizon. “Bram?”

      “I see it.” Bram sounded both angry and worried. He waved up to Laszlo, who was already slowing the engines.

      “What is it?”

      “The military base.” He looked at Chloe, then. “How far is Hadley’s from the Naval Base Kitsap and the dock?”

      “Pretty far. Hadley’s is northeast of them.”

      “Good. That’s good” Bram looked like he was doing mental calculations. “The base was strategically targeted. Probably, one of the first things they hit and are more than likely going to keep hitting. They’ll make sure everything from the Base all the way to the shipyard is destroyed.”

      “Why?” Chloe asked.

      “It’s one of the largest naval bases in the US, the navy’s largest fuel depot, one of two strategic nuclear weapons facilities, and an operational base for nuclear subs and surface ships. Cripple your opponent’s strongholds and weapon caches while you hold the element of surprise.”

      “How do you know all of this?”

      “It’s what I would’ve done.”

      Chloe felt sick to her stomach, disgusted by it all. The destruction of the naval base was proof of the magnitude and just how far-reaching the royals’ devastating blow had been. Several bodies in military fatigues floated past, along with debris and wreckage from the ships in the fleet. She pictured the scene as it might have happened during the initial attack; dozens of ships sinking, floating bodies everywhere, and scabs dragging said bodies ashore to feast.

      “Why are they doing this?”

      “Because they can.” His answer was chilling.

      “What did humans do to them to deserve all of this? To deserve extinction?!” She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping the scene playing in her mind would stop.

      “Nothing, Chloe. You didn’t do anything. They’ve always believed humans are beneath them, something to step on.” Bram looked at her “And, there’s never been anyone to stop them.”

      Chloe looked up at him, the flames from the fire reflected in her defiant eyes demanding to be acknowledged. “Well, they haven’t met me yet.”
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        * * *

      

      Laszlo docked the Kaleetan and watched as Bram tied off the moor lines down below. With a little tap for luck, he lifted the coin off the helm, and the ferry died instantly. He headed down to the vehicle platform to say goodbye.

      Laszlo tossed the golden coin to Bram, and Chloe gave the old bosun a worried look. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” she asked.

      Laszlo pointed to a row of condos along the coastline they had passed. Those buildings, farther from the naval shipyard and ferry terminal, remained unscathed. There was even faint candlelight coming from dozens of the windows in the buildings. “My wife,” he said with tears in his eyes.

      “Concrete and iron and built along the coast. That’s good.” Bram got on the motorcycle and placed the coin on the gas tank. He started the engine, and Chloe got on the back.

      “We’ll come find you if things get any worse,” she promised.

      “Thank you, Chloe, but you don’t need an old man slowing you down. I feel like I’ve been given a second chance to be with my wife. And if things get worse, come to an end, I’m likely to soon follow.” Laszlo nodded towards his home. “She’s my world, and if it’s about to end, I’d rather spend my last moments with her.”

      “Stay on the shore until you get there. And away from the base.” Bram nodded his reassurance. “You’ll make it.”

      Chloe looked worried sick, poking Bram in the ribs in response to his nonchalant attitude concerning the treacherous hike Laszlo was about to set out on.

      Laszlo nodded back as Bram revved the motorcycle’s engine.

      “Take care of yourself, Laszlo,” Chloe said. She and Laszlo waved goodbye to each other, each wondering what the future held for the other.

      As Bram drove off the ship’s ramp, the fragile little thing Chloe looked back one last time.

      “You too, love,” Laszlo whispered. “You too.” He watched for a long time until their silhouettes disappeared into the darkness.

      Once he could no longer see them and the gruff exhaust roar faded, Laszlo swirled his fingers near his ear. Tiny wisps of luminous green smoke appeared. With a flick of his wrist, they traveled back towards Seattle. He looked at his home before buckling over in a coughing fit. Blood-red light and smoke radiated up and out of his back. The eerie glow surrounded him, suffocating him even more. A translucent human form pulled itself out of him and staggered backwards, almost as if his soul had just separated from his body. But the form was female with long red hair, and she was starting to become solid.

      Mary Bradbury straightened and caught her breath. Human possession always made her feel like she was being stuffed into a child’s coffin. Leaving their bodies was even worse. She lost a little piece of her life every time she did so. Chloe had seen the side effects caused by her years of misuse when the girl had looked back at her through the silver veil at the Spree.

      “Was that it?” Laszlo coughed.

      Mary nodded, still weak and winded from the possession. “Go; be with your wife, and do as Bram said.”

      “Stay to the shoreline. I remember.”

      Mary looked up in the sky and managed to raise her hands above her head. She conjured a small rain cloud and let it grow before willing it towards Laszlo’s building. “The rain will give you cover.”

      “I would have died out there.” He pointed out towards the middle of Puget Sound where Mary had found him and the ferry adrift. “How can I ever repay you?”

      She waved off his praise and promise of a debt he felt he owed. “You’ve done your part.” He had been a convenient means to an end.

      As Laszlo sprinted away from the marina hugging the shoreline, a vortex of wind and white light began to appear in the air next to Mary. She prepared herself for a battle of wills.

      Hilgrid stepped through the vortex of wind and light, followed by Mary’s raven, whose long wingspan cut through the portal’s edges just as it began to close. Mary’s familiar flew over and perched on the railing of the ship. They both seemed displeased by her actions.

      Hilgrid sniffed the air. “A human possession? Are you mad, using dark magic so recklessly? You’re going to end up killing yourself. And for what? Him?” The witch paced back and forth across the platform as Mary struggled to remain standing. “And you were a fool to hand over the sword. If the Witch’s Council finds out that we...”

      “There wouldn’t even be a Witch’s Council if it wasn’t for that man, Hilgrid!” Mary interrupted her coven sister’s rant.

      “Man?” Hilgrid harrumphed. “That is too soft a word for what he truly is!”

      “Oh, Hilgrid, when will you learn? You catch more flies with honey than vinegar. Besides, there was no way for them to cross without my help. I owed him at least that much. We owe him!”

      “Still… Now that he has the sword, do you trust him not to turn?”

      Mary looked to her familiar. “Tenebris, be a dear and keep an eye on them, hmm?”

      The raven bowed his majestic head and expanded his wings in compliance.  Mary hobbled over to him and waved her hand over his feathers. Bright white translucent smoke hovered between Mary’s hand and her familiar. Tenebris’ form started to disappear in the magic’s wake. Before the raven became completely invisible, he gave out a loud caw and took off, straight up into the air, tracking the motorcycle.

      Mary rapped her knuckles on the rail for luck and turned to Hilgrid. “We shall see.”
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      Bram raced down the street, dodging abandoned cars and debris as Chloe gave directions from the back of the bike. He told her to get them close to Hadley’s cottage, but not too close. They’d hide the bike and finish the trip on foot as to avoid drawing attention to their true destination.

      Bremerton seemed to be void of the devastating swarms of scabs that had blanketed Seattle. Still, there were a few of the vile creatures. Chloe watched as they slithered into the darkest shadows and crevices as she and Bram sped by. What was more disturbing were the human faces watching through barricaded windows as they rode along. The despair on their faces made Chloe feel like she’d been shot with a barbed arrow deep into her chest; its jagged edges snagging her still-beating heart and ripping it out.

      Chloe tapped Bram on the shoulder and pointed to a mausoleum in the cemetery they were coming upon. Tombs lined both sides of the marble building, and a covered walkway stood between them. The cemetery was close to Hadley’s, and the mausoleum was the perfect place to stow the motorcycle in case they needed it later.  Bram nodded and gunned the bike into the cemetery.

      As soon as they reached the mausoleum, Bram killed the engine. Chloe got off the back, and they pushed the motorcycle into its hiding place.

      “I take it that’s Hadley’s?” he asked, nodding at a light-blue two-story cottage visible through the mausoleum breezeway.

      Chloe squinted her eyes. “Is it warded? I can’t tell anymore.” Since Bram had taken away her glamour, she hadn’t been able to see any runes or secret doorways anymore.

      “Yeah, but I’m still going to fortify them.” Bram looked out the other end of the mausoleum, making sure there were no lurking scabs before they headed to the professor’s hideaway.

      “It’s clear,” he said, waving her forward.

      Chloe thought it was creepy Hadley had lived so close to a cemetery. Now that it was nighttime, and she knew monsters existed, the thought was even creepier. In the darkness, Chloe could see just how massive the fire that had engulfed the naval base was. “Is that why there aren’t as many scabs here as there are in Seattle? They’re all concentrated at the base?” she asked.

      “Mhmm. Most of them.” Bram scanned the darkness and gleaned something that disturbed him. “But unless we want a repeat of Seattle, we need to get inside, now!”
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        * * *

      

      Good God what I wouldn’t give for a translation app! Chloe scratched her head, as if she could will the knowledge to come back to her. This Latin is killing me.

      As soon as she and Bram broke into Hadley’s, they had raced upstairs to where Chloe knew the journal would be. It was there, still in its hiding place, almost as if it had been waiting for them. Chloe had reached blindly into the chimney flue and yanked the journal free. As soon as Bram saw the dozens of scrap pieces of paper hand written in Hadley’s illegible shorthand fall out, he had decided to ward the perimeter of the house instead of scouring through the maddening notes. Chloe didn’t mind, though. She always did her best research and thinking alone, with only a room full of dusty books to keep her company. She had pretty much shooed him out the door and started organizing the bulk of the notes in her own kind of controlled chaos, stopping only to sleep when she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. That had been three days ago. Bram had stayed out of her way, only popping in to make her eat and reassure himself that she was still okay.

      Chloe rearranged a couple of Hadley’s barely-legible notes for the hundredth time. His lackadaisical use of the words cor, corda, and cordibus, interchanging them from note to note, was driving her crazy. All his scraps of paper and open books she’d been researching were strewn all over the floor, the room illuminated by candles she had scattered around Hadley’s office. She had stripped down to her trench coat, wearing it like a comfortable bath robe, and dove into the madness spread out before her. She’d have to sleep again soon, though. Her brain was getting fuzzy. But she pushed on for the moment, knowing it was also when she had her best moments of clarity, when everything else faded away.

      Apocalypsis Equitum. Chloe read the words to herself again, first deciphering them from Hadley’s ill-written shorthand, and then trying to translate them into English. She cursed her brain for forgetting her four years of Latin. Okay, brain, come on. Apocalypse is Latin. I don’t need to translate that, but equitum? That’s, ah, Equitibus? Bus? I don’t think they had public Metro Transit way back when. Equi…equipment? Wait, no. Think of the Olympics. Equestrian. That’s it, rider!

      Chloe froze. She read Hadley’s note with the names of the known royals, Avery, Mortimer, Famke, and Primus. Hadley had written Bram’s name next to the last and circled it with a question mark. Chloe quickly scanned one of the open books, searching for the particular set of ancient descriptions which seemed so familiar to her. Ashen, pale-green in appearance. Mortimer, she deducted. Purest white and the darkest black. Like the down of a bird and a serpent's tongue. Avery and Famke. Her eyes widened as she reluctantly read the last description. Deepest of reds, like the fiery breath of a dragon… Primus, she thought. Bram makes four!

      Chloe couldn’t swallow. Oh god! Her heart started beating so loud and fast; she thought for sure Bram would hear it from downstairs. She wondered how she could have been so blind. All the clues were in front of her, and they were virtually screaming their meaning at her. Avery, Mortimer, Famke, Primus! Equitum translated from Latin meant rider. Yes, she knew that to be true. But it had another meaning, a darker more devastating meaning Chloe couldn’t bring herself to say out loud. Horseman!
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        * * *

      

      “Primus,” Chloe said in a hushed voice from the foot of the stairs. She tried to catch Bram off guard by speaking his true name to see what his honest reaction would be. He either didn’t hear her or was ignoring her goading. He was fae with ungodly strength. She knew he had heard her, and that only made her angrier.

      “War!” she yelled at the back of Bram’s head.

      Bram tugged the book he was reading closed. He slumped his head, seeming to tense at the impending fight. “Shit.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re one of the Four Horsemen of the Fucking Apocalypse?” Chloe clenched the journal in her hand. “You liar!”

      Bram got up and faced her. “You know I can’t lie. I just didn’t...volunteer the extra...information.”

      “Extra information?” She berated. “Being a horseman of the apocalypse is more than just fucking ‘extra information!’ you liar!” She threw the journal at Bram, Primus, War –whatever the hell his name really was. The journal was useless. As far as Chloe could gather, the professor had sent her on a wild goose chase. Their journey together all for nothing.

      Bram caught the journal and placed it on the table. “Would you calm down?!” he yelled back, seeming to be arguing with her as much as he was fighting his inner beast from breaking free.

      “No, I won’t calm down! I can’t trust you!” His betrayal had broken her heart. Preparing to strike again, she picked up the professor’s favorite tale of hobbits and rings from beside his bulky leather reading chair. She was as mad at Professor Hadley as she was with Bram. You died for nothing! There’s nothing we can do! Nothing! Chloe had seen too much in the last few days; too much death, too much brutality…and she couldn’t take any more. Especially something like that. Blurred images of body parts being laid at their feet and corpses floating in the calm waters of Puget Sound flashed in her mind. “Those scabs weren’t paying tribute to Famke because of this.” She grabbed the pendant, wanting to rip it off.

      Bram’s eye grew wide. “Leave that on!”

      “How could I be so stupid? There weren’t scabs hovering around the real Famke waiting to pay her tribute when I saw her at your apartment. It’s because of this!” Chloe tugged at the pendant, but it wouldn’t break. “Fucking magic!” She began pulling it over her head.

      “That pendant is shielding you. You can be as mad at me as you want, but I’m begging you, please, leave it on!”

      Staring at him with venom, she said, “They were dropping those body parts at your feet, not because I looked like Famke, but because they knew you were War! Tell the truth!”

      “It’s all true. Everything,” he admitted.

      “You bastard!” Chloe yelled, but she kept the pendant around her neck. She did, however, throw Professor Hadley’s favorite book at him.

      Bram dodged and let the book hit the wall behind him. A torn piece of paper floated down and landed near the book on the floor. Hadley had handwritten three simple words on it with a question mark. Two parts divided?

      “Who I am, or was, doesn’t change anything. I’m still me. And you know I’m not with them!” Bram spit the last word, like it was deadly poison on his tongue. “I don’t want any part of what they’ve done. You know that! I never lied about that.” He raked his hands back and forth over his buzzed haircut in frustration. “What should I have said? Hi, welcome to Professor Hadley’s class. Don’t mind me; I’m just the fae grading your papers. Or better yet: Sorry about the whole scorching the Earth thing, oh, and by the way, my real name’s War. That’s right, one of those four horsemen from your horror stories, your worst nightmares. Yes, I’m that monster… I’m a monster!”

      The silence that hung between them seemed like an eternity.

      “You could have told me,” Chloe finally said in a deflated tone. She thought about throwing something else, but her heart wasn’t in it anymore. His final admission, whether she had coerced it or not, had been full of regret and shame. The guilt he felt was almost tangible, like a winter wind blowing towards her, chilling the air between them. “Don’t lie to me again.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Or omit ‘extra information,’ or whatever you’re going to justify calling it in any future circumstance or situation. Just, don’t do that to me again.”

      He smiled briefly at her wording –her trying to trap a fae in a pledge –but he seemed to give it willingly. “I promise.”

      Chloe looked down at the professor’s book lying on the ground and felt guilty for throwing it. She looked at the paper again that had fallen from it, thinking it curious. Professor Hadley had been notorious for folding the book’s pages to mark his place, which had always made Chloe cringe. He’d never used bookmarks. She had a brief moment of hope that it could be of importance to their quest and not just a random notation about his favorite book.

      “What’s the opposite of death?”

      “What?” she asked, caught off guard.

      “Come on; you’re a bright human. This should be easy for you. What’s the opposite of death?” He seemed like a man on a mission, now, like the weight of the lie had been lifted, and he was going to reveal everything as if he had nothing to lose.

      “Life. Why? What does that have anything to do with…”

      “Mortimer is Death, but he is also life.” Bram cut her off. “He chooses death and darkness, blindly following his sister Avery’s schemes, all under the name of the Light.”

      “What?”

      “None of us are just one thing, Chloe, none of us. Light and dark, good and evil, we all have demons and better angels fighting within us, even the fae. A fae’s alignment is a deception, our biggest lie since the very beginning. Antiquated bullshit. It’s just another glamour. For some in the Light, like Avery, it’s a façade to hide behind and do evil. And for some in the Dark, it’s a way to justify their demons.”

      “Like Famke,” Chloe surmised.

      “Like me.” Bram’s response was immediate, almost instinctive.

      His words seemed protective in nature, like an older brother defending his… “Oh god, she’s your…”

      “Sister.” Bram’s voice was a whisper as he said it, as if that would make it disappear on the wind and be forgotten. “I lost her to the others long ago.”

      “She defied them, Bram; I heard her.”

      Bram shook his head. “And yet she stands beside them still, destroying your home, scorching your sky.” He looked at Chloe, catching the question that crossed her face. “What better way for Famine to thrive than to destroy the sun’s light?”

      “Your sister did all of this?” Chloe’s heart sank into her stomach.

      “Not all, but yes, she did this.” Bram nodded only once. “We horsemen have two sides within us, opposite, yet, equal halves, which make us whole. It’s our choice which side we give rise to. What side we fight for and what side we fight against. Famke made her choice.” Bram started walking towards Chloe. “And now I’m making mine.”

      Chloe didn’t know what to say. What could she say? She wasn’t afraid as he came near, either. Even with everything she’d learned, she knew who the real Bram truly was regardless of his name, and deep down, she still trusted him.

      “Tell me,” he whispered. He was right in front of her. “What’s the opposite of war?” Bram seemed defeated, as if he’d been fighting an internal battle that had been raging inside of him for a very long time. He was the strongest, most powerful being Chloe had ever met, yet, here he was in front of her, a feeble mortal, and he was the one who was vulnerable, defenseless, and exposed.

      “Harmony, peace…love.”

      At her last response, Bram fell to his knees in front of her as if he were begging her for forgiveness. “How do I explain something I’ve been running from my entire existence?” He clung to Chloe’s calves below her knees. “But you’re right; I should have told you.” He bowed his head. “It’s true. I am War. It’s what I am, but it’s not who I am. I am both of my two halves, Chloe. But I have a choice of which of them I follow. And I choose love.”

      Chloe dropped to her knees, cupped Bram’s cheeks, and made him look at her. His eyes lifted and searched hers. They were strong, sad eyes that had seen more of life than Chloe could ever imagine. Horrors, heroism squashed, and widespread hatred. War was a foe mankind had never conquered, but she didn’t care. Bram said all the horsemen had a choice, and so too did mortal men. War was only a whisper in the ears of men, they were the ones who chose to act. In those same sad eyes burned a love for humanity like Chloe had never seen. A shimmer of hope, possibly the hope that she could see all for which he felt penitent.

      Chloe kissed him then, just a chaste sweep across his skin. His lips were full and soft, but there was an underlying power to them, just like the man himself.

      Bram grabbed her hands, still cupping his face, and reluctantly pulled away to look at her. “Chloe, I’ve done…” He shook his head.

      She cut him off. “Shhh. No more talking.” Chloe didn’t want to think about what was right or wrong anymore, and she didn’t want to know what evil he had done in his long life, not then. At that moment, she just wanted to feel alive, to feel like there was something on the other side of tomorrow, something worth fighting for. “You’re still Bram. You’ll always be Bram to me.” Her hands trailed down to his chest. His breathing deepened, and his double heartbeat quickened under her touch.

      Bram leaned in and kissed her hard, his tongue seeking hers and finding it, curling and darting; he searched, and she answered. The beast within him growled its pleasure as his entire body rumbled. He was all male, animalistic, his sexual desire palpable. She could taste it on her tongue like the sweetest nectar of honeysuckle growing wild and free in the countryside. She couldn’t deny his inner beast was terrifying, and, yet, who he was as a whole was unbelievably magnetic. She was drawn to him, all of him.

      Chloe’s body ached for more physical contact, and the heat rising between her legs was unbearable. Bram must have sensed her arousal. His response was feral and possessive which only turned Chloe on more. With unbelievable strength, he gathered her into his lap, stood, and maneuvered them to the couch.

      As he sat down he pulled Chloe to him. She straddled his thighs, making his beast moan with pleasure even louder. The ground beneath them seemed to rattle under his power. Bram trailed kisses up her neck and found her mouth while his hands went to her trench coat belt and tugged without opening it. Her body purred in response. She wanted to feel his skin against hers, and his strong hands as they explored her body. But he pulled away then, as if wishing to make sure that was what she wanted, that he was what she wanted.

      Without a second thought, Chloe reached out and started lifting Bram’s shirt over his head. He obliged by raising his hands and throwing his shirt to the ground. Her hands went to his chest, touching his chiseled muscles and caressing his heated skin with her fingertips. As he watched her, his hands moved to her outer thighs and squeezed, seeming to take care and use only a human’s strength. She smiled at his restraint. Being the one in control and setting the pace was like an aphrodisiac to Chloe. She untied her coat, exposing her bare breasts. Chloe couldn’t help herself as she licked her lips, savoring the sweet honeysuckle that lingered in the air.

      Bram watched her mouth and shuddered, grabbing her thighs near her ass and grinding her into him.

      "These. Off," she demanded, tugging the waist of his pants.

      He unzipped them and pulled them down while Chloe straddled him.

      She grabbed him then, and he gasped as she centered herself above him. They both moaned as she slid herself down the length of him.

      Bram's fingers reached between her folds. "Show me," he whispered against her mouth.

      Chloe kissed him. Her tongue danced out and demonstrated how she wanted to be touched. His fingers mirrored the movements of her tongue, tugging, teasing, and pulling all at the same tempo. It was glorious and maddening. Chloe arched her back at an almost inhuman angle and trembled. Bram's hand cupped her breast, tugging and teasing her nipple, not letting her fall backwards to the ground as she came. His other hand grabbed her ass, holding her in place, grinding himself deeper into her. With several long hard thrusts, he followed her over the edge of euphoria.

      Chloe and Bram held each other's’ gaze, neither wanting the moment to end as their breathing slowed in unison. They didn’t need words to fill the silence. The void of sound only seemed to strengthen the bond between them, as if nothing else in the universe existed.

      The sweat on Chloe’s skin began to cool as unfortunate sounds and smells from outside began to assault her again. It was a chilling reminder of what awaited them on the other side of their purely blissful encounter. Chloe bent forward and clung to Bram’s neck, hugging him tight.

      Bram covered them in her coat as they embraced. She focused on just their breathing and tried to tune out the rest of the decaying and rotting world outside. Bram squeezed her even tighter, as if he sensed what she needed, and never intended to let go.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe woke, and for the first time in days, she felt at peace, if only for a moment. Not wanting the moment to end, she refused to open her eyes and savored the feeling instead. She could feel the reassuring warmth coming off Bram and heard him breathing beside her. The moment was so serene; she could almost imagine the sun shining in, filling the room with a warm glow and birds chirping outside. Almost. Reluctantly, she opened her eyes and looked up at Bram, dimly lit by the candle burning in the corner. The dark sky outside still had its eerie amber glow. At least that let her know it was daytime. Bram was propped up against a pillow staring down at her, greeting her with a soft smile and an unexpected tear which fell onto his cheek.

      “Good morning,” he whispered. “I’ve seen many beautiful things in my life, but they all pale in comparison to you. Seeing you wake up so peacefully in the midst of such devastation. Humans are resilient creatures, and they never cease to amaze me. You’re amazing, and you’re beautiful, Chloe.” The tear glistened in the candle’s light.

      Chloe sat up and wiped it away, replacing it with a kiss. He shuddered in reaction, and his breath left him, like an infinite weight had been lifted from him with her pure gesture of kindness and love.

      Just then, a thunderous boom echoed forth. It seemed to have emanated from between them, radiating out into the room and dissipating just as quickly. She couldn’t explain it, but it felt like something in the universe had shifted.
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            Dead Men Do Tell Tales

          

        

      

    

    
      “What was that?” Chloe asked. Confused but not alarmed, she wiped his wet cheek as they looked at each other.

      “Corda aeternum.” His voice was raspy, but he still seemed content.

      Chloe instinctively reached out and touched Bram’s chest, but that time, she could only feel one distinctive heartbeat. The echo of the second heartbeat was gone.

      Bram looked down at the pendant clinging to Chloe’s skin and smiled. “The heart-stone, it belongs to you now.” He leaned in, his single pulse thrumming louder and faster in anticipation of their kiss.

      Chloe’s eyes started to close. She felt his heartbeat quicken even more under her fingertips. But the faint pulse resonating inside the heart-stone remained slow and steady –it too reduced to only a single heartbeat.

      She bolted upright suddenly. “Wait, what did you just say?” She felt like she was going to go into shock from the revelation. “Corda aeternum, not cor aeternum? You said ‘hearts eternal,’ plural, but then you said ‘heart-stone,’ singular? Holy shit!” She untangled herself from Bram’s embrace and got dressed, not waiting for him to answer. “It didn’t say two parts divided; it said two hearts divided. Holy shit!”

      “What did?” Bram asked, following her lead and quickly getting dressed.

      “Hadley’s note! It fell out of his favorite book when it hit the wall. I couldn’t decipher his shorthand from across the room last night. And in his notes upstairs, he kept interchanging the singular and plural Latin meanings for heart. It was driving me crazy. I thought it was just a mistake, but it wasn’t!”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I think I just figured out how to end the scorch!”

      “Holy shit!” he said, sharing in her jubilation.

      Suddenly, they were jolted from their joy by a cry for help. It had come from outside. “Help!” came the man’s plea again.

      Chloe and Bram rushed to the window and searched the shrouded cemetery. It was morning, barely, and the darkness caused by the scorch made it nearly impossible for Chloe to see anything with her human eyes. “Please, don’t say we can’t save them all,” she pleaded.

      “It’s Laszlo; come on!” Bram ripped nails and boards barricading the front door away and rushed outside.

      Chloe’s heart swelled with pride. She smiled and followed, hot on his heels. As they entered the cemetery, she pulled the sword from its holster and made quick work of two scabs before the sword even had time to catch fire, Bram constantly looking back to check on her. His eyes had a glow of pride to them.

      “Laszlo!” she called, holding up the sword like a beacon for her friend to find.

      Laszlo ran towards Chloe with an injured man in tow as they both tried to fend off the pack of scabs surrounding them. Bram rushed the pack and cleared a path for the men. Chloe watched Bram in awe. He was in his element, and Chloe had to admit it was magnificent, almost elegant, to watch.

      “What are you doing out here?” she quizzed Laszlo as her blade turned one of the last scabs to cinders.

      “Tryin’ to give Sam’s wife a proper burial. Sam, are you…” Laszlo had to catch his breath.

      “I’m alright, just twisted my ankle climbing out of the hole. I’m so sorry, Laszlo. This is all my fault. I could’ve gotten you killed. I just… I couldn’t bear to see her like that any...” Sam’s voice trailed off as he grieved in breathless silence.

      “How did you get here?” Chloe asked.

      “Navy girls and boys’ve been patrolling Bremerton on foot, what’s left of them anyway, trying to drive out these things. They’ve been gathering people as they go, pooling skills and resources, asking for volunteers for essential jobs and the like. There’s even talk of starting a field of crops with the hopes of harnessing the sun’s light in some way from what I keep hearing.” Laszlo had to take another heavy breath. “Anyway, they were gonna circle round the cemetery doing reconnaissance, giving us time to lay Karen to rest, but I guess these ones got through.”

      “We’re, we’re fighting back?” Chloe couldn’t believe it. Her heart swelled again with hope and pride.

      Laszlo nodded. “Yep.”

      “And your wife, is she…” Chloe was almost afraid to ask.

      “She’s good; she’s good. Stayed behind to help Sam’s son with his kids.”

      Chloe couldn’t put her finger on it, but Laszlo seemed different somehow. He wasn’t the confident bosun she’d met on the ship. Her suspicions were almost confirmed when Bram walked up and put a friendly hand on the man’s shoulder. He would barely go near Laszlo on the ferry.

      “You two alright?” Bram asked.

      “Guess my guardian angel is still looking out for me,” Laszlo stated.

      “Guess so,” Bram agreed.

      Chloe smiled at Bram. “What happened to Mr. Help-one-or-save-them-all?”

      “You showed him another way. A better way.” He smiled back at her before turning his attention to the opposite end of the cemetery.

      A large group of humans had entered the cemetery and were walking towards them. There were civilians; men, women, and children, mixed in with men and women wearing military fatigues. Some were holding guns and makeshift weapons, and others were holding bodies. A mixture of emotions hit Chloe all at once. Pride in her fellow man, sadness for their losses, and a love for Bram, no matter who or what he used to be.

      A bird’s loud caw drew Chloe’s attention up into the amber sky right before a sudden loud boom rumbled through the ground under their feet. Seconds later, she saw the orange glow of the explosion as it erupted up into the air. “Shit!” She yelled out. It had originated right where the ferry was docked. Chloe’s heart sank into her stomach.

      Bram started laughing. It was an unconstrained, deep-in-the-belly laugh that would have been contagious if it weren’t for the fact that the ferry had just been blown up.

      “What is so funny? Unless you saw something else even remotely seaworthy, we are pretty much stuck here now!” Chloe shouted as a bird cawed above them again. What the hell is that? she wondered. Come to think of it, she hadn’t heard bird calls of any kind since the scorch had begun. No, that wasn’t quite right. There had been one time she could recall hearing birds chirping happily. The Spree!

      Bram looked into the sky and shook his head in disbelief.

      “Bram, did you hear me? How are we going to stop the scorch? We just lost our ride.”

      He gave her a sly wink. “We’ve got a ride.” Bram looked back up into the sky and whistled, calling out, “Tenebris, is that you, old friend? Reveal yourself. We need you.”

      Tenebris cawed again, but Chloe still couldn’t see anything.

      Dust and wind began to swirl behind them as what Chloe could only guess to be the invisible raven landed. As he shook his feathers, his form slowly appeared as if it were melting back into existence. He gave Bram one more loud caw for good measure.

      Several of the naval officers in the approaching group stopped, taking aim at the massive raven with their weapons drawn.

      “He’s with us!” Bram’s booming voice lashed out at the group. His drill-sergeant tone had even startled Chloe. There was a fierceness to it she’d never heard before. In three simple words, he had demanded the group’s obedience. They complied. They had even started walking casually towards them, once again. Bram turned back to Chloe, confident that, for the time being, they were safe from attacks on any front, human or fae. He smiled at her and pulled the human element from his glamour, exposing his armor-tipped ears. “I’m done hiding.”

      Tenebris purred his approval. Runes that seemed to be carved in intricate patterns under the giant raven’s feathers began to glow a deep, dark red. Chloe hadn’t noticed them when she’d first seen Tenebris in Mary’s shop.

      “What do you say?” Bram asked, flashing her with his same warm smile he always saved for her. “Today, we help friends bury their loved ones? Tomorrow, we take the battle to them.” He spat the last word and nodded towards the burning ferry.

      “No,” she stated coolly.

      Bram gave her a momentary look of confusion.

      “We’re not going to just take the battle to them,” she said.

      Just then, Bram gave her a sinister smirk, reminiscent of the smile she had given him at the start of their journey. It was almost as if he anticipated what she was about to say next and realized that, maybe, she even accepted him for what he truly was.

      “No,” she stated again, giving him the same devious smile. “Tomorrow...we’re bringing War!”
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        Don’t believe what you can see.

      

      

      

      Fae are disappearing at an alarming rate and Rori MacNair must find out why before civil war ignites between the Seelie and Unseelie queens. When she wakes up alone in a strange forest, she must rely solely on her wits to prevail against the dark forces rising against her people.

      

      Assassins are taught to trust none but themselves, but Rori rarely plays by the rules. Dare she trust the mysterious stranger Therron when illusions cloud reality and nothing is as it seems? Her life, and those of Faerie might depend upon it.

      

      Therron Mistwalker is hiding a secret. Having forsaken his kingdom, he lives as a thief among the fae, but when Rori enters his life he fears his days of anonymity are at an end. It’s a day he’s been dreading since he was born.

      

      Relations between Faerie and the human realm are about to turn from respectful to hostile, and it’s up to Rori and Therron to find the enchantress responsible. . . if they can get over their differences long enough to do so.
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      Death crept through the forest.

      From branch to branch, through dirt and root, across leaves, a hallowed pall clung. Rori lay on her back, listening, but heard nothing. No twittering of birds, no crunching of leaves, no breaking of twigs, nor howling of wolves. All around her was a still hush that left her vulnerable and exposed, despite being surrounded by thick timbers and sprawling vegetation.

      Above her, branches heavy with verdant foliage spread from one side of her vision to the other, choking the light and leaving her in near darkness. Whether night or day, she couldn’t tell. She dug her fingers into the soil, flinching at the strangeness of its texture. This was no forest she knew. And Rori MacNair knew every forest in Faerie.

      She rolled to her side and the woods shifted in terrifying dizziness. The churning of her stomach matched the swirl of confused thoughts that bounced through her mind. What the ever-lovin’ sharksniffers was wrong with her? Gingerly, Rori rested her head in the crook of her arm. From that angle, trunks and ferns filled her sight. Just beyond, a gravel path led between two massive trees. Warmth emanated from the sandy soil and she sniffed the ground. Dust, rock, dirt. Something was missing. She inhaled deep and closed her eyes. An acridness lay just beneath the surface. Her nostrils burned with the scent. Nothing about this place was right. Beyond the plants, there was no life.

      Except her. Unless, of course, she was dead and this was her own special kind of hell.

      With a grunt and a fresh wave of nausea, she scrambled to all fours and stretched her back. Every muscle and sinew of her body ached. What exactly had she done last night? She pushed to rest on her heels and surveyed her surroundings.

      More saplings, more of the silty gravel, more ferns. In the distance, she saw taller shrubs, but here, in this little patch of dust, was only Rori. She cocked her head and concentrated. Blood rushed through her veins, her heart beat too fast, and her breathing came in labored drags.

      “Hello?” she called out. The word floated on stale air. She flicked a lock of cobalt hair from her face and stood, hating the effort it took for such a simple task. Slowly, she stretched her arms above her head and leaned first left, then right, wincing at the pinch in her abs. Her body reacted to movement as if it had been beaten. Aside from a few scratches, Rori found no obvious injuries—nothing to give her a clue as to where she was and why she was alone. Her fingers brushed past the dagger secured to her left thigh and relief swept over her. A second dagger hugged her right hip. Tucked into the inner pocket of her jacket were her phone, some human cash, and two fake IDs.

      If robbery wasn’t the motive, then what? Question upon question zipped through her thoughts. She shrugged against the leather jacket, jostling it to a more comfortable fit. Pain ricocheted from forehead to toe with the effort. Rori swayed where she stood, swallowing the sickness that crept up her throat. Several swearwords, the ones Cian didn’t approve of, hissed from between clenched teeth. There was a lot Rori did that Cian didn’t approve of—like rhyming his name with “pee-in” for starters. Or elongating the name to Keeeee-innnn. Gods, but she was an annoying little sister.  How many times had he asked her not to be such a pest? About as many times as he’d begged her not to follow him into the Academy.

      “Fuck Cian,” she said aloud with a defiant lift of her chin. The tiniest fraction of guilt cut through her impertinence. It wasn’t her brother Cian she was angry with. That honor went to herself and no one else. Somehow, she’d gotten herself lost. Somewhere. A ripple of anxiety swept across her chest to settle just behind her belly button.

      This forest might not be in Faerie. For all she knew, she could be in the human realm—or anywhere, really. She tugged the phone from her pocket and held it close. Battery low, signal nonexistent. If she was in the human realm, it was somewhere far from a cell tower.

      Wherever she was, she needed to get out of this unnatural, godforsaken place. If she survived, she vowed to never tease Cian again. At least, not more than once a day.

      She took a tentative step and another, moving with care and caution. The hard soles of her boots crunched against gravel with each foot she set upon the ground. A year ago, she would’ve changed from human clothes to more appropriate faerie garb, but she’d soon realized there wasn’t much point. Besides her mum, who always scowled at what Rori wore, except for those few occasions when Queen Eirlys demanded Rori wear a dress at court, no one cared. As long as the veil between Faerie and the human realm stayed intact, a blue haired girl wearing black jeans, T-shirt, and boots wasn’t remarked upon. Besides, she never knew when she’d be called to the human realm and she liked to be prepared. It wasn’t as if she were one of those flouncy courtiers who batted their eyelashes at some poor fool to gain his favor.

      Rori snorted at the thought and immediately regretted the movement. Even breathing hurt in this wretched place. The only way out was to keep moving forward. With each step she took, Rori retraced her evening for clues to how she’d ended up here. The last she could recall, she’d been at the Shoogly Dragon. Tug was there, as were his merry men, and Sal, too. She’d played darts with some trolls—who soundly walloped her even though she was considered the best dart player in the area. Who knew trolls had that kind of control and dexterity? Not her, that’s for damn sure.

      A soft breeze lifted the hair at her neck, bringing a chill to her sensitive skin. Every nerve ending danced with possibility. If she could find the source of air, she could find a way out—then she could get back home. She turned in a circle, noting three separate paths she could take. No single one looked more inviting than the others, nor could she ascertain which direction the breeze had come from. Without giving herself time to doubt, she headed for the path in front of her.

      Step after step, her strength returned, but the throbbing in her head continued. She licked the underside of her wrist and sniffed. No lingering odor indicated poison. A bit of bad breath, maybe, but at least no one had tried to kill her. At least, if they’d tried, they failed.

      Who would want her dead? Names and faces floated in her mind. Plenty of people had a grudge against her—it came with the job. Officially, she was employed by the Fifth Circle, a public organization tasked with keeping the peace between Faerie and the other realms. The position allowed her freedom to pass from Faerie to anywhere else without question. Unofficially, Rori worked for Queen Eirlys as a spy and assassin.

      Upon reflection, she’d probably made more than one enemy in her two years working for the Seelie queen.

      “Flippinshitgibbon.” Rori stood at a Y in the path, unsure which way to turn. She glanced behind her, but she could only see a few yards before foliage blocked her view. For all she knew, she could be walking in a giant circle. With a quick flick, she snapped the dagger from her thigh and held it up to the nearest tree. She carved a tiny X into the bark, just large enough to see it, but without harming the tree more than necessary.

      Mentally flipping a coin, she headed to the left, marking every third tree she came upon. Minutes turned to hours, and with each one, Rori’s sense of dread grew from a nagging thought to a fully formed beast hovering just to the edge of her consciousness. In all the time she roamed the forest, she’d not heard or seen a single other creature. The emptiness of the woods, the utter aloneness of it, combined with exhaustion and hunger, played tricks on her mind. Thoughts of despair—of giving up and curling into a ball to sleep—bombarded her senses. The more she walked, the stronger the desire to stop became.

      With each step, she fought against the pull to quit. With each tree marking, she struggled to keep her focus. When her stomach loudly protested its empty state, she called a truce with the nagging thoughts, at least long enough to search nearby for something edible. Even this was fraught with subtle messages—she didn’t need food, she needed to sleep—the more she thought of food, the more powerful the desire to rest became.

      Food.

      Sleep.

      Food. She shoved the thought in front of everything else drifting through her mind. Not sleep. Food. The pull lessened, but there was definite pushback happening with her psyche. The mental gymnastics she had to endure intrigued her to the point she almost crouched to sit, not to rest, just to sort through what was happening in her head.

      “Ha!” Rori cackled out loud, shaking out her legs and straightening her spine. “Thought you could fool me, did you?” Whatever this odd force was, it had nearly won by tricking her into resting. Something did not like her moving or having her own free will. She set her shoulders and held her chin aloft while she scanned the area for food.

      Red berries dangled from a tree, tempting in their plumpness. She tentatively sampled one, shaking her head at the chalky bitterness that stung her tongue. This was no berry she recognized.

      Immune to one hundred thirty-seven poisons, not much could kill her. Still, she didn’t fancy testing the odds of finding number one hundred thirty-eight. Hunger or no, she hesitated to subject her body to possible ills from this wicked place. She swept past the berries to a patch of clover growing near a rock. At least clover wouldn’t harm her. It might give her a headache if she ate too much, but a few leaves at a time were beneficial. She pinched several stalks to munch now and put a handful in her pocket for later. Only the gods knew when she’d find more.

      Just to be safe, Rori filled both pockets before she stood on wobbly legs. She leaned forward, bracing herself on a tree. This wasn’t hunger—this was muscle fatigue, but she hadn’t been fighting or running. She’d been walking for ages, yes, but this was full body exhaustion. As if she’d been sick for a week. With too much effort, she pushed away from the trunk and stumbled down the path. A few feet on, she stepped around a circle of tall mushrooms, being careful not to disturb the faerie sleeping within.

      Wait, a faerie? Here?

      The first living creature she finds in the forest, and it was another faerie? But it was tiny, no bigger than her thumb. Being fae herself, and the size of an average human, she’d never met another faerie so small. She gazed up at the trees as if they could give her answers. This might be a trap. To her reasoning, everything in the forest was some kind of bizarre version of reality. The sleeping fae might be an enchantment, one meant to lure her into compassion, only to destroy her.

      The best thing to do was leave the fae sleeping in the mushroom circle. Keep walking and forget she ever saw the stupid thing. It was most likely an illusion. Definitely a trap. Even the mushrooms looked shady. This forest wanted her dead.

      “I am Rori MacNair,” she said aloud. “I am descended from mages, daughter to one of the greatest spies and the fiercest warrior ever to protect the Seelie throne. I am not afraid of you, nor will you defeat me this day. I will not die here.” She shouted the words to the treetops, her body shaking with righteous indignation.

      From far away, the sound of laughter could be heard, but there was no joy or mirth, only mocking.
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      Rori glared into the distance. Adrenaline-fueled rage lifted her lagging spirits. Whatever this hell was, she would prevail. She took ten steps down the path before she let out a loud groan and turned back to the sleeping faerie. Compassion would someday get her killed. She could only hope that day wasn’t today.

      She bent low and examined the tiny thing. From the clothing, she guessed the fae to be female. It didn’t move when gently nudged. Her skin coloring was a pale chestnut. Life still flowed through the fae’s veins, yet she stayed curled in a tight ball. Gossamer wings covered her like a protective embrace. For a faerie to reveal her wings meant this one was either royalty, or close to death and had lost control of her magic. Rori gently scooped the wee one onto her palm. The poor thing didn’t even flinch at the movement. Never had she known a faerie to sleep this deep.

      Unless she’d been drugged.

      And whoever drugged the sleeping fae must’ve drugged Rori, too. That would explain her physical aches, and why she couldn’t remember how she ended up in the forest. But why? And why leave them in the woods? A slew of fresh questions raced through her thoughts, but still no answers came. Who had drugged them? And what drug did they use? The “who” part of the question bothered her the most. What did they have to gain?

      There was one question Rori refused to let herself ask. The answer might’ve destroyed her. Yet it lingered in the back of her mind, taunting.

      She ignored the taunt and snuggled the fae into an inner breast pocket of her jacket. Hopefully the sound of her heartbeat would give the lass some comfort.

      What the hell was going on? The questions continued to swirl around and around her mind. Nothing about this forest made sense. Had there been faeries at the pub? She scrubbed a hand over her face, trying to recall. Yes, two. Or three—she couldn’t be certain. Again, she retraced her steps of the previous night, from the dart playing to singing a rousing rendition of “Give Yer Goats to Mam for Milking”—always a crowd pleaser—and then what? After that, everything became fuzzy.

      Her stomach gave a vicious pinch, reminding her she was still hungry. The mushrooms wobbled when she prodded them with her boot. They looked edible, but skepticism won out and she left the fungi alone for the time being. If she became desperate, she’d make her way back to the spot, but secretly she hoped she’d be out of the forest before that happened. Even when non-poisonous and cooked properly, she hated the taste. Gods, but she wished Cian were there to advise her. Not that she’d ever admit it.

      What would Cian do if he were here? Her brother had always been the cleverer of the pair. From a young age, he showed promise in everything he did—something Rori publicly scoffed at, but secretly envied. Ever since she could remember, she’d worshipped Cian like a devotee their goddess. When their dad disappeared, Cian took it hard, but flawlessly filled the void their dad left. Rori had been eight at the time, and Cian sixteen. Not quite a man but forced by circumstance to act like one.

      Where the hell was Cian, anyway? Rori moved through the forest, chewing one clover leaf at a time and marking every third tree she passed. The last she’d heard, Cian had been sent to the Unseelie court. Not an outrageous assignment. Eirlys was trying to maintain peace with Queen Midna, after all. But why Cian? He was a spy and assassin, too. Surely Eirlys wasn’t thinking of murdering the Unseelie queen?

      If ever there was a man who could take out a public figure like Midna, it was Cian.

      Rori stopped so suddenly, her boots skidded on the dirt. What if Cian was involved in a plot to kill Midna and she’d gotten caught up in it somehow?

      She scanned the trees with renewed interest. This could be one of the forsaken forests in the Unseelie kingdom. Even those Rori knew better than to trespass. Filled with dark creatures and witches who practiced ancient, some would even say forbidden magic, Rori had heard tales of snakes that ate their victims whole. Reptiles so large they could break tree branches with their weight. An involuntary shudder tightened her shoulders. Rats and snakes and horrible beasties could stay far away from her. Although, at the moment, she wouldn’t mind seeing one living forest creature. Just something to let her know this wasn’t an eternally damned place.

      If this was a forbidden forest and she were captured, Queen Midna might hold her for ransom—which wouldn’t be paid because she wasn’t of noble blood and Queen Eirlys would deny any knowledge of Rori—or she might be forced into service for the Unseelie queen. A strange jag, not of pain, but something not entirely terrible, ran the length of her. She’d heard tales of the sordid acts Midna made her slaves perform on one another. A second jag, this one tinged with nervous desire, surprised Rori.

      To be captured and become one of Midna’s sex slaves—she stopped the thought before it bloomed into full-fledged treason. She was a subject of the Seelie court. She was Rori MacNair, assassin and spy to Queen Eirlys. Her loyalty was now and forevermore pledged to protecting the Light. The Dark court, with its promiscuous queen, was better left to men like Cian, who had more experience. With women, with court politics, with life in general. As much as she loved her brother and was quite possibly a little jealous of his achievements, she didn’t envy him an assignment at the Unseelie court.

      A third jag, this one full of dread. Every nerve went on high alert. Not wanting to call attention to herself, Rori opened her magic a fraction. If she were attacked, she wanted to be prepared, but she also knew showing too much magic was like setting a beacon above the treetops. The last thing she needed was a scyver to pick up her scent. If she was in Faerie, she didn’t have to worry about the vampiric magic hunters, but if she was in the human realm, they were a very real possibility.

      Gods, but it felt good to let her magic free, if even just this small amount. Magic was forbidden in the human realm and Rori rarely used it in Faerie. Why would she? A good blade was just as effective as a spell. Still, she kept tight control of how much she allowed to open. It had been fifteen years since that terrible day when she’d lost control of her magic and she’d vowed then to never let herself be seduced by its seeming limitless power again.

      Her lagging energy slaked away as her magic encircled her like a lover’s embrace. She tilted her head back and stared up at the leaves. What if she did send a beacon to the sky? Who would see it? Even if the Unseelie queen captured her, and forced her to become a sex slave, surely that was better than being trapped in these endless damned woods.

      “Stop it, Aurora. You’re talking nonsense.” Rori spoke in her best Cian voice, and tried to sound as authoritative as her big brother.

      “You’re right, as usual.” Under her breath, she added, “Bastard,” then laughed at the ridiculousness of having a conversation with herself as her brother. “I’m losing it.” She peeked inside her pocket at the sleeping fae. “I’ll get us out of here before I go completely mad.”

      The faerie didn’t move, but Rori could’ve sworn she saw the slightest flutter of a wing.

      Purpose renewed, she strode along the trail, marking trees as she went, and making mental notes of the minuscule changes in the forest. Here, some trees were thick-trunked and covered in ivy; over there, some had ferns growing from the valleys between branches; farther along, tall, slender trunks in muted greys stretched above the leafy canopy. This was absolutely no forest Rori knew. And she began to suspect it wasn’t in the Unseelie kingdom, either.

      Her heart rammed into her throat. It could be in the elven kingdom. If so, then she was dead. The elves kept to themselves, not interfering in fae business and vice versa. King Thane didn’t tolerate fae being in his lands. His punishments were more in line with Queen Eirlys’, except Rori didn’t think Thane had a dungeon. She imagined he would tie a trespasser to a tree and leave them for dead. Fae-elven distrust went back centuries, with no one recalling now what started it or why it continued. And if somehow she’d stumbled into Thane’s enchanted forest…

      Panic joined her burgeoning dread and she fought them both with each step forward. The more her anxiety rose, the harder breathing became. The air thickened with her increased pulls of oxygen. She paused and forced herself to think of happier times. When she was young and Cian would chase her around their garden, pretending to be an ogre. Or when she first entered the Academy and the pride she saw on her mum’s face.

      Her breathing slowed and the air thinned.

      Curious.

      Rori continued on, being mindful of her breathing. When her thoughts careened toward despair, the air became thick and she’d repeat the process, thinking happy thoughts until she calmed. This deep into the forest, she couldn’t afford to waste energy or oxygen. Pacing herself, she came to yet another fork in the road and chose right this time instead of left. The trees clumped closer the farther along the path she traveled, until her shoulders brushed the trunks on either side. A slim line of gravel led through the moss growing at the tree bases. She trudged on, sometimes sidling between two onerous trunks until absolute darkness made continuing difficult. Even with her enhanced fae sight, she couldn’t make out what was beyond her outstretched hand.

      Snickertits. Rori pressed a palm to her forehead and stomped a circle twice before she bent over, hands on her thighs, and considered her choices. Go back the way she came and take the left path, or carry on into the darkness and hope for the best. The smart move would be to retrace her steps, but Rori wasn’t known for making the smartest choices. Which was why Queen Eirlys chose her to become a spy. Her targets never saw her coming, and if they did, they wouldn’t know what to expect from Rori. At least, that’s what she told herself. More likely, her erratic behavior annoyed the queen beyond measure. But it was more fun to think Eirlys appreciated her quirkiness.

      She stood to her full height and set her shoulders. The forest would not win this day. She took out her phone and prayed there was enough battery life to get her through this patch. The light illuminating from the flashlight app wasn’t much, but at least it cast a small circle through the inky blackness. Mobile in one hand, dagger in the other, she lunged forward with the determination of a general marching to war.

      A dozen steps in, the sound of her boots crunching against gravel stopped. Even the sound of her breathing vanished and she was left in a soundless vacuum. The light flickered out, her mobile battery dead. Her pulse fluttered a moment as indecision racked her thoughts. Waves of nausea rode over her, with not-so-subtle messages to turn back. This was powerful magic. Someone or something didn’t want her to travel any farther. Bile inched up her throat and she swallowed hard. If this path was forbidden, she’d be damned if she turned back now.

      Rori tucked the useless mobile into a pocket and held the dagger aloft. Her magic swirled around the blade, giving it an eerie glow. It was enough to see one step in front of her, no more.

      One, then two, then three steps she walked, all the while listening. A death-like eeriness hung on every branch, cloaked every leaf. Her breaths came in short pulls without disturbing the air. Another step. Rori slammed into something hard, her dagger making an odd clinking sound.

      She reached her free hand out and felt along a smooth surface. As high and wide as she could touch was nothing but an invisible wall.

      What the ever-loving bloody freaking hell? Rori took a step back and surveyed what she couldn’t see. Beyond the barrier, lights flickered. The ground shifted and she steadied herself against the sudden movement. It could’ve been an earthquake, but of the few she’d actually experienced, this felt different. Her stomach buzzed with nerves, like a hive of bees hopped up on meth. This wasn’t good, whatever was happening.

      The trees were too closely spaced to give her any idea of what the sky looked like. No rain fell, nor did any wind blow, but the ground was rocking just the same. She returned to the wall and pressed both hands against it, but it wouldn’t budge. The hilt of her dagger cut into her palm with the effort.

      A flash of light, then another, and the rocking stopped. The world spun with terrifying speed and the buzz in her gut turned sinister. Sickness teased the back of her throat.

      She rested her head against the barrier, welcoming the coolness against her forehead. The smooth wall reminded her of glass.

      Glass.

      Glass could shatter. Her heart raced with possibilities. A glass wall? In a forest? Ridiculous, yes, but then nothing here made sense. She knew, however, if it were glass, it could break. It might be crazy, but it was worth a try.

      She held the hilt, blade facing her, and slammed her fist hard against the wall. A loud clank echoed, but nothing else happened. Three more times she struck the smooth surface, her arm tingling with each impact.

      Lights flared beyond the barrier and Rori squinted against the sudden brightness.

      Giants strolled past, oblivious of her and the forest. She banged on the invisible wall, calling out, but no one stopped. No one even glanced her way. Then she saw Tug. Sweet mother of angels, it was her friend! His baggy-clothed body lumbered down the lane, his short raven hair bouncing with his steps.

      She yelled and banged her dagger, but he was too far away.

      And he was huge! He’d always been taller than her, and as wide as two men, but now—he was positively ginormous.

      Rori looked at her hands. They appeared normal. She glanced at the trees. They were taller than most, but not irrationally so. She peered again through the barrier at Tug. Stalls selling wares ran on either side of him. He had to be in the market. But how then could she see him? And why was everything much, much larger than it should’ve been?

      Once again, she banged on the wall and cried out. Once again, he didn’t notice.

      On the last hit, the butt of her dagger clinked instead of clanked. A tiny crack formed. Cracked, like glass. She’d been right!

      With renewed vigor, she smashed the glass again and again, grinning wider each time the splinter grew. Soon, there was a spider web of cracks and a walnut-sized divot in the wall. She put away her dagger and searched the area until she found a rock the size of her fist. The first smash startled her with rough vibrations that ran down her arm. Magic. This barrier was spelled. She hadn’t felt the magic with her dagger, but then, her own magic was circling it. There was no way her magic was enough to overpower the spell on the wall—her mind raced in circles of magic logic.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. She had two choices—break through the magic and endure whatever harm came of it, or stop. Quitting was never an option.

      Rori grasped the rock and braced herself for a backlash.

      “Cian, if you can hear me, I need your strength.” It was a long shot, but what the hell. She had nothing to lose by asking.

      Her arm pulled back and she focused on the divot. With a mighty cry, she swung forward and connected the rock to the wall. Huge gusts of energy roared over her. Dark magic. Spells meant to subdue, to force sleep, to diminish sound: dozens of spells hit her all at once and she flew backward into a thick trunk. Her skull met bark with a dull thud.

      Pain ricocheted through her brain and down her back. She groaned and struggled to keep from sliding to the ground.

      A loud whoosh was her only warning before she was sucked forward, through the barrier. The sound of shattering glass stole her hearing. Bright lights blinded her. Pain, acute and all-consuming, tore through her limbs. Something hard slammed into her, or she into it, and the air rushed from her lungs with one great whoosh.

      Futnuckers and cocklespaz. That didn’t go as she’d hoped.
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      The market wasn’t crowded this hour of the morning, but still Therron had trouble following the woman. Flashes of red and gold wove in and out of sight, frustrating him to the brink of rage. Why had he taken this job? It wasn’t for the coin, that was for damn sure. Queen Midna had made it clear he would only get paid if he killed the enchantress. A thief he might be, but a murderer of women? Not yet.

      Although, if she continued to toy with him, he might see fit to do Midna’s bidding.

      At an intersection of stalls, Therron paused. To his right hung the featherless bodies of ducks, geese, and chickens. To his left was a long line of brightly colored goods. More foodstuffs stretched in front of him. Why the enchantress had come to the market, he couldn’t begin to fathom.

      He’d been following her more or less for the better part of a month. She liked to travel Faerie, stopping at small villages and large towns without any plan or seeming direction. At each stop, she’d go to a pub, sleep at an inn, and then leave. If she was up to mischief, he didn’t see it, yet his gut told him something was going on—something he could feel, but not see. This was powerful magic if what she was doing made it appear as if nothing happened.

      Contrary to her seemingly aimless meanderings, she’d been in this town, Cere, for four days. It was the first time she’d stayed in one place for more than a day and Therron had yet to find the cause. As far as he could tell, Cere was much like any other town of Faerie with a central market square, airy spires and marble arched colonnades. Pedestrian bridges spanning the streets with what looked like lacy, delicate buildings crowding overhead. Ivy and blossoms in a riot of color covered the stone walls, sometimes hiding a doorway or opening to a close. It was the closes and narrow alleyways Therron hated most about these godforsaken towns. They were like labyrinths, leading sometimes to a large avenue, and other—most—times to nowhere. For a man like Therron, they were veritable traps, best to be avoided.

      Therron grudgingly admitted the fae were accomplished architects. Not as skilled as his kin, but the lightness they captured using stone was lovely. Although, at the moment, he would’ve been happier if they hadn’t made so many damned covered walkways. The enchantress had disappeared from his sight.

      He dodged a large family laden with heavy bags and tucked into an alcove to gather his wits. If she’d been in this town for this long, there was a reason. It had to have something to do with the pub from a few nights past. The one with the ridiculous name. To be fair, most pubs had either pretentious or silly names. Shoogly Dragon. That was the pub where he’d seen the beautiful lass with outlandish blue hair. That was the night she’d disappeared.

      Therron eased into a small crowd. A flash of red caught his attention and he kept his focus above the heads of those surrounding him.

      “If you wish to live, you won’t move,” a squealish voice hissed in Therron’s ear.

      “And if you wish to live, you’ll remove your blade.” Blood and ashes, he’d been so intent on the woman he’d not paid attention to his surroundings. He turned slowly to see who his would-be murderer was.

      “Don’t look at me. Stay where you are.”

      “And to what do I owe this honor?”

      “Why are you following me?”

      This took Therron aback. The voice was certainly male, and by the smell of him, not someone acquainted with bathing regularly. An acrid wave of perspiration hit his nostrils. He breathed as shallow as possible to avoid the stench.

      “I am not following you, my friend.”

      “I saw you the other night. And again on the road. Now you’re here. Did she send you? Is she unhappy with my work? I did as told—why does she want me dead, too?”

      She who? The witch? Therron twisted his head enough to see the top of a greasy brown head. He’d said he was at the pub, yet Therron couldn’t place him. “I don’t know who you refer to, nor am I following you. As I’ve said.”

      “Don’t turn around.” The blade inched against his midsection until he could feel the sharp point.

      Therron slid his own knife from his sleeve into his palm. His hood slipped with the movement. “I don’t like being threatened, nor do I like being told what to do.”

      A gasp came from the man. “You’re an elf. What’s she want with the elves? I thought it was only fae—” The man cut off his words and clamped his mouth shut.

      “Who is this mysterious ‘she’ you keep referring to?” Therron eased his blade up to the man’s ribs. The last thing he needed was a fight in a busy marketplace.

      “No one you need concern yourself with.” At the pressure upon his body from Therron’s blade, the man sucked in a breath. “Oy, what do you think you’re doing?”

      “I told you. I’m not following you, nor do I know who you’re talking about. Either you remove your dagger from my body, or I’ll gut you right here.”

      The pressure upon his belly released and Therron turned fully to confront the man. He recognized the wide face and overly thick lips. He’d seen him in the pub with that girl. Details from that night blinked through his mind like picture cards being placed upon a table.

      “Where’s the witch?”

      The man’s face blanched and he shook his head. “Acelyne? Ain’t gotta tell ya.” Confusion danced in his eyes, followed by understanding. “You’re following her, ain’t ya?”

      “She has something of mine and I’d like it back.”

      His laugh was maniacal and guttural. “If she’s taken it, then it’s gone. Gone, gone, gone. You should forget what she has and return to your kingdom.” He repeated, “Gone, gone, gone,” several more times, as if he were singing a nursery rhyme.

      “What do you mean?”

      The man shook his head violently, as if having a spasm. “No, she swore me to silence. I dinna want to help, but she made me. Made me hurt her. I dinna want to. No.” The last word strung out into one long “ooooooooooo” and his whole body trembled.

      Therron’s blade cut through the soft flesh of his torso with the man’s jerks. Blood oozed onto his tunic, making a small red stain. There was nothing for it now. He’d have to get away from him as quickly as possible to avoid suspicion. He swiped the knife on the man’s clothing and slid it up his sleeve at the same time he clapped the man on his shoulder. “Well, friend, I bid you well in your endeavors. If you won’t tell me where to find the witch, I’ll just have to make do on my own.”

      As much as he wished to know, there wasn’t time to ask about his ramblings and Therron doubted he’d get straight answers from the cretin. It was best to leave him there, in the center of the crowded market.

      “Tell her I’m sorry. She can trust Sal. I dinna want to.” Tears streaked down the man’s cheeks. His face twisted in torment. “She hurt me.” He tapped his head. “In here. I can feel her.”

      “Sal, eh? I’ll tell her. You should go have a lie down. You don’t look well, Sal. Go home, have a rest. You’ll feel better by tomorrow.”

      By tomorrow he’d be dead. Therron’s daggers were coated in a hard-to-find poison that acted either quickly or slowly, depending upon how calm a person remained. With Sal’s thrashing, he’d probably not last more than five minutes.

      Therron turned and left the man where he stood. He pulled his hood low over his face and scanned the area for the enchantress. She was here—he could feel it. At the end of a long row of stalls, he spotted her crimson gown and headed toward her. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder, relieved to see that Sal hadn’t crumpled in the middle of the street. He remained upright, the knife hanging from his fingertips. Life had all but left his eyes. Therron quickened his pace until he’d put two more rows of stalls between him and the maniac. A sharp cry rose above the din of merchants and townsfolk. Someone had discovered the wounded man named Sal. If they came looking for Therron, that might be a complication he didn’t need.

      By the sounds of it, the search was heading in the opposite direction. He strained to listen, delighting a little too much at the mention of “the little bugger deserved no less.” The man might’ve shown remorse for his actions, but it appeared to be too little, too late.

      A foreign thumping began in Therron’s heart. Ever since that night at the pub, he’d had unexplainable pains in his chest. At first, he attributed it to the stale beer, but three days on, they continued, albeit at intermittent intervals. Therron paused to rub his ribcage. Perhaps he’d been poisoned by Sal’s blade. But when he checked beneath his jerkin and tunic, his skin was unblemished. Whatever these strange pangs were, he wished they would stop.

      He continued on, toward the enchantress, who was now placing caskets, small wooden boxes with highly stylized decorative scrollwork covering the tops and sides, on a small table. She carefully took them out of a large fabric bag and set them down. Intrigued, Therron slipped behind another stall, one festooned with scarves decorated in bright colors. A small breeze furled the wispy fabric to and fro, irritating Therron each time a scarf blocked his sight. He hurried behind the stall to another, this one selling jewelry and trinkets. From this vantage point, he could see the witch clearly—see the minute details of the wooden caskets she arranged on the table.

      Another sharp jab at his chest stole his breath. What in the name of dragon’s breath was wrong with him? He could remember only a handful of days he’d been sick in his long life, but nothing like the tightness he felt around his heart.

      The enchantress opened one of the caskets to reveal glass vials enclosed in swirling metal work. The trinkets he stood beside looked like child’s play compared to the beauty of the amulets carefully resting on velvet. He did a quick count and came up with six amulets per box, twelve boxes.

      Whatever the witch was up to, he was keen to discover what the glass pendants had to do with it. He cast his mind back to the night at the pub—he didn’t remember Acelyne carrying a bag, nor did he recall her having any caskets. In fact, he’d been most perplexed why she’d chosen the Shoogly Dragon at all. It wasn’t her typical haunt of dark corners and murky conversation. The Shoogly Dragon was lively and filled with laughter. Most of that came from the blue haired beauty he’d tried not to watch all evening.

      But how could he avoid her? She laughed and danced and played darts as well as any elf he’d known. She and her friends made a merry group—Therron’s veins chilled as if the Snow Queen herself had touched his soul. Sal had brought the beauty a drink. It wasn’t long after that she excused herself to use the toilet. Then… Therron replayed every detail of that night.

      He’d been watching Acelyne, with an eye to the lively girl, no doubt. When she left the common room, the witch had followed. This was easy to recall, but Sal’s role in the evening—other than bringing her a drink—that was clouded in his memory. It was like a solid wall prevented him from recalling the event. He glared at the enchantress. Of course she would’ve tampered with his mind. After all, he was a witness to her quarrel with the beauty.

      Blood and ashes, that girl could fight. She’d landed several punches and kicks to Acelyne’s midsection, some of which Therron was certain would’ve felled a giant like the girl’s friend. Yet the witch had barely reacted. Only when the girl connected her fist to Acelyne’s face did she snarl and retaliate.

      This was where Therron’s thoughts muddied. The harder he tried to remember what happened to the pretty girl, the sooner his mind snapped to afterward, when he sat alone at the table, drinking his beer and wondering why he’d come to the Shoogly Dragon at all.

      But now, as Therron watched Acelyne pace in front of the small table, he remembered more. Fragments, yes, but enough to piece together the puzzle if given enough time. What he could clearly recall was the witch had grasped a handful of that lovely blue hair and dragged the girl behind her, issuing commands like the queen’s general.

      The girl’s body had gone limp, the fight gone from her. Therron chased after them, only to find they’d disappeared. Not like they turned a corner and were gone, but vanished. He’d searched the area before returning to the pub in the hope they’d gone back inside. That’s when he heard Sal telling the giant the girl had felt sick and probably went home.

      A commotion at the witch’s table drew his full attention. He moved to the edge of the jeweler’s stall, half hidden by the flowing scarves to his right. The giant from the pub strolled into view, oblivious of the enchantress or her table.

      A flash lit the area, accompanied by a whooshing sound, as if he were in a cave and all the air was sucked out of it. If he’d blinked, he would’ve missed seeing the girl fall from the table to the ground. Blue hair fanned around her crumpled body. He knew that hair.

      His heart beat quicker, the pangs coming fast and sharp.

      If this was death, he’d not have it. Not now.

      The giant turned, his eyes huge in his broad face. “Rori? What are ye doin’ here?”

      Rori? Therron’s mind spun, playing the deck of cards through his thoughts like a dealer at one of the pleasure houses. Rori MacNair. Daughter to Labhruinn and Hagan; sister to Cian. Employed by Queen Eirlys as a spy and assassin. He knew this girl—as much as anyone could know someone from records and secondhand accounts. Yet there was more. He knew her from a vision, a child who once told him his destiny was tied to Faerie in the form of a woman who would alter the course of the worlds. He’d never known her name, or what she looked like, but now, as he stared at the young woman who was helped to stand by the giant, he knew her in his heart.

      Therron Mistwalker, First Son to King Thane of the Elves, heir to the Forest Throne, thief, murderer, and sometime employee to Queen Midna of the Unseelie Court, felt, for what might’ve been the first time in his life, absolute dread.
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      Dirt mixed with blood in her mouth, making a silty metallic paste that choked what little breath she had left. Her nails scraped against the ground as she dragged her body up to rest on bloodied palms and knees. The last of her energy stores depleted, she crumpled. It was then, when she was facedown in the dirt, that she heard Tug’s deep baritone.

      “Rori? What are ye doin’ here?”

      A strong hand gripped her arm and she was pulled upward. Fresh pins of pain tormented her and she whimpered.

      He held her up, a hand on each of her shoulders, supporting her. She blinked at Tug in confusion. Her sight and hearing were stunted and his words sounded like gnats buzzing. She looked at the stalls and shoppers, all normal size. She looked from Tug to herself and could’ve cried that he was the same giant friend she’d always known. Splotches of his breakfast stained the simple beige tunic he wore. Her sweet Tug.

      She turned to take in the market and something delicate crunched beneath her boot. Splinters of glass glittered in the morning sun. Fragments of green stuffs were strewn a foot in diameter. To her right, she spied a velvet-lined casket with several pendants tucked into place. No bigger than her thumb, some looked like vials she would use for potions, surrounded by a slim twig, with tiny petals tucked into crevices. Looping and scrolling metalwork held everything in place. Lovely beaded chains attached to the tops.

      Amulets.

      She peered closer at the glass. Inside each was a miniature forest.

      In another casket were crystals, also secured with beautiful twisted and twirling wires. Deep in the heart of the crystal, a soft glow emanated. The churning of her belly matched the tightening of her heart. She checked her pocket for the sleeping fae, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw a pale shimmering against the dark fabric. At least this faerie was safe. She scanned the pretty pendants, looking for signs of life she knew wouldn’t be seen.

      A woman with golden hair darted to the back of the stall and Rori sprang after her. Regretting the movement instantly, she ignored the torrent of pain.

      “Where ye goin’?” Tug called, but Rori sped on.

      The woman’s scarlet gown darted between bright swathes of fabric, making Rori dizzy with its speed. Her legs cramped and begged her to stop, but she continued, down one alley, through another. The longer she followed the woman, the clearer her sight and hearing became. At the crossing between New Town and the market square, the woman vanished. Not disappeared into a crowd, but just…vanished. One second, she was there; the next, she was gone. Empty air. No dress, no sunlit hair, nothing.

      Rori raised her face and bellowed at the sky. A stream of curses left her lips as she kicked the dirt, with a silent wish that it was the stupid woman’s face beneath her boot.

      “What’s gotten into ye?” Tug wheezed at her side. “First, ye abandon us at the pub, then ye turn up bloodied and whatnot in the market three days later. Ye’ve done some crazy things afore, but nothing like this.”

      “Three days? I was gone three days?” Rori bent over and placed her hands on her knees. Breathing in deep drags, she waited for the roaring in her ears to die down before attempting to stand.

      “Here, lemme help ye.” Tug took her arm and wrapped it around his thick waist. He half carried, half dragged her back to the stall where the woman had run off. “Ye said ye had to use the ladies, that yur tummy was feelin’ kinda strange. When ye didn’t come back, well, we all thought maybe ye went home to sleep it off. Then I checked on ye the next day and ye weren’t at the cottage. Looked all over for ye, I did. Didn’t find ye until just now.”

      Warmth spread from her chest across her body. Good old Tug. He wasn’t the brightest spark in the sky, but he had a good soul.

      “Thanks be for that, my friend. I’m not really sure where I was, but I have a feeling these little trinkets hold a clue.” She indicated the velvet-lined boxes. “Do you have a bag? I want to take all of these back to my cottage.”

      “Isn’t that stealing? Ye chased the woman off who was selling ’em.”

      Stealing? After what she’d been through, he was worried about her stealing? She almost laughed but for the tears that stung her eyes. How could she explain to him where she’d been when she wasn’t even sure herself?

      “Please, Tug. I’ll explain everything when we get to my place.”

      They put the caskets into Tug’s bag, making sure not to break any of the pendants. The soft shimmering emanating from the center of the crystals nearly broke her heart. If they contained what Rori thought they did, she couldn’t risk endangering the contents. That someone would trap fae in the crystals—to what end? Simmering rage kept her pulse heightened.

      As they made their way down the high street, Rori stayed alert to danger. The woman in the scarlet dress could be anywhere and she’d be damned if she was captured ever again. The fact the woman got the jump on her once already stung, but now Rori had others to protect. Tug as well as the those in the pendants he carried.

      The wide cobblestoned streets, the buildings that her ancestors had built—hell, even the sky—looked the same as before. It was as if no one even noticed that she was gone. But then, why would they? Rori often came and went with zero fanfare. She’d spend months at a time in the human realm. Most of the folks she saw on the way to her cottage had never even traveled beyond the town’s wall. They liked the sameness of their lives, believed in the safety of the sturdy bricks that enclosed the town.

      Rori had once believed in those ancient stones, too. But now? Now everything had changed. The question she’d dared not ask loomed over her thoughts. Who was capable of drugging her, in a public place no less? And how had Rori let herself be captured? Some spy she was. Cian would be mortified to know she’d failed him this spectacularly. No, it wasn’t Cian she was worried about disappointing. It was her queen. Eirlys had put her trust in Rori and now, someone had not only drugged her, but was able to trap her inside a tiny glass amulet. And not just Rori—if there was even one fae in each of the amulets, that meant dozens more fae.

      This was magic she’d never known existed and she was determined to find who was responsible.

      “Ye look like a mama bear protectin’ her young. What’s goin’ on, Aurora?”

      Of all her friends, only Tug was brave enough to use her formal name. She stifled the tart reply that flew to her lips and forced a smile. “I don’t know, but I plan to find out.” Rori glared up at his innocent face. “This could be dangerous. Are you sure you want to help?”

      His big shoulders rose nearly to his ears and dropped again. “Ain’t got nothin’ else to do this mornin’.”

      Rori put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. She knew she could trust him with anything, including her life, but she also knew he abhorred violence of any kind. With his size, he easily overpowered others and it was his deepest fear that someday he’d accidentally hurt someone. She had to make sure whatever was going on in Faerie, Tug wasn’t caught in the crossfire, which wouldn’t be easy considering he was a huge target.

      She sighed and shook her head. “I can’t promise it won’t get dirty. As in, there might be people trying to kill me by the end of this, whatever this is.” She eyed the bag holding the amulets.

      Tug shifted the bag to his front and wrapped his arms protectively around it. “I know.”

      They turned onto her street and Rori scanned the buildings on either side. No movement and no shadows indicated they’d been followed, but the hairs on the back of her neck rose menacingly. As they rounded the corner, she chanced a glance behind them. Aside from town folk going about their day, nothing unusual caught her attention. Still, there was a settling discomfort in the shadows, a sense of being watched that she couldn’t shake.

      The two daggers secure in their sheaths brought her some comfort. She unlocked the door to her cottage and again swept the street and hillside while Tug folded his body to fit through the doorway. At just five and a half feet tall, even Rori had to duck to get inside. Poor Tug. He was half again her height. At least the interior was high enough he could stand with comfort.

      “Put those on the table.” Rori pointed to the large wooden planks she used for a dining table and went to the kitchen to make tea. It was then she remembered the clover she’d picked from the forest. “Tug, what can you tell me about this?” She thrust a handful at him, smothering a grimace with a look of innocent curiosity.

      Tug retrieved a bowl from her cupboard and placed the clover inside, then buried his face in the green leaves. After several grunts and long, whistling sniffs, he shook his head. “Dunno. Looks like clover, smells like clover, but it ain’t clover.” He pinched a leaf from the bunch and tested it with his tongue before sliding it into his mouth. For several agonizing seconds, he chewed and swished, all the while his face perplexed.

      Rori put the kettle on and kept watch of her friend while he investigated the questionable plant. She’d only eaten a few leaves, and even Tug had taken a bite. It couldn’t be poisoned or she’d be dead. But still, he said it wasn’t clover. Then what was it?

      Her stomach growled loud enough to wake an ogre. Tug cast her a withering look and she shrugged her answer. “I haven’t eaten since you saw me at the pub.” Her legs wobbled and she swooned against the counter.

      Tug went into maternal mode and shooed her from the kitchen. The couch looked inviting, but instead of curling up and crashing, she staggered upstairs to her room. The sounds of pots rattling and the kettle hissing were a comfort to her. These were sounds she knew, sounds of home.

      While Tug cooked, she stripped off her soiled clothes and stepped gingerly into the shower. Gods bless magic and all it enabled. The human world could have their machines and factories. Faerie had magic. Just because she herself didn’t use it, that didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate the gifts it gave. Hot water rained down, soaking her hair, cleansing her skin of debris and blood. Several cuts marred her face and hands, with a particularly nasty gash on her forehead.

      Rori scrubbed shampoo into her hair, luxuriating in the contraband item. Strict rules were put in place of what they could and could not bring back from the human realm. On the whole, soaps and cleansers weren’t forbidden, just those that contained chemicals not friendly to the fauna and flora of Faerie. But Rori had found a shampoo made of natural ingredients that kept her hair silky and shiny. Fashion wasn’t her thing, nor were fancy jewels or flashy cars, but her hair—that was the only part of herself she allowed any vanity.

      As she turned off the water, she said a silent thanks to the Elders for their wise decision centuries ago to embrace modernization. Streetlamps continued to be lit with drossfire, while kitchens and homes were powered not just by wind and water, but a collective gathering of power found all throughout Faerie. In many ways the human realm lagged behind Faerie, except for technology. That was one discussion neither queen was willing to have. Computers, mobile phones, televisions—these were banned, and not for any reason Rori found acceptable. They had their usefulness, certainly. But in her heart, she knew something of Faerie would be lost if that kind of technology were introduced.

      Someday the laws might change, but for now, she was grateful she didn’t have to heat water in the kitchen and lug it to a bathing basin like days of old. She’d heard all the stories from her mum and gran about how hard life used to be.

      She quickly braided her hair and did her best to salve the many cuts breaking through the glass had given her. With each, she winced as she used a tincture the old healer Meg had insisted she take after her last outing to the human realm.

      That time, she’d been hit by a bullet intended for someone else. Meg hadn’t asked any questions as she removed the metal from Rori’s body, but the look of disgust told Rori what the healer had been thinking. Whatever was in the tincture had worked miracles, healing the wound in a few hours instead of days. As Rori applied it to the last of her injuries, she made a mental note to pick up more—just in case.

      Tug’s gentle voice called her down for breakfast. She finished plastering the nasty gash on her forehead and went downstairs. Tug stood proudly beside her table, where plates of food covered nearly the whole thing. He wore a sheet tucked around his belly like a chef’s apron, his long sleeves rolled up to his elbows. A giggle tickled her insides, but she dared not laugh at her friend. Not after he’d made all this glorious food for her. He’d made enough to feed the entire Seelie court. A cup of steaming tea beckoned her to sit and eat.

      “It looks great. Thank you, Tug.” She hugged him on her way to the table. His grip stopped her movement.

      “Rori, yer like a sister to me. I know yer work is dangerous, but it’s never followed ye home afore. I’m worried.”

      “I appreciate your concern, Tug. I really do, but I’ll be fine.”

      Tug turned her to face him. His gaze roved over the several cuts and plasters. “I’m worried for ye, sure, but I’m worried for Faerie too. That clover, or whatever it is, it’s not right. And those pendants, and ye turning up out of nowhere…something’s goin’ on that I don’t got a good feelin’ about. Then there was that man—” A giant hand flew to his mouth and he shook his head.

      Rori affected her best stern mother look and stared hard at her friend. “What man? Tell me now, Tug. What man?”

      Again, Tug shook his head and muffled, “I can’t. He’ll kill ye if I do.”

      “He’ll kill me if you tell me about him?” Rori rubbed her temples and sank into a chair. Smells, divine food scents, assaulted her and she grabbed her mug with shaking hands. “Is that what you said? He’ll kill me?”

      Tug took a seat opposite and nodded slowly. “He was at the pub the night ye—well, we thought ye was ill, but then ye disappeared.” His eyes rounded to huge saucers and watered with tears. “Do you think he’s the one who did this to ye?” His gaze swept to the end of the table where a dozen caskets sat in neat rows. Each one held six amulets. That meant seventy-two, possibly more, victims.

      “I don’t know. All I do know is I woke up in a strange, silent forest.” The pang of her empty stomach was too much and she scooped sausages, eggs, and beans on her plate. After several unladylike forkfuls, she slowed her pace and took a gulp of tea.

      Between bites, she told Tug of her time in the forest. Of marking every third tree, of finding the sleeping faerie, whom Rori again checked to make sure she was safe in her pocket and hadn’t been crushed. By the end of her tale, tears streamed down Tug’s face, making two pale tracks over his rosy skin.

      “That’s like one of ’em human stories me mum used to tell me when I was a lad. She always talked about the human realm like it was a scary, mythical place I should never need venture.”

      “The humans tell bedtime tales of Faerie, you know.” Again, his eyes grew wide. “But this isn’t a story. This happened to me.” She placed a hand over her heart. “And others. We have to find out who’s behind this and why.”

      Tug nodded enthusiastically. “If that man at the pub is respon—” A loud knock silenced him. He looked first at the front door, then to Rori.

      She slid a dagger from its holder and gripped the hilt tight as she stepped to the door. “Who is it?”

      “There’s something you and I need to discuss,” a male replied.

      Not recognizing the voice, she turned to Tug and froze at his expression. “What is it?” she mouthed.

      “The man, from the pub,” he whispered and pointed to the door.

      “The man who said he’d kill me?” She stared at the door, not sure she was ready to welcome a confessed would-be murderer into her home.

      “Rori,” the voice—smooth, in control—came through the wood, “let me through.”

      Dagger in hand, Rori flipped the lock and took a step sideways. If he was going to kill her, he’d have to work for it.
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      The door handle twisted slow enough she almost shouted for him to get on with it. Instead, she rested on the balls of her feet. Her mind spun with every option available. The back door led to a garden, then the hill beyond. A cave of sorts was half a mile away, too far to sprint, but would do if they needed to recover. Weapons of every imaginable size and shape lined the walls and ceiling of her cottage. Some obvious, some not. Swords, maces, and hammers hung on hooks like decorative pieces. Dishware, heavy vases, and lamps were placed around the cottage to always be within two paces.

      Being a spy had its advantages, but also its pitfalls. As evidenced by the man behind the now creaking open door. His frame filled the small space and he crouched, wary, as he entered her cottage. All she could see from beneath his hood was a handsome face shadowed by a days’ worth of stubble. A ragged scar snaked from the corner of his lip to just below his eye. A few strands of blond hair—a shade that reminded her of summers spent in the meadows with Cian, laughing and giggling until their sides hurt—peeked from beneath the black fabric. Her instinct told her to trust this man.

      And she’d never been deceived by her instinct.

      His eyes, intelligent yet wary, focused on Tug, then swept the room. Before he saw her, she slipped behind him and placed a dagger at his throat. With her free hand, she twisted his right arm up his back. “Who are you?”

      The man jerked hard, but stilled when she pressed the dagger into his skin.

      “Therron Mistwalker. I mean you no harm.”

      Tug’s snort matched her own. “I heard ye at the pub. Ye said you’d kill ’er if ye ever caught up t’er.”

      “My giant friend,” Therron’s smooth voice whispered. “You are mistaken. I was looking for someone else, not her.” His head angled toward Rori.

      Consternation twisted Tug’s features into a knot of furrows and wrinkles. “But I heard ye.”

      “What do you want?” Rori demanded, tired of the game of who said they’d kill whom. She maneuvered him into the room, closing the door with a kick of her boot. “Lock it, Tug. And make sure all the drapes are closed.”

      Tug did as told while she hooked a chair with her foot and instructed Tug to find the rope in her shed. The next few minutes were tense as she waited for him to return. Therron didn’t move, nor did he say anything, but she saw his eyes roving over her cottage, noted the crinkling at their edges.

      “Something amuses you?”

      “Aye. You.”

      “Me?” Rori snorted and checked her grip on his wrist. “How so?”

      “Either you have a fetish for pain, or a bizarre decorating aesthetic. I’m trying to figure out which.”

      He made a fair point. With all of the maces, axes, swords, daggers, and shields on the walls, her cottage did resemble a war room of sorts. But torture chamber? She snuffed a giggle before it reached her lips. Not likely. While her tolerance to pain was high, higher than most fae she knew, she’d never never willingly ask for it.

      Tug returned with a length of sturdy rope and held Therron while Rori searched his clothing for weapons. The stash he carried on his person was impressive: four daggers, three throwing knives, six star-shaped hira shuriken, several wooden spikes, an iron awl, and two vials of clear liquid. And he thought her decorating odd. More likely he was mentally shopping.

      Rori indicated Tug put him in the chair and Therron sat without comment. Tug looped the rope around his torso and made several knots before giving the rope a firm yank that wobbled Therron’s head. The hood slipped off to reveal slightly tipped ears. Rori stared at him with mortified fascination.

      “You’re an elf.” It was more an accusation than a question.

      “Guilty.”

      “What’s an elf doing here?” Elves rarely involved themselves with fae business. Her already chaotic day just got more complicated.

      “I seek the enchantress.”

      When he didn’t elaborate, Rori leaned against the table, her ass half on the sturdy wood, arms crossed tightly against her chest. Several long minutes passed as she studied his features. His damn handsome features. Focus, Rori. You’re interrogating a threat. Don’t notice his full lips or the wee crinkles at the corners of those impossibly blue eyes. As though he’s laughing beneath that days’ worth of stubble on his strong chin. Definitely don’t notice how that scar enhances instead of mars his beauty. Why did elves have to be so pretty? Oh, for fuck’s sake! Focus.

      When the minutes dragged to an awkward silence, Therron met her stern gaze. “Like I said, I’m looking for Acelyne, the enchantress who imprisoned you. I’m not here for you, or your friend, but I am in need of those.” Two fingers indicated the caskets on her table.

      Tug moved to stand between Therron and the amulets.

      “Why do you need them?” Rori picked up one of his daggers and idly used the tip to clean dirt from beneath her thumbnail. When he didn’t answer, she glanced up with a bemused smile, a question in the raise of her brow. “You come here after possibly telling my friend you want to kill me, insist on taking something that doesn’t belong to you, and for what reason?”

      “They don’t belong to you, either.”

      She tilted the dagger in his direction and placed it beneath his chin, forcing him to look at her. The blaze of fury in his pupils intrigued her. He hated that he had to come to her and ask for the pendants. But why? And just there, behind the fury, was a flash of something else—fear, perhaps. Or dread.

      “You intrigue me, Therron Mistwalker. I think there is much more to this story than you’d ever admit, which leaves me precious few options.” She slid the dagger over his chin to his lips, a little jealous of the blade. “Why were you following the enchantress?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Well then, what can you say? You said there was something we need to discuss. I’m listening.”

      He swallowed and glanced at the dagger. Apprehension crossed his features. A satisfied smirk curled her lips. This was better, much better than fawning like a schoolgirl over his good looks.

      “I find it’s easier to have an amicable chat when everyone is, shall we say, amicable. Would you mind?” His dark eyes flashed from his blade back to her face.

      Rori straightened, arms loose at her sides, ready. “Is this amicable enough for you?”

      A curt laugh came from those wretchedly kissable lips. “For our purposes, yes.”

      Focus, Rori.

      “For our purposes? What’s that supposed to mean?” Rori had the distinct impression Therron was in control and not her, despite him being tied to a chair. This wasn’t going well and she was at a loss how to take the advantage. She’d never encountered a situation quite like this. And that damned mirth was back in his eyes. As if he were laughing at her still. Blasted bloody man.

      Therron’s hands spread, hampered by the tight ropes. “I certainly wouldn’t mind a plate of whatever you’ve got over there.” He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “It smells wonderful.”

      Tug moved toward the table, but Rori stopped him. “Not until we’ve got our answers.” The nerve of the man! To ask for food when he was the one being interrogated. A dreadful chill started down her neck, curling into a circle at the base of her spine, where it spun out in all directions and prickled her skin.

      Therron watched her, not Tug, his eyes never leaving her face. “How about a cup of tea for the first answer?” He lowered his head in a silent challenge.

      She could deny him—then what? He’d ask again. She knew this game.

      “I don’t negotiate with those who are trying to kill me.” Best to set the tone from the outset. Regain control. From the corner of her eye, she saw Tug balancing a mug in one hand, the kettle in another. Sweet, sweet Tug. He was nothing but a giant softy. After a moment’s hesitation, he set both mug and kettle on the counter.

      The interplay between Therron and Tug intrigued Rori. It was as if Tug were completely under his spell. She studied the pair a moment, a bemused smile on her lips. Elves were uncommon enough in Faerie that she doubted Tug had ever seen one. He probably thought they were a myth, until now.

      In the human realm, they were regarded with much the same awe and wonder as faeries were. But elves had grown in lore with the humans until they were almost revered. Did Therron know this? Had he ever been to the human realm? His clothes were typical kit: sturdy boots, layers of dark fabrics from cotton shirt to sturdy tunic and trousers. Indistinguishable from any other man in Faerie. The only thing that set him apart would be the embroidered tree on his black leather coat. Still, she would guess he blended well with his surroundings. Almost as if he were trying hard not to be noticed.

      Rori stood straighter, her focus solely on Therron’s face. The laughter in his eyes faded, replaced by a guarded wariness. She studied his dagger—the shape, size, and metal of the blade. This was not elven made. Nor was it forged by dwarves. Stamped just beneath the hilt was a symbol few in Faerie understood.

      Not only was Therron an elf, he belonged to a thieves’ guild sworn to serve the Unseelie queen. A force not entirely her own compelled her to place the soft part of her forefinger against the tip and press down. A challenge to the elf, yes. Of course that’s what it was. Her gaze flicked to Therron, whose impassive face stared at her. She continued to press until the skin began to tear. A slip of pain ricocheted to her heart. As she’d guessed, the blade had either been dipped in poison, or had an enchantment placed on it. Her bet was the former. Now, it was a matter of whether or not Therron would let her continue or whether he’d—

      “If you value your life, you won’t proceed.” Still impassive, curiosity had entered his eyes.

      Rori released her finger from the dagger and resisted the urge to suck the drop of blood that formed there. Pain radiated from the tiny hole in her skin, far too much pain for a simple prick. She figured she had about three minutes before the poison entered her bloodstream and reached her heart.

      Rori gambled her life to see whether Therron could be trusted.

      Tug wavered by the table, his eyes darting from Rori to Therron. Rori watched them both. Her friend was definitely under some form of enchantment, but she began to suspect it wasn’t from Therron.

      Her prisoner struggled against the ropes without making any progress. Tug was known for his skill at knots. In fact, many a fisherman had hired the giant to fix their nets. Despite the size of his hands, and sausage-like fingers, Tug’s dexterity was legend.

      Again and again Therron twisted, a madness settling over his features.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Tug inched closer to the boxes and Rori shook her head, warning him not to touch them. The whimpering was clue enough, but when her friend drooped his shoulders to pout, Rori’s senses went on full alert. Even Therron started to whine. Like two stray puppies, their pitiful cries were meant to elicit care from her, but they did the exact opposite.

      Without warning, the pair stopped making noises.

      Rori tensed, her attention torn between the two men. What the bloody futnucker hell was going on here?

      The answer came to her like a siren to her brain. The amulets. The men were under an enchantment. They had to be. And, if they were bespelled, that meant the enchantress was near.

      “Tug.” Rori stepped between her friend and the amulets. “I need you to do me a favor.”

      Dark pupils filled his eyes. This was serious magic.

      Fully aware of the ticking clock and the scant amount of poison now in her system, Rori took Tug’s hand and led him to her sofa. “Stay here.”

      Therron’s blank gaze stayed rooted on the boxes. She needed to know what poison she’d ingested to make an antidote. Just in case it wasn’t one of the one hundred thirty-seven.

      “Therron, you can feel her, can’t you?”

      The elf shook his head, apparently not wanting to look at her or answer. Rori took his chin between her fingertips and forced him to look up.

      “She’s here?” He gave the slightest of nods. “And she wants you to bring her the amulets?” Another brief movement. “Tug, don’t move.” Her friend shifted on the sofa, a pained expression on his large face. His black hair stood straight up, as if even it were trying to obey the enchantress.

      Rori’s mind raced with possibilities. She knew every exit in town, but with Tug and Therron enchanted, she couldn’t take them with her. Leaving the pair wasn’t a possibility either as Tug would most likely untie Therron the moment she left the cottage, then she’d have both men and Acelyne to content with. Her options were limited.

      “Why isn’t her enchantment working on me?” The words floated from her lips, a half-formed thought made solid.

      “Poison.” Therron choked out the word as if he fought against himself to speak. “Counteracts.”

      The amount of effort it took for him to say those two words worried Rori. Acelyne was powerful. Too powerful for Rori to handle on her own. With a dagger, Rori would win hands down, but with magic? What she possessed, and her skill at weaving spells, was infantile compared to what she guessed the enchantress capable of.

      Seconds ticked by.

      “What poison is on your blade, Therron?”

      His eyes narrowed and lips thinned until they were a firm white line. Deep in his pupils, Rori saw the golden waves of Acelyne’s hair.

      “Therron, please.”

      Those two words softened the tightness in his features. Between gritted teeth, he said, “Cassaneira.”

      Thank the gods, it was one she was immune to. To be safe, she threw several ingredients into a mug and poured steaming water over the mess. Immunity or not, with the way her day had been going, she wasn’t taking any chances.

      Rori returned to Therron and stared directly into the blue depths of his eyes, past his discomfort, to the connection with Acelyne.

      “You’ll not get the lockets, witch. I will hunt you far and wide and once caught, you’ll stand trial before the Seelie queen.”

      Hollow laughter echoed through the room, the same she’d heard when she was alone in the forest. It came from Therron’s lips, but it was not his voice that followed. “You? Barely out of the Academy and think you can take on me? You’ll never equal your brother, will you? He would never have let himself get captured.” More laughter, this time tinged with madness. “Bring me the amulets.”

      A sound, much like a gong, reverberated in Rori’s mind.

      The witch knew exactly what to say to make Rori’s confidence shatter. And it did. Right there, in her cottage, Rori thought for the first time that day about giving up. Something in the way the elf’s eyes softened, the slight pinching at the edges as if he were pained to hear the words coming from his lips, steadied her resolve.

      She stared deep into Therron’s eyes. “Like hell I will.” Rori drew back and swung her right arm with all the force she could muster. Her open hand connected with Therron’s cheek. Shards of pain streaked up her arm. The impact knocked the elf sideways and he toppled to the floor with a string of obscenities.

      A moment of stunned silence followed.

      “A little warning might’ve been nice,” Therron grumbled, his face reddened from her slap. “Drink that mess you made. Do it now.”

      Rori didn’t want to admit how much hearing his voice relieved her. Refused to let herself feel the emotion his concern well up inside her heart. In a show of haste and worry, she darted to the counter where she’d left the brew and picked up the mug with both hands. In one long gulp, she drank the foul liquid, grimacing at the taste as it slithered down her throat to settle in her gut. Gods, but why couldn’t healers come up with better tasting cures to life’s ailments? Instantly, the burn of poison simmered to a nuisance, nothing more. With Therron’s help, she’d live to see another day.

      Hopefully, he could shed light on how the poison had kept Acelyne from enchanting her, but that would have to wait. First, she needed to get the pendants safely to Queen Eirlys. Her mind raced with plans, options, details, and maneuvers she might need to achieve her objective.

      “A little help would be nice.”

      Still bound to the chair, Therron lay on his side, hair askew, that handsome face full of— Was that rat bastard laughing at her? She glared harder. He was. Jerk.

      But, she reminded herself, that rat bastard also—even through Acelyne’s enchantment—made certain she drank the antidote for the poison.

      Tug, who’d been sitting on the couch, immobile, stood suddenly and lumbered toward the caskets. Rori reached them first. She wrapped her arms around the bunch, her mind plotting how to escape, when everything went black.
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      Wind rushed past, screeching across her ears. Rori clasped the bag to her chest. As far as she was concerned, the trapped fae were the single most important thing in the universe and she’d die protecting them.

      Without warning, the sound stopped and light blinded her momentarily. Rori blinked against the blaze of a torch not more than a foot in front of her. After a moment of letting her eyes adjust, she took in her surroundings, not recognizing the stone walls, carpeted floors, or decorative tapestries.

      “What the candied nut sucker fresh hell is this?”

      “Do all spies swear this much?”

      Years of training kept Rori from physically jumping, but her heart leapt to her throat. Standing before her was a young woman, or tall girl—Rori wasn’t sure. Her features were familiar, but not intimately. Wavy black hair cascaded over her slim shoulders to her lower back. A soft rose colored gown hung loose from her neck to mid-calf. Crystals glittered from the folds of fabric, mesmerizing Rori. Slowly, she raised her eyes to the young woman’s. Blue orbs the color of the night sky watched her intently. A smile stretched across her coppery skin.

      “Your Highness.” Rori curtseyed low, finally putting a name to the face. “I am sorry to have intruded on your privacy.” When had the princess blossomed into a young woman? The last time Rori saw her, which must’ve been over a year hence, she’d been no higher than Rori’s waist.

      Princess Arianna giggled and waved her hand as if to brush the idea aside. “You haven’t intruded, you silly. You saved me. Saved us.” She pointed to the caskets in Rori’s arms. “We need to get these to Mother without being seen. Follow me.”

      Before Rori could ask what she meant, the princess darted behind a tapestry. Unease curdled the liquid in Rori’s stomach. Whatever had brought her here was magic she didn’t know existed. To travel from one place to another without moving and without a doorway… Her mind tried to grasp how it could be possible. Portals, she knew. Doorways, she understood. But this? Whatever this was, she’d never fathomed.

      “We really don’t have all day, Aurora.”

      Spurred by Arianna’s quiet voice, Rori rushed past the tapestry into a dimly lit corridor. She followed the princess through a maze of hallways, some of them barely wide enough to fit a fully grown faerie.

      “Where are we?” Rori whispered and cringed at the slight echo of her voice.

      “We’re almost there. Wait here a moment.” A flash of golden tiara was all Rori saw before Arianna disappeared. She listened for footfalls but heard nothing beyond the rapid beating of her heart.

      This truly had been the most bizarre day of her life.

      “Are you ready?”

      Arianna’s sweet face looked up at Rori, excitement and expectation lighting her midnight eyes.

      “For what?”

      Without answering, the princess turned away and scurried a few feet to another hallway. Five paces in, she ducked into the stone. Upon closer inspection, Rori saw it was a small doorway. She pushed it open and crouched low, hampered by the bulk in her arms, to scoot through. A thick tapestry folded over the door and she pushed it aside with her shoulder. Once clear of the fabric, she stood to her full height and adjusted the burden in her arms.

      “Rori, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” Laughter edged Queen Eirlys’ voice.

      “Your Majesty.” Rori curtseyed as well as she could with the caskets cradled in her arms.

      “Let me take those from you.” The queen reached out, her slender hands gripping the boxes. A moment of hesitation made Rori clutch them to her chest. “Rori?”

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. It’s been a topsy-turvy day and I’m not at all certain what I’m seeing or hearing is true.”

      Eirlys released the caskets and backed away. “I understand you’ve had quite the adventure. Come, sit with me and let’s see if we can ease your mind.”

      Still wary, Rori looked from Arianna to Eirlys. It was all as it should be, but something was off. A smell or a touch, perhaps even a vision at the perimeter of her sight, but there was something that caused Rori to use extreme caution. This could be an enchantment, one meant to lure her into a state of compliance. If nothing else made sense, one thing was clear—Acelyne would do whatever it took to get the amulets.

      As she made her way to a table, Rori took in her surroundings, recognizing the room as Queen Eirlys’ private sitting room. The only way Acelyne would know what was in this room was to have been there herself.

      Or she used Rori’s memories against her.

      Acelyne had already proved herself a powerful sorceress. Making this elaborate of an illusion wouldn’t be difficult. Disquiet clung to Rori’s thoughts as she contemplated the scene. It was the same unease that had settled over her in the forest.

      “Aurora, please sit.” Arianna patted the chair next to her.

      The table was set for four. Tea had yet to be poured, but cakes and biscuits rested on pretty plates.

      “I’ve interrupted a meeting.”

      “One that can be rescheduled. This is more important.” Queen Eirlys sat opposite Rori, her chin resting on steepled fingers. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I’m not—” The words stuck in Rori’s throat. This was too easy. The queen waited, her lavender eyes soft and approachable. Princess Arianna sipped her tea, her legs swinging beneath her skirts. Too normal. Too…something. “I need to use the loo.”

      Clutching the boxes close to her chest, Rori rose. Five doors led from the sitting room to various parts of the palace and Rori chose one she’d never been through. It led to a darkened room. Tall, rounded windows looked out onto a twilight field.

      “Who are you?” A woman, with hair of silver and skin that sparkled as if stars rested just below the surface, floated not more than a foot in front of her.

      “I, uh, who are you?”

      Her silver hair fanned out and for a moment, Rori thought she saw dragon’s wings.

      “I’m Taryn.” She glanced at the walls and windows. “Where are we?”

      Outside, the view changed from night to day. Faeries strolled the gardens. “We’re at Queen Eirlys’ palace.” Rori should’ve been alarmed or nervous, but she was neither. This woman, whoever she was, didn’t set off Rori’s defenses, nor did she feel as if she were an enemy. Quite the opposite. Rori stretched her hands to fully cover her wooden charges, but the woman wasn’t interested in them.

      “What a curious place.” Taryn drifted to the window and placed her hands upon the glass. The scene shifted to show steep cliffs and a turquoise sea. “This is the Crystal Palace in Talaith. Who is Queen Eirlys?”

      Rori’s head throbbed and her throat scratched with the effort of swallowing. Perhaps she’d had it all wrong and this was the ruse to lull her into complacency. Or to drive her to madness.

      “Are you the enchantress?” She gripped the bag tighter, pressing the caskets painfully against her breasts. “You’ll not get these.”

      The woman called Taryn turned to face her, a smile of reassurance on her lips. “I promise you, I am no enchantress.” Her eyes rested on the caskets. When they returned to Rori’s, sadness spiraled to their depths. “What is this place? Who would do that to those poor souls?”

      The walls dissipated around them until they stood on nothing and were surrounded by the night sky. A single tear tracked its way down Taryn’s cheek.

      “What kind of sorcery is this? Who are you really?” The throbbing in Rori’s head stopped, but her heart continued beating at an alarming rate.

      “I am not a sorceress, either. I am Darennsai.” Taryn reached out and Rori tightened her already death-like grip on the boxes. “You’re hurting her. Relax, Rori.”

      Her arms slackened, as if obeying Taryn’s command. She opened her mouth to protest, but stopped as Taryn reached inside her jacket to retrieve the sleeping faerie. A fierce protectiveness fought through her stunned silence. “Put her back.” The words were a snarled command that the woman ignored.

      “I’ll not hurt her.” Still curled into a tight ball, the fae’s gossamer wings vibrated with Taryn’s touch. A small gasp came from the strange woman.

      “She’s…my daughter. But how can this be?” Tears swam in her eyes, making them look like polished blue marble.

      “She was trapped with me in the forest. I didn’t know who she was.” Panic raced through Rori’s blood. If the woman thought she’d had something to do with her daughter’s internment in the amulet, this could be bad. Breathe, Rori. Use your training.

      “But you do know her, Rori. This is Princess Arianna.”

      “What? No. I just left the princess with her mother—” Her head swiveled to the door that was no longer there. Sickness churned in her belly. “Was that an illusion?”

      Taryn nodded and placed her lips upon the still sleeping princess. “I’m not sure what’s happening, but this is your present and my future.” She carefully returned Arianna to Rori’s pocket. “Where did you say your queen’s palace is?”

      “In Faerie. The Seelie court.”

      “You’re fae?” Another gasp, followed by a wide smile. “Of course.”

      “Of course, what?”

      “Quiet your mind, Rori MacNair of Faerie. Use your ShantiMari to know what is true and what is not.” Taryn placed her hand over Rori’s heart. “And this. Trust your heart, young one. It will always lead you true.”

      A tingling, like when a limb has reawakened from a brief sleep, curled itself around her heart. “What are you doing to me?”

      “You’re stronger than you think. You have great power, but you’ve locked yourself away from it.” Taryn’s eyes widened, then her brows pinched. “You need his help, Rori. Accept it freely and you will defeat the enchantress of illusion.”

      The stars began to fade and Taryn removed her hand from Rori’s chest.

      “Wait! Whose help?”

      “The elf, Therron. Trust him, Rori.”

      “What’s ShantiMari?”

      Taryn was little more than a shadow drifting to nothingness.

      “Your power. You call it magic, but it is so much more. Protect the princess, mi carae. Faerie depends upon it.”

      The room spun with terrifying speed, turning from the night sky to bright white to inky blackness. The air stilled and Rori trembled uncontrollably. No training could prepare her for what had just happened. Hell, even she wasn’t sure what had happened.

      Rough hands gripped her face, followed by even rougher lips crushing against her own. Searing heat ripped down her body, turning her insides to nothing but gooey bits. How long had it been since anyone had kissed her? Apparently too long.

      Wait. Who was kissing her? She couldn’t see anything in the darkness.

      “Rori, open your eyes,” Therron whispered.

      She did and there, standing in her kitchen, was the elf. He held her face between his strong hands. Worry danced in his eyes, followed by cautious relief.

      “I guess that’s better than a slap to the face.”

      “I reckon it is.”

      “Hmmm, I’m thinking one more kiss will remove all traces of the enchantress.”

      A wicked grin lifted the corners of his lips. “Medicinal purposes only?”

      A rush of adrenaline spiked her heartbeat as she nodded. Therron closed the gap between them, his lips seeking hers, cautious, unsure. She opened herself to him, delighting in the feel and taste of his tongue. This time when the room spun, it wasn’t from any sort of illusion—it was from her own wicked thoughts and desires. Whatever the strange woman Taryn had done to her opened a magic she’d not known existed. It swirled and coalesced into a protective bubble around the pair.

      From far away, Rori heard the frustrated wailing of the enchantress. Acelyne’s spell dissolved and the world became clearer, crisper.

      Therron’s body shuddered against hers, upsetting the boxes still in her grip. His hands went from her face to stroke her hair, and down her back to hold her firmly in his grasp. She held the amulets, and Therron held her. It was as it should be.

      Somehow, she knew this to be true. Never in her life had she allowed anyone to take this kind of liberty with her person, but it was right. Rori ended the kiss reluctantly. A silent war waged in her mind, surprising in its intensity. She gladly would’ve stayed in Therron’s arms all day, but they needed to get the amulets to Queen Eirlys.

      “Arianna,” Rori whispered.

      “The Seelie princess? What about her?”

      “If the vision had been real, Eirlys would’ve been frantic to have her daughter returned. We must hurry.”

      “Where are we going?” He still held her, his hands spanning her lower and upper back.

      “To the Seelie court. We must get these to the queen.”

      As if stung by an asp, Therron lurched backward. “No, we have to take them to Midna at the Unseelie court.”

      “I’ll take them.” Tug lumbered into view, his arms outstretched.

      Rori tightened her grip. “No one is taking them anywhere until we sort this out. Who are you working for?” She leveled a gaze at Therron. “And why do they want these?”

      Therron shook his head in answer. “I was hired to capture Acelyne. Why? I don’t know.” At Rori’s glare, he continued. “I swear on my honor as a thief, that’s all I was told. I had no knowledge of any pendants or kidnappings. I’ve only been in Faerie for a few months. Your politics are your own. I needed cash…there was a job…you see where this is going, right?”

      Tug wavered, as if still under a spell. “Ye told me ye’d kill her if I said anything.”

      “I was talking about Acelyne, you dolt.”

      “Don’t call him that.” Low enough only Therron could hear, she added, “Perhaps you should kiss him, too. To break his spell, naturally.”

      The look of horror that crossed Therron’s face was enough to make Rori laugh out loud.

      “I’m sensing some reluctance on your part, mysterious elf named Therron who claims to know nothing of Faerie politics.”

      “Sarcasm?”

      Again, Rori’s laughter filled the room. It had been ages since this cottage had heard the sound of unfettered lightness. Damn, it felt good to laugh. To let the bubbles inside her belly free and not care who was watching or listening. Being a spy definitely had its drawbacks.

      “Make him a cup of thornbarrow root and lemon whisp. It should clear the enchantment from his mind. More or less.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Sort out what we should do with these. Tug, sit down.” Tug situated his large body until it was hanging off the stool she’d indicated. “Drink what Therron gives you. Don’t argue—do as told.”

      Tug nodded miserably. She could only imagine the war going on inside his head. The enchantress was powerful, indeed, but there were some things magic couldn’t erase. Love and loyalty, for starters. She touched her lips, hoping Therron’s kiss would be enough to thwart any further attempts to manipulate her thoughts. If not, they’d all be needing more than a simple concoction of herbs.

      Once Therron had Tug’s brew made, she set the caskets carefully on a side table. She’d not told Therron about the sleeping princess in her pocket and wasn’t sure she would. The woman named Taryn had said she could trust the elf, but Rori had learned a long time ago trust worked both ways, and only when earned.

      She spun a dagger between her fingertips, thinking. If they took the pendants to Midna, perhaps she could find out whether Cian was still at the Unseelie court. But then Midna would have the pendants and all the fae trapped inside. Again, the question of why amulets and why the fae nagged at her thoughts. Who would do this? To what end?

      “We need to see Meg.” Tug’s scratchy voice pulled Rori from her thoughts.

      “Mad Meg?” The offensive nickname sprang from her lips before she could stop it. Some folks called her Mad Meg, others Miracle Meg, and some referred to her as Mama Meg. To Rori, she’d always been more like the latter. Why the worst name of the three came to mind, she wasn’t sure. She liked Meg, genuinely as a person and not just because she was a wicked good healer.

      “People shouldn’t call her that. She’s not mad, just…you know…odd.” Tug’s baritone voice held a softness she’d never heard.

      Odd wasn’t half off describing the witch. Even so, Tug had a good idea. Meg might be able to release the fae from their glass prisons. She lived alone in the woods, a good five or so miles from where they were now. It would take what was left of the morning to walk there. At the very least, Meg could help with a solution to Tug’s attachment to the enchantress. By Rori’s reckoning, the brew Therron made would only counter some of the effects. When it wore off, Tug would be drawn back into Acelyne’s spell. And then he might give their location away and they could be trapped. Her gut rippled with sourness. She’d never let that happen. Not again.

      “People say yer odd, too. Does that mean yer mad, Rori?”

      Was Tug actually insulting her? “What did you add to that mixture, Therron?”

      He shrugged and idly watched her and Tug, a devious smile teasing the corners of his lips.

      “Whatever. Let me put these in a bag, then we can go. Wrap some of this food for the walk. Tug, stay here with Therron.” Rori didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she gathered the pendants and took the stairs two at a time to the landing. In a cupboard, she found a sturdy leather bag that fit all of the boxes. She touched her breast pocket and whispered, “Soon,” to the sleeping faerie. The poor lass. She had no idea whether the princess had been in the amulet before her, or whether she’d been placed inside after Rori, but she did know it should never happen again. No fae deserved to be captured.

      A ripple of anger vibrated from her sternum. Whoever was doing this was vile. It didn’t matter why or for what reason, they—whoever “they” were—now became Rori’s enemy. In all her missions, she’d never let emotions attach themselves to the job, but this was personal. She and the other fae needed to be avenged. She’d find whoever was responsible and kill them.

      She descended the stairs slower than she’d ascended them, watching her footing with each placement of her boot. By the time she reached the bottom, Therron and Tug waited for her by the front door. A canvas bag hung from Tug’s left arm. By the looks of it, he’d packed all the breakfast remains, and the entire contents of her cold box. Their breakfast dishes had been washed and put away in the brief time she’d been upstairs. Tug. He didn’t have the same aversion to magic that Rori had. Bless his overgrown heart.

      “Right. Let’s go then. Tug, you lead the way.”

      Try as she might, she couldn’t shake the feeling they were walking into a trap. If it was Acelyne’s intention to get them to leave Rori’s cottage, she’d succeeded. And that made the three of them easy targets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      They strode through the narrow streets, past the town square with its ancient well with a metal pulley attached to an arch. The same well Rori almost fell down when she was a young girl because a boy from a neighboring village dared her to see what was at the bottom. Thankfully, Cian had been there to stop her from going through with it. From what she’d learned since, the well was at least three stories deep. She gave a silent nod to the well, a permanent reminder that just because someone dares you to do something, you aren’t a coward if you walk away. Cian had taught her that. It had been a hard lesson to honor, but in the end, she realized the boy daring her was nothing more than a bully. When she turned the dare back on him, he’d scoffed and called her names, but he refused to get near the well. Bullies, she learned, were filled with bluff, but no substance.

      Of all the towns of Faerie, Cere was her favorite. Full of fanciful houses that looked like they were made of marshmallow fluff and licorice ropes, they’d always represented a simpler kind of life. She and Cian were raised mostly by their gran since their parents’ jobs kept them either out of Faerie or at the palace much of the time. Rori never resented her parents, instead she had vast amounts of pride for her mum and dad. They jobs were important to the queen and to Faerie. Besides, the palace would’ve been too confining for her and Cian. Cere was the perfect place for them to grow up. It allowed the right amount of freedom for them to discover who they were meant to become.

      The trio slipped between the two tallest buildings in Cere, the town hall and inn, without incident, but Rori kept vigilant all the same. Even Therron was nervous, if his constant twitching of fingertips toward his sword was any indication. Rori eyed the sword with closer scrutiny. She was almost certain he’d not been wearing it when he entered her house, and she didn’t recall him putting it on outside. Unless, he had been wearing it, but used elf magic to hide it.

      That was the problem with magic. If used within the rules and constructs of society, there was nothing wrong with a spell here or there. It was when people, elves in this case, chose to use magic without limitation that conflict arose.

      “Why did you feel the need to hide your sword from me?” Her tone came out far more challenging than she’d meant.

      Therron’s look of surprise took her aback.

      “This isn’t my sword. You handed it to me before we left your cottage.”

      They shared a look, then both studied the long blade.

      “Or did you?”

      “I gave ye the sword,” Tug said matter-of-factly. “I thought perhaps one of us should be armed with more than a dagger and since Rori doesn’t like swords, I gave it to ye. It only seemed logical.”

      She chose to ignore the fact her best friend had shared a secret she’d told him after too many pints one evening last Samhain. “I don’t remember seeing you give it to him.”

      “And I don’t recall you handing it to me.”

      Tug shrugged his great shaggy shoulders. “I guess maybe the two of ye should’ve had some of that vile liquid then instead ’o just snogging. Mayhaps the enchantress is still clouding yer judgement.”

      Rori leaned close to Therron. “Seriously, did you put some truth serum in that mixture? I’ve never known Tug to speak so bluntly.”

      “Thornbarrow is known to act differently with, shall we say, odd species.”

      “Tug not odd.” His bottom lip protruded with a pout.

      That slight glimpse of the old Tug gave Rori hope. She checked the trees lining the road, then glanced over her shoulder. “We should get moving.”

      Their pace increased, but they kept the conversation to a minimum, only speaking to indicate a turn, or to remark about a passerby. Rori used the time to work through her knotty logic of why fae were being imprisoned. Several plausible ideas, but none that made any sense came to mind. The fae were being kidnapped for ransom, but to her knowledge, no one had made a claim. Unless Eirlys was paying the ransoms and not telling her. Possible, but unlikely. The amulets containing fae were exotic keepsakes, but what kind of sick person would want to wear a live fae around their neck? Considering the fae were trapped in pendants, they might be used for bizarre rituals like fortune telling or securing bountiful crops, but again, who would be willing to sacrifice fae for such trivial things?

      By the time they reached Meg’s tiny cottage deep in the woods, she was no closer to a solution and had run out of ideas. Meg could provide an antidote to the illusions, Rori had no doubt, but as for the riddle of the imprisoned fae, she was certain the healer wouldn’t have a clue.

      Tug stopped them and tapped on the thick door with only a fingertip. The sound echoed beyond the cottage into the surrounding forest.

      “Paranoid much?”

      “Meg doesn’t like to be surprised.”

      Tug’s knowledge of the witch intrigued Rori. She couldn’t recall a time they’d ever spoken at length about the woman, something she would soon rectify.

      A square block opened and Meg’s scrunched face peered through. “Ahey, Tug. Who’s this you be bringing ’round my place?”

      Therron stepped forward, but Rori put a hand on his arm to stop him from speaking. At his glare, she shook her head and rolled her eyes toward Tug.

      “These my friends. Rori, you know, and this be Therron. He either wants to kill Rori or kiss her some more, I can’t decide.”

      Therron’s jaw tightened so hard Rori feared he might crack his back teeth. A flush of pink swept up his neck to settle upon his cheeks. For her part, Rori remained outwardly unaffected. Inside, a hive of bees took up residence in her gut. Whether Tug’s opinion shocked or delighted her, she wasn’t sure, and that made her nervous. That woman Taryn’s words came back to her—trust the elf, she’d said. Faeries and elves didn’t have much of a history to trust, but something about the ethereal, silver haired woman made Rori think this could be where they forged a new history. She and Therron, right there, in Meg’s cottage.

      Rori shuddered with the magnitude of her thought. She was a spy, and a damned good one. Not as skilled as Cian, not yet, but one day she’d be the best in all Faerie. She couldn’t afford personal relationships. To love someone was a risk, and Rori MacNair didn’t take unnecessary risks.

      “Oh, just think of the exquisite pleasure a risk such as this could provide.”

      Rori stared at the face behind the wooden door. Meg hadn’t spoken out loud, had she? It was definitely Meg’s voice she’d heard, but Therron and Tug acted as if they didn’t hear her. In fact, Tug was blathering on about thornbarrow and how it made his tummy feel funny.

      Meg nodded in the tiny opening, her eyes locked to Rori. “Think of it, Rori. Think of all the possibilities your pairing with this elf can bring. Think of the peace you’ll seal.”

      Rori’s gaze shifted to Therron. “Fae don’t mate with elves. Ever.”

      Tug stopped his rambling to gape at her.

      Therron turned slightly, a chuckle tucked into the corners of his lips. “If you’re suggesting I mate with the witch, I suggest we don’t need her help that much.”

      “No, I—bollocks.” Rori covered her embarrassment with a cough and kick of her booted foot. Why she thought only Meg would hear her comment, she had no idea. Instead of making more of an ass of herself, she said, “We need your help. Can we come in?”

      “All you needed was but to ask.” Meg’s face disappeared from the opening and a moment later, the door swung open.

      Like Rori’s cottage, Tug had to duck low to enter, but once inside, he stood to his full height. Unlike Rori’s cottage, the space around them was cavernous. Tall ceilings, rooms that rolled one into the other for days, and in the center of it all was a huge stone pit with a raging fire. Hanging from a pole was a kettle and set around the stones were four cups, one large enough for Tug.

      “Were ye expectin’ us?”

      “I like to be ready for company, whenever they may show up.” Meg patted Tug on his huge hand before she turned to Rori. “Tis good to see you again, young Rori, although it would be nice if you weren’t always bleeding when you came ’round.”

      Tug’s expression turned from happy contentment to consternation. “She broke through glass this mornin’.”

      Rori shot him a look to silence his tongue, but he was looking past her to Meg’s kitchen, where heavenly smells drifted toward them. A smile widened from one chubby cheek to the other. His chocolate brown eyes bulged with expectation. She wouldn’t have been shocked to see him drooling. It was a widely known fact Meg was possibly the best baker in all of Faerie.

      “Now, what is it you came to see me about?”

      “I’ve a feeling you already know,” Therron grumbled, half to himself.

      “We’ve encountered an enchantress. A powerful one, too. We’ve yet to fully counteract her spell and I was hoping you’d have something for us.” Rori started with the easy request first. She’d get around to the trapped fae later.

      Meg tapped a finger along her bottom lip and nodded. Streaks of grey wove in and out of the auburn braid she wore. A few snowdrops clung to wisps of hair as she danced away toward her kitchen. “I’ve just the thing for you. Stay there. I won’t be a moment. Pour yourselves some tea while you’re waiting.”

      Tug lifted the heavy kettle off the rod and poured the steaming liquid into their cups. Rori removed the leather bag and placed it between her feet as she sat down in one of the overstuffed chairs that seemed to be everywhere in Meg’s cottage. The sound of humming came from the rear of the room and a moment later, Meg emerged with a platter full of biscuits.

      “For the tea, love. These won’t help with the enchantments.” She answered Rori’s unspoken question.

      Stop doing that. Rori forced the thought at the witch, but Meg just smiled and set down the tray.

      “Now then, Tug is obviously fighting the effects of the enchantment, but what about the two of you?” Meg studied Rori and Therron, her face unreadable. Her cheek twitched and she made a tsking sound. “This enchantress, what does she look like?”

      “Light hair, red robes. We didn’t get a look at her face.” Therron’s quick reply startled Rori. His reluctance to be in Meg’s cottage was almost palpable.

      “I see.” Meg sat, her gaze leveled at the elf. A moment later, her attention snapped to Rori. “What’s in that bag?”

      Instinctively, Rori closed her legs to hide the bag. “These don’t concern you. We only need to counteract the spells.” Why had she said that? She had every intention of asking Meg for help, but the words came out almost of their own volition. An uncomfortable slice of fear cushioned by rage slipped down her spine. “They’re glass amulets,” Rori forced between her teeth. If Acelyne’s enchantments still held her, she would fight them. “Spelled to hold fae prisoners.”

      Tug started to rise, but Meg put a hand on his and he sat. But the storm cloud brewing across his features gave them pause. Even Therron’s hand went to his sword, and again Meg laid her hand over his. She sat like that—one arm stretched left, the other right—between the two men for several minutes. Rori scarcely breathed.

      A low growl came from Therron’s throat and his fingers twitched above the hilt of his sword. Rori released the clasp of her daggers, ready. His dark eyes bore into hers. A sneer lifted his upper lip, baring his teeth. Tug whimpered and shuddered, his face a mix of agony and apology.

      Meg’s grey green eyes clouded and she swayed side to side. Her lips moved but no words came out. Rori cast a worried glance to Therron, but he either didn’t notice or ignored what Meg was doing. A battle raged across his features as well. Meg’s grip tightened on both of the men’s hands. Tug’s whimpers turned to outright howls and Rori removed her daggers from their sheaths. She plucked the bag from between her legs and slipped the strap over her head. She’d fight them all for the pendants if need be.

      Meg wailed and swayed, her lips sputtering incoherent words, her eyes milky orbs. In all the time Rori had known Meg, she’d never witnessed anything like this from the healer.

      A hiss came from Meg and her arms bolted outward. “You have no power here. Be gone, be gone, be gone!”

      Frigid air swooshed through the room, causing candles to flicker and the cook fire to sizzle and pop, then vanished. Therron’s hand moved from his sword to his mug, as if nothing had happened. Tug quieted, unfazed. He reached for another biscuit and sipped his tea as if he were at a café in the center of town.

      Adrenaline pulsed through Rori’s bloodstream, preparing her for battle. Meg’s face softened and her hands rested in her lap. A beatific smile spread across the healer’s face.

      “Light hair, did you say? Blonde like the sun’s rays, robes red like blood?”

      “Erm, yeah?” Rori’s hands shook as she put her daggers away. With deliberate calm, she reached for her teacup. If she was lucky, Meg had put something in the tea that would make her forget this morning. Make her forget the bizarre reality/illusion she’d stumbled into. Her tea sloshed onto the saucer and she bit her lip to keep from losing her shit completely.

      “Rori.” Therron placed a warm palm on her forearm. His free hand reached for his sword.

      “You won’t be needing that, elf. Rori is well. There is no danger here.” Meg’s eyes focused on Therron and she shook out her silver streaked hair. “I know of this enchantress. She’s vile of the worst sort. It won’t be easy to release her spell on this one.” Her head tilted toward Tug. “I’ll keep him here with me for the time being. You,” Meg kept her gaze on Therron, “must fight through her lies. Your life depends on it.”

      “I keep myself to myself. You’ve got nothing to worry about with me.”

      Meg and Rori exchanged a glance. Therron didn’t know he was still under the enchantment.

      “Of course you do, dear. But there are others you need concern yourself with, aren’t there?” Meg’s penetrating stare would’ve unnerved even Cian, but Therron remained motionless. After several long moments, a spark lit deep in his pale eyes and he blinked hard, his chest raising and lowering with labored breaths.

      Rori thought she heard the sound of parchment crinkling, or of leathery wings unfolding. She cocked her head to better hear, but Tug’s happy munching and Therron’s ragged breathing fought for dominance over an old clock ticking nearby.

      “Therron?” She gripped his hand where it rested on her forearm. Fresh torment covered his features. “What did you do to him, Meg?”

      “Do to him? Nothing. He needed a reminder, that’s all.”

      “For what?”

      Rori searched Therron’s face, looked into the bottomless wells of his eyes, where she felt a torment so strong it could destroy a kingdom. What caused the torment was hidden from her, but it was there, lurking. A strange pinching started in her heart. Like someone was using the organ as a pin cushion. Pain, not intolerable, but certainly unwelcome, vibrated from her chest.

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Therron grumbled. His focus snapped in place and Rori was shut out from whatever it was she’d experienced. “Can you help us with the amulets or not? We’re wasting time here.”

      Meg’s sigh wasn’t of despair; quite the opposite. It was of relief. “As I said, I’ll keep Tug here until he’s well. The pair of you, however, need to gather both queens at a neutral spot. Neither will want to attend, but both must.”

      “Impossible.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find a way to convince Midna, won’t you, Therron? And Rori, Eirlys.”

      “You are mad.”

      “Oh yes, quite so. Now, drink your tea, Rori. It’s been far too long since you’ve visited. Tell me everything you’ve been up to since we last spoke.”

      “Shouldn’t we be on our way? You said we need to meet with both queens.”

      “There’s plenty of time for that. What you need right now is a nice cuppa to warm your insides.”

      The speed with which Meg jumped from topic to topic was dizzying. It was almost as if Meg were trying to confuse them on purpose. To muddy their thoughts so she could read them clearer, perhaps.

      Therron picked up his mug and indicated Rori do the same. If he stayed, she had to as well. She reached for her cup and sniffed the contents. If Meg was pushing tea on them this hard, the antidote must be in the liquid. She smelled bergamot and a hint of orange. Earl Grey. The more she inhaled, the better she felt. Her vision became sharper, her hearing crisper. It was as if cobwebs were being cleared from her mind.

      Half of Therron’s tea was gone before Rori took her first sip. Meg refilled the elf’s cup and sat back with a satisfied sigh.

      “May I have more biscuits, Meg?”

      “Certainly, Tug.” Meg patted his thick forearm with affection before she handed him the tray of cookies. Rori watched the interplay like the spy she was. Information was assimilated and filed into appropriate areas of her memory.

      “You’ll keep watch over Tug while we see the queens?” Rori didn’t want to leave her friend, but they could travel much faster without the lumbering giant.

      “It would be my pleasure.” Again, a soft smile lit Meg’s face.

      Rori studied the pair, wondering how long the two had been in love. And how the hell had she missed it? Tug wasn’t one to carry on or gossip, but he’d never given her the impression he was sweet on Meg. In fact, she tried to recall whether he’d ever discussed the healer in any capacity except professional. Her heart softened as she saw the intimate acts of unspoken affection. Meg caught her watching them and a girlish smile crept across her face. She even blushed! Rori nodded in a kind of permission-granting way, then turned from the healer, embarrassed.

      She finished a second cup of tea, her belly full from all the biscuits she’d eaten. Gods, but she was hungry today. Therron patted his own stomach, a satisfied smile on his lips. If he’d belched, she wouldn’t have been surprised. Thankfully, he didn’t.

      “That was some fine tea, Miss Meg. Thank you for the company.”

      Manners? From the elf? Rori began to suspect another form of enchantment. But her thoughts were her own, and not muddled in the least. Although, her heart emitted a peculiar kind of warmth. She kept Therron in the corner of her vision as she thanked Meg for the refreshments. Had she given him a chance to be pleasant with her? Skimming over the events of that morning, she regrettably realized she hadn’t. No sooner than he was in her cottage, she and Tug had tied him to a chair.

      One does as one needs in dire situations.

      Still, she might offer him an apology at some point in the future.

      Meg clasped Rori’s hands and looked deep into her eyes. “Keep those fae safe, love. If Acelyne gets her hands on them, Faerie is lost. As it is, there’s a war brewing and those amulets are at the heart of the trouble. Do what it takes to get Eirlys and Midna to meet. They’ll fight you on the idea, there’s no doubt about that, but make them come together.” She tapped her bottom lip with a wrinkled finger. “The Vale of Dorn will do. I know the wizard who lives there. I’ll let him know to expect you in two days’ time.”

      “Two days? You think we can get to the Unseelie court in two days? Even with the queen’s fastest horses, we’ll be hard pressed to arrive by then, forget about the journey to the vale from there.” Rori’s mind spun with details they’d need to make such a trip.

      “You can do it.” Meg tapped Rori’s leather jacket just above the spot where the sleeping fae princess was concealed. “You know how to traverse time and space. If ever there was a reason to break the law, it’s now.”

      An audible gasp came from Therron, and Rori took a step backward. “I can’t. I’d lose my job. I’ll be exiled.”

      Meg’s stern gaze went from Rori to Therron. “The two of you must do this together. He’s your passage into the Unseelie court. Without him, Midna won’t care who you are or what you have to say. She’ll throw you into her dungeon and forget you exist.”

      Questions, thoughts, and images raced through Rori’s mind. Not all of them terrible. The queen’s pleasure dungeon. From what she’d heard, it was meant to be a special kind of torture. Spending all day making love to other prisoners while the court kept watch. It would certainly be a better option than Eirlys exiling her for breaking the oaths she’d sworn to her queen. Fae were strictly forbidden from entering the human realm without permission. Rori might be a spy, but there were some rules she couldn’t break.

      “Meg’s right. Without me, the best you can hope for is Queen Midna’s dungeons. I don’t like this any more than you, but we have no choice. We have to go through the human realm.”

      The dungeons were the best she could hope for? Rori shuddered at the imagined horrors of what would be worse than becoming one of Midna’s legendary sex slaves. The rack? Isolation? Either choice meant she would be disgraced. Her family dishonored. And Cian—what would her brother think of her? Being exiled would break his heart, but if he ever found her in Midna’s dungeons…that might kill him.

      Bollocks and shitshark sniffers. How the hell had she ended up in this predicament? Ever since she’d woken up in that cursed forest, her life was on a downward spiral without an end in sight. Well, fuck that. She hadn’t been trained to let life toss her willy-nilly. Thus far, she’d been reactive instead of proactive. It might get her exiled or worse, but Rori would be damned if she’d let circumstances dictate her fate.
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      Rori wrapped her arms around the leather bag and interlaced her fingers. Having the amulets close gave her hope. This was for something greater than herself. Whatever punishment she received would be worth it if she saved the other faeries’ lives. At least, that was the story she told herself.

      Queen Eirlys was a fair and tolerant queen, but Rori had witnessed what happened to those who chose to ignore Faerie’s laws. If Midna’s sex dungeons were bad, Eirlys’ dungeons were worse—convicts were left isolated, with nothing but the clothes on their backs. Countless fae had perished beneath the Seelie queen’s palace without a passing thought from the courtiers who lived in the lavish rooms upstairs. Rori couldn’t dwell on the fact that many of those lost to the dungeons had been convicted on far less grievous crimes than the one she was about to commit.

      For well over an hour, they walked with little conversation between them. Therron kept his head down, his long legs striking out at the dirt road as if it had personally insulted him. Each scuff and thud of his boot sounded off the tree trunks along the side of the road. There was a pattern to his stride, a cadence born from walking long distances often. Rori kept her face turned away from him but was able to take in his features well enough to see he, too, was perplexed by their mission.

      “Have you ever been to the human realm?”

      “No, and I’d be a happy man to say I never did.”

      “It’s not so bad. Well, once you get used to the smells and sounds. They’re quite noisy, humans.”

      A snarl came from between his lips.

      “How can you hate them if you’ve never met one?”

      “I didn’t say I’ve never met one. I said I’ve never been to their side.”

      Intrigued, Rori shifted the leather bag to better see the elf. “You’ve met a human? What, here in Faerie?”

      A slight shake of his head served as answer.

      “If not here, where?”

      Another snarl, followed by a grunt. If she wasn’t certain he was an elf, she’d think he’d been sired by an ogre, or a werewolf. As much as she wanted the answer, she sensed pushing him on the subject would do no good.

      “How did you know a kiss would pull me from the enchantment?”

      The smallest of smiles turned up the corners of his lips. “I didn’t.”

      A flurry of warmth mixed with a million fluttering wings tickled the insides of her gut. “You risked taking liberties with me?”

      The smile grew. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      Damn him, but it did. Rori chose not to encourage his ego. Knowing him, he was at that moment congratulating himself on an amazing kiss. Ha! Hardly. Although, that was a complete lie. She could still feel his lips on hers, feel the roughness of his stubble against her cheek. Worst of all, she could recall the way he smelled that close. Like leather and clean laundry. Rough, yet soft.

      She shut the memory of his kisses away and pounded the ground with her boots as she trudged up the path. Maybe if she got lucky, he’d get stuck in the human realm. Except, she really did need him to gain entry into Midna’s palace. Cocking spazz blenders. She was stuck with him.

      “We’re almost to the passage. Stay close. I’d hate to lose you to the in-between.”

      “The what?”

      Rori’s laughter ricocheted off the trees. The look on Therron’s face almost made the trip worth it. “You look like you’ve swallowed sweaty goat’s balls.” She shifted the lockets to rest on her hip and took his hand as if he were a small child. “Don’t worry. I won’t let you get lost. I’ll protect you from those nasty humans.”

      He kept his hand in hers, and she felt the thrum of magic beneath his skin. His control was admirable.

      “I don’t hate humans. You assume an awful lot for being a spy.”

      Her head whipped around amid a swirl of blue. “Why do you think I’m a spy? I work for Queen Eirlys in her—”

      “I know exactly where you work, where you went to school, and why it’s important for you to impress your older brother. Who, by the way, is also a spy.”

      Rori’s heart hammered beneath the soft spot in the back of her mouth. A slight twitch of her eye was the only thing to give away her irritation. With a reluctant smile, she nodded. “You work for Queen Midna. Of course you’d know about the MacNairs. What else did you uncover in your research?”

      Therron raised their clasped hands to his lips—the hand she held to mock him—and kissed her fingertips. “I never said I researched you.”

      She snatched her fingers away and rubbed her hand against her jeans. “You’re insufferable!”

      “I’ve been called worse.”

      Rori blew out a deep breath, upsetting a strand of hair as she did. It floated on the breeze a moment before settling across half her face. To her surprise, Therron reached over and tucked the strand behind her ear. It was an incredibly intimate thing to do, the second liberty he’d taken that day. Whether his intentions were sincere or not, she could do without the unbalancing his actions brought.

      “Midna told me you and your brother were spies. She also told me I couldn’t trust you and that you’d turn me in to Queen Eirlys the moment you found out I was an elf.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Dunno. Midna seemed to think your Seelie queen has a thing against elves.”

      They rounded a bend in the road and Rori stopped, her mind spinning. Should she risk exile for this elf? No, it wasn’t for him she was risking her life in Faerie. It was for the unfortunate fae trapped in the glass prisons she carried. For them, she would risk more than exile.

      “Like I said, stay close and don’t do anything stupid. The doorway’s through there.” She lifted her chin to indicate a pub nestled among the trees.

      “The Queen’s Horn. Are all of the passages from Faerie to the human realm in pubs?”

      She thought of the doorway in the Shoogly Dragon and several others—all in pubs. Yet, they didn’t lead to other pubs, necessarily. This one, for instance, led to a tinker’s shop in Edinburgh’s Old Town.

      “You know I can’t tell you that, so don’t bother asking anything else about the doorways or where they lead. Just stay close and don’t wander off. I’ll never find you otherwise.”

      They made their way through the half-empty common room to a back storage area. Rori nodded a greeting to the barkeep on the way. He raised a brow at Therron, but said nothing. He knew better than to question her.

      The cellar was a dark, dank place that smelled of centuries-old ale and piss. It was no different than any other pub she’d been to and Rori hated it. She wrinkled her nose and wove between broken casks to an unobtrusive-looking door at the end of a short hallway.

      “Look away.”

      “What?”

      “Look away. I can’t let you see what I’m doing.”

      Therron glared at her, then turned his back. It didn’t matter whether he watched or not—opening the portals was more a matter of saying the right words than anything else—but it gave her a sense of control to have him obey her request. He’d been far too bold and she needed that sense of balance restored.

      Her fingertips tapped along the center line of the door. The oak warmed to her touch. This was the part of traveling through the unknown she liked best—the thread of ancient power mixed with hers. In those few seconds, hope bloomed and she felt invincible.

      The words she spoke came out fluid and melodic, more of a song than a spell. She kept her voice low, but had no doubt Therron’s elf ears heard every syllable. It didn’t matter. He could try to replicate the spell, could even tap along the frame the same as she, but if the doorway didn’t recognize him, it wouldn’t open. Eirlys herself had taken Rori to the castle’s portal and pressed Rori’s hand upon the metal knob, commanding it and all the portals in Faerie to allow Rori passage.

      Which meant she had the ability to travel anywhere in Faerie, even to the Unseelie court, through these doorways. It also meant she could travel to anywhere in the human realm.

      The doorway heaved with a creak and Therron half-turned toward it. “Can I look now?”

      “Of course.” She placed her hand in his, ignoring the slight quickening of her pulse when their skin connected. “I was serious about not losing me. The void is infinite and who knows what horrors live there. I’d never find you once separated. This is a quick jump, so we shouldn’t be more than a minute in darkness.”

      “If you say so.” His words came out nonchalant, but his grip tightened on hers.

      They stepped through the doorway and were surrounded by stunning silence. The thick air choked her mouth, but she kept calm and breathed through the discomfort. Absolute blackness blotted out any light that might’ve come from the closing door and they stood, rooted to nothing. Rori kept the tinker’s shop firmly in her mind. Within the space of several heartbeats, the air thinned and a pale radiance emanated from electric lights. Rori stepped down as if on stairs, her boots landing upon hardwood planks. Therron’s entrance wasn’t as graceful, but he didn’t fall, something Rori begrudgingly admired.

      “That wasn’t so awful.”

      “If you say so.” Therron’s usually gruff voice was hoarser, his breathing labored.

      “Maybe it’s worse for elves.”

      He extricated his hand from hers and shook out his coat. “Where to now?”

      “The castle.” Rori stepped gingerly through the back room to peek into the shop. The owner was nowhere to be seen and she mentally did the math to sort the time. Faerie and the human realm worked on opposites. If it was mid-afternoon in Faerie, it was early morning here. The shop wouldn’t be opened for several more hours. She led Therron to the front of the store and paused. “Do elves have Glamour?”

      “Of course. Why?” His look of disgust intrigued her, but there wasn’t time to quiz him about his feelings on the matter.

      “Use it, please. It confuses the cameras.” His brows dipped and she explained, “Pictures. The human realm loves their moving pictures. They call it CCTV and it captures everything. Our Glamour will show us as a blur, nothing more. It wouldn’t do to have pictures of us creeping around, now would it?”

      “What about those things—they eat non-humans, what are they called?”

      “Scyvers?” Her laughter rocked through the shop. “You believe that poppycock?” At the fierce glare he gave, she lowered her tone, adjusted her attitude. “They’re made-up stories our folks told to keep us kids from being too curious. I seriously doubt there are humans who hunt magical beings and suck out their power.” She hoped her tone conveyed conviction she herself didn’t have. The last thing they needed was a scyver on their trail.

      Now more than ever she needed to make certain she used the bare minimum amount of magic. She’d seen firsthand the damage a wacked-out scyver could do, and she vowed to never put herself or anyone else in that kind of danger. The trapped fae would be like catnip to someone hungry for magic.

      “I believe there are creatures some consider myth that are anything but.” Therron cautioned.

      His words had the unsettling effect she guessed he’d intended. Instead of addressing his statement, she challenged him. “Are you afraid your Glamour might attract the wrong sort of human? I wouldn’t have pegged you for being a coward.”

      He didn’t answer, but she saw a subtle sheen bloom beneath his skin. An opalescent translucency gave him an ethereal appearance. For the briefest of moments, his scar wavered like a winged creature, then vanished into his skin. Words left her mind as she stared, mesmerized. She swallowed hard, forcing herself not to reach out and touch his cheek. Why did elves have to be so damn alluring? She glanced at her hands, at the normal, non-shimmery skin, and sighed.

      Before she did something she’d regret, like lick him from forehead to toenail, she touched the lock. It clicked open and Rori put a finger to her lips. She opened the door just enough to slip through. Therron, being larger than her slim body, shuffled between the door and frame with a grimace. He could’ve opened the door wider, but hadn’t, a fact that made Rori chuckle. At his glare, she silenced the laugh, a smile teasing her lips.

      Few cars trundled up the cobblestoned street toward the castle, with even fewer people in sight. Stores lined the narrow lane, their windows crowded with trinkets and touristy knickknacks. Humans loved the little baubles they could buy from these stores. Many times she’d sat in a café, watching them toddle up and down the street, their bags growing larger with each shop they visited. What they found so enticing about the scarves and tartans, she couldn’t say. She only ever bought items of necessity. Daggers, for instance. Or sturdy boots. Who needed a glass dome filled with water and a figurine? Unless it could be used as a weapon, she had no need for such things.

      Therron’s furtive looks inside each shop window were as entertaining as the tourists she would study. Every so often a shake of the head or narrowing of his eyes would give away his feelings, but other than those few expressions, he kept his opinions to himself. They made quick work of the distance, arriving to the little wooden police structure that marked the castle grounds in less than ten minutes. Here Therron failed to hide his awe, and she saw in his eyes a look of wonder, and perhaps horror. She doubted he’d ever seen a car or train or any of the modern necessities the human realm used without thought. Even the wires crossing above their heads would’ve been a wonder to Therron. If she’d told him those little lines carried with them the capability to light homes and provide a form of direct contact through telephones, he would’ve thought her mad.

      The sadness Rori experienced each time she entered the human realm reasserted itself. Magic was all but dead there, and humans were to blame. She seriously doubted anyone would trade their lifestyle in Faerie for the human realm. As she studied Therron, she saw the world through his eyes and redoubled her commitment to get the trapped fae to her queen. Despite their modern trappings, the human realm was full of anger and war and death. Meg’s words echoed in her thoughts as they trudged up the last bit of hill toward the castle. If war was coming to Faerie, she’d do whatever possible to prevent it.

      “Who lives here?” He stood with thumbs hooked into his coat pockets, surveying the bulky stone structure. As castles went, Edinburgh Castle wasn’t the prettiest, but then, it was built to defend the city and for hundreds of years had done a remarkable job.

      “No queens or kings, if that’s what you mean. There’s a military presence still, but royalty haven’t lived here for a long time.”

      “They do not appreciate beauty, these humans.”

      “But they do. You are spoiled by what you see in Faerie. This castle, this city, is more than these stones.”

      Rori strolled to the esplanade, a vast expanse of cobblestoned open space. Each summer, the entire city celebrated with fireworks and musical extravaganzas on the ancient stones. Rori had snuck in once and watched the pipers from beneath metal seats erected specially for the shows. Her heart had thrummed to the ferocious beat, her blood lusting for primal warfare. It had been a stunning moment for her, to listen to songs from her homeland played in the human realm. On this day, the cobblestones were empty of stands and pipers. The esplanade was nothing but a lonely carpark for tourists visiting the castle.

      “This way.” She strode across the open area as if she belonged there.

      He surveyed the esplanade, eyes wide. She saw the small shudder he tried to hide.

      The area was empty, save for one lone lorry parked to the right. Rori continued to the gatehouse, not bothering to wait for Therron. She knew he’d follow close, but what she needed to do next she didn’t want him to see. Opening portals was one thing, but the thick wooden doors of the gatehouse always gave her trouble. It might’ve been from the iron workings attached, or an old protection spell cast upon them centuries earlier, but for whatever reason, it took a good amount of concentration for her to make them malleable.

      She drew in a deep breath and focused her thoughts on the outer door. This one was the worst and took almost all of her energy. Before she even spoke the spell, the lock clicked and the door creaked open. Surprised, Rori searched the darkened entry for a worker or someone else who might’ve unlocked the door from the inside, but the entryway was empty. Finally, her gaze settled on Therron, whose face reflected her surprise.

      “You did that?”

      “Apparently.”

      “How?”

      “I’ve no idea, of that I promise you.”

      Unnerved by the fact an elf could easily manipulate a doorway that always gave her trouble, Rori chose to ignore him and hurried to the next gate. Thankfully, the portcullis was open. No further physical barriers would prevent them from reaching their destination, but they’d have to avoid the guards and patrols.

      The road wound its way around the Argyle Battery, but Rori spun to her left and jogged up the steep stairs that led to the Upper Ward. From there, she dashed across the cobblestoned courtyard to St. Margaret’s Chapel. The tiny chapel was one of the oldest in Scotland, and a favorite of Queen Eirlys. On certain occasions, it was rumored the Seelie queen would visit the chapel and grant wishes to those she deemed worthy. Rori wasn’t sure the rumors were true—and had no intention of asking her queen to confirm them—but she liked the romanticism of the idea. A faerie queen granting humans a wish. It was something straight out of a Shakespearean play.

      “Through here.” Rori held the chapel door open for Therron. “Once we’re inside, don’t make a sound. Everything said in this chapel can be heard in Faerie.” Or so the rumors went. Rori yearned to know whether it was truth or fable. To know exactly who could hear what was spoken within these hallowed walls would be valuable information indeed.

      They stepped into the dank space and Rori took care to lock the door behind her. She immediately turned and walked the few feet to another door, one not open to the public. Therron watched her in silence, his eyes glowing slightly in the dark room. With that light, and his face half in shadow, she wasn’t sure whether he was more elven than demon. Heat simmered in her core, settling at the apex of her thighs.

      Arse waffle demon-elf! How did he have this power over her? Never in her life had anyone made her think the things running through her mind at that moment. Thoughts of Midna’s dungeons, and Therron—she stopped the thought before it took over her entire focus. She was a spy in Queen Eirlys’ court. She was Aurora MacNair. She did not fall in love. She did not have sexual escapades out of sheer desire. Oh, no. Rori made it a rule: if sex was necessary on a mission, fine. But she never used sex for pleasure. That was a sure path to disaster. It meant relationships and emotions that Rori couldn’t afford. Not if she wanted to stay alive.

      Once again, she put a finger to her lips and a flash of Therron taking her finger into his hot mouth caught her off-guard. Her glare could’ve cut marble. The thoughts she threw his way would’ve made a lesser man cry. If he was manipulating her emotions, he’d pay dearly. She’d had quite enough of illusions and deceit for one day.

      The small door opened at her touch and she reached out to take Therron’s hand, but hesitated. With her imagination running rampant, she hardly trusted herself to touch him. Yet it had to be done if they were going to make the jump to the Seelie palace. With a frustrated sigh, she grabbed his hand and practically jerked him off his feet and through the doorway.
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      Rori knew better than to be aggressive while making jumps, especially with where they were going. They tumbled onto hard marble and Rori angled herself to protect both the lockets and the sleeping faerie still in her breast pocket. Curses flowed like whisky on Hogmanay from Therron’s mouth, then he fell ominously silent.

      She cocked her head, a teasing comment at the ready, but stopped the retort when she saw his face. As pale as the alabaster floor, he looked as though he’d witnessed the slaughter of an entire race.

      “What is it?” Rori scrambled to her feet and held out a hand to help him up. She caught a reflection of herself and shuddered. The room was entirely, from floor to ceiling, covered in individual, ornately framed, gleaming mirrors. Thirteen in all. On every side of her, she reflected into infinity.

      “It’s her.”

      “Who her? There’s no one here but us.”

      Except, that wasn’t true.

      Therron stood, ignoring her outstretched hand, and beckoned to a young girl.

      The girl’s eyes, deep as an ocean and just as blue, studied her with keen interest. She wore human clothing, but something about her was off—it wasn’t her appearance, or the way she kept looking at them as if she’d known them forever. It was something else. Rori couldn’t put her mind on it, but she had the distinct impression she’d met the girl before.

      “Caen drath elthniss, Therron.”

      “Nygotien tergotten amir.” Therron touched his thumb to his forehead, then to his heart and bent his head low in that way royals did when acknowledging a peer.

      Rori stared, dumbfounded, her lips parted in a near gape.

      “Esth eamish beforgaltin Eleri?”

      Therron’s grunt brought Rori back to the moment, to the bizarre conversation she witnessed. This girl, this child, spoke a foreign language she’d never heard, but the elf understood. Whoever she was, Rori was certain she wasn’t a threat to Faerie, but she stood taller, her shoulders back, hands loose just in case she needed to grasp a dagger in a hurry.

      Before he could answer, a commotion on the other side of the room startled each of them. Rori turned toward the door, then back to the girl, but she was gone. Therron’s face had barely regained its olive tone before once more going pale. Clearly, this girl upset him, but why?

      “Who or what was that?”

      “You saw her?”

      “Of course I did.” Dozens more questions sprang to her lips, but the door opened and they were surrounded by Queen Eirlys’ personal guard.

      “Should’ve known it’d be you, MacNair. You’ve done it this time. Got orders to take you to the queen herself for sentencing.”

      “Still bitter, Dorchmeir?” She eyed his uniform, marking the rank with a smirk. “You always were second-class. Now it’s official.”

      “Lieutenant, asshole.” The words were hissed between clenched teeth. It was still too easy to rile him up. That temper was why he couldn’t cut it in spy school.

      Rori and Therron were pushed along the corridor, leaving the room of mirrors behind. They didn’t speak, at least Rori and Therron didn’t, but Dorchmeir had plenty to say. He spewed obscenities at her between provocations to meet in the training yard. All of his taunts ended with a promise to kick her ass. This guy had it bad for her, which couldn’t be good.

      She pretended to ignore him, all the while studying his gait, the way he held his body, the hand he used to grip his sword. Her mind hastily thought of a dozen combat moves she could make to free them from the guards—none of which she would use. She needed to see the queen and Dorchmeir was her ticket into the throne room. Naturally, she’d hoped it would be under better circumstances that she greeted her queen, but desperate times and all of that.

      At the closed doors to the great hall, the group stopped. Therron casually looked up and down the hallway and then appeared to study the huge, intricately carved wooden doors. Rori had never noticed the finely sculpted ivy or the tiny creatures hidden in a forest of trees. In fact, the entire scene was of Faerie and all of her inhabitants. Tucked behind a puff of cloud was a full moon in the upper left of the arched doorway. Fascinated by the detail and talent it took to make such a fine piece of art, Rori didn’t notice her friend Esme until the girl practically threw her arms around Rori.

      She stopped just short of a full body hug, instead patting Rori on the upper arms in an awkward greeting. Her long teal gown and matching slippers reminded Rori of why she’d longed to escape the court and adventure outside of the palace. Esme detested anything having to do with dirt, preferring instead to play cards and gossip all day. Rori’s lips quirked in a wry smile. Esme was one of her best informants from the palace.

      “Is it true? Did you? Are you? Oooh, who is this?” Esme’s half questions came at Rori too quickly for her to answer, not that Esme needed verbal confirmation anyway. She had a way of sorting a situation with just a few quick glances. Rori was certain Esme knew exactly what Queen Eirlys was going to say even before the queen said it. It wasn’t magic, but it was Esme’s unique gift and Rori took full advantage whenever possible.

      “Hello, Es. Palace life treating you well?”

      “You are in so much trouble. You’re aware you broke the law, aren’t you?”

      “I did? What law? How many?” Rori couldn’t help but tease her friend.

      The doors opened and Rori was shoved forward by that pinched-faced demented butt wanker Dorchmeir.

      “Nelson, there’s no need for aggression. You don’t want to lose that stripe so soon after receiving it, do you?”

      “Nelson?”

      Esme’s face went all soft and dewy. “We’re to be betrothed, if my father approves.”

      Rori stifled a laugh and instead congratulated the stupid woman. With her pick of all the men in Faerie, why would Esme choose him? But love wasn’t something Rori would ever understand, nor did she ever want to, so she let it go. If nothing else, she’d get some intel from Esme about the military workings of the Seelie court.

      Halfway through the vast hall, Rori began to notice there were far more courtiers than she could recall seeing in one place for anything other than a coronation or presentation. Her confidence slipped a fraction and for a moment, she almost reached for Therron’s hand.

      What the bloody fucking hell? Get it together, MacNair.

      The queen sat in her hulking chair, watching them with eyes as sharp as any hawk’s. Her long fingers tapped a rhythm on the armrests; her legs crossed and uncrossed several times.

      The queen was nervous. Certainly not because of Rori. It must’ve been due to Therron’s presence. She cast a quick glance his way. He walked as if used to approaching queens who may or may not wish him harm. Shoulders back, head held high, but not too high, stride just forceful enough he looked powerful, yet approachable. He reminded Rori of a king.

      Eirlys motioned and the guard stopped, but Rori and Therron were beckoned forward. She heard a whispered, “Good luck,” from Esme and a pit formed in her throat. She’d never wanted to be on the wrong side of her queen. Had sworn to protect Eirlys and all of her offspring with her life, if need be. And now Rori stood before the queen, little more than a scofflaw.

      “I’m told you and one other left Faerie this afternoon for the human realm. Then, the two of you returned a short time later to my palace.” The queen’s steely gaze went from Rori to Therron. “Am I to assume this is the person you took with you?”

      “He is, Your Majesty.” Rori curtseyed low, almost to the floor. “If I may be permitted to explain the urgency of our mission.”

      “Your mission? I don’t recall giving you permission to leave Faerie. And if I didn’t command it, then I’m to assume, perhaps, the Unseelie queen did?”

      “Of course not, Your Majesty. We needed to reach you with haste and using the doorways was the only way.”

      “What could be so important you’d risk exile? And with Midna’s favorite by your side?”

      Midna’s favorite? Rori’s mind spun with the revelation. Was Therron one of the Unseelie queen’s sex slaves? She shut down the thought before it could take root and poison her mind.

      Rori tucked the leather bag under her arm. If this was all a ruse of Therron’s to get close enough to the Seelie queen to either rob her, or cause harm, Rori would at least make certain the trapped faeries were protected. She suspected Therron had an idea what was in the pendants, but she doubted he understood their importance. Although, he had been following Acelyne at the pub. His story of simply being hired to find Acelyne could’ve been a lie. Everything he told her could’ve been a lie. Yet, that strange woman inside the illusion had told her to trust Therron. So had Meg.

      “Your Majesty, can I speak with you privately?”

      Dorchmeir stepped forward, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “I would advise against it, my queen.”

      “Advice taken and refused.” Eirlys studied Rori, her lavender eyes penetrating in their search. “Follow me.” Eirlys halted mid-turn. “Only Rori. Keep this one under guard.” She pointed a long nail to Therron. “I trust you will behave yourself?”

      “On my honor, Your Majesty.”

      Eirlys snorted and swept from the dais to a door behind the throne. Rori followed, her gaze riveted to the queen’s retreating back. She hadn’t expected Eirlys to agree to a private meeting, and relief swept over her with surprising force.

      Once inside an antechamber, Eirlys locked the door and faced Rori. “What is it with your family? First Cian, now you! Has Midna infiltrated all of my spies?”

      “What? No! Wait, you didn’t send Cian to Midna’s court? Then what’s he doing there?”

      “Never you mind about that. Tell me what you didn’t want the others to know.”

      Rori swung the leather bag in front of her belly and held open the flap. “Have you noticed any faeries going missing lately?”

      At her words, the queen’s face paled until the rich brown hue was a watery ashen color.

      “Your Majesty, what is it?”

      A spark of tears lit the queen’s eyes, but she blinked them away in an instant. “It is not yet common knowledge, but there have been several instances of fae disappearing. Over the last decade, I’ve counted two hundred at least, which isn’t alarming, but recently that number has climbed dramatically. We’re close to five hundred less fae.”

      Something Eirlys said in the throne room tickled Rori’s memory. “Do you know who’s behind the disappearances, or why?” An idea was formulating in her mind. A dangerous scheme that made her stomach roil.

      “No. Nor are we any closer to catching the person responsible.” The tears returned and this time the queen let them fall over her cheeks. “My own daughter disappeared from the gardens not more than a sennight past.”

      “A week ago?” Rori had been captured four days past. That meant Arianna had been in the locket three days more than Rori. No wonder she wasn’t waking up. “I’m going to tell you something, and I don’t think you’ll like what I say, but please hear me out.” She removed the caskets from the bag and opened each one. The amulets rocked in their velvet beds, but they were all intact.

      “What is this?” Eirlys reached out and took one of the pendants gently between two fingers. She peered into the glass and examined the miniature forest. “I don’t understand, Rori.”

      “I was trapped in one of these for three days, according to Tug. When I woke, I had no idea where I was or how to get out. It was by sheer perseverance that I escaped.” She let her words sink in while the queen continued her inspection of all the amulets.

      “How were you captured?”

      “I think I was drugged. I remember being at the Shoogly Dragon, then waking up in a strange, silent forest.” Rori took the crystal Eirlys held. “I believe each of these holds at least one faerie. Drugged, like me, but unable to wake from the potion.”

      “But why?” Eirlys’ gaze bore into Rori. “To what end?”

      Rori took a deep breath and formulated the words before she spoke them. “I don’t know why, or exactly how, but I think I know to what end. You said your guards alerted you to two people crossing into the human realm and back into Faerie, yes?”

      Eirlys nodded, her brows making a deep furrow in her once again rich brown skin. “Yes, you and that thief Therron.”

      “There weren’t just the two of us. Each of these holds a faerie or more, but whatever sensors you have in place didn’t trigger them. I believe someone is smuggling fae into the human realm.”

      “No!” The queen’s cheeks burned crimson and a lick of fire shone in her steely glare. “That’s forbidden.”

      “Meg said there’s a war brewing and I need to make sure you and Queen Midna are at the Vale of Dorn in two days. An enchantress called Acelyne is the one responsible for capturing the faeries. She placed some kind of spell on Tug that Meg’s working to remove.”

      “Mad Meg? Surely you’re joking. Why would you trust the word of that woman?”

      The change in tone and behavior from Eirlys surprised Rori. “Meg’s all right. A bit kooky at times, yes, but she’s not a bad egg. Besides, if there’s a chance to stop the disappearances, we need to take it.”

      “What if it’s a trap? I mean, the two queens in the same place at the same time? That would be a remarkable opportunity for someone wishing harm to Faerie.”

      “It could be a trap, but I don’t think Meg would be so foolhardy. I’ve known the woman too long to figure her for a traitor. Besides, if it is a trap, I don’t think it’s meant for you or Midna. I think Meg means to lure Acelyne out and she’ll need your strength to capture the enchantress.”

      Eirlys tapped a nail upon her bottom lip. “If we leave by morning, we can make it to the vale before nightfall. It doesn’t give me much time, but if this Acelyne is responsible, we need her punished.”

      Rori reached into her jacket pocket and scooped out the sleeping faerie. She held the wee lass out for Eirlys. The queen’s face immediately softened and fresh tears tracked down her face.

      “Where—” The words choked in her throat. “Where did you find her?”

      “She was in the amulet Acelyne used to capture me. I’ve kept her near my heart the whole time.”

      Eirlys curled her fingers around the sleeping fae and whispered low enough Rori could barely make out the loving words. Rori shifted uncomfortably, unused to seeing her queen in such an intimate, maternal moment. Eirlys made a pocket inside her gown and slipped the tiny bundle inside.

      “Now she will be near my heart, but we will never forget what you’ve done for us, Rori. When this is all said and done, you will be commended.”

      “I don’t want accolades, Your Majesty. I want the witch responsible caught, and then I’d like to search for the other missing fae.”

      Eirlys reached out and stroked Rori’s cheek. “Someday you will be my deadliest weapon, but you are still young, and passion infuses your actions. Yes, you will hunt for the other fae, but first you must go to Midna and convince her to meet with me. I will keep these lockets safe, but take one as proof of what Acelyne has done to betray Faerie. For all we know, Midna hired the witch. If this is the case, you must warn us before the meeting.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” The queen’s words stung, but Rori shrugged them off. Her passion had allowed her to suss out information more times than she could count. If the queen thought it a flaw, Rori respectfully disagreed.

      Eirlys hid the caskets behind a large painting, sealing a heavy slab of stone in front of the leather bag with several wards put in place to protect them from discovery. Whether she planned to move them again once Rori was gone, she didn’t ask, nor did she want to know. It was a rule of hers to never ask more than she needed because then she couldn’t betray her queen under torture.

      They rejoined the court in the throne room and Rori saw a budding redness on Dorchmeir’s chin. Therron stood apart, his jaw tight, brows drawn. She drew a deep breath of relief at the sight of Therron, alive. She’d suspected Dorchmeir would abuse the elf once out of the presence of the queen. Apparently, he hadn’t learned to keep his violent temper under control since the Academy. Rori met Therron’s gaze, a silent question in her eyes. He half nodded and flexed his fists before his features softened.

      Eirlys took her seat upon the throne and Rori joined Therron at the foot of the dais. A hush fell over the room as the gathered nobles waited for the queen’s judgement.

      “In light of recent revelations, all charges against Rori MacNair and Therron Mistwalker will be dismissed.” An audible groan rose from the audience. “Quiet. My gracious, did you expect a beheading? You lot really need to rethink your purpose in life.”

      Rori hid a smile, knowing Eirlys hated the lazy courtiers who hung around the palace waiting for gossip. Or, sometimes even inventing it if they were bored enough.

      “Rori, you’ll go to the Unseelie queen and ask her to attend the meeting in two days’ time. You, sir,” she directed her attention to Therron, “will remain here.”

      “Begging your pardon, ma’am, but I should accompany Rori to Queen Midna’s court. It would be less tedious for all involved.”

      “Nonsense. You’ll stay here. No more arguments.”

      Therron growled low in his throat. “Your Majesty, I’ve been tracking Acelyne and must caution against sending Rori without me.”

      Eirlys glared at the elf a full minute before she spoke. When she opened her mouth, the room let out a collective sigh. “If you’ve been tracking the enchantress, you’ll have valuable information to share with us. Rori is capable of handling herself.” The queen leaned forward. “No. More. Arguments.”

      Therron’s face turned stormy, but he didn’t utter another word.

      “Esme, you and Dorchmeir will accompany Rori to the Room of Mirrors, but you are not to enter with her. Rori, you know what to do.”

      Rori nodded and dropped a low curtsey before she turned on her heel to leave the throne room. Her gaze connected with Therron’s for a brief moment and she was struck by the uncertainty in his eyes.

      She didn’t have time to consider what he might be thinking. Her mind raced with how she was going to convince Midna to not throw her in the dungeon and to travel with her to the vale.

      None of the three spoke during the short walk to the room where Rori could travel to anywhere in Faerie, and beyond the human realm if she’d wanted. Long ago, she’d heard her father talking about worlds beyond worlds, all connected by doorways like they had in Faerie. Rori had thought him mad at the time, but the more she learned of the mysterious portals, the more she’d begun to believe he’d spoken true. At the memory of her father, her heart pinched. She missed him as much this day as the first.

      “Well, go on, then. You heard the queen. Only you can enter the room, useless twat.” Dorchmeir gave her a vicious shove and she turned on him like a viper striking their prey.

      Dagger drawn, it rested a hair’s width from his belly. At Esme’s bewildered stare, Rori softened. It was entirely possible the young woman had never seen this side of her soon-to-be betrothed.

      “If there is so much as a scratch on the elf when next I see him, I will consider it a personal attack, Dorchmeir. Are we clear?”

      “Aw, how cute. The little elfy needs protection from little Rori.” His singsong voice nearly broke her resolve. Instead of responding with a boot up his ass, she turned to Esme.

      “Until we meet again, my friend.”

      Esme nodded, but said nothing.

      Rori turned back to the room and took a deep breath. Going to the Unseelie court would be easy. Not getting caught in Midna’s traps would not. She gently closed the door behind her and took stock of each mirror. They ran the length of the room, from floor to ceiling. Each silvered reflection was bordered by an ornate, intricately carved frame. It was those carvings that told Rori which mirror to use. Anyone not versed in Seelie ciphers wouldn’t have an inkling where to begin. The clues were ancient. As old as the palace itself, yet always changing. As long as someone knew the original key, they could decipher the code.

      Rori didn’t need a code to know the mirror farthest from the door, placed between two other hulking plates of glass that reflected her image, was the doorway to the Uneelie palace. When she became Eirlys’ personal spy, the queen had shown Rori how to warp the mirror into a portal that would whisk her to Midna’s kingdom in seconds. It was a fail-safe in case anything happened to the Seelie queen and Midna’s help was needed. As much as the two queens bickered, Rori suspected there was more admiration and support than either would ever claim.

      She glanced at the mirror, at the wan appearance of the girl standing before her. It had been a long day. Her wild blue hair hung across her shoulders in a wavy mess. Mud smears tracked up both arms of her leather jacket, and the beginnings of a small tear just above her knee could be seen in her jeans. An uncomfortable thought floated through her mind.

      It wasn’t that she was afraid of what Midna might do to her that she’d been reluctant to leave Therron behind. Nor did she think Eirlys would harm the elf, which, considering her animosity toward his race, she might. It was something else. Something elusive she’d never felt before. Jealousy. Raw, emotional, disastrous jealousy. She was so fucked.
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      Eirlys sat on her throne, her fingertips thrumming a beat only she could hear. Therron waited for her to speak, his gaze traveling from the ornate chair, so similar in size and shape to Midna’s, up to the soaring arched ceiling. Light streamed in from windows high above their heads. The entire palace was bathed in light, as if it somehow was necessary. Whereas Midna used thick fabrics to block the light, Eirlys courted it.

      He took in the tapestries and paintings around the room. They, too, reflected a relationship between the Seelie court to the light. Behind him, courtiers shuffled uneasily. Far down the hallway, he heard a door close and he knew Rori had entered the Room of Mirrors.

      If Therron could’ve stopped her from going to Midna’s palace, he would have. But he knew, just as Eirlys did, that Rori needed to see the Unseelie queen on her own. Therron would’ve been a distraction she didn’t need. That peculiar twinge in his heart started again. Best not to think of what Rori would experience at the hands of Midna or her fabled servants.

      “Join me in my chambers, elf.”

      Therron jerked his attention to Eirlys, who now stood on her dais, her steady gaze penetrating his soul. “Your Majesty?”

      “I wish to speak with you privately.” Without giving him a reason, she turned and stepped down from the raised platform toward a set of doors in the back of the throne room.

      His options were limited—stay in the throne room to wait for that bastard Dorchmeir to return, or follow Eirlys. As much as he’d like to continue the scuffle they’d had while Rori was conversing with her queen, he chose the latter.

      A guard held open the door for him but did not follow Therron into the wide corridor where Eirlys strode several feet in front of him. He lengthened his gait to catch up, noting the smile she wore when he fell into step beside her.

      Neither spoke as they padded along the carpeted hallway. At a set of huge, gilded doors, Eirlys stopped. Two guards held pikes crossed at their tips and challenged the queen.

      “Oh, let us in. If you hear me scream, you may kill him. Otherwise, we’re not to be disturbed.”

      The pikes were moved, the doors opened, and Eirlys beckoned him into her private chambers. Soft fabrics in varying pastels covered the floors, walls, and drifted from the ceiling. The sheer femininity of the room surprised Therron. Eirlys presented herself as a hardened ruler who brooked no nonsense in her court, yet this space oozed sumptuous luxury. The furnishing practically begged to be sat upon. His gaze flicked from one mirror to the next, taking in the subtly erotic paintings interspaced between them.

      And they said Midna was the sex-crazed ruler of Faerie. If only they knew what secrets the Seelie queen hid behind her frosty façade.

      “Come. Join me.” Eirlys floated to a sofa, her gown swirling from the deep rust velvet to a barely-there sheer fabric that left nothing to the imagination. She arranged herself on the sumptuous cushions, her gown pooling like a cloud around her.

      “I’ll stay here, thank you.”

      “Oh, please. I thought you above these silly games, Therron Mistwalker. Or, should I call you Your Highness?” A wicked smile creased her lovely face. “You might have Rori fooled, but I make it my habit to know who’s traveling within my borders.”

      “It’s not my wish to fool anyone, especially Rori. But it is my experience that once someone knows you’re royalty, there are certain,” he paused to take in the scandalous outfit, “expectations. I find there’s freedom in anonymity.”

      Eirlys reclined into several pillows, exposing her pink nipples in the process. “I’m afraid I don’t have that luxury. But I do understand expectations.” She made a circling motion with her right hand and a nearby table filled with fruits, pastries, meats, cheeses, and bread. “Hungry?” She snapped and several jugs appeared. “Or would you prefer something to drink?”

      Therron helped himself to a mug of ale. “Can I get you anything?”

      Her laugh came out bitter. “Dear boy, never ask that of a queen.”

      “Refreshments. Do you require any food or drink?” At her slight nod, he filled a small plate and took it to her. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Midna—if you wish an heir, or a spare, you’d do well to look elsewhere.” He practically dropped the plate in her lap. “I’m not a stud for your stable, nor will I share your bed.” Without asking permission, he sat on a chair just out of arm’s reach of Eirlys.

      The queen’s eyes sparkled with hidden mischief. “You denied Midna as well?” As she sat up, her gown returned to the heavy velvet folds. “Tell me, was she terribly disappointed?”

      “No more so than I think you are. Fae and elves are not meant to mate.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” She sucked the pip from a cherry and spat it into a nearby fireplace. While she chewed, Therron had the uncomfortable sense that she was measuring him, but for what, he couldn’t say. “What were you doing working for Midna?”

      “She hired me to find Acelyne. I can only assume your spy wasn’t cutting it and she needed to bring in someone new.”

      Eirlys chuckled at this. “I doubt very much that Cian could fail at anything. More likely, she needed you for a specific reason. No matter.” She reached out and stroked his cheek. The feel of her fingertips upon the scarred flesh was like maggots writhing against the sensitive skin.

      Therron held himself still. His mind screamed at him to draw his dagger and stop the assault, but that would lead to certain death. Queen or not, she had no right to touch him. That peculiar pinch in his heart turned to a stab and his nostrils flared with suppressed anguish. When finally she lifted her fingers from his face and leaned back, he forced himself to stay seated. Every nerve in his body twisted until he was certain he would spring from the chair.

      “How did you get that?” Eirlys nodded to his cheek as if nothing had happened, as if she hadn’t felt the rush of rage and anxiety that he’d had to quell at her touch.

      “If it’s all the same to you, ma’am, I’d rather not say.” He rose and placed his mug on the overflowing table. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell Rori who I am. I think that would be best coming from me.”

      “I haven’t given you permission to leave.”

      “Nor have I asked for it. But then, you aren’t my queen.”

      She stood, her eyes aflame with indignation. “You will obey my laws while in my kingdom. I am the ruler here and you will respect me.”

      “What I will respect, Your Majesty, is someone who understands the meaning of the word. You tried to seduce me, then you accosted me inappropriately. These are affronts I do not take lightly. Until you apologize sufficiently, I will bid you farewell.”

      Therron strode from the room without a glance at the queen. She could have him hanged for what he said, but he doubted very much that she would. His time with Midna had served him well with Eirlys. He’d had to learn to ignore his baser instincts and not let a pretty breast or sumptuous mouth entice him into less than moral circumstances. Not that he was a prude by any means, but he knew he was meant for something more than pleasuring a lusty queen.

      He passed the guards outside Eirlys’ rooms and quickly put as much distance between himself and the Seelie queen as possible. A page scurried out of his way, only to chase after him a moment later. He didn’t wish to be distracted from his ire, but the page insisted on showing him to his room.

      The palace was as large as Midna’s, with as many turns and corridors. Therron had always thought the fae palaces had been built to make visitors dizzy, to keep the unsuspecting unbalanced. They were tricksters, the fae. Although elves weren’t perfect, they certainly didn’t behave as outlandishly as Faerie’s two present queens.

      At the door to his room, which was gratefully far from Eirlys’ chambers, the page sniveled and whined about what an honor it was to serve him. Therron nodded and thanked the man as a prince should, the entire time wishing he could’ve remained anonymous. At least Midna didn’t announce to her court who Therron was, or use his royal status against him.

      Instead of touring the rooms as the page would have liked, Therron peeked inside, declared them adequate, and closed the door to the helpful albeit annoying man. He’d spied a desk with paper, pen, and blotter and did not need one of Eirlys’ servants hovering over his shoulder as he wrote his note.

      He sat at the desk and tapped the quill to his lips, debating the exact right words. The nib scratched across the parchment as he wrote, the ink staining the fibers with every stroke. When he’d finished, he blotted the page and before folding it, pressed his palm against the words. It was a simple thing to spell the paper, but he added a curse to anyone who was not the intended reader.

      With a smile on his lips, he left his rooms and headed for the gardens. For once, he thought perhaps he could gain footing on the witch.

      The gardens were bathed in fading twilight when he emerged from a side door and Therron took a minute to gaze at the multi-colored sky. Swathes of pinks, purples, oranges, and blues streaked across the horizon. Soon it would be full dark and Rori would be laying her pretty head down to sleep in one of Midna’s guest rooms. He could only hope Cian would take care that Rori remained safe in her bed.

      A pang of guilt sliced across his chest. He should be there, not Cian. It was Therron’s duty to remain by Rori’s side, and yet he’d let her leave to journey on her own. Beneath the guilt, Therron knew it was the right decision. Had he entered Midna’s court with the girl, the Unseelie queen would’ve played her childish games of jealousy and ownership. It might’ve taken precious time they did not have to convince the queen that the threat of Acelyne was far more real, and far more dangerous, than they’d previously thought.

      Therron closed his eyes and cleared from his mind the unwelcome vision of Rori, alone, standing before Midna. She was a warrior at heart. She did not need him to protect her.

      It was that reason why he felt the need to do exactly that. She might be a damsel, but she wasn’t in distress. And even if she was, she could damn well save herself.

      His heart gave that odd pinching again and he rubbed his chest to alleviate the pain. If this didn’t stop soon, he would seek out a healer and have a potion made up to cure him of the affliction.

      The sky darkened to a glittering field of diamonds spread across a blanket of cerulean. It was time. He lifted his face and made a silent call. Within moments, an owl swooped from the treetops to his outstretched hand. His talons wrapped around the thick leather of his glove.

      “My friend, I need you to deliver this at once.” Therron spoke to the creature in the elvish tongue. The owl ruffled his feathers and clacked his beak in reply. “Thank you.”

      He attached the letter to the owl’s leg using a strip of leather and lifted his arm for the owl to take flight. Silently, he wished the bird a safe journey.

      The cool metal of a sword’s blade touched the underside of his chin and Therron stilled.

      “What was that you sent?” Dorchmeir’s voice came from Therron’s side, just beyond his sight.

      “A message that doesn’t concern you.”

      “I’m sure Queen Eirlys will be interested to know what it contained.”

      “I’m sure she would. Why don’t you take me to her and we’ll discuss it.”

      The blade cut into his skin, sending a wave of pain down his neck. A warm trickle of blood oozed over his days’ worth of stubble.

      “We don’t need your kind here, elf.”

      “I suppose you don’t. Yet here I am.” Therron spun away from the blade and toward Dorchmeir, his fist connecting with the man’s middle.

      The soldier let out an “Ooomph!”, followed by several curses. Before he could recover and attack Therron, the elf landed several more punches to his ribcage, followed by a solid hook to his jaw. Dorchmeir stumbled backward, tripped on a raised flower bed, and fell to his side. Therron stood above him, rage wafting off him like steam. He drew his boot back and kicked the dirt licker between his legs. It was ungentlemanly, but effective. Dorchmeir had been an arse to Rori and deserved nothing less.

      “You’ll pay for that, elf.” The soldier spit the words at Therron, his face the color of a beetroot.

      Therron wiped the blood from his neck and studied his fingers. Then, he retrieved Dorchmeir’s sword and held the blade above the man’s heart. “I’ve known men like you. Small minds with even smaller pricks. You bully and bluster to make up for your shortcomings. I haven’t lived as long as I have to take your bullshit. So no, I won’t pay for this. Not in any currency.” He threw the sword on the ground beside the man and strode away.

      As his boots crunched against the gravel path, he heard Dorchmeir whisper, “You’ll pay. She’ll make sure of it.”

      Therron shook his head. He’d made an enemy at the Seelie court, something he’d been trying valiantly not to do. Some days, it would be easier to return to his kingdom and take up the crown as his father hoped he would. Some days.
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      Rori pressed hard against the frame, mumbling the words needed to take her to Midna’s court. Forget that. She didn’t get jealous. To be jealous, she’d have to have feelings for the elf and no way. No bloody way did she think of Therron in that way. He was using his elf mind tricks on her, but she’d have none of it. Rori MacNair was a lone fae. She didn’t need anyone in her life.

      The mirror swirled, the glass becoming liquid silver, and Rori stepped through. Unlike the dark, silent doorway to the human realm, sound and light assaulted her with horrifying urgency. She’d learned to tune it out, to focus on the place she was going rather than go mad in the in-between. Some never made it to the other side alive, their bodies oozing through the portal in a sticky mess. Traveling through Faerie in this manner had its drawbacks and was not for the easily intimidated.

      The air thickened, pressing upon her lungs until breathing became impossible. She held her breath and waited out the discomfort. Everything about the doorways was designed to dissuade anyone from using them. Whoever first made the portals must’ve been a sadist. Why make something to facilitate speedy travel, only to kill a good portion of the people who use it? Rori asked herself the same question every time she entered one of the enchanted mirrors.

      A light the size of her fist brightened until it nearly blinded her, growing in size as well as force. When it engulfed her, she forced her body to relax and took a step forward into Midna’s own Room of Mirrors.

      Having been only the second time Rori entered the Unseelie palace through the doorways, she let a moment’s hesitation wash over her before she glanced at each mirror, choosing the one she believed to be the proper door to Midna’s palace. At least Eirlys had an actual door in her room.

      She searched the frame and found what looked like a knob and twisted it, smiling when a satisfying click sounded. The smile left her face as soon as she jerked open the door. There, standing with five of Midna’s guard, was her brother Cian.

      He studied her with the practiced eye of a spy trained for pretense. He showed no recognition, nor did he seem surprised to find her standing in Midna’s palace.

      “Take her to the queen.” His sharp voice brooked no argument and to Rori’s shock, the guard obeyed.

      Fortunately, she’d been trained the same as him and pretended not to know her own brother.

      It was the first time Rori had ever been in the Unseelie palace proper, but she walked as if she were a frequent visitor. Everywhere she looked was another intriguing bit of art, or fanciful play on furniture. Nymphs, mermaids, faeries, elves, and ogres were depicted in all manner of everyday life in tapestries, paintings, even floor murals made of tiny pieces of glass.

      Nowhere did Rori see any evidence of the sordid sex activities associated with Queen Midna. In fact, this palace looked much the same as the Seelie queen’s: stone walls, arched ceilings, bay windows with cushioned seats. In a way, the similarities disappointed Rori. She’d bought into the rumors and had mentally built the palace into legend.

      “Wait here.” Cian broke through her thoughts. He gave her a curt stare for only a moment before leaving them in the middle of the hallway.

      Rori checked her nails and grimaced at a snagged cuticle. She reached for her dagger and was immediately met with two drawn swords.

      “Easy, fellas. I just need to trim some flesh.” She slowly withdrew her dagger and showed it to them before using the tip to scrape at her nail. When satisfied with her work, she slipped the dagger into its sheath and smiled at the guards. “See? No danger.”

      She’d not been put into irons, nor had they taken her weapons, which meant either Midna didn’t see her as a threat, or she was being tested. Either way, Rori wouldn’t do anything to anger the queen. Not before she had a chance to deliver her message, at least.

      Cian returned and beckoned the group to follow him. They passed through a small courtyard and into another part of the palace that took on a distinctly different look and feel than the other corridors. Now the nymphs frolicked with giant phalluses protruding from their bodies. The mermaids gleefully snacked on the brains of shipwrecked pirates. This was the palace Rori had feared. This was the palace Rori had secretly longed to see.

      At the last door, Cian didn’t bother knocking, but yanked hard on the handle and ordered her inside. Rori kept her face placid even when her heart rammed against her ribcage. For whatever reason, Therron had chosen to stay at this palace with this queen. And Eirlys had said he was her favorite.

      Again, that pinch of jealousy unnerved Rori. What the hell was up with that bloody elf? She shouldn’t care about him or this queen or anything happening around her. Yet, she was darkly fascinated with it all.

      “Why have you entered my palace uninvited?” The stern voice came from the raised dais, which was very similar in shape to the Seelie queen’s, but draped in rich velvets of crimson, teal, and purple. The heavy fabrics blocked out any sunlight that might’ve shone down from the huge windows overhead. The only light in the room came from drossfire blazing within three huge alabaster discs suspended from the high ceilings.

      “I’ve come from the Seelie court, Your Majesty, with a request from Queen Eirlys.”

      Midna leaned forward and Rori saw her golden eyes first. They burned as if flames danced within. Her flaxen hair and snow-kissed skin were a stark contrast to the forest green gown she wore. Upon her head rested a crown of spring blooms, their pale shades far too innocent for this queen, Rori thought. Wings—gossamer thin and translucent, with opalescent veins making a spider’s web of sorts from tip to tip—unfolded behind the queen. Despite herself, Rori stared in awe. Never had she seen the Seelie queen’s wings. Nor did she expect Midna’s to be as delicately beautiful. She yearned to touch them, to feel the silkiness against her skin. A soft sigh escaped her lips.

      “Where’s Therron?”

      Rori collected her thoughts, regained control of her senses. “He’s with the Seelie queen. He’ll not be harmed and will be by your side once I’m returned unharmed.”

      A shrewd look crossed Midna’s features. “What does Eirlys want with me?”

      From the corner of her eye, Rori saw Cian’s shoulders shift the slightest bit. She knew that movement. Knew that he was preparing for battle, as he used to say. If there was to be a fight, he was ready. Dear, sweet Cian. She had no desire to fight or die this day.

      “What is your interest in the enchantress Acelyne?” It was a bold question, but one that had been nagging at Rori’s mind ever since meeting Therron.

      “I wish to see the witch drawn and quartered.” Midna’s ghostly lips turned a sickening shade of blood red. “She has stolen something from me, and I want it back.”

      So that’s why Therron was following Acelyne. Midna sent a thief to capture a thief. Clever, if not misguided.

      “The enchantress stole something from Queen Eirlys as well. That’s why I’m here. The Seelie queen would like to meet with you at the Vale of Dorn day after tomorrow. I have it on good authority that Acelyne won’t pass up a chance to be near the two great queens of Faerie. I’ll leave it to Your Majesties to decide the enchantress’ fate.”

      “What makes you think Acelyne will show? Why would she risk it?”

      “Because I stole something of hers, and she desperately wants it back.”

      Midna’s lips turned a soft shade of pink and curled into a smile. With that slight shift of her features, the queen’s entire countenance changed. Gone was the frosty, forbidding ruler. In her place was a relaxed, welcoming woman. Warmth spread from Rori’s belly to the apex of her legs, where it settled with a thrumming intensity.

      Whatever the queen was doing to her, Rori wanted no part of it. She was not here to become one of her slaves. Even as she forced bravery into her thoughts, desire to be lost in the dungeons pounded in her heart.

      “Your Majesty, please stop.”

      Midna curled into the great chair, a devious smirk on her lips. She turned toward Cian and indicated Rori with a tilt of her chin. “Shall I have this one killed?”

      The ease with which she said the words, the complete nonchalance of the question, irritated Rori. And that she’d ask Cian, her own brother, made her want to throttle the queen.

      “Only if you want war with Queen Eirlys. I’ve heard this one is a favorite of sorts. She said she stole something from Acelyne. It might be prudent to find out what that was.”

      Internally, Rori seethed. Externally, she put on a bored expression.

      “Fine. What is it you have of Acelyne’s?”

      Rori surveyed the room. Perhaps two dozen courtiers stood in small groups, some pretending not to pay attention, others openly watching the spectacle.

      “May I approach Your Majesty?” Midna nodded to Rori while simultaneously signaling to her guard to give them space. When she was within touching distance of the monarch, she withdrew the amulet, being careful to keep her palm cupped to hide it from the onlookers.

      Midna peered at the pendant. Her hand hovered close to Rori’s, but she didn’t reach out. “What is this?”

      “A prison, ma’am. Inside is a faerie. I believe Acelyne is capturing faeries and transporting them to the human realm via these amulets.”

      Midna snatched her hand away as if bitten. “What makes you think this?”

      Rori resisted the urge to look at Cian. She hated that she wanted his support but was also relieved he stood just a few feet away. “Because until this morning, I was imprisoned.” She cast a glance over her shoulder to the crowd. “I hesitate to say more, Your Majesty.”

      Midna’s gaze flicked to her courtiers. “You were trapped? In here?” The question was little more than a whisper.

      “Not in this one, ma’am. There are more, many more hidden and safe for now. But I fear there are even more still beyond Faerie’s borders.”

      “But how? To what end?”

      “How many people did you sense come through your doorway when I came through?”

      “One. Just you.”

      “But, if I’m correct and there’s a fae trapped inside that amulet, you should’ve sensed two. It was the same when Therron and I went to the human realm and back to Eirlys’ palace.”

      “Therron went to the human realm?” A glint of laughter touched her golden eyes.

      “He wasn’t happy about it.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      Midna took the pendant from Rori and examined it for several minutes. No one in the room spoke, nor moved. Every set of eyes was trained on the queen.

      “How do you get them out?” The queen broke the silence. A collective exhale of breath stirred the air.

      “I don’t know, but Queen Eirlys was keen to find out.”

      “Is there anything you’d like from me?”

      It was a strange request and Rori wasn’t sure what, exactly, the queen was asking.

      “No, ma’am. I’m exhausted, starving, I could use a loo, but otherwise, I can’t think of anything that I require.”

      Again, that enigmatic smile from the mysterious queen.

      “Cian, take your sister to a room on the second floor. I’m sure she’ll be comfortable there. In the meantime, I’ll send a message to my sister-queen confirming we’ll meet her day after next. We’ll leave early in the morning. Please try to get some rest tonight, Rori.”

      Rori curtseyed to the Unseelie queen, noting the use of “sister” twice in her speech. Therron had said Midna knew all about Rori and Cian, but why make it clear now? And why refer to Eirlys as her “sister-queen”? As far as Rori knew, the pair weren’t related. Perhaps it was a way all queens referred to each other, as a sisterhood of sorts.

      She rose and turned toward Cian. He looked like hell. Hair mussed—he hated his hair to be one strand out of place—and dark half-moons under his eyes. She hadn’t noticed earlier, but now, this close to him, she saw that his stubble was from more than just one day. Something was going on with him and she longed to know what. In fact, she had the distinct impression far more was going on in the Unseelie court than was visible to the innocent bystander. Rori was neither innocent nor a bystander. She’d wait until her escort left her alone to explore the palace. Whatever Midna was hiding, she’d uncover.

      “What did Acelyne take from Midna?”

      Cian’s chuckle warmed Rori’s spirits. She’d been half afraid the cool attitude he portrayed was due to her sudden appearance at court.

      “Leave it, Rori. This isn’t your mission, nor is it your place to go snooping. Trust me. Stay in your room and wait for morning. You’ll be safest there.”

      “You’re joking, right? You expect me to sit around and what, knit? Like hell I will. Something’s going on and I’m going to find out what. With or without your help.”

      They jogged up a wide staircase, with Cian a step ahead of her. At the landing, he waited until her boots touched the hardwood before he dragged her into a darkened alcove and hissed close to her ear, “Don’t you dare. Midna’s testing you. Hell, she’s testing us both. Something is going on here, but I can’t have you involved.” Rori stiffened at his words, a flurry of curses on her tongue, but he stopped them with one simple admission. “Midna’s sister is missing and she believes Acelyne took her for nefarious purposes. Your story in the throne room corroborated Midna’s worst fears. Right now, she’s trying to decide if you can be trusted—me as well, I’d assume. For all Midna knows, you and I are working with Acelyne for Eirlys’ benefit.”

      “You know we’re not.” Rori rolled her bottom lip between her teeth. “Why are you here?”

      Cian took her elbow and moved them into the hallway where a couple strolled hand in hand. “Officially, I’m here to offer Midna solace and assistance in finding her sister—something that has not been made public, by the way.”

      “And unofficially?”

      “I’ve been tasked with finding our lost fae and returning them to their proper homes.”

      Rori rolled that around in her mind a bit. Eirlys said she knew about missing fae for many years. Arianna had only been taken a few days earlier.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “A month, maybe a bit longer. And before you ask, Mairead has been missing for three. It’s not the first time she’s disappeared, but there’s been no word from her, nor has Midna felt her presence in Faerie. According to Midna, Mairead always lets her know that she’s safe.”

      They rounded a corner and immediately turned to their left where a steep staircase, not nearly as broad or as ornately decorated, met them. Cian took the steps two at a time while Rori ran behind him. Her damn fool brother was barely winded when they reached the top. She took a moment to catch her breath.

      “I’ve never known you to be this out of shape, little sister.”

      “I’ve had precious little to eat for close to a week. I wasn’t lying when I said I was exhausted. Or about needing a WC.”

      Cian’s laughter boomed down the corridor, startling several courtiers. “Then let’s get you to your room.” He led her to a door and opened it for her to pass through.

      Inside the large room was a four-poster with curtains and enough furniture to make the room comfortable for several guests. Her stomach churned at the thought of what other guests might’ve done in that room, on that bed.

      Cian pointed to a door on her left. “Bathroom, and there,” he indicated another door to the right of the fireplace, “is your dressing room. Although, I doubt you’ll have need of that. I’ll get a fire started while you use the facilities.”

      The bathroom was half the size of the sleeping quarters, with a huge claw-footed tub sitting in the middle. She gazed longingly at the tub, but a bath would have to wait. First, Cian had some questions to answer.

      A roaring fire glowed steady in the grate and he squatted before it, hands outstretched toward the flames. The clench of his jaw, and seriousness of his gaze, stopped her heart for a beat.

      “What’s going on, Cian? Not just with the imprisoned fae, but why are you truly here?” She stood beside him, her palm stretched across his shoulder. Beneath her touch, his tension was felt in the tightness of his muscles, the pull of skin over bones. “Do you think—” She stopped the thought before it became real.

      “Think what?” He rose and in that moment, she saw their father. They were so alike in coloring and attitude. A deep pang of longing stole her breath.

      “I keep wondering, is this what happened to Dad?”

      Her breath sucked in and he turned away, but not before she saw fury ghost across his features. “Don’t make it personal, Rori. Remember your training.”

      “It’s too late for that. When Acelyne drugged me, she made it far more than personal. We have to find them, Cian. All of them.”

      “We will.”

      A knock at the door startled them both and Cian stalked across the room. “That’ll be supper.”

      He opened the door to a servant, who brought a tray of sensuous-smelling food into her room. He set the tray on a table and left without a word. Rori watched him leave, noting the slope of his shoulders, the downturn of his eyes. His hands were clean, his nails neatly trimmed.

      They ate with very little conversation. She wanted Cian’s company, enjoyed having him in her presence, but something about his melancholy threatened to drown them both.

      “Have you ever heard of a company called SIRE?” Cian asked after the last bite of his pudding. He took a long drink of ale, watching her above the rim of his mug.

      “No, I don’t think so. Why?”

      He shrugged and finished his drink. “I’ve been doing some digging into fae who’ve chosen to live in the human realm and this SIRE Unlimited thing keeps coming up. I couldn’t find anything on who runs it, where it’s headquartered, what they do—nothing. Then, about the time Mairead went missing, I had a break. Malcolm Dagniss—does the name mean anything to you?”

      Rori scanned through the years of knowledge she’d either collected or read and came up with one possibility. “Not really. I remember there was a Dagniss family long ago, but that line has been extinct for centuries. I don’t recall there ever being a Malcolm, though.”

      “Very good. You paid attention to your studies.” Cian patted her on the head and she snapped as if to bite his fingers. “Easy, little dragon.”

      She grinned at the nickname. “What about him? Is he involved with Mairead’s disappearance? Or with SIRE?”

      “I’m not sure, but my gut tells me both. Why, I couldn’t say, but I’m determined to find out.”

      Rori stifled a yawn and Cian’s face softened. “How did you get yourself captured?”

      “No freaking idea. I was at the pub with Tug, then I woke in the forest three days later. I didn’t see or hear whoever drugged me. I don’t remember anything past singing with my mates.” Admitting this truth to her brother hurt. She hated that she’d failed in the one aspect of her job she should’ve bested anyone at—protecting herself.

      “If it’s Acelyne, then no wonder. She’s a master enchantress. Midna thinks she’s here in the palace at this very moment, but I’m not so sure.”

      Rori’s nerves twisted and a shudder rushed down her back. She’d die before being put into a glass prison ever again. “She made me see things, Cian. I saw the princess in her palace, but then, a woman appeared who said Arianna was her daughter. Queen Eirlys is the princess’s mum. It was all quite confusing, like an illusion within the illusion. I don’t know what to think anymore.”

      Cian’s long fingers stroked his chin. His dark brows crowded one another as he frowned. “You’re exhausted. Get some sleep, and Rori, please, don’t leave your room tonight. It’s a new moon and Midna is restless.”

      She squinted in thought, deciding not to argue with him. Besides, she had a lovely tub in the next room. She’d run a hot bath and soak away her cares.

      “I promise. I’ll be good.”

      “For once.”

      They both laughed and he kissed her forehead before leaving and taking the tray with him. At the click of the door latch, she turned the key, knowing if anyone really wanted into her room, there were probably half a dozen secret passageways that would allow access. Or, all they really had to do was use magic on the lock.

      A little thrill ripped through her belly. She’d promised Cian she’d stay in her room, and she would. But if someone happened to sneak into her room uninvited, she’d have every right to attack them, wouldn’t she? Rori patted her two daggers, still somewhat surprised Midna allowed her to remain armed. She’d make sure to sleep with a dagger under each pillow. Just in case.
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      Screams rent the night air, waking Rori from a fitful sleep. She reached for her daggers and found nothing. The bedsheet beneath her pillows was empty. Alarmed, she sat up in the huge bed, her mind racing, eyes searching. She took a deep breath, stilling the frayed nerves that craved panic. The curtains were drawn on the four-poster, blocking most of the light. A faint glow could be seen beyond the fabric. She felt again beneath the pillows, gritting her teeth at the empty sheets. Those daggers were a gift from Eirlys. When she found the pig-faced nipple pipe who stole them, she would rip their head off.

      She stared at the bed curtains and recounted her steps after her bath. She’d sat by the fire until her hair was nearly dry, then slid beneath the covers, too exhausted to care that she was wearing her dirty clothes. What she couldn’t recall was whether or not she closed the curtain. Her instinct said she hadn’t. She drew another long breath to slow her hammering heart.

      After Cian had left, she’d locked the door, and she’d checked it again before getting into bed. Her hands went to her neck, where she’d tied the key to a ribbon and secured it like a necklace. Frilly lace met her fingertips and she paused, unsure what she was feeling. She’d gone to bed wearing her jeans and T-shirt. What the bloody cockleberry was this Victorian dressing gown bullshit she had on?

      She tugged the duvet off her body and shoved the curtains open. White cotton covered her from her neck to the tips of her bare toes. She curled her feet against the cold floor and shivered. The fire had died sometime during the night, leaving her room frosty. She searched the wardrobe for a cardigan or wrap, but it was empty. So were the two chests in the room. Her own clothes were nowhere to be found.

      A breeze snaked its way up her ankle to her very naked private parts. A full body shiver racked her body and she hopped to the bed, where she grabbed the duvet to wrap herself in its downy warmth. Next, she searched the hearth for firewood, kindling, and matches, but couldn’t find anything to make a fire. She was certain Cian left the matches on the mantel, but when she looked for them, the box was empty. As was the log rack beside the fireplace where wood had been when her brother left. It was as if someone had come in during the night and taken everything out of her room. If this had been Eirlys’ palace, she would’ve blamed Dorchmeir, but she doubted that dimwitted ass licker would have the nerve to enter Midna’s kingdom.

      Rori sat with a huff on one of the stiff chairs and debated her choices—stay in her room, bundled up until morning, or go in search of answers.

      Another scream pulled her attention to the door. She listened hard, but the only sounds she heard were her own breathing and the blood rushing through her veins. It went against her training to intervene when someone was in trouble. Don’t get involved was a familiar mantra at the Academy. Stay invisible; keep to the mission. She knew these words as if they were written in blood on her heart. Yet there was something that drew Rori to the door.

      Her fingers flinched from the icy knob. Wisps of condensation floated on her breath. She tightened the duvet and ambled through the doorway into the darkened hall. Lights flickered at one end of the long corridor. Voices came from the same direction and Rori turned toward them like a poppy tracking the sun’s rays.

      Cocooned as she was made walking difficult, but there was no way she would traipse around Midna’s palace in just the thin dressing gown. It took her several minutes to make her way along the carpeted floors, counting each door she passed. She’d come to fifteen when the hallway opened to a gallery, where she found her source of lights and voices.

      A balustrade kept her from falling to the marble floors, and a thick pillar concealed the bulk of her, yet gave her a prime view of what was happening thirty feet below. At first, Rori didn’t understand what she saw. Bodies—some clothed, most not—writhed like hypnotized snakes. Masked courtiers stood on the fringes, watching the spectacle. Music played from somewhere beneath the gallery where she stood. Its melodic beat set the rhythm for those below. They undulated and arched like choreographed performers on stage, their cries and moans counterpoint to the music.

      The more Rori studied the scene, the more she realized these must be the rumored slaves of the Unseelie queen. And there, in the center of it all, was Midna.

      The queen reclined on a divan, her wings fluttering to the beat, making nearby candles flicker. The interplay of light upon those near her was both ominous and sultry. They appeared as angels, then demons, depending on where any given shadow landed. Naked servants attended the masked audience, offering drinks and refreshments from glittering gold trays. Those on the outer rim of the room chatted with one another, sometimes pointing to one group or another. Rori wished she knew what they said. For one wild moment, she wished she were down there, as one of them.

      Yet, which group did she long to be part of? The masked onlookers, or with the queen? Her gaze raked over the entwined bodies back to the queen. Her wings curled in on themselves and stretched taut. One moment, her skin appeared translucent, a pearl upon the midnight fabric; a moment later, she shimmered in rainbow hues of pinks, purples, greens, and blues. With each alteration, her wings’ glow ebbed and flowed, fluttered, and furled. Rori stared, transfixed.

      It had never occurred to her that wings were anything more than a status symbol. She’d never seen anyone expose them thusly before. In fact, she’d never once let her wings unfold to their full size.

      A thrumming between her shoulder blades caused an itch that she sadly realized would never be scratched. She wasn’t royalty. Her wings would have to stay safely protected beneath her skin. She twitched her shoulders, quelling the insistent desire to let them free. Without success, she tried to recall when it had become law that only royalty could show their wings. Her back now felt inflamed, as if someone held a torch against her skin. It was unbearable. Was it law? Was it a rumor or empirical fact? She couldn’t remember. Somewhere, someone had told her no one but royalty was allowed to display their wings, but Rori herself had never confirmed the fact. If it wasn’t a law, then certainly just letting the gossamer folds open for a moment wouldn’t hurt.

      The queen screamed and Rori took a half step toward the barrier. Her focus snapped to the queen, to the source of what had woken her. The itch across her back faded to nothing more than an irritation. Another cry ripped through the air, as if murder were being done, except Midna looked anything but a victim. Two faeries suckled the queen’s breasts, and another settled his head between the monarch’s legs. The onlookers applauded politely, their attention drawn to the divan.

      Midna’s arms drooped to the side, her body limp after what Rori could only guess was her release. The three fae didn’t stop, not even when another fae joined them. His Glamour sparkled like glitter beneath a sheen of sweat. His tall body swayed as if drunk and the queen reached for him. Roughly, she grabbed his hardened cock and pulled him to her mouth.

      Rori turned away, mortified at what she witnessed, and even more so by the dampness between her own legs.

      Cian had warned her not to leave her room. A quickening of her heart kept her from turning back to the orgy. Her brother might be down there. An image of the tall fae swept through her mind. Similar in height and coloring to Cian, she hadn’t been focused on his face. Every nerve pinched and tightened in on itself as she debated what to do. Knowing she could never forgive herself, she cocked her head to look past the balustrade.

      Rori avoided looking at Midna, tried to ignore what the queen’s mouth and hands were doing to the fae, and focused on his face. Eyes closed, his chin tilted toward the ceiling, she couldn’t be certain it wasn’t Cian.

      Bloody hell, what are you doing, Rori? Go back to your room. You don’t need to know.

      Yet she did. Had to be certain it wasn’t her beloved brother servicing the Unseelie queen.

      One last glimpse.

      She stared harder, willing the fae not to be Cian, and was rewarded with the man turning toward her, his face illuminated by a floating candle. The look of sheer bliss marking his features tore at her heart. For an instant, she wanted it to be Cian. Wanted to know her brother had experienced this kind of rapture. But the fae wasn’t anyone she knew.

      His glow captivated her. Longing feathered from low in her pelvis, over her thighs, up her abdomen, across her chest. The duvet slipped from her shoulders as one hand traveled between her legs, and the other cupped her left breast. Her thumb rubbed over her hardened nipple, creating more want, more desire.

      To be with the others, to feel their hands on her, their lips caressing her skin—she craved their touch. The male fae at Midna’s side arched. A long moan echoed above the music. Drums beat louder and the bodies shifted with the increased tempo. Men with men, women on women: a mix of both genders entwined. They convulsed and grunted, their bodies slick with perspiration. Rori’s fingers ground against the cotton fabric in a frantic need to find release.

      Another scream from the queen.

      So close.

      Sparks edged her vision. Her breathing came in short pulls and her body rocked to the beat of the drums.

      One of the masked onlookers turned toward her, his (her?) stare like a snare. Rori gasped, aware suddenly that she was standing at the edge of the banister, where all of the crowd could see. Another step and she would’ve toppled over the edge.

      Her body ached for her to continue, but she couldn’t. Wouldn’t give in to the lust twisting like a raging storm through her body. She bent to pick up the duvet and cracked her forehead on the granite pillar. Pain ricocheted across her skull. The duvet caught in her feet and she stumbled forward, tugging on the stupid thing as she raced down the hallway. At the grand stairway that led to the room below, a lone figure ascended the stairs. Rori sped faster, clasping the duvet to her chest.

      The door to her room stood wide open and she raced through, spinning around to slam it shut. For several minutes, she waited with her forehead pressed against the wood, listening. No footsteps followed her. No one knocked on the door. Gradually, her breathing slowed and her heartrate lowered. The lust she’d felt dissipated to a familiar wanting, nothing more. Whatever happened with the queen, she didn’t want to be a part of it, even as an onlooker.

      She crawled into the huge four-poster and curled the duvet around her body. A profound sadness wormed its way from her frazzled thoughts to the tips of her extremities, suffocating her in its severity. Why she felt as she did perplexed Rori. She didn’t want to be part of an orgy, nor did she fancy having sex with the queen. Then what?

      The answer lay in her denial. No stranger to sex, Rori had never allowed herself to enjoy it, at least, not in the way she’d witnessed in the queen’s room. She lay her head upon the pillow to sort out the puzzling emotions. In fact, she couldn’t recall a time she’d enjoyed sex enough to cry out, to be completely unbridled with her body. The sadness coiled and snapped within her heart. Duty first, pleasure never.

      No sooner did she snuggle into the downy softness than a hard knock at the door rattled her anew. She sat upright, swearing a stream of curses at whoever had the nerve to disturb her in the middle of the night.

      But when she glared at the door, sunlight streamed through the windows. Dying embers glowed red in the fireplace, and she was once more dressed in her own clothes.

      “Rori, open up. I’ve got breakfast,” Cian shouted from behind the thick wood.

      She felt along her neck and found the ribbon with the key. Her right hand slipped between her legs where an uncomfortable warmth remained. A dream. She’d had a bizarre dream. Had to be.

      “Give me a second,” she called out and slid from the bed. At the door, she put a hand to her forehead and shook the remnants of her dream from her mind. The key made a gravelly sound as she turned it, followed by a satisfying click. The door popped open and there was Cian, looking even more haggard than the previous day, but with a huge smile lighting his face.

      “I thought I was going to have to break down the door. I don’t recall you sleeping so hard, but you did say you were exhausted.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Rori took the tray and placed it on the table. “Can you stoke the fire? It’s chilly in here.”

      “No time, I’m afraid. We have to eat and run. Queen Midna’s almost ready to leave.”

      Still rather distracted from the dream, Rori nodded and sat down to tuck in to her meal. She barely tasted the porridge and fruit as she shoveled huge spoonfuls into her mouth.

      “I didn’t mean it literally, Aurora.” Cian put a hand on hers. “Slow down. Chew, swallow, breathe.” He cracked a poached egg and handed it to her. “Did you sleep well?”

      She took a bite of the runny goodness and swallowed before answering. “I think you might be right about Acelyne being here. I had the strangest dream.” Cian glanced at her, his greenish brown eyes showing concern. “It seemed so real. Bizarre, though.” She scooped another spoonful of egg into her mouth.

      “You stayed in your room like I asked, right?”

      “I did.” But my dream self didn’t. Her cheeks burned with the memory. She rubbed her temple, noting a tender spot on her forehead. Where she’d bumped into the column. Icy pinpricks tickled across her skin. It was a dream, she insisted. A dream, nothing more. A flush warmed her cheeks and she changed the subject. “Will the queen give us horses to ride?”

      He eyed her for several long moments and she prayed he didn’t ask any questions. After a bite of his own egg, he said, “We’re traveling in her carriage.”

      “With her?”

      “Of course with the queen.” Cian made a face and shook his head. “Honestly, Rori. What’s gotten into you? Are you losing your edge?”

      “Never!” She reached for a dagger, but they were still beneath her pillow. She hoped. “I might not have as many missions clocked as you, but there’s nothing you can do that I can’t.”

      His raised eyebrow served as an answer. She didn’t argue it further. Why bother? Cian was the best. Always had been; always would be. They both knew there were several things he could do better than her—fire a gun, for one. As much as she’d tried, she hated firearms. The sound, the feel, all of it repulsed her. Knowing him, he could fire a direct shot at forty paces with his eyes closed, a cup of tea in one hand and still hit his mark. Friggin’ Mr. Perfect.

      “Rori.” His voice dropped and her body tensed, as if a trap were about to spring and she’d find herself caged. “Is this what you wanted? Being an intelligence officer? Or are you only doing it because of the family?”

      MacNairs had been spies for one queen or another for as long as they could trace their history. It was in her blood, as the saying went. She’d never thought about doing anything else but gathering intelligence, as Cian liked to call it. She cocked her head in thought.

      “You want to know if I had a choice, right here, right now, would I choose this profession? Would I choose to put myself at risk every day for our queen?” He nodded, his eyes focused on her. “Yes, I would. Mum gave me a choice, you know. When I was thirteen, she asked what I’d like to be when I grew up. Kids never know, do they? They’ll tell you a sorcerer, or a blacksmith, because that’s what caught their attention that day, but I’ve always known. Even before Dad disappeared, I knew I wanted a life bigger than Faerie.”

      “Bigger than Faerie.” A snort and shake of his head were followed by a chuckle. “You’ve got that, all right. But Rori, we’re not in competition. Stop trying to best me and just be you. Be Rori MacNair, not Cian MacNair’s little sister.” He held her chin between his thumb and forefinger, his gaze steady. “You are, as the humans are wont to say, a total badass. I’m proud to call you kin.”

      The intensity of his stare staggered her. His words cut straight to her heart. If she was honest with herself, she knew his words were true. She’d been in a silent competition with her brother for most of her life. Everything she did was tagged with what she thought he’d think of her. To hear him say he was proud of her meant everything. Tears stung her eyes and she blinked hard. A flippant reply sprang to her lips, but she refused to say anything to diminish the moment.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re harder on yourself than anyone else. Queen Eirlys knows your loyalty is without question. Mum knows how devoted you are to your work. Believe in yourself, Rori. Trust this.” He placed his hand over her heart and an odd wooziness swept over her. Those words, and that action, were exactly what the strange woman Taryn had said and done.

      Maybe Rori had been mistaking cockiness with confidence. Maybe it was time she stopped trying to prove herself to everyone and be as Cian said, totally badass, but not in a lethal, quiet way like her brother. In her own way. Whatever that was.

      “I will.”

      He removed his hand from her heart and held his mug but didn’t drink from it. His fingers tapped nervously on the table.

      So, even cool-headed Cian could get ruffled. Rori tucked the information aside. Seeing her brother in this light was refreshing. Instead of teasing him, she asked, “How long do you think you’ll be on this mission?” She didn’t want to ask him why he looked so haggard, or whether he’d ever shared Midna’s bed, but the thoughts were hidden behind her question.

      “I’m not sure. I think I’ve uncovered everything here that I can, but it’s possible I missed something.”

      “I doubt that.” Her quip was drowned by a gulp of tea.

      “Have you heard from Mum?”

      “Not since I’ve been back, but then, I’ve been busy.” Rori still hadn’t forgiven her mum for moving away from the Seelie court when she’d retired. Labhruinn MacNair had stayed on as Eirlys’ captain of the guard until Rori entered the Academy, then quietly left her position and moved to a tiny village in the middle of nowhere. To Rori, it felt like abandonment. That was only half the truth. Rori choked back the other half with a sip of tea.

      “I’ll send her a note letting her know you’re doing well.” He rested his hand over hers and gave a squeeze with his fingers.

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      Using him as her personal messenger caused a momentary flinch of guilt. She really should take a few days and visit her mum. It wasn’t Labhruinn’s fault their dad went missing, and it wasn’t her fault that both Cian and Rori chose to follow their dad’s career path. Their mum had never been anything but understanding and supportive. She deserved more than Rori gave her. So did Cian.

      “Tell her I’ll come see her soon.”

      Surprise crossed Cian’s features and he grinned. “It’s about time.”

      It was past time. She missed her mum more than she’d realized.

      “Cian, there’s something I’ve never told anyone and maybe you should know.” His hand snaked across the table to cover hers. His eyes stayed on her face, encouragement mixed with caution. “It’s about Dad.”

      A strange flash cut across his face, one of agony, then it was gone.

      “What about him?”

      “The day he disappeared, I was at Gran’s, in the garden,” the words caught in her throat. This was harder than she’d thought it would be, but her gut told her it was time he knew the truth. “I was at Gran’s, practicing warping and weaving magic like Dad taught us, when all of a sudden I felt like my whole body was on fire. Not just on fire, but ants crawled all over me and spiders were biting me over and over again.” Tears stung the backs of her eyes with the memory. “I lost control of my magic. Or something. I don’t know what happened, but I had no control of it. Like, someone else was in charge and using it against me.”

      Cian wiped the tears that rolled down her cheeks. “That happens to even the best mages. Sometimes we use more than we’re ready for.”

      “No,” she shook her head, letting several cobalt locks hide her face. “It wasn’t like that. I never stretched myself too much. I always knew my limits. Dad used to commend me for my control. But that day—it hurt, Cian.”

      “I’m sorry. Why haven’t you told me before now?”

      Rori took a deep breath. This was the hard part of her story. “Because, what if something I did caused Dad to disappear?”

      Cian left his chair to kneel beside her and enfolded her body with his strong arms. “Beautiful, sweet, lethal Rori. You had nothing to do with Dad’s disappearance. Nothing.” He stroked her hair and made soft comforting sounds until she sniffed and wiped the tears from her face.

      Once the words had been spoken, they didn’t weigh as heavy in her heart, but she wasn’t ready to believe him yet. Doubts lingered despite his assurances.

      Outside her room, a page rang a bell, loudly calling out that the queen would soon be departing.

      Cian pressed his hands to the sides of her face and kissed her forehead. “Don’t torture yourself over something out of your control.” He rose and clapped his hands as if that was done, nothing more should be said on the matter.

      One last shovel of porridge followed by a long drink of tea and she stood. “We should get a wiggle on. Wouldn’t want to keep the queen waiting and all that.” She retrieved her daggers from beneath the pillows where she’d left them the previous night. Her leather jacket hung on the back of a chair and she swished it up to shove her arms through. An instant of regret pinched her heart. Arianna was no longer sleeping in the hidden pocket. Even though the princess had been comatose, Rori had liked having the wee lass close.

      Cian checked his reflection while she finished dressing. He was a handsome guy, her brother. And he knew it. In fact, he used his looks as part of his arsenal of weapons. She studied him as he adjusted his jacket. Cut like a long sport coat, or manteau, it could easily pass for human or fae clothing. Same for the dark pants he wore. His shoes, however, gave him away. Handmade Italian loafers that she knew for a fact cost just under two grand. She looked at her scuffed boots and shrugged. They were a fraction of the price and equally as functional.

      “Hey,” she said as they exited her room, leaving the tray on the table, “remember that weird vision in a vision I told you about?” Rori looked at Cian from beneath her lashes. “Do you know what ShantiMari is? Or what a Darennsai is? This woman said these things, and she knew me, Cian. But I’ve never seen her before—I would swear my life on it. Have you ever heard of a woman named Taryn? Silver hair, blue eyes?”

      Cian cocked his head in thought. “No, can’t say I ever have. Why?”

      “I don’t know. Just, I met her within that illusion and I have a feeling she was actually outside of the illusion.”

      “You’re not making sense.”

      “None of this makes sense, Cian. An enchantress, missing fae, the queens meeting. I can’t shake the feeling something big is happening to Faerie, but we’re the last to know.”

      Cian placed his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “We’re intelligence officers, Rori. It’s our job to know before anyone else what happens. What do you think is going on?” He tapped her heart, then her belly. “In here. Like I said, trust these.” His last tap was to her forehead. “And this. In our profession, they are the only things you can trust.”

      “You can always trust me, big brother. Not even torture could make me betray you.”

      He kissed the top of her head before letting his arm fall away. “Nor me, you.”

      They wove their way through the dozen or so carriages to the only white one of the bunch. All the others were drab brown, or sickly black, but the queen’s shone like a star among the rabble. Rori suppressed a shake of her head and roll of her eyes.

      “Nothing like shouting to the world, ‘I’m here!’ Doesn’t she have an ounce of humility?”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge. Being queen isn’t just about gowns and crowns.” Cian glanced down at Rori. “It’s a lonely position that demands a lot physically and emotionally. Queens might look like they’re receiving, but it’s what they’re giving that takes the toll.”

      The dream, of the fae suckling Midna’s breasts as if being fed by the queen, crashed across her thoughts. A warm tingling spiraled from her core and she shoved the memory to the far reaches of her mind. She did not need to think of Midna like that. Ever.

      Cian opened the carriage door for her and she dropped a half curtsey to him with a sloppy grin. He batted her on the back of the head and she laughed as she ducked into the cool dark of the interior. The laughter died in the back of her throat when she saw the Unseelie queen sprawled on the cushions. Her lavender hair cascaded over her shoulders to curl around a barely concealed breast. Not that Midna’s garments did much to hide her nudity. Rori scrambled into the seat opposite and averted her eyes. The warmth spread from her core to her outer extremities. It was going to be a long, uncomfortable trip to the vale.

      “What took you? We’ve been waiting ages.”

      “You know that’s not true, ma’am. The Unseelie queen waits for no one. You only just arrived before we did,” Cian chided.

      The queen harrumphed and sat upright, straightening the voluminous skirts of her floaty, transparent gown.

      “I see you’ve dressed for practicality.” Her brother settled into the cushions, crossing his right ankle over his left knee.

      How he could remain unaffected by the queen, Rori couldn’t guess. The woman’s scent alone was a distraction. Perfume? Sex? She swallowed a bitter lump of disgust and gazed out the window. The rest of the carriages were loaded and ready. The horses lunged forward, knocking Rori backward. A loud thunk sounded when her head connected with wood.

      “Clotpole piper!” The words were out before she could stop them and she stared at the queen in horror. “Your Majesty, please forgive me.”

      Midna’s laughter was unexpected but appreciated. “Please, Rori. You have nothing to fear from me. Swearing is nothing more than words said with passion. Just words.” The queen leaned forward, exposing her breasts, and Rori glanced away. “Dear girl,” she tilted Rori’s face to look at her own, “the things I could teach you. Your brother tells me you’re talented, but by the blush staining your cheeks, I don’t think you’re as learned as you should be. Spying isn’t a game for the easily shocked.” Rori’s eyes widened and again, that wonderful sound of Midna’s laughter filled the carriage. “You must learn to give in to your desires, but in a controlled way. I can help you with that.”

      “With all due respect, no thank you, ma’am.” Mortification didn’t come close to what Rori was feeling. That Midna would dangle her breasts like ripe pieces of fruit, there for the taking, and offer to school Rori in the ways of making love—it was more than an insult. The queen had called Rori innocent, at the very least. The nerve of that woman. She could hardly breathe for the anger pooling inside her gut.

      “Well.” Midna traced a finger down Rori’s cheek to her lips. Her breath came in stuttered pulls, her chest rising and lowering in spurts. The queen’s nail scraped into the soft skin of Rori’s lips. Adding insult, Midna moaned as if the action were sexually fulfilling. Rori struggled to calm her runaway heart. “If you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.” The queen sat back, removing her touch from Rori’s face, and focused on Cian. “Now then, tell me how you’re progressing with the investigation.”

      The change of tone and attitude startled Rori. Even Midna’s clothing altered with her business-like demeanor. Her hair paled to flaxen waves and the floaty, see-through gown became soft velvet, in a deep Bordeaux color. Even Midna’s skin shifted from a shimmery abalone to dull cream. The control this woman had over her magic was impressive.

      Rori could barely control the whorls of emotion fighting within her heart and mind. The dichotomy of desire and disgust penetrated every cell, every fiber of her body. It was enough to drive her to madness. With grudging respect, Rori had to admit the queen could teach her many things. Not just sexually, but she had a feeling the Unseelie queen was the greatest spy of them all.
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      The carriage came to a halt and Rori snapped open her eyes, senses on full alert. Cian squeezed her hand and exited the carriage to hold the door for Midna. The queen’s smile was for Rori alone. Hidden in the curves of her lips was an unspoken invitation. For a second, Rori almost blurted out that she’d stay with the queen. That whatever she could teach, Rori would happily learn. But the moment passed and Rori sat in the carriage alone with her confusion.

      She couldn’t remember when she’d fallen asleep, only that Cian and Midna’s conversation had bored her beyond belief. After discussing Cian’s findings, which Rori paid attention to, the discussion had devolved into an accounting of household business. Midna knew everything that happened at her court, down to who was bedding whom. She could recount every penny spent from her treasury and inquired after several babies born in the past month. The dullness of it all had lulled Rori into a sleep deep enough she’d no longer felt the rib-jarring ruts in the road or heard the squeaking of wheels.

      “Are you coming, or did you plan to sleep in here all night?”

      “Shut it, Cian.” Rori slithered from the carriage and stuck her tongue out at her brother. Her boots landed in soft grass and she looked around at her surroundings.

      The Vale of Dorn sat at the very heart of Faerie, of equal distance to the two kingdoms. Rori knew the vale well, having traversed it many times both on foot and horseback. Rowan, the wizard who called the vale home, was a good man. Honest, humble, and smart. He’d given Rori shelter on more than one occasion and stitched her up a fair few times as well. She saw Rowan shuffling toward the queen and smiled.

      Beside Rowan was her friend Tug, and to his left, Meg. Tug saw her and waved a hello as he lumbered past the pair to meet up with Rori.

      “Meg’s fixed me, Ror. I ain’t got no more enchantress in me mind.” He folded her into a hug and she patted his expansive back.

      “That’s good, Tug. Was it so terrible to be cured?”

      “Naw, Meg’s a good lass. Gave me some potions, didn’t she? They weren’t too tasty, but after a while, they did the trick. I cannae feel someone else in here anymore.” He tapped his skull, a wide grin on his face. “Where’s Therron? Meg thought the two of ye would come together.”

      “He’s with Eirlys. I went to the Unseelie palace alone.”

      Tug nodded, as if the idea didn’t surprise him. “He’ll be along shortly, I imagine.”

      It was an odd thing to say, but then, Rori had just had the oddest day of her life. The startling realization hit her that from the moment she woke up in the silent forest to when she fell asleep in the Unseelie queen’s palace had all been one long day. In truth, it felt like a month, at least. No wonder she was exhausted.

      A shiver clawed its way down her spine and Rori turned in time to glimpse a flash of gold and crimson dart behind a tree. She squinted into the surrounding woods but couldn’t make out any movement beyond a few rabbits. Her instinct told her to wait, that Acelyne needed to be there. It took every ounce of self-control not to race after the enchantress.

      “You’ll stay inside with us tonight, Rori.” Meg joined them and hovered close to Tug. Her glance darted to the forest, but she didn’t mention Acelyne. “Rowan insists.”

      “I slept in the carriage on the way here. I can patrol tonight. Where’s Eirlys?”

      “They were detained and won’t arrive until morning. You need your rest.” Meg entreated Tug, “Doesn’t she?”

      “Ye do, Aurora. Ye’ve had a busy time of it and if Rowan says ye’ll sleep in the house, then ye will.”

      Knowing arguing would get her nowhere, Rori agreed. “There’s still a few hours of sunlight. I’ll see if I can help put up tents or something. I can’t just stand around waiting.”

      “You can help me with potions. Come, I’ll show you how to make that tincture you’re so fond of.” Meg held out her hand and Rori followed.

      Tug meandered off in the opposite direction and soon after, she heard the thud-chunk of a hammer hitting wooden spikes. Other sounds came to her—of the queen giving orders, forest creatures, birds cawing in the sky, natural sounds that for all the world sounded like everything was as it should be. Yet Rori had the distinct feeling nothing would ever be the same. She savored the moment, her face upturned to the sun.

      At Meg’s impatient huff, she took a deep breath and focused on what the healer had to teach. A small kitchen was set up beside Rowan’s garden. Meg had cauldrons and spits, jars with all sorts of stuff, some of which Rori wished she’d never seen. Cat’s livers, chicken feet, troll scrotum—Meg had everything necessary to brew every potion ever invented.

      “Here, take these.” Meg handed Rori several jars. “Put them in a pot with that elk urine.”

      “Eww. What exactly am I making?”

      “Life Everlasting.” At Rori’s grin, Meg added, “It doesn’t actually make you live forever, but if you’re injured, it will congeal your blood and heal your wounds.”

      “I need a barrel full, please.”

      Meg giggled and gave Rori the rest of the instructions to make the potion. She stirred one pot before adding ingredients to another. They made enough of the tincture to supply an army, several sleeping potions, two quick-acting poisons that would put a soldier out of misery in moments, and a mysterious ochre liquid that smelled fouler than an ogre after a night at the pub.

      When the stars blanketed the night sky, Meg called a halt to their makeshift apothecary. “I think we’ve got enough, don’t you?”

      “Are you expecting a battle?”

      Meg’s serene smile didn’t reach her eyes. “I like to be prepared. Best to get you inside, dear.”

      Delicious aromas wafted toward Rori and she didn’t argue. It was past time for another meal. Inside Rowan’s cottage were at least two dozen courtiers, Cian, and the queen. Chairs were shoved into every corner in an effort to fit everyone into the cramped space. Tug waved Rori over and she wove through the tightly packed room to her friend.

      He held out a plate of food for her and a flood of emotions washed over her, but mostly gratitude that he’d thought of her. Beneath that lingered worry for what would happen the following day. Deeper still, anger that it had come to this because of an enchantress with a penchant for kidnapping fae. She blinked back unwelcome tears and bent her head low over her plate. What was wrong with her? She never blubbed like a fool and yet her she was, hiding her tears. The food passed over her tongue and down her throat with barely any chewing. She doubted anyone cared about her manners in the crowded house. If they did, they could suck the nipples off a bridge troll. She was hungry.

      “Did you even taste Rowan’s cooking?”

      “Shut it, Cian.”

      “You keep saying that.” He wedged himself between Rori and Tug. “Hey, big guy. Anything new?”

      “Just ta stuff with Aurora is all.”

      “So, same as usual?”

      The men shared a laugh at Rori’s expense. She ignored them and finished her meal. When there was nothing left but a few crumbs, Tug took the plate from her and shuffled to the kitchen. A few minutes later, he returned with three plates piled high with sweets.

      “Who had time to make these?” Rori took a plate from him, her full belly protesting at the abundance of confections.

      “I did.” Midna glided into view, her gown now pale pink with hair to match, wings nowhere to be seen. “It relieves stress,” she added with a shrug. “Enjoy.”

      Cian put a finger under Rori’s chin to close her gaping mouth.

      “She’s full of surprises.” Her brother gave her an “I told you so” look and she snarled. “Finish up, then it’s to bed for you.”

      “What am I, five? I can take care of myself, you know.”

      He wrapped an arm around her and tilted his head to rest on hers. “Humor your big brother. You’ve been at the Academy and off on missions for so long, I hardly recognize you anymore.” He fluffed a strand of her hair. “I like the color. It suits you.”

      “Purple was my favorite,” Tug said between bites of his Victoria Sponge. “Queen bakes good.”

      “That she does,” Cian said with a little more inflection than Rori liked.

      “Are you in love with her?”

      “Isn’t everyone?” He indicated those in the room. “Just look at the way they watch her, as if one glance, one word from their queen would make their day.”

      “But she’s—” Rori stopped herself from saying “bad.” She tried to remember why everyone told her the Unseelie queen was untrustworthy and to watch herself, to never go there. Everyone knew the Seelie court was about light and gaiety and the Unseelie court was full of tricksters. These were the same “everyones” who said Midna’s palace was full of sex slaves, too.

      The truth was probably somewhere in the middle. Rori studied the queen. Eirlys was equally as dichotomous as the Unseelie queen. “She’s not all that bad,” Rori said at last. “I guess.”

      Cian nudged her shoulder and grinned at her like he’d done when they were kids. “Bad, good—it’s all relative. Come on.” He unfolded himself from the long bench and walked away from the others. She followed him without argument. Not because she wanted to, but out of respect. They trudged up the stairs to a long hallway with at least a dozen doors on either side. Rori blinked at the sight. Then blinked again.

      “Rowan is a wizard, you know.”

      “Right. I guess I’ve spent so much time in the human world I forget about magic.”

      “It’s probably just as well.” He opened a door for her. “Here you are.” He pointed to a change of clothes on the bed and then to a connecting door next to a wardrobe. “I’m just there. Don’t bother locking your door. I’ve been able to undo the best of locks since I was five.”

      Rori gave him a sugary smile and a half curtsey. “Of course, m’lord.”

      His chuckle followed him into his room and through the closed door. He’d always been an insufferable brat.

      Unable to sleep, she paced the small room until she was sure she’d worn a path in the floorboards. It couldn’t have been more than half past nine and she was wired from all the sugar. She tiptoed to the door separating her room from her brother’s and put an ear to the wood. A few times, she heard Cian clear his throat and after a minute or so, she heard a page turn. She glanced around her room for a book and didn’t see anything. Knowing him, he brought one with him.

      She leaned against the door and debated her choices. There was nothing for it—she needed to get out of this room if for no other reason than to think. Being cooped up made her brain sloshy and she hated it when things weren’t clear.

      Doing her best to not make any noise, with each step, she placed her boots gently upon the floorboard with a silent prayer they wouldn’t squeak. It would be just like her brother to request a room with a built-in escape detector. At the window, she stared out into the darkness, orienting herself from inside the cottage to the vale. In the distance, a soft glow came from the forest. It could’ve been a random campfire, but the insistent buzzing in Rori’s gut told her it was Acelyne’s. The enchantress was out there, waiting.

      Rori put a hand to the sash as if to push it open and paused. The fire snuffed out. Too quickly. The buzzing intensified and nausea teased the back of her throat. Something she ate, nothing more. Sweat slicked her palms and her fingertips tapped along the window frame. She’d never been afraid of the dark, not even as a small child, but this night she hesitated to open a bloody window.

      As she debated risk versus reward, a pair of shining lights came forward from the trees. Their size and intensity grew the closer they came until Rori saw they weren’t lights at all, but flaming daggers and they were headed right at her. She ducked a second before they crashed into the window. The glass held strong, but the daggers shattered as if made from ice.

      The door to Cian’s room burst open and he stood over her, his bare hands glowing. She’d never seen him use this much magic before and for an instant, she was mesmerized by the sight. Blue green flames danced upon his hands, with small tendrils licking up his forearms.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know. There were lights in the forest, then they flew at me.”

      Cian doused the lamps in her room with a single word and nudged her aside. She made room for him at the window, staying close but allowing him the bulk of the frame. He scanned the darkened landscape, his lips forming curses she barely heard.

      A thundering of footsteps came from the stairs and Rori groaned with the forthcoming onslaught of questions and attention. She turned toward his room.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Tell them you’re sleeping here and those were meant for you.” She jerked her chin toward the window. “Those were a test and she failed. Acelyne’s out there. She’s not going anywhere anytime soon and I’ve had enough excitement for a while.”

      Without waiting for his reply, she went into his room and crawled beneath the covers of his bed. She shoved a pillow over her head to drown out the voices coming from her room. If not for the guards, and queen, and her brother, and all the others downstairs who stood in her way, she would’ve been out of the cottage and into the forest to search for that she-demon. If she tried to leave, they’d try to stop her and she’d had enough of arguing for the time being. She knew their answers before she even spoke a word.

      There was simply no way Cian would’ve let her leave the room knowing Acelyne had tried to attack her. And she was too tired to fight them all. Before she fell asleep, words drifted to her. Bait and trap, safety and protection, amulets and spells: all of them tangled around one name—Rori.

      When she woke, Cian was sprawled across a chair, an open book in his lap. She watched him for several minutes until he blinked and looked right at her. Rori held his gaze and he smiled in a lazy, sardonic kind of way.

      “Did you sleep well?”

      “Why do you keep asking me that?”

      “As you said, you’ve had an exciting few days.” He tilted his chin toward the window. “Queen Eirlys will be here in about an hour. You might want to freshen up.”

      Rori yawned and stretched, feeling the knots that formed in her back from a tense night of fitful rest. Beyond the curtains, a slip of cloudless blue sky could be seen. “What time is it?”

      “Past breakfast.” At her fallen face, he added, “Tug saved some for you.”

      “Guess there’s no time for a shower?”

      “There might be if Rowan had showers. I’m afraid it’s tub only here, and water needs to be brought up from the kitchen.”

      “How old-fashioned.”

      “Quite.”

      She pulled the duvet off and swung her feet to the side of the bed. The dark circles under Cian’s eyes had faded, and it looked as though he’d found time to shave.

      “Did you sleep well?”

      “I did, thank you.” He swatted his book at her. “Get some food in you. Today’s going to be tedious. Midna’s decided since both she and Eirlys are here, they should discuss more than Acelyne and the missing fae.”

      Rori didn’t like what he said, or his tone. Tedious was an understatement. Now Rori understood Meg’s insistence they make as many potions as they did. If either queen so desired, Faerie could find itself in the midst of a civil war. Only if one of the queens behaved uncivilly, of course.

      She tugged on her boots and shook out the last dregs of her braid. “Let me get cleaned up and I’ll head down for breakfast.” She stepped over Cian’s crossed legs and stopped in the doorway that separated their rooms. “What are you doing here?”

      Midna reclined in the small bed Rori should’ve slept in. Her cobalt hair closely matched Rori’s and she wore a black tunic. Alarm bells set off in Rori’s mind.

      Cian stood close behind her, a menacing presence. “She’s protecting you, Rori.”

      “Protecting me? From what?” But her eyes slid to the window where hours earlier, two daggers tried to break through the glass. “From Acelyne? Why? I don’t have the amulets anymore. Midna and Eirlys do.”

      “Acelyne doesn’t want just them, darling.” Midna slid gracefully from the bed, her tunic barely covering her legs. “You are what she seeks. We brought you here to lure her out.”

      “You used me as bait?” Rori spun around to confront her brother. “And you allowed this?”

      “Darling,” Midna purred, “it was his idea.”
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      A commotion outside the windows stole the precious minutes Rori needed to process what the Unseelie queen said. Shouts and cries from below drew their attention and as soon as Rori saw the crest of the Seelie queen, she raced from the room. Eirlys would help. She could explain to Eirlys why Midna was wrong. Acelyne had no interest in Rori aside from the fact she stole the amulets. Last night was nothing more than an attempt to frighten her, but it hadn’t. If anything, it added to Rori’s annoyance with the enchantress.

      Eirlys was just descending the short steps from her carriage when Rori burst through the side door and skidded to a stop a foot from her queen. “Your Majesty.” She dipped a clumsy curtsey and stepped to the queen’s side. “There’s been some confusion while we were waiting for you. Queen Midna is under the belief that Acelyne wants something from me. Can you please inform her that she’s mistaken?”

      Eirlys’ lips were almost colorless as they pressed into a thin line. “I asked Midna not to say anything to you.” She slapped her leather gloves against the side of the carriage and glared at the house. “Where is she?”

      “Wait. You knew? But I thought Acelyne would come because Faerie’s queens would be in the same place and she couldn’t resist such an opportunity.”

      “Oh, she would’ve come just for us, but you, my dear, you are the true treasure.”

      “I don’t understand.” And she didn’t. Not at all. But Eirlys was walking away from her toward the Unseelie queen and Rori was left, standing speechless, on her own.

      “If it means anything to you, I was against the idea.”

      Icicles dripped through her veins at the sound of Therron’s voice. “Did you know before or after we went to the Seelie court?”

      A look of contrition crossed his features. “After. But at Meg’s, I began to suspect Acelyne wanted more than just the amulets. Through her enchantments, I could feel her desperation. When you broke free, she lost something far more valuable than a lone fae.”

      “The princess was trapped with me.”

      Therron shook his head. “I don’t think it was Arianna. If it means anything, I did try to reason with Eirlys that the Seelie princess was the true prize.”

      “What means something to me is that you knew and you allowed me to be deceived. By you, by my queen, by my own brother.” Rage burned away the frost of her words. “I’m a spy, Therron. It’s my bloody job to know when deception is at hand. How the hell do you think this makes me look?”

      “Do you care so much what others think?”

      She did. Gods help her, she did. Spying was in her blood. It was her livelihood. If she couldn’t spy, what good was she? Instead of answering, she gave him her vilest glare and stormed off. To her right, the sounds of two queens greeting each other could be heard above the din of chatter both courts’ courtiers were making. Rori pivoted away from them, toward the forest. Her boots tore grass from its roots as she kicked at the green tufts. Damn them all.

      From a short distance away, she heard Esme call to her, but she ignored the stupid girl. Let her have that maiming shaft shiner and be miserable. Rori was done with them.

      Shadows fell across her shoulders as she passed beneath the trees. She breathed deeply of the scent. Dirt and loam filled her senses. At times, Rori thought she might be descended from elves. Her love of the forest was as great as any of Therron’s kin, she’d wager.

      Calm swept over her, soothing her fractured emotions, quieting her mind. Forests allowed her to think clearer than any other place. She trailed her fingertips along the bark of an ancient spruce. Within the trunk, she felt the tree’s life-force, its own special heartbeat.

      “Be well, old one.” She leaned her forehead against the scratchy surface and closed her eyes.

      “I never had you pegged for a tree hugger.”

      Rori’s insides trembled at the stranger’s words. Tree hugger was a human term and only someone who’d been to the human realm would know it. Or, they knew someone who traveled there frequently enough to pick up human colloquialisms. In her rage, she did the exact thing she should’ve been smart enough not to do—enter the forest alone. This day went from bad to worse and it was her own stupid fault.

      Rori opened her eyes and turned slowly, knowing before seeing who would be standing a few feet away. “Acelyne, I presume?”

      The enchantress gave a sassy bow. “The one and same.” She cocked her head and grinned. “You don’t recall anything, do you?”

      This close, Rori could see the faint shadow of a bruise beneath her right eye, and a long scratch across her throat. Acelyne’s deep brown eyes weren’t full of anger, but curiosity.

      “I admit, I don’t.”

      “Then my potion-making skills are getting better. You put up a fight, Aurora MacNair. But you were worth it.”

      A fight? Rori didn’t remember a fight, or anything else about the enchantress. “Why?”

      Acelyne moved closer and Rori gripped the dagger on her right hip.

      “You won’t be needing those, dearest one.” Acelyne flicked her wrist and instantly Rori felt the need to let go of the dagger. A look of annoyance crossed Acelyne’s features when the dagger didn’t fly from Rori’s hand.

      She fought the illusionist mentally, firmly setting in her mind the thought that she needed both daggers more than she needed breath.

      “Ah. You’ve adapted and learned. It’s as I thought. You are perfect.”

      The sound of twigs breaking came from Rori’s flank, from where the queen’s carriages were moving out of the vale. She dared not look away from the enchantress, but her senses told her whoever it was that approached, they weren’t an ally.

      “Ah, Nelson.” Acelyne beckoned Dorchmeir to join her. “Just in time. You weren’t followed?”

      Dorchmeir clomped a path through the mosses and ferns to stand beside the enchantress, a look of profound pride upon his face. He shook his head. “They’re too busy with the queens, as you predicted.”

      Of course it was a trap and she’d played right into their hands. What part Therron played, Rori would soon find out. If he was involved, she’d slice his nutsack clean from his body. Something told her he wasn’t part of Acelyne’s schemes, but she’d made one error too many this morning and wasn’t about to make another.

      Mentally, she noted the location of each tree and the most convenient path out of the woods. On her own, she could easily take Dorchmeir, but if Acelyne used magic, it was an unfair fight.

      “You have your school chum to thank for your catpure.” Acelyne stroked Dorchmeir’s head as if he were a puppy. “I thought your brother would be better suited to our needs, but you—” She took a step toward Rori, the grin of a fanatic stretching her lips. “You are perfect.”

      Dorchmeir flinched at the last word, annoyance flickering through his pride.

      Rori didn’t have to ask why he’d help someone like the enchantress. He was no better than that bully at the well from when she was younger. “Still bitter about me kicking your ass at the Academy, Dorchmeir?”

      His chest puffed up and his eyes narrowed. “You cheated.”

      She sheathed her daggers and held her hands out wide, showing they were without weapons. “I didn’t, and you know it. How about a rematch?”

      Acelyne turned to say something, but he ignored her and stormed forward. Rori was hoping he was just as dimwitted as he’d been at school. He couldn’t pass up a taunt then, nor could he now. When he was a pace from her, he raised his fist as if to strike. She rolled to the side and sprang up, landing a kick to his midsection. An angry grunt was quickly followed by his sword being drawn. Fine. He’d cheated all those years ago—and yet had claimed Rori was the cheat—she expected nothing different from him now. She, however, refused to draw her daggers.

      He spun and sliced the air with the deadly blade, but Rori had hopped to his other side, taking advantage of his height and weight to slow his movements. Her nimbleness and quick jabs elicited frustrated grunts from the overgrown spunking tramp herder. He hollered to the sky and swung his sword harder, slashing the air again and again. The third time his arms stroked down, Rori sprang up, landing a solid fist against his jaw. She heard and felt the breaking of her bones. Dorchmeir heard it, too.

      His sniveling face turned to glee. He raised both arms, with the hilt held between his fists, and angled the butt toward her. The gleaming silver was on a collision course with her cheek. A second before it smashed her face, she kicked Dorchmeir’s ribs and flung herself to the side. Fire ripped up her thigh as the blade cut through her jeans to rent her skin. Heat spiderwebbed outward, infecting her bloodstream. The bastard had poisoned his sword. She should’ve expected nothing less from the coward.

      Rori rolled from her side and up to hop on her good leg. The sensation of a million fire ants crawling inside her veins, gnawed her from the inside out. Dorchmeir laughed, his ugly mug contorting with the effort. She reached for the dagger at her hip and pulled it free. Her hand was half-cocked when she heard a shout from behind her.

      “Rori, stop.” Esme entered the small area, her eyes wide and glancing from Rori to Dorchmeir to Acelyne. “What’s going on here?”

      The enchantress spoke before the others had a chance, but her words were not to explain the situation. They were a spell meant to silence Esme forever. Dorchmeir stood idle while his soon-to-be betrothed was put under a deadly enchantment.

      Rori let her dagger loose, directing it to land right in the soft spot of Dorchmeir’s throat. With a soft thud, it made its mark. Esme screamed, from seeing Dorchmeir’s blood spurting, or from what the enchantress was doing to her, Rori didn’t know or care. She tugged the second dagger from her thigh and spun toward Acelyne.

      “Let her go, witch.”

      Acelyne’s hyena-like laughter brushed the treetops.

      “She’s innocent of this, your quarrel is with me, not her.” Rori indicated Esme, who had gone pale and silent, her eyes bulging from her head. She floated several feet from the forest floor, her gown billowing as if the girl were drowning.

      “Little Rori, how delusional you are. No one is ever truly innocent. Her, you, or poor Nelson here. No one is without their secrets.”

      Rori leapt at the woman, hands outstretched to wrap around her neck. The gash on her thigh burned anew, stealing her momentum. Acelyne sidestepped and spun out of sight. A moment later, she appeared ten paces away, behind a tree. The enchantress had the upper hand when it came to magic and spells, but Rori had her own set of skills.

      Esme dropped to the ground, coughing and sputtering, her hands at her throat. Tears streamed down her face as she gasped for air. “Kill. Her.” She jabbed a finger in Acelyne’s direction.

      Rori drew a breath and focused. Eyes closed, she saw in her mind the forest, the layout of trees, the curve of trunks. Turning her back on Acelyne, Rori gripped the tip of the blade and blew down the sharpened edge. Then, with a silent command, she pivoted while cocking her arm back. Keeping the enchantress firmly in her thoughts, she released the dagger. A moment later, she opened her eyes.

      A swath of red darted between two trees and Rori adjusted the dagger’s course mid-flight. Blue black flames burst from behind the trees, engulfing Rori in searing heat. She screamed against the burning waves. Seconds later, they turned to icy pinpricks. Pinchers tore at her clothing, shredding the leather jacket and burrowing into her skin. Another scream came from deep in her core and escaped her lips. Against the torture, Rori struggled to control the dagger. She kept Acelyne’s breastbone at the forefront of her mind.

      The sound of branches breaking and raised voices came from behind as Rori sank to the ground. Flames rose and multiplied, their hungry tips feasting upon her. Heat followed by ice. Again, and again. Heat then ice. The endless torment seared through her skin to the marrow of her bones.

      Acelyne’s wail silenced the forest and Rori knew her dagger had struck true.

      A hush fell over the woods. The flames engulfing her evaporated. Death once more crept through the forest. But this time, Rori wasn’t alone.

      A heartbeat later, she heard Therron call her name and she let out the breath she held. The elf broke through the trees, looking like a king of old with his sword drawn, his cloak trailing behind him.

      Therron reached her and she stared in horror at her unbroken skin, her intact leather jacket. Another illusion.

      “Are you real?”

      “Aye.” He searched her face. His impossibly light blue eyes roved over her body. “You’re injured.”

      “I was hoping that wasn’t real.” His chuckle was like a warm balm to her bruised body. “You’re bleeding.” A thin trail of blood snaked down his neck from an inch-wide cut.

      “’Tis nothing. Cut myself shaving.”

      They both knew that wasn’t true, based on the length of his stubble, but she dropped it. There were more pressing matters to attend.

      A second man crashed into the woods and she recognized her brother as he came out of the shadows. Others were there. Both queens, Tug, Meg, and Rowan.

      “Where’s Acelyne?” Cian asked and Rori pointed to the trees, where a slip of red showed through the green.

      Therron put out a hand to help her up and she gratefully accepted. Midna and Eirlys held hands, both looking more like worried mothers than the monarchs they were. Meg went to Esme’s side and helped her stand. Eirlys glanced briefly at Dorchmeir’s body, then turned to Rori.

      “We had a plan. What were you thinking coming here alone?”

      “No one told me about a plan,” Rori mumbled. “Just that I was the bait.”

      Eirlys cupped Rori’s cheek with her palm. Her wan smile and soft eyes were the only apology Rori would get. Both queens stepped past her to where Cian crouched over the body of the enchantress. Rori limped behind, but didn’t care to see the woman who’d captured, then tried to kill her.

      To her surprise—hell, to everyone’s surprise—Acelyne wasn’t dead. Rori’s dagger protruded from the woman’s chest, and blood trickled from her slack mouth, but breath still came from her lungs. Evil clung to her glare.

      “You were perfect,” Acelyne slurred and everyone turned to look at Rori. “He would’ve been so pleased with you.”

      “Who would’ve?” Rori demanded, but the enchantress gurgled a laugh and shook her head. Fresh blood bubbled over her lips.

      “Where’s my sister? What have you done with Mairead?” Midna asked and again Acelyne laughed.

      “Someplace you’d never dare look.”

      “I have something here to loosen her tongue.” Meg held out a vial of yellow liquid.

      “And I have something here to heal it.” Acelyne knocked the cork out of a small bottle. It was the vial of Everlasting Life Rori had made the previous night. Before Cian could stop her, Acelyne emptied the contents into her mouth. Pinkish foam spilled from her lips to her lush golden hair.

      Her eyes protruded and she glared at Meg. “You. Tricked. Me.” The words came out harsh and slurred, with a lifetime of hatred behind them.

      Meg wiggled the bottle in her hand. “It was easy, sister. You’ll never steal from me again.”

      As the poison took effect, Acelyne’s youthful features warbled and wrinkled to flaps of skin and age spots. Locks of sunlit hair fell away, leaving her pate mostly bald, with only a few silver strands covering her head. The crimson gown deteriorated to wisps of faded fabric and Rori’s dagger clattered to the ground as the enchantress’ body sunk in on itself, nothing more than a rotted cadaver.

      Cian retrieved her weapon and wiped it against a tuft of grass.

      “Help me, Midna?” Eirlys asked the Unseelie queen.

      They stood to either side of the enchantress, their hands making an arch above the lifeless body. The women began chanting and a crystal coffin ensconced the corpse. Within the clear box, Acelyne’s features returned to that of an old woman, but did not regain the youth or beauty she’d had a few minutes before.

      Cian stood next to Rori and handed her the dagger. After a moment’s hesitation, she returned it to its sheath against her leg. She’d retrieve her other dagger from Dorchmeir’s body later. “I don’t understand.”

      “Nor do I,” Midna admitted, “but we’ve done our best to preserve her mind. I’ll send her to my necromancer to see if there’s anything yet to learn.”

      Several of Midna’s men, dressed as courtiers yet behaving more like soldiers, lifted the crystal coffin from the ground and carried it out of the forest. Rori watched them leave, her heart heavy and her mind conflicted. This all had something to do with the human realm, but what? And why did Acelyne want her bad enough she risked her life to capture Rori? Her gaze traveled up past the men to the treetops, then back down to the small group.

      Meg stood beside Tug, her auburn hair hanging past her hips. Gone were the wrinkles and wiry silver hair. She looked like a maiden fresh from the milking shed. And Rori wasn’t the only one to notice. Tug gaped at the healer.

      “Acelyne’s been stealing my youth for years. I’ve tried everything to overpower her, but she was too good at illusions. In the end, that’s what killed her.” Meg held the vial between her fingertips. “I knew she’d be watching you, Rori. That’s why I had you help me with the potions. Acelyne never was good with them, but I made sure I told you what every bottle contained. I knew Acelyne would rob my stores, so I made my sister believed she was stealing a potion that would heal her completely.”

      “Remind me never to get on your bad side, Meg,” Rori teased.

      “Or yours,” Therron quipped. “You weren’t even looking at the enchantress when you threw your dagger, yet it flew true and hit its mark.”

      “We all have our own kind of magic, I guess.” Rori shrugged.

      “Speaking of which.” Meg motioned to her leg, where blood stained her jeans and dripped into the mossy ground. “Come inside. Rowan and I need to stitch you up.”

      “Shall I carry you?” Therron bent as if to do just that.

      “Not if you like your balls attached to your body.”

      He backed away and held his hands up as if surrendering. “Then I shan’t.”

      He did, however, hold her around the shoulders where she could lean on him as she tried valiantly not to limp out of the woods. Cian retrieved her dagger from Dorchmeir’s throat and tucked it into a pocket. One of the soldier/courtesans carefully wrapped the lieutenant’s sword in a blanket and carried it away.

      “What will happen to him?” Esme asked no one in particular. Rori’s heart went out to her friend. He’d deceived them all, but perhaps Esme most of all. “I don’t understand.”

      “There, there, child. Come inside and have a cuppa. We’ll sort you right as rain.” Meg took Esme’s hand in her own, and indicated she follow.

      “I’d like that, I think.” Esme tucked Meg’s hand against her side, as if the woman were the only thing tethering her to reality. Rori understood far too well how her friend was feeling. In time, she would recover, but she was in shock and needed whatever healing Meg could provide.

      Midna and Eirlys led the group through the trees, their heads bent close in conversation. When they reached the vale, Eirlys turned to them and sighed. “This day has been one I had hoped would never come to Faerie, yet here we are. There is malevolence growing all around us, and we need to stop it before it destroys every last one of us. Rori, I should like you to go to the human realm and uncover what you can about the amulets. Meg, get her healed and fit. Cian, continue doing the good work you’ve started here. Midna and I will do what we can to uncover who is behind all of this.”

      Eirlys turned and signaled for the Unseelie queen to join her inside Rowan’s cottage. Rori met Cian’s gaze and saw the disappointment lingering there. This should be his assignment. Yes, she’d been captured by Acelyne, but he had all the intel on SIRE, and Rori knew in her gut that the company was somehow involved. She didn’t believe in coincidence. Whoever Malcolm Dagniss was, he played a role somehow. Her belly churned with indecision. The queens disappeared into the little house amid a flurry of gesticulating hands and raised voices.

      On one side of the cottage, several forest creatures crouched low until their bellies dragged on the ground. They inched their way closer to the door. She spied two trolls among the raccoons, badgers, and wood nymphs.

      “What do you think they’re up to?” Rori said more to herself than anyone in particular.

      “I think they want ta give the queens thanks,” Tug replied. “Acelyne’s been poisoning their homes for too long.”

      Acelyne’s death would stop some of the evil Eirlys sensed creeping throughout Faerie, but whoever was paying the enchantress was still out there.

      Rori glanced once more at Cian and made her decision. The best way she could help Faerie was to learn all she could. Not just about SIRE and Malcolm Dagniss, but about everything. She’d lived a life within blinders until now. Seeing only what was in front of her, focusing too hard on her missions. Faerie and the human realm were wider than she’d ever imagined. The enchantress might never be able to trap her again, but she’d make damn sure nobody else would either.

      In her innocence, she’d been too trusting of Therron and her brother, and even though they deceived her for her own good, she couldn’t shake the truth that she hadn’t seen through their deception. The blinders were off. She saw the world for what it was now, not for how she wished it to be. If war was coming, she’d be better prepared.

      Therron supported her as she maneuvered around the forest creatures, careful not to step on any tails or paws. His arm felt good around her shoulders. His body heat warmed her through to her nether regions. This man was dangerous. Not just because he’d managed to dupe her, but for the thoughts whipping through her brain—all culminating with images of Midna’s palace. But this time it was Rori on the divan and Therron who stood beside her.

      She cleared her throat and shook her head to dispel the sultry fantasy. She needed to speak to the queens before they were too far into their planning. The pair sat upon twin chairs, looking magnificent and regal despite the odd surroundings. When she approached, both looked up, but not in surprise as Rori had thought they might. After all, she’d played her part. Eirlys had given her a command—what more could Rori have to say?

      “I’d like Cian to go to the human realm to seek out the miscreant who is kidnapping fae.” She dropped a low curtsey just for good measure. Pain surged from her thigh and she grimaced. “If you approve, Your Majesties, I would like to convalesce with Queen Midna for an undetermined amount of time. Once healed, I’d like to learn everything she can teach me.”

      Both women raised their eyebrows at her declaration. Hell, even Rori was shocked at her words. She’d decided it was best if Cian pursued the mission, but she hadn’t realized how badly she wanted to return to Midna’s court until the words spilled from her lips.

      Eirlys turned to Midna, a secret smile upon her lips. “Well, sister of my heart, do you consent to taking my Rori on as a foster?”

      Her Rori? Seriously?

      “Only with your approval.”

      “Then you shall have it.” Eirlys glanced above the heads of those gathered. “Cian, what say you to your sister’s request?”

      Cian’s eyes were huge in his handsome face. His usually tense jaw gaped and for once he was at a loss for what to say.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” The queen giggled when she turned toward Rori. “You’ll have your education, dearest. Learn well, but learn quickly. I have a feeling your brother will be needing your assistance soon enough.”

      Rori frowned at the implied meaning that she was obviously missing. She could puzzle it out later. At the moment, her stomach was complaining about its empty state and her heart beat so hard she could barely breathe. As she turned toward the kitchen, she glanced at Therron. Something dark and mysterious lingered in his gorgeous eyes. Something she hoped wasn’t an illusion. Something she desperately wanted him to unleash upon her.

      

      
        
        The End
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        Continue the Fatal Fae Series in book two, FATAL ASSASSIN. While searching for the missing fae, Cian MacNair meets the woman of his dreams. She’s perfect, except for one thing—she’s been sent to kill him.

        http://tamerietherton.com/RaR_FatalAssassin
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tameri Etherton is a USA Today Bestselling and award-winning author who grew up inventing fictional worlds where the impossible was possible. It’s been said she leaves a trail of glitter in her wake as she creates new adventures for her kickass heroines, and the rogues who steal their hearts.

        She lives an enchanted life traveling the world with her very own prince charming and their mischievous dragon, Lady Dazzleton.

      

        

      
        Read More from Tameri Etherton and explore the World of Aelinae at

        www.TameriEtherton.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Saint Nicky, Demon Hunter

          

          Amir Lane & N.J. Ember

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        Saint Nicky, Demon Hunter © 2019 Amir Lane & N.J. Ember

      

      

      

      Copyright notice: All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Saint Nicky, Demon Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        As the holidays near and monsters appear, Saint Nicky comes to slay.

      

      

      Nicky Stevens loves the holidays. She loves kicking ass, taking names, and protecting her small town of Abundance Falls from the walking dead, but Christmas brings out something special in her.  Hunting down the few vampires who’ve come into town has been relatively easy, but now something new is lurking in the shadows. One person is already dead, and Nicky isn’t sure she can fight it alone.

      

      Another thing about Christmas? Miracles happen. Not just anything, but miracles.  

      

      When newly-turned vampire Corrine suggests they work together to bring down the unknown evil, Nicky sees her as just a means to an end. Yet as they continue to fight side by side Nicky can’t deny the bond forming between them.

      

      One thing is clear. With snow falling, carolers singing, and Santa on his way, they need to track down the new evil before anyone else dies.
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      The two things Nicky Stevens loved more than anything in the world were as follows: 1. hunting vampires and 2. Christmas. There was something in the air that filled her veins with adrenaline and made it easier to run faster and fight harder. It might not have been real magic, but it certainly felt that way.

      The streets of Abundance Falls were quiet at this hour of night. Winters were usually quiet, but the longer nights meant the average vampire got as good hunting in the winter as it would in the summer. That was just fine by Nicky. She could hunt just as well in full jeans as she could in shorts. Actually, winter was better. She didn't sweat as much, which made it way easier to sneak up on vampires. Was that strictly fair? Did it matter? Vampires had enough advantages over her with their superior strength, senses, and speed. If she could get the drop on them, well, that really didn't seem like it was her problem.

      Tonight's vampire was new to town. He must have been, or he wouldn't have been sneaking around so close to a residential area. Most local vampires knew the best hunting was downtown where the tourists hung out, since the local human population tended to lock up early. Nobody ever said the word ‘vampire’ unless they wanted to be branded a couple sandwiches short of a picnic basket, something Nicky’s parents had taught her early on, but people knew there was something out there. Whether it was a conscious knowledge or not was beside the point.

      No, the point was that hunting near houses gave an entirely different sort of challenge, both for Nicky and the vampire she sprinted after. Challenges that included Mr. Morrison’s motion-activated garden lights and Mrs. Hershfield’s high-strung terrier. His barking followed her around the corner, Mrs. Hershfield’s shrill voice asking what he was barking at slightly less audible.

      About twenty feet in front of Nicky, the vampire ran straight toward a fenced-off side road. He tipped his head to look back at her. His teeth flashed in the streetlight, and she thought he might have been smirking. The dick. He grabbed one of the chain links and vaulted over the fence. There was barely a breath between when his feet hit the ground and when he kept running. A throaty laugh reached Nicky’s ears. If he thought she would have no hope of catching up to him if she had to climb over that fence, he was completely right. But Nicky had spent the better part of five years in Abundance Falls, and she knew exactly where that trail lead.

      More importantly, she knew a shortcut to get to the end of it.

      Instead of heading for the fence, Nicky turned on her toes down the main road. She came to the neighborhood park, which looked like the perfect spot to film a horror movie this time of year. Large oak trees loomed over the park opening, looking ready to come to life at any moment. The bare branches reached down towards her. If she let herself think about it, she would imagine them reaching down and grabbing her. Luckily, that was all just her imagination. Neither the trees nor anything else grabbed her as she ran past the empty swings creaking back and forth from the wind, not even the jungle gym that looked like a hunched over giant in the wooded darkness.

      Fear was an enemy Nicky was well-acquainted with. One didn't survive long as a vampire hunter without it. Being afraid of the park wasn't something she had time for, especially not now. If the vampire ran off the trail, she'd lose him for good.

      A thin bike path, easily missed by anyone who might not know it was there, led from the park and split the trees in two. Nicky pulled her phone from her back pocket and used the flashlight app to see through the trees. She ran quick, but careful not to catch her foot on any rocks. Cutting her hands open on jagged stones while hunting a vampire was definitely not something she wanted. She skidded down the shallow slope. Though her phone didn't offer her a very good view, since she swung her arm as she ran, it was good enough to keep her from taking herself out on a tree.

      And it was more than good enough to let her see the vampire as she came to the spot where the bike path met the walking trail. His eyes shone in the reflection of her phone.

      Nicky dropped her phone. The millisecond of surprise she had was worth more than the outdated Samsung. It hit the ground, the light going down with it. By some blessing, it landed face-up, illuminating the woods. The light flashed in the vampire’s face, and he jerked away from it.

      There was a reason hunters liked to stick to the streets, too. Vampires’ night vision put humans at a serious disadvantage. Normally, Nicky would have let this one get away and regroup or call for backup. But she had a party to get to, and she wasn't going to let this asshole ruin her night by killing some poor, defenseless civilian. Nicky pulled the dagger from the sheath on her left hip.

      Traditionally, wooden stakes were the go-to piece in a vampire hunter’s arsenal. These days, stainless steel coated in pure silver was the weapon of choice. They were more durable, could be used more than just a couple times, cleaned way easier. They also worked against way more than just vampires. A lot of demons were susceptible to pure silver. Plus, it was way easier to keep a grip on a dagger than on a stake. Nicky had trained on stakes. She knew damn well what she was talking about when it came to choice of weapons.

      The vampire lunged away from the first strike. Nicky cursed under her breath and flinched back, anticipating the strike that came so close, she felt the wind rush across her face.

      Decades of training kicked in. Nicky stopped thinking. Her body knew what to do without interruption from her brain. She dropped down into a crouch and sprang up, using the momentum to force the dagger up beneath the vampire’s ribs. He froze above her, trembling, before his claws dug into her leather jacket as he tried to shove her off. Nicky dropped again, this time letting herself fall right to the ground. She yanked the knife out, inadvertently dragging the vampire down with her.

      “Shit!”

      He was heavy, a solid 200-some pounds of undead weight crushing her. She shoved and flailed beneath him, struggling to get free from under him.

      “Get— off!”

      One of his claws caught the soft flesh of her hip when her jacket rode up. Adrenaline numbed the pain, but the sting still set her teeth on edge.

      “Fuck!” She shouted, slamming her fist into his shoulder.

      “Bitch,” he rasped.

      Yeah, whatever. She'd been called worse.

      Nicky managed to get her knee between herself and the vampire, and used the leverage to kick him back. He struggled to get upright. Blood loss and silver poisoning were already slowing him down. It was the only reason she managed to get behind him and ram the dagger into the poor bastard’s heart. It was always easier to go from the back than the chest.

      The vampire slumped to the ground, heavy and unmoving. Nicky stumbled off the trail to lean against the nearest tree. She peeled her shirt from the bleeding wound and prodded at it with a grimace. It wasn't deep, but it was going to start hurting like crazy in a few minutes. At least it didn't look like it would need stitches. As long as it didn't get infected, she'd be satisfied. All in all, this could have gone a lot worse. With the adrenaline wearing off, the stupidity of her actions was catching up to her.

      You chased a vampire into a wooded area with no backup. Are you crazy? He could have killed you!

      Nicky covered her face with her hand and wrist, careful to keep the dagger angled away from her, and gave a hysterical sort of laugh. Next time, she told herself, she wasn't going to do anything that stupid. She was fine now. She’d learned her lesson. Any mistake she could walk away from was a learning experience, her dad was always telling her. But not all mistakes were ones she could walk away from. She had to remember that, too.

      Get it together, girl. You've got a party to get to.

      Nicky wiped as much blood as she could onto her t-shirt. Her phone still illuminated the path. Wincing from the sharp pain in her hip, she bent down to pick it up. The tempered glass screen protector was a little scratched up, but her phone was fine.

      “Thank you, Otterbox,” she said as she unlocked her phone and scrolled through her missed messages. There was nothing that couldn't wait until got cleaned up. She tucked her phone back into her pocket and turned back to the withering corpse behind her. “First, I have to deal with you.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Nicky dragged the body well off the trail for it to decompose on its own — something that would only take a matter of hours in Abundance Falls’ mild winter climate — then got home, showered, and changed into party-appropriate attire, she was decidedly into the ‘late’ territory.

      She hopped on one foot as she struggled to get her high-heeled shoe on with one hand and text with the other. Would it have made more sense to just do one and then the other to avoid breaking her neck? Yes. Did that stop her from attempting both at the same time? No.

      Her foot slipped, and her life flashed before her eyes as she went down. Her phone clattered to the floor as she just barely managed to catch herself on the knob of her apartment’s front door.

      Okay, maybe texting while standing on a one inch-high heel wasn't one of her smarter ideas. She wrestled the shoe on before staring down at her phone. How the hell was she going to get all the way down there? Letting out an annoyed sound, she hiked her dress up and bent down to retrieve her phone.

      Without meaning to, she thought of the vampire she'd killed not two hours ago. That was the third one she'd killed in as many days. Normally, she would only find that many in a month. Abundance Falls only had a human population of a few thousand. Vampires didn't flock to places like it. The low human-to-vampire ratio made it easier for them to get caught, run out of food, or get into territory disputes. The town was more of a pit-stop for vampires heading to larger cities where they wouldn't have to worry about those things. Even still, the number of vampires the town generally encountered was so low, they didn't even have a second hunter; not since Nicky had moved to town four and a half years ago and the only other hunter, a 67-year-old man she'd only known as Butch, had died of a massive stroke. This job was not easy on the body.

      Nicky’s phone vibrated in her hand, reminding her that she had somewhere to be.

      Where are you???? the message demanded.

      On my way, she texted back. Nebula is being clingy.

      It was unfair to blame Nebula, the small black cat her older sister, Alison, had given her when she'd moved to town. Dogs were the traditional companions of vampire hunters, but Nicky couldn't keep a dog in her apartment, not even a small one. Even if it wasn't against the rules, it seemed cruel to keep one in such a tight space. Nebula didn't mind the cramped quarters, though. She had plenty of room to run around and hide in, and Nicky always made sure to take her out to play in the yard at least three times a week. It always made her feel better, having a feline companion. Plus, Alison was a Wiccan who very strongly believed that cats could see things humans couldn't. Nicky didn't doubt it, but she did doubt that Nebula was seeing anything ‘otherworldly’ when she stopped chasing dust to stare into space.

      Nicky believed in vampires, demons, and witches. She drew the line at spirits. Spirits weren't something she knew how to fight, so, until she saw proof otherwise, she wasn't going to stress herself out about it. What she was going to stress herself out about was how late she was for this party. Lauren was going to kill her when she got there.

      She shoved her phone into the clutch that was barely big enough to hold both it and her wallet. The phone buzzed against the faux leather of the clutch.

      “Be good,” she told Nebula as she pulled her leather jacket over the black dress.

      Nebula made a sound that suggested she was always good. Nicky opened her mouth to answer.

      “What am I doing? I'm talking to a cat.”

      She shook her head at herself and left the apartment. The two locks wouldn't do much to keep a vampire out if they really wanted to get in, but they still made her feel better. At the very least, they were a deterrent against any potential human robbers. Her neighborhood wasn't exactly as nice as the one she'd chased the vampire through earlier that night.

      That didn't make any sense, either. Vampires didn't usually go for the sort of targets that would be missed. They went after people like the teenage runaway living below Nicky, or the guy upstairs she'd only seen twice in six years; the sort of people nobody would notice missing for a while, the sort of people nobody would miss. Aside from the cheap rent, it was why Nicky had settled into that apartment. Putting herself where a vampire was most likely to hunt made the predators easier to spot. Getting to know the vulnerable targets made said targets less vulnerable because if something happened to them, she would notice.

      The Christmas party was in a hotel conference room, and held almost half the adults in town. She handed her jacket to an acne-faced teenager at the coat check. As much as she would have felt more comfortable keeping the jacket on to cover her bare arms, the hotel was warm. If he noticed the scratches all over it, he didn't say so. He hung the jacket at the back of the closet and returned with a smile that showed off braces to hand her the ticket.

      “Here you go, Miss.”

      “Thanks.”

      Nicky tucked the ticket into her clutch and ventured into the conference room. She craned her neck to look for Lauren's blue-streaked, bleach-blonde hair. When she didn't find her, she pulled her phone from her clutch and scrolled to the bottom of the unread messages.

      I'm here. I don't see you.

      No doubt Lauren was in the middle of the crowd somewhere chatting up all the important people in town. Lauren was on Abundance Falls’ social committee, something none of the other places Nicky had lived in had, which meant she knew just about everyone in town. That, unfortunately, meant that Nicky knew just about everyone in town too, more than she would have known solely from her job as a policy analyst for the Mayor’s office.

      It wasn't that Nicky wasn't social. She could be damn-near pleasant when she wanted to be. It was just that events like this reminded her of high school, something she'd put a lot of time and effort into forgetting.

      Growing up in a family of vampire hunters hadn’t been easy. It gave her habits that made her seem weird and a little asocial. From a young age, Nicky’s parents had taught her and her two sisters — Alison and Jessica — how to defend themselves. The three of them excelled in gym class and on sports teams. Jessica had gone to college on a cheerleading scholarship, Alison toured America fighting in MMA and axe-throwing competitions, and Nicky had spent a few years on the Ohio State University soccer team where she'd completed the first half of her political science degree before transferring to Silver Lake College, an hour out of Abundance Falls. Columbus had enough vampire hunters. Abundance Falls needed her more.

      Besides, who had ever heard of a vampire-hunting politician? Vampire-hunting policy analyst was only slightly less ridiculous than vampire-hunting cheerleader.

      Nicky's phone buzzed only a moment after she’d texted Lauren.

      I'm outside. I'll come find you in a sec.

      Great. She tucked her phone into her clutch and started wandering. Just like in high school, she forced the uncertainty off her face so she didn't look as lost as she felt.

      “Nicky! There you are!”

      Nicky let out an uneasy sigh of relief as Megan, Lauren’s sister and Nicky’s ex, waved her over. She weaved through the crowd, feeling very much like a teenager who didn't know anybody at every single school dance that she'd only attended because her parents didn't want her to miss out on being a normal teenager despite how much they moved around. They'd meant well, but Nicky was naturally more introverted than Jessica and even Alison, who was genuinely very good friends with people she was paid to either beat up or get beaten up by. Parties had never been Nicky's thing. But this was important to Lauren, which meant it was important to Nicky.

      When Nicky was close enough, Megan pulled her into a hug. It was an odd feeling. They hadn't dated long and they'd ended on decent terms, but it was always awkward seeing an ex. Seeing Megan all the time was a hazard of living in a small town and being best friends with her sister. One way or another, they both had to get used to it. At least Megan didn't seem to harbor any ill will at Nicky for ending things.

      “You look nice,” Megan said, looking her over. “I like that dress on you.”

      “Lauren picked it out,” she admitted.

      The black, scoop-neck dress was definitely not something Nicky would have picked out for herself. It was clingy enough to look like a formal dress, but not so clingy that she couldn't run in it. Lauren had originally wanted her to wear something shorter, but Nicky refused, citing the fact that it was December, even if they had only seen snow once all season. This dress was barely long enough to hide the dagger strapped to her thigh, and barely loose enough to move in. Anything tighter or shorter would have been a problem.

      “She definitely has an eye for fashion,” Megan said with pride in her voice.

      Lauren ran the only bridal shop in town. Nicky had spent more time there than she wanted when Megan and Lauren’s mom had remarried in the fall. It wasn't a particularly impressive store, boasting inventory of only a few hundred dresses, but it was definitely a savior for people who didn't want to or couldn't afford to travel out of town for more selection, or something fancier.

      As Nicky scoped out the venue, more out of habit than anything, she spotted Lauren’s shock of blue-streaked blonde hair ducking out the back door shadowed by the large Christmas tree and illuminated by the bright red EXIT sign above it. As much as Nicky wasn't fond of parties, she loved the decorations, especially the trees. Alison had always filled their house with plants on the Winter Solstice, an old Pagan tradition she insisted on carrying out. Nobody ever stopped her. Their family loved their plants.

      The tree, no doubt also picked out by Lauren, nearly brushed the conference hall ceiling, decorated with silver garland, blue and silver balls, and lights that blinked to the tune of Deck the Halls. On top was a glittering silver star that would have been blinding if it were closer to the ground. The sight of it brought a smile to Nicky’s lips. With everything her family had going on, between vampire hunting and all the extracurriculars to fake being normal people, Christmas had been the one time of year when they could all be together. Even though they were now scattered to the winds, with her sisters off cheerleading and throwing axes, the memories still brought her comfort.

      “You remember Linda Grant, don't you?” Megan asked, tugging in the woman she'd been speaking to before Nicky showed up.

      Nicky nodded, even though she had no distinct recollection of who Linda Grant was. “Of course. It’s good to see you again.”

      Linda Grant, a middle-aged woman with artificially red hair, returned the smile.

      “I was just telling Megan that— Gosh, is it just me or did the temperature just go way down in here? I hope nobody's propped open that back door.”

      The back door was still shut. Nicky hadn’t noticed anybody leave.

      At first, she didn't see anything worth noting, but she knew eyes could be far from reliable. The hairs on her arms stood on end, and her skin itched. Something was in here with them.

      “Nicky? You okay?”

      Megan rubbed one of her arms. It took all Nicky’s self-control not to jump back or, worse, pull Megan into a headlock. Nobody else seemed to notice the heavy presence descending on the room, but nobody else was attuned to it the way she was. She looked around again, nearly twisting her ankle in her stupid heels. Why hadn’t she ignored Lauren’s fashion advice and worn flats instead? She must have had one pair that weren't scuffed beyond repair. Megan’s grip on her arm tightened to hold her up.

      “Are you getting claustrophobic? Talk to me?”

      There!

      The humanoid figure hovering over the pastry-covered buffet table was definitely worth nothing. The tattered cloak it wore billowed from non-existent wind. Nicky couldn't see its face through the hood, but she was willing to bet that it wasn't a vampire.

      Most people couldn't see demons; not through their demon glamour. Nicky wasn't ‘most people.’ Her family came from a line of witches that had been nearly exterminated during the Witch Trials. Technically, none of them actually had any capacity for witchcraft; their blood was too diluted. But what they could do was see demons as clearly as Nicky saw the thing that turned toward her.

      And oh, her suspicions were confirmed the moment it lowered its hood: that thing definitely wasn't a vampire.

      The white face could have almost looked human, but it was too long, and the skin too smooth and perfect, like porcelain. White, glowing eyes fixed on her, and its lower jaw descended to expose two rows of teeth that were each longer than the heels on Megan’s shoes. It looked at Nicky, seeming to size her up, and then curled up instead over a man Nicky recognized from the school board.

      For a moment, Nicky couldn't move. The demon — demon! — didn't appear to be doing anything, either. She'd never seen one before, not outside of her mom’s grimoire. They were vampire hunters, for Goddess’ sake! They didn't deal with demons! Abundance Falls didn't have demons!

      Except, it had this one.

      Was this thing what had been attracting all the vampires? Had it made them act so out of character?

      Nicky didn't have long to think about it. As she stared, Megan squeezing her arm with bruising force, a white strand began to flow from the school-board man. He frowned, coughed, rubbed his chest, then went back to the brownie he was munching on. The strand thickened and elongated. The plastic plate fell to the ground, cookies cracking on the linoleum floor. He doubled over, coughing harder now.

      “Oh, shit!”

      The demon didn't seem to mind the crowd growing around the man. Somebody shouted for someone to call 9-1-1. Nicky was vaguely aware of Megan calling for her as she forced her way through the crowd. There was no practical way for Nicky to pull out her knife in front of so many people, but she might have to do it anyway, unless she could get the demon’s attention some other way first.

      “Hey! I see you!”

      Nobody else paid attention to her. Nobody but the demon. It stopped sucking the thread from the man and whirled around to her. The thread immediately snapped back into him, and the coughing stopped. In a fluid motion, the demon swept across the conference hall like a bird and out the back door that somebody had gone and propped open.

      “Fuck, fuck!”

      There was no way she could cross the room fast enough. Instead, she went out the door she’d come through. She was halfway down the hall when she decided that the second she would lose taking her stupid shoes off was less than the many seconds she would lose if she took herself out with them. She hopped on one foot, taking one shoe off, then the other, before bolting to the coat check with them in hand.

      “My jacket!” She shouted and the poor kid at the coat check.

      “I need your ti—”

      “Get me my jacket!”

      He did, and Nicky handed him her shoes instead.

      “Miss—”

      Nicky didn't listen. She shoved her arms through the sleeves of her jacket and ran through the front doors, into the December winds.
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      If Nicky hadn’t been wishing for more practical shoes before, she certainly was now. it was a good thing she kept a pair of sneakers in her trunk. There wasn’t time to run around to the other side of the building, though. She had to get to where that back door led. She turned in circles, trying to get her bearings. Which way was the back d—

      A shrill scream gave Nicky her answer. She pulled the hem of her dress up and unsheathed her dagger, running in the direction of the sound. The pavement was cold against her feet, and her little toes were quickly going numb. It didn't matter right now. She'd kill this demon before she lost any toes. She couldn't slide around the corner of the building the way she could have in sneakers or boots. The turn still scraped the balls of her feet. She held the knife out, ready to attack, and froze.

      She was too late.

      Two girls were hunched over a body lying on the pavement. One was crying, the other was trying not to be sick.

      Nicky hid the dagger and approached slowly. Cold ice centered into her stomach, freezing her nerves more than the pavement against her bare feet. Cigarette smoke reached her nose. Thoughts of who the victim might be raced through her mind as she approached until she caught sight of all too familiar blue-streaked hair.

      “No…” she whispered.

      The crying girl looked up at her.

      “I don't know what happened!” She shrieked. “We were talking, and then she just started— shaking!”

      Nicky pushed past her and dropped to her knees. Sharp rocks dug into them, but she couldn’t even feel it.

      “Call an ambulance,” she said, even though she knew it was too late.

      Lauren’s eyes were white. No iris, no pupil. There weren't even any burst blood vessels, or regular blood vessels for that matter.

      That demon had done this. Nicky had been too late, and that demon had done this.

      “Call an ambulance,” she said again, her throat closing up around her vocal cords, “and tell Megan.”

      Nicky should have been the one to break the news but, unfair as it might have been, anybody could do that task. Only Nicky could kill the demon.
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        * * *

      

      Not for the first time, Nicky was glad she kept spare clothes in the trunk of her car. She pulled a pair of jeans on under her dress, then put on socks and her sneakers. Since the dress was loose enough to run and fight in, there wasn’t much point in taking the time to exchange it for a t-shirt.

      “Need to track a demon, need to track a demon,” she muttered, rummaging through her gym bag.

      It was in there somewhere…

      Her hand found the necklace Allison had given her last year for Christmas. It was too bulky to wear covertly, so she kept it in her car. Hanging from the gold chain was a bronze sundial not much smaller than her palm. According to Allison, it was supposed to be able to hone in on demons. She’d never needed it before. Demons weren’t something she’d ever come across until now.

      Maybe if she’d used it before now, if she’d been keeping track of demon presences instead of just vampires…

      No, she couldn’t start going down that path. If she did, she’d never be able to pull herself out of it. She needed to focus. How did this thing work again? She hung the chain around her neck and stared at the dial. As she forced herself to focus on the image of that demon lingering behind her eyes, the dial turned to the left. Nicky didn’t waste any more time. She slammed the trunk shut and took off, following the dial as it guided her. She turned left, then right, then right again. The streets were thankfully empty; no civilians to worry about. Nobody else who could get caught in the crossfire.

      Nicky only stopped running when she came to a walled-off alley. The dial continued to point straight. There was no climbing over that wall. She looked up at the buildings on either side for a fire escape, or anything else she could climb. There was nothing there. If the demon was on the other side of it, she would have to find a way around. She turned her back to the alley and looked around in thought. What was the fastest way around this building? Running around in circles wasn’t something she had time for.

      Cold air cooled the sweat on the back of her neck. A heavy presence hung all around, smothering her. Her heart rate, which had begun to slow in the moment of rest, immediately redoubled. Adjusting the grip on her dagger, she spun around, striking at the heavy shadows. Smoky shadows dissipated around her, then reformed to her left.

      For the second time that night, Nicky froze.

      Those sharp teeth were mere inches from her face. She expected to feel its breath, but the air around the demon didn’t move. It was as though it wasn’t really there. But it definitely was. That too-smooth skin and those empty eyes were real, beyond any doubt.

      Nicky screamed.

      The sound echoed into the night, but the demon didn’t seem phased. It opened its mouth wider and raised clawed hands.

      Now or never.

      Nicky jabbed at the demon with her dagger. The silver-coated tip went right through it. It swiped at her, a clawed hand knocking her back into the wall. Her dagger clattered to the pavement. She dove for it, but the demon was faster. It rushed at her. Nicky only just managed to roll out of the way, which took her even further from her knife.

      “Oh, fuck!”

      Vampires were one thing. Demons, she had no idea how to handle. But Alison had a saying that seemed appropriate right now: When in doubt, just hit it!

      Nicky pushed herself to her feet and raised her hands. The demon swirled around her, then rushed in. Every nerve in her body screamed at her to move out of the way. Her heart leapt into her throat as she lashed out. The heel of her hand struck the demon’s face. Though it looked like porcelain, its face was soft like skin. She'd been hoping the face would shatter, or at least crack. No such luck. All she did was send the demon flying a few feet to the left. The thing turned back to her and, though its expression didn't change, Nicky was pretty sure all she'd really managed to do was piss it off.

      The dagger was only a few feet away. Nicky dove for it. The demon was faster. It rushed into her-- maybe even through her, though she couldn't quite tell as she rolled through the alley. The clasp of her necklace came loose. The pendant skittered across the pavement until it broke into two pieces. Something caught the edge of her dress, tearing the fabric. As glad as she was for the jeans protecting her legs, she almost wished she'd changed into that t-shirt after all. Not only had this son of a bitch murdered Lauren — who was arguably her best, if not only friend — but it had ruined one of the last memories Nicky had of her. Whenever she saw or thought of this dress, she wouldn't think of how much fun they'd had shopping for it. No, all she would think about is how terrified Lauren must have been in her last moments.

      Angry fire surged through Nicky’s veins. Whatever this thing was, she wasn't going to let it get away with this, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to leave Abundance Falls vulnerable without any other hunter. She stretched her arm out and grabbed the silver-coated dagger, then rolled onto her back ready to strike if the demon swooped in.

      It didn't.

      In the dark, she couldn't see the thing anymore. Her skin still had that unearthly chill to it, which meant it must have been close.

      Nicky stood slowly, turning around and pressing her back to one of the walls in the process. Even though the thing could levitate, she at least felt better knowing it wasn't immediately behind her.

      “But then where are you…?” she asked herself.

      She looked through the alley, but saw no sign of it. Had it fled? How would she find it with her necklace broken? It didn't seem like the sort of thing she could just put back together with super-glue. Even if she could get Alison to send her another one, it wouldn't arrive for at least two days.

      An unnatural shiver wracked Nicky’s body, starting at her scalp and continuing right on down to her toes. She swallowed thickly and kept her eyes straight ahead.

      “Okay… You can handle this…”

      With another swallow, she tightened her grip on the dagger and tilted her head back.

      To her credit, Nicky didn't scream, even though the demon’s mouth was open wide enough to bite her entire head off if it wanted to. For a moment, neither of them moved. Nicky's limbs were frozen in place. Never in her entire life had she seen anything like this. She'd always thought that if she ever did come face-to-face with a demon, she wouldn't have any trouble taking it down. She and her sisters used to sneak down to the living room and watch horror movies when their parents were asleep, and none of them ever scared her.

      This wasn't a movie, though. The thing hovering above her was very, very real.

      Nicky had never resented her parents for guiding her into this life. They knew what was out there and wanted their kids to be prepared. If Nicky had really wanted to go down another path, they would have supported her. She'd never really considered it. Going to study political science had just been to give her a cover in the ‘real’ world. But now, she would have given just about anything not to know about vampires or demons; anything to still be in the hotel conference room with the false sense of security that came with not knowing about these things. Instead, she was going to spend the rest of her life knowing what something like this looked like.

      Don't just stand there!

      Nicky spun around and aimed her dagger for the demon’s head. It was faster. It moved out of the way, and the blade dented against the wall. Even if the end was bent, it was still plenty sharp enough to cut with. She lunged at the demon, only to be thrown back again. This time, she didn't let go of the dagger, even as the back of her skull collided with the pavement hard enough to make her see stars and nothing else.

      For a few seconds, she had no choice but to rely on instinct.

      She kicked and lashed out against the demon that felt both there and not there at the same time. Clawed hands raked at her chest, though they didn't get through the leather of her jacket.

      And Lauren had never believed her when she called it practical.

      The demon rested a hand on her shoulder as Nicky swiped at it with the knife. Its weight pressed down into her until the ball of her shoulder was forced out of the socket with a sickening pop.

      Nicky's skin went cold and clammy. Her scream stuck in her throat. It wasn't the first time she'd dislocated a shoulder, but it never stopped being one of the worst things she'd ever felt. The demon took advantage of her momentary incapacitation to pin her down. It held its head above hers and opened its jaw wide.

      She'd thought she was frozen before. Now, she was absolutely paralyzed. She struggled against her own heavy muscles. Nothing moved, not even her toes. Her dagger was right there, lying flat against her palm, and she couldn't even do anything with it.

      This can't be the end…

      Nicky's chest tightened around her heart. Breath didn't make it into her lungs. Beads of sweat rolled down her spine and pooled in the small of her back. It was the absolute helplessness that made her panic. She couldn't fight; couldn't even move.

      Was this what Lauren had felt, before she’d died?

      The demon leaned in closer and for a moment, she was afraid it was going to kiss her. As if that was the worst possible thing it could do. Nicky's chest spasmed. She managed a quick gasp. The demon made a sound as though it was inhaling.

      Nicky could only watch in horror as a pale, shimmering thread was pulled from her mouth and into the demons as it sucked the very life out of her.
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      Nicky tried to scream but no sound came out; only the thin rush of what little air was left in her lungs. Her vision faded around the edges in a way that had nothing to do with the flickering street lights.

      This couldn't be it, could it?

      Thirteen years of fighting vampires, only to get taken down by her first demon. How long would it be before anybody came looking for her? Before anybody found her? How many people would die before another hunter came along and dealt with the demon?

      If Nicky had to go out, she could at least comfort herself with the knowledge that she'd put up a good fight.

      Despite her determination not to cry, tears rolled down her temples and into her hair.

      This was such bullshit. Everything she'd faced, and this was going to be what killed her? Absolutely not!

      Nicky managed to clench her teeth shut, though it didn't stop the steady stream of light from escaping her. She struggled against the invisible hold, screaming at the back of her mind, if not out loud.

      The demon seemed to sense her renewed strength. It pressed down against her, its second hand grabbing her neck and jaw. It lowered its head closer to hers and somehow managed to open its mouth even wider.

      Fuck you! Fuck you, fuck you!

      If she couldn't say those words at loud, she could at least have the satisfaction of thinking them.

      The adrenaline spike was fading fast. Energy like that never lasted long.

      Nicky’s eyes began to slip shut. Even thinking of what she could possibly do to save herself was becoming difficult; let alone putting such plans into action.

      It took Nicky longer than it should have to realize that the sudden disappearance of the weight above her wasn’t because she'd died. It was a moment before she could crack an eye open. When she did, the wispy strand the demon had been pulling from her returned like a slingshot. She gasped and sat upright. The pain in her shoulder was a dull throb beneath the ache in her chest as she struggled to regain her breath.

      Trembling, Nicky grabbed the forgotten dagger with her left hand and pushed herself to shaky feet like a newborn calf. When her eyes adjusted, she could see why the demon had backed off.

      Nicky wasn't alone with it in the alley anymore. There was now a vampire, and she moved fast; faster than any human. She pushed the demon back, swiping at it with claws not quite as sharp as the demon’s, though Nicky knew from experience that vampire claws would still be more than sharp enough to cut her open.  Still, the demon was outnumbered now, even if Nicky could barely see straight. It let out a fierce shriek that had her collapsing against the wall before it rose up and took off over the buildings.

      “Don't let it get away!” Nicky gasped.

      Too late. It was gone.

      The vampire turned to look at her, and Nicky caught the scent of something earthy, but also floral. Like a garden after rain. “Christ, how are you even standing?” the girl muttered.

      Nicky clenched her muscles and brandished her dagger. Two or three blurry forms approached her. She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head to clear her vision, which only seemed to make things worse.

      “Stay the fuck away from me, or I’ll cut your face off.”

      The vampire paused. Nicky blinked again, and this time the girl finally came into focus. Her light grey eyes were fixed on Nicky in concern.

      “Is that a silver knife? Holy shit, you're a hunter!”

      “Yeah, I'm a hunter. So stay back.”

      Nicky hoped she sounded more intimidating than she felt. Sweat stuck her hair to her face and made her ripped dress cling to her skin. From the look on the vampire’s face, she wasn’t feeling particularly threatened. The dagger trembled in Nicky's hand as the vampire stepped closer.

      “I said, stay back!”

      “I heard you. Would you relax? I just saved you, I'm not going to turn around and hurt you.”

      “You might,” Nicky said.

      She couldn't quite tell, but she suspected the vampire rolled her eyes. When the vampire was close enough, she pried the dagger from Nicky's loose grip and held her right shoulder.

      “Okay, technically, this is going to hurt.”

      Before Nicky could ask — no, demand — to know what she was doing, the vampire shoved her arm back into the socket. Nicky barely managed to keep from screaming, though she let out a high-pitched whine from through her teeth. Her vision blurred again and bile rose in the back of her throat.

      “How's that? Better? I used to be a nurse. Normally I'd have numbed the area but I don't exactly carry anything like that on me. Plus, you're a hunter. I figure you can handle a little pinch.” A little pinch?! “I'm Corrine, by the way.”

      Nicky's head wouldn't stop spinning. She hung her head a little to get blood flow back to her brain, but she wouldn't let herself sit down. That was way too much vulnerability to show in front of a vampire, even one so bubbly. Who ever heard of a bubbly vampire, anyway? It was even more outlandish than a vampire-hunting politician.

      Carefully, Nicky rolled her shoulder. It still ached like hell, but she had to admit, at least to herself, it did feel much better. And now her right arm wasn't completely useless anymore.

      “Hey, you know what I'm thinking? We should—”

      “Give me my knife back,” Nicky interrupted.

      Corrine stopped talking and stared at Nicky. Nicky was starting to worry she'd have to fight her for it when Corrine handed her the dagger, hilt first. Not wanting to give Corrine a chance to change her mind, Nicky snatched it back, wincing at the pull in her shoulder.

      “Come on, you aren't actually going to try to kill me, are you? Isn't there some kind of code that says you can't kill the vampire who just saved your life?”

      “Not that I'm aware of.”

      It was hard pretending to be tough when Nicky could barely keep upright. Corrine didn't seem to buy the act.

      “Well, listen,” she continued. “I'm thinking we should team up to take that thing down. I don't think either of us can manage on our own but toge—”

      Corrine's words caught up to Nicky. She ground her teeth together.

      “No. No fucking way. I don't work with vampires.”

      From what Nicky could see in the shadowed alley, Corrine actually looked hurt by the words. Did vampires even have feelings? God, Nicky must have had a hell of a concussion to even be thinking about it. Even if Corrine had a point, even if Corrine was some benevolent vampire, she was still a vampire. She still killed people. There was no way in hell Nicky was ever going to work with one.

      Ever.

      “Fine, then. I'll deal with it myself.”

      Before Nicky could ask why she even cared, Corrine was gone.

      Nicky cursed under her breath. She had to get back to the party. It was the last place she wanted to be, especially after getting beat up like that, but disappearing immediately after seeing Lauren dead would look suspicious.

      It still didn't feel real to her, that Lauren was dead. She was one of the first people to really try to befriend Nicky when she’d first moved to town. Not that the residents of Abundance Falls weren't plenty friendly on their own. She was just a stranger in a small town who hadn't really gone out of her way to make friends. But Lauren had, for some reason, taken an instant liking to her.

      And now she's dead.

      Lauren was dead, and the thing that had killed her was still out there.
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      By the time Nicky got back to the hotel, the ambulance was only just pulling away. Had she only been gone that long? It felt like it had been so much longer. She had no hope that Lauren was still alive inside the mostly-white van. A single police car sat parked against the curb, blue and red lights flashing for attention. Nicky stared at them for a long few seconds.

      How could she have let this happen? This little town was hers to protect, and she'd failed it.  She'd failed her best, and pretty much only, friend.

      Nobody noticed her at first. There was too much going on for anybody to care. But before long, somebody did notice her-- a girl who worked at City Hall whom Nicky only knew as Bright Jacket for her habit of only wearing jackets in obnoxiously bright colors. Even now, her jacket was an almost fluorescent teal that was impossible to miss.

      “Oh my God!” Nicky saw more than heard Bright Jacket say, and that finally drew some attention Nicky’s way.

      Nicky was really starting to think going home would have been the better option. Everyone turned to her. Megan, held between a pair of girls, alternated between worry and anger.

      “What— What happened?” She finally asked when Nicky was close enough. “Stacy says you left and— and now you look like this? What—?”

      Nicky swallowed. All that time walking back, and it hadn't occurred to her to come up with an excuse for why she'd left the party, or why she looked like she’d just lost a fight with a mountain lion.

      “I—” Nicky swallowed again. She would have killed for some Advil right about now. “I was getting claustrophobic so I went out for some air. And then I saw Lauren and I… sort of freaked out.”

      “You changed?” Someone — an officer, she saw when she turned — pointed out.

      “Do people usually act completely rationally after they find their best friend dead?” Nicky snapped.

      It was only partially out of annoyance and mostly out of the headache beating her brain around in her skull. The officer pinched his lips together, giving Nicky a suspicious scowl.

      “So how'd you end up looking like that?”

      Nicky widened her eyes in fake outrage.

      “What does it look like? I got attacked! No, I don't know by who. If I knew who it was, don't you think I'd say so? It's dark out!”

      Nicky motioned to the night sky as though it wasn't obvious. Some of the eyes on her turned sympathetic, others less so. Self-conscious nerves rippled through her. Did people think she was trying to steal the spotlight or something?

      That was ridiculous, on so many levels. The small-town gossips were getting to her. What she needed to be worrying about was her plan of attack. Now would have been a good idea to call Alison. They might have been a vampire-hunting family, but Alison knew more about demons than the rest of them. She saw more things, picked up more stories travelling from city to city for half the year. If Alison didn't know how to kill it, or even what it was, she might at least know someone who would. If nothing else, it would feel good to talk to her.

      “Officer Bell,” a soft voice said, equal parts raspy and congested. Nicky craned her neck and saw the woman who had been crying over Lauren's body before. “She wasn't out here when Lauren—”

      The woman didn't have to finish her sentence, even if she hadn't started sobbing too hard to. Nicky's heart twinged in sympathy. She wished she knew the woman well enough to hug her. She'd always kept her distance from people. It had never been easy for her to compartmentalize her life the way Alison and Jessica could, the way everyone else seemed to. When she did something, she went all-in. Even managing a day job was hard enough when her mind raced with thoughts of hunting. It made things like comforting distressed people very difficult for Nicky.

      The officer — Bell, the woman had called him — touched her arm. It took all of Nicky's self-control not to deck him for it. His expression was almost sympathetic, yet still held that slight hint of mistrust in his eyes.

      “Why don't we go over what happened at the station?” he said, almost gently.

      So much for getting home anytime soon.
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      Abundance Falls had one police precinct, and it was certainly the smallest Nicky had ever been in. There were two uniformed officers working when Nicky arrived with Officer Bell, and only one when she left. She repeated her story to Bell several times, toeing the line between too much information and not enough to be credible. The entire time she recounted her story, Nicky was hyper-aware of the dagger still strapped to her thigh. What would he do if he found it? He'd let slip that Lauren had apparently had a seizure, which Nicky couldn't have possibly caused. Even if she had somehow managed to, the dagger had nothing to do with that. But he still seemed to believe that she was hiding something — which she was — and she seriously doubted he would buy that the knife was for self-defense, no matter how partially-true it was. Officer Bell probably just couldn't imagine how anyone in this small, close-knit community could attack her or how she didn't recognize whoever it was.

      “It was probably one of those, like, trucker serial killers or something,” she finally said when the frustration that had nothing to do with her inability to recognize somebody who didn't exist finally depleted the last of her patience, and that seemed to satisfy him.

      He drove her back to her car, and Nicky was glad for the blade against her thigh. It wasn't that she thought Officer Bell would try to hurt her, but her nerves had her keyed up, and nobody knew she was driving back with him.

      The trunk of Nicky's car was, blissfully, still unlocked. Her parents’ car would automatically lock if left alone long enough, which Nicky always forgot about until she returned to her own car after an unlocked absence. But whatever high-tech security feature her parents must have had was dated after Nicky’s 2002 sedan. She'd gotten the thing for dirt cheap, so she couldn't complain, especially when she opened the trunk and grabbed her clutch with her phone, wallet, and keys still inside.

      “You look a little shaky,” Officer Bell said through the open passenger window of the squad car. “Why don't I give you a ride all the way home?”

      Nicky shook her head, though she did notice her hands trembling now that he'd mentioned it.

      “I'm fine. I just need to rest a bit.”

      And maybe cry for a couple hours.

      A lump rose in Nicky's throat. Normally after a bad night, she would call Lauren with some excuse for why she was upset. She could always call her sisters, of course she could, or even her parents, but Lauren sometimes made her feel normal. It wasn't easy when Nicky was hyper aware of how not normal she was. It had stopped bothering her for a while, but sometimes she missed the normalcy she'd never really had.

      For as long as she could remember, Nicky's parents had trained her and her sisters to fight. At first, it had been under the guise of keeping them in shape, then for self-defense. Nicky was the middle child; only two years younger than Jessica and two years older than Alison. She'd been twelve — Jessica fourteen and Alison, ten — when their parents had explained to them what they were really training to fight. Nicky gave them credit for never forcing her or her sisters into a life of hunting monsters, but they'd wanted them to be prepared in case anything followed them home. Nothing ever did. Still, Nicky has always slept better knowing that even though there were monsters out there, she could take them down.

      Except for whatever the fuck that thing was.

      As Nicky let herself into her apartment, she struggled to get the image of the demon's face above her out of her head. She couldn't. It was going to be stuck there forever.

      Just as well. She would have an easier time describing it to Alison. Was it too late to call her now?

      Nicky's eyes swept over the microwave wedged on the counter next to the fridge. The green 2:17 turned to 2:18. Yeah. Definitely too late. She shrugged her jacket off and dropped it on the floor, her arm aching too much for even try lifting it onto the flimsy coat rack that barely supported its own weight, let alone the jackets. The previous tenant had left it and there hadn't seemed much point replacing it. Nicky barely ever used it anyway. She flopped onto the couch, not bothering to move the clothes strewn across it. A belt dug into the scratches on her side. Her entire body throbbed as one cohesive, agonized unit. What difference did it make which part of her hurt?

      This was one of the things she missed about living at home. Right about now, Jessica would be dragging her into an upright position to see what the damage was. Nothing felt broken or punctured. Even her arm didn't hurt as bad as she'd expected it to.

      That vampire could have killed me.

      The realization made Nicky feel cold all over. Of course the vampire — Corrine — could have killed her. She should have. Nicky couldn't understand why she hadn't. It couldn't have been out of some benevolent sense of protection for a lowly human, was it? No, she must have been planning on feeding on Nicky and had only stopped herself when she realized Nicky was a hunter.

      A hunter who was in no shape to put up much of a fight. And she'd asked Nicky to help her with that demon! The absurdity of it made Nicky snort.

      And yet… She has to wonder, was it really so absurd?

      Is the enemy of my enemy my friend or my enemy?
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      The next few days were a blur of brushing off her injuries and helping prepare for the funeral. Megan and Lauren's mother were trying to get a flight back from Cameroon, which left Nicky helping Megan with the preparations. Really, it left Nicky to prepare. Megan was a shaken mess. Nobody could blame her, least of all Nicky.

      In the moments between work and planning Lauren’s funeral, Nicky dove into any demon lore she could find. She didn't give a single thought to vampires. They could have overrun Abundance Falls and she wouldn't have noticed. Hell, she didn't even bother trying to track down the one vampire she knew was in town: Corrine, the vampire who had saved her life. Either Nicky did, deep down somewhere, feel like she owed Corrine a slight debt for helping her out, or she really was that consumed by the demon. The memory of nearly having her soul sucked out of her body kept her up at night and made her shudder through the day.

      She probably already left town anyway, Nicky told herself hopefully.

      The demon might have, too, but the possibility didn't stop her from looking. Every night, she was out stalking the cold streets for any sign of it while Alison dove into her books from the other side of the country. But every night, she returned empty-handed. It was exhausting, physically and mentally. She was constantly on edge, easily excusable during the day as the shock of just losing her best friend. In a town the size of Abundance Falls, losing such a bright young life-- as one of the women at work had called it-- was hard on everyone.

      On the fourth night, Nicky flopped down face-first on her couch. The clothes that had been on it were now transferred into a pile on the floor. One of these days, she was going to sort out what was wearable again and what had to be taken downstairs to the shared laundry room to be washed. It wasn't something she had the energy for tonight.

      “Something like that doesn't just disappear,” she said quietly to nobody in particular.

      The demon was still in town; she could feel it in her bones. The part of her that had gotten sucked out by the demon could feel it. If only that part was strong enough to properly guide her to it. How had it slipped her mind four nights in a row to ask Alison for a new demon-tracking pendant? Her subconscious must not have wanted to admit that she'd broken Alison’s Christmas present to her.

      I need to figure out what to get everyone this year.

      The only person she'd gotten a gift for so far was Lauren. The blue geode candle holder was sitting on the flimsy IKEA bookshelf in her room. It was the only real piece of decor Nicky had. She couldn't think of who else would want it, and even if she could, she didn't have the heart to regift it to anyone.

      Nicky forced herself into a generally upright position. The scratch of claws on worn laminate flooring alerted her to Nebula’s approach. When she was within grabbing distance, Nicky scooped her into her arms and kissed her tiny black head. Nebula let out a mewl of disapproval, but made no effort to escape.

      “I bet you could find that mean old thing, my itty-bitty house panther,” she cooed.

      There was something about cats that turned even the most respectable adult into a babbling moron, and Nicky was no exception. Nebula opened her mouth to flash her teeth in what Nicky took as agreement. She rubbed her head against the underside of Nicky’s jaw.

      “So what do you think I should do, Nebs? Move on? Assume it's someone else's problem now?”

      Her phone buzzed from somewhere in the laundry pile, sending Nebula darting from her arms. Nicky let herself roll to the floor to start rummaging for the jeans she'd exchanged for yoga pants. Her phone was still half-tucked in the back pocket. There was no name attached to the number on the screen, but she recognized it as the one she'd called earlier that day.

      “Hello?” She said, sitting cross-legged on top of a grey sweater.

      “Is this Nicole Stevens?” A gruff male voice asked.

      “Yeah, this is Nicky.”

      “This is David Milne. I'm returning your call about a demon.”

      Nicky sat up so fast it made her dizzy. “Yes! Do you know anything about—”

      David cut her off. “There's no such thing as what you described.”

      Nicky’s mood dropped faster than the New Year’s ball. He wasn't the first person to say so. The four other hunters she'd called had said the same thing. So had Alison, though Alison was at least helpful enough to keep looking for her. She didn't think David would be so gracious.

      “Okay, well, would you consider coming and taking a look?” She asked. “Demons aren't really my area of expertise; vampires are more my thing.”

      “Then I suggest you stick to vampires and let the real demon hunters handle the demons.”

      Oh, was that what he suggested? Nicky pinched the bridge of her nose. Where were Nebulas calming purrs when she needed them?

      “That's why I'm asking a demon hunter for help,” she said, struggling to keep the condescension out of her voice.

      “Look, I checked your local papers. Nobody's died under mysterious circumstances in the past week. Are you sure you didn't just imagine it?”

      Nicky could practically hear the ‘sweetie’ left off at the end of his sentence. She mumbled out a nondescript answer and hung up without the formality of saying goodbye. If he didn't want to help, fine. See if she ever helped him out when he needed it. She could figure this out on her own. She was smart, resourceful, and well-trained.

      Except she'd been looking for this thing for nearly a week. Every day that went by, the trail got colder.

      Nicky groaned and lay back on the floor. Nebula came up to sit on her stomach as if there was no other place in the entire apartment for her to be.

      “I'm going to have to ask that vampire for help, aren't I?”
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      Nicky might not have known much about tracking demons, but vampires were much more predictable. There hadn't been any reports of anything that sounded like a vampire attack in a few days, which meant Corrine must have been needing blood by now.

      Of course, there was the possibility that Corrine had gone out of town to feed, or had left Abundance Falls entirely. The surrounding towns didn't seem to have much fluctuation in their odd attacks, but there was no way for Nicky to know if they had a new vampire without going down there herself. She certainly wasn't going to call David Milne or anyone like him to look into it for her.

      No, she was going to start with the easiest assumption first — that Corrine was still in Abundance Falls, and that she hadn't fed too recently — and try to find her on her own. Only if she got that desperate would she call for help. She should have already been at that point. The demon had pushed her there. But a vampire hunt was a welcome familiarity that bolstered her confidence until she could almost forget how much she'd struggled to find that demon. Corrine had seemed fairly confident that they could track and kill it together. Maybe Corrine had some trick for tracking demons that Nicky didn't know about.

      Maybe I should have accepted her help in the first place.

      If her family found out she was even considering going to a vampire for help, they would have lost their minds. Even she was having a hard time believing it, but desperate times called for desperate measures. It wasn't something she could do unless she was sure she was out of options. And both her time and her options were running out.

      There was life in the downtown core of Abundance Falls; something there wasn't most of the year. Stores were opening later to accommodate the shoppers scrambling to finish shopping and decorating their homes for Christmas. Walking past the shops reminded Nicky of the nights she'd spent down streets like this with her parents as a kid. Vampires and demons didn't take holidays off, but Nicky's parents had always tried to carve out this time for the family. Whether they'd had a spoken arrangement with other hunters in the areas she'd grown up in or just a silent understanding, she didn't know. What she did know was that from the day school let out until the day after Christmas, her family was hers. Both her parents were home every night to tuck Jessica into bed, then her, then Alison. They were there to read her stories and sit next to her until she fell asleep. It had never occurred to her that the work that had kept one parent or the other away most nights could have kept them away forever.

      I miss mom and dad, she realized, staring at a brightly lit Christmas tree and the mannequin family surrounding it through a shop window. When she'd first gone off to university, she'd talked to them almost every day. Her mom had always texted her before every test, midterm, or exam to wish her luck, and she was always the first person Nicky called afterwards, too. She used to call her dad before and after every hunt. Those calls turned to texts when he finally got a cell phone plan that allowed it. Then it became weekly check-ins. Now, it must have been nearly a month since she'd had a proper conversation with either of them. And she couldn't remember the last time she'd had a conversation with her sisters that didn't involve monster hunting.

      Two weeks til Christmas.

      Two weeks, and she would be home. Her dad would be cooking and her mom would be fussing over the girls. Jessica would sit behind the piano and play all the Christmas songs Alison hated while Nicky sang along. Two more weeks.

      Could Abundance Falls survive her trip home without her? It couldn't do much worse. She'd already let one person die on her watch. Her best friend, no less. This town might almost be better off without her.

      Nicky shook her head. The demon was getting to her. David Milne might have been a dick about it but he was right about one thing: this wasn't her area of expertise. How could she have even known it was in town? Her next step was to find Corrine.

      It wasn't nearly as difficult as tracking the demon. She followed the crowd until she came to the edges of it, where there were enough people for a vampire to pick one out but not enough that somebody would be likely to notice them. Normally, the iridescent eyes were easy enough to pick out in the dark. She watched the alleys where street-lights cast shadows as she walked down the street, hands tucked into the pockets of her jacket. Adorning the fingers of her right hand were a set of brass knuckles she definitely wasn't supposed to have. Her dagger was safely squared away in a lined compartment inside her jacket.

      By the time Nicky was alone on the street, she was starting to second-guess herself. Had she been wrong? No, that was a classic vampire hunting pattern. If a vampire was looking for a quick meal, they would have staked out the alley until they found someone worth following.

      The hairs on the back of Nicky’s neck stood on end, and she froze. When she'd been younger and less experienced, she'd had an easy enough time using herself as bait. Now, most vampires could tell in the way she walked and held herself that she knew how to fight. It wasn't something she knew how to hide. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might be taken as prey.

      I can work with that.

      Nicky spun on her heels. The tracks of her boots, made for much harsher winters than this, didn't slip in the snow. She was going to have to thank Jessica for them again. When she lashed out, her brass knuckles collided with something solid as the vampire was too caught off guard to move out of the way. Once again, she caught that scent of wet earth and flowers. A pair of sunglasses clattered to the pavement. One of the lenses popped out. No wonder Nicky hadn’t noticed any glowing eyes in the alleyways. She was wise to that trick now, though. She would be more careful next time. With the momentary advantage she'd given herself, Nicky pulled the dagger from her jacket.

      “Wait!” Corrine held her hands up. “It's me! Its Corrine! From the other night!”

      If Nicky had been planning on attacking, that would have made her pause. What kind of vampire didn't attack?

      Standing under streetlights, it was easier to see Corrine’s face than last time. Her smooth, pale skin was darkening where Nicky had hit her. There was enough light that blue irises were visible under dirty-blonde bangs. She smiled, though it didn't come out as reassuring as Nicky thought it was meant to be with two pairs of sharp canines extended the way they were. It reminded her of that quote about predators smiling to show that their teeth were weapons of their own. Nicky wasn't going to forget that any time soon.

      There was something familiar about the slopes of Corrine’s high cheekbones and defined nose that made Nicky frown. Where had she seen that face before? Other than when Corrine had saved her, of course. She hadn't gotten a good look at her before but now…

      “Oh my God,” Nicky breathed. “You're the girl from Ohio State that went missing.”

      A year before Nicky had attended, a senior at Ohio State University had gone missing. The only sign of what had happened to her were the pools of blood they'd found in her one-bedroom apartment. It was one of many attacks through the city that year. It was partly why Nicky had chosen to go to school there. Of course, the story had attracted plenty of other vampire hunters. It was partly why Nicky had chosen to leave there, too. The difference between Corrine and the other victims was that the other victims were all found dead. Corrine was the only one who had gone missing.

      I guess I found her.

      Corrine gave a sheepish smile.

      “Yeah, it was sort of hard to finish a biochemistry degree after getting turned into a vampire. The whole ‘no sunlight’ thing made it tricky.”

      Nicky frowned. “I thought you said you were a nurse.”

      “I was. Then I went back to school. I wanted to work in pharmaceuticals.”

      “And now you're a vampire.”

      “And now I'm a vampire.”

      The sadness in Corrine’s voice made guilt twinge in Nicky’s stomach. Now wasn't the time to start feeling pity for a vampire, of all things, even if she was fairly young and kind of pretty. For a vampire. Nicky tucked her dagger back into her jacket, though she kept the brass knuckles on just in case. Just because she was asking Corrine for help didn't mean she could trust her. A vampire was still a vampire. Nicky was still potential prey. She could not forget those teeth.

      “Listen,” Nicky said. “You remember that demon you helped me out with.”

      “Uh, the one I saved your life from? Hard to forget.” Corrine shuddered. “Oh! How's your shoulder?”

      “It’s fine. I need—”

      “Did you end up finding it?” When Nicky scowled, she added a hasty, “Sorry,” raising her hands in apology.

      Nicky sighed. “I didn't find it. That's actually why I was looking for you. You said we would be able to track it between the two of us. Do you still think that's the case?”

      Either vampires were nothing like what Nicky thought, or Corrine was the strangest vampire on the planet. She bounced on her toes, her eyes glimmering as the light hit them differently, and clapped her hands together.

      “Yes! Because I haven't been able to find it myself, either. I've been tracking it for ages. The closest I came was when it attacked you. But my mom always said two heads are better than one and I—” Corrine’s face fell. She was suddenly very somber. Then, before Nicky could wonder about it, she was all optimism again. “I think, if we can't do it ourselves, we have to at least try together.”

      Nicky gave a slow nod. Part of her still wasn't sure about this. Most of her wasn't sure about this. But her dad used to say that monsters weren't born, they were made. She figured that was supposed to mean giving some monsters the benefit of the doubt.

      I guess that makes the enemy of my enemy my friend.
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      It probably wasn't the best idea to bring a vampire back to her apartment, but Nicky didn't know where else to go. Even if all the local haunts weren’t about to start closing for the night, it wasn't like this was exactly the kind of conversation they could have in a coffee shop; not if she didn't want everyone to think she was absolutely crazy. Public opinion had never meant much to her. She wasn't in the habit of making sure people liked her. But it was generally easier to live covertly in a town small enough for everyone to know everybody else’s business when said business didn't involve tracking the soul-sucking demon that had killed her best friend. No; this was a conversation to be held in private.

      If Corrine had any complaints about Nicky forcing her to walk ahead and directing her, she didn't voice them. She just seemed happy that Nicky was willing to team up on this.

      “I didn't know you lived in this part of town,” Corrine said as they approached Nicky’s apartment.

      “And if I were you, I'd forget it.”

      At this Corrine turned her head back, though she didn't stop walking. “You know, if I wanted to hurt you, I would have by now. I still could. I'm much faster than you.”

      “Noted.”

      They reached Nicky’s second floor apartment. Nicky gave one moment of hesitation before squeezing herself between Corrine and the door. Corrine was right; if she'd wanted to hurt Nicky, she could have at any point.

      Unless she's trying to get me somewhere with no witnesses.

      The thought made Nicky pause. That was what the vampire that had attacked and probably turned Corrine had done, wasn't it? It had attacked victims, usually ones who lived alone, at home. It was one of the few cases of a vampire actually doing such a thing that Nicky had ever heard of. Thinking of that made Nicky realize she had one last line of defense here to buy herself time. She unlocked the door and immediately darted into the apartment.

      Corrine tipped her head to the side. In the fluorescent hall lights, Nicky could make out a faint line of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

      “You have to invite me in,” she said.

      “I know.”

      Corrine frowned. “Are you going to?”

      Nicky hesitated. This was her last chance. If she let Corrine in, could she trust that she wouldn't fall prey to those fangs?

      “Look, I'm not going to attack you. How are you going to help me with this demon if I kill you, hm?”

      That was a good point. Behind her, Nebula prowled the apartment. She didn't seem to like the stranger standing in her doorway. Spotting her, Corrine gasped and dropped to a crouch.

      “You have a cat? She's so cute! C’mere, kitty.”

      Corrine made kissing sounds that had Nebula darting back to Nicky’s bedroom. So much for keeping a cat for protection-- though, who ever heard of somebody keeping a cat for protection anyway? Nicky should have gotten a Doberman. They were great vampire hunters.

      “You are so weird,” Nicky said without really meaning to.

      Corrine stood with a raised eyebrow.

      “What, you think we’re all angry, brooding emos? Some of us like cats.”

      It was all a painful reminder that all vampires used to be human. She could still see it in Corrine’s eyes. There was enough light that they weren't glowing anymore. Instead, they were hazel. Nicky clenched her teeth together to steel herself. She had to remind herself that while Corrine may not have been completely vicious, she was still a predator at the very least. She had to keep reminding herself of that.

      “When's the last time you fed?”

      “Couple days ago. Not in town, a couple hours out. I like this place, and you don't go on a murder spree where you buy your boots.”

      A neighbor passing at precisely that moment stalled, stared, and then nervously kept walking. So much for covert. Nicky glanced down at Corrine’s feet-- they were nice boots.

      “Who was it?”

      Corrine grinned that predatory grin again, all teeth.

      “Some creep just hanging out. He kept yelling at girls and following them until they went inside somewhere. He followed me. Guys like that don't think about what girls like me can do to them.”

      Girls like her. She means monsters.

      “He would have hurt somebody if I didn't stop him. There's not that much difference between you and me.”

      “Except you kill people,” Nicky pointed out.

      “You kill vampires.”

      “Vampires aren't—”

      Nicky stopped herself. She expected to see anger flash across Corrine’s face, but there was only sad understanding. There was only one way that sentence could have gone.

      “I'm doing my best,” Corrine said quietly. Her eyes widened as she spotted the half-decorated Christmas tree in the back corner of what passed as a living room. “You're decorating? Can I help? I haven't decorated a Christmas tree in years!”

      Finally, Nicky relented. Nebula hadn’t launched herself at Corrine’s ankles, which meant she was probably wasn't completely evil.

      “Come in.”

      Corrine all but bounded inside and beeline for the tree. She didn't hesitate for a moment before digging through the box of dollar store decorations and hanging a plastic bulb from an equally plastic branch. Nicky settled on the other side of the box and did the same. It was, admittedly, a little bit nice having some company. She'd never had anyone over here, not even Lauren or Megan. Nebula was great, but she couldn't exactly respond properly. Nicky glanced back to find her perched on top of a bookshelf, watching them.

      “You jump on this and I'm trading you in for a Doberman,” she warned.

      Corrine laughed. The sound was a little rough, as though she wasn't used to doing it anymore.

      “So what do you know about this demon?” Nicky asked, not wanting to get too cozy.

      “The demon you saw is a type of soul eater. They're usually controlled by somebody, maybe another demon but probably a witch. A normal human wouldn't have the kind of power to actually boss that thing around, and vampires have zero affinity for magic. Plus, we don't exactly get along all that well. Too much negative energy in one place. Pass me the gingerbread man? Thanks.”

      Nicky considered Corrine’s words. If the soul eater was being controlled by somebody, that meant she had two things to take down.

      “Why would somebody need a soul eater?”

      “Power. Magic comes from the soul. If you don't have one, you need to get one from someone else. Or if you want to do something beyond your abilities. Or if you're just a dick.”

      The last one had Nicky biting back a laugh. She did have to account for the possibility of somebody just being a dick.

      “So, do you think we’re up against a demon or a witch?”

      Corrine wrinkled her nose in thought. “I haven't found any signs of another demon. They're usually harder than witches to actually track, but it's easier to tell if one of them is around.”

      Nicky gave a slow nod and stretched her arms up to hang a snowman above her head. She grabbed the unopened package of lights and pulled the string out. She stood, motioning for Corrine to help her. Together, they wound the lights around the tree.

      “What's our next course of action?” Nicky asked.

      “I was going to head to the cemetery. If there really is a demon around here commanding the soul eater, we should find signs of it there.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicky was no stranger to cemeteries. She'd spent plenty of time sneaking into them in high school, much to her parents' disapproval. There were things that became much more powerful in cemeteries than anywhere else, which was exactly why she'd been so eager to spend time in them. She'd been tired of fighting the same old easy vampires. If she'd known then what she knew now, she might not have been so eager.

      She-- armed with her brass knuckles, dagger, and a flashlight-- and Corrine-- armed with herself-- had no difficulty climbing over the iron gate that shut the public out of the cemetery.

      Or shutting ‘something’ out of the public, Nicky thought without meaning to. Her body gave a slight, involuntary shudder.

      “Cold?” Corrine asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Better than admitting she was scared.

      “Oh. I wish I had a jacket to lend you.”

      The fact that Corrine didn't seem even the slightest bit chilly standing in jeans and a t-shirt was less strange than the almost-offer.

      “It’s fine,” Nicky said. “I’ll warm up.”

      She didn't know what they were looking for. If there were any upturned graves, she would have heard about it. It either would have been in the papers, or word surely would have spread through the office. For some reason, those sorts of complaints always went to the mayor's office before the police. Nicky had heard someone say once it was because most of the older folks in town remembered a time when the town had a population of barely two thousand and the mayor was almost always the sheriff, too. Complaining to the mayor, especially when most people had already been friends with the mayor, had made much more sense than complaining to a lowly police officer who wouldn't do anything about it. These days, though, did people really think Carly in reception would be able to do anything for them?

      Sweeping her flashlight over the graves, she didn't see anything out of the ordinary but Corrine’s iridescent eyes occasionally staring out at her in the dark. The first few times, it made her jump. It wasn't something she wanted to get used to. She was going to find this demon, then kill Corrine. She had to. Acting as a vigilante didn't redeem Corrine, and it didn't change the fact that she still killed people.

      People like that man harassing girls the next town over; people that nobody would do anything about, even if they went to the police. The real police, not somebody like Carly in reception at the mayor's office.

      Thankfully, now wasn't the time to wrestle with that moral dilemma. Her foot caught in something, sending Nicky sprawling to the ground. She rolled with the fall. Pain shot through her hip, but she stood up almost immediately and brushed dirt off herself.

      “Are you okay?” Corrine asked, at her side uncomfortably fast. Nicky flinched back a little.

      “I'm fine.”

      She was glad she'd worn leather gloves. They weren't as easy to maneuver in as bare hands, but on top of keeping her fingers warm, they did wonders to protect her hands. Flashing her phone over where she'd tripped, she caught sight of a glint of metal. She bent down and picked it up. A gold coin hung from a matching chain. There was a pattern on the coin that Nicky didn't recognize. She wiped it clean on her jeans, then snapped a few pictures with her phone.

      “What is this?” She asked more to herself than to Corrine.

      Corrine took the coin in her hand, turning it over. Her face was pulled into a tight frown that seemed so out of place for the ray of serial-murdering sunshine Nicky was trying not to get used to.

      “I might have an idea. Can I borrow it?”

      Should she? If the thing was a magical artifact, Corrine could have used it to do some serious damage. Except Corrine had said that vampires couldn't use magic.

      And you believe that?

      Nicky stared into Corrine’s eyes. She might not have been human anymore, but there was humanity in them. If nothing else, Corrine still had some semblance of a conscience.

      Despite the logical part of her brain telling her not to, Nicky nodded. Wind rushed around her, and Corrine was gone.
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      The funeral was beautiful, but Nicky couldn't be proud of all the work she'd done. Not when her best friend was lying in the coffin and wearing the dress she'd picked out. The dress was Lauren’s favorite; a white dress patterned with blue birds. The funeral hall was covered in flowers. Laurens family had only bought a small fraction of them. The rest were all bought by her friends, by her work, or the places she volunteered for. Nicky had paid for the bouquet of orchids that were now clasped in Lauren’s hands.

      She sat through the eulogy without crying. She watched Lauren’s mom get through half a sentence before she burst into tears and Megan led her from the podium. But when it was Nicky’s turn to stand up to speak, a lump the size of her fist rose up in her throat and choked her. She cleared her throat and tried to swallow it down. Without meaning to, she glanced back at the casket.

      The pallor of Lauren’s skin and the way she looked like she might open her eyes at any moment despite the lack of movement in her chest made Nicky’s stomach twist into knots. She wiped her hands on her black dress and forced herself to look back at the crowd. She'd had a whole speech rehearsed; one where she talked about how they'd met. How Lauren had shown up in her cubicle on her third day of work with a welcome basket full of locally produced snacks, all sitting on a ceramic plate made by a local potter. How they'd sat up together on Lauren’s couch until well into the middle of the night eating organic corn chips and talking about where they'd come from, how they'd gotten here. How Lauren never stopped insisting that one day, Nicky would find a cute girl who would fall in love with her whole grungy aesthetic and Lauren would find her the grungiest wedding dress out there. They'd laughed about that last one for almost half an hour until they had to look up whether or not it was possible they'd accidentally gotten high from the essential oil diffuser sitting on the coffee table.

      Nicky swallowed again. She didn't say any of that. She couldn't. Lauren had been like a sister to her. Even if she could find it in herself to share those precious moments with what must have been at least a quarter of the town, the lump in her throat choked her. Instead, all she said was,

      “Lauren was a good person, and a good friend. I hope whatever is out there for her is good.”

      She couldn't say anything more. She stepped away from the podium and rushed to the nearest washroom. The thud of her heels was muffled by the carpet. It was the men’s room, but she didn't care. Ignoring the startled man at the urinal, whom she didn't even look at long enough to recognize, Nicky walked to the sink. She ran cold water and splashed it on her face. By the time she remembered her makeup, it was too late.

      “Uh, miss? You know this is the men’s room,” the man said.

      “Do I look like I care right now?” She hissed.

      The man didn't say anything, which was smart of him. She wasn't in the mood for this. She wasn't in the mood for anything. All she wanted to do was find the thing that was responsible for killing Lauren and stabbing it in the face repeatedly. Vampire, human, demon, she didn't care. Whoever or whatever they were, they were going to pay if it was the last thing she did.
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        * * *

      

      Nicky couldn't leave right away. Even if she could, where would she go? She'd sent the pictures of that graveyard coin to Alison, who had no idea what it was either. Alison had added it to her list of things to look into, but realistically, the best she could do was translate the text on it.

      That meant the only lead Nicky had was Corrine, whom Nicky hadn't seen since last night. Vampires might have been easier to kill during the day, but they were much harder to track. With the way she'd been sleeping lately, she'd be too exhausted to actually do anything by the time she managed to find Corrine. As much as she hated to admit it — which was a lot — her best option was to wait until sundown to find Corrine and ask her what the hell that coin was.

      All she had to do was wait a few hours, then excuse herself to track down Corrine.

      “I'm glad you’re here,” Megan said as they gathered the hundreds of flowers filling the funeral parlor.

      Nicky never wanted to see another flower as long as she lived. She was going to have to make a note somewhere that she didn't want a single flower at her funeral. “I wouldn't be anywhere else.”

      It was true. Unless the soul eater itself had made an appearance, no force in heaven or earth could have kept her from that funeral.

      It bothered her that there hadn’t been any sight of it since it had killed Lauren. Wasn't it a good thing? It probably meant the witch or demon had enough souls. It could have meant that they were done collecting souls, period. But neither of those felt right to her.

      No, she knew why it bothered her. It was because if the soul eater wasn't eating souls, then she couldn't find it. It was the same problem with vampire hunting. If vampires weren't actually feeding, it was almost impossible for Nicky to track her. In order for her to track the soul eater, it would have to attack, and maybe even kill, before she could start looking again.

      “I was thinking…” Megan's voice trailed. She stood, her arms full of brightly-colored chrysanthemums. “I miss you.”

      Ice filled Nicky’s stomach. This wasn't a conversation she wanted to have. Not now, not ever.

      “What do you mean? I’ve been around,” she said, playing dumb.

      Hopefully Megan would get the hint and drop it. The real problem with Lauren’s theory about her settling down with some cute girl was that Nicky couldn’t drag somebody into this life. It wasn't right. Her time with Megan was a moment of weakness. A lapse in her judgement she wouldn’t allow to happen twice. Thankfully, Megan smiled and nodded.

      “You're right. I guess my sense of time’s been screwed up since… I know it was only a few days ago, but it feels like it must have been months.”

      Nicky nodded in understanding and picked up a bouquet of white roses. When they finished cleaning, she opted to skip the reception. The sun was finally setting, and she couldn't bring herself to waste even a minute of time.

      “I just don't think I can fake being functional around anybody right now,” she lied.

      “Well, why don't you come over later? We can watch a movie and have a few drinks.”

      Nicky shook her head, almost desperate to get out of there. “I'm wiped. I’ll probably just crash. Another night soon, though.”

      She wasn't sure that was a promise she should have been making, but Megan smiled and didn't ask any more questions.

      When Nicky finally got to her apartment, her car full of flowers she couldn't convince anyone else to take, she found Corrine sitting outside her door. When she saw Nicky, she jumped to her feet, grinning in a way that made Nicky think of a puppy left at home all day.

      “One of the guys upstairs let me into the building. I knocked but you didn't answer,” she said. “I guess you weren't home.”

      Nicky fished her keys from her jacket pocket. Corrine stepped back to give her an appropriate amount of personal space.

      “Can I ask you something?” Nicky asked.

      “Sure.”

      “The vampire who killed you. It got into your apartment, right?” When Corrine only nodded, Nicky asked, “How? It couldn't have gotten in without permission.”

      Nicky tossed her jacket on the couch. Nebula ran up to her and rubbed her head against Nicky's calf. How dare you be here for a whole three seconds without petting me? She seemed to demand. When Nicky wasn't fast enough to fulfil her demands for affection, she darted between her legs to Corrine. Faster than Nicky could see, Corrine scooped Nebula into her arms. Nebula let out a startled mrp but let Corrine nuzzle her.

      “Prettiest kitty! You are the best little fluffums, aren't you?” Corrine cooed. “I'd just switched internet providers. He showed up and said he was there to install the new modem. I knew there was something off about him, but I didn't know what else to do but let him in. I didn't think I could just call the company and ask them to send someone less creepy. I was about to ask the girl upstairs if she could hang out with me until he left but…”

      It made Nicky sick to admit it, but that was clever. Most humans didn't have the patience for that sort of game, let alone vampires.

      “Why did he turn you?” Nicky asked.

      Corrine shrugged. “He didn't mean to. I managed to stab him in the neck with one of my keys. Some of his blood got in me while we were struggling. Gosh, but you are the cutest kitty!” She kissed the top of Nebula’s head.

      Nicky shifted, caught between trying to imagine and trying not to imagine Corrine fighting for her life against something that must have seemed invulnerable to her. Most people didn't survive a vampire attack. Part of her wondered if Corrine wished she hadn’t survived. Wasn’t death better than becoming this?

      “Did you find anything about the coin?” Nicky asked, feeling a little dizzy.

      “Oh!” Nebula darted from Corrine’s arms at the exclamation. Corrine dug the coin from her back pocket. “Yeah, the symbol is a family crest. I don't know which family exactly, but you see this little raven here? This means it belongs to a witch family. I bet you a witch was in the cemetery to summon the soul eater and lost this.”

      Nicky took the coin and looked it over. The raven was wedged at the bottom of the coin separating the two lines of text.

      “Any idea what this says?” She asked.

      Corrine shrugged. “It looks like Latin. I took Spanish. But if it belongs to whoever summoned the soul eater, we can use that to find them.”

      The sound of rattling in the corner of the room made Nicky turn.

      “Nebula, leave the goddam tree alone!”

      Nebula froze, a paw on a green ball within reach, and darted off. Corrine giggled. For some reason, it made Nicky smile. She forced her expression back into neutrality before she faced Corrine again.

      “Find them how?”

      Corrine grinned and rocked from her toes to her heels. “I know a witch who will specializes in scrying. I’ll bet you she can find our witch for us just using the coin.”

      Hope bloomed in Nicky’s chest. Finally: progress! She darted to her room to get changed into a pair of jeans and a hoodie. If she had to, she could fight in a dress again, but she would always take jeans where she could. Worried about it falling out of her pocket, Nicky draped the chain around her neck and tucked the coin under her shirt and out of view. Grabbing her jacket, she gave Nebula a stern look.

      “You’re in charge. Leave the tree alone.” She turned to Corrine. “Let’s get going.”
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      Corrine didn't like enclosed spaces. Nicky learned that the hard way. It had never occurred to her that several years of not being in a car could make someone claustrophobic. It probably didn't help that Nicky's car was fairly small. The ceiling was low, and Corrine kept slinking down until she was half-lying in the passenger seat as they drove to this witch’s place in the next town over; the town where Corrine preferred to hunt.

      As she drove, it occurred to Nicky that Corrine might have been luring her to her hunting ground just to kill her. After all, she didn't hunt where she bought her boots, but she might not have any problem relocating her prey.

      Just as the paranoia began to get the better of Nicky, Corrine grasped at her own seatbelt. “Pull over,” she gasped. “Pull over right now!”

      Nicky stared between Corrine and the road in front of her.

      “We’re on the highway, and it's the middle of the night. I can't just pull over!”

      “Pull over!” Corrine repeated.

      Nicky did, but only because Corrine sounded close to tears, and because nobody else was on the road. She signaled to the right and veered onto the shoulder. The car gave a loud shudder as she passed over the rubble strip past the bright yellow line. The second they stopped, Corrine was out of the car. Cold air hit Nicky's side, making her shiver. She put the car in park, pulled up the emergency brake, and hit the button for the four-way flashers. There was no way she was going to risk getting out of the car. With her luck, a transport would come by the second she set foot onto the road. At least she could yell at Corrine through the open passenger door.

      “Get back in here!”

      Corrine rested her palms on her thighs and shook her head.

      “No way. I'm not getting into that coffin.”

      The comparison made Nicky pause. As far as she knew, vampires didn't actually sleep in coffins, not in this town, at least. It was sometimes a necessity in areas with too much sunlight, but it was far from common. It had never occurred to her that Corrine, or any vampire she'd ever run into, had spent any time in an actual coffin. Now, though, she had to wonder. Maybe it wasn't the lack of traveling in cars for a while that had made Corrine anxious.

      “I'm not going to just leave you on the side of the highway.”

      Corrine straightened up, stretching her arms out. She seemed much more at ease out in the fresh air, even with how cold it was. Flakes of snow fell on her face. There was relief in her expression. In the single streetlight, her honey-blonde hair flowed like a frizzy halo. For a second, Nicky couldn't help but stare, feeling that familiar pang of attraction in her gut. God; she really needed to get laid.

      Corrine turned to Nicky.

      “Do you have a pen?” She asked, her voice chipper again. “I'll give you the address and meet you there.”

      Nicky handed her phone over with Maps open. There was probably a pen and some paper in the mess, but this was easier. Corrine typed in the address and then handed the phone back to Nicky.

      “How the hell are you going to get there? Walk?”

      “Run. That's how I always get there.”

      Obviously. Corrine flashed a bright grin, and then she was gone in a gust of cold air. At least she had the sense to close the car door. Grumbling to herself, Nicky turned the radio on and the heat up.

      It seemed a long distance for Corrine to run. Vampires were sprinters. They could run a few hundred feet in seconds, but then they'd need to stop.

      Every now and then, Nicky swore she caught side of a figure standing on the shoulder or a rush of movement out of the corner of her eye, and she realized what was happening. Corrine was running ahead of her, then either waiting for her to catch up or taking a break. Nicky laughed despite herself. We're all vampires like that, or was it just Corrine?

      The drive was much easier with only the radio for company. She didn't have to worry about whether Corrine was going to throw up or tear her throat out. Nicky didn't much like being in confined spaces with vampires, either. Who could blame her?

      Nicky's phone guided her to the small house at the end of a long, winding road. She wasn't sure what she was expecting. She didn't know many witches. Most managed to keep a lower profile than vampires and didn't much like bothering anybody or being bothered. She had only ever heard of one causing enough problems warrant being hunted. Actually, there were quite a few witches that were hunters.

      So then why did a vampire know one?

      Corrine was waiting for her at the end of the long driveway. She waved Nicky over. Her eyes and teeth shone bright.

      She's not your friend, she's a vampire, Nicky reminded herself for what was starting to feel like the hundredth time as she cut the engine to her car and got out.

      “There you are!” Corrine said, as if she'd been waiting for so long.

      “Yup,” was all Nicky said. She looked over the house. If she'd given any thought to what kind of place a witch would live, she would have pictured either a shack like in the old fairy tales, or some kind of mansion. This was neither. It was just a house. A small, out-of-the-way house. It was the sort of place anyone might have lived. It was somehow disappointing, and made her wonder if Corrine wasn't wrong or screwing her around. But she'd trusted Corrine this far. Now wasn't the time to start doubting her.

      Still, Nicky touched the knife through her jacket under the guise of adjusting it. She followed Corrine up the three steps leading to the front door. Corrine pounded her fist against the door. Lights turned on in the house, following the inhabitant’s path through the house.

      The woman who opened the door looked… normal. She wasn't a goth or anything; not like what Nicky was expecting form a witch. She looked like she could have been an elementary school teacher or a librarian. Was she really who they were looking for? Granted, it was the middle of the night. During the day, she probably didn't wear a pale pink housecoat and matching slippers, or keep her hair in curlers, but still...

      “Regina Marrow?” Corrine asked. The woman — Regina — nodded. “We need a reading. Now.”

      Regina frowned. “Now? Do you have any idea what time it is? It's almost midnight! If you want a reading, it'll have to be during the day. Good night.”

      With those final words, Regina slammed the door. Nicky winced, waiting for the inevitable bang. It never came. Corrine’s hand caught the door. She lifted her foot to rest on the ledge of the doorframe, but didn't go further. She couldn't. Nicky moved forward to watch her face. If Corrine couldn't get into the house, she probably couldn't actually hurt Regina, but it was better to be safe than really fucking sorry.

      Corrine gave one of those slow grins; the one that showed off those sharp fangs. All the color drained from Regina’s face. She stammered, switching the start of her sentence repeatedly. Nicky suspected this might have been the first time she'd seen a vampire up close.

      “You— You can’t come in here!” She finally cried, though she didn't sound quite so sure about that.

      “No,” Corrine agreed, “but she can.”

      Corrine shot Nicky a look that made Nicky blanch. Was she supposed to threaten Regina? Force her way inside? This wasn't what she had in mind. But this was what she should have expected, trusting a vampire. They were violent and dangerous. This was how they solved their problems, and it was Nicky’s own fault for forgetting that-- or, not forgetting it. She hadn’t forgotten it, she'd been constantly reminding herself of it from the moment she even considered asking Corrine for help. It was more so because the fact had felt more abstract, less real. Like the knowledge that sticking a knife in a toaster would electrocute her. She knew it, but it’d never felt real, and probably wouldn't until she actually tried it.

      Not that she would. She wasn't quite that stupid. Trust a vampire? Sure. Stick a knife in a toaster? That was where she drew the line.

      God, she needed to get her priorities right.

      Corrine stared at her expectantly, jerking her head towards Regina just slightly. Regina was trembling too hard to notice. Nicky had to do something. This was her only lead. If she didn't do something, she might lose her only chance to figure out who was controlling the soul eater. Corrine stepped back to give her space, her hand still holding the door open, and Nicky put her foot where Corrine’s had been. It wasn't inside the house, though. She might have been physically capable of forcing her way inside, but she was raised better than that. Plus, there was no sense in making enemies if she didn't have to. They might end up needing this witch again one day, and Nicky didn't want to jeopardize a possible alliance. She also didn't want to get hexed or cursed. She didn't entirely trust witches not to hurt her much more than she did vampires.

      “I know its late. I'm sorry. Were really not interested in hurting you, I promise. We just need help tracking a soul eater, or at least the witch controlling it.”

      Regina hesitated. “A soul eater?”

      “It's already killed one person in Abundance Falls. I really need your help.”

      Jessica had told her once that people inherently wanted to help others, so the best way to get help was to ask for it. But people also liked to defer to others if they could, which led to the bystander effect, so it was important to ask directly. Nicky asking for Regina's help was better than the two of them asking for help in general.

      Whether it was the psychology or the fear that Nicky would barge in anyway, Regina sighed and stepped back.

      “Come in, but does your vampire have to come, too?”

      Nicky glanced back at Corrine. She had that innocent, almost human look on her face again. Nicky sighed and nodded. As much as she hated to admit it, Corrine was the only reason she'd gotten this far. It wasn't fair to leave her out of this.

      “Fine. You can come in, too.”

      Regina led them to the dining room. The furniture looked old and expensive. They followed Regina's lead and sat at the high-back chairs. The seat was hard and uncomfortable, but Nicky wasn't about to complain. Corrine dropped the coin in front of Regina.

      “We think this belongs to the witch that is controlling the soul eater,” she said. “Can you tell us where it is?”

      Regina took the chain between her fingers and held it up until the coin rotated over the table. She hummed to herself, a soft melody that Nicky didn't recognize. Above them, the lights flickered. Bad wiring? Burned-out lightbulb? Part of her was still reluctant to believe in magic. As she was preparing to dismiss this all as a waste of time, Regina's eyes rolled back in her head, all the way back until only the whites were visible. They glowed softly, not unlike the way Corrine’s did in dim light.

      What the actual fuck?

      It was so completely unnatural that even Nicky, who spent most of her time dealing with the supernatural, shuddered. Corrine shifted uneasily. When Regina spoke, it was in a voice that wasn’t her own. It was distorted, with an eerie magnified echo that seemed to be coming from everywhere and vibrated in Nicky’s bones.

      “I am the soul eater,” the voice said. “I am bound by blood and bone to the one who commands me.”

      “Who commands you?” Nicky asked.

      “I am commanded by one who is called The Revenant.”

      The Revenant? If this guy — it felt safe to assume, now, that it was a guy — hadn't killed at least one person, Nicky would have laughed at how absolutely lame that name was. One who is called The Revenant. What were they dealing with, a fourteen-year-old boy?

      “Where are you?’ Nicky asked.

      “You will find me where the Great Oak fell.”

      The Great Oak? Could that mean… A tornado had passed through Abundance Falls some thirty years ago, taking out several homes and the largest oak tree in town. It had been over a hundred years old and sixty feet wide branch-to-branch, making it larger than the average oak. It had been a local landmark before the tornado had ripped it out of the ground. There was still a dip in the earth where it had been.

      Nicky’s heart sped up. Could it be that she could actually find this thing and kill it? Could this all be over tonight?

      “What does that mean?” Corrine demanded.

      “You will find me where the Great Oak fell,” Regina repeated. The glow faded from her eyes, and they rolled back to their natural position. The echo disappeared from her voice. “That's all I can tell you. Now get out of my house!”

      “But—” Nicky began.

      She still didn't know how to kill the soul eater, or at least sever the connection between it and The Revenant.

      “I said, that's it!”

      If that was it, that was it. Who knew what else Regina could do? Nicky grabbed Corrine’s shoulder, even as Corrine hissed her irritation at Regina, and hauled her out of the house. Regina slammed the door behind her hard enough to rattle it. The sound echoed into the night.

      “Well, that was useless,” Corrine muttered. “Sorry. I guess we'll have to look for this oak tomorrow.”

      “Why not tonight?” Nicky asked, almost cautiously.

      If Corrine didn't know where the oak was, Nicky didn't want to tip her hand.

      “It’s late. You probably have work tomorrow morning, don't you? We'll meet up at sundown and figure it out. I can do some research tonight to see if I can find anything about this tree.”

      “We can find it tonight,” Nicky insisted.

      Should she tell Corrine she knew where the oak was?

      “I said tomorrow.” The finality in her tone gave no room for argument. “We’ll regroup tomorrow. Get some rest. You looked wiped.”

      Now that she mentioned it, Nicky did feel wiped. But the rush of knowing she could avenge Lauren and protect everyone else from the soul eater gave her a second wind.

      Before Nicky could say anything, Corrine pressed a kiss to Nicky’s cheek and, for the second time that night, disappeared. The scent of earth and flowers lingered after her.

      Nicky stared at the empty space where Corrine had been. Corrine had not kissed her cheek. She'd imagined that. She had to have imagine that. There was no way—but what if she hadn’t imagined it? Nicky smiled in spite of herself. Her first true smile since Lauren had died.

      The smile fell from her face as quickly as it had appeared. Lauren. She had to find the soul eater, and tonight. This couldn't keep going on any longer, for her sake and for the town’s.
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      Nicky drove back to Abundance Falls at nearly twice the speed limit. There was no time to waste. If the soul eater was going to be at the Great Oak, then she had to be there, too; the sooner the better. Regina had said that the soul eater would be at the Great Oak. Did that mean it would be there when she arrived, or that it would arrive after her? Or would it arrive tomorrow? She wished she'd been able to ask Regina more questions. She wished she'd asked Corrine more questions about how to deal with a soul eater. All she had in her arsenal was the dagger.

      Not for the first time, Nicky wished she wasn't the only hunter in town. If there was ever a time to call for backup, this was it. At Columbus, she'd known almost every hunter in the area. In fact, when she'd started school, she'd personally gone to every hunter on the list her dad had given her to introduce herself and offer whatever help she could. Most people had laughed at her; namely the older men. Both Jessica and Alison had had the same problem, Jessica particularity. Alison at least had the goth look and her bulky figure going for her. Jessica was a cheerleader and she looked like one. People didn't even take her seriously as a forensic science major; why would they take her seriously as a vampire hunter? At least Nicky looked slightly more intimidating to the average human.

      None of those hunters would be any help now. They were too far away. The ones close enough to call for help hadn't been particularly helpful last time she'd called them, but it had seemed worth the effort. She doubted any of them would care enough to try and stop her the way Corrine would.

      Does Corrine care about me?

      The thought made her jaw drop a little. Her car trembled over the rumble strip, and she yanked her car back into the lane. Dammit, if she wasn't careful, she was going to get herself killed before she even found the soul eater or figured out who was controlling it.

      That was the important part, wasn't it? Even if she stopped the soul eater, there was always the chance that the witch could find another one. They might even be able to find some other demon to do its dirty work for it. Hell, they might just start killing people themselves.

      Her dad had once said that vampires were predictable, but humans were crazy. Witches fell squarely into the crazy category.

      Keeping her eyes on the snow falling through the window, Nicky tapped at her phone screen to bring up her text messages. It was far from the safest thing to do while driving. If there were any other cars on the road, she wouldn't have done it. Right now, she needed to see if Alison had any information more than she cared about safe driving. Her mom didn't need to know.

      There was nothing, not from anybody.

      After the surprisingly constant chatter coming from Corrine on the drive down, Nicky felt more alone than she had in a while. Without thinking about it, she scrolled down to the last message from Lauren and tapped the contact picture Nicky had set for her. The phone rang once before a woman's voice said, “The number you have reached is not in service. Please hang up and try your call again.”

      A lump rose in Nicky's throat and her vision blurred until she had to pull over onto the shoulder. She parked the car and hit the four-way flashers for the second time that night. She'd never been much of a crier, or at least tried not to be. People died. That was life. That was her life. If she hadn't known about demons and vampires, she would have thought Lauren had died of a seizure the way everybody else did. Would that have made it easier? Nicky wasn't sure but at least this way, she could do something about it.  And she was going to.

      She wiped her face and blew her nose in one of the napkins she kept in the cup holder before pulling back onto the road. Last time she'd faced off against the soul eater, she'd gotten her ass kicked. Even though she now had a better idea of what she was facing, she still didn't want to fight it head-on unless she had to. That wasn't her plan.

      No, tonight she was going to find the witch responsible. This ‘Reaper.’ She was going to have to think of that name without laughing. That was her real target. He was the one she really needed to stop.
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      The Great Oak — or what was left of it — was a couple blocks from the cemetery. Nicky left her car in an empty parking lot between the two locations and went on foot. If nothing else, she was better equipped to handle the soul eater this time just by wearing better clothes. The t-shirt beneath her jacket was way easier to move in than the dress she'd been wearing last time. She could put up a better fight like this.

      Brass knuckles on one hand and dagger in the other, Nicky crouched on the other side of a dumpster, waiting for someone or something to come out. The stench of garbage made her want to gag, but not only did it have the best view of the hole where the tree had one been; it would also hide her from anything that tracked by scent. Even if she was hunting a witch and a demon, neither of which were particularly known for their senses of smell, it was better to be safe than eaten. Who knew what else might have been out there looking for her?

      Besides; no matter how much her blood sang for one, Nicky wasn't looking for a fight tonight. This was strictly a recon mission.

      Half an hour, then an hour, then two hours went by. Even shifting every twenty minutes, Nicky thighs cramped and tingled. She didn't dare move much in case she unknowingly spooked the witch.

      Maybe I already did.

      If that was the case, this was an entire waste of time. She could have been asleep. Her eyelids were starting to burn. Would anybody care if she went into work an hour or two late? The amount of caffeine she drank to function was probably going to kill her before any vampire or demon did. What if she just rested her eyes for a couple seconds? Not long enough to sleep, just long enough that she didn't feel the urge to stab herself in the face.

      A couple seconds turned to a few seconds, then a couple minutes. Her head lolled forward on her chest. If not for the flash of bright light on the other side of the dumpster, she absolutely would have fallen asleep crouched right there. Her head snapped up. The light was too bright and focused to have come from a car. Carefully, Nicky peered out from the side of the dumpster. Her brass knuckles dug into her fingers as she tightened her grip on the dagger.

      With the momentary light gone, the night seemed so much darker than it had before. At first, she didn't see anything. Then, as her eyes re-adjusted to the black, she caught sight of a figure standing at the mouth of the hole where the tree had been. A faint shimmer of silver illuminated it. Nicky inched forward. As a kid, her dad used to take her and her sisters hunting. It wasn't so they could actually kill anything; they only took guns in case they got attacked by something. No, the aim had been to get as close to the animals as possible without spooking them or being noticed. Jessica had always been the best at that game, but Nicky was alright at it. The closer she got now, the more of the person she could make out.

      From where she stood, it looked like a woman. She looked small, almost like a teenager. There was no way this was the same person who controlled the soul eater. Statistically, there was probably more than one witch living in Abundance Falls. According to Jessica, some one in twenty people had an affinity for witchcraft. There were way more than twenty people in Abundance Falls.

      Nicky was about to slink back to her hiding spot when the woman raised her hands and a cloaked shadow rose from the hole.

      The soul eater.

      Which meant this woman was the Revenant.

      Suddenly, this was much less funny than it had been a few hours earlier. It was even less funny when the woman turned to her. Nicky froze in the middle of the street and stared. There was no possible way she was seeing right. The way the shadows fell across the woman's face was messing with Nicky's head. There was no way—

      “Nicky?” Megan said. “What are you—”

      “What am I? What are you?” Nicky interrupted. She swallowed, her voice dropping to a raspy whisper she wasn't sure was even audible. “You're the Revenant?”

      The surprise on Megan’s face was quickly replaced with anger.

      “How do you know that name?”

      The shock was beginning to wear off. Nicky’s mind raced. Had there ever been any evidence that Megan was a witch? There must have been, she'd just been so caught up in vampire hunting that she hadn't even thought to look for it. It was why they'd broken up. There wasn't enough space in Nicky’s life for another commitment.

      Is that why she did this?

      Anxious paranoia soaked her brain before she shook it off. Why would she be the cause of this? She was the one who'd gone after the soul eater, not the other way around.

      Nicky started stalking across the street again, dropping the dagger to a more useable position. The ‘why’ didn't matter. But still, Nicky had to know.

      “Why would you kill your own sister?”

      Megan stepped back and waved her arm. The soul eater moved between them, baring rows of teeth. Nicky faltered. She really did not want to get close enough to that thing for it to take her soul. But the only way for her to get to Megan was to get through the soul eater.

      Fuck.

      So much for recon only. She still could have left, could have regrouped. She had no idea how to get ahold of Corrine, but Alison must have been close enough by now for Nicky to call as backup. And if she asked nicely enough, David Milne might just take enough pity on her to come help her out.

      It was absolutely not Nicky's ego that made her step forward despite the soul eater looming above the ground.

      “Why did you kill Lauren?” She asked again.

      Maybe she could distract Megan enough to do some damage. In her back pocket, Nicky’s cell phone vibrated in a quick, rhythmic succession. She didn’t give the number out to just anyone, which meant the caller was almost definitely one of her sisters. She hoped it was Alison with instructions on how to kill the thing she was absolutely about to fight again.

      “I didn't kill her!” Megan shouted.

      “Don't give me that shit. Why'd you make this thing kill her, then?”

      “I didn't! I never picked any specific targets.”

      That was right; the soul eater had first gone after Mister School Board. If Nicky had let it kill him, would it have gone after Lauren? Would it have gone after anyone else that night? Who else might it have gone after?”

      “So you’re saying it's just shitty luck? Am I supposed to believe that?”

      “I don't give a shit what you believe. I never killed anybody.” Megan’s head dropped to the dagger glinting in the dim light of a not-so-far streetlight. “What are you?” She demanded.

      “I'm a hunter. I take down people like you.”

      Megan snorted. “Yeah? Then come and get me.” She waved her arm again, and the soul eater lunged.
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      Nicky hit the pavement hard, narrowly avoiding the soul eater’s claws. She rolled immediately to see where it went. It hovered over the dumpster she'd been hiding behind for a moment. Nicky wondered if she'd been wrong about. Demons not hunting by scent. She turned her head to find Megan running in the opposite direction.

      “Oh, fuck!”

      Nicky scrambled to her feet and bolted, both toward Megan and away from the soul eater. Megan had the advantage of her head start, and the soul eater was faster than any human. Sharp claws punctured her jacket and dug into her left shoulder. Her scream seemed to get Megan's attention. Megan stopped running and turned to face her. For a second, Nicky thought Megan was going to come back or at least call off soul eater, but she didn't. After a moment's hesitation, she kept running away from Nicky.

      I can't believe I dated her. What happened to, ‘I miss you?’

      This was why Nicky didn't date, thank you. Clearly, the fallout was absolutely not worth it. The soul eater’s claws were still stuck in Nicky’s shoulder. Blood dampened her t-shirt. She dropped forward, pulling it down with her. She twisted and rammed the dagger into whatever part of the soul eater she could reach.

      A high shriek rang out through the air. Nicky’s eardrums rattled so hard, it felt like the membrane was separating in two. The sound alone made her vision blur. She yanked the dagger back and pressed her palms to the pavement to steady herself. The soul eater pulled back. Without the claws closing the wounds in her shoulder, blood began to flow freely.

      And this was her fucking favorite jacket.

      At least this time it was her left arm that was injured. She could almost fully move her right arm without regretting it too much. The adrenaline masked the pain for now, but she knew it wouldn't last.

      “Okay, fine,” she said. “I’ll deal with you first.”

      Sweat dampened her hairline. She wiped it away with the back of her wrist and ran at the soul eater. If anybody drove by, would they see it or just her swiping uselessly at the air? The soul eater was much faster than her. Corrine was right, she had absolutely no hope of killing it on her own. But what other choice did she have? She had no idea where Corrine was, and she couldn't let the soul eater get away again, at least not without putting up the best fight she could. If Megan had summoned this thing again, it was probably to steal another soul. If Nicky didn't stop it now, there could be another death on her hands.

      She wasn't going to let that happen. Not tonight. Not ever.

      Nicky lunged again at the soul eater. It let out that piercing shriek again. It was enough to make Nicky stumble. The soul eater rushed her. She landed flat on her ass and rolled back up to her feet in the same rapid heartbeat.

      “You don't have to do this,” she said, panting.

      The soul eater had communicated through Regina. Maybe that meant it had a consciousness she could get through to. She seriously, seriously doubted it, but it was worth a shot. Really, it was her only hope.

      If the soul eater understood her words, it gave no outward indication of it. Instead, it lowered its jaw. This time, when it lunged, Nicky was ready. She raised her dagger and sliced its arm. With her free hand, she plugged her ear to block some of the shriek she knew would come. What she didn't expect was for the soul eater to immediately turn and throw her into the ground. Her dagger skittered to the other end of the road. Before she could so much as make a move for it, sharp claws grabbed her hair. They scraped across her scalp as the soul eater smashed her head into the pavement.

      Sharp pain bloomed across the front of her skull. Nicky gasped uselessly, her bruising brain struggling to catch up to what was happening. The second blow burst the skin around her eyebrow. A waterfall of red streamed down her face and made it impossible to see. She struck back with her fist. The brass knuckles hit something solid, but not hard enough to make the soul eater let go. Nicky struck again. White flashed across her eyes.

      An angry roar echoed over the ringing in Nicky’s ears. The soul eater pulled off her, taking a chunk of hair with it. She was only vaguely aware of the additional pain. With the soul eater no longer trying to crush her skull into a paste, Nicky pushed herself up into her hands and knees. Dizziness made her retch onto the pavement. She wasn't entirely sure whether or not anything came up, and she couldn't see well enough to tell. Wiping the blood from her face only made her feel marginally better.

      The world spun around her. It took much longer than it should have for Nicky to realize which way was up, especially since she was already half-upright. She wavered on unsteady feet, searching frantically for the soul eater.

      Nicky didn't see it, but she smelled something familiar. Wet earth and flowers. She caught a flash of bright blonde hair. She wiped blood from her eyes again. Head wounds always bled a lot and usually looked worse than they were, but the resounding headache and constant dizziness was starting to worry her.

      “C’rrine?” She slurred.

      Oh, that wasn't good either. Where was her dagger? Nicky looked down and immediately regretted it. Her knees nearly buckled. She felt like she was in a spinning tunnel, about to fall over even though she was standing on firm ground.

      Corrine’s struggle with the soul eater was impossible to follow, and not just because of the obvious concussion Nicky was suffering from. They moved quickly, dark rushes of motion that made the dizziness even worse.

      Do vampires have souls?

      That was a question. She'd heard arguments for both answers. Yes; they were technically living animals, so they had souls. No; the soul left the body at death and as they were technically dead, they had no souls. It wouldn't matter much to Nicky except for this: if Corrine had no soul, she would have to worry about it getting sucked out now by the soul eater.

      Maybe vampires did have their uses.

      Corrine's head turned to her briefly. Her iridescent eyes, bright white fangs, and furious expression triggered every instinct to flee Nicky had ever ignored. She stumbled back. Her heel caught against the curb. The next thing Nicky knew, she was staring up at the stars, and the sky was coming down around her.
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      “Nicky. Nicky, wake up!”

      Nicky groaned and pressed her face to the warm shoulder supporting her. The smell of wet earth and flowers filled her nose. No matter how much she struggled, she couldn't get her eyes open.

      “Nicky, come on. You have to give me permission to go into your apartment.”

      The voice talking to her was pleading. Why was it so important? Why did she have to give permission?

      Because the person talking to her was a vampire. Vampires needed permission. It was what kept Nicky safe. Why would she ever give a vampire permission to go into her apartment? To go into the place where she lived? That was her place to be safe, her place where vampires couldn't tread. No vampire had ever been in her home before… Except for one.

      Corrine?

      Nicky struggled to move her mouth. The only thing that came out was another vague groan.

      “Nicky, please. Can I go in?”

      She'd trusted Corrine once before. She must have; otherwise she wouldn't have let her in before. Nicky didn't have much choice but to trust her now. The question made it easier. Nicky nodded, and they were moving again.
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      When Nicky came to again, she was in her bathtub. Cold water covered her legs. There was no feeling in them. Nicky jerked a little, relieved when her legs moved. Her heart raced, even as she let out a choked laugh. She wasn't paralyzed, just numb. Every single muscle in her body ached, though it all paled in comparison to the pain behind her eyes. Even keeping them open hurt.

      For a moment, she leaned back against the tub with her eyes closed. Her fingers brushed a half-melted ice cube. How long had she been in here? More importantly, how had she gotten in here?

      She was vaguely aware of Corrine asking permission to enter. Did that mean—

      “Oh, good! You're not dead!”

      Corrine sounded more annoyed than happy. Nicky forced an eye open. With the bathroom lights off, Corrine's eyes still had that eerie glow to them That Nicky was getting far, far too used to.

      “I'm not that easy to kill.” Nicky winced at the roughness of her voice. The motion pulled at her forehead.

      “Wanna bet?”

      When Nicky looked up again, Corrine had her fangs bared. Nicky shifted to be more upright. Her clothes clung to her, and she flushed a little. At least Corrine hadn't undressed her. The discomfort of soaking wet jeans was definitely better than that.

      “If you wanted to kill me, you would have,” Nicky said, parroting Corrine’s words from the other night back to her.

      “And if you wanted to kill yourself, there are way easier ways to do it. Hell, I know a couple vampires who'd be more than happy to help you along.”

      “Only vampire I'd be okay with killing me is you.”

      What the hell was she saying? Corrine seemed just as surprised by Nicky’s words as she was. She quickly blinked away her shocked expression and scowled again. At least she'd retracted her fangs.

      “You're concussed. That soul eater almost killed you. What were you thinking, going after it again?”

      Nicky sat up properly and tried to lifted herself out of the tub. She ignored Corrine’s hands helping her up. Grudgingly, she let Corrine lead her to her bedroom. It only took a sharp glare for Corrine to slink back into the hall so Nicky could change herself.

      “I didn't go after it. I was trying to see if it showed up. I thought I might be able to figure out who's controlling it.”

      “So you knew all that time what Regina meant when she said the soul eater would be at the Great Oak?”

      Nicky's silence seemed to be enough. Her struggle with the wet jeans was enough to let her ignore Corrine’s frustrated sound.

      “Why didn't you tell me? I could have been there when it showed up!”

      “You didn't want to do anything else tonight.”

      “Last night.”

      “Last—”

      Shit, how long had Nicky been out for? She was going to be in so much shit for skipping work without calling in first. It was going to have to be the first thing she did when she got changed. She bent down to try and get the jeans down and nearly threw up.

      That wasn't going to work. She peeled her shirt off first since that was easier, and grabbed a hoodie grabbing in the closet. It was soft and warm, exactly perfect for this time of year even when she hadn't spent who knew how long in a tub full of cold water. While she was there, she grabbed a pair of sweats. She'd only hung them up because she hadn't gotten around to her semi-annual tradition of trying on all her pants and donating whatever didn't fit anymore. There hadn't been anywhere else to put them.

      Corrine went off on a rant about how goddamn reckless she'd been. Nicky tuned it out, though she knew she deserved it. She lay back on her bed and used her feet to get the jeans off. Wasn't that way easier than trying to do it standing? She used the blanket under her to dry off. Getting the sweats on wasn't easier from this position, but she managed without hurting herself any more.

      By the time she was shuffling back to the door, Corrine seemed to be done berating her. Nebula raced down the short hall and climbed her way up Nicky's leg. Her tiny claws scratched Nicky's skin, nowhere near as painful as the soul eaters. Nicky gathered the bundle of dark fur and kissed her between her ears.

      “Hello, fluffums,” she cooed.

      For a second, Corrine's eyes softened. She reached up to scratch at one of nebulas ears. Nebulas tiny chest rumbled against Nicky’s.

      “So did you figure it out? Who the witch is?” Corrine asked, dipping her head down to give nebula a kiss of her own.

      Nicky hesitated. She had to tell Corrine the truth, didn't she? There was no way she could handle this on her own, she'd proven that to herself twice now. She let out a slow sigh.

      “Her name is Megan Woods. She's… she's my ex-girlfriend,” Nicky admitted quietly.

      Corrine's eyes went wide and her jaw dropped. Nicky stared at nebulas ears so she didn't have to look at it.

      “Your girlfriend?”

      “Ex-girlfriend.”

      “Your ex-girlfriend is controlling the soul eater, and you didn't know?”

      “No,” Nicky snapped, “I didn't. I didn't even know she was a witch. Is that something I should have noticed? Fuck yeah. Am I going to fix it? Fuck yeah.”

      Nebula let out an annoyed sound at the sudden negativity. Nicky kissed the top of her head in apology. Even looking away, Nicky could see Corrine pacing up and down the short hall between the bedroom and the living room.

      “Okay, well I actually have some good news,” she finally said. When Nicky raised an eyebrow at her, she continued. “I was doing some reading last night. That's why I came back. I figured out how to kill the soul eater.”
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      The relief Nicky felt at Corrine’s words knocked the wind out of her. Corrine had found a way to kill the soul eater. Of course, before Corrine would actually tell her what that was, she insisted they eat first. If Nicky weren't still a little concussed and more than a little groggy, she would have been worried about what a vampire meant when she said talked about eating. But, as it turned out, there was nothing to worry about. There wasn't much in the way of groceries in Nicky’s apartment, and since Corrine couldn't re-enter without Nicky’s permission, she'd taken it upon herself to order pizza from the only 24-hour pizza place in the city. Corrine insisted she'd paid from her own money, but Nicky still planned on checking her wallet later. Vampires couldn't exactly work retail.

      The vegetarian pizza was cold from being in the fridge for the past few hours, but Nicky couldn't taste it anyway. Having solid food in her stomach was more than enough for her. She watched with bleary vision as Corrine bit into a slice.

      “Do vampires eat real food?”

      Corrine shrugged, swallowing. “Some do. It has no nutritional value to us, but some of us eat it for the taste, like chips.”

      Nicky picked off whatever mushrooms she could find. Corrine couldn't have had that much taste if she was eating mushrooms on pizza. They were Nicky's least favorite vegetable. As she ate, she scrolled through the messages on her phone. Alison had called her a few times and, when she hadn’t answered, sent her a long, highly-involved email that seemed to be at least several pages long. The words were a blurry mess of too-small font, illegible to Nicky even when enlarged. From what few words she did manage to make out, she got the gist of what the email entailed.

      Killing vampires was one thing. Killing witches was another. Killing witches Nicky knew and had dated was a whole different game. The problem here was that even if they killed the soul eater, there was no way Megan wouldn't just summon another one, or do something equally damaging to the general public. Which meant that killing her was Nicky’s only choice. She'd been avoiding the possibility for as long as possible, but she was starting to realize that if Megan was far gone enough to be harvesting souls to grow her power, there was no limit to how far she would go.

      Except, this email gave Nicky another option. Because in this email, Alison detailed a centuries-old spell for binding a witch’s magic. If Nicky was reading it right, it wasn't about just blocking her powers, but actually removing them completely.

      Nicky’s heart rate sped up, and she handed Corrine her phone.

      “Tell me that's what I think it is,” she said, almost pleading.

      This was the best outcome. A way to stop Megan without actually killing her. Corrine’s eyes widened, then she frowned. Her lips turned to a pout that was absolutely not adorable.

      “This is… old. And dangerous. Wouldn't it just be easier to kill her?” Corrine asked.

      “I'm not killing her,” Nicky snapped.

      “Fine, I’ll kill her.”

      “We’re not killing her!”

      Corrine held her hands up. “Fine, we’ll just kill the demon. I can’t do this spell, I have less than zero witchcraft.”

      Nicky hesitated. “I have slightly more than zero. It’s why I can actually see demons.”

      “Does that even count as witchcraft?” Corrine asked skeptically. “Because I can see them too, but I'd never be able to work a spell even to save my life. Can you?”

      Nicky hesitated. “Well— I’ve never tried it. But my sister does little things. She wouldn't have sent me this if she didn't think I could manage it.”

      Or, more likely, if Alison didn't think she'd be able to find another witch to do it for her.”

      Corrine bared her teeth and growled low in the back of her throat in a way that made Nebula hiss from somewhere Nicky couldn't see. Her fangs retracted, but the scowl didn't leave her face.

      “So, this is the plan? I kill the soul eater and you take away your ex’s magic?”

      Nicky shrugged. “Better than killing Megan. How do we deal with the soul eater?”

      “You Don't. I am going to stab it with an iron blade dipped in the witch’s blood.”

      “How are you going to get her blood?” Nicky asked, her tone full of what she hoped was warning and not exhaustion.

      “If I stab her in the kidney, it'll take her a few minutes to bleed out. That should give me enough time to kill the soul eater, then finish her off.”

      “No.”

      “Stomach?”

      “No.”

      Corrine let out a frustrated sigh.

      “Arm?”

      Nicky hesitated. Were there any major arteries in the arms? There was the brachial artery but was that big enough to actually kill her if Corrine hit it? She almost wanted to go back on her no-killing rule. Letting Corrine kill her would be so much easier, and it technically wouldn't be Nicky doing the killing.

      Did that make her much different from Megan? At least vampires only killed out of necessity, she could give them that much credit. That meant Nicky couldn't kill Megan, or let Corrine do it, unless there was absolutely no other option.

      Corrine seemed to get that Nicky wasn't going to budge on this. She let out a long sigh and slumped down in her chair.

      “She tried to kill you, you know,” she said softly.

      “So I’ll be the better person.”

      “Yeah, well. If this doesn't work, were going with Plan A. You know, the one where I tear her throat out with my teeth.”

      Corrine bared those teeth for emphasis.

      Nicky hesitated, then nodded. It was marginally better to let Corrine kill Megan than to let Megan kill anyone else.
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      Nicky called in sick again. She didn't really have any choice not to. Her head felt much better after some more rest, but she was too battered to be up and about, especially if she planned to go after Megan that night. Corrine thought it was too soon, of course, and that they were better off if she went after Megan on her own. No matter how much she argued, Nicky wouldn't agree to let her just kill Megan. If Corrine really wanted to go off on her own, Nicky knew she wouldn't be able to catch up to her soon enough to stop her. Nicky might have been a hunter, but Corrine was the hunter. By the time Nicky would catch up to her, it would be too late. The threat to never let her back in seemed to be enough of a deterrent for Corrine, who was oddly attached to both Nicky and Nebula.

      It was, without a doubt, the strangest thing Nicky had ever seen. She attributed it to how young Corrine was and tried to think of the best way to ask her family if they'd ever seen anything like it without tipping them off about her reluctant and temporary partnership with a vampire.

      By nightfall, Nicky was feeling much better. Alison had a theory about their long-removed witchcraft giving them a bit of a kick in the healing department in addition to the seeing demons department. It made Nicky wish she'd bothered to learn more about witchcraft and magic. Somehow, she'd always felt that separating those parts of the world would really keep them separate. As though specializing in vampires meant she'd never have to deal with anything but vampires.

      Well, she was still dealing with a vampire, wasn't she?

      “You remember the plan,” Nicky said, suiting up in her usual armor of denim and leather. Corrine was still in the t-shirt and skinny jeans she'd been sporting since two nights ago. “You just get enough of Megan's blood to kill the soul eater, then go deal with that. I've got Megan.”

      Corrine huffed from her position seated on the back of the couch, cuddling Nebula. The cat was far more at ease with the vampire than Nicky was.

      “I could have had this whole thing taken care of in the time it took you to get dressed.”

      “So why didn't you?” Nicky asked, genuinely curious.

      “Because we’re a team!”

      Nicky didn't let herself think about the fact that once this was over, she was going to have to stick her knife between Corrine’s ribs. That would out a hell of a damper on their partnership, wouldn't it?

      They stepped out into the cool winter air. Snow fell from the sky. For a moment, Nicky forgot about vampires, witches, and demons. The only thing that existed in this moment was the snow landing on her face. Something of a smile began to form on her lips. She squashed it down as soon as it started.

      Based on the calls Nicky had made when the sun had still been up, nobody had seen Megan since their last altercation.

      “She might have already skipped town. It's what I would do,” Nicky said.

      Corrine shook his head. “Witches are territorial. They're like us that way. She wouldn't leave if she didn't have a really good reason to.”

      “I'd call us on her tail a pretty damn good reason.”

      Corrine tipped her head back and sniffed the air. Though Nicky wasn't particularly fond of vampires in the least, even she could admit Corrine’s sense of smell alone made her a valuable asset.

      That's all she is. An asset for this mission, and nothing more.

      It shouldn't have hurt so much to think of her that way. Thankfully, Corrine gave a sharp grin and took off. Nicky followed as fast as she could, glad Corrine seemed to have the sense not to go at full vampire speed. She didn't think her ribs could handle it.

      All of this is a bad idea. You should have called for backup. You should have asked Alison to come.

      Even though she was across the country, Nicky new Alison would get on the first plane if she asked for it, especially if demons and witches were involved. A month ago, that was exactly what she would have done. Now, having a vampire for backup was enough for her. A very pretty, very dangerous vampire who had just as much passion for destroying evil as she did. If Corrine weren't a thing of evil herself, whether she meant to be or not, it would have been perfect.

      Nicky really needed to find a girlfriend. Preferably one of the non-evil human variety. Did she have a type or what?

      Corrine led them to the cemetery. It was always cemeteries. Why did it always have to be cemeteries? Nicky stuffed her hand into her pocket and held the coin they'd found there only a week before.

      “Come out, come out wherever you are,” Corrine sang, walking through the cemetery and scraping her claws over her knife.

      A branch snapped behind Nicky. She whirled around, gripping her own knife in her hand until her fingerless glove-clad knuckles turned white. Her breath paused in her lungs. In the darkness, she saw nothing even a she scanned frantically for the source of the sound. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She turned back to Corrine.

      Nicky didn't see anything. But she heard Corrine scream. And she heard the shriek of the soul eater.
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      Nicky decided then and there that she was going to invest in a headlamp. Looking like an idiot was better than constantly being literally blindsided by her inability to see in the dark. In a place shrouded in shadows and dark energy, the soul eater blended in. Maybe this was why it was always cemeteries.

      “Corrine!”

      Nicky rushed towards the glowing eyes hear the ground.

      “Get the witch!” Corrine shouted.

      There was a crunch as teeth, hopefully Corrine's, sank into flesh. The soul eater let out another shriek that rattled Nicky's eardrums.

      A headlamp and ear plugs, she decided.

      If the soul eater was here, Megan couldn't have been far.  The flashlight on Nicky's cell phone cast more shadows through the cemetery. The soul eater turned its white head to Nicky. Its sharp teeth glowed. The distraction was enough to give Corrine the chance to throw it off her. She tossed the knife at Nicky. Nicky dove to catch it.

      “Get the witch!” Corrine shouted again, lunging at the soul eater.

      For a moment, Nicky wondered what the point of that was. There was no way Corrine could kill the thing with her bare claws. Then it hit her. Corrine was distracting it. The soul eater could do way more damage to Nicky than it could to Corrine. Nicky silently thanked her and tucked her own dagger onto the sheath on her hip.

      Megan must have known Nicky was here by now. She'd been hoping to have the benefit of the element of surprise, but it didn't look like that was going to happen now. Knife in one hand and cell phone in the other, Nicky stalked through the cemetery. Her feet brushed the thin layer of snow covering the dead and dying grass. The winter chill was starting to work its way through her jeans and into her thighs. Though she'd grown up in much colder winters, she was going to have to dig out her leggings to start wearing underneath if she didn't want to freeze.

      “I know you're here, Megan,” she called.

      If Nicky thought Megan was going to make things easy and call back so Nicky could follow her voice, she was obviously wrong. The only sounds she heard were her own feet crunching leaves, the hoot of an owl, and Corrine fighting the soul eater in the distance. She couldn't tell from the sounds alone who was winning. The easiest thing would have been for them to take each other out, but she knew deep down she didn't want that to happen. Even the idea made her heart lurch.

      A twig snapped under Nicky's foot, and she paused. A pair of eyes watched her move, she could feel it in the way the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Her grip on Corrine’s knife shifted, giving her better leverage to strike. She didn't, though, not at first. Instead, she waited until she was absolutely certain what was behind her.

      “Why would you kill your own sister?” Nicky asked softly. “What did Lauren ever do to you, or anyone, to deserve that?”

      The air fluttered around her, and the presence behind her grew as the owl shifted into the human form of Megan Ferguson. Leaves crackled beneath Megan's feet as she approached, not quickly enough to put Nicky in a proper defensive pose, though she flexed her thighs in preparation to move as soon as she had to. As much as she hated having her back to an energy, giving Megan the illusion of control was the only real advantage Nicky had. She had to hope Megan didn't know just how good Nicky was at her job.

      “I didn't mean to!” Megan actually sounded sincere. “I never gave it specific targets. It just went after who was easy enough to take a soul from. Lauren was just at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      Megan’s voice wavered. Nicky must have been going soft, because she was actually falling for it. Working with a vampire, sympathizing with a murderous witch… She was really losing her edge here.

      “Why steal souls anyway?”

      Megan's movements fell silent.

      “Well— for the power, obviously.” Obviously. “It's really hard to do magic. Every little spell would put me out of commission for at least a day. Then I found the soul eater… Nicky, imagine being able to do or have anything you ever wanted. Knowing that nobody can touch you, no matter what.”

      Somewhere in the cemetery, Corrine screamed in pain. Nicky jerked in the direction of the sound.

      “You’re certifiable,” she snapped. She couldn't keep drawing this out. “Do you even feel bad that you killed Lauren?”

      “Of course. She was my sister.”

      But there was no emotion in Megan’s voice this time. No remorse. Nicky spun around. The knife reflected the bright light from her phone. Megan shifted back, her face a mask of surprise.

      “What, are you going to kill me? I'm human.”

      “Doesn't matter. Human or not, you’re a monster. My job is to take down monsters.”

      Nicky lunged. All she needed was enough blood for Corrine to kill the soul eater. Megan moved, but not fast enough. The blade cut through Megan's jacket and came away lined with blood. If Corrine really meant it had to be soaked in Megan's blood, this wasn't enough. This time, Megan was faster. She darted out of the way as Nicky lashed out again. The third time, Megan held her hands up and a burst of white light left them. Nicky barely managed to dive to the ground on time to miss it.

      Right. Fighting a witch meant witchcraft. Nicky’s shoulder hurt. At least it wasn't the one she'd dislocated the first time she'd fought the soul eater. That was some consolation, wasn't it?

      She laughed humorlessly to herself as she pushed herself back to her feet.

      “What's so funny?” Megan demanded.

      Nicky shook her head, trying not to look like she was shaking off the intermittent ringing. Handling this herself was starting to seem like a worse and worse idea. If she could have trusted anyone else to not just kill Megan, she wouldn't have even been here. She would have been at home with a bottle of painkillers like a moderately intelligent human being. But no. Her only backup was a face-eating vigilante monster, so she had to fight her ex-girlfriend with a fading concussion.

      In this moment, Nicky hated everything.

      Everything.

      “I’ve killed a lot of vampires in my day. A lot.” A decent amount, at least. She wasn't the best in the business or anything, but she was pretty damn good. “And you know what? You’re worse than most of them. Because at least most vampires only kill because they need to to live. You’re just doing it because you want to.”

      Megan shook her head. “Look at you, standing there so self-righteous. But you’d kill me? We both know you can’t. And why would you? Because you want to? Because it’s your job? You call me a monster, but from where I’m standing we’re not so different.”

      “I don’t want to kill you, Megan, but I will if it means no one else dies.”

      Nicky shut off her phone and tucked it into her back pocket. The flashlight was killing her battery. Plus, even though it was harder for Nicky to see Megan, it was also harder for Megan to see Nicky.  Megan was so busy being offended, she didn't even seem to notice Nicky moving toward her.

      “Getting the soul eater to do it is exactly the same as killing them yourself.”

      “No, it’s not! I never killed anyone, and I never told the soul eater to kill anyone specific.”

      Well, didn't that make it all okay? Megan’s voice was only a few feet away now. Nicky inhaled deeply through her nose. The blade met only brief resistance before it sank into soft flesh. Megan might have had the soul eater on her side, but Nicky knew how to hunt in the dark.

      “You actually did it.”

      “Sorry,” Nicky said quietly. She took one of Megan’s trembling hands and held it over the spot where the knife was sticking. “It's going to bleed a lot, but well get you to a hospital. You'll be fine. You just won't have the soul eater anymore.”

      With a single grunt, Nicky yanked the knife back. Warm blood washed over her. Megan gasped. The other advantage of the darkness was that Nicky didn't have to see her face.

      “I'm sorry,” Nicky said again. Turning to the scuffle between demon and vampire, she shouted, “Corrine! Corrine, I got i—”

      A solid strike to the back of Nicky’s head cut her off. Nicky stumbled forward, catching herself on a tombstone.

      “What the fucking—”

      “You think I’ll go down that easy?” Megan shrieked. “I put way too much into this to go down like that!”

      Right, well. That was why Nicky had brought the vampire, wasn't it? Before she could call out for Corrine again, she caught the motion of Megan waving. The realization of what was about to happen sank Nicky's stomach, weighing her down too much to move.

      The soul eater rushed through the air and knocked her to the ground. This time, though Nicky managed to keep her hand on the knife. She struggled to wrench her arm from the soul eater’s claws. For something that seemed to be primarily made of air, it was frustratingly heavy.

      Nicky was getting sick of this thing. She swore loudly and kicked her feet, even though there was nothing within striking distance. When that did nothing, she slammed her head into the soul eater’s. Her forehead collided with something that felt suspiciously like a brick wall. White flashes danced across her eyes. The soul eater vanished briefly, only just long enough to give Nicky a chance to get to her feet. A hand on her arm steadied her. The smell of freshly upturned earth surrounded her.

      “Plan B yet?” Corrine asked as Nicky shoved the knife into her hand.

      “Not yet. Give me a—”

      It was Corrine’s turn to shove Nicky to the ground. With a hiss and a rush of wind, she was gone. Nicky was getting really fucking sick of being thrown around like that. The next person to knock her down was going to get their teeth punched out.

      On the plus side, Megan was already injured, pretty seriously if the amount of blood on Nicky’s hands was any indication. She’d done her best to avoid any major organs or blood vessels but in the dark, it was hard to tell.

      “Megan,” she croaked out, “let me get you to a hospital. This doesn't have to end badly for either of us.”

      “Speak for your fucking self. I’ve been nobody my entire life. I'm not going back to that!”

      There was another bright light that Nicky couldn't avoid. Her back slammed into a gravestone. She flipped over it and landed on the back of her skull. Sharp tingles ran through her body. Panic flooded her veins. Had she just broken her neck? Images of paralysis filled her. With an anxious breath, Nicky kicked out a little. Her combat boot felt heavier than usual, but her body still worked enough for her to roll over and get upright again.

      Nicky spun around, trying to figure out which direction she'd come from. The sparks coming from between Megan was the only guide she had.

      Last year, Nicky’s cousin had gotten married, and she remembered her cousin-in-law, a high-strung financial analyst, scrambling to find something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue. Alison had told her, while their cousin-in-law had sobbed over the fact that her blue scrunchie looked purple in the church lighting — and while Nicky wondered why the hell anyone would wear a scrunchie to her own wedding — the story behind that tradition. Back in the day, most marriages were for alliances. Nobody ever married who they really wanted to, and weddings were interrupted often enough that precautions were taken to prevent that. For human intruders, the best swordsman around would be hired to stand by the groom and the bride would be accompanied by a few women dressed exactly the same to confuse any attackers.

      Of course, not all weddings were interrupted by humans. Demons and witches had been more of a concern when most people actually believed in them. If somebody knew the witch likely to cause problems, a spell could be created to shut them down.

      The old was the dagger Nicky unsheathed from her hip. She'd had it for almost ten years now, and it was the oldest thing she'd owned. She thought Corrine might have counted as something new but that had seemed like a dangerous assumption. Instead, she'd stopped at the only Walmart in town to buy a new pair of socks that were keeping her boots from chafing. She'd needed a pair anyway. A blue moon-shaped pendant hung from her neck, the gift Lauren had gotten her for her birthday last year. The borrowed was the belt Megan had lent her once that Nicky had never returned, and that was now wrapped around her waist to hold up her jeans.

      Aside from the knife, none of the items were dangerous on their own. Together, the combined energies flowed through Nicky’s body like the planets aligning.

      “Don't make me do this,” Nicky pleaded.

      This was the last — second last — thing she wanted to do. Megan ignored her and managed to lunge over the gravestone Nicky had fallen over only moments before.

      With Megan’s blood on her hands, Nicky had the last thing she needed to complete the spell. All Nicky had to do was hold out her dagger, and Megan fell into it.

      “What—?”

      “I'm really fucking sorry.”

      The runes lining the dagger’s handle lit up, illuminating them both. The light swirled around the blade and sank into the spot where it was buried in Megan's stomach. Nicky watched, awestruck, as her blood vessels lit up. They shone through her clothes, spread up her face and across her arms, so bright that by the time Megan’s eyes began to glow, Nicky had to turn her head away.

      “Nicky!”

      Corrine’s voice seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere all at once. Nicky stepped back, her arm over her eyes and the dagger still inside Megan. Even when she turned her back to the beacon, it was still the brightest thing she'd ever seen. Strong arms came around her and a hand pushed her head into her shoulder. A moment later, the light burst out around them, brighter than ever before. Her pulse jumped in her throat. If she'd been looking at it, it would have blinded her.

      “Thanks,” Nicky said, shaky as she pulled away from Corrine to turn to Megan.

      “Don't thank me yet.”

      Before Nicky could ask what she was talking about, the soul eater swarmed in on Megan's limp form. It hovered over her in a familiar way. Nicky lurched forward, but Corrine’s arms caught her again.

      “Let me go!” Nicky screamed. “It’s going to kill her! We have to kill it! We have to save her!”

      “She brought this on herself,” Corrine said cooly.

      Nicky scrambled back until her hand found the knife in Corrine’s hand. She dropped her knife to take it and twisted to escape. There was no way she would have gotten away if Corrine hadn’t let her. She fell forward and used the momentum to run at the soul eater. It was so distracted by the glowing white lines it was extracting from Megan, it didn't notice her until the blade was rammed right between its shoulders. It tossed its head back and shrieked. It raised an arm, but Nicky was gone before it could hand a blow. Corrine held her bridal-style, well out of the soul eater’s reach as it thrashed in the air. Dying animal sounds sent the few birds still lingering into the air.

      It was hard to tell in the dark what was happening. All Nicky saw were the white threads leaving the darkness. The shadowy cloaked shrank back, retreated until all that was left was a white mask that landed on the dirt with an unceremonious thump.

      Corrine let her down, and Nicky stepped tentatively toward the the mask. Her hand found her dropped knife. It was hot, but not so hot she couldn't hold it. She used the tip to lift the mask into the air. Before she could get a good look, it was gone.

      “I’ll get rid of this,” Corrine said. “You take care of your friend.”

      And then she was gone. It almost annoyed Nicky more than being thrown around did. Nicky crouched next to Megan, her frantic gasps for air guiding her.

      “We’re going to get you out of here,” Nicky said, fishing her phone from her back pocket.

      A bloody hand grasped hers as Nicky struggled to unlock it. The light of her screen lit up Megan’s pained and furious grimace. Finally, her phone clicked as it unlocked. She wiped her hand on her t-shirt to clean it and shoved her thumb into the screen.

      9-1-1, dial.

      “I'm going to make you wish you'd killed me,” she hissed.

      “Nine-one-one, what's the location of your emergency?” a tired-sounding woman asked.

      “Abundance Falls Cemetery,” Nicky said. “My friend’s been stabbed.”
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      Nicky shoved her modest suitcase into the trunk of her car. There wasn't much point taking a whole lot home when the dressers in her old bedroom at her parents’ place were still full of old, well-loved clothes. All she needed to bring were the gifts she'd bought hand hastily wrapped, and a couple nice outfits. The excitement of going home was only marginally outweighed by the aches in every part of her body.

      Nicky hadn't gone to see Megan in the hospital. As much as she wanted to — which, admittedly, wasn't much — she didn't think she would be welcome. Especially not when Officer Bell showed up two days after the incident to inform her Megan had accused Nicky of stabbing her. Nicky denied it, of course, and nothing could prove it. Though they'd found the blade of Nicky’s knife where the soul eater had vanished, the hilt covered in her fingerprints was gone. Corrine had taken the soul eater mask. The fact that Nicky was beaten up and Megan didn't have any corresponding injuries to have made them led some credibility to her story that they'd been visiting Lauren's grave when they'd been jumped. If Officer Bell wondered how Nicky had gotten attacked twice in such a short period of time, he didn't say so. Any possible chance Megan had of being taken seriously was thrown out the window the second she started screaming about witches and demons and vampires. If she'd been able to do any magic, she might have been able to prove it. As it was, Nicky was free to head home for the holidays.

      Part of her felt guilty. Most of her felt guilty, actually. Megan was spending Christmas in the closest psychiatric ward, and she was going to be spending it with her parents. But with the threat of the soul eater no longer hanging over Nicky's head, she'd felt lighter than she had in a long time. Already, she could smell the gingerbread her mom would be making and hear her dad’s off-key singing. The thought of it filled her chest with warmth and brought a smile to her lips.

      Nicky returned to her apartment to face the impossible task of getting Nebula into a carrier for the long drive home. It would have been much, much faster to drive, but she didn't trust anyone with her precious kitty. If Nebula wasn't such an anxious passenger, Nicky would have just strapped her into the passenger's seat with the seatbelt and been done with it. Somehow, Nebula preferred the carrier to being so lose in the car.

      “Come on, Nebs,” she cooed in a high voice, “come on. You want a treat? There's a treat in here, look.”

      Nebula did look, but she didn't seem to think the treat at the back of the carrier was worth it. Even when Nicky set several treats on the floor leading to the carrier, Nebula seemed to know what she was up to. Instead of getting into the carrier, Nebula darted under the couch. Nicky sat back on her heels, sighing. So much for leaving before dark.

      Deciding she was banged up enough without cat scratches all over her arms, Nicky stood and stretched. Her joints cracked. She winced at the click in her shoulder. She was going to have to get that looked at to make sure there was no permanent damage. Did she have a decent excuse for how it happened? The only hunter doctor she knew had retired to Florida two years ago, and Nicky hadn’t seen a regular doctor since.

      Since everything but the cat was packed, Nicky picked her phone up and scrolled through her contacts until she found the name she was looking for. Alison picked up on the first ring.

      “Hey!” She said brightly. “Mom, its Nicky. Its Nicky! Mom says hi.”

      Nicky couldn't help the short laugh that left her. “I say hi back. Nebulas holed up under the couch, so I'll probably be late getting home.”

      “All right. We’re still at the airport waiting for Jessica. Her flight got delayed because of the snow storm out in London. You do remember snow, don't you?”

      Even though Alison couldn't see it, Nicky rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at the phone.

      “I miss it. It rarely snows here. Soon as someone else moves down, I'm heading back up north.”

      “Do they have vampires in Canada?”

      “Why wouldn't they?”

      A loud knock at Nicky's front door covered up Alison's rationale behind why Canada might not have vampires. Something about the cold. She crossed the apartment and looked through the peephole, expecting her landlord or another tenant. The guy upstairs had mistakenly come to her apartment instead of the one below her more than once. Instead, she found herself looking at the back of a blonde head.

      “Hey, I have to go. I'll let you know when I'm on the road. Say hi to dad for me.”

      Alison promised she would, and Nicky hung up without even saying bye. If she thought Alison would take it seriously, she would have felt much worse than she did. She opened the door. Corrine opened her arms to hug her and paused.

      “Can I come in?” She asked.

      Nicky nodded, and Corrine pulled her into a tight hug that made Nicky wince.

      “I'm so glad you're okay! I got you a present.”

      Corrine let Nicky go and bounded into the apartment. She crouched next to the couch, making kissy sounds at Nebula still hiding underneath. Nebula wriggled out to lick her fingers.

      “I didn't forget you, fluffy baby.” A small bell jingled as Corrine pulled a small rainbow bandana from her jacket pocket to fix around her neck. For a moment, Nebula didn't seem to know what to do with herself. She stood still, blinked, then pushed her tiny face against Corrine’s leg. “Aw, you're welcome.”

      Nicky shifted. This was the third time she'd let Corrine into her apartment. This was going to become a regular occurrence, wasn't it? She couldn't keep denying the relief she felt watching Corrine scoop Nebula into her arms as she stood.

      “You didn't have to get her anything,” Nicky said, even though she had to admit the bandana was cute. And the bell would make it much easier to find Nebula in the dark. “She's spoiled as it is.”

      “She is perfect.”

      Nicky couldn't deny that either. She cleared her throat, feeling very hot and very awkward. “I sort of got you something too.”

      Corrine blinked in surprise. Her mouth fell open a little. Her skin was more pale than usual, making her freckles stand out. She was going to have to feed soon, Nicky realized. And somehow, Nicky didn't care. Monsters were made, that was what her dad was always saying. Corrine was not inherently bad. If all she killed was creeps who had it coming, did that really make her enough of a monster? She hasn't killed anyone in Abundance Falls, which meant she wasn't Nicky's problem, right?

      Right?

      Her heart hammered in her chest. What was she doing? It was too late to take it back. Corrine was already tipping her head in curious anticipation.

      “Really? Well, let me give you your present first.”

      Nicky frowned. “That wasn't my present?”

      “Of course not! I wouldn't get you something and let this precious little baby feeling left out.” Corrine kissed Nebulas head, then coaxed her to let herself drop to the floor with a light thud. She reached into her jacket. Metal reflected the light from the ceiling. “This is your present.”

      Nicky stared and took the offered dagger wrapped in red, snowflake-covered paper.

      “Is this—”

      “I couldn't find the blade, so I had to get someone to make a new one. That's the original handle, though. Should be just as good as the old one.”

      Nicky tore off the wrapping paper unceremoniously and pressed the flat part of the blade to her thigh, pushing a little. It certainly felt as sturdy as the original. Just as sharp too. She nearly cut her thumb open tracing the edge of it. A lump rose up in her throat.

      She could have easily lunged forward and rammed this blade right between Corrine’s ribs. Corrine must have known that. She could have just mailed it or left it on her doorstep. And yet, Corrine had brought it to her in person.

      She knew in that moment she didn't have it in her to kill Corrine. Not now, maybe not ever. She crossed the small apartment and opened the odds-and-ends drawer in the kitchen. When she'd moved in, she'd sworn to herself that she would never have one. The messy drawer at her parents’ place was a black hole for things that had no place elsewhere that she had no intention to replicate. And yet, it was where she'd kept the spare key she'd had made only the day before. She realized, as she pulled it out, that part of her had hoped it would have disappeared on its own. The fact that it hadn’t felt like a sign.

      Corrine's eyes were as wide as saucers as Nicky pushed the spare key into her hand.

      “Now you don't have to keep waiting or permission.”

      For some reason, tears welled in Corrine’s eyes. Nicky stiffened. Had she made a mistake? She'd made a mistake. Why was this a bad thing? Corrine was the one calling them a team, how was Nicky supposed to know this would upset her?

      But just as Nicky began to panic, a wide grin broke across Corrine’s face, practically lighting up the entire room. It was, Nicky realized, the prettiest smile in the world. Without really meaning to, Nicky tipped her head up to brush her lips against Corrine’s. She fully expected Corrine to pull back or throw her across the room or even to rip her throat out. She didn't. Her lips moved softly against Nicky’s until she caught Nicky's lower lip gently between her teeth. The grin was back.

      “I think we make a great team,” Corrine whispered against her lips. Then, she turned her head to kiss Nicky’s cheek. “Merry Christmas, Nicky.”

      And then, like so many times before, she was gone. The scent of wet earth and flowers the only indication that she had been there at all. Corrine’s scent.

      Nicky sighed and managed to nudge Nebula, who seemed too shocked to catch her vampire-hunting mom willingly kissing a vampire, into the carrier. She let out a disgruntled meowl as Nicky shut the door.

      “Yeah, yeah.” She raised the carrier to eye level. “You tell anyone about that, you'll be spending the entire trip in there.”

      Nebula went silent. Maybe Alison had a point about cats understanding more than people thought. Nicky shook her head. She was getting ridiculous.

      With Nebula securely in the back seat of her car, Nicky gave Abundance Falls one last look over.

      This town could survive without her for two weeks.

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The story continues in Saint Nicky Monster Hunter Book Two. Visit www.amirlane.com or www.njember.com to find out more.
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        Would love unite them in purpose…or in death?

      

      

      

      Verité was heir apparent in royal lineage to the coterie. Secret stipulations to her royal ascension, detailed in the Royal Grail, could only be revealed to the Princess. Verité was unable to assume her rite of passage to the throne until she found the perfect royal human mate that would share her life, her future and her bed…but not the throne.

      

      Failure to do so doomed the coterie.

      

      Rockledge, a prince and royal protector of his father, the King, and his older, heir apparent brother, fought with strength and loyalty against those that threatened to overthrow the throne with deceit and trickery.

      

      Verité, on a journey as part of her secret stipulations, woke in the blazing sun on the royal sands of a distant shore protected by Rockledge, who discovered her sleeping. Her delicate hand blocked the glare of the sun as Verité saw the prince for the first time.

      

      I was born when we kissed; I lived in your embrace while we loved. I died when we parted.

      

      Would they fight, side-by-side, to the death if necessary, defending all that they loved and cherished and seize their rite of passage, ascend to royalty bound by danger, loyalty and love?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The Journey

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke on the sand with the sun beating down on my stinging flesh. Pools of sweat formed in my dips and curves and trickled to the sand. The sensation focused my attention on the tenderness of my skin and I thought back to my foolish long midnight swim along my journey. My mind drifted…

      Less than a week ago, Father took me aside and invited me to sit down while a serious shadow lay in residence on his furrowed brow. He walked quietly to the small opening between the shutters and threw them even farther apart, letting the hot sunlight in to warm the room. I was not cold, I remember—we never are—but the golden light was uplifting. He gestured to the long sofa and asked me to sit and relax, the first sure warning that something was awry. I sat and I tried to settle in. I waited while he collected his thoughts and watched as the dust dancers rose in spiral tufts from the antique rug where he had just trod.

      “Are you worried about something in particular, Father?”

      “Yes, Verité. I am worried about the future and you.”

      “Me! Whatever for, Father?”

      “You are heir-apparent, Verité, and your ascension comes at a time of other impending, overlapping concerns.”

      “Yes, Father. I know my responsibilities to the coterie. I know that when you so deem it, I will lead the clan in your stead and my descendants will do the same, either here or in their own cluster, when I am gone or too old. It has always been as it will be forever.”

      “Yes, it has always been, Verité. But there is a provision that falls every hundred years to each descendant and one more if the lineage befalls a woman.”

      “Really, Father? I don’t remember any more stipulations to royal ascension.”

      “No one is alive today, but me, that would.”

      “Truly? That is interesting. And this is a rite of passage passed between generational sovereignties known only to those passing the monarchy?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “And what happens if, perchance, you were to die before you passed this on to me as an obligation?”

      “Then the Authority of State would reveal the Grail of Times and Peril to you before your coronation and you would be required to secure the vessel, but follow the instructions. No one but the Heir Apparent has ever read the Grail but the succeeding monarch.”

      “Meaning you have never read it, yourself?”

      “No, I have not, but you will.”

      “Father, this is all so clandestine and imperative. It is slightly unnerving. Are you sure it is upon me for compliance?”

      “I am. And you may never tell anyone, not a soul. You may never divulge the contents of the Grail, not even to me.”

      “How can I effectively seek your counsel, Father, if you have not all the requirements?”

      “This is yours to determine, my child. But I have faith in the stellar qualities you possess and your teaching. You have studied hard, learned long and steady. And above all other, you place the wellbeing of the coterie. We must prevail to propagate. We must do our duty to protect our cluster clan.”

      “Yes, Father, I have always known that if I must pay with my life to preserve the dominion, then I would be so directed to fight to the death.”

      “This is that time.”

      Involuntarily, I rose to my feet with the dust devils dancing in the sunbeams. My head remained downcast. This was a solemn occasion, no doubt.

      “Yes, Royal Father.”

      I lifted my gaze as I said his name and locked my eyes on his.

      “I know only little, from the history the Queen Mother imparted to me when you were born, that you must travel from here to find your mate before you are in the Worthy Year of your life. This mate must be a mortal and prepared to live in your company here, so that the propagation of our family will continue.”

      “But, Father…!”

      “The clan will die out without the integration of seed from a royal mortal.”

      “Alas, my father…”

      “This is how it must be. We are, none of us, able to sire your heirs. Over time, our seed loses the power to procreate and every one hundred years, new blood and semen must be filtered into the children that follow.”

      “Oh, Goddess above. Where will I go? When…?”

      “Soon, my child, soon.”

      “How will I know, my father?”

      “You will know, my child. Of this I am certain. Every female before you has prevailed to achieve their destiny. They return to fulfill their duties with a chosen mate. And life prevails again.”

      “You must leave and return with your mate before your twentieth year.”

      “But, Father, I am not yet eighteen. Why tell me now, when there is still so much time?”

      “Because there is actually very little time. The alchemist has determined that I have few years left and you must be prepared almost immediately to assume supremacy.”

      “Father, when…how…this is all too much!”

      “Comport yourself with dignity, Verité. This is your destiny for which you have trained all your life. You are strong, independent, fierce. You are creative and fast, smart as any that have ruled before you. I have raised you as I would have my sons, had they lived. Now you must live for us all. You must be your woman, secure your mate, and return to become Queen Mother.”
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        * * *

      

      My mind returned to the present, a salty breaker whipping my face and stinging my cheeks.

      Perhaps it was tears. Perhaps it was the surf. Either way, I was not quite prepared to think of the responsibility that lay before me…not now…not just yet…nor the looming death of my father. Not yet, perhaps not ever.

      I rode the dancing turquois-black currents. Distracted by duty, I amused and delayed the inevitable by collecting seashells, sea-flowers and colored coral on my journey from the small island to my calling. It felt more like play than purpose, but purpose it was. And it took a lot longer to cover the distance than I expected. The ache in my shoulders, back and thighs reminded me just how long it took and how wrong I was to attempt such an unnecessary dramatic flair.

      I was also aware that I felt so much lighter, with each stroke, and I recalled the sensation vividly.

      As I swam, the transformation began. My tail began to shrink slowly, scales fell away like glitter into the watery depths and my short, squat legs grew and stretched, supple…even graceful… into long lengths of elegant svelte limbs. My arms lengthened with each slicing stroke into the cool salty water. The very act of swimming took on more difficulty as I lost my natural rudder. While I began the journey swimming with my arms short and squat, more under me than above me, it seemed each pull of my weight through the surf lengthened them, too. They were elongated with flexible digits at the end that extended my reach even further. I could cup them and pull myself up, or swim flexibly in figures with the current. I was becoming so different. It was glorious freedom. My flesh, now decorated, bronze and silken with a supple skin, glistened in the moonlight with a hunger to be touched.

      What was once a youthful curiosity felt more like a welling, edgy eagerness that increased with ache, passion, desire.

      I could not stop myself from departing my objective and frolicking in the breaking waves, diving to the ocean floor and scavenging for keepsakes of my adventure, bits of jewels, coral, and shells to save. I enjoyed the new form I was taking on and I found it strong, responsive. I rolled to my back and lay upon the ocean surface bobbing with a rhythmic motion that was synchronous and in harmony with the ocean itself. I gazed at the moonless night sky adorned with millions of flickering secrets all teasing for attention with brilliance. I was young, but I had knowledge of a great many of the galaxies as told to me by the Old Ones in our pod. Some had come from far away, others born to the land of our fathers, all became family. Their secrets became ours just as ours became their heritage.

      I let my mind wander at the sheer amazement of it all as I collected treasures of my journey. When I ascended the water to the beach through the beating surf, my new legs failed me once or twice, until I became accustomed to their use. No doubt the long swim had worked them to exhaustion. When they buckled beneath my weight, the cool sand cushioned my fall as my upper limbs braced my descent. I was so tired then and I must have fallen into a deep sleep.

      The tide was rising with the morning fog and lapped at my extremities. It reminded me of the long, careless swim I had taken in the darkness. My shoulders and thighs ached. My back was twisted and sore. I knew swimming the final distance from the atoll might not have been the smartest thing I ever did, but it seemed clever at the time. This transformation was expected but I began to think that I was more romantic than I dared to admit. The distance the night before was obscured by the cover of darkness and no doubt the late hour and my excitement. Somehow, I reasoned, swimming and walking in from the surf would seem less suspicious than setting down from the black sky shrouded in darkness. There was logic in the thinking at the time. I just couldn’t see it now.

      Sure, setting down at night, in the dark, obscured by a moonless night was more obvious than walking out of the surf, morning bright, the sun announcing my arrival to all who may have witnessed my arrival and naked body. Yes, that made a lot of sense.

      I raised my head and spat the salty grit caught between my lips into the sand. My lips were soft and foreign with a grittiness caked between the tender creases. I wiped it off with a tiny hand and touched my lips. They were smooth and supple. What was, at one time, a staple in my young life seemed foreign and unpleasant. I needed a bit of sand and pebbles to strengthen my bones and scales with minerals and salt. But I had no scales, no tail, no mane of course spiny, bristling red backbone. It was all too distant to me. The ribbons that once held my mane now ran though hair painted a deep red by the burning sun with an onyx shimmer from the depths of the sea. I wove my collection of sea treasures in through the strands and secured a gathering in a topknot while the tendrils of the ribbon fell down my back.

      I felt so different. The sensations flooded me as they washed over me like the tide. They ran up my spine pulling at parts inside as though tethered. I warmed to the surprise in the sunshine.

      I rolled onto my arched back and stretched languidly in the warmth of the sun as the surf nipped at my feet. I was missing my wings. Oh, no! Not my wings! I had waited so long for them to grow in and give me flight. Oh, no! What have I done? This was going to be a disaster. How was I ever going to fulfill my destiny without the one thing that made me fierce, made me strong?

      I ached all over from the change, from the evolution of my body. I doubted myself but was told that this was to be expected. I have never been this me before, this version of me. The Olders advised me that I would know, I would just know what to do and when to do it just as naturally as the day I had taken flight for the first time. The Olders counseled me with a confidence I didn’t possess, but they said I would know.

      I would find my confidence in whatever beseeched me, no matter the cause.

      I never questioned the Olders before but now I felt strangely weak, vulnerable, defenseless.

      How could I fight?

      How would I defend against the Evils?

      How would I ever prevail…

      Before too long, my thoughts buried in the heat, the sand and the surf, I heard a melody faint and in the distance. It was an odd collection of notes and sounds and I looked to the length of beach to the north to make out the source. I couldn’t, of course. I no longer had the steely vision, precise and accurate. I rose and walked into the surf to wash the sand and bits of seaweed from my body and when I finished, I turned to escape the next beating wave only to stand almost eye-to-eye with the origin of the melody.

      He was quite handsome, but awkward in my presence. He was tall, taller than I and lean, but stronger it seemed. He had flaxen hair that hung to his shoulder, only slightly longer than my own. He wore a red cloth at his midriff and nothing on his feet.

      “I’m sorry. Did I startle you? I didn’t mean to.”

      “Hello.” I found my voice easily.

      “Ah…Hello to you. Are you alright? Do you need help?”

      “No, I’m fine, just a little tired from my journey. The sun is hot. Aren’t your feet burning on the baked sand?”

      “No, not yet, and when they do, I step into the surf and fish awhile. May I ask, where are your clothes?”

      “Clothes?”

      “Yes, well…you’re naked and the sun will do your fair skin more damage than the hot sand will burn my feet. Has someone taken your clothes?”

      “Ah…I don’t know. No, I don’t have any.”

      “No, clothes…?”

      “I don’t believe so, no.”

      “I have a towel in my sack.”

      The young man bent to one knee in the sand and opened his burlap sack. I watched him as he rummaged through it to uncover what he was looking for.

      His hair fell towards his lowered face and it appeared each strand shimmered as he moved. His broad shoulders had been painted across the expanse in black ink of some kind. It seemed in stark contrast to his natural beauty, almost tribal. The muscles flexed beneath the flesh pulled tight across sinewy knots and twists.

      He looked up at me from his squat and my shadow blocked the sun from blinding his vision. Proudly, he held up the towel as though a prize.

      “Here, you should wrap yourself in it for your modesty.”

      “Modesty? Like you?” I pointed to his midriff.

      “Well, perhaps you should pull it up further to cover your…” And the young man pointed to my chest, higher up, nervously waving his pointing finger and diverting his eyes at the same time.

      “These?” I lifted my open palms and cupped the soft round mounds of flesh to which he pointed.

      “Yes…yes, those.” He blushed and cast his gaze to the sand.

      For some reason, I found that quite funny, and I discovered I have a soft lilting laugh as an Upright. At the same time, the flesh blushed at the tips of the mounds and became erect and hard when he returned his stare.

      I took the towel and pulled it up over my body and tied it into a knot above the pink buttons that stretched eagerly into his gaze.

      “What are you doing here, on the beach, like this?”

      “I misjudged the distance from the atoll, there, see it? In the distance, there. See? I swam for such a long time last night to get here, I was exhausted by the time I made shore. I must’ve fallen asleep in the cool sand. I woke up just a while ago. As I fixed my hair, I heard you singing. Even though I couldn’t see you from the distance, I knew you approached.”

      “Okay, yes, that explains the how, somewhat. Now, the why?”

      “The why?”

      “Yes, why! Why did you swim in the night to get here?”

      “Because I didn’t want anyone to see me in the daytime.”

      “See you? I see you and it is daytime.”

      “Well, yes…that is unexpected.”

      “You are a very curious creature. But I still don’t know why you came here, night or day!”

      “When I understand more of what is happening, I may share the ‘why’ with you, as you call it, for my arrival. But for now, I am really quite hungry.”

      “Oh, but of course. You must be. Would you like water? There’s a freshwater pond just over the rise on the far side of the dunes where you can drink the water that collects from the artesian spring. We can drink and eat there. You can wash the brine off of your skin, if you like.”

      “Yes…yes, thank you. Let’s. What have you to eat in that pouch?”

      “I have bread and cheese, a bit of dried meat and some fish I caught earlier. It isn’t much, but I wasn’t expecting to share.”

      “Fish?”

      “Yes.”

      “It sounds delicious, but any small morsel will do for me.”

      “Then follow me. It is but a short walk over the rise.”

      I fell in behind the young man and unintentionally paid close attention to his lithe body. He was tall, taller than I and narrow at the waist. Slightly older, I should think, just from the way he moved and held himself with such certainty. His shoulders broadened widely where muscles rippled under the brown skin, pulled taut over his form. I could examine the tribal etching over his shoulders and his back clearly now. It made him look regal to me, in an elegant and commanding way. It appeared to have a life of its own because it moved and swiveled almost independently of his body. It was mesmerizing. I had not noticed when he knotted the errant strands of his gold hair and secured the knot with a sharpened stick, perhaps two. But for his blond locks, he looked tribal, which appealed to me in a very visceral way. I felt another tug of what I would come to know and welcome as desire pull deftly inside the cleft between my legs.

      I wondered what he tasted like.

      His body, his movements were hypnotic.

      My eyes followed his muscled back down to the bulge below his waist where his thighs hinged. The rhythmic movement of his legs, the flex of his thigh muscles and the rise and fall of each cheek was intoxicating. My heart seemed to fall into cadence with his body. I followed him eagerly, hopeful that this encounter would lead me somewhere into which I would willingly plunge myself. There was a glistening layer of perspiration that lay like a sheer metallic gauze down his spine, and with each step, a bead or two disappeared into his waistband.

      Where did they go from there, then, once they dipped under his clothing? I would gladly trace the voyage with my fingertips, even my tongue. I smiled to myself and then realized sharply that he was talking to me.

      “I’m sorry…I missed what you just said?”

      “You will be able to wash the salt and sand off your body while I set us up something to eat.”

      “Oh, yes, thank you. That sounds refreshing and I’m famished!”

      “Me, too, now that you mention it. By the way, what is your name?”

      “I am Verité, and you?”

      “My name is Rockledge. It is a family name from the hills of our people. I answer to Rock.”

      “Rock.” His name tumbled elegantly from my trembling lips. Rock, I whispered again inside the silence of my mind. He looked at me with an openness I found charming. “Rock.”

      “Yes…”

      “I like the sound of that. It’s strong, warrior-like, in a way.”

      “I come from a long line of fighting men, yes.”

      “Perhaps that is why you wear the mantle so easily.”

      “Who knows? Here, see, just there. That’s where we are going.”

      “Oh, my, what a beautiful emerald pool. It looks like the wellspring of life, as all that lives thrives in the abundance it provides.”

      “Yes, it does look like that, although I daresay, I have never before thought of it in those terms. You are very poetic for a girl.”

      I looked at him, yes, a girl I thought, and caught the slight tic in his jawline as he turned the thought over. Then a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. Such a beautiful, supple mouth, beneath ice-blue eyes. I could die in those eyes and then a phrase came to mind…and I felt, really felt, just like it.

      I was born when we kissed; I lived in your embrace while we loved. I died when we parted.

      I felt like a young child, with a freedom I have never experienced, and a foreboding at the same time. How could that be?

      Better said, why would that be?

      I know my peers take their mates at will and by necessity. But, this…felt…so different.

      Is this what mortals feel like when they love?

      Is this the undeniable feeling of human love?

      Is this love and why am I feeling it?

      I am surely not mortal.

      But this body, this form, these impulses…

      …am I?
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            Vixen and Virgin

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked to the pond and turned to look at Rock. He looked deliberate in his chore and never noticed me watching his every movement. He spread several banana leaves on the flat mossy knoll and began to set out the food from his pouch. The juniper trees and elderberries were in bloom and so fragrant it was overwhelming to me as every pore was charged to heightened sensation. I stood motionless for a moment, just watching him, and just then he looked up and waved to me as though we had been friends from birth. The rest of the pages should be indented using the paragraph tab. Special: First Line. By: .25. This paragraph shows what the indent will look like. Do not use the tab key.

      His acknowledgement of my stare made me flush at being caught. I untied the drape he gave me, unwittingly let it drop to my feet, then smiled nervously at him and turned to the water. He smiled then looked down quickly at the banana leaves. I think he may have raised his gaze just a bit under his brow to watch me enter the emerald pool.

      I smiled to myself at my deception. I felt a curious blend of vixen and virgin, which made me chuckle to myself knowing I was neither and more the tomboy. But this new body was disconcerting. And exciting. And a lot less tomboy.

      I walked slowly into the cool green water. Muddy silt oozed between my new toes as I advanced and it was eerily soothing. It reminded me of the mud baths we took as young ones during the hot summer months. It cooled our bodies, we played and frolicked, loving that it was great to play in the sludge as the Olders watched out for our safety from predators. We got stuck, rolled together in the mud and ran through our elder’s legs. I felt the same joyous expression, now, in this new body… especially knowing Rock was watching me, despite his reserves.

      This freedom and mystery was liberating. I didn’t know I needed that, I chuckled to myself as I squished the mud between my new toes. I started to sink further into the mud and decided it was timely for me to plunge full bodied into the pool. I was sticky, sandy, crusts of salty sea had formed in patches all over the surface of my body making it look motley and caked.

      I slipped into the cool water, and submersed my head—ribbons, treasures and all adornments--my eyes open, not wanting to miss anything. It was like entering an emerald palace. Life beneath the surface was ordered and quiet, gentle and known. Small things swam, in groups together as if chatting. Fronds and foliage grew tall and dark, demonstrating the movement of life below the surface. It was magical. I don’t know why I never saw this before. Not in this pool but in any number of others I have plunged. But I never did until now. I could feel the movement of the life over my skin and I tingled with excitement. I held my breath, but not for as long as in the past, and I swam the depths until the darkness overshadowed the light. There was less life, less movement, less excitement and it was much colder, but there was a sense of foreboding, of danger looming in the shadows.

      I felt a thunderous sound ring through the water depths.

      My chest was heaving, near exploding, so I pushed to the surface to breathe. Unknowingly, I had lost my bearings, unusual for me being a water creature, so I rose gingerly and came to surface near a cluster of banyan trees growing far into the water depths. I grabbed a trunk, then a branch to buoy myself in cover, and then voices, angry voices, broke the calm.

      “He’s here, sire. Here.”

      The hooves of a dozen horses trampled the moss and broke the privacy of the emerald shore.

      “Your father has sent me to fetch you. There are developments in the offing. He requires your presence, sire. Dunam, dismount and give your stead to His Highness and double with Masters.”

      “Aye, Sir Carmontoff, at your will.” Whereupon the rider dismounted and handed the reins to Rock.

      I felt threatened and so hid within the banyans, my feet balancing me low in the water without a ripple. The horses were restless in my presence.

      Rock rose, moving in front of the rider he called Carmontoff so he faced away from my direction, and demanded to know more. I took his cue and remained silent as I hid.

      “What is my father’s concern, sir?”

      “That is not for me to know, young sire. Mine is but to fetch you and bring you to your King.”

      “And the urgency?” Rock inquired.

      “I know not, sire. What is that, sire? Are you alone?”

      “What? You dare question me? To what do you refer?”

      “That, the fabric on the lip of the pond. Is that yours, sire? Or do you have company?”

      “Company? Do you see anyone else, sir? Anyone? No! That is my towel, Carmontoff. You dare concern yourself with my activities or company?”

      “No, I am so sorry, sire.”

      “You are walking a very tight line, Carmontoff.”

      Rock thought for a moment and dispatched the troop to tell his father he would be along shortly and to leave the horse. He would collect his catch and belongings and return to the grounds post haste.

      “I am sorry, sire, those are not the orders from my King.”

      “Would you dare shackle me and throw me aback that horse to return me?” Rock was visibly angry now.

      “No, sire. But I am under orders from the throne.”

      “You forget, Carmontoff, I AM the throne.”

      “Yes, sire. When shall I tell your father you will return?”

      “Within the hour, sir. Thank you. Leave the stead. Be off with you.”

      I dipped my head back into the water, just my eyes and auburn locks revealed.

      The ground shook and quaked as the horses were turned to go back. Some reared and whinnied, snorted and kicked as though they sensed an animal threat, but I remained calm, quiet…submerged.

      The earth roared and the pondwater trembled as they thundered off. The chestnut Rock held by the reins reared in response. He pulled him down and cooed into his ear. The horse calmed noticeably. He tied the horse off at a nearby stump and left him to graze on the lush grass and foliage.

      “Verité…Verité, are you there?”

      I heard his voice, of course, because I wasn’t that very far away. I could actually hear him breathing. I thought I could almost hear his heartbeat. But I felt his heartbeat, I knew it, I thought it…I felt it.

      “Here, Rock…here I am.” I emerged gingerly from the water…slick from the wet, wiping the water and the hair from my face and down my back. I walked out of the water, slipping a bit on the mud, but the ribbons and treasures in my hair were still steadfast.

      Rock watched me as though I had him in a spell, as though he had been hit with a bolt…stunned and staring.

      While I knew I was at risk, I reveled in my effect upon him.

      “You hid. How did you know to hide? Why did you hide?”

      “I felt threatened. I don’t know why, I just did. You didn’t call for me, so I took your lead. I thought if it was safe, you would beckon to me. And you didn’t, so I remained hidden.”

      “That was smart. I am so glad you did.”

      “So…Verité? No one has ever called me by that name. It is the name of my birth.”

      “I apologize, Verité. I just blurted it out. Are you alright?”

      “Yes, of course, I am as well you can see for yourself. Verité…I like it, but only from you.”

      “Then Verité it is.”

      “Why didn’t you collect your things and return with the guards? It seems your father is intent on speaking with you about a matter of some urgency.”

      “Why? Quite because we had not eaten yet. I think it would be very impolite of me to leave my guest hungry while I took my leave. I don’t think it would be the gentlemanly thing to do, to abandon a naked young girl alone in the forest. I should think you would appreciate that logic.”

      “Ah, yes, Rock, that I do.” And with that, I collected the fabric from the lip of the pond and tied it once again over my form, concealing my new bits and curves.

      “Let’s eat. The sooner we are done, the sooner I can make arrangements for your safety in the village.”

      We sat on the bed of moss and picked from the selections of meats, bread and cheeses Rock laid out on the banana fronds. I eyed the fresh fish hungrily and Rock caught my gaze.

      “This sea bass is fresh this morning and while I do not have time to roast it here, you are welcome to have some raw. Would you like a piece if I cut it for you?”

      “That won’t be necessary, Rock. Thank you.”

      I reached for the cleaned and gutted bass. It was beautiful in the refracted sunlight that filtered through the trees. It was silver, warm from the pouch, and reflective as a mirror in its beauty. And it smelled divine! I had not realized I was so famished until I tore the open cavity, folded it back and sunk my teeth into the rich, flavorful meat of the fish.

      I was lost in the abundance and welcomed the nourishment.

      “My, Verité, you must be very hungry!”

      I looked up at Rock from the hunk of fish I held to my ravenous mouth and nodded in agreement. “I am. I didn’t realize just how hungry! Thank you so much. Aren’t you going to eat?”

      “My pleasure is in watching you enjoy the food. Most women…girls…eat as if the food revolts them, just moving it around their platter.”

      “Humm…?”

      “That is to say, it looks like they’ve taken an earlier full meal and are not at all hungry when they sit down at my table to coyly pretend light appetites. It is refreshing to see a girl enjoy the very art of eating so much and so selflessly.”

      “Ummm, yes then. I am glad to have pleased you that much because I was very hungry! I am glad you are happy!”

      “More…?”

      “No, thank you. I daresay, I have no more room in this little body.”

      “You sound as if your form, so lean and well-toned, is new and unknown to you!” Rock laughed unwittingly at what he thought was a joke while I smiled acknowledging his humor. I began to pick up the remains of our meal, popping loose morsels of muffin and cheese into my mouth as I did. I reached for his pouch to clear up, but he reached for my wrist.

      “No, I will do it, thank you.”

      “Why?”

      “For the pleasure of your company.”

      “Ah, then…you’re welcome! I must admit, however, that I have never had such a fine meal in the company of such a fine man.” I pulled my hand back to my lap and Rock released his touch.

      “Do you have somewhere to go, or do you need shelter?”

      “I have instructions, but I do need shelter. Is there an enclave or cluster of rocks, perhaps a cave, nearby?”

      “A cave? Why no and if there was, I wouldn’t dream of leaving you there! I have friends in the village that will provide for your needs. They are friends of the Crown and will protect you until you have reached your destiny.”

      “Met my destiny, is more the like…” I said under my breath.

      “A young, unescorted girl is an invitation to ravage, for some. I will not be complicit it that destiny. I will leave you safely in the hands of my friends where I know you will be safe.”

      “What gives you leave to assume that I cannot take care of myself? I have so far! Have I not?”

      “Yes, of course, you have. And you have done it so well. Let’s see…alone, naked, friendless, found sleeping on the beach and starving. Yes, I should say, you have done a mighty fine job.”

      “I would not think it healthy to challenge me, Rock, not after you have been so generous.”

      “Yes, right you are again, little Verité, right you are. It is disingenuous of me to revoke my hospitality in such a way. I wish to help you, not mock you. I am really amazed at your resilience, at least all that I have seen.”

      “Thank you, Rock. That’s much better. Believe me, I am quite capable.”

      “Here, please hold that while I mount. I take it you’ve ridden before, among all your many talents?”

      “Ah, no…but how hard can it be? Mere mortals can do it.” I took the pouch and held it for him as he got on the horse.

      The beast was eying me. The whites of his eyes were stark against the black pupils, keen on me. It made him appear wild and prepared to rear up at any time. I took my own eyes off him when he stomped his front hoof. My eyes flashed back when he snorted and shook his mane, rocking on his haunches in warning. I took one half step forward and shot my breath into his flared nostrils to silence him into submission. He dropped his eyes and head in acknowledgement of my superiority.

      “Because you are not properly attired, you will ride in front of me to the left side. I will pull you up. Hand me the pouch so I can secure it to my saddle. Thank you. You seem to have a way with the horses. He has quieted nicely in your presence. I’ll teach to ride someday soon, if you will allow me to.”

      “We’ll see what the coming days deliver and whether an opportunity presents itself.”

      “So curious are you. Have you always been so…so…”

      “Proud? Independent? Insolent?”

      “Yes, those will do quite nicely to describe you well, I suspect, since it is you who put them forth.”

      I laughed as he dropped an arm for me to grab in order to lift me atop the horse. His forearm was sinewy and rippled with lean muscle where a leather strip was tied keenly above his elbow. I slipped my hand into his palm while the grip of a vise closed around my delicate fingers. He swung me atop the horse’s forward flanks and plopped me into place comfortably nestled between his thighs.

      My immediate response was quite naturally to wiggle myself in deeper, warmer, safer.

      I could think of little else and my heart raced in cadence with the horse’s breath. Clearly, we were both excited, given the circumstances and company. Both my legs hung to the left of the horse’s long neck. I felt his heart connect with me through my bottom, where my thighs met and we touched. His massive strength was intoxicating and garnered my respect. He was a majestic chestnut thoroughbred. I felt regal atop him, the strong arms of a stranger on either side of my torso, shielding my body upright. The length of fabric at the hem flared back as we lurched forward into a gallop.

      It was almost as exhilarating as flying!
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      We rode, slowing into a small enclave of homes, shops, service fronts, a park in the center anchored by a beautiful fountain that sprayed water into the air and carried the cooling mist to my blushing cheeks. We passed a huge old church with tall spires that reached the clouds beneath which were artful round windows of ornamental colors, jeweled by the sun and sparkling with cabochons that were ruby, emerald and sapphire. The heavily laden carved front doors were hung by wrought iron hinges that looked a little like spearheads announcing to the righteous their will was protected by rite of passage into the hallowed apostolic center. Before the arched doors were widespread steps that arched so that they could be mounted from all directions yet lead into only one entrance. There were rails of ornate wrought iron placed sparingly up the steps to the door to assist the sick or feeble with entrance into the sacred shelter.

      The majesty was imposing. I was tempted to beg stopping, that I might wander at will through the church, but I was neither dressed nor in possession of my own time to do so.

      Everyone that saw us, smiled and bowed their heads, I suppose in deference to Rock who was certainly of royal lineage. He tipped his feathered cap in response to their acknowledgement.

      “So, it would seem you are a highly-respected person of some repute in this village, Rock.”

      “Yes, it does appear that way. I was born and raised nearby and have found many a friendly comrade in the village. Many of the people that live here have provided some sort of service to our family, and the children, over the decades. You will discover them to be fine, honest, forthright people, proud in their lineage, kind in their treatment of others and loyal to a near fault.”

      “You make that sound like a bad thing to be and I would argue it is not.”

      “I am beginning to think you would argue at the drop of my hat, Verité.” I felt the heat of his breath on my neck as he laughed. He seemed to find that keenly amusing and I was glad he could not witness the involuntary curls at the corners of my mouth.

      To my delight, we circled the massive church only to stop at the rear by the storm shelter doors.

      “Stay there and I will help you down when I am off.”

      Already halfway to the ground and in motion, I landed barefooted with a slight thump, my palms stopping on my knees. I turned to look up at Rock and smiled.

      “You mean like this?” And I laughed.

      “Yes, just like that!” And he laughed too. But then added, “What are these welt-like lumps or bumps on your back? Are you injured? Pardon me, I do not mean to pry.”

      “But pry you did anyway. And yet you censure my impudence.”

      “I am truly sorry, Verité. It is none of my business. I only thought if you were injured…”

      “Thank you, Rock. Perhaps that was a measure too harsh. They are not injuries. Let’s just say they are a mark of my birth and leave it at that, shall we?”

      “Yes…yes, of course, Verité. As long as you aren’t hurt.”

      “Thank you. I am not. Why are we here, Rock?”

      “It is a long story, and one you will have to come to trust me with, but I have many friends here that support the true throne. They will provide you with shelter, food, and garments for as long as you need. In the meantime, I will try to find a more comfortable place for you to take up residence that suits your needs more keenly.”

      “And why would you do that, Rock? I am capable of caring for my own needs. Besides, you know nothing about me, why I am here, what I need or what I will be doing if I stay.”

      “Yes, Verité. All that is true, but I trust that you will tell me in due time as you see fit and as your confidence in my sponsorship improves. Believe me, I seek only your comfort, nothing more in your friendship.”

      “Am I not attractive enough, Rock, to suit your pleasures?”

      “Verité! How you confound me! You are beautiful, so very pleasing to the eye. Your…attributes are enchanting. I am trying to maintain decorum here, to honor your presence. What would you have me say, girl?”

      At that, I rose to my tippy-toes and gave my new friend Rock a quick kiss. I laughed when his eyes near popped out of his head.

      “Verité! What was that for?”

      “Thank you, Rock. I appreciate all that you are doing for me, I really do. I don’t mean to be difficult. You make me feel safe in your presence and well, in a way…sort of…cherished. My dispatch would have been much more difficult for me had I not met you on the beach.”

      “I do not believe I will ever understand women…” And he touched my elbow to guide me into the rear entrance of the church rectory.

      The moment we entered the hall, the blast of cool, ancient air struck my face and woke my bones. A shiver scurried down my spine and stopped at my core, causing me to tremble. I stopped abruptly. I know these odors. Centuries of history are hidden in the layers of cool drafts that hit me one after the other. They all carried a story uniquely their own.

      I was overcome by emotion and began to tear up.

      “Verité, what is it? Are you fearful? Don’t be, please, you are safe here.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. I am overawed by the history, majesty, and the ancient struggles these walls represent. Many a refugee has taken shelter here and I know their story. So many an expatriate has sought safe-harbor and shelter here under the same stained-glass windows filtering the light that falls now upon my face. It is a monumental responsibility of magnificent proportion. Forgive me.”

      “No, there is nothing to forgive. You are right. This majesty was built on dreams and blood and treasure. These walls support and represent the will of the people and the dreams, the struggles, the sacrifices of thousands. It is right and proper that you honor the dignity sought and spent here.”

      An Older rounded the corner clad in long robes and satin ribbons. He wore beads around his neck to which a cross was tethered and upon which a man hung, knees bent and head fallen to the side. The very moment I saw him, I collapsed to my knees and lowered my head to the floor, murmuring a sonnet in prayer.

      “Oh, my child, please rise. You needn’t kneel in my presence. I am but an old priest in service to my flock. Rise and let me look upon you. Welcome to Dagmarmuth Chantry.”

      I dared not look up at the Older but felt his spindly, knotted fingers slide under my arms to help me back up to my feet.

      “I am not worthy, padre. I am not worthy to share the same air as thee.”

      “Daughter, it is I that am not worthy. I live my life in service to you. Now, come…sit. Are you chilled, little one? Do you need a robe or blanket?”

      “Please, Your Kindness.”

      “I will return shortly. Majesty, please sit with her and calm her. She must believe she is in a safe haven.”

      “Yes, Pere Father.”

      I peeked under my brow at the departing robed Older and turned to Rock.

      “Rock, I don’t belong here. It is heresy! This is sacred ground. I shouldn’t be here among the Hallowed.”

      “All God’s children belong here, whenever they need or want to be here. The parish doors are always open to those in need of asylum. Surely, you can see that you are among those He seeks to help?”

      “That’s just it, I am not one of God’s children…I am not worthy.”

      “Don’t be silly, Verité. All God’s creatures are welcome in His house of worship. And you don’t even have to be religious or of one religious conviction over another. That is what a church is—a sanctuary for all. You are part of the ‘all’, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, I…”

      The Older came back and wrapped the blanket over my shoulders and I shivered at the nearness of him.

      “Yes, I am part of all creatures, for sure. Rock, you’re not going to leave me here, are you?”

      “Well, I am going to leave you with Pere Father and he is going to get you situated. I must leave. You remember my father is waiting for me to return. I will come back as soon as I can. Pere Father will tell me where he has placed you to be safe.”

      “Why can’t I just come with you. I promise I’ll be no trouble, I wouldn’t eat much, and I will be as quiet as a newly hatched dragonette. Not a peep, I swear!”

      “Please, shhh…Verité, don’t swear here. And, that just struck me…what a curious thing to say.”

      “Oh, I do beg the Olders pardon. It wasn’t actually a swear.” I tripped myself up and I was quick to want a diversion.

      “Are dragons particularly quiet when they hatch?” He laughed heartily and threw his head back. His neck was thick with muscles that slid into his strong shoulders.

      “It has been a family phrase favored by my grandmother for as long as I can remember. Who knows how she came by it!”

      “Ah, family traditions… I know too well.”

      “Sire, how is your great father these days?” Asked the gentle Older in the long heavy robe.

      “Pere Father, he is still failing. But he is strong and holds on from day to day, I think sometimes by sheer will. It is his wish to see out the year so that he can step down and crown my twin brother as Sovereign Monarch. I dread he will not see that wish come true if Carmontoff has his way. Carmontoff has all the palace sentinels in his favor, I fear. He has them believing that my father is not of sound mind and that my older brother is not much better. He is drafting a proposal to the Ministry Elders that rule be transferred to himself since father is on his apparent deathbed and my brother is not yet of age.”

      “How do you come by this information, young sire?”

      “I cannot divulge my sources, Pere Father, but believe me when I say, I have sources that are still loyal to the Crown and my father.”

      “If you are sure and constant in the divulgences, then I am as well. What are your plans now, sire?”

      “I know not just yet, Grand Pere. But I cannot delay much longer. My father is deteriorating quickly and I fear he may die before our plans are laid and set. And because my brother and I are under twenty-five years of age, Carmontoff will become the All Guardian. If that happens, my brother and I, no doubt, will never be seen or heard from again. Our own deaths will be most imminent, leaving Carmontoff Guardian Sovereign defacto. Everything will be lost then and irreversible. Have you spoken with the Lords of the Dark? Are they still willing and of heart to fight against a Carmontoff coup?”

      “They will fight to the death for the life of your father. Perhaps you should consider a taster for your honored father’s meals, if he is taking any food. Is he eating?”

      “He is taking some nourishment, Pere Father, but little that is put before him by any but myself or his man. That is why I fish for him daily and bring cheese and breads from the village. I know then that he is receiving the pure nourishment from the ocean he has loved and the parish subjects he has protected all his reign.”

      “This is good news you bring, my son. We will be at the ready to defend your royal house and your father’s legacy at your word. And your brother? Is he in step?”

      “My brother seems to believe Carmontoff. He is drinking from the pool of lies of Carmontoff. But then, he is a very persuasive man. He did not become first at court because he followed other’s leads. He creates and then fills a vacuum. I fear he is creating a vacuum with my father’s demise and our disappearance. We may have to surprise my brother to insure his succession, in the event my father fails and expires before all is ready.”

      “Perhaps, you, my son, should consider taking the throne yourself.”

      “Impossible, Pere Father. Bruwyn may be my twin brother, but he is the elder even though only by ten minutes and next in line for the throne. It is his birthright and mine to see that he assumes his rightful due. To do otherwise is treason and will set the Gods against my favor. You of all people know how perilous a notion that is to even consider.”

      “Yes, I do. Your will is our bidding. We will be with you at a moment’s notice, sire.”

      I am sure the lips that earlier kissed this man weighted my jaw as my mouth hung in disbelief as I listened to these two men discuss treason. I had no idea with whom I had been flirting and sparring. This man was of royal blood and in a dire set of circumstances. The future of their lineage hung in the balance of these black secret negotiations amongst traitors.

      My trepidation eased as I realized that my intention was unfolding before me.

      A strength of purpose filled my heart.

      It was here that I was sent. It is here that I will claim my destiny.

      The words of my father echoed throughout my mind and body as he cast me from the pod.

      “I am an Older now, my dear. You are my son, my daughter and our future. Go, my daughter. Claim your Rock and return to your home victorious with the spoils of your conquest.”

      Nothing could be more clear to me now.

      Rock was my destiny.

      I would die helping him, if I had to, or live in his embrace forever in victory.

      It was written.
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      I considered Rock’s eyes, and the serious nature of the conversation shaded my brow. I was fearful for his safety. I did not want to let him leave without me. How could I help if I wasn’t by his side? How could I protect him if he was elsewhere? It seemed imperative that I convince him to take me along.

      “I’ll come with you, Rock. I cannot stay here, in safety, while you face a battle alone.”

      “That is not necessary, not yet, Verité. I need you to stay here, with Pere Father. You must rest and regain your strength. In the event there is a battle, I need to know that you are safe. I cannot be worried about you and fight fearlessly at the same time.”

      “You would worry about me? We’ve only just met, shared some cheese and wine. Why would you do that?”

      “For the same reason you would stand by my side to fight my battles. I can’t explain it and I doubt you could either. What I do know is that I need to know you are in a safe haven, one that will defend your life, while I try to save my father and brother from certain death.”

      “But, if your brother believes Carmontoff, is it possible your father is dying naturally and Carmontoff is right? That would make you wrong and all of this for naught.”

      “You must trust me in this, Verité. There are many a loyal subject in the palace guards that secretly inform me of ongoing developments. Carmontoff is a man of ill-gotten gains, not the least of which is the one, my father’s throne, he now wants to add to his quiver.”

      “Why not just review his deeds at trial and kill him for treasonous conduct against the throne? Would that not avoid bloodshed, reclaim your father’s health and protect your brother’s life and destiny?”

      “No, it wouldn’t, I fear. If I had been advised of the deceit in process at the outset, I might have been able to thwart the treachery. But I was not. Carmontoff is a clever man and he shrouded his black heart in shadows meant to deceive us all while he laid his people and plans into place. Now, it’s not just he that plans to engage the betrayal. He has indoctrinated many a vulnerable subject to his thinking. It is unimaginable, I know, but now there is nothing but larceny before us.”

      “Please take me with you, Rock. I have abilities you might find useful. I am not your run of the mill girl.”

      “Ah, Verité, your fierceness is captivating. Almost irresistible. But if you are so powerful, I need you at your best. So please stay here…rest, eat, pray that we will prevail without bloodshed.”

      “His Highness is correct, Verité. He has much to do, silently and quickly, if he is to prevail. Your presence with him will only cause curiosity and hold him back. To have his every move under scrutiny because of your presence would be counterproductive. Surely, you can understand that.”

      “Yes, Pere Father. I see your point. Perhaps it would be better for me to appear at a more opportune time, when I can be the most useful.”

      “Excuse me, children. I have prayers in a few minutes and you could use some privacy to say good-byes.”

      “Thank you, Grand Pere. I’ll send word of developments through the staff.”

      “Farewell, your Highness. Until then.”

      The Older gathered the clustered hem at his feet so he wouldn’t trip as he turned and bowed his head slightly with respect. I looked at Rock. I could tell he considered the High Priest more friend than subject as he reached for the vicar’s hand. He bent and kissed Pere Father’s ring in reverence. I wondered if I should do that, too, but the moment was wasted. I felt awkward and ill-prepared for the proper nuances of etiquette in the presence of ministers and royalty. I watched as the robed Older left.

      “Oh, Rock…I know I should feel distress, but I don’t. I feel frustration at your treatment of me as just a girl. I can help.”

      As my breath dropped with my last word, Rock pulled me into his arms and swept me into a kiss so intense, my heart melted in his embrace. It was instinctive of me to push away—push against him. I had never endured such sweet agony, such a desire for overwhelming submission. With one arm around me, his hand gripped my tiny waist tightly. He slid his other hand under my arm to where my breast expanded and I felt his palm glide firmly up my back to entwine his fingers in my hair. Resistance was impossible, unthinkable even. I stopped pushing against his chest and fell into his body. Each sinewy muscle and tendon was a journey of delight for every fiery nerve of my body.

      His waist was taut and flared into his shoulders. I felt the rise of his muscles across his chest and released my breath into the fine hairs nestled in the V of his blouse above his vest. My hot sigh was not without notice.

      “You smell of sulfur and pond lilies,” he said, “a sweet but confounding seduction of aromas. What…what is that from, I wonder? But it doesn’t matter, truly. You are a contradiction in everything…sweet yet sulfurous, soft but tough, respectful but insolent, agreeable yet intractable, infectious and virulent, perhaps vixen or virgin. I don’t know, but I do know I intend to find out.”

      “But, you can’t, don’t you see?”

      “I see what I want, Verité. And what I want is you.”

      “You don't know me, Rock. You couldn't possibly understand.”

      “I know that my life began the moment I saw you. I know the night and the sea painted your hair with a red and onyx shimmer that beckons my fingertips to weave my essence, my heart, through the rich mahogany ribbons.

      “I know the sun swathed your skin in alabaster silk, glistening with a youthful eagerness to be touched.

      “I know the stars have taken up residence in your eyes and the moon has kissed your smile.

      “I know that at the naked nearness of your heat, the earth trembles with anticipation, and your scent…the aroma of fresh lilies and mossy dew…floats across the golden threads of the evening air, breathing life into my soul.”

      I sighed. “You can't possibly understand. We are not the same,” I whispered into his beating chest.

      “I needn't understand because I already adore you. And, of course, we are not the same. I am man, you are woman. I care that you are adored, honored, revered. And I care because I love...”

      “Stop! Say no more. Not another word! We can never be together, never!” I murmured a weak objection into the fragrant darkness.

      “If you will but take my hand…trust me…we can do anything, be anything, love anywhere, as long as we are together.”

      “You may rue the day you met me. To love me is to write your destiny. There is no return.”

      “But not yours? Not your destiny? Does not your future hang in the balance as well? Nothing is a certainty. Only this moment, this time, this embrace. Let me lift you into my arms on but the promise of your kiss, breathe into me, love me and then, so be it…”

      “So be it? You can’t possible know how reckless that is to say to me!”

      “Perhaps, but does the heart care? Does the heart ask before it loves? Does the heart not break if it loses the love it cherishes?”

      “Oh, Rock, you don’t know what you’re saying. I am really NOT like you, not at all!”

      “That will make our love even more unique, even more imperative. But…you do love me, don’t you? You can’t deny me!”

      “Yes, I do love you…from the moment I saw you barefooted and fishing in the surf on the beach of your forefathers. How could I not?”

      “Then there is nothing we cannot do together. Wait for me here. Rest, please, do not worry. With any luck, this whole business will be bloodless and over before my father can perish or my brother lose everything. I will send or come for you.”

      “Of course, I will wait. Better still, take this gem. Wear it around your neck. When you need me, hold the stone and say my name. I will find you, but I need you to wear the stone against your flesh.”

      “Is it bewitched?”

      “No, silly, that is for children. It is an enchanted dragon’s eye charm and it shows me the way. It needs the pulse of your heart to give it the magic it needs to connect with me. If you believe hard enough, I will be there.”

      I took the petrified emerald talisman from around my neck by the leather strap. It did, indeed, look like an eye with an oval and a black cat’s eye pupil. And for very good reason. It was almost pulsating with energy. Rock didn’t need any further convincing as he felt the stone’s sheer heat and power in the palm of his hand.

      “You…you can …you can see through this eye, wherever I am?”

      “Well, in a kind of way, I can.”

      “So, I can add sorcerer and seductress to the long list of your many confusing attributes?”

      I couldn’t resist the rise of a hearty laugh as it came from the bottom of my belly and rolled out to a bellow.

      “Should it not be ‘sorceress’ instead? Or nay, perhaps a sibyl and a seductress? How you do flatter me, Rock. You prove my point, dear sir. You know nothing about me and love me beside yourself.”

      “I know all I need to know about you, my beauty. A sibyl, yes, an enchantress, yes.” He ran his nimble fingers back up through my hair and my knees went weak at his touch.

      The hour had passed and the setting sun glinted through the beveled cabochons in the angular pieces of colored glass in the windows. His face was alive with a rainbow of colors familiar to me. Was he a dragon in a past life?

      “I think it is you, Rock, that wears the mantle of warlock much better than I do witch. I have fallen into your heart and under your spell.”

      “Then we are at squares with one another and quite even. I must take my leave.”

      “I know. Go in safety and return to me, Rock.”

      “You couldn’t keep me away, Verité.”

      This majesty of a man bent while holding me tight and kissed me with a depth of passion never known to me before. I wrapped my arms around his strong neck as much to steady my balance but more to insure he would never let me go. It seemed I molded to his body quite perfectly. It was certainly to my liking when I met with great pleasure, the bulge that announced the measure of his desire for me. Pressed against the tender but slippery mound that rose where my thighs met, his excitement ignited a fever that smoldered and increased into a rolling, rumbling, volcanic eruption that begged more attention.

      Is this the passion humans feel? Is this passion and desire meant for me? I have never known, nor would I live to ever know, another love like this in my lifetime. I surrendered to him despite my reluctance. I surrendered to him despite my ancestry. I was, after all, from royal blood, too, however cold mine ran.

      I had no idea if it was wise for a dragon to love a mortal, but that was no longer a question that hung unanswered in the air. The reply echoed loudly and relentlessly in a silent bellow traveling the Universe for all to know.

      I, Dark Verité, of Fenwick-on-Bothloreyn, from the Land of Nye Loft Wynne, do avow my love for this mortal man. As long as I live and breathe fire, in the name of my father and his father and all those before him, do promise that no harm will come to my love.

      To this I pledge an oath to give my life and honor his.
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            Peace in Sleep Only

          

        

      

    

    
      I was quite used to finding comfort and sleep wherever I could so I simply sat on one of the old benches in the rectory and curled up into a small ball to take a much-needed nap. My body ached from the transformations and rapid growth of my limbs and torso. Even the arches of my feet hurt. Much of what I felt was truly unexpected and in parts I still didn’t know I had. The room was quiet and plain, with little to entertain the eye or distract one’s attention from one’s purpose. But what was extraordinary was the stained-glass windows that cut the sun’s rays into angled beams of color that danced across the floor, up the walls, across the Pere Father’s desk and making it appear a carnival of distractions instead of color-filled religious inspiration.

      I lay perfectly still as the as the colors danced across my legs, up my thighs, across my belly and each colored beam seemed to stretch, reach, fondle every inch, celebrating the newness of my form. It was strangely exciting and I was mesmerized as the colored fingers danced across my midriff to the soft rises of my pale-nippled breasts. I felt a deep roll and tingle, as though some forgotten scamp tugged and pulled, pinched and tweaked, pitching an imp’s fit for attention. I felt every nip and tug, every flutter and twitch.

      I watched with acute intensity as the colorful fingers danced across all my new bits and curves, then I opened the sash tied above my small cupped breasts. The ties of the sash fell to either side of my body. I was tired, but the methodical trip of the colored beams of warm light across my breasts gave them a magical, almost mystical, appearance. Little mounds of fire and ice, sliced by waves of piercing gold and silver were exciting and tempting. I didn’t want to interfere with the luminous color fall that was almost divine in this mystical, spiritual building. But I could no longer resist.

      I ran my hands up from the sweet V where the heart of my passion rose in a soft mound. The exploration of my body felt curiously tempting but seductive as I ran my timid fingers across the feathery wisps of soft curls the color of rich mahogany tufted between my inner thighs. I knew that womanly decoration matched the topknot of shoulder-length hair that framed my face. It was delightful. The colorful light show danced across my body as though I strummed them as strings and heavenly music rose, surrounding me in joy.

      That was exactly how I felt, my eyes half closed while I floated in peaceful relaxation across the pleasures that were mine alone when a resounding thud sounded from the round handle on the door and Pere Father swished into the room.

      “Forgive me child. I should have rapped on the door before entering. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Grand Pere, please, it is I who invades your privacy. I was enjoying the afternoon light show in the rectory. I was about to nap.” I wasn’t embarrassed. I didn’t know the shame of self-consciousness nor the virtue of modesty. We were all much alike in our forms from my home. But then, these mortals all looked the same for the most part, too. What was there in shame or shyness? What purpose was served, I wondered? Grand Pere turned, his eyes trained on the floor, while I stood slowly, a smile on my face, and tied the sash across my chest.

      “I am sorry I intruded, Verité. It was rude and thoughtless of me. My mind leaves me some days…”

      “It is not problem, Pere Father. My mind was dancing in the light show. We both were preoccupied so no harm to either. And nary a reason to apologize.”

      “Young Verité, are you always this agreeable and pleasant?” He had a pleasant and fatherly smile himself.

      “I try to be, Pere Father, but you would have to ask my own father if he sees me so agreeable as you do.” For some reason, I thought that was very funny and my laughter broke through the somber setting and filled the room with joviality. Pere Father broke into laughter, too.

      “I am sure, if one of your nuns entered, she would think us quite mad. But doesn’t it seem sometimes, when happiness and love fills your body, a little like madness?”

      “Yes, I suppose it does. People go mad for the simplest of reasons, Verité, so anything is possible. But, since neither of us suffer from the ailment, are you hungry?”

      “Oh, yes, Pere Father. I am ravenous. It seems nearly impossible for me to fill this little body to any satisfaction. Could I be sick?”

      “No, little one, I am sure you are very healthy. It apparently has been a long journey for you. It is good you are hungry. I came to get you for the evening meal. Can I get you a gown or robe to wear? Are you cold?”

      “I am cold-blooded by nature, Pere Father, so I am not cold. Not yet at least. But, if it will give you comfort, I will gladly don something a little less like a table scarf.”

      “I think you will be more comfortable, too, Verité, in the company of Supreme Mother and the young nuns. I do not want you to feel uncomfortable at all in your natural God-given beauty. You are a gift for the eye and solace for the soul. It is a joy to be in your company.”

      “Why, thank you, Pere Father. This is all somewhat new to me. My strengths lie in the more basic, the unexpected and surprising. I am fierce in nature and hot.”

      “Why, a little thing like you? I should think that is mostly attitude, Verité, of which I daresay, you have an abundance.”

      We laughed and chuckled. Grand Pere placed his meaty hand upon my shoulder. I think his hearty laughter left him lightheaded and he steadied himself in my nearness.

      “You see how strong I am, Grand Pere?” I helped him to sit for a moment.

      “There is strength in your charm, I give you that, Verité. Thank you, little one. Pour me a small glass of water, please.”

      After I poured His Eminence some water and handed it to him, a rotund woman covered from top to toe in black entered and immediately checked his condition.

      “Magda, I am fine. Don’t fuss. We just laughed a little too hard and I need a brief respite.”

      “Yes, Grand Pere, I heard. I brought your charge a belted robe to wear as you suggested. She must be freezing, the poor thing. You should have told me sooner to bring her garments!”

      “I am called Verité, Mother. Please, it is not Grand Pere’s fault. I was not cold or uncomfortable. The rectory is cool and relaxing. I suspect the temperature drops at night in the church and all the ecclesiastical out rooms. The walls must be built like a cave, thick of stone. I find comfort in that alone.”

      “You are a curious one, little Verité.”

      “Yes, Mother. So it has been noted in the past. But I do have my redeeming values, I have been told as well.”

      “Don’t we all, Verité?” She smiled in a warm but tired way.

      “Yes, I suppose we do. You and Grand Pere are in the business of bringing that out in all of us, so I suspect you have your hands full.” I smiled at her warmth and encouragement. I liked this place of worship and peace. It reminded me of the caves at home, cool, calm, comforting and a place of refuge.

      “Are you hungry, child?” she asked.

      “I am famished, Mother.”

      “Then, let’s have a bite to eat. Come Grand Pere. I know from experience that you are certainly hungry.”

      “Watch your insolence, old woman.” But a smile flit briefly, like a butterfly, on his face and his eyes lit up. “What is coming from your kitchen this day, Supreme Mother?”

      “The usual. Sire Rock brought fat luscious sea bass, crabs and a few clam, and I have some potatoes, vegetables from the garden…of course, warm bread and cheese. Does that suit your palate, Pere Father?”

      “Yes, it does, as it does every day at this time. Dress, little woman. Mother and I will wait for you in the hall.”

      “It won’t take but a minute, Pere Father.” I untied the sash at my breast and let it tumble in a colorful puddle at my feet. I looked at Supreme Mother with an outstretched hand. She returned my look but inquisitively. “The garment, Mother?”

      “Of course. What is that, those lumps on your back? Are you injured?” She handed me the robe which I slipped over my head in a single swift movement.

      “Oh, those? That is where my wings blossom. Didn’t you know I’m an angel?”

      The rope tie was long and meant for someone of greater width than me. No matter, I folded it in half and pulled the tasseled end through the looped end. Done. It was warm and cozy from Supreme Mother holding it close to her own body. Perhaps I will enjoy the warmth of these garments.

      “Ah, Grand Pere, did you hear that? We have our own avenging angel.”

      “Yes, I did, Mother. How He has blessed us this day!” And he chuckled in a fashion only short round men can chuckle, in a charming pleasant comforting sort of way. He made a very good priest.

      “I think I am ready now, if you are.” I returned his smile.

      “Yes, well, that was fast! Oh, my dear I’m so sorry, here I brought you some slippers. I hope they fit. These stone floors are freezing at night.”

      “They feel refreshing to me after the hot sand. Thank you so much for your generosity. It is very kind of you. Shall we eat?” I was suddenly ravenous as I contemplated the sea bass again and my mouth began to water in anticipation.

      “I believe our little guest is hungry, Mother.”

      “Yes, I do believe so, Pere Father. We should give her some something to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      Supreme Mother walked with me back to the rectory after dinner. I was suddenly overwhelmed with fatigue. The walk back from the dining hall seemed much longer than it did when we went earlier to meet the others who were already seated, waiting for us. I was introduced and a brief history of my happenstance was given. Then, after Grand Pere had given the meal blessing, we passed the food, taking only what we needed.

      I took a good bit of food, particularly the sea bass. While I enjoyed crab, mussels, and clams, my impatience made it impossible for me to dally at the opening of the shells. I was anxious to eat. It seemed I was the first to break bread and start with the bass. It was lightly cooked with mild seasonings and a generous dousing of lemon. It was scrumptious. I don’t think I looked up from my plate for ten minutes, I was so focused on the delightful food. I have never had an appetite for vegetables. But these had been cooked with the fish and were irresistible. I took my fair share and ate every morsel. When I finally finished, I sat back and wiped my mouth with the napkin at my place setting. I released an involuntary sign deeply rooted in my satisfaction, “Ahhh…” and looked up to a dozen smiling faces. I felt immediately self-conscious, but unnecessarily.

      “Thank you all so much for the delicious meal. I didn’t realize I was quite that hungry.” But it appeared all were sated and moving to clear the table. I stood, too, and filled my hands with things to be removed.

      “Thank you, Verité. The Sisters of Mercy can handle this. I will get you settled in your room. Are you ready?”

      “Yes, Mother. May I say goodnight?”

      “Of course, Verité, please do. They will appreciate your comments.”

      “Permit me to take my leave, for just one moment…” and I held the Supreme Mother’s hand in gratitude. I walked over to Grand Pere at the head of the table and bowed slightly with sincerity.

      “Goodnight, Grand Pere. Thank you so much for the hospitality. The meal was delicious. And the company was charming although clearly, I was preoccupied with my platter and that delicious fish. I am sated and tired to the bone. Would you extend my gratitude to the Little Sisters of Mercy for the beautiful meal? I am going to walk back to the rectory with Supreme Mother. Thank you, my Father. It has been one of my greatest joys to have met you and I am so honored you have allowed me to stay.”

      “Rest, my child. The coming days may prove draining as well as demanding.”

      This rotund little man with the cherubic face and amiable laughter stood, grabbing my hand to steady him as he rose from the table. As he stood, the nips and tucks of the fabric unfolded to unveil the little crumbs and morsels that missed his mouth but not his lap. He giggled.

      “The cats and mice will have a bounty tonight!” He shook out his robe and wrapped his arm around my waist to walk me to Supreme Mother.

      “Goodnight, Father.” Impulsively, I bent only slightly and kissed the pleasant man on the cheek. A gasp escaped Mother. I winked and smiled at Grand Pere and then turned to loop my arm through the Supreme Mother’s arm.

      “Shall we go, Mother?”

      “Yes, dear girl. I’m sure you must be exhausted.”

      “I am, Mother, to the bone. To the very depths of my bones and I fear the next few days and more.”

      “Then let’s get you settled, dear girl. There is peace in sleep only. So, take your respite while you can for I fear your days will be filled with demands and activity for which you are not prepared.” The tall, hawkish woman whose heart was much softer than her appearance, walked me to the small sleeping room off of the rectory that had been made up for me with fresh linens and a burning candle. A small sleeping garment lay folded neatly in the middle of the cot with a small linen hand towel neatly folded beside it.

      “Yes, Mother, sleep…restorative sleep. I welcome the black abyss. And I am grateful for your kindness.”

      “God bless you, my child. Sleep well. You are safe here.”

      “Thank you, my Mother. And may God keep you in His safe and warm embrace.”
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            Verité…Verité Come to Me

          

        

      

    

    
      I was weary to the bone, so weary, it ached to move. I readied for sleep by washing my face in the basin. The very small mirror that hung above the bowl only reflected tiny portions of my face at one time. A larger mirror may have distracted me from sleeping immediately, had I been able to view my new form in total. The small sensitive breasts were ever a temptation to touch as was my taut belly, which was once rounded and covered in gray scales. The tiny pouch was soft and appealing and I rubbed my fingertips and palms languidly over the small bump to the furry mound below.

      My thoughts and hands lingered on the heated slit between my thighs. I closed my eyes and my head fell back while I indulged the new sensations. How bad was I to explore these lovely parts that now allowed me to move freely amongst the mortals? Not bad at all if I was in any other building.

      My hands snapped quickly to my sides as though I’d been caught doing something very bad.

      But I wasn’t. At least, I knew I wasn’t being watched so it couldn’t be thought of as bad.

      I chuckled. No wonder this was so much fun. People thought it was dirty. Dirty was bad.

      Bad was good, to my mind’s eye.

      And it felt good to explore my new bits and curves; they’re much more beautiful than the body I was born with.

      Damn the tiny mirror! My quest of curiosity was thwarted by the church!

      My aches overrode my temptation, so I collected up the nightshirt and pulled it over my head. I sighed as it tumbled down my arms and to the floor. The fabric was practical and clean, but stiff and coarse. I really didn’t think it would interfere with my ability to sleep.

      I pulled the blanket back and crawled in the small, humble bed and pulled the cover up to my chin. It felt good to relax my bones and muscles as I stretched them out. I arched my back and indulged in further relief when I rolled to blow out the candle.

      Darkness fell immediately in the small cell. The sparse room represented the scant luxuries present in the rectory. I felt the fundamental focus of the surrounds were clearly spiritual and there was great comfort in that, even for me. I had a peaceful countenance and comfort as a result.

      Before long, I was fast asleep.

      I have no idea of the time, or how long I slept when a feeling, a dreamlike image formed before me as my consciousness was forced out of the thick fog of slumber.

      “Verité…Verité…” and with that, my keen senses and hearing rang me fully awake. I bolted upright on the cot. The room was pitch black, but my eyes had adjusted to the darkness earlier. There was no one in the room with me, not that I could make out visually, so I tilted my head towards the widest part of the room, listening for echoes of what I thought I just heard.

      “Verité…Verité, come to me, Verité…Verité…” It seemed like a chant.

      I kicked the covers off my body. My pulse raced, beads of anxious perspiration formed on my brow, my heart beat out a cadence of urgency as I dressed. I took the sash Rock gave me to cover my parts, stepped over it, ran it up my body, crossed it at my midriff and tied it behind my neck. The back I crossed with a twist and tied it at my waist in front. I grabbed the robe Supreme Mother had given me prior to dinner, folded it and left it on the foot of the cot which I made quickly, respectfully.

      “Verité…Verité…”

      “I’m coming, Rock!”

      The halls of the rectory were empty and silence hung in the cloak of the black night. I ran instinctively through the long hallways to a spire of stairs. Pulling myself as I ran up the stone edifice by the bannister rail, I hit the top door to the roof in but moments. The round hanging iron handle was heavy and rusted in place but held no resistance for my strength. I breathed on it briefly, my heat freed the joint and lock and it opened easily without further struggle.

      “Verité…”

      My head whipped in the direction of his voice. My body, as I ran the blackened hallways, up the twisting stairs and through the door to the widow’s walk beneath the pinnacles of the church on the roof, spread and began to transform. It stretched, twisted, blossomed into a form I recognized as my own. I found comfort in the confidence this body instilled in me. By the time I reached the edge of the high walk, above the gargoyles that protected the edifice from attack, I was fully transformed. But there was no such protection outside the hallowed walls of this religious structure. The gargoyles were perched atop the zeniths to defend the church against all evils. No such defense lay outside this courtyard and it was evident that Rock needed my help.

      “I’m coming, Rock!”

      I never doubted my ability of flight as I leapt into the night sky. My wings unfolded and stretched to full width, my tail provided ballast. My arms shortened and long, fierce nails grew at the tips like sabers. The scales that provided me protection against all odds dropped into place almost immediately. My ears lengthened with tiny cilia that caught the sounds which betrayed my enemies and prepared me for battle. The horns that had withdrawn into small buds beneath my hair on my forehead, ratcheted out as I flew. The air foils were cool beneath my wings and it raced by my ears with a speed that matched my dispatch.

      I was euphoric to be who and what I was again.

      There was a reassurance of doing what I was born to do. As a brief afterthought, I inhaled deeply and breathed out through my mouth, my forked tongue slicing into the night sky as though igniting a switch that lit the sulfurous gases and chemicals I exhaled.

      The midnight sky illuminated with the burst of fire that I expelled through my mouth. A squint forced my gaze to narrow and my brow furrowed, shading my eyes from the fiery heat.

      I was alive and fierce, and formidable. And I felt beautiful in my natural state, the state of my father and forefathers before him. There was little that could defend against my aggression, if I felt that it was needed.

      I had no fear, ever, as a dragoness. I used my powers only to defend the defenseless, to help the downtrodden, to protect the innocent.

      And I responded, now, at the behest of Rock. I would die, if that is what it came to, protecting his life and wellbeing.

      “Rock, speak to me. Speak and I will hear you. I am coming to you. Speak.”

      “Verité…I am here, here Verité.”

      “Moments, Rock…I will be there in moments.”

      “Verité…Verité…”

      “I’m coming. I’m coming.”

      I came to an airborne halt as I hovered to focus on his voice as it rose up to me on waves of his essence. It was there, there on the palace roof, in one of the rooftop guard turrets. I could smell him, better still, I could see him. I dropped my head and hurled myself to the turret in which he stood. I sliced through the night sky with speed and an accuracy of dispatch. I landed with a loud ker-thump-thump as my clawed talons grabbed the roof spire and steadied my landing. Rock was staring at me with eyes wide with disbelief.

      “You’re…you’re a…you, Verité…?”

      “Yes, Rock, it is me. I tried to tell you, but…well, at first it didn’t seem to matter but then it did and, well, it was a bit too late. I was afraid you’d think me daft and delusional. I thought for a certainty that you would run as far and as fast as you could in the opposite direction as I traveled. It made sense to me that you wouldn’t take me seriously if you knew I was a dragoness, royal of blood, too. And then, it was too late, we had crossed that invisible demarcation making any return futile.”

      “Yes, well…based upon the way I feel right now, your instincts did not fail you. Still and all, you should have told me. I don’t think it would have mattered to me over the all and all.”

      “You think not, do you? I can tell by your expression that I should doubt that determination. Clearly, why would you believe someone you just met? Why would you want to believe me? There was little reason for you to trust a naked girl you found sleeping on the beach beneath the sunshine.”

      “I agree. There was little risk of an involvement at the outset of our meeting, so why would you trust me with what is obviously a very significant secret? It is quite likely, I would not have believed you and weighted your disclosure unfavorably. Yes, I see your point.”

      “And then you kissed me…”

      “…and the world changed forever.” He watched as my form began to shift back, little by little, until I stood before him once again in the sash I’d fashioned into a shift, of sorts.

      “Yes, yes something like that, Rock. It was too late. And then you had to leave.”

      “I knew you were different from the start, but the difference, I thought, lay in magic not…not in super powers.” Rock began to chuckle and the chuckle rolled into a loud bellicose laughter. “I knew the girl that would steal my heart would be different, but not this different. Not a dragoness!”

      “You mock me? You dare mock me, mortal!” My ire welted and stung. My immediate reaction was self-defense and I began to shift back to my dragon state.

      “No, my Verité. Of course, not! I adore you. I laugh at myself not at my good fortune. And you are a treasure. One which I claim as my own. I do not know how we will navigate the future before us, I only know that I will be with you and it will be together.”

      This man extended his hand and touched my cheek, now back to the soft tissue he first kissed, not covered in cold scales. I was charmed by his sincerity. I stared into his eyes, searching for deceit, but none was to be found. I believed he meant his declaration.

      “And you are my knight, Rock. It is true. But, what brings me here with such urgency? What can I do?”

      “Oh, yes.” And he laughed some more. “I’m so sorry, Verité. There is nothing more than my passion and desire for you. I wanted to see you, be with you. I didn’t know how you would get here or when, but I had to call on you to come. I thought maybe sorcery or magic. But, I really didn’t care. I missed being with you.”

      “As charming as that sounds, Rock, I was not only in a deep and restorative sleep after a bountiful meal, but then I was panicked you were in danger.” I cleared my throat as emphasis to the severity of the conditions.

      “But how was I to know? I wasn’t even sure that if I held the talisman to my heart and said your name, as you instructed, that you would hear me and come. What if it didn’t work at a time when I needed you most?”

      “So, instead, this was a test?”

      “No, not a test. I am not making this clear and you are not making this any easier.”

      “I don’t intend to make it easier. I intend the truth.” I leaned my shoulder against the building. I relaxed as the truth took shape and I smiled, flattered by the conversation.

      “Then the truth is as simple as stated. I missed you. I am not in imminent danger, although that could change at any moment. I just missed you.”

      “Oh…well then.” I rolled my back against the spire wall as Rock moved in closer. He touched my hair and brushed it out of my eyes. I smiled at him as he did.

      “So, that’s where they come out of…” He cocked his head in curiosity. “…your fierce horns.”

      “Yes, want to see where my wings sprout?” I laughed.

      “I think I know.” And he moved in closer, if that was possible and ran his hand over the nubs on both shoulders. “Do you know when they will come out?”

      “Well, I am not very experienced in morphing. It has only happened to me a few times, but I am beginning to get a feel for it. It does seem to happen when I am needed most and somehow, I know. I just know.”

      “Then you must know how much I need you.”

      “I do. I feel it and I felt it in the rectory. I feel it now. You must feel my need for you, then, too.”

      “It burns inside me, Verité. I can’t think an hour without your name crossing my lips and the swell of my chest rise with my heart. My hands ache with an intense pain to hold you, my kisses burn hot with the flame of desire. My eyes tire from longing as I search for the vision of your form on the horizon or in the clearing. And all of this in just a few short hours of knowing you. Pray, is this love, so fast and swift?”

      “I don’t think it could be anything else, could it? I feel the same yearning and desire for you in your absence, Rock. Last night when I readied for bed, I wanted you near. I wanted your lips on mine, your heart pressed in flame next to mine. I washed and as I ran the sponge over my body, I imagined it as your hands, finding a home for your fingers…on me, in me, holding me.” I sighed deeply with desire as Rock bent once again to kiss me, deeply, passionately with an unrequited hunger.

      I kissed him back with a craving that held a century of desire rooted in the passions of my ancestors. It is the hunger of faith, the fervor of a need to be coupled that only the silent moonlight seems to understand. I wrapped Rock in my arms and drew warmth from his embrace. He bent me backward softly and laid me gently on the sash that once clothed me.

      “I’ve never made love to a dragon…” he breathed sweetly in my ear.

      “I ‘ve never made love at all, let alone to a mortal.” I smiled as I felt him inhale my desire. And it fueled his hunger for me as the evidence of his need grew hard and fast and he pressed himself against the source of my heat.

      The youthful emptiness inside me filled with womanly love and hope as my passion welled and overflowed into the arms of Rock. The sensations that swarmed over me were foreign but enticing and irresistible. I could no more fight my desire than stop being a dragon. I felt a purpose and a calm as I honored my destiny with the love of this man. I thought, at first, I should be or would be fearful, trepidatious, or hesitant but I wasn’t, not at all. I was eager to be swept away, eager to be embraced, eager to be loved deeply, intensely, passionately. I was eager to be a woman and ready to be filled with the love from this man

      I did not know what the future held but it mattered not as long as Rock was at my side. It did not matter as long as my first thought at daybreak and my last at night was his name on my lips.

      He took my breath away as I tumbled into his love. He lay on my body, and under his weight, I felt the nuance of his mounting love press insistently between my thighs. His cock bulged with an eager need for relief and I opened my legs in a natural response to his ardor.

      “Ahh, Rock, my sweet love. I want you so. I feel my heat stirring, building, dripping with eagerness. Touch me.”

      “Oh, my Verité, my precious. Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “I have never been more sure of myself, darling Rock. Just help me, guide me in your needs and wants. I am yours to love, yours to mold, yours to fuck.”

      He stopped sharply, looking at me as though I’d just slapped him, but I had not. I had fueled his impatience further. Naked before him, he rose to kneel between my splayed thighs and removed his upper garments to expose his beautiful chest to me. He unbuttoned his trousers, all while staring at me watching him. My mouth watered. My fingers twitched. The small rise between my legs seemed to melt with desire, heat and juices flowing with an abundance not known to me.

      I watched as he dug into the tight place his huge cock occupied in his painful effort to set it free. I rose from my back and pointed out, helpfully…

      “Here, let me. My hand is much smaller…”

      “As long as it is not equally as delicate.”

      “You have felt my strength, but I melt in your embrace. All the strength I need is to release you from the confines of your pants and hold your love in my hand.”

      “God, Verité…how you madden me and drive me insane with desire.”

      “Oh, hush, Rock, please!”

      I dug into his trousers and found the object of my desire without delay. It almost sprung from the restrictions that kept it from me. I was shocked at the strength and flexibility of the cock that would serve my delight. It was bent nearly in half! How it was capable of driving away my heated passions baffled me, but I was sure, once I saw it after it sprang to full staff, that it would.

      I giggled with hungry delight. And on impulse bent down upon my prize.

      I took in his aroma and found it stimulating beyond anticipation. He was warm, musky, slightly tacky and aromatically sweet. I looked closely as he squirmed under my touch. I knew there must be something he would rather I do, but, having never seen a man’s cock, my own curiosity held me captive. There was a small slit in the top of the near purple head from which oozed white cream that tempted me to taste it. I held this beautiful massive fleshy staff in my fist, just under the rim. As I squeezed it firmly, it swelled and produced its involuntary bounty. I could no longer resist and so…I didn’t.

      I sank my mouth, slowly—wet and salivating—over the head of his fully engorged cock. I heard Rock gasp, unintentionally, then he fell back on his elbows. Still on his knees, the position he fell into arched his back and midriff as though presenting his prized staff for my pleasure. It was not lost on me and I accepted the presentation of his gift as it was meant to be—mine.

      He tasted sweet and salty, and dark and smoky. His moist aroma was invigorating, like rain in a deep forest feeding its own rich earth with the molten miracle moisture from within. The taste and passions beneath were invigorating and I starved for more. I flicked the hard tip of my tongue in and out of his slit until he moved erratically. And then I froze my Rock in place when I took his hardness into my mouth and plunged the full length down my throat.

      He grabbed the back of my head and my short coif fell evenly over my face. He would discover how long I could hold my breath as the strong walls of my throat massaged the length of his cock up and down and down and up again. On one throaty contraction, he moaned and started to thrust rhythmically with his hips. His abandon was infectious. I eagerly bobbed my head up and down, drooling my excitement over his flesh and down my hand. The slippery bone moved swiftly up and down, back and forth. And my heat increased with the speed of his hips. It was magic, if there would be magic in love, and I believed there was. He spoke my name into the cool night, the air heated around us.

      “Oh, Goddess…my sweet! What web do you weave over me with your magic and beguiling mouth? I am at your mercy. Pray, I beg of you, tell me your wish and I will move all things humanly to give you anything that you desire. Just. Don’t. Stop.”

      A deep and resonating throaty laugh found its way up his cock and out my mouth. My love, strong as he was, whimpered in my hands as the deep rumbling laughter rolled like a reverberating hum that resonated up his cock and out my mouth. He weakened further.

      This was definitely a rewarding endeavor for me as much as him. But, what was not lost on my young, inexperienced lips and hands was how malleable, how putty-like he was in my tiny hand. The thought passed and left as I absorbed myself in his joy and reveled in the mounting sensations rising within me. While I was inexperienced, I was instinctive.

      I wanted my love inside me. I knew this was quite normal and passion wrote my script. I kept my grip but removed my mouth, much to Rock’s dismay. But I turned and sat on his cock with a swiftness that surprised even me. My accuracy was joyful. He slid into me without resistance and I bounced upon him with a fervent joy and abandonment that had Rock groaning with pleasure. He was big; it was tight, but I was slick and ready, so eager and so hot.

      As he entered me, he consumed all the space inside me and my lungs released a loud splutter. He filled every inch of the inside of my body. What he hadn’t touched inside me with his cock down my throat, met in the middle when I sat on his solid shaft. I was delirious with excitement—wholly in a world of joy all my own. Then I felt his hands grab my tiny waist as he moved with fierce determination to impale me.

      With eyes closed and my back to him, I felt in a world of my own making, my joy and destiny of my own making. I couldn’t help myself when I began to grind, rotate, roll back and forth, bounce up and down and any other move I could dream up. I was in total ecstasy.

      Oblivious to the man beneath me, I began to flow and flow quite freely. I rode his stead with the strength of a warrior, the determination of soldier of love, willing to give my life in the pursuit of all end things.

      Without exception, every move, every gesture of my hips, extracted a response from my lover. I was joyfully in pursuit of my abandon and then it began. A small teasing rumble. Unwilling to break the spell, I kept the same pressure, the same motion, the same joyous rhythm. Like a fluttering bird, I didn’t want to scare it back into the darkness in my quest of its capture. It responded and fluttered, darted, dodged and came back to the sweet spot in which it thrived. The wings inside me built in strength and momentum and the flutter fast became a rolling thunder. I moved even faster on the shaft beneath me. My passion impaled upon his, we moved with the speed and measure of our pounding hearts.

      I was there, wherever there was. I felt perched on a precipice, teetering between passion and release. It ebbed and flowed, teased and taunted as my satisfaction at once within my reach, darted like a fleeting bird and fluttered out of reach. It was perilous and tortuous, but welled again. I grabbed the nipples on my tiny breasts and pinched them hard. The wave came over me like a firework—flying, reaching—soaring, only to finally explode inside me with an excitement that left me without the ability to feel anything else, my breath suspended in my chest until I finally expelled every ounce of strength, every morsel of resistance and collapsed backward on the chest of my love.

      “God, Verité! You are without mercy. If I was required to defend your honor, I would be slaughtered at your feet, weakened by exhaustion by the energy you just sucked, literally, out of my body. You have everything I have to give and I have given it all.”

      He put his arms around my body and each hand cupped the opposite breast. He unconsciously nipped and rolled my nipples between his thumb and forefinger as his mouth lingered on my shoulder. I was sated in a way that left me weak, but exhilarated beyond my wildest dreams. I was introduced to the power of love and the exhaustion of passion.

      I was abundant in my love and overwhelmed with satisfaction.

      “I could say the same to you, young Rock. You were relentless, you rake! It’s just my luck to fall in love with such a randy scoundrel. I couldn’t be happier!” I laughed and as I did, I felt him slip with a slurping pop, out of my burning hole, and I regretted the chuckle immediately. His love oozed gently down my cheeks to my great dismay. Basking in the last vestiges of romantic passion, there was nothing stopping me from rolling over on him to face him. As I did, he moaned his discomfort as he tried to extend his legs.

      “Oh, Rock, I’m so sorry. Your legs much be cramped with my weight.”

      “You are as light as a feather and I can’t feel my legs.” He laughed heartily.

      “Oh, my. I hope you will live to love again.” Overly dramatic with a comic flair.

      “Oh, yes, my beautiful one. I will love you again and again—perhaps even tonight—fierce, Verité. You must prepare yourself!”

      “Perhaps, sire, it is you that needs rest in preparation for me, Dark Verité—fierce, ravenous, deadly.”

      “You sound insatiable.”

      “Be warned. Be very warned, sire.”
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      I don’t know why we chose there to rest, but the moon was hung low in the western sky and to the east a sliver of light sliced through the horizon. It was very late or very early, depending on one’s view of life. I chose to think of it as ‘The Beginning’ especially when my thoughts gave rise to Rock, even in his presence. I lay with my head on his shoulder, his arm draped over my shoulder as he slept and I watched him.

      My attention was drawn away from his peaceful visage and I was alerted to something, what I didn’t know. But, I listened, intently, my keen sense of hearing on high alert.

      I held my breath.

      My heart slowed.

      My ears twitched in the direction of the motion.

      I was alarmed.

      “Rock…Rock! Awaken!”

      “Wha…?” His eyes opened quickly but were unfocused as he tried to gain his bearings.

      “Shhh, listen closely.”

      “I don’t hear anything. What? What do you hear?”

      “Voices. I hear men’s voices.”

      “What are they saying? Can you hear?”

      “If you be silent, I might be able to hear. Let me up.” I wrestled my way out of his embrace reluctantly, then stood slowly behind the parapet and peered out the guard battlement through the crenel while shielding myself behind the taller merlon. I peeked silently and froze. There were men heading up the escarpment to the palace.

      We were in danger.

      “Where are your father and brother, Rock?”

      “No doubt in their chambers sleeping.”

      “We must gather them and your trusted guards. Have you prepared for this?”

      “I have, Verité. Follow me.”

      We quickly stepped into our clothes. I tied the sash behind my neck, brought it up between my legs and twisted it at the back and tied it in the front at my waist. All my peaks and valleys were covered modestly—for now. Soon clothes wouldn’t be a concern.

      We ran down the spiral stairs that led to the parapet and gave access to the watchtower. Rock lit a torch from the burning lanterns in the hall. We ran to the lower level of the catwalk then over to the guards’ barracks. The grounds were quiet, almost silent but for the swoosh of our own movement.

      My heart raced and then felt big and sluggish, as though everything inside me was in slow motion while the world around me was in furious movement.

      Rock tapped on the lower window in the front of the barrack. And then he lit a fuse that hung limply from the window. He grabbed my hand and without thinking, I wrenched it away and followed him freely. I heard boots and loud whispers, thumps and thuds from the sleeping quarters behind us and then an explosion, like rockets, burst from the chimney in showers of sparkling embers colored red, gold, green, hot white and blue the color of Rock’s eyes. For a moment, I was frozen, mesmerized by the brilliant display.

      The men who breached the escarpment scurried like the cockroaches they were in the dark shadows while their leadership tried to reorganize their assault. But the defense signal was launched. Places were taken, highly trained guards, friends of the Crown looked at first glance to be scattered and ill prepared but then fell into a machine-like drill and took their places and uncovered their armament. Defense weapons were stashed and hidden in all manner of places. The offending forces appeared to think at first that they had the superior edge, but were clearly surprised by the Crown defender’s preparation.

      While the thick walls had been breached, there were traitors among the loyal who had lowered the castle gate, allowing the assault teams to enter the basilica and scatter. While I was unafraid, I didn’t know how I could help, immediately. My keen eye scoured the surrounds to follow the movements of the forces and I watched as they approached with lethal force the steps to the palace at the far center of the courtyard. Rock grabbed my hand again and yelled.

      “Verité, come with me, hurry! Move!”

      I snapped my head in his direction and looked beyond him as he looked into my eyes with a black frown. A rebel charged toward him with a lance and a shield. Rock was unaware of the imminent strike. I changed almost immediately, my sash popping the knotted restraints. I inhaled quickly and it pulled anyone near me closer. As I jumped in front of Rock, I landed between him and the assailant. Rock’s jaw dropped in awe and his eyes were frozen on my dragoness form and beauty. I pulled my head back, arched my neck and I winked at him as I exhaled a blistering bolt of sulfuric fire in the direction of the assailant. The danger he represented vaporized with him before my feet.

      “Rock, jump! Jump on my back! Now, Rock!” He looked stunned. “Jump, now!”

      He leapt upon my back, draped his arms around my neck, careful not to engage the knife-sharp scales along my neck and backbone. While I sprang, Rock wrapped his muscular legs around the sides of my torso, anchored a strong grip with his knees above my shoulders and I winged our way to the top of the watchtower above. We were safe for the moment as the rebel soldiers fought and the loyal guards defended the palace. Men were dying, screaming, yelling their loyalties with each strike. The battle was ferocious and brutal. The sound of steel and forged metal against metal rose in a deafening roar. The blood of both ran together and steamed on the morning coolness of the courtyard grass.

      I was overwhelmed with sadness. I had never seen anything like it, so brutal and senseless.

      I had never killed before but thought little of it while I did so without hesitation to save the life of Rock. I had never used my powers before, not like this, and all the sensations, while new to me, were real and effective. I dare not use my aura. It was impossible to separate the assailants from the loyalists to the throne. I could not kill them all with my breath weapon, and that is surely what would happen. I have a quiver of many mystical powers but I fear not all of their use would be welcome in hand-to-hand combat as we witnessed from the watchtower.

      “Your father and brother…where are they? Are they safe?” I looked to Rock and smoke emanated from my nostrils.

      “I knew you were special, Verité, magical even, but in ways I could never imagine. It never occurred to me to ask. Is there more?”

      “More what? More about me that you do not know? Perhaps…for example, I am of royal lineage myself. And have mystical traits in my arsenal of weapons. But I would prefer not to demonstrate their effectiveness, nor my accuracy, at the moment. Shouldn’t we secure your father and brother’s safety, first?”

      “Yes, of course, but first…” Rock stopped on the top step, before descending.

      “Yes?”

      “If I am going to introduce you to Father, do you think it would be wise to make his acquaintance like…like…”

      “This? A dragoness? Perhaps not.”

      “Can you change at will?”

      “Why yes, Rock, I can…and I will because we are out of danger. But if I must return to my wyrm form, I will. Where are they, if we are separated?”

      “They should be secured in the north watchtower. There’s a yard ladder that descends from the tower to the tunnel opening in the maze garden. The escape route has long been there, known by blood royalty alone, in the event of a battle.”

      “Wouldn’t it be faster if I flew us to the garden below?”

      “Yes, you have a point and a practical one at that! Off we go then, my girl. You can change in the garden.”

      His humor, while black, set me to laughter as he straddled my back once more, careful not to impale himself on my spines. With one spring and a jump, we were gliding to the ground below.

      “Where?” I asked my lover.

      “There…see the lavender tree in the corner? There, put us down there, by it.”

      “Yes, love.”

      “I could get used to this, Verité. It is all so beguiling. You are so beguiling.”

      When I set us down near the lavender tree, Rock looked around and released a warbling whistle.

      I merely closed my eyes and visualized myself mortal, a humanoid, and within seconds, I shifted back to Dark Verité, the girl, just as he met me.

      “There, that was easy. We must move quickly and with swift dispatch,” I said as Rock turned back to me.

      “All the Lords of Mercy, Verité, that is off-setting! But I am glad you are back. I am not sure my father would approve of my love for a four-legged winged lizard. I think he would approve of this visage more rapidly with less explanation from me.”

      “Have you seen Carmontoff? Or more of his minions?”

      “I have not. I think Father and Bruwyn must be in the safe hold. If not, I fear them dead.”

      “Let’s check. But I can tell you, we must be quick. I hear the approach of men and voices.”

      “At what distance, can you tell with your mystical ears?”

      “I do not have external ears, but holes where they should be that translate sensatory vibrations. Over centuries, we have evolved out of necessity. We are equipped with an internal mechanism that makes our entire bodies ‘sense’ or detect sounds. It has proven that much more useful in combat. What I feel on my back while I look to my front allows me to hear or feel danger behind me and avoid it. But that matters not now. I can also tell you that I smell the approach of the infidels. They came through the dells and the peat. I can distinguish them from your loyalists because the smoldering peat moss exudes an acrid gas. Those who approach now are not friendly.”

      “Amazing. My brother, there! And there’s Father. My brother’s holding him up, both safe. Come, we must help them and secure their safety.”

      “…and yours.”

      We ran to their sides as we gathered speed. The voices behind us became more audible. They were closing in, but they had not as yet seen us. We darted behind the hedgerow that hid the entrance to the safe hold from which they just emerged.

      “Go, go inside and barricade the entrance behind you. I will remove the traitors with quick dispatch. It is imperative that your safety be total and secured. You have subjects, family, loyalists fighting hard to protect your throne, the Crown, and your lives. You must protect your father and the throne.”

      “We will fight to the death that our father lives. Help Father into the safe hold, Bruwyn, and get him safely settled. I’ll be but moments.”

      “What? Who is the waif? You can’t seriously be going to put our lives in the hands of this…this tiny urchin?”

      “I can and I will, Bruwyn. This woman has an arsenal of weapons superior to all. You must trust me in this. It is your safety and Father’s that is most important. I will see it secured at all costs. Now, take Father. I must give Verité orders.”

      “Orders…?” I mumbled to Rock.

      The two men entered the safe hold, ready to depart when Rock joined them, but that wouldn’t be necessary. Somehow, I needed to separate the loyalists from the traitors and this I told Rock.

      “That is easy enough, Verité, but dangerous. I can sound the retreat. My forces will fall back to the last line of defense to await further orders.”

      “That could work. Can you draw Carmontoff and his cronies into the clearing? And then secure your safety without delay?”

      “Certainly. Carmontoff wants me dead, too. He will take me first, if he thinks he can, and then look for my brother and the King with his murderous intent.”

      I leaned in to kiss my love as he bent to embrace me. His heart raced and his palms were wet. He looked calm, but flush. He worried for my safety but I was at my best in my mammalian-like form. He must hurry.

      “Hurry, you must hurry. Do not worry for me. You may not see me, but think only of your own safety. Do not deviate from our plan. I am relying upon you to trust me.”

      “I do. Implicitly, Verité. You must do the same. You must trust me.”

      “Without question, Rock. Now, go! Bring me the quarry. We must restore peace and order so that confidence in the Crown continues and your enemies be dispatched without mercy for their traitorous perversions.”

      “I love you, Verité. Be safe.”

      “I will; you as well, beloved.”

      Rock ran across the dell to the bottom of the palace wall and I watched as his figure got smaller and smaller. When he approached the bottom of the back stairs, he pulled a long ram’s horn from his waistband and put it to his lips. His breast swelled as he pulled air into his lungs and then blew. His face blossomed red against the pressure. The ram’s horn bellowed the call to retreat. I could hear it echo in the moors and through the spires of the palace and further. A quiet calm fell on the early morning as this man I loved made so much noise, it would surely draw the attention of his enemy, Carmontoff. And that it did.

      The ring of metal against metal faded as the loyalist men did as ordered and retreated to the last stronghold. The sun inched up ever so slightly, but I did not need the light. The dragon eye amulet I gave to Rock to wear next to his heart was my mother’s eye. The eye of a dragon is in the shape similar to a cat—eye, thin with a vertical pupil. While the cat’s eye expands to absorb more light so it can see at night or in dark areas, a dragon’s eye does not. The expansion of a dragon’s pupil allows primordial energy to flow into our bloodstream to emanate from our pupil. This infinitesimal seepage of magic grants a dragon its night or darkvision. It is how I can see while others flounder under the shroud of midnight. It will be particularly useful to me now, in the early morning hours before the sun has fully shown itself.

      I felt my body change and writhe into my familiar wyrm form. I could almost feel each scale find itself and my horns and claws return to their original strength and fortification. My pupils widened, releasing the miniscule vapor I needed to see clearly and accurately in the darkness and I spied the men on the battlements above, holding the sheathes of their weapons tightly against their bodies to muffle any noise. But I heard them clearly and their deception screamed at me in the silent surroundings.

      Rock must have heard them, too, and he waited until the very last moment to dart out from under the protection of the barbican and start his run across the clearing. I knew he could not see me at this distance so I sprung into flight. I rose high above the open field and watched as Rock ran as fast as he could towards the safe hold. My sight focused on the men who followed. At the rear was the coward, Carmontoff, where I expected to find his skinny, lily-livered ass. He, the scoundrel, the thief, the traitor, would not live to see another day, not here. His next vision would be of me as I brought the fires of Hell to his feet and those of his conspirators.

      He does not deserve to share the air my love breathes.

      With all the men chasing Rock, who led them by a clear and comfortable margin of a furlong or so, their concentration was on him. It was perfect. I winged my way higher and behind the men that I might pick the Lord Coward himself off first in defense of this hallowed, royal ground.

      I set down directly behind Carmontoff and screeched his name with an eerie pitch that made him freeze, panting, while drawing huge lungfuls of air into his heaving chest.

      I sucked in his air, starving him of his last breath, and I blew a blast of Hell’s sulfuric revenge with an accuracy so keen, I impressed myself. The men he led, but from behind, turned and drew their futile weapons from protective sheaths. I saw them as brave warriors who were but seduced by a persuasive man and gave them that they were proud and loyal, although their loyalty was misplaced and must be punished. But, I allowed them their pride that they may die in battle, even though weapons were quite futile.

      Their armament drawn and ready for battle, they turned to eliminate the threat—me.

      My heart, the source and strength of all my power, beat only for one man, the man I loved and served. These infidels would spend eternity in Hell alongside their leader whose folly it was of theirs to follow.

      I would feel sad for them if I didn’t feel righteous. I inhaled, accepted the power from my heart, and rose with a bounce, flying above them. One flank at a time, I vaporized their bodies and their treachery. I sent them straight to Hell for their crimes.

      While I did feel good and just, I reflected on how Rock might respond to me after he watched me systematically annihilate his enemy. I’m sure it didn’t appear very lady-like, but…well, at the moment, I was no lady, was I? I was a fierce shifter that lived my youth as a dragonette in the company of my family, all of whom were dragons, though of royal blood as well. I now entered a time in my life where I could shift, as need be, from dragoness to humanoid of the female type and back. It would prove to add dimension to my life and interest to my bed. All with my father’s blessing. Could anything be sweeter? I was loved and adored by two of the most important men in my world—my father who gave me life, and wings, and Rock, a man of royal lineage who picked me, quite by accident, above all others while knowing there was something very curiously special about me.

      Now, all I had to do was persuade my beloved to leave royal hearth, home, and family—all he has ever known—to live with me in the land of my ancestor…dragons. What could be easier? I looked in the direction of the safe hold. I saw no movement, had one of the treasonous bastards slipped by my view and foiled my defeat of all their brothers? Had someone breached the safe hold? My heart, which was the source of my power, spiked into a race which was only surpassed by my reaction to the threat. Blood flushed into my pectoral muscles and with sweeping speed, I flew with a panic to secure the safety of my charges. I landed with a resounding thud, my wings arced swiftly and collapsed to my body. The magnificent force of wind that burst forth from restoring my wings to their comfort wing-base bent most of the surrounding foliage to the ground.

      I was unsure of what, exactly, I should do in my panic. My superior strength was most effective as a mammalian dragon. I lost time and speed as a human. If I was ambushed, I could recover but the delay may be deadly for Rock or his father and brother. But…in a split second, thoughts raced through my mind…I fell back on my confidence and trust. He said he would do exactly as I said. If he did, he’ll be safe.

      I trusted Rock. In a moment, I was adjusting the sash knotted above my breasts. I called out to Rock. I had not seen exactly where the safe hold was but I knew it was by the lavender tree.

      “Rock…Rock, where are you?” I turned my head towards the rustle in the hedgerow.

      “Here, ladylove, here I am.”

      I rushed into his arms and jumped around his body, wrapping my slender, strong legs around his waist. I covered his face with kisses. He was laughing. His hands were linked behind my back and I leaned back against them, my hands cupped his cheeks.

      “You are so beautiful, Rock. When I didn’t see you, I was afraid, panicked by a fear so ferocious and gripping, my usually steady heart exploded. I couldn’t think, I just reacted and sped here with all my might. I was afraid you and your brother and father had been…were…”

      “But we hadn’t and we weren’t, see? I’m fine and I can promise you that they are too.”

      “Where are they? Are they still in the safe hold?”

      “No, they started back to the palace by the tunnel.”

      “Oh, there’s an underground tunnel. That makes sense. Your brother could manage your father himself?”

      “Yes, my father’s man was with him. He’s practically one of the family, so we consider him royalty, too. He practically raised Bruwyn and me like a big brother and his father raised my father. The lineage is undetermined.” I loved to see him laugh, as he did now, at his joke and the obvious relief he felt. I felt it too. I wore his joy and wrapped myself in it from head to toe.

      “So, they both helped him back to the palace. That’s wonderful. I’d feel just terrible if you stayed to wait for me at the expense of helping your father. I hope he can rest and recuperate in peace now, without fear or threat.”

      “Well, I would have made them both wait until you returned, until I was quite sure you were safe. So, no one would have left, until we were all safe and sound, especially you. By the by, you made quite an impression on my father. He is still at a loss as to how you were able to defeat Carmontoff and his band of thieves. But, being a wise man, he accepts it as the gift it is and praises you in your infinite skill.”

      “Your father is a very smart man. I liked that immediately about you. So, there is reason to assume that you are your father’s son.”

      “Yes, but I am at a loss as to what to do about you, Verité.”

      This seemed a serious turn in the conversation so I unlocked my ankles at his back and slid them down his sides, planting them firmly on the ground. I looked into Rock’s eyes, searching for answers.

      “I had no idea I was a problem to you.”

      “Oh, please don’t get me wrong. You are a problem to me—don’t frown—in the very best of ways. It is a perplexing problem and I am in search of an answer. Come, let’s begin back to the castle.”

      “By the tunnel?”

      “No, let’s breathe the fresh early morning air of freedom…and peace. I cannot thank you enough. I am indebted to you, you know that, don’t you?”

      “Don’t be silly, Rock. You don’t owe me anything. You would’ve done the same for me, that is…if you were a dragon with a breath weapon and an array of supernatural abilities, both magical and mystical, including an aura that induces overwhelming fear.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know about the aura thing. That’s interesting…so you could actually use all these powers on anyone?”

      “Yes, of course, but a responsible dragon uses his or her powers with discretion. Isn’t that the point? As opposed to holding someone hostage through fear based on easy retaliation?”

      “I was dallying with you, Verité. In stark contrast to that joke, I feel very safe in your presence. I trust you implicitly.”

      “And I you, Rock.”

      “But what am I to do with you, Verité? My father hasn’t even met you and already I want to whisk you away and spend my life in your company and in your bed.”

      “How you do flatter, Rock. Well, first things first…shouldn’t I meet your father?”

      “I suppose so. I can hardly expect my father to approve of me wanting to spend my life with a girl I woke on the beach just yesterday.”

      “Has it only been since yesterday? It seems a lifetime ago, as though I have known you forever.”

      “That can be arranged, milady. But, first things first. Let’s go and check on my father. If I know him at all, he will be ravenous, as I am sure you are as well, and I will introduce you to him.”

      “Sounds perfect. I am famished, really, I am! I did work up quite an appetite, you know.”

      “Yes, you did, and I cannot wait until my father sees you eat and enjoy your food!”

      “Oh, how you make me laugh, Rock.”

      “I want to make you happy, Verité, not just laugh.”

      They approached the north wall, still cloaked in the shadows. It seemed the perfect spot to rest and lean against the wall.

      “You may regret that, Rock. I’m impertinent, bull-headed, and impatient. I don’t need long locks or stylish cuts, girlie long gowns or sparkling tiaras and gems to be a woman. I am a lithe, tough bad ass and I wear the expression that makes it clear. Vixen and virgin, tomboy and coquette; I am not your normal run of the kill girl. Life with me is bound to be very different than you have ever experienced. But, I’ll always keep my promises and hold you dear.”

      “I will always take care of you, Verité, and you can trust me to always keep my promises to you and love you.”

      “That reminds me, Rock, I saved you yesterday so that you may live to love another day. Remember?”

      “Hummm, I seem to remember something like that, Verité.”

      “Correct me, if you dare, but I also seem to remember an exchange that went something like: You said: ‘I will love you again and again—perhaps even tonight—fierce, Verité. You must prepare yourself!’

      “And then I said, showing deference to your royal blood: ‘Perhaps, sire, it is you that needs rest in preparation for me, Dark Verité—fierce, ravenous, deadly.’ Which I believe I have proven beyond immeasurable doubt.”

      “And I believe I replied, ‘You sound insatiable’. That’s accurate, or close, is it not?”

      “Yes, yes and I was generous enough to warn you, as I recall. ‘Be warned. Be very warned, sire.’”

      “Then we had better eat a hearty breakfast. I can see it is going to be a very long day into night. You, while you are a fierce little urchin, as my father was keen to observe, may need to eat frequently and rest often.”

      “Is that what they call ‘throwing down the gauntlet?’”

      “That is what I love about you! You are impertinent and smart!”

      “Then let me repeat, be warned, sire, be very, very warned.”

      “Let’s go eat and I’ll properly introduce you to my father and Bruwyn. They will be enchanted by your many charms, as I am. Then we can discuss our future in bed while I work tirelessly to keep my promises.”

      
        
        ~ The End ~
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        Trust is a luxury and the last person Rowan can rely on is herself

      

      

      

      Rowan Gilmore and her mother, Anna, have spent most of Rowan’s life running, hiding her speed, strength and precognitive powers—but without knowing why she’s different, why they have to hide, or who from.

      

      And Rowan’s sick of running scared. But she has to continue, because she also harbours a dark power that emerges only when she’s afraid or in danger.

      

      A power that kills indiscriminately.

      

      When she moves to Australia, a street fight reveals her abilities to a stranger and she must decide whether to run again or stay and risk discovery by her pursuers.  Her mother has found happiness with a new partner and Rowan is reluctant to wreck it.  But, after foiling another kidnap attempt, Rowan has had enough. The time has come to stand her ground.

      

      And new allies arrive with promises to help fight her unknown enemy – and to reveal the truth behind her extraordinary abilities.

      

      But what’s their agenda? Can they be trusted? And who are the people chasing Rowan? What do they want? What is the ocair thing they keep asking about?

      

      And what happens if the darkness, buried in her mind, wakes and comes out to play?
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      If they find you, run. Surviving is more important than proving yourself. So, promise me, Rowan? Just run.

      My father’s last words whispered in my head and I backed up the aisle between the pews, edging away from the two men and their reassuring smiles.

      Just run? Easy for Dad to say. He wasn’t here. Sometimes running wasn’t possible. And sometimes it wasn’t right. If I ran, sure, I’d survive. I was small for my age, but fast. Sarah was plump, soft, and slow. I had to protect her. She’d brought me here, but she wasn’t part of this.

      Why had I gone along with her suggestion to come into the cathedral? Why had I been stupid enough to leave the safety of my class tour group behind? Now we were both in danger. Thoughtless. Careless. Everything my mother had trained me not to be. How did I get us out of this?

      ‘Carly?’ Sarah’s voice was tight, her face pale.

      ‘We’ll be ok, Sarah,’ I whispered. ‘Just follow my lead.’ If only I believed my own words.

      I pulled at her arm, dragging her towards a doorway about twenty steps behind. My boot heels tapped on the diamond-tiled floor. Around us the cathedral waited, dark and almost silent. Huge, white pillars and arches marched down either side of the central aisle. Sunshine poured through the rose window high in the west wall. A patch of the floor glowed in a blurred rainbow of colours. Dust danced in the beams; tiny angels floating in God’s brilliance. My quick breaths disturbed them, set them swirling in the light. If only I believed in Him, maybe praying would help. Doubtful.

      The two men moved towards us, their solid bodies and hands relaxed. Their faces were calm, eyes hidden by caps and sunglasses. They were dressed as tourists, complete with water bottles and backpacks. But their broad shoulders and sure strides seemed too arrogant. Whatever they wanted, it wasn’t selfies with the stained glass window.

      Fear and anger churned in my stomach. I swallowed them.

      My mother, Anna, always said fear was just my imagination telling stories about how things might go. I couldn’t listen. And anger screwed up my thinking and made me do horrible things. I couldn’t afford that, either. She also said, only when you’re tested do you know who you truly are. Anna thought I was a better person than I am. She also thought I was ready.

      Then again, she wasn’t here, either.

      My mind wouldn’t settle on a plan. It jumped about, playing with the fear-stories. I couldn’t concentrate with my heart pounding so loud, my mouth dry.

      ‘What do you want?’ The quaver in my voice betrayed fear and I ground my teeth. Sarah whimpered.

      ‘We represent an interested party who wishes to speak to you, Carly.’ One of the men held out an empty, upturned palm. His tone was friendly. His mouth shifted into a wide smile. ‘Come with us. You won’t be harmed.’

      ‘Riiight,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen enough movies to know that no-one ever means that.’

      Who were these men? How did they know where to find me?

      ‘You’ve got a smart mouth for a kid,’ one of them replied coolly.

      ‘Is there an age limit for having a smart mouth?’ I shot back. ‘I’d’ve thought thirteen would put me in the right bracket, actually. Teenager and all.’

      The taller of the two men actually stifled a laugh.

      Sarah gasped and tugged free of my hand.

      I shuffled a few more steps backwards. Could I buy enough time for someone else to come into the cathedral and prevent this…whatever this was from happening?

      ‘Go, Sarah,’ I muttered. ‘Run. I’ll keep them busy.’

      Her eyes widened and she bit her lip. The sound of our classmates’ chatter faded and a door slammed. Thick wood blocked out the hum of traffic circling outside. Our school group had moved on. Sarah edged in the direction they’d taken.

      ‘Who do you work for?’ I glared at the men. ‘What do they want?’ I searched for other exits as my mouth bought time to reach them.

      ‘Just to talk about...you.’ Came the calm reply. ‘And the ocair. You tell us where the ocair is and everything will be fine.’

      ‘Ocair? What’s th—’ I shut my mouth. No point in even talking to these thugs. They probably didn’t know either. It didn’t matter, anyway. They stank of deceit.

      ‘Run, Sarah,’ I urged. ‘I’ve got this.’

      ‘Yes, Sarah.’ The second man switched his gaze to her. ‘You can go. You’ve done well. Speak to no-one or you know what will happen.’

      I gasped. Sarah’s brown eyes, usually narrowed and glittering with mischief, were wide and haunted. She swallowed hard.

      ‘I’m sorry, Carly,’ she whispered, moving further from me. ‘I’m sorry. They said they’d take my sister if I didn’t bring you.’

      I had no words. They lodged in my throat behind the sick lump of betrayal. How could she? I gulped down tears and steeled myself. It was my own fault for trusting her. I should have known. Why else would she suddenly start being friends with me today?

      With one more terrified look at my face, Sarah fled. Her sneakers made barely a sound on the hard tiles but her sobs echoed, almost like laughter.

      I looked back at the men and squared my shoulders. I had this. Eight years of training had prepared me for this. They wouldn’t expect a kid to fight. Staying calm was the key. I shuffled back, lifting my feet so my heels wouldn’t catch. Behind, my fingers touched cool stone: the doorway arch.

      I turned and ran into the half-lit space beneath the spire; on tiptoes to stop the echo. An open door cast a deep shadow. I slipped behind. Blood roared in my ears. My throat closed on a cry. Calling out was useless. The cathedral was empty. Besides, this was my problem. A witness would just make it harder to do what was needed.

      Shadows shifted and slid across the walls, into my mind. My head throbbed. I leaned against the cold stone and stared into the darkness within.

      Not again. Not now. Suddenly fighting seemed like a terrible option, but there was nowhere left to run.

      Feet scuffed on stone. Red-hot blackness pressed against my thoughts. I bit my lip to prevent a cry; dug nails into my palms to distract from the pain. Tears made the dark space shimmer.

      Strong fingers clamped onto my hand, grinding fine bones together. Images flickered and I knew his intent. But I froze, afraid to act, afraid of the result. Spikes of pain drove through my flesh and nerves. Into the prison holding blackness fast inside.

      Something broke in my head. Darkness billowed out.

      A gargling scream. The man dropped to his knees. He clutched his wrist, which dangled, broken. I lashed a kick at his head. He collapsed. A rustle of cloth gave warning. The second man grabbed for me. I ducked, turned, grabbed, twisted. Drove home an elbow then a knee. His blood warmed my skin.

      Sickened, I stared down at the two men. One lay unconscious. The other groaned, holding his face. Scarlet seeped between his fingers. The scent of blood hung heavy in the cold air. My hands shook and I gulped for air in the still, hushed gloom.

      The conscious man squinted up at me, sunglasses gone, eyes pained and astonished.

      Fearful. Of me.

      What should I do? Both men knew what I looked like.

      What did they want with me? What was this ocair thing?

      As I stood there, unsure, pain flowered in my head. An aching expectation gripped my chest and the metallic taste of ozone caught in my throat. The skin on the back of my head tightened. I rubbed it and looked around, searching for a new threat.

      Strong fingers grasped mine again. The ground trembled. Low and soft at first, it rose through my feet into my chest until my body shook in time with the bones of the Earth. From somewhere outside, a scream floated, faint through the thick, grey walls. Stone cracked.

      The man at my feet staggered upright.

      ‘You’re coming with me,’ he snarled, and pulled at me.

      The darkness surged forth again as the walls shuddered. Ozone and blood danced on the back of my tongue. My attacker fell back to his knees, eyes wide. His face twisted into agony and his eyes rolled up in his head. His skin crumpled to brittle paper. On my wrist, his fingers withered to brown, mummified sticks.

      I burned from within. He was mine. The world was mine.

      The room imploded.

      Darkness...dust...a scream of despair...dust...a roar of unending, thundering destruction...blackness...nothingness…
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        * * *

      

      I coughed through lips crusted in grit. My eyelashes were clogged as I opened them and saw...little dust-angels dancing in beams of sunlight. Sunlight? I’d been dreaming of forests, soft in silver-shadowed moonlight, keeping me safe from darkness and fire. Sunlight stabbed through the comforting scraps of my dream and blinded me. My head pounded.

      Through a haze, inside my head and out, I squinted up. Blue sky arched above where before were shadows and stone. Why?

      Voices called. Was it my name? Who was I supposed to be at the moment? Whoever called, they mustn’t find me. Run. I had to run, like my father said.

      I reached up to wipe my eyes but my fingers were bonedust-white. Brushing them on my shirt made no difference. With the inside of a collar, I rubbed most of the dust away. I struggled upright, leaning heavily on the gritty stone wall.

      I licked my lips and spat out dirt. Of my attackers, nothing remained but a pile of broken stone and timber where they had lain, some ten metres away. How had I ended up so far away?

      The church spire had collapsed. They couldn’t possibly have escaped. A twisted, stick-like arm protruded from the stones, unmoving, dusted ghost-white. What had I done? I closed my eyes and clung to the wall, weak and trembling. Only the distant wail of sirens and screams of survivors broke the shivering silence.

      Whoever wanted me, they had come too close this time. If it weren’t for the earthquake I’d be in their hands now. Or maybe not, if what I thought I’d done was true. I didn’t want it to be true. Either way, I’d been lucky to get out alive. I might not get a second chance.

      I staggered a few steps and stopped, trying to think. I needed to get out of the building, find my mother and protect her. Hopefully they hadn’t connected her to me yet and didn’t know she existed. If she was safe we could get out of Christchurch, out of New Zealand entirely; make a new start under a new name. Leave it all behind.

      Again.

      Crap.

      I yanked off the short blonde wig that made me Carly Edmonds and jammed it into my pocket. I wiped sweat from my forehead. My fingers came away red. Blood dripped into my eyes. Tears dripped from them. No. Crying wouldn’t help. I tore a strip from my shirt and bound the gash by touch.

      Voices screamed and called in a confused babble of wordless sound. I had to leave before anyone found me. Between me and safety lay a treacherous pile of broken timber and masonry. By the time I reached level ground again, my hands, knees and elbows all bled from deep grazes. I stumbled out the ruined square, mingling as one more frightened victim. The sun beat on my head and the stench of blood and pee rose from the ground, mingling with dust, catching in my throat as I picked my way through broken concrete and brick.

      Huddled in the middle of the open square, my school group clung to each other as the teachers counted heads over and over. Off to one side, Sarah sat on the ground, staring in blank horror at the collapsed church spire and damaged cathedral. Tears left pink tracks down her white-dusted cheeks.

      She looked around dully. Her eyes caught mine. She bit her bottom lip and glanced at our teacher. Sarah’s mouth opened. I shook my head. She nodded and mouthed ‘Go’. I slipped behind a car and hid myself from view.

      In the midst of frantic people running, sirens, and the wails of the injured and lost, a moment of stillness stood out. Across the square: a man wearing almost the same “tourist” clothing as my dead attackers. He watched me. His bony face was hard and calm, his dark eyes thoughtful. A mocking smile curved thin lips.

      They’d sent three.

      After a quick check around the square he lifted his arms. A coat hid his right hand, but the hollow end of a pistol or tube was just visible in the shadow.

      I froze. My legs refused to move and I trembled, awaiting death.

      Darkness stirred again, rattling its cage.

      Something plinked off the stone wall next to me. Liquid splashed onto my arm, bright sparkles glittering in the air like fireworks. A needle tinkled to the cobbles at my feet.

      Darts. Some sort of drug?

      He took aim again.

      A black-windowed Hummer drove up, bouncing over debris to stop in front of him.

      The ground rumbled. Dust shivered in the air and the screams took on new notes of terror as walls swayed and stone clattered off stone.

      The shaking eased. I forced my feet to move and used the moment to slip out of sight. Hiding behind a half-destroyed building, I peeked around the corner at the rubble-strewn square.

      He was gone.

      Why did they want me? And what was this ocair thing? If I could find that out, it might answer a lot of questions. If they wanted the ocair badly enough, I might be able to use it as a bargaining tool to keep my mother and me safe.

      Sick and sweating, I fled. Well-meaning emergency workers tried to stop me. I dodged them, uneasy as the world saw my real face, Rowan Gilmore’s face.

      I pushed down, into darkness, the memory of my attacker’s wasted body. He’d been dead before the building fell on him. His light had burned within me. I tasted the remnants of it, still; lightning on my tongue. Whatever lay inside me had taken over and I hadn’t been able to stop it.

      Never again. I would be so careful from now on. I had to keep it under control; had to stay out of sight of these people, whoever they were. People weren’t safe around me and I wasn’t safe around them.

      I wouldn’t trust anyone. No one would ever find out. Ever. Because if I lost control completely…

      I shuddered and ran on.

      ‘Rowan! Rowan? Where are you?!’

      I froze, then turned towards the voice. My mother stood at the edge of the cordon being erected by emergency workers. Her red hair danced in the breeze and she squinted against the sun.

      I stumbled to her side. ‘Anna!’

      ‘Oh, God!’ Her arms engulfed me and I was home. I sobbed into her shoulder as she stroked my back and held me tight against her softness.

      Finally, we parted and she studied my face, her blue eyes anxious. ‘Are you hurt? I was on my way to pick you up when the quake hit.’ She lifted the bloodied cloth on my forehead. ‘Not too bad. Anything else?’ Her hands roamed over me, seeking assurance, giving it.

      I shook my head and the words tumbled out: the men, the earthquake, the dartgun. She paled and glanced at the mad collapse of civilisation around us.

      ‘You’re sure you’re ok? And they were definitely after you?’ When I nodded, her jaw hardened and her eyes glittered as she swept the square with a piercing look. ‘Damn!’

      ‘What do we do?’ I whispered. ‘How did they find me?’

      She stroked my sweat-matted hair back and smiled determinedly. ‘It’ll be alright, Rowan. We’ll leave today. You’ll be safe, I promise.’ She kissed my cheek and gathered me close again, but her heart beat a rapid staccato under my ear and her breath came fast and shallow.

      ‘You’ll be safe,’ she repeated.
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        * * *

      

      We tell ourselves stories, inside our heads, about who we are. Usually they’re stories about how special and important we are or would be. Usually they’re wrong and we’re depressingly-ordinary. But only when we’re tested is the truth revealed.

      So what happens if, just once, they turn out to be right?

      Ordinary was my dream.

      My truth lay elsewhere.
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          Five years later…

        

      

    

    
      They aren’t looking for us. They aren’t even aware we’re in the city.

      <Who then?>

      Not sure. They must be close to taking whoever it is, though. They’re excited, but hiding it well. I just can’t pinpoint who they’re watching.

      <One of ours?>

      Reasonable assumption. Possible they aren’t certain or they would have moved in already.

      <Keep watch. If you can intervene without discovery, do it. If not, we can’t jeopardise our mission. Be careful.>

      Understood.

      

      ‘Dammit!’ I closed my eyes against the sight of the body sprawled at my feet. ‘You’re an idiot, Rowan Gilmore.’ A quick check showed I was, at least, still out of sight of the security cameras.

      The high, whitewashed walls of the MJE Enterprises employee gym echoed emptiness back at me. The big overhead lights were off, but city lights slanted through upper windows, illuminating the empty boxing ring and gym equipment in a sick, grey glow. Impossibly-perfect bodies and faces, plastered to every vertical surface, smirked down at me.

      I tasted the faint smell of old sweat and antiseptic, and released it on a shuddering exhale. One moment. All it took was one moment of unguarded idiocy to undo everything. I hadn’t made this sort of mistake since I was thirteen. What was wrong with me these days?

      I’d broken someone. Already.

      I rubbed at the back of my neck, trying to erase the uneasiness prickling there.

      What was he doing sneaking up on me anyway? Who was he? Building security? No. No uniform and he looked only about my age of eighteen. Had he seen anything?

      Blue rubber jigsaw mats underfoot absorbed sound as the guy on the floor groaned. At least he was alive and coming to. How injured was he? Any minute he’d open his eyes and the game would be up. Did I cut and run now? Everything was ready.

      He blinked vaguely up at me and shook his head, comically dazed. I suppressed a laugh that had more to do with relief than humour. He groaned and pressed his temple before rising clumsily to his feet.

      I stood back, my hands safely tucked behind me.

      ‘You OK? That was some fall.’ I tried to sound bluff and encouraging with a hint of concern. Not too concerned though. Not like I’d been worried, seconds before, that I’d killed him. Would he remember what had happened?

      He staggered and squinted down at me. His handsome face firmed to good humour. Now he looked familiar. His blond hair was barely mussed and his white t-shirt and cargo pants were tailored and still crisp.

      ‘What the hell happened?’ He grimaced and pinched a neck muscle between lean fingers. ‘I was just trying to get your attention and then...I have no bloody idea. What’d you do? I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.’

      ‘Nothing. You tripped on the edge of the mat and just about broke your neck. Scared the crap out of me.’ I held his gaze with practiced innocence. He glanced down at the mat. I’d lifted the corner moments before, while he was still out.

      ‘Huh. Well that was dumb. Good thing I learned how to fall in judo.’

      ‘Yeah.’ I smiled weakly. ‘Sure you’re ok?’

      He grinned. ‘No worries. Just don’t tell anyone what a klutz I am.’

      ‘Your secret is safe.’

      ‘What’re you doing here, anyway? I was on my way up to meet my dad.’ He jerked a thumb at the ceiling. ‘He’s at a meeting. Saw you and thought I’d come introduce myself. We’re seniors at the same school, y’know?’

      Ah, now I recognised him. I’d seen him around the halls of Cairns High and already decided he was a good person to avoid. Anyone who attracted that amount of attention was trouble. Not that he’d ever notice me. Compared to the flashy cream-skinned beauty of the girls he hung with, my current look of long, dark-brown hair and grey-blue eyes faded into the background.

      Being ignored was the point. I was good at it. Being invisible at school was practically my super-power. Well, one of them.

      On the wall above, the clock ticked in loud, dragging clunks, nearing six o’clock, filling the silence I left in the wake of his question.

      He cleared his throat and shuffled his feet, his smile sliding to the determined. He stuck out a hand.

      ‘I’m Paul. Paul Eisen. We sit next to each other in History.’ He grinned wryly. ‘But you might not have noticed today. Looked like you fell asleep when Fraser was droning on about Vikings invading England.’ He chuckled. He had a nice laugh. It made his blue eyes crinkle at the corners and showed off even, white teeth.

      He’d been watching me in History?

      ‘Ah.’ I cleared my throat. Conversation. Always tricky. ‘Yes, who’d have thought the people who gave us elves and dwarves could be taught in such a dull way?’

      He kept his hand out long enough that it became awkward and I had to respond. I grasped his carefully. I much preferred the Asian custom of bowing. Nothing stirred; nothing bled through. Thank God. Hopefully that meant these gloves worked.

      ‘Meghan Greene.’ I wasn’t thrilled with my new name. My turn to choose next time. Anna always chose colours for some reason. Last time I’d been Leanne Ochre for chrissake.

      ‘Yeah, I know.’ He inspected my thin, grey, fingerless gloves, and raised his eyebrows. They were ordinary gloves, not gym-workout style. It must look strange. ‘Wait, what? Elves?’

      I retrieved my hand and fiddled with a loose hair over my ear. Catching myself at the nervous gesture I stuffed my fist deep into the pocket of my baggy gym shorts.

      ‘And dwarves. Straight from Viking mythology to you via Lord of the Rings.’ Serious nerd-stuff. If that didn’t send him running, nothing would.

      ‘Huh.’ Paul cocked his head. ‘They were good movies. I don’t see you around school much. Where do you hang at lunch?’

      ‘Library.’

      ‘How come?’ He sent me a look laced with curiosity and just a hint of scorn – though that could have been my imagination. ‘You don’t have to. You’ve only been here what, two or three weeks? Get out and make friends.’ He waved at himself and gave an exaggerated leer. ‘We don’t bite. Much.’

      ‘But I do,’ I said, dead-pan.

      Paul blinked at me and I relented.

      ‘Sorry. Dumb joke. Library’s quieter.’ Truth be told, libraries and the internet were the source of far more of my education, and ongoing research, than schools were. If my mother’d let me I’d do all my schooling that way. Friends were the last thing I needed.

      I glanced around the silent gym. I’d come here after hours on a Friday precisely to avoid encounters with people. Most of the MJE staff bolted straight after work, home to families, friends, beers, and the beginning of the weekend.

      ‘What’re you doing here?’ He sounded more curious than belligerent. ‘This isn’t a public gym, y’know.’

      ‘Safer than the public gyms. I have an employee card,’ I said, concerned he might report me to security. ‘I did some data analysis work for Anna Morgan after school. Thought I’d get some training in after sitting around all day. I like it when it’s not so busy.’

      ‘Oh?’ His blue eyes turned thoughtful. ‘You’re working with Anna? That new change management consultant?’ He chuckled. ‘Everyone’s scared shitless of her.’

      I nodded and stepped off the mat, drawing him away from the memory of being slammed into the ground. He paced beside me, moving quietly for such a tall guy. He had a gym-built physique that would quickly succumb to gravity if he stopped training.

      ‘Hey, I’ve got to meet Dad upstairs for a few minutes but after that I’m free. Wanna come to the movies tonight? A few of us are going to see the latest Marvel movie – if you’re into that sorta thing?’ He shrugged, his charming smile undiminished by my lack of immediate enthusiasm.

      ‘Thanks, but I can’t tonight…or at all this weekend,’ I added as he opened his mouth again. ‘Sorry.’ I offered a faint, false moue of regret.

      He hesitated, looking aggrieved for a moment before grinning carelessly. ‘Whatever. Some other time then?’

      I shrugged once more, temporising this time. Paul seemed to take it as assent and launched into a description of his friends, the movie and his plans for the weekend. I regarded him beneath my lashes with a mixture of regret and hope. Catching myself, I pressed my lips together. I picked up my gym bag and flung it onto my shoulder with more force than necessary.

      Hope? Really? Hadn’t I learned my lesson yet?

      Paul frowned at me, turning his head this way and that. ‘Hey, are you and Anna related? You just…well you look a bit alike.’ He pointed at my long, dark-brown wig. ‘Apart from the hair, that is.’

      I groaned inwardly. As hard as we tried to hide my existence from the world, in small towns like Cairns it was difficult. We did look enough alike that our relationship was obvious to people who saw us together. Paul was too sharp for comfort.

      There was no point in denying it, so I nodded. ‘My mother.’

      ‘Well that’s great! I just thought,’ he added, eager again, ‘y’know, since you’ll be here a bit if you’re working for Anna, and I’m here a lot helping my Dad, we could hang. Dad’ll be cool about it.’

      I shrugged just one shoulder this time and turned aside. So that’s what this was about. Very occasionally, someone made the connection between the new kid at school and the woman hired to drag some local business into the modern world. Then, inevitably, they thought I could influence Anna on who to fire and who to keep. If nothing else occurred to make things worse for me, the badgering would go on for a few months, until we moved.

      Private though the gym here was, coming to the building where she worked had been stupid and, as it turned out, a waste of time.

      ‘Meghan.’ Paul touched my arm and halted. I pulled my wrist away as gently as I could. He still looked affronted.

      This had to stop. Whatever he was doing, I couldn’t afford to buy into it and there was no point in torturing myself with the possibility of normality happening. He was just sucking up to me because his dad’s job was at stake. I had to keep that in mind.

      ‘Look, you seem like a nice guy Paul.’

      He raised one brow. ‘I hear a “but” coming.’

      I lifted a shoulder. ‘I just don’t think it’s smart to get too friendly with anyone connected to MJE. It complicates things for my mother.’

      He stared down at me, a mixture of disbelief and annoyance in those clear blue eyes. ‘You’re dodging me because our parents work together? That has to be the most bass-ackward thing I’ve ever heard.’

      ‘I’m flattered but I’m just not the kind of girl you want to be friends with. My life’s complicated and I’m only in town for a little while. We’ll be moving on as soon as Anna’s job is done. I can’t get tied down here. Sorry.’

      He tilted his head and sent me a shrewd look that belied his cheerful, open countenance.

      ‘But don’t you get lonely, doing all that travelling? You’re eighteen. You should be out partying and having fun. You avoid everyone like the plague.’ He gave a sympathetic half-smile. ‘But you don’t really strike me as the loner loser type. What’s with you?’

      ‘I’m a cold-hearted bitch who’d rather read than party?’

      He laughed and shook his head. ‘Nah. I saw the way you stood up for that first year kid in the hall last week.’

      When I looked blankly at him, Paul grinned lopsidedly. ‘Never seen Adam Burke look so shit-scared. Whatever you said to him, it worked, he hasn’t looked sideways at the younger kids and he’s stopped groping the girls as well. What did you say?’

      I twitched a smile, savouring again the moment the bully had seen the truth in my eyes.

      ‘Just that I’d push his nose into his brain if he tried anything again while I was at the school.’

      Paul cocked his head. ‘And could you?’

      ‘Probably not,’ I lied. ‘But he seemed to think I could. I hate bullies. Look, I’ve really got to go.’

      I headed past him, in the direction of the change-rooms. This was hardly the person to bare my soul to, even if I felt so inclined. If I agreed I was friendless, the next thing would be an offer to assuage my loneliness. The truth was: I found him attractive enough that I might even do something dumb, like fall for him. Wishful thinking aside, I did not need that sort of complication right now. I couldn’t afford to get close to anyone, physically or emotionally. So I said nothing.

      He stepped in my way.

      I lifted my chin to keep eye contact, giving him a strait, no-nonsense stare; one that usually kept eager guys at bay. His mouth twisted into a self-assured little smile.

      ‘Don’t.’ I strode away.

      He followed again. He was persistent, I had to give him that. In fact, much more persistent and I’d have to show him what happened to guys who stepped over the fine line between chasing and stalking. But that would mean a hurried departure. And both Anna and I were so over those it wasn’t funny.

      Stopping outside the door I eyed him pointedly. ‘This is the Ladies, Paul.’

      He started and actually blushed. ‘Oh, right. Well, look, if you change your mind, let me know. What’s your number? I’ll text you mine.’ He waited expectantly, phone ready.

      I stared at him, unspeaking.

      With a grimace, he shrugged. ‘Fine. Here’s my number.’ He pulled scrap of paper out of his wallet. Using a pen dangling from a nearby exercise record chart, he scribbled a number on it and grinned in unspoken apology. ‘It can be just a movie, I promise. If that’s all you want.’

      ‘Sure.’ I tucked the paper into a pocket, saluted and shouldered the door open, watching to make sure he didn’t follow.

      Clearly he wasn’t used to being told “no”. It hadn’t fazed him, but he also hadn’t taken me seriously; certain of his appeal. I wasn’t afraid of him, but if he did get bent out of shape by rejection he could make my life at school very uncomfortable. And if he spread the word about Anna’s connection to me, our lives could get very dangerous.

      I could live without friends, but I didn’t need any more enemies.

      Screwing up my nose against a twist of depression, I leaned against the closed door and considered the Exit sign. The little green man on it symbolised my life: forever running, never escaping. Paul was right. I was lonely, but what choice did I have? No-one would understand who I was. Hell, I didn’t.

      I inspected my hands; they had almost killed Paul. I retrieved my gear from the lockers and strode to the sinks and gripped the steel towel rail until my knuckles whitened. I stared at myself in the mirror. It might be just a movie to him, but to me it represented a whole lot more: a life that most people took for granted. Metal creaked and cracked under my palm. I grimaced, released the twisted, snapped rail and wiped my prints off it. Dammit.

      I plucked Paul’s number out of my pocket and stuffed it deep into my bag, dismissing him and all my stupid, childish dreams.

      I changed into street clothes. Gently straight-arming open the door to the foyer, I checked shadows and exits out of habit.

      ‘Paul!’ An urbane tenor voice echoed outside, hollow in the vast, glass and marble foyer.

      I slid into shadows. From this position I could see Paul, but he couldn’t see me. He stood not far away.

      ‘Dad.’ Paul folded his arms across chest and lifted his chin.

      On the opposite side of the open space, the elevator doors stood open. Mr Eisen stalked across the floor, heels rapping sharply on the marble, arms swinging. His jaw was sharp with tension; his deepset blue eyes snapped with the fire of intelligent impatience. He was an older, more intense version of Paul; his equal in height and slightly broader across the shoulders.

      His gaze swept past my hiding place, unseeing, before flicking back to Paul’s face, then jumping away again. He stopped a few feet from his son and shoved his hands into his pockets. In the half-darkened foyer, he stood in a pool of sharp light that cast heavy shadows beneath his eyes.

      ‘What are you doing here? You were supposed to meet me in the conference room twenty minutes ago.’ He spoke quickly, each word clipped and precise. He checked his watch and looked over Paul’s shoulder towards the massive clock hanging above the glass front doors.

      ‘I was catching up with…a friend.’ Paul’s evasive answer was disappointing. Evidently I wasn’t good enough to rate a mention by name.

      By the expensive suit and gold watch on Mr Eisen, the family wasn’t short of money. He probably wouldn’t approve of his son dating the daughter of a single mother who didn’t even own a house.

      ‘Obviously someone you don’t care to tell me about.’ Mr Eisen gave him a cool look. ‘Which means I wouldn’t approve.’

      Bingo.

      Paul shrugged and curled a lip. ‘You don’t approve of any of my friends, so why should I bother trying?’

      ‘Well, if you’d go to St Augustine’s, like I asked, I would.’

      ‘That’s why I don’t go there.’

      Mr Eisen’s eyes narrowed. Another check of his watch deepened his frown. With quick movements, he scraped long fingers through his short, blond hair, glanced at the darkened sky outside and swore. A smile stretched his lips and disappeared again, leaving his eyes untouched. His face relaxed as he seemed to get his irritation under control.

      ‘You’re right. I apologise.’ Mr Eisen raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. ‘Things are a little…stressful with all the changes Anna Morgan’s implementing. We’re all working long hours and I’m tired. Sorry I snapped. I just meant that I have big plans for you. Don’t get in with the wrong people now.’ He grabbed Paul by the elbow and moved him towards the elevator.

      By the pained expression on Paul’s face, he must have accidentally dug into a pressure point at the joint.

      ‘Anyway. We’re late for that meeting,’ Mr Eisen added, giving the foyer one last inspection as they reached the lift. ‘It’s important. We can talk about this later.’

      The doors closed, cutting off Paul’s indignant reply.

      That was…intense. If he was like that all the time I did not envy Paul his home life.

      I shifted the weight of the gym bag on my shoulder and headed for the front doors. As they slid open, North Queensland’s humidity enveloped me, the air thick and perfumed with greenery and distant rain. Nectar after the thin, cool, staleness inside.

      I squared my shoulders, paused and eyed the patterns of shadow and light in the street. Nothing untoward was visible but disquiet fluttered my breath and tightened the back of my neck. Something felt off.

      No, I was being paranoid again. That happened a lot.

      The MJE office block was a shiny-new monument of blue glass and steel. The gym at the bottom was clean and usefully located, but once in the streets it became a different matter. This wasn’t the most wholesome area after hours. It was across from a pub and a park notorious as a hangout for binge-drinkers thrown out by the publican. The combination of that, single female, and Friday night potentially made me a target. Perhaps that was the source of my uneasiness.

      Overhead, thick clouds obscured stars and moon and reflected the city lights as an unpleasant orange-grey glow. The sweet scent of frangipani and seawater lingered, heavy in the air. A distant rumble of thunder signified a possible storm. The sky seemed to spill its pent up fury almost every afternoon here; like the sky gods were making a determined effort to wash away the town. Electricity flickered high in the clouds. Ozone caught on the back of my tongue.

      I strode to my car. Disquiet slid down my spine, infecting my limbs with the shakes as my body reacted to an unseen threat. I transferred keys to my pocket and bag to my left hand, leaving my right free.

      At the car, I flicked the bag into the boot. Tension twisted a thin wire of pain in behind my left eyeball. Dammit. Another migraine? Now? Darkness pushed at my thinking. I thrust it down, stepped back...
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      Anything?>

      Possibly. They’re about to make contact. A test, by the looks of it.

      <Be careful. Don’t let them see you. You’re more important.>

      Don’t worry. I won’t interfere unless I have to.

      

      … and jammed an elbow into the solar plexus of the man directly behind me.

      He folded with a grunt and dropped a wine bottle. It shattered and sprayed cheap red wine onto my ankles. The vinegary smell overpowered the soft scent of distant rain on hot tarmac.

      A second man’s thick arms wrapped me in a bear hug from behind. I swallowed a scream and crouched. Raising my elbows bought space. I shot straight back up. The hardest part of my head caught him under the chin. I saw stars for a second. My attacker went down like the proverbial sack of potatoes. His head smacked audibly on the road. I stomped on his knee for good measure. Something important snapped with a crack that echoed off the buildings.

      The first guy regained his breath and pulled out a knife.

      I swarmed in faster than he could react or move. Locking his arm straight across my chest cracked the elbow nicely. I dragged the knife from lax fingers. He stifled a shriek. His fingers raked at my arm, ripping off one of my gloves. He staggered back, cradling his arm. Anger blazed in his dark eyes. He straightened, his broken arm dangling, and stalked towards me.

      From the corner of my mind, darkness pressed against my adrenalin-soaked thoughts. A thousand needles prickled delicately at my skin from the inside. My hands shook as I struggled for control. Fear mounted. Not of my attacker, for him. Perhaps I should end him with his own knife just to prevent something worse happening.

      He grasped at my throat. I turned and wrapped an arm over his, trapping it. The point of my elbow struck his nose. He cried out. Blood spurted. His fingers clutched at me, digging sharp nails into my skin. A foot kicked at my knee.

      Darkness surged forth. My bare palm fell onto his forehead. He gasped and dropped to the tarmac, eyes wide, mouth gaping. I burned, gloriously alight from within. I laughed. He fell. His eyes rolled back. His skin tautened.

      ‘No!’ I let go the fire, released him, and stumbled a few steps away. My heart hammered. I fought against myself, struggling for calm.

      Limp on the ground, he moaned. At least he lived. The knife hilt, thumped into the back of his head, stopped the groaning. His chest rose and fell rhythmically. The darkness retreated, taking the taste of blood and ozone with it.

      I watched the two unconscious men a while. Gritting my teeth, I mastered the weakness in my knees and the roiling in my stomach and fumbled for the car keys. If I didn’t think about the horror on his face, and the heady fire of his life curling under my skin, I could get through this.

      Sharp little diamonds glittered behind my eyelids as I closed them against the overbright streetlights. Adrenalin ebbed, leaving me weak and sick, my mouth full of saliva. Needles drilled behind my eyes.

      I thumbed the electronic key and squinted against the flash of the car lights as it unlocked. The knife went into the back seat. Time to get out of here. If the police showed up there would be questions and a report filed with my name on it. I didn’t need that.

      ‘Hey!’

      I jumped and spun, hands up defensively. A man approached from the back of the car. Even in the muggy evening heat he wore black jeans and a black motorbike jacket. He nudged the two unconscious men with a toe.

      There wasn’t enough time to get into the car and I didn’t want to be caught half-in and vulnerable. How did I not sense him? Was he another attacker?

      He moved closer.

      I backed away.

      Light spilling from the pub opposite illuminated a pair of dark-rimmed, lead-grey eyes, startling against tawny skin. Dark, straight brows snapped together in some emotion I couldn’t read.

      Why did he seem…familiar? Black hair, short and deliberately untidy, framed a lean face. But not a face I knew.

      ‘What happened? You ok?’ He cocked his head. ‘Aren’t you in…Cairns High? I think I’ve seen you there.’

      What was this, schoolies night downtown? I backed away again, keeping fighting distance. I didn’t remember seeing him around the campus, but it was a big school. Maybe that’s why he looked familiar.

      ‘What are you doing here? You with them?’ I jerked a chin at the two insensible bodies.

      ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I was in the pub across the road.’ He pointed. ‘Saw those two coming after you. Just thought I could help.’

      ‘The pub. You’re too young.’

      He shrugged and stepped closer again. ‘Drinking age in Australia’s eighteen.’ An overhead streetlight emphasised high cheekbones, a sharp jaw and narrow nose. He wasn’t classically handsome so much as striking; strong.

      I stepped back.

      He held his palms out in a placating gesture. ‘I just want to make sure you’re alright. Those guys seemed pretty serious. I’m Fynn Litson. What’s your name?’

      Checking the unconscious men, I swallowed. There was no evidence of what had almost happened. But what had Fynn seen? Anything? Had I betrayed myself again in another act of stupidity?

      ‘I’m fine. Those two attacked me. I defended myself. Hardly even a fair fight, considering how drunk they are. Now I’m going. Stay out of it.’ Tension made me more abrupt than I meant to be.

      ‘But you…’ He seemed to reconsider his words. A flicker of something akin to doubt or suspicion crossed his face as he took in the inert forms on the ground.

      I should never have come here tonight. I’d nagged Anna until she let me use MJE’s secure server to search some otherwise-inaccessible online archives in the hopes of finding a new lead to the ocair. It’d been fruitless and now two people had almost exposed me.

      Fynn’s eyes widened. He muttered something that sounded very much like ‘ocair’.

      ‘What did you say?’ I straightened out of a fighting stance.

      He cleared his throat. ‘I said, “take care”. You don’t look all that good. Let me drive you home.’

      ‘No! I’m not some damsel in distress. I rescued myself, thanks.’ I glared at him. ‘Just get out of my way.’ One of my attackers stirred and groaned, his fleshy, meaty fingers scrabbling at the warm asphalt. ‘Now.’

      ‘Fine.’ Fynn yanked up the zip of his motorbike jacket. His jaw clenched. He gave a sharp nod and stalked down the silent, grey-and-orange shadowed street. I half-expected his jacket to have “Hell’s Angels”, or something like, blazoned across the back. Instead, it bore an intricately-embroidered Celtic symbol of some sort; a stylised silver tree.

      He vanished into darkness.

      A motorbike engine roared. The red taillight dwindled down the length of a dim street.

      He’d lied. He had said ocair. I was certain of it. But why? How did he even know the word? I was an idiot to let him out of my sight.

      I needed to find out. If I’d heard correctly, then he was the first person to even know the word. The first evidence in five years it even was a word. I had to find him again. Had to be sure.

      I slid into the driver’s seat, struggling with the simple act of sliding the key into the ignition. As I pulled into the street, I scrabbled for my phone.

      ‘Anna!’ For a relieved moment, I thought she’d answered, but it was her voicemail telling me cheerfully to leave a message. Why wasn’t she picking up? Was she alright? Damn. I’d forgotten: she had a meeting until eight at least.

      I hung up and kept driving, holding the single red taillight in sight.

      Lights and streetlights lashed my eyes, lending strength to the headache that clouded my thoughts and fed on my fears. If I went home and lay down in a dark room, I could probably avoid a brain-fry migraine. I kept driving. My brain could roast over hot coals if it meant finding out who was after me and why.

      About twenty minutes north, somewhere around Smithfield, where the road split, I lost him. The red light vanished in a sea of traffic and I couldn’t tell if he went left, to the Tablelands, or right to the northern beaches.

      A petrol station nearby offered a chance to regroup. I slammed a fist against the steering wheel, swore and closed my eyes. Migraine and no answers. Perfect.

      What I needed now was somewhere dark and cool to sulk and groan a lot.

      I bought a drink and some painkillers. My phone told me the beaches were close. The thought appealed. Dry, cool sand. The sound of waves hissing and sloshing. A huge, golden full moon had risen and shrunk into a silver disc. It would light my way.

      Following the moon took me north but the sledgehammers in my head grew too much and I had to stop. Painkillers weren’t helping.

      I drew to a halt at Ellis beach. The sand lay right in front of me. Glistening water beckoned, cool and inviting. A sign warned of lethal box jellyfish, lurking in the summer-warm waters. What a pain in the ass. Literally. Another warned of estuarine crocodiles. A third of poisonous stonefish. What sort of place was this? Next they’d be telling me drop-bears were real.

      With a regretful sigh, I unbuckled the seatbelt. kicked off my shoes and headed for the sand. It crunched and squeaked, cool beneath my toes. A palm tree leaned at the right angle and I sat with my back against it, eyes closed.

      Slowly the smell of sand and salt; the soothing ebb and flow of gentle waves lapping on the beach; the breeze whispering through leaves above, all filtered past the blanket of pain. I willed my shoulders to relax. Tension drained away but the migraine stayed, stabbing in behind my left eye.

      I thumped my head gently against the tree in a vain effort to beat the pain into submission and tried to think of something else.

      Had Fynn spotted me? I’d been mugged before, twice in LA, and successfully defended myself both times without being seen – and without turning life-vampire on anyone. So was it just bad luck this time? What had triggered my self-control breakdown? I’d come so damned close to killing that guy. Frighteningly close. It’d been two years. Why now?

      And what had Fynn seen and said? Now I wasn’t certain of what I’d heard. Perhaps it was just wishful thinking. Maybe I should just cut my losses and get out of town, just in case. That would be the smart, safe thing to do; the thing I always did.

      No. I had to know.

      I opened my eyes. The silver-water moon path shimmered at my feet. I was tempted to step onto it and fly away; to dance through the forest on beams of moonlight, leaving the cities behind.

      The pain tightened a band around my skull. Nausea churned my stomach. This was worse than normal. I threw up the meagre remains of my afternoon snack into the sand. It didn’t help. Now even the glow of the moon hurt my eyes. I wiped my mouth, wished for water and half-heartedly buried the nauseating mess in the sand. Somewhere dark to curl up. Somewhere in the cool rainforest. That was all I wanted now. The future could wait.

      A mosquito whined in the dark and settled on my arm, its sharp sting barely registering. I couldn’t stay here. I’d be sucked dry by morning. Determined, I struggled up from the sand, leaning heavily on a palm tree.

      The first step jarred my head so much tears welled. I bit my lip against the urge to throw up again. Another step brought me to my knees, tears coursing freely down my face. It hurt too much. I couldn’t think; couldn’t see.

      I swore inventively through clenched teeth, despising my weakness.

      Strong arms scooped me up and cradled me, like a child, against a broad chest. I protested weakly as each step unsettled my stomach. The arms gripped tighter. I struggled. I wasn’t safe. I had to run.

      ‘Stop wiggling or I’ll drop you!’ an impatient voice muttered in my ear.

      He put me down long enough to fumble through my bag for my car keys. I peered up at the dark figure looming over me and heaved a sigh of relief.

      Paul Eisen. Hopefully not a threat.

      ‘Come on. Get in,’ he said. ‘I’ll drive you home.’

      The drive home barely registered. It was all I could do not to throw up again and humiliate myself in front of Paul. Streetlights stabbed at my brain, even through closed eyelids. I whimpered and swore at my own wretchedness.

      ‘Hey.’ His warm hand patted my knee. ‘We’re almost there. I called your mum and she’s waiting. You’ll be ok.’

      ‘Thanks.’ My voice was a cracked whisper. ‘You shouldn’t have called her, though. I’ll be ok in the morning. I just need to sleep.’ I draped an arm across my eyes.

      ‘You get these headaches often? Is it normally this bad? Should we get an ambulance?’

      ‘No,’ I muttered. ‘No hospitals. This is…a little worse than usual but I can handle it.’

      He gave a soft chuckle. ‘You’re a tough one, I’ll give you that.’

      His words barely registered and I didn’t understand them, anyway. A tough what? Girl? Why did he sound so surprised a girl could be tough? What was tough about surviving a headache. I was a prize idiot. Stories of my pathetic weakness would be all over school on Monday.

      Paul pulled into my driveway. My door opened and my mother helped me out. I half-heard her grateful thanks to Paul and his easy assurances in return.

      The elevator ride up to the apartment was a blur; my dark, cool room a blessing. I threw the wig aside, sank onto the bed and curled around a pillow. The smooth cotton pillowcase felt rough against my skin.

      The mattress sagged. My mother brushed hairs from my forehead.

      ‘Bad?’

      ‘The worst. Just shoot me now.’

      ‘Oh, babe.’ Her fingers massaged my temples.

      ‘Where were you? I called. I was worried.’

      ‘Sorry sweetheart. I’m fine. I was at the meeting at work. Didn’t hear the phone. Taken anything?’ She tugged my shoes off. They thumped into the corner of the room, joining various other bits of discarded clothing and three half-unpacked boxes lurking there. The sum of my life.

      ‘Not helping,’ I managed. ‘Could only find synthetics.’

      ‘Do I need to call a doctor?’

      ‘You know we can’t,’ I whispered. ‘I’ll be ok. Let me sleep.’

      She rhythmically stroked my damp hair.

      ‘Anna?’ I said.

      She made an inquiring noise in response.

      ‘I might have screwed up again.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘I think maybe someone saw me.’

      There was a long silence and she sighed. ‘You sure?’

      Right now, with the fire in my head consuming logic, I couldn’t be. ‘Not really. Maybe not. I don’t know. I’ll try and find out tomorrow. I don’t want us to have to go so soon.’

      ‘Well.’ She smoothed my hair again. ‘Sleep on it, then we’ll discuss it in the morning.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Tears slipped down my cheeks. ‘I’m sorry I keep messing up your life. I try but I can’t help it. I’m sorry I ruined your night. I know you like that Mick guy you talk about at work. You deserve someone to look after you.’

      ‘Oh, baby, I know how hard you try and I hate seeing you turning yourself into something you’re not. You used to be such a bubbly, happy little thing. You’re too young to worry so much.’ She wiped the tears away and kissed my forehead. ‘If we have to go, we do. It’ll be ok. Mick is…well, it doesn’t matter. As long as you’re safe, it’ll be ok.’

      ‘Thanks, Mum.’

      She gave a little gasping laugh. ‘Now I know you’re sick. You haven’t called me that since you were six.’

      I managed a weak chuckle. ‘What, in London, when I was dressed as a boy and you were my aunt? It was easier to call you Anna.’

      ‘I’m surprised you remember.’

      ‘I remember everything – from after Dad left, anyway.’ The pain spiked in my head again.

      She stroked my cheek. The bed sprang back as she stood.

      ‘I’ll let you sleep. Love you. Call if you need anything.’

      What I needed was a bullet in the skull. Anything to stop the pain.
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      What I got were dreams.

      One in particular. A recurring dream I hadn’t had for months. Inspired by my trip to the beach, perhaps. I rode up silver moonbeams to a forest. Tall, beautiful people, with glittering firefly crowns, greeted me; beckoned to me. When I stepped forward, the ground fell away and I flew, sailing free in the velvet night air.

      The stars winked out one by one. Someone flew beside me but I couldn’t turn my head to see who. Below us, leaves on the trees withered and died as we passed. The people vanished like mists, leaving brown death where the forests had been. The world burned.

      And I knew it was my fault.

      A strong brown hand grasped my wrist in a bone-grinding grip. The street was so far below. Warm tropical breezes lifted my hair. The fingers relaxed. I plummeted towards concrete and asphalt.
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      My eyes flew open, heart hammering, my skin sticky with sweat. Quiet darkness told me it was still early. Thick curtains obscured the windows and hid the world. Faint, pink-gold light crept in around the edges. The clock said five oh two. I swore at it. The readout ticked relentlessly over to five oh three. Living in the tropics might sound appealing, but the heat and early sunrises sucked for a night-person like me.

      I closed my eyes and willed myself back to sleep. A flock of parrots picked that moment to squabble outside my window. Clearly it was morning enough that I may as well get up. Lying in bed would make neither headaches nor my current problem disappear for good.

      I sat up. My brain didn’t explode. Thank God. I wasn’t sure I could handle any more like that. Shucking the clothes I’d slept in, still sandy from the beach, I stepped into the white-tiled ensuite and played the age-old game of balance the hot and cold. I stood for ages under the steady stream of water, letting it pound on my shoulders and neck; relaxing muscles made sore by jujitsu and tension.

      What to do...

      The image of Fynn’s suspicion and doubt last night replayed in my head. What had he seen, though? No more than a girl defending herself against two muggers in a carpark.

      Unless he was very observant…

      Damn! I had to be sure and I had to know if I’d heard him correctly. I couldn’t walk away from the first chance I’d had in five years of finding out. If this ocair thing was important, I could use it as leverage, get them to leave us alone. Then I could stop living in constant fear of myself and what they might drive me to do.

      I groaned. That meant confronting this Fynn guy and there was something unsettling about him. But he was only human. I was perfectly capable of defending myself if he turned out to be some weirdo serial killer.

      I left the comforting warmth of the shower and got dressed.
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      I’ve found their target.

      <Who is it?>

      No bloody idea. I just met her.

      < We need to know who she is. She may lead us to them.>

      My thoughts exactly. But she’s... Nevermind.

      <Where is she now?>

      Home. Sleeping. I should have brought her to you.

      <You could hardly kidnap her in the open street>

      Why not? They tried. We need to know who she is. She has potential.

      <Just stay close to her. We know she’s who they want and we may be able to use that.>

      

      It was too early to contact Fynn, but the alternative – schoolwork – held zero appeal. I gathered my throwing knives and headed for the living room. I put on the coffee percolator and opened the window that looked out over the sea. The air was already thick and warm, redolent of salt, mud, and frangipani, and noisy with the squawk of brilliant red and green parrots clowning around in the trees outside. Early sunlight glittered off the still ocean. Boats of all sizes left white trails across the blue water. A cruise ship’s mournful horn wafted across as the ship inched into port.

      Irritatingly picturesque. I closed the window, drew the blinds against the sun and switched on the airconditioner. Anna didn’t much like the outdoors and hated the heat, so airconditioning was as essential as coffee for her. I found the lush smell of greenery surrounding Cairns reassuring and welcoming. The nearness of the rainforests pulled at something primal in me. When we had time, I fully intended to go hiking, regardless of Anna’s distaste.

      In the meantime, I had some thinking to do and throwing knives helped. I gathered the knives and paced four metres from the scarred wooden target I’d built two weeks before, on the first day we’d arrived. The rhythmic thwack of metal into wood and the focus required to get the spin right settled my mind. After ten ends I switched to left-handed. After that, I turned my back and spun and threw in one move.

      ‘Couldn’t sleep?’ My mother, improbably young in blue pyjama shorts and a white t-shirt, with wild, red curls loose to her shoulders and face free of makeup, emerged from her room, yawning. ‘Me neither. Feeling better?’

      I nodded.

      She inspected the close grouping of my latest throws. ‘Nice. Four metres with a turn-about? What about six?’

      I went back to throwing. ‘Not enough space unless I start at the end of the hall. Do you mind being impaled as you come out of your room?’

      She chuckled. ‘Just wait ‘til I go to work. But don’t miss. I’d hate to have to replaster the wall again.’

      ‘Hey! That was ten years ago. I was eight. I don’t miss.’ The rest of her words filtered into my brain. ‘Hang on. It’s Saturday. You’re working today? I thought we were going to the markets later. I have to find you a present for your birthday, on Wednesday, remember?’

      The percolator beeped and she poured herself a cup of black coffee. I sniffed the rich scent appreciatively. Her blue eyes watched me speculatively over the rim of the cup.

      ‘Birthdays are overrated. The markets might have to wait. I told the MJE Board we’d be live with all the changes in six months.’ She screwed up her nose. ‘Means a lot to do.’

      Six months. Shorter than many of our stays. But long enough to let me finish senior. There were only three months left.

      ‘Found a new dojo?’ Anna sipped at her coffee and leafed through a pile of junkmail on the kitchen counter.

      ‘Two. There’s a good kung fu one two blocks away and a jujitsu one about two minutes from school. I’ll start on Monday. Hopefully no meatheads. They’re harder to resist breaking.’

      ‘Mmmm…’ She narrowed her gaze. ‘And did you find what you were looking for last night on the work servers?’

      Three more knives landed in the target centre before I answered. ‘No.’ The next knife over-rotated with the vehemence of my throw and bounced off, clattering on the tiled floor. I swore. Gathering all the knives I laid them on the glass coffee table and joined her at the breakfast bench.

      ‘I know you think I’m crazy, chasing after this ocair thing,’ I said, avoiding her eye, ‘but it’s the only lead I’ve ever had. If I can find out what it is, maybe I can give it to them and they’ll leave us alone.’

      ‘But in five years,’ she said, ‘all we’ve come up with is a similarity to the Celtic word for “key”. Nothing else. And we haven’t seen any indication that they’ve found us again – not for two years. I just think there are more important things you should be concentrating on.’

      It was an old argument, so I didn’t bother responding.

      She carefully touched my wrist. I suppressed my automatic retreat and glanced up.

      ‘And last night?’ she asked gently. ‘What happened?’

      I hunched a shoulder. ‘Two drunk muggers, that’s all.’

      ‘You sure? Nothing else? They didn’t hurt you?’ Her grip tightened, her eyes anxious on my face.

      I shook my head. ‘Just lost a glove.’

      ‘But you said something about making a mistake. Was it…like Japan? That bad?’

      I shuddered at the memory. The pawing of strong hands on my skin. The beer-sweet breath on my face. The seductive drag at life; the burn of power drawn and savoured. The slowing heartbeat beneath my palm.

      I stared at the glittering, white and pink granite countertop. ‘No. They weren’t trying to…do anything to me, like that. But almost as bad as Christchurch.’ I looked up at her. ‘I managed to stop it. This time. It’s getting more difficult, though.’

      The metal chair legs scraped loudly across the floor as I rose. I strode to the huge living room windows and flung the curtains aside to stare out at the bay and the verdant green hills that formed a backdrop to the city.

      ‘Every time something threatens me it gets harder not to…protect myself. I can’t help it.’

      Anna’s light footsteps hastened across the tiles. Her cool hands fell on my shoulders, hair tickling my skin as she rested her head on my back.

      ‘Oh, Rowan.’ She sighed. ‘I’m sorry. If it was that close, maybe you should pack.’

      I groaned and turned around, leaning my cheek on her shoulder, though I stood half a head taller. ‘I don’t know. They could have just been plain old muggers.’

      ‘No, I don’t think we should take the risk.’ Her tone firmed. ‘It’s not worth it.’

      ‘But it just delays things,’ I said. ‘It’s only a matter of time before they track us down again, no matter how careful we are. I just need to find a way to get them off our backs. Then it will get easier to control this. It’s my fear that triggers it, I’m sure.’

      Her fingers combed through my hair. ‘You get better all the time, sweetheart. Remember when you used to break glasses just picking them up? And straight out tell people if you saw their death or an accident when you touched them?’ She lifted my chin. Her cheeks were pale, her eyes steady, but with a hint of fear in them that tore at my heart.

      ‘I know. But controlling myself physically isn’t what I meant.’ I tapped my temple. ‘This is what scares me. Last night I wasn’t even in that much danger. I’d handled things. But it happened anyway. And this time it was like…’ I pressed my palms against my head. ‘Something took over completely. Or I became…no. I don’t know how to describe it. All I know is that it scares the shit out of me. Like there’s something inside me that wants…’ I spread my arms wide then dropped them to my sides, helpless. ‘Everything.’

      I sank on to the white leather couch and rested my forehead on my fists. Anna sat beside me, one arm across my shoulders.

      ‘I know it’s hard, sweetheart,’ she murmured. ‘But I know you. You’re tough and smart. You can control it. You go back to Ireland. I’ll find another city – somewhere bigger so we can be invisible. After you finish senior we can focus on finding out who’s after you, and learning how to hold it together when you’re scared.’

      ‘It won’t matter.’ I stood and paced the white-tiled floor. ‘Whether it’s here or a bigger city. I hate living like this – constantly running and hiding. Afraid of them – and we don’t even know who they are! Afraid of myself. I know you promised Dad you’d protect me, but I need to have a say in this, too. I don’t want to run anymore. Not unless we absolutely have to.’

      ‘Yes but—’

      ‘Just give me a chance,’ I begged. ‘There was a guy last night. He came to help after I’d taken the muggers out. I don’t know what he saw. But he seemed a bit strange about it, and I’m sure he said something about the ocair. I’m going to try and meet him today and find out for certain.’

      ‘Well.’ Anna sounded doubtful, her sandy brows contracted into a straight line. ‘I might start getting things ready at work, just in case. Worst case, you can go back to Ireland and I can join you in a couple of weeks. I only need two more weeks to put the bones of the MJE changes in place, then my staff can handle it from there.’  She touched my father’s heavy gold and emerald signet ring where it rested on my left middle finger. ‘You’d be safe at his estate for a couple more weeks.’

      I hung my head, twisting the ring. ‘I know, but I can’t spend my whole life hiding there. That’s like being in a cage, like some sort of monster. I just want a normal life.’

      ‘You’re not a monster, Rowan. I’m sorry this is so hard on you. I really am. But you know you’ve always been special.’  Anna held me close for a minute and I rested in the balm of her love, breathing in the security of her familiar smell and softness. Then she leaned back and smiled encouragingly.

      ‘I could do without being special, actually,’ I said. ‘Ordinary would be nice.’

      Anna gave a twisted smile. ‘Not going all teenager on me now, are you. We’ve been doing so well.’

      I rolled my eyes. ‘Pretty sure I’ll scrape through one more year without turning into a stereotype.’ I frowned. ‘But while we’re on the subject of special…we’ve never really discussed me, have we? I mean, I’ve asked but you’ve never told me much. I think it’s time you did. Maybe it would help me understand what these people want with me.’

      She released me and walked into the kitchen. ‘I’m not sure what you mean, sweetheart.’

      ‘Yes, you are,’ I pressed. ‘Why am I different?’

      Anna poured herself another coffee, not meeting my gaze. ‘Everyone’s unique, Rowan.’

      ‘Nope,’ I said. ‘Not good enough this time. I haven’t asked for years because I didn’t want to be different. But I am.’

      Anna sighed. ‘Alright. But the truth is: I don’t know. Your father was the same, though – different like you, I mean.’

      ‘So...?’ I prompted, trying to stay calm when my heart jumped in my chest.

      She hesitated, then plucked a photo off the fridge. A photo of a pastel done by a street artist when my parents were in Calais. An image of a younger, happier Anna O’Reilly wrapped contentedly in the arms of a handsome, serious Calain Gilmore. They stood in front of the ocean, wind whipping their hair, her cheeks flushed with love and cold.

      ‘He was...so quick; so strong,’ Anna murmured. ‘I noticed it the first time we met. He saved me from being run down by a car, you know.’

      That story was an old one. Anna told it often at social occasions when asked about her absent husband. It was safer and more romantic than his death.

      ‘At the time, he downplayed it as an adrenalin rush, but it wasn’t long before I saw it come out in other, little ways he probably didn’t notice.’ She smiled reminiscently. ‘When he saved me he sort of sighed and said “so it’s you.”’

      ‘Well, that’s a pretty bizarre thing to say.’

      She shrugged. ‘He was a good man, but there was something about him I could never quite fathom.’

      ‘What, that he was insane?’ I asked wryly, trying to hide the fear gnawing at my guts – the fear that maybe he’d passed on more than speed and strength to me; that the darkness in my head was also his.

      I regretted the comment immediately but Anna reacted with neither anger nor hurt, just with pensive thoughtfulness.

      ‘No. He always seemed...conflicted, more than anything.’ She sipped her coffee, focussed somewhere beyond me. ‘It’s funny, he was only thirty when we met but he seemed so much older and wiser. He was reluctant to have kids. After three years, he agreed. Said he’d just been delaying so he could have as much time with me as possible.’ Her lips twisted and tears sheened her eyes. ‘He was so happy when you were born. He looked at you and cried. It was the first time I’d ever seen him so emotional about anything.’

      ‘But that doesn’t answer the question of why I’m different.’

      ‘No, I know. I’m sorry.’ She swept stray hairs back from her pale, smooth forehead. ‘I’ve been thinking about things he said but he never told me much. I loved him and I was focussed on us and you. I knew you were special from a very early age, though.’

      ‘How so?’ I selected a bunch of grapes from a bowl on the bench and ate a few without really tasting them.

      Anna looked fondly at me. ‘Well, you were saying words by the time you were seven months old. Full sentences by the time you were one.’ She threw me a proud smile. ‘All my friends told me to get you into a genius child course.’ Her expression clouded. ‘But your father insisted we move town. That was the first move we made. He seemed afraid when he saw you were like him.’

      ‘How do you mean, “like him”?’ My appetite vanished.

      Her brow furrowed. ‘By the time you were four, you could speak three languages fluently and you were doing written schoolwork at a grade three level. Plus you and your father had a secret language only you two could speak. To me it sounded like gibberish, but he took you seriously. And sometimes the two of you seemed to communicate just by looking at each other.’

      ‘Seriously? I can get by in Japanese and French, but three or four languages? What the hell?’

      ‘I know.’ My mother screwed up her nose. ‘I can’t explain it, either, except that Calain spoke at least twenty I was aware of.’ She laughed. ‘Including Old Norse, for some bizarre reason. In you, though, it all stopped when he went away. You just...stopped and became a normal four year old. Almost. You were sad your dad was gone, but it was like you’d forgotten how to do everything. I was so distraught at the time I didn’t think about it until much later.’ She touched my face, her expression wistful. ‘But when I asked, you just looked at me blankly and said Daddy told you to stop.’

      I gaped at her. ‘I have no memory of that, at all.’

      She smiled and rinsed her cup. ‘I know. And I know that all these years of running, and not having him around, have been hard on you. So, if you’re sure those two men last night were just ordinary muggers, maybe we can stay. That’s the biggest concern I had.’ She gave me a shrewd look. ‘We’ll plan for both contingencies. But in the last fourteen years since your Dad left, we’ve only run into serious trouble twice. I’m sure you’re right and this is nothing. So why don’t you go find this witness of yours. Then we can be sure of our next steps. I trust your judgment.’ She kissed my head. ‘I’m going to have a shower.’

      The burden of my fears was a little lighter after talking to Anna. She had such calm good sense it was impossible to maintain any level of hysteria around her. And she was right. I was being paranoid.

      I headed for my room to track Fynn Litson down. I didn’t know how to get in touch with him, so that left social media. Booting up my laptop, I logged onto a rarely-used fake Facebook profile. A quick search revealed only one Fynn Litson, whose profile showed a thirty-something hardcore goth in London, so not the one I wanted. But the members-only section of the school website had his email address listed on the student contact details. At least he really was enrolled there. Now it was just a matter of working out how and when to meet him, and what to say.

      I sent a message. Admittedly, it was rather cryptic but hopefully he was smart enough to work out who I was, as I hadn’t given him my name last night.

      Need to meet you this morning asap. Want to discuss the incident in town last night. Meghan Greene.

      It was still early and a Saturday, so I was surprised when an answer popped straight up in my Inbox.

      Of course. Coffee Club in town in twenty minutes. FL

      I hesitated over replying, not sure what I to say, either now or in twenty minutes. I hit the send button on a simple ‘OK’ message and logged out.

      So what the hell would I say when we met? Ten minutes later, having changed clothes twice to find a comfortable outfit, I left Anna a note and snuck out of the flat, still unsure of the words.
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      She’s contacted me. We’re meeting.

      <If they’re watching her, they’ll see you.>

      Not my real face, though. I’ll watch for cameras. If you want her to stay, I have to see her. I get the sense she’ll run again if she doesn’t hear what she needs to.

      <Very well. Be careful.>

      

      I arrived a few minutes early, ordered a cappuccino and sat in a corner booth, breathing in the heady scent of coffee. As my drink arrived, Fynn’s motorbike roared into a parking spot outside. He pulled off helmet and gloves and ran stiff fingers through his unruly dark hair.

      I paused in mid-sip to watch. Last night I hadn’t noticed how hot he was.

      He wore faded blue jeans and the silver-tree jacket again, in spite of the heat. Sensible rider, then. Tucking the helmet under one arm, he yanked a baseball cap out of his pocket and flipped it onto his head, tugging it low. Then he swung a long leg off the bike and strode into the coffee shop. His grey eyes scanned the room. When they encountered mine, he nodded acknowledgment and moved to the counter.

      He’d had training. He moved smoothly; controlled strength and graceful power; something in him always calm, centred, always aware of his surroundings. After speaking to the girl behind the counter, he strolled over to where I sat. Placing the helmet on the seat and a number on the table, he slid along the cushioned bench.

      ‘You picked my favourite seat,’ he said. ‘A warrior’s spot: back to the wall and both entrances in sight.’

      I started. After all these years, I’d done it automatically. It hadn’t occurred to me anyone would understand why. I fumbled for an answer.

      ‘Too many action movies. Delusions of being an assassin. Thanks for coming,’ I added belatedly.

      ‘Sure.’ His grey eyes met mine. His showed nothing but calm distance. Mine, I’m sure, were wary. ‘Delusions or hopes?’

      ‘Does anyone hope to be an assassin one day?’

      His smile quirked sideways. ‘You’d probably be surprised.’

      ‘Definitely.’ I slurped froth off my cappuccino. ‘Still, people are pretty weird sometimes.’

      ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘you have no idea.’

      ‘Actually, yes I do.’

      He shot me a wry, amused look as his coffee arrived. He sipped it and gave a satisfied sigh. After a swift a survey of the room, he leaned forward, put his elbows on the table and clasped his mug in both hands.

      ‘So what’d you want to talk about?’

      I almost choked on my drink. I coughed and snatched at a serviette to cover my mouth. The woman at the table next to us screwed up her nose at me. Around us the bustle and laughter of early morning weekend breakfasters continued unabated; the clink of silverware and babble of talk oblivious to my confusion.

      ‘What? Well...about last night?’ I managed. Why the heck was he acting dumb?

      Hot morning sunshine streamed through the window, heating the back of my neck, in spite of the airconditioning. My legs stuck to the vinyl bench seat.

      Fynn eased out of the riding jacket, his grey t-shirt straining across muscular shoulders. He draped the jacket over his helmet.

      ‘Didn’t realise we had anything to talk about. I offered help. You blew me off.’ He eyed me coolly, sipping his coffee. ‘What’d you want me to say? That I’m impressed you could beat two guys at once? I am, but it’s not unusual if you’ve done martial arts. And you did say they were drunk. I only came in after the fact, so I didn’t see much. You ok this morning, by the way?’ He eyed me without any apparent concern. ‘That sort of encounter usually has some psychological after-effects, even if you came off without any physical damage.’

      ‘I’m fine, but...’ I didn’t know how to continue.

      He raised his brows at me, just a glimmer of amusement lurking in his expression.

      I couldn’t exactly say “so what did you see me do last night?” or “did you say the word ocair?”  What if he didn’t see anything? What if I’d imagined his suspicion, misheard his words, and was being paranoid? If he knew nothing we could stay - as long as he didn’t spread the story around school. The last thing I needed was to be the object of admiration or attention. The only way to stay under the radar in a new town was for me to slide through school totally unnoticed.

      ‘If you’re worried about me spreading the story around school, then don’t.’ His lips twisted into a wry smile. ‘I have no interest in making either of us the centre of attention.’

      I froze. ‘That’s bizarre. That’s exactly what I was thinking.’

      His face lit with such easy, ironic amusement that I almost missed his next words.

      ‘You’re pretty transparent, you know. Don’t play poker.’

      I glowered. I was a damned good poker player and most people found me hard to read. I’d cultivated it on purpose. He was just trying to throw me off balance. Why?

      The half-smile he gave me was wry with a hint of “don’t-give-a-shit-what-you-think” attitude. Relaxing into his seat he transferred it to the waitress as she delivered a steaming muffin. She dimpled at him in return and cast me a quick, assessing look.

      I put my half-empty cup down. The scent of the blueberry muffin made my stomach rumble. I looked away resolutely.

      Fynn pushed the plate across the table. ‘Want some of my muffin? You look hungry.’

      ‘What?’ I repeated, more to buy time that because I didn’t understand. Why did it feel like I was missing something important in the subtleties of this conversation?  ‘No, I don’t want your muffin. I want—’

      ‘Hey, there you are!’ A cheery, familiar voice interrupted the tension between us. Paul Eisen sent me a quick salute from where he stood at the counter. He sauntered over, blue shirt stretching across a broad chest as he shoved a hand in a pocket of his grey cargo pants. The epitome of cool and charming. Sunlight glinted off his blond hair and slanted through his blue eyes so that, just for an instant, they seemed to glow with an inner light.

      ‘How are you after last night, Meg?’ He leaned over our table, all concern and friendliness, but his question made me wince.

      I caught Fynn’s eyes, expecting to find good humour or at least surprise. Instead, just briefly, something icy and frightening flashed. Then the shutters came down. He slid out of the booth and stood. Face to face, the two men were much of the same height. Fynn, however, was lean and graceful, the muscles in his arm and wrist defined and smooth, the angles of his face sharper. Paul was broader across the shoulders, his power all in bulk and size.

      They shook hands and introduced themselves politely but an undercurrent I couldn’t quite fathom passed between them. They smiled at each other but it was the smile of competitors, not friends - all tension and teeth.

      What a novel concept. I’d never had two guys squabbling over me. No. I had it wrong. This was just a standard alpha-male face off; something stone-age and unrelated to me except that I was the female witnessing it and, presumably, meant to be awed. It annoyed me.

      ‘How’d you find me here?’ I broke into their silently-aggressive eye contact.

      Paul’s face lit with roguish delight. I couldn’t help smiling back.

      ‘Called your mother this morning to see how you were. We were pretty late in last night and you weren’t well.’ He sat down beside me.

      A little too close. I scooted a few centimetres away.

      After a moment’s hesitation Fynn slid back into his seat and picked up his coffee, watching us both enigmatically.

      Paul grinned at the waitress as she placed his cup down. ‘How’s your head this morning?’

      ‘Hangover?’ Fynn’s dry question was accompanied by an even drier look.

      The waitress examined me speculatively, her eyes darting between me and the two men.

      I grimaced. ‘No, migraine.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Paul put in. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so bad. She could barely walk. Wouldn’t even let me take her to the hospital. Lucky I was there, huh?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I agreed reluctantly. ‘Thanks again, Paul. Hey, could I ask you a favour, though?’ I tried a smile. ‘Can you keep it quiet? I hate people treating me like glass or—’

      He elbowed me and chuckled. ‘Giving you a hard time? Never fear, fair maiden. I shall protect your reputation. One condition, though.’

      I winced, not looking in Fynn’s direction. He hadn’t put any conditions on silence. ‘What?’

      ‘You have to go to the movies with me tonight.’ He threw Fynn a quick, triumphant grin.

      Fynn’s face slid further into blankness. His fingertips whitened on his mug.

      ‘Seriously?’ I hesitated. This was getting out of hand. Paul was going to ridiculous lengths to ingratiate himself with me and, I assumed, my mother. I didn’t want to go out with him on that basis but I certainly didn’t want him talking about me behind my back, either.

      Paul gave an endearingly sheepish laugh. ‘Not just me. Everyone’s going. So it’s not like a real date or anything. Just get to know some of the guys at school.’

      ‘Fynn’s one of the guys at school,’ I said.

      Paul eyed him narrowly. ‘Huh. Never seen you. The other guys, then. C’mon. Won’t kill you.’

      With a sigh, I gave in. ‘OK, one movie but that’s it. This isn’t a date and I’m not going to be blackmailed into a second one. If you don’t keep your word...’

      Paul held up both hands in surrender. ‘I promise!’ He swallowed the last of his drink with a quick toss and gulp. ‘Gotta go meet up with the old man. He’s dragging me off to meet the dude running MJE’s anti-aging research team.’ He grinned ironically. ‘He keeps thinking I want to be a geneticist because I mentioned it, like once, when I was like fourteen. Doesn’t get the message and sometimes it’s easier not to argue with him. Parents!

      ‘Anyway.’ He shrugged. ‘Pick you up around five-thirty.’ He jerked his chin at Fynn in reluctant acknowledgement of his existence. ‘Mate.’ With a jaunty wave aimed at me, he strolled out, apparently oblivious to the admiring looks of our waitress.

      As he sauntered away I sighed again and turned back to my cooling cup. Fynn watched Paul leave and flicked me a narrow look. A blush stole into my cheeks. Who was he to judge who I went out with? Surely he could see it was a date under duress anyway.

      ‘I have to go, too.’ I pushed my cup away, the coffee turning bitter in my mouth.

      Around me the swell of conversation became unbearable as more morning-people filled the busy cafe. The tink of spoons on cups, the wail of a child, the high-pitched laughter of a gaggle of teenage girls; all merged into a din that thrummed against my eardrums.

      Fynn extended a hand towards my wrist, then dropped it back to the table when I snatched mine away. His expression was pensive.

      ‘Don’t go out with him tonight.’

      ‘Why?’ I stared at him. ‘What do you care?’

      He switched his gaze to where he played idly with a sugar sachet. ‘I don’t. I just don’t trust him.’

      With a short laugh, I flicked my long braid back over my shoulder and shuffled around to the edge of the booth.

      ‘I don’t trust anyone. Not you, not him, not me, not anyone. I’ll be fine.’ I collected my bag.

      When I straightened he was standing, staring down at me with those searching grey eyes. How had he gotten up so fast? He laid warm fingers on my arm.

      ‘Like you were ok last night? If you were that sick, then you were helpless.’

      ‘And he took care of me, so what? Surely that means I can trust him.’ I tried to tug my wrists free.

      His grip tightened.

      ‘Let go, Fynn. I don’t want to hurt you.’

      He chuckled. ‘You could find that tricky.’ He drew me one step closer. The scent of him filled my nostrils: leather, warmth, mown grass. I froze, anger and fear building. Darkness quivered, straining at its bonds.

      ‘Wanna bet?’ I smiled bleakly.

      He lifted his brows.

      My stomach growled and I laughed.

      ‘Look.’ I twisted free and edged towards the exit. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but I guess I do need to eat something after all. And I’ve got homework. I’d better get home.’

      His eyes sparkled with secret humour. ‘You don’t mean that, you’re just being polite, for once.’

      I glared at him. He was right, of course, I hadn’t been particularly polite to him so far. He hadn’t exactly been one hundred percent nice, either. He still made me uneasy in a way I couldn’t quite define. Maybe the fact he was just so damned cool and sure of himself. Paul, I understood. Fynn, I didn’t. It bothered me.

      He collected his helmet and jacket. ‘Don’t worry. I have to go anyway. My mother is expecting me home to babysit my kid sister.’

      ‘You have a family?’ Surprise made me blurt out the question without thinking. Of course he had a family. What a dumb thing to say.

      He quirked an eyebrow at me. ‘Just me, my sister and my mother. They’re my aunt and cousin, really. My parents died when I was young. My aunt took me in.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I shifted uncomfortably.

      ‘Long time ago.’ He shrugged and jerked his chin at the door. ‘Walk me out?’ As we walked, he eyed me. ‘You got interrupted before you could tell me what you wanted to talk about.’

      I’d had a chance to think about it now. ‘I just wanted to know what you thought of those men last night. Did they seem like ordinary muggers to you?’

      Fynn tilted his head and stared off into space. ‘Yeah. What I saw, anyway. I saw them in the pub before and they looked like they’d been there a while. Why?’

      ‘Oh.’ I shifted my bag on my shoulder and flapped a cooling breeze under my shirt as we stepped into the thick, warm air outside. ‘Just…not a lot of experience with this sort of thing, I guess,’ I lied.

      ‘Well,’ he returned, smiling, ‘you handled it like a pro - if their groans were anything to judge by.’

      The rush of pride I felt at his words annoyed me. At least it sounded like he hadn’t seen anything unusual. Now how to ask the other question without sounding weird.

      I shaded my face from the already too-warm sun. A few brilliant-white and grey seagulls soared through the hot blue sky. Something larger, a pelican, flapped lazily by. Flies buzzed my face and I waved them away.

      We strolled across to where Fynn’d parked his bike and I stood by as he swung a leg over. It was one of the new Honda twelve hundred roadbikes: built for speed; with clean lines and an aerodynamic sleekness in black and silver. In short, it looked dangerous – a lot like Fynn, himself.

      ‘Come for a spin?’ He sat back on the saddle.

      I shook my head dubiously, wanting to accept, knowing I shouldn’t. I’d always been an adrenalin-junkie but circumstances forced me to get my fixes solo. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

      ‘Coward.’ He seemed more amused than bothered.

      ‘No, just not an idiot. I don’t know y—’ I stopped but the ironic look he gave me said he’d filled in the blank. I lifted my chin.

      Fynn gave an ironic chuckle. ‘Not a serial killer, in case you were wondering.’

      ‘That’s what they all say.’

      ‘Point. Let’s start again, shall we?’ He bowed formally and gathered my hand in his. ‘Hi. I’m Fynn Litson. Now you do know—’

      An image flashed into my mind. A thousand pins prickled my palm and the taste of lightning tanged in my mouth. The skin-connection with him was so strong the images blotted out the real world, leaving me blind; knees weak.

      I’d forgotten to replace my gloves.

      I wrenched free and staggered back. The after-image burned into my eyelids: a black truck; Fynn’s bike; a red car; the tearing of metal; a flying, ragdoll body; a silver Celtic tree glittering in the sunlight.

      ‘Ro—Meghan!’ His strong grip held me upright, digging painfully into my arms.

      I fought with myself, struggling against the compulsion to speak; afraid of the result if I did – and if I didn’t. Why did I only see death and destruction? I splayed my hands towards Fynn’s chest to break free. In the depths of my mind, the darkness emerged. Its hunger for power burned under my skin. I whimpered. There was no threat! Fear stayed my hands. They hovered between us like trapped butterflies. I curled them into fists against my breasts. With gritted teeth, I concentrated on slowing my heart and settling the fears roiling my stomach.

      The darkness retreated.

      ‘What?’ Fynn let go. ‘I didn’t hurt you, did I?’

      ‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘No, it was—’ I stopped myself in time and backed away. ‘Just go, alright! Leave me alone.’

      Fynn opened his mouth, then closed it. Then he drew on one glove and kicked the stand up.

      He pulled a small piece of white card out of his pocket and flicked it. I caught it reflexively. It just had his initials and a phone number on it, nothing else. He tugged on the other glove, his expression blank.

      ‘Call if you need help when you’re out tonight.’

      ‘Wait!’

      He looked at me from beneath dark lashes.

      ‘Which way are you going home?’ I asked, my voice breathy.

      Fynn jammed his helmet on. ‘Gatton Street.’

      ‘Oh.’ I nodded. ‘Good idea. Anderson Street’s always really busy on Saturdays…I hear.’  He didn’t ask why I’d asked, just gave me a level, ironic look.

      The black visor flicked down. He revved the engine. I wrapped my arms around my waist, holding myself together. He roared off down the street without even a wave and disappeared around the corner.

      Tucking the card into my bag, I headed home, disturbed by the whole morning.

      My self-control was slipping too often.
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      Did you see that?

      <Yes. This puts a new perspective on things. Perhaps that’s why they want her. That skill’s rare enough.>

      Maybe we should consider—

      <No. Just stick to the plan. It’s them we want, not her.>

      

      Anna began a careful interrogation as soon as the door to our unit had closed behind me.

      ‘Did Paul find you? He’s nice.’ She cast me a shrewd look as she buttered bread.

      I sat at the table and put together a sub sandwich with the ingredients she’d organised from our rather haphazard fridge selection. It gave me time to think.

      ‘Yes, he found me.’ I focussed on my sandwich. ‘He asked me out tonight. To the movies.’

      She paused with a piece of fetta halfway to her lips. ‘Will you go?’

      I shrugged one shoulder. ‘Kinda have to or he’ll blab about my migraine.’

      ‘Chivalrous!’

      ‘He’s young.’

      ‘Quoth the greybeard,’ Anna said, grinning. Her smile slipped away. ‘What about your witness? Did he see you last night?’

      I considered Fynn again and shook my head. ‘I think…I don’t think he’d say anything, even if he had seen me. But I’m pretty sure he didn’t. I think we’re ok.’ I didn’t tell her about the vision. If he went home by Gatton Street, it wouldn’t come true. My heart stuttered. Should I have said something more direct?

      ‘So, we’re staying?’

      I nodded.

      Anna smiled, the sparkle back in her eyes. ‘I’m so glad. But keep an eye on him, just in case. I’m sure everything will be fine. We’ve been so careful changing names and identities.’ She laughed ruefully. ‘Lucky I own the business, huh? At least I can keep hiring all my alter-egos. I’m sure whoever those people were that caught you in Christchurch and in Japan have lost our trail now.’

      Hopefully she was right.

      ‘But I get to pick the next name,’ I said, pointing a stick of celery at her. ‘You’re getting too predictable with the whole rainbow of colours thing.’

      ‘You just didn’t like Ochre.’

      ‘And there was that, too.’ I smiled at her. ‘It’s a revolting colour and a worse name.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ She watched me through her lashes. ‘Was it Paul? Your witness?’

      ‘No.’ My cheeks burned. ‘Someone else. Another guy from school, named Fynn.’

      She made a mock-impressed face and sipped her orange juice. ‘Two boys at once? From famine to flood, huh? That’s great. I’m going out tonight with Mick and a few others from work, but that’s not an excuse to stay out too late with Paul.’

      ‘You know I won’t.’

      ‘I know, but I’m a mother. I can’t help worrying.’ She gave me a significant glance. ‘It’s not like you’ve done a lot of dating.’

      ‘That,’ I said, ‘I’m aware of. Don’t panic.’ I patted her shoulder condescendingly and grinned. ‘I’ll be safe, I promise. You too.’

      ‘Rowan!’ She pretended shock but her eyes twinkled. ‘Just have fun, ok? You’re too young to worry so much. At least yours is a real date. Mine’ll be all work.’

      I applied myself to the sandwich and listened to her shop-talk with half an ear. In truth, I wasn’t particularly excited about the date, but I couldn’t afford to have him talk about me. When I was young, we’d left too many towns in a hurry because kids at school noticed my strength and speed, no matter how hard I tried to hide.

      And I did have questions for Paul. They hadn’t occurred to me last night, but now my ingrained suspicion re-emerged. How had Paul known where I was? Had he followed me? Co-incidentally been at the same beach? I might be paranoid in thinking these things, but the only way to be sure was to ask him.

      I was also now more certain than ever that Fynn was hiding something; that he knew something about the ocair. What made me so certain was a mystery. But I’d learned to trust my instincts about people. I was usually – depressingly – right.

      The rest of the afternoon Anna and I spent mostly in silence or desultory conversation as we both worked on our laptops, set up at the dining table. The familiarity of her bent head and frowning concentration gave a comforting sense of security. No matter what happened, I’d have her and she’d have me.

      At around three o’clock Anna stretched, yawned, closed her laptop and flopped onto the couch. She flicked on the tv and skimmed the channels. My history assignment on the Viking invasions of Britain complete, I spent half an hour smacking the muk yan jong – the kung fu training dummy I’d found at an op-shop the week before. My hands blurred and the wood cracked ominously. This one wouldn’t last long. They never did. When my hands hurt too much to continue, I grabbed a cold drink from the fridge and joined Anna on the couch.

      Outside, the sun hovered above the rim of the Great Dividing Range that formed a verdant backdrop to Cairns city. The light mellowed, toning down from the blazing insanity that melted mind and matter throughout the middle of the day. Palm trees and pink bougainvillea glowed in the golden-warm, afternoon light unique to North Queensland. It softened everything and made even me consider taking up painting, bad though I was at it.

      Across the road, mothers with small children brought them out to play in the park fringing the shoreline. There wasn’t really a beach here, just vast tidal mudflats. Swimming wasn’t an option, with or without jellyfish. Which explained the enormous, fake beach-pool complex up the other end of town. Mangroves and mudflats weren’t the tropical paradise tourists expected.

      Anna’s restless channel-surfing ceased and she settled on one showing news.

      And our headline again, the cheerful blonde newsreader said, a five car pileup today on Anderson street in central Cairns has claimed the lives of two people. This footage was taken by a tourist who happened to be on site when a truck lost control and rolled into oncoming traffic.

      The drama unfolded. A black truck out of control; a red car; the tearing of metal; a flying ragdoll body. I swore and sprang from the couch. The drink tin crumpled into a solid ball in my palm.

      Ignoring Anna’s worried call, I ran to my room and dug in my bag. By the time I found Fynn’s card and my phone, my fingers shook so badly I could barely dial. It rang just once and he answered.

      ‘You’re ok?’ I asked, breathless. Why did it matter? ‘On the news. There was an accident. You didn’t go down Anderson street?’

      ‘No. Gatton, like I said,’ he replied, his tone curt, almost dismissive.

      ‘I…’ I didn’t know what to say; couldn’t explain my call without sounding like a lunatic.

      ‘Look, I can’t talk now.’ His voice was quiet, practically a whisper. ‘Let’s meet for lunch tomorrow. I’ll tell you what I can about the ocair, and—’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You heard me. Meet me tomorrow, same place. But don’t go out with Paul Eisen tonight. Stay at home where you’re safe.’

      ‘But—’ The phone beeped in my ear.

      I called him straight back but it went to voicemail. And again. What the hell? He did know about the ocair. But how? And what was so dangerous about going out with Paul? After last night I felt safe with him. What right did Fynn have to tell me what to do, anyway? He couldn’t just order me around, hang up and expect me to sit home waiting for him to dole out information. I had no reason to trust his word or obey him.

      I texted him with a demand to pick up the phone. No reply.

      Paul might want me to protect his father’s job, but he hadn’t proven untrustworthy. He hadn’t lied to me, as Fynn had.

      Paul was also arrogant enough that if I didn’t go out with him, he would spread stories about me at school and draw too much attention to my whereabouts. I wasn’t going to leave town until I’d spoken with Logan, so I certainly couldn’t risk my anonymity by standing Paul up.

      ‘Rowan?’ My mother stood in the doorway, sounding worried.

      A strident buzzing made me jump. Anna hurried to the security camera screen by the door.

      ‘It’s Paul. What do you want me to say?’ It was only four-thirty.

      ‘Tell him…’ I swept my thumb across the smooth screen of the phone, over the last number dialled. ‘Tell him I’ll be down in a minute.’ I shut my door and dug frantically for a decent outfit that didn’t need ironing.

      If not for the questions about how Paul found me at the beach, and Fynn’s order to stay home, I probably would have found an excuse to get out of this no matter how long Paul camped on my doorstep. But meeting with Paul was my best chance to be a hundred percent sure we were safe here. If a simple date would close his mouth and keep me out of the limelight, I had to do it. I couldn’t be driven out by something as dumb as teenage gossip, not with the chance of learning about the ocair so close.

      

      ‘Hey beautiful.’ Paul grinned at me as I emerged from the elevator. ‘How’s the head?’

      I shrugged one shoulder and slipped a thin, grey-green overshirt into my bag in case it got cooler later. I’d had to leave my spare pair of gloves at home. It was one thing to wear them as a quirky fashion statement at school, but just plain weird with a dress and strappy flats. I’d just have to be careful.

      ‘Fine. Thanks. What’s the deal? You’re only like an hour early.’ I held up my watch significantly.

      He chuckled. ‘Thought you might bail. Figured I’d come get you early so you’d have no excuses.’

      ‘Wow. And I thought I had trust issues. So where are we going?’

      ‘My Dad’s having a barbeque,’ he said, then laughed – probably at my horrified expression. ‘Don’t panic. We’re not doing the “meet the parents” thing. Just gotta go home for a sec. Forgot my wallet. Then we’ll grab something to eat and meet up with the others to catch a movie. There’s that Marvel movie on if you’re up for it.’

      Relieved, I agreed. Anything but an interminable evening making smalltalk to adults I didn’t know. A movie was infinitely better and being with his friends would save me talking about myself.

      ‘I thought you were going to see that last night?’

      ‘My Dad pulled me into a stupid meeting. Then I rescued a damsel in distress.’ He sent me a cheeky grin.

      ‘I meant to ask…’ I tried to sound casual as we clung to the shade and headed for his car. The heat radiating off the ground made my skin sticky. The air was thick and heavy with moisture. ‘How’d you find me?’

      Paul shrugged. ‘Wasn’t looking. I was pissed at my Dad and just went to my favourite beach to relax. There you were.’

      Relieved, I laughed back at him. One of my worries lifted, leaving me lighter.

      When we reached his car I paused, admiring it. He owned a convertible Porsche. Silver. Gallantly, he opened the passenger door and waved me in. I slid into the leather seat, trying hard not to be impressed. At the touch of a button, the top retracted.

      He slid in the other side, turned the engine over, revved the accelerator and grinned wickedly. Rebellion spurted inside me again and I returned a nod, tightened my seatbelt and grabbed hold of the armrest. He floored it and the car leapt from a standing start to sixty in about two seconds. I laughed, holding my long wig in place as it twisted into knots. The adrenalin rush hit my blood and I yelled my exuberance, flinging an arm into the air.

      The ride was over too soon. Paul wound his way up into the hills, the prices of the houses most likely going up with every metre as the view improved. At the top of the hill, he pressed a button and a majestic wrought iron gate slowly slid back to reveal an unbelievable house; no, mansion, behind.

      I raised my eyebrows at him. ‘Seriously?’

      Paul laughed, all white teeth, blue eyes and mischief. ‘I did tell you my dad worked at MJE Enterprises.’

      ‘The “at” part of that sentence now seems suspicious.’

      ‘He owns it.’ He grinned. ‘Michael John Eisen Enterprises. Didn’t you know?’

      ‘No.’ I didn’t know what else to say. ‘Well, crap.’

      Here I’d been afraid he was sucking up to me because my mother had the power to fire his dad, and it was the other way around. Relief flooded in, coloured by a hint of cautious excitement. Maybe he did like me just for who I was. I could relax and enjoy the evening. After all, it wasn’t often a girl got taken out in a Porsche. The cautious girl in me asked what Paul would want from me at the end of the evening. The rebel elbowed her aside and urged me to find out.

      He pulled the car up before a massive front double door and jumped out. He ran around and opened the passenger door for me, bowing and holding his hand out. ‘My lady.’

      I hesitated, then took his fingers and clenched my teeth against the expected connection. Nothing happened. I slid out of the car. Brushing at the skirt of my floaty green sun dress, I tried to feel at ease. This sort of place; this sort of money – it spoke of cameras and security records of my face.

      Paul grinned. ‘Don’t worry. If we’re lucky we can sneak in and be gone before they know I’m here.’

      I gently withdrew, not wanting to risk my luck by holding on too long. He didn’t seem to mind. He flexed his arm, picking loose a bandage taped to the inside of the elbow. When he saw me looking he grinned and poked at the small red dot on the skin.

      ‘Dad’s into the health-stuff. He insists we both get blood tests every six months.’

      ‘What for?’

      Paul shrugged. ‘Who the heck knows? His brother died young of some crazy-weird disease. Maybe that’s it. I figure if there’s anything bad he’ll tell me. C’mon. Let’s get in and out of here before anyone sees us.’ He threw the balled-up bandage into a garden bed and strode away, waving me on.

      Instead of going in the front entrance, he led the way around to a smaller door in the side of the house. From there we tiptoed up a narrow flight of stairs to the second floor and into a long, marble-floored hallway. A few steps on carried us past a room that made me stop and gape.

      ‘What?’ Paul followed my eyeline. ‘The gym?’

      ‘That’s not a piddly little home gym,’ I blurted, ‘that’s a full sized training facility and dojo!’ I bit my tongue, regretting the hasty words.

      Paul didn’t seem to notice. ‘Yeah, we can come and play some other time when the house isn’t full of Dad’s friends wanting to dump their daughters onto me.’

      The murmur of voices and the clink of glasses and laughter wafted up from the back yard of the property. Soft jazz music floated in. There was a splash, a shout of laughter and a female voice raised in laughing complaint. Apparently someone had gone into the pool. Of course there was a pool. Probably a tennis court, too. And a Jacuzzi.

      Paul ducked into the next room and came back out with his wallet. We ran back downstairs, giggling like kids. At the base, Paul skidded to a halt and I barely avoided crashing into him.

      ‘Who’s your friend?’ A male voice made me peer around Paul’s broad shoulders.

      Paul dragged me forward and introduced us.

      ‘Dad, Meghan. Meghan, Dad. Or rather: Mr Eisen, I suppose.’

      On catching my eye, his father’s smile slipped for just a fraction of a second, then switched on again, brighter. His eyes showed a hint thoughtful interest. He held out a hand. I hesitated then grasped it, bracing myself. Nothing.

      ‘Meghan...’ Michael Eisen said musingly, ‘Meghan Greene. You’d be Anna’s daughter then? Call me Mick, please.’

      An image flashed into my head, catching me unprepared: a snapshot of him and my mother locked in an embrace. I clenched my jaw to keep words from spilling free. This was the ‘Mick’ from work my mother had mentioned so often recently. That accounted for the interested inspection. But why had she told him who I was? They’d only known each other two weeks. She wasn’t usually that reckless about my safety. Or had Paul told him?

      I wasn’t comfortable calling him ‘Mick’. It was an easy, friendly nickname and I couldn’t see him that way. He wasn’t an easy, friendly person. He was a Michael, or even a Mr Eisen, formal and distant.

      ‘Nice to meet you, sir. Yes, Anna’s my mother,’ I said, trying to cover my discomfort.

      What did she see in him? Besides the wealth and good looks, of course. His edgy intensity and strength was a far cry from the gentle, patient men my mother was normally attracted to. Maybe she sought security after all the years of uncertainty with me. My heart sank. Of course she did. And why not?

      When he released my hand, I unthinkingly wiped it on my hip.

      Michael’s eyes followed my action, a small crease appearing between his brows for a fraction of a second.

      ‘Your mother is an extraordinary lady,’ he said, after an awkward pause. ‘She certainly keeps a low profile, though. It wasn’t easy finding her.’

      ‘Well.’ I cleared my throat, ‘I hope she’s helping.’

      Michael smiled a hundred watts. ‘Absolutely. Things were a little stale. She’s brought in exactly what I wanted.’

      ‘I’m glad, sir.’ I needed a polite way to end the conversation.

      Luckily, Paul interrupted by grabbing my wrist and dragging me away.

      ‘Gotta go, Dad. Back after the movies.’ He flipped Michael a salute as we dashed out the door.

      ‘Don’t be too late in,’ his father called. ‘We have training in the morning, remember?’

      ‘Sure Dad. Don’t stress.’

      I glanced back. Michael Eisen stared steadily at me, with just the faintest hint of satisfaction lingering about his mouth.

      As we closed the front door Paul let out an exaggerated “whew” and swiped the back of his hand over his forehead. Opening the Porsche door for me, he climbed in his own side and threw me a grin.

      ‘Sorry about that.’

      I shrugged. How could I diplomatically ask what I wanted to know? I decided to just go ahead and ask.

      ‘Was your mum home, too?’

      Paul grimaced. ‘She and Dad split up about ten years ago. Usual crap. She thought his obsession with the whole martial arts thing was a bit weird. She lives in Sydney now.’

      ‘Martial arts thing?’ I asked warily. ‘What sort of martial arts? Is that what he meant by training?’

      ‘Oh, yeah.’ He grinned. ‘Forgot you’re new in town. Everyone knows he’s a nut for it. He likes to train in the old European martial arts styles – boxing, swordfighting and such. I didn’t mind so much when I was a kid. Y’know how kids like to hang with their dad. But it’s a bit old now. I do it just to humour him.’

      I gave a sympathetic grin. ‘Parents, what can you do? They all have their hangups, I guess. So is that what got him into owning gyms?’

      An MJE emblem, emblazoned on a brochure on the floor of the car, caught my eye. The M and E were in a flowing font, separated by a sharp, straight J that looked more like a sword or a T. Glossy and professional, with a picture of a gleaming blue-and-brushed-steel gym, and two muscular, oiled, grinning models on the front, the brochure presented the ideal everyone supposedly needed to be.

      Paul slipped the car into gear and planted his foot. ‘Guess so. He’s got about a hundred around the world. He’s buying a couple more next year.’

      ‘Is that how he makes his money?’ I asked. ‘Sorry. That was rude. I meant, I thought MJE was more about science r-and-d stuff?’

      ‘Yeah, that was how he got started. Not sure why he got into gyms. Guess it’s the health-trend. A lot of his research is about health.’ He curled a lip. ‘Which is why he wants me to get into genetics – so I can take over the business. I s’pose gyms were sort of a natural next step. He bought his first one about five years ago and he travels a lot buying others. Off to Italy next week. I’m thinking I might go too.’

      ‘Italy...That’d be cool. I haven’t been there yet.’ I put the thought aside. Maybe next year, when I was free. ‘So where are we going?’

      ‘Thought we’d meet some of the guys at that new Thai place down on the Esplanade.’

      ‘Sounds good,’ I replied, resigning myself to an evening of testosterone.
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      Where is she now?>

      Out, with Paul Eisen and his friends. I’m following.

      <Stay out of sight.>

      I’m just going to keep an eye on her. There’s something very strange about her. Whatever happens, you need to see her.

      <Stop playing the hero. They’ll be watching her and if you get involved they’ll see you, too.>

      If they’re that good, which I doubt, they probably already have. I can take care of myself. She can’t. She doesn’t know what she’s up against.

      <Don’t underestimate them. Remember what happened to Jonathan.>

      

      As it turned out, the “guys” weren’t too bad. Sure, they were full of themselves and their girlfriends were a bit stand-offish to start with but they all loosened up as the night went on. Paul kept them in a ripple of laughter with a series of off-colour comments about people. It was hard not to laugh along, even though the inherent snobbery in his observations made me cringe.

      It was pleasant to almost feel part of a group, though. They were all perfectly nice to me, even the girls. Paul also behaved like an absolute gentleman the whole evening, treating me with easy camaraderie in front of his friends; never mentioning the whole headache incident, as promised. I kept the sarcasm to a minimum, listened and smiled encouragingly a lot.

      After dinner and a movie we gravitated to a coffee shop. The group broke up around midnight when the girls pestered their boyfriends to take them to a nightclub catering to the under eighteen crowd. I opted out, so Paul drove me home.

      He pulled up outside my place, leapt out and opened the door for me again with a sweeping bow. High overhead, our windows were dark. Anna must be either still out, or in bed. I smiled politely at Paul, hoping he would get the message without making too much of a fuss.

      ‘Thanks, Paul. I had a good time.’

      He hesitated, then stepped closer, sliding one arm around my waist. His other hand feathered its way up my arm, leaving goosepimples in its wake. My heart sped and my cheeks burned as his gaze fell to my lips.

      ‘Do I at least get a goodnight kiss?’

      For a heady moment I was tempted. Just a taste. Just one hiatus in my crazy life. Then I broke free from his embrace and stepped back. I must be mad. Bloody teenage hormones. He might not be trying to influence my mother for his father’s job, but I still knew better than to get involved with someone as high-profile as Paul Eisen. There was no way I could slide through six months unnoticed on his arm.

      ‘I’m sorry, Paul. I just can’t.’ Tonight’s normality made the ache of reality all that much worse. But I couldn’t keep torturing myself. At least, if I ended it now, it would hurt less.

      ‘What’s wrong with a kiss?’ He reached for me again.

      I stepped back again, hunching my shoulders and half turning away. He gripped my arm. The first inklings of old fear rose up in my throat and I pulled my bag across in front of me. My heart thudded in my ears, my breath harsh and quick. Memories of Japan flickered: flesh-on-flesh, humiliation, fear; life slipping away beneath my hands. Darkness raised its head.

      That galvanised me. Fear was just stories. Stories that wouldn’t happen this time. I was older, better disciplined. I could control it. I had to.

      But if I refused Paul, what would he do? I didn’t want to have to hurt him. That would ruin my plan to stay faster than anything. And the collateral damage to Anna’s business and her relationship with Michael would be awkward, to say the least. Breaking a guy’s arm didn’t usually go down well with his dad.

      Deliberately, I pressed my palm to Paul’s wrist, concentrating on the next few minutes, steeling myself against the flash-images. Pinpricks shifted under my skin. Flickering and jumping like an old film it played out in my head. Warm relief surged. He wasn’t the sort to force himself on me. I released his arm.

      ‘I’m not going to sleep with you, so it’s not fair to start something – that’s what’s wrong,’ I said.

      He stepped closer. I held a fist firm against his chest. He pushed forward then blinked in surprise when he couldn’t close the gap between us.

      ‘No one said we had to sleep together tonight. I can wait ‘til our next date.’

      That effectively doused what remained of my ambivalence. ‘Saintly of you, but nope. Not in the market for a boyfriend, Paul, and there won’t be any more dates. The deal was one, remember?’

      His jaw dropped. ‘Seriously? You really don’t want to go out with me anymore? Why not? I thought we had a pretty good time and I reckon we’d be good together.’

      ‘It’s complicated,’ I said. ‘I told you I can’t get involved with anyone right now. I want to concentrate on senior year. You’re a great guy and I’m sure there’s heaps of girls at school who’d be happy to hook up with you.’ Catching a glimpse of irritation in his expression, I eased off, annoyed to have to placate him at all. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to offend you, Paul. I did have a good time.’

      ‘Wow.’ He moved back. ‘You know I think that’s the first time any girl’s ever said “no” to me. Man! That friggin’ blows.’

      I bit my tongue, holding in a sharp retort that would do nothing to calm the situation. I waited for his reaction. I’d seen only that he wouldn’t resort to violence right now, not what he’d say and not what he’d do tomorrow. He could still make my life miserable at school, and possibly my mother’s life at work, if he wanted.

      The irony of the reversal of situation wasn’t lost on me. It tasted bitter in my mouth.

      There was a long silence. I couldn’t see his face in the shadows. A motorbike growled past, then a busload of partygoers screaming their drunken delight to the tropical darkness.

      ‘Y’know.’ Paul’s thoughtful voice made me jump. ‘Dad told me you guys were new in town and asked me to make friends with you. I didn’t want to because I thought you weren’t my type.’

      ‘Ah.’ I tried to ignore the flash of hurt. ‘That explains a lot.’

      He continued. ‘When you blew me off at the gym I was pretty pissed. Then I found you at the beach and you were so miserable I couldn’t stay mad at you. Then, tonight, you’ve been one of the coolest girls I’ve ever talked with, so I thought we could be, y’know, an item. Now you tell me you don’t want me? Man, that’s harsh. Didn’t tonight mean anything to you?’

      ‘Of course it did,’ I lied. Amusement flashed, easing my internal tension. He thought I was cool to talk with but I’d barely said a word. I smiled with just the right amount of friendly distance and regret. ‘I’m sorry Paul. I don’t want to get close to anyone. It would just make leaving too hard. Please understand.’

      There was enough truth in that to sound sincere.

      ‘Wow.’ He huffed, but at least he didn’t seem angry. ‘And I thought I was messed up. No, no.’ He backed away as I stuttered another apology. ‘I get it. Well, friendzone it is, then. I guess I’ll get over the blow to my ego with about five years of therapy.’ He grinned and the worst was over.

      ‘Thanks, Paul. I’ll see you at school on Monday.’ I turned to go into the unit complex.

      ‘Hey!’ Paul called me back. ‘Just so you know... I’ll keep my word. I won’t tell.’ He tapped his forehead significantly.

      I smiled and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. ‘Thanks. G’night.’

      He saluted and strode jauntily away. ‘Later.’

      His Porsche sped off and I gritted my teeth against the unexpected ache in my chest. It just wasn’t fair. What if I’d just rejected the one person who might be able to accept me and love me anyway? How would I ever know who I could trust?

      The roar of a motorbike startled me out of childish resentment.

      On the rider’s back, a silver, Celtic tree glittered in the streetlights.

      ‘Dammit!’

      What was Fynn doing checking up on me? I did not need these stupid, soap opera complications. Was he stalking me? Well, time he learned not to.

      A quick check showed Paul was well out of sight. I pulled keys out of my bag and headed for my car, parked beneath the apartment building. I skipped down the stairs two at a time, determined to catch up with Fynn. If I was quick I could follow him and have it out.

      My hasty footsteps echoed back in slaps off the concrete walls. Two of the lights in the garage were out, leaving my car in a pool of darkness. Luckily, I’d always had good night vision and found the door handle without difficulty.

      Something touched my shoulder.

      A muscular arm slid across my collarbone, going for the rear choke hold. I tucked in my chin, dropped into a half-crouch and grabbed his wrist and elbow. My attacker gave a grunt and tightened his hold. He tried to counter; tried to pull me upright and back.

      I spun to the right, opening his arm and twisting his hand. Yanking his bent elbow forward, I dragged the hand forcibly towards the ground. His shoulder dislocated with a sickening crunch. I dropped his head onto the concrete and his scream cut off into a choked gargle. His eyes rolled back. He twitched once and relaxed.

      I scanned the carpark, heart thumping. It couldn’t be an attempted robbery. Twice in as many days wasn’t co-incidence, it was planning. Where was his partner? There must be another. My cover was definitely blown. By who? Fynn? He was the only suspect at the moment. He’d just been here. Had he pointed me out?

      Something pressed into my back.

      ‘Hands behind your head,’ a low voice ordered.

      I pivoted to one side and smashed my forearm into his. The gun flew free and skittered across concrete. It vanished under my car. I latched onto his wrist and turned back. Folding and twisting dislocated elbow and shoulder. Ligaments popped in his wrist. He screamed and collapsed, swearing. I kicked him in the temple and he sagged to the concrete.

      In my head, the blackness threatened, eating at my self-control. I dug my nails into my palms and focussed on that pain. The darkness was so close to the surface. So close. I just had to hang on. The exit was only a few steps away. My phone was in my pocket. A quick call and we’d be packed and gone within the hour.

      I hesitated.

      If I left, I’d lose my chance to talk with Fynn about what he knew. I’d be forever running, forever afraid of these people, whoever they were. We’d been running since I was four and the gaps between them finding us were shorter each time. And each time they caught me, the results were more horrific. Soon it would come to the point where I lost all control. And I had no idea what would happen.

      It had to stop. I had to stop running. I had to find out what the ocair was so I could give it to them. Then maybe, just maybe, I could live a close approximation to a normal life. This was my first and only opportunity. I couldn’t run this time. Not if I could fix everything.

      I glanced down at the two figures at my feet. Here was my chance to find out who they were. Perhaps what, exactly, this ocair thing was they wanted.

      Patting down the unconscious man turned up nothing of use. No identification in his black cargo pants and plain blue polo shirt. Nothing. The second man woke, groaned and blinked reddened eyes at me as I approached. This carpark was too public. I’d have to take them upstairs to interrogate them further.

      A flicker of movement caught my eye. Another man. This one stepped out of the deep shadows, holding some sort of gun. It didn’t appear to be a normal pistol. Dart gun? Dammit. That meant he wanted me alive, but sedated. Who were these people? Who had these sort of resources?

      I raised my arms slowly. If he just came a little bit closer... No, he wasn’t going to. He’d seen what I did and wasn’t risking himself. A thug with a brain.

      He squeezed the trigger.

      I twisted, trying to get out of the way…and misjudged. The dart landed in the thickest part of my thigh muscle. I swore, yanked it out and flung it away. It tinkled onto the concrete. Warm lassitude spread like honey through my leg muscle.

      The man stayed where he was, watching.

      I slid along my car to the driver door, feet numb and steps uncertain. The keys were random lumps of metal in my thick fingers. I drove an elbow through the window. Glass sprayed into the car. The alarm blared, deafening in the concrete carpark. Maybe someone would come. I hauled the door open.

      Close behind, my attacker chuckled. ‘That won’t help. You’ll be unconscious in a few seconds. You can’t drive.’ His voice was mild and cultured. Australian with overtones of English boarding schools and a hint of sinus trouble.

      I ignored him and scrabbled beneath the seat, trying to focus through the distortion creeping into my brain. The urge to close my eyes almost overpowered the adrenalin pumping through my blood. At last I came up with what I wanted. Slewing around in the seat I dragged myself upright using the steering wheel.

      The gunman moved closer, watching me. Perfect. His face was half-lit, shadowed, angular, deep eyesockets, short, buzzcut, dark hair. I committed it to memory as best I could.

      No. It was already there. I’d seen that face five years before. In the ruined square outside the cathedral, after the earthquake.

      He’d found me.

      The smugness about his thin mouth spoke of amused superiority.

      ‘Laugh at this.’ I squeezed and watched in fogged satisfaction as he dropped to the ground, twitching in time with the taser cords sticking out of his chest.

      Now I really was done with running. If I woke up alive I’d get Anna to safety, then I’d come back and show these guys who they were dealing with. Enough. I’d had more than enough. I couldn’t live in fear like this any longer.

      Darkness roared deep in the drugged bonds of my mind.

      Too late. The drug took me, and it, into oblivion.

      

      Lights flashed overhead. Voices surged and retreated like waves on the beach. I liked the beach. Maybe I should go again. Maybe I could try parasailing. Or diving. I could use a good rush. Life was way too tense. Wasn’t it meant to be at least a bit of fun?

      ‘Meghan?’ Something slapped my face gently, chasing away idyllic, forest-rimmed beaches and cold mountain streams overhung by sharp basalt cliffs.

      ‘Meghan, can you hear me?’

      I groaned, pushing the hand away feebly, my arm so heavy I could barely move it. ‘Hate that name.’

      More lights flickered, steadily, rhythmically. Squinting, I twisted my head to try and make sense of it. Not the beach, then. Ah, right: streetlights. Their orange glare flashed and vanished and flashed again, leaving no space for recovery.

      I closed my eyes, willing myself not to throw up. This was my car by the sound of it and I would not throw up in it. Why was I lying down in it? Who was driving?

      ‘You ok? Open your eyes,’ a vaguely familiar male voice ordered in a tone I found difficult to disobey for some reason. It had no-nonsense harmonics.

      I opened my eyes and squinted against the lights at the driver, trying to bring him into focus.

      ‘You? You are behind this?’

      It was Fynn - all sarcasm and anti-hero dark good looks. Wind from the open driver’s window ruffled his hair.

      ‘No. I just happened by at about the time you passed out. Figured you could use a hand.’ He checked the rear view mirror, his expression calm, with just a hint of a frown. Did he find young women sedated in the basement carpark, presumably still surrounded by twitching casualties of war, perfectly ordinary?

      I closed my eyes again, turning his blithe explanation over in my sluggish brain. Nope. Still didn’t make a great deal of sense. There was something about him I had to remember. Something connected to the attack on me. What was it?

      ‘So why are you driving my car? Why didn’t you just take me upstairs? Where are you taking me?’

      Hopefully he wouldn’t offer to let me drive. Right now even the frangipani smell blasting in through the broken window turned my stomach.

      ‘You’re welcome.’ He cast me an ironic look. ‘I didn’t know your entry code and your mother isn’t home so there’s no-one to buzz me in. Plus I didn’t fancy carrying you unconscious past the night guard. You should have stayed in tonight, like I asked. I’m taking you somewhere safe.’ Another glance in the mirror and his brows knitted tighter.

      ‘My mother!’ I clenched my teeth as he changed lanes. ‘If they know where I live, they’ll find her.’

      ‘She’s safe enough while she’s with Michael Eisen,’ he said coolly. ‘He’s got security coming out his ears. I sent her a text in your name telling her to stay with him if she wanted. You really should password your phone, you know.’

      His long fingers flexed around the steering wheel. Dropping back a gear he accelerated, turning a corner a fraction faster than was wise. I gripped the seat and swallowed again, concentrating on thinking healthy thoughts until he slowed and straightened.

      ‘Well,’ I managed, raising a leaden arm to shade my eyes against the lights, ‘I’ll tell you this: you need to pull over or I’ll throw up on you.’

      Showing great intelligence, he pulled the car off to the side of the road, under the shadow of a broad tree. He doused the lights and watched the rear view for a few seconds before relaxing.

      I peered out. We seemed to be somewhere in the suburbs. Groaning I scrabbled at the seat until I managed to slump half upright against the door. It took some careful thought to operate the seat-back mechanism, but I finally raised it to vertical. The last dregs of the sedative seemed to be wearing off.

      With clumsy fingers, I flipped open the glovebox and extracted a small bottle of water. Swallowing the luke-warm, tasteless stuff settled my stomach and wet my cottonwool mouth so I could speak properly. I was pretty confident I wasn’t going to chuck.

      ‘What the hell happened and why should I believe whatever you tell me?’ I wasn’t in the mood to be polite. ‘You already lied to me once.’

      He ignored that jibe. ‘You were mugged again. The groaning bodies suggested you handled it ok – again. I particularly enjoyed seeing the twitching guy, by the way. I was tempted to kill him, but dead bodies bring cops and I’m sure neither of us want that.’ He shrugged, slewing in the seat so he faced me. ‘As for believing me, well, that’s your choice. I can only tell you what I know, which isn’t much.’ The orange overhead streetlight cast shadows, emphasising strong cheekbones and jaw. ‘Twice is a little odd, don’t you think? Did you know any of them?’

      ‘A little odd? That’s an understatement. No, I don’t know them.’ I rubbed my thumbs into my temples, pressing against the fuzziness muddling my thoughts. Angular, deep eyesockets, short, dark hair, somewhere in his thirties. ‘But I’ll recognise the one I tased. The one who darted me.’ I took another swallow of water, washing away the bitter taste of anger and fear. ‘And when I find him, he’ll frigging well regret this.’

      My rescuer, if he could be called that, didn’t reply. He checked the rear-view mirror again, watching it for long enough that I turned to scan the road behind. Either we weren’t followed, or our tail had parked. I couldn’t see anyone.

      ‘How do you feel?’

      His quiet question retrieved my attention but he wasn’t watching me. His eyes were still on the mirror.

      ‘Like I’ve been beaten with very large, heavy pillows and had my brain replaced with their stuffing. Thanks for asking. How long was I out?’

      ‘About fifteen minutes.’ He caught my apprehensive peek out the back window. The suburban street was still dark and quiet. ‘We’re somewhere on the northside. We weren’t followed.’

      He held a phone. My phone. Before I could protest, he pulled the battery out of it and dropped it back into my handbag in two parts. I shut my mouth and checked his body language for threat. Disassembling my phone stopped anyone tracking me…and stopped me making calls.

      ‘And now they shouldn’t be able to ping you,’ he said. ‘What about the car gps?’

      ‘I disabled it the day we rented the car. So, who are you again? And who are “they”? And why are you acting like this is perfectly normal?’ I scowled at him.

      I should be grateful. It was just difficult to work up any emotion other than suspicion at him and anger at my attackers. But my mother had drilled manners into me, so I tried.

      ‘Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate you getting me out of there, but why did you do it? And I know the “just happened past” is bullshit. I saw your bike when Paul brought me home. Why did you follow me? Where do you fit into this?’

      ‘Into what?’ He raised a brow, just visible in the orange half-light.

      ‘Yes,’ I growled. ‘Exactly. What?’
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      I don’t think she knows her heritage, or who’s after her.

      <Not unusual. We’ve met similar, before. Don’t get distracted. She’s nothing special.>

      I think you could be wrong about that. I don’t think they’re after her just because of what she is. They haven’t been nearly this circumspect with the others. They could easily have killed her both times. I think they want her alive and undamaged. We need to find out why if we’re going to have the advantage. I’m going to bring her to you.

      

      I stared out the window, ignoring the cookie cutter rows of houses with curtains flashing blue-white as government-approved, televised brain-junkfood went on behind them. Tugging at my lower lip I re-ran the attack.

      Outside MJE must have been a first attempt. They’d upped the ante tonight to make sure I’d go down. Who the hell were those guys? Had the guy who’d been in Christchurch, and darted me tonight, also been in Japan? Maybe I just hadn’t seen him?

      ‘Logan.’ Fynn extended a hand. I flinched back in non-comprehension. ‘My real name is Logan,’ he repeated. ‘I lied. Twice. Sorry.’

      Logan Litson? The comic-book, alliterated hero-name did nothing to ease my suspicions. His real name? Why was he living here under a false name? And what prompted him to give me the real one, if it actually was, now? Something was off here. So off it stank. I kept my hands safely tucked into my folded arms. I didn’t want to touch him in case it triggered another reaction. It would be nice to know his intentions but my head was too fuzzy to handle it right now. I might say something and things were already complicated enough.

      ‘What do you want?’ It wasn’t the friendliest reply but I wasn’t feeling inclined to be friendly. It’d been a buzz-wrecking end to a half-decent evening and I disliked being in anyone’s debt.

      His face hardened. ‘I want to know who you are. Do you know?’ He mirrored my pose, folding his arms.

      Irritation cleared the last dregs of fog. ‘That’s a stupid question. Of course I do. I was sedated not concussed. I also know I’m not some pathetic princess waiting to be rescued. All I need from you is what you know about the ocair. After that, feel free to find the nearest taxi and go back for your bike. Appreciate the help but I’m fine. Thanks.’

      He examined me in silence then shifted, moving in until we were eye to eye. I leaned away, head pressed against the window glass. Putting my hands out to fend him off, I encountered warm, smooth muscle barely masked by the thin cloth of his t-shirt. I snatched my hands back. He seemed unmoved. His gaze skimmed the contours of my face. It was unnerving.

      His mouth twisted into a grimace. His eyes gleamed with unshared knowledge.

      ‘Interesting. You don’t know who you are, do you?’ He stared briefly out the front window, his eyes glazing. Then he shrugged. ‘Would you like to? And you’re not fine, by the way.’

      ‘I do know. No. And I damned well am,’ I replied, glad of the distraction. ‘I’ve managed to get along for eighteen ignorant years without your opinions so you can keep them to yourself now. You have no idea who I am. Tell me what I need to know so I can get these bastards off my case, then get out.’ I put my hands back on his chest, intending to push him away.

      He gripped both my wrists. I twisted against the weakest part of his grip. His fingers tightened and he countered easily, teeth flashing white in the half-shadowed space. What the...?

      ‘Let go, Litson. I don’t want to hurt you.’ I glared at him, trying to ignore the adrenalin-fuelled racing of my heart. The sedative must be still affecting me. No-one had ever been able to stop me from breaking a grip. No-one.

      The tension in his face eased into irony. ‘Give it your best shot.’

      I pursed my lips and repeated in a no-nonsense tone, ‘Let. Go.’

      He drew me even closer, until we were just a few centimetres apart.

      I ought to feel threatened, but didn’t. I ought to be afraid, but wasn’t. I froze, breathing in the scent of his skin. The warm, solid strength of him exerted a powerful attraction and, just for one insane moment, I knew an urge to lean against his calm strength and rest. He peered into my eyes intently then touched the centre of my forehead with a fingertip.

      A shock snapped into my head, as though he’d built up a static charge and touching me discharged it straight into my brain. My body jerked and sagged. I grabbed at the dashboard for support. Random images popped into my mind like a movie played at an indecipherably high speed. Images of people I’d never seen, places I’d never been. Someone else’s life flared behind my eyes. I couldn’t hold them and they vanished, leaving a vague feeling that some part of my brain wasn’t quite under my control; locked away and inaccessible. I’d always felt that way but had never known what was missing until it was, for the briefest moment, there.

      A baseball bat made of pure, thought-killing pain slammed into my head, turning my brain to mush and agony. I pressed my temples in a vain effort to squeeze the pain out. Biting my lip was a distraction at best. I whimpered and tried to resist the urge to curl into a small ball around the hurt and just die.

      ‘Dammit. That wasn’t meant to happen.’ Logan shifted, gunning the engine. ‘You won’t want to go to a hospital. I’ll get you to someone who can help.’

      ‘No,’ I whispered. ‘I just need somewhere dark and cool to sleep for a while. Then I’ll be ok. If you move the car I’ll throw up.’ The thought of it made me choke.

      He swore and pulled out into the street anyway. Brilliant streetlights stabbed through my closed eyelids and I couldn’t help the tears of despair that slipped beneath my lashes, even as I hated myself for such weakness. Every bump in the road sliced like a dagger in the brain. Where was he taking me?

      I flailed at his leg. ‘Leave me. I’ll sleep in the car.’

      ‘Don’t be any more stupid than you have to be. You can’t stay in a car. Not in this condition. Not even you,’ he said. ‘You’d suffocate in this heat. I know someone who can help. She’s a doctor but not mainstream. Dammit, Rowan, stop!’

      That car ride was worse, even, than the drive with Paul, for Logan was far less careful around the corners. Twice he pulled over so I could throw up. At some point we stopped and he lifted me into a different car; bigger, more comfortable, smoother. Helpless, I couldn’t even walk, let alone take the chance to run.

      ‘Hang in there, Rowan,’ Logan murmured, helping me into the back seat. ‘Not far now. We’ll be out of town soon, so it should get easier.’ He climbed in beside me. I lay on my side, aching head on his leg, his fingers warm on my shoulder. Someone else drove. I didn’t care who.

      Eventually, the quality of light torturing me changed, becoming cooler and darker, almost soothing. Voices swirled around me, shifting in and out of hearing, sometimes even sounding like they echoed inside my skull. The words made no sense. They spoke a different language, one I almost understood, but not quite. The effort of trying to understand made me retch.

      Logan lifted me out of the car. Too-bright lights shone through my closed lids. I groaned and covered my eyes. The lights flicked out and the voices softened to a murmur. Logan deposited me gently on a bed not my own, but I didn’t care. The voices stopped. An airconditioner hummed in the silence that followed.

      The bed dipped. A cool cloth descended over my aching forehead and eyes and I managed an inarticulate thanks. Seconds later, an arm slid under my back, raising me. Protesting faintly, I tried to push away, but he gripped me tightly.

      ‘I told you not to be stupid. Drink this. It’ll help,’ Logan’s impatient voice ordered. ‘Yes, I’ll let you sleep when you’ve drunk it all. It’s just herbal tea with clematis and a little willowbark – good for migraines. Synthetic painkillers don’t work well do they? No, didn’t think so. Drink. Good girl.’

      I swallowed the bitter liquid. How did he know about the painkillers? He laid me back on the blessedly soft pillows. Cool fingers stroked my temples, draining the pain as I sank into oblivion.

      Just before sleep swamped me, fear resurfaced.

      He’d called me ‘Rowan’. My real name.

      

      It is remarkably silent this high up – apart from the faint whistling of a warm tropical breeze that steals my breath; breath rushing harshly from my lips. My heart is oddly slow, as though it hasn’t yet realised the danger. Wind, breath and the slow, steady pulse of blood in my veins; that’s all I can hear. Oh…and the sound of soft, triumphant laughter from the man holding my arm so tightly.

      Man? Is it a man, or some sort of ghost? I’m not sure now. Not sure how I got here. Not sure if he’ll keep holding on, or if he’ll let go. I crane my neck to try and see his face but it’s shadowed. All I see is the gleam of a pale eye and the white-tipped fingers of a tanned, strong hand.

      I glance down and regret it. The street is a long, long way below.

      He lets go.

      If only I could fly.

      

      I awoke with a scream of fear strangled in my throat. Sitting up in the half-light, I clutched at the bedclothes, heart racing. I struggled against the remnants of the dream.

      A light snapped on. A pair of arms wrapped around me. Weren’t they the same tanned, strong hands that held my life over the edge of a building; the same hands that dropped me? I shoved against their binding strength and scrambled away from the bed, staring in suspicion at the man who occupied it.

      Tousled and bleary-looking, Logan yawned at me, rubbing his eyes. He swung long, jeans-clad legs off the bed. He only was half-dressed. As was I. He must have taken off my dress, leaving me in underwear and a white, lacy bra.

      On a small table nearby, a plate and empty glass spoke of someone’s late-night meal. I edged closer and palmed the butter knife, hefting the weight. My handbag sat on a chair not far away. My dress was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘What is it? Your head?’ Logan pushed his fingers through his dark hair and glanced at the clock. Red numbers glowed six am. The morning light crept between shutters closed across the window.

      ‘No.’ I took another step away, closer to where my handbag rested. ‘No, it was just…a dream, I guess.’

      I flipped the knife over. Not the most effective edged weapon, but better than nothing.

      ‘Put the knife down,’ he said wearily. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. If I was, I’d’ve done it already.’

      ‘I know,’ I said reasonably, ‘because if you try I’ll take your eye out with it.’

      He raised one brow and slid off the other side of the bed with his hands up in surrender but no hint of it in his cool, grey eyes. I retreated. A white wicker chair caught the back of my knees and I half-fell into the seat. My head was remarkably pain-free though post-migraine lassitude made my movements clumsy and slow. Now I needed to shake the lingering adrenalin from falling so I could think clearly.

      Walking slowly around the bed, Logan then knelt before me, plucked the knife from me and regarded me like a doctor making a diagnosis.

      ‘You know I’m not going to hurt you.’ He flipped the butter knife at a wooden board on the far side of the room. It stuck firmly in the timber, leaving one more amongst dozens of similar cuts in the surface.

      His distance softened to understanding and his eyes narrowed as he inspected my face. ‘Migraine gone? You look better.’

      I nodded, leaning away from him. I touched my own hair, short and wildly messy. My wig hung over the back of a nearby chair. Logan’s mouth quirked in a slight, wry grin.

      He flicked an auburn curl with one fingertip. ‘It suits you better than brown, I have to say.’

      I remained silent, exposed and vulnerable. No-one but my mother had seen my real hair and eye colour since I was four.

      Seeking to change the subject away from myself, I studied the dimly lit room. Timber-slatted window shutters let strips of light fall in patterns of light and shade across the rumpled double-bed. A white ceiling fan turned lazily up near the high ceiling, but the room was cool enough not to need it. The floors were polished timber, the walls tongue-and-groove, white-painted timber, the furnishings a hodge-podge of old colonial and shabby-chic white wicker. Not a motel room.

      ‘Where am I and why are we in the same bed?’ My voice came out a little more panicked-sounding than I intended. I quashed fear. It wasn’t helpful.

      He seemed unfazed. ‘You’re at our weekend place on up on the Tablelands. You needed to be away from people and town.’

      That made no sense and sounded a lot like kidnapping.

      ‘We’re not kidnapping you,’ he said gently, ‘and I didn’t want you to freak when you woke up in a strange place so I stayed here with you. There’s only three bedrooms, anyway. This is mine.’

      I grabbed a cushion, holding it before my body, shivering with more than the pre-dawn cool. ‘Who’s “we”?’

      He jerked his head at the door. ‘I told you. I live with my aunt, Maeve, and my cousin, Jennifer. They’re still asleep in the other rooms.’

      The presence of an aunt and female cousin seemed incongruous for someone with ill intent. Reluctantly, I studied him again, relaxing wariness to allow for the possibility he meant no harm.

      ‘Where’s your…um… shirt?’ I dragged my eyes away from his smooth latte skin. Annoyed at myself, I gripped the cushion until my knuckles whitened. At least he couldn’t hear my heart thumping a mile a minute.

      He gave a faint, tolerant grin, his teeth white and even. ‘Maeve threw it and your dress in the washing machine. There was blood on them from your attackers. I figured you’d definitely freak if you woke up in bed with a guy not wearing some clothes, though.’

      I stared at him in horror and his fleeting humour vanished.

      ‘You ok?’ He frowned.

      ‘You…you let me go and I fell,’ I blurted, still half-caught in the dream, and entangled with other memories I tried to ignore.

      His eyes turning stormy. The muscles along his jaw worked.

      ‘In my dream,’ I added, although he probably already thought me crazy and we hadn’t even started on the issue of why I’d been attacked twice. ‘You were holding me at the top of a building and…you let me fall.’

      The tension in his jaw vanished and his expression segued into thoughtful consideration. He straightened his back, still balancing on the balls of his feet as he crouched in front of me. The action only served to emphasise the lean beauty of his body. I shifted in the seat and held the pillow tighter.

      ‘Sure it was me?’ He seemed to take my dream seriously.

      I considered it. ‘No? I didn’t see his face. Just grey eyes and hands like yours.’

      He examined one smooth, strong appendage then gripped one of mine with it. I jumped and pulled free. He grimaced and looked straight into my eyes, serious and intent.

      ‘I won’t let you fall, Ruadhán.’

      I started again, this time in surprise. He’d spoken my real name, and with the original Celtic softness my father had intended. No-one else said it like that, not even my mother.

      ‘Meghan,’ I corrected, half-heartedly.

      The ironic smile returned. ‘Like the hair: Rowan suits you better. It means “light”, you know.’

      ‘Really?’ I allowed myself to be distracted. ‘What language? I’ve looked it up and I thought it meant “red-haired” in Gaelic.’

      He shrugged and didn’t reply. Irritation flashed across his face. It vanished so fast I thought I’d imagined it.

      We considered each other; him with calm, cool seriousness, me with wariness born of long caution. The atmosphere between us crackled with a different sort of tension and I swallowed hard against the ridiculous urge to drop the cushion and climb back into bed. That was so out of left field it was a slap in the face. Sitting up, I clutched at the chair arms, aware I was alone in a bedroom with a half-dressed man I barely knew.

      Fear leapt. Darkness woke, watchful.
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      Tread carefully, Logan. Back off a little. She’s scared. There’s a…history there she’s hiding. An old fear. She could be dangerous if you frighten her.>

      We just need to find out who she is. Why they want her.

      <There’s something else.>

      Yes, I saw it.

      <It will have to come down. It’s hiding something. I can’t tell what, though.>

      Will that hurt her?

      <...does it matter?>

      She’s one of ours.

      <No. A rogue. Uneducated. Untrained. Impossible to work with as she is. Better to wipe her.>

      What about with the impediment cleared?

      <...possible. Why?>

      There’s something about her...

      

      Logan scooted back and sat on the bed again, putting a more comfortable distance between us. Something tight-wound in my stomach relaxed a fraction. Leaning elbows on bent knees and letting his fingers dangle between them, he sent me a half-lidded, cool regard that said he was quite aware of my reactions and wanted none of it. It was the same look I’d given Paul last night. I swallowed down a curious mixture of sick relief and hurt, trying to focus on my situation, rather than the desire to caress his smooth skin, and the fear of what might happen if I did.

      Outside, kookaburras broke into raucous laughter that passed from tree to tree around the house. Butcher birds added their liquid, warbling greetings. The room brightened as the sun rose higher and poured heat and the scent of warming earth into the house.

      ‘So?’ Logan prompted.

      ‘So, what?’ I asked, bewildered.

      ‘Who were those men and why were they after you?’

      ‘I...don’t know who they were or what they wanted,’ I said. ‘But thanks for helping. I know I wasn’t exactly polite in the car.’

      He folded his arms. ‘You had a pretty good excuse for being scared and angry, so don’t stress. But you really don’t know what they wanted with you?’

      I plucked at a corner of the white, fringed cushion on my lap. Normally I had no problems lying convincingly. For some reason, lying to Logan was more difficult. His eyes seemed to see more than most. The secret wasn’t just mine to share. It affected Anna, too, and I wasn’t prepared to risk my mother’s life to assuage his curiosity.

      ‘This ocair thing is what they wanted last time,’ I said. ‘What do you know about it? If I can give it to them, maybe they’ll leave me alone.’

      His mouth twisted into cynicism. ‘I doubt it. All I know is that it means “key”.’

      Disappointment fisted in my stomach. If that was true, then I’d wasted my time. And I needed to find another way to stop this madness. So my aim hadn’t changed: get Anna to safety and make these bastards leave me alone. I just didn’t have any leverage any more.

      I rolled my neck and flexed my fingers. It didn’t matter. Once I found them, they’d know to leave me be. I wasn’t thirteen or even sixteen any more. And I could do a helluva lot of damage without killing everyone. After all, if I killed everyone, who would be alive to tell them to back off.

      ‘OK.’ Logan changed the subject casually, yanking me back from my bloodthirsty daydream. ‘What exactly happened in the car to trigger that migraine? The dart drugs?’

      I rubbed my forehead. ‘No. I was getting over that fine. Then you touched my head and it felt like you’d shocked me. I saw...’ I changed the words. ‘Then the migraine hit like a hammer.’

      He didn’t reply and, for a long moment, he seemed to stare right through me, blank and abstracted.

      With his intensity focussed elsewhere the spell of his charisma broke. What was I doing? I didn’t know this man and I’d already said too much. I couldn’t trust him just on his say-so? What if this whole thing was a set up? What if he’d “rescued” me from his own hirelings to gain my trust? I stood up, grabbing at the chair as the room wobbled alarmingly.

      ‘I should go. My mother will be worried. If you can’t help me then I need to get her out of town.’

      Logan rose, catching my shoulders as I swayed uncontrollably. My knees gave way and I sat back down. He knelt once more at my feet, his hands warm on my skin. Wry sincerity momentarily displaced the distance in his eyes.

      ‘You’re doing it again, Rowan: running. You don’t need to. You’re ok with me, I promise. I won’t hurt you. And I can help you.’ His gaze held nothing more than calm honesty as he continued. ‘Your mother is fine. As long as she’s important to Michael Eisen she’s safe. He has rockstar-level security. Maeve and I called her with a secure phone last night. I used your code-words so Anna would know you’re ok.’

      ‘How…?’ I gaped at him.

      His smile twisted. ‘You told me the codewords last night. You probably don’t remember. You were fretting about Anna.’

      ‘And she believed you?’ It seemed absurdly unlikely. My mother was as protective of me as I was of her. I half-expected her to burst through the door any second.

      He shrugged. ‘Maeve more than me. Maeve’s a doctor. She managed to convince Anna you didn’t need rescuing at one in the morning. We didn’t tell Anna about the attack, just the migraine. Anna said you’re usually still weak for a while afterward.’ He raked my face with another searching examination. ‘And that one seemed pretty bad to me.’

      I flinched at the mere remembrance.

      ‘Do you get them often?’

      He didn’t seem about to lose control in any way, so I relaxed. I didn’t feel like driving yet so, as long as he didn’t make a big deal, I would stay, at least for breakfast. Well alright, needing breakfast was an excuse. In reality, I had no idea what my next move ought to be. If someone wanted to find me, I couldn’t go home. I needed to plan how to get Anna away, and how to turn the tables and find my pursuers before they caught up with me.

      ‘I…’ I shook my head to clear it, focussing on his question. ‘Migraines. Not too often, thank God. Maybe three or four times a year.’ I hesitated. ‘But they do seem to be getting more frequent – and worse. This one, and the one the night before, was…extreme.’

      Logan sat back on the bed, his spine up against the headboard, legs crossed at the ankles. He picked up a pen and fiddled with it, turning it over.

      ‘So, are there any…triggers you know of?’ He sounded too casual.

      I tensed. What hid behind that question? I’d been asked the same thing by countless naturopaths and healers of various ilks. I couldn’t see any danger in answering.

      ‘Not that I know of,’ I admitted, ‘apart from you poking me in the head.’

      ‘How about…’ He tilted his head. ‘Associations.’ I must have given him blankness in response because he explained. ‘You know: things that happen at the same time – like that dream, for instance?’

      The pen blurred, moving so fast I couldn’t see it.

      ‘Yes.’ I answered without thinking. ‘I had that falling dream the last three times.’

      ‘Ah.’ His soft, almost-triumphant exclamation brought my eyes back to his face in fear. He flicked the pen aside. It landed neatly back in the cup he’d plucked it from. ‘Who are you, I wonder?’ He eyed me with increased intensity.

      That soft question brought all my caution surging back. Why was he so interested in my headaches, but not about the attempts on my life? It made no sense.

      ‘No-one special. I should go.’

      ‘I beg to differ,’ he said.

      ‘With which bit?’

      ‘Both.’ He smiled. ‘You are special and you need to stay here.’

      ‘That sounds like a threat.’ I lurched back to my feet.

      ‘Nope. Statement of fact.’ Logan sprang up, lithe and silky in his movements; a big cat stalking me. I edged towards my handbag, sitting on a chair nearby. He followed, eyes gleaming in the half-light.

      I snatched at my bag. He was faster. I tried to grab it back. He tossed it onto the bed and locked strong fingers around my wrist. I twisted free, turning it into a wrist lock on him. He countered and reversed it with another. I countered. Our hands blurred as I tried again and again to break free, but he eluded me. I had never moved so fast in my life; never been allowed to.

      Faster still, he grabbed my arm, twisting it up behind me in a painful lock. I could have freed myself, although maybe not, given how strong and fast he was. Shock held me prisoner more effectively than he did, anyway. No-one, ever, beat me if I didn’t let them.

      Ever.

      He turned me around so my back pressed against his chest; his arm wrapped loosely around my throat. We faced a long mirror, which revealed stark astonishment in my face; thoughtful triumph in his.

      ‘How did you do that?’

      ‘Never met anyone faster than you?’ He grinned mirthlessly, eyes mocking.

      ‘No,’ I said, made honest by fear. ‘You said you wouldn’t hurt me. You’re hurting me now.’

      He released his grip. I turned to face him, massaging the skin where his fingers left white imprints, now turning red.

      He nodded at the marks. ‘Any normal person’s shoulder would have dislocated. You barely winced. And you threw off the effects of that sedative last night in fifteen minutes. It would have put anyone else out for a day.’

      I backed away until my shoulders hit a wall, but it still wasn’t far enough in this small room. He stood between me and the door.

      ‘Who are you?’ I whispered around the lump threatening to close my throat.

      ‘Yes, we keep coming back to that, don’t we? Thing is: I know who I am. And I gave you my real first name, so you should feel privileged.’ He quirked a half-smile at me. ‘But you…who are you and why did they want you alive? If you’re serious about getting them off your back, then that’s the question you should be asking.’ He studied me, his patience inviting honesty. ‘Are you serious? Do you really want to stop running and be free of them?’

      Gazing at Logan’s darkly handsome face, seeing his inherent self-confidence and utter surety, I decided: he was right. Last night I’d passed the point of just running away again. I had to make a stand; had to find out what was going on and how to stop it. Logan might not know what the ocair was, but I’d never met anyone faster and stronger. If I was different, so was he. And he knew why. Which meant he might know who was chasing me and how I could find them. That made him useful.

      He’d said I had nothing to fear from him and I believed it, although I doubted his reasons for helping were purely altruistic. Still, he knew. I didn’t. That was reason enough to stay.

      Logan sat down at the small, round coffee table. He snagged my bag and turned it upside down, emptying the contents onto the glass.

      I yanked the sheet off the bed, wrapped it around my chest like a sarong, and shuffled closer. I sat opposite, with the – regrettably small – width of the table between us. Logan continued, quite coolly, to go through my bag.

      ‘So,’ he said, ‘headache and dreams aside, how are you feeling about the last couple of nights?’

      The crunch of bone and ligament under my hands; the crack of a skull against pavement. The feral, intent, arrogant sneer on the half-shadowed face staring down at me. I picked up a set of lockpicks that fell out of my bag. My fingers trembled and my stomach knotted. I concentrated on slowing my heart. Turning the tools over, I focussed fiercely on them, unrolling and re-rolling the leather bag, rearranging the picks.

      ‘You know they’re illegal to carry outside the house in this state, don’t you?’ Logan gave a soft laugh.

      I shrugged. ‘So are quite a few things I own. I have a very low care-factor and I don’t plan on being caught.’ I certainly wasn’t going to mention the additional set of picks sewn into the underwire of my bra.

      He plucked my wallet out of the pile of loose change, papers, lipsticks, pens, and hair ties, and flipped through it. ‘I’m guessing you didn’t plan to get caught last night, either. They were pretty serious, though. You handled it nicely up until the dartgun, but you must’ve been pretty scared. Want to talk about it?’

      ‘Look.’ I set the picks down with a snap and glared at him. ‘Just stop, will you? I’m fine. This is not my first rodeo.’ I shut my teeth, annoyed with myself for saying that much.

      He paused in the act of picking up my passport. ‘Oh? Ever had to kill anyone?’

      I turned my face away. Dust dancing in sunbeams, soul-deep fear, roaring blackness, falling stone and timber. Pawing hands. The slowing of life’s energy beneath my palm.

      No. It wouldn’t happen this time. I would not be taken again. I would put the fear of me into them, but there would be no more deaths. Not if I could help it.

      ‘Not intentionally.’

      He continued to regard me calmly, showing no shock or judgement at the admission of manslaughter.

      I rose and walked to the window, putting space between myself and the aftermath of my actions. Twisting open the white shutters, I peered into the morning glare. Outside, a wide verandah shaded the window from the rising sun, framing the view into a narrow panorama of rolling grassy hills, green trees and distant, wandering cattle. A small flock of tiny brown birds skittered and jumped around on the broad green lawn surrounding the house. The next visible building was a house at least half a kilometre away.

      There was no-one close to hear if I screamed for help.

      ‘Not a very good likeness, is it?’ Logan held up my passport, inspecting it then me in turn. ‘Were you hung over?’

      ‘Nice. Thanks.’ In control again, I sat back down and reached for it but he pulled it away. ‘I figure the photographer was trying to make me look like someone just off an eighteen-hour flight.’

      A spark of genuine amusement flickered. ‘In which case, it’s probably a good likeness. Is Greene your real last name?’

      ‘What?’ I tugged on a short lock of hair curling in front of my ear. ‘Of course it is.’

      ‘Really?’ He raised sceptical brows. ‘Meghan’s not your first name. What’s your real last name?’

      I weighed up the pros and cons. I knew nothing about him and he knew way too much about me. The moment stretched into awkwardness as he continued to watch me in silent expectation. A small, superior smile twitched at one corner of his mouth. His grey eyes gleamed with cool, derisive humour, daring me.

      I had to take the risk.

      ‘Gilmore,’ I admitted, suppressing a flutter of fear. ‘Rowan Gilmore.’

      Outside, the kookaburras laughed again, mocking me.

      ‘Nice to meet you Rowan Gilmore.’ He inclined his head. ‘I am Logan, although my current passport says I’m Fynn, so you’d best call me that if we’re in public.’

      ‘Why are you travelling under an assumed name?’ I was determined to get some answers of my own. ‘Who are you? How did you know my first name?’

      He ignored me, riffling through the mostly-blank pages of my passport. I’d used this one for about six months now. It said I was a UK citizen. In truth, I wasn’t sure which country I could claim. It didn’t matter. It was time to change again, anyway. He paused at the latest, Australia-stamped page then returned to examine my photo again.

      ‘Who was your father? Do you know? Where is he?’ He shot the questions at me and I answered, reactively annoyed again.

      ‘Of course I know!’ I glared at him for implying my mother didn’t know who my father was. ‘He left us when I was four and then died a couple years later. His name was Calain Gilmore.’

      ‘Aaahhh.’

      Again that expression of understanding; of knowledge deliberately withheld. This time coupled with a hint of distaste. I leaned my forehead into my palms and closed my eyes.

      ‘Do you have any idea how annoying that is?’ I asked, weary of all the mystery.

      ‘Of course. My aunt does it to me all the time. Drives me nuts.’

      I sputtered a laugh.

      Various clinkings and rustlings said Logan packed my things away. Now I’d never find my lipstick in the mess. It would be justice if he was at least embarrassed at the presence of tampons in my bag.

      ‘Did you know there was a Calain Gilmore in the court of Queen Elizabeth the First? He was a Viscount,’ he said, apparently not discomposed at all.

      He slid my bag across the smoked glass table top. I dropped it onto the floor and leaned back, folding my arms.

      ‘As a matter of fact,’ I said, not bothering to disguise the sarcasm, ‘I did know. He got made the Earl of Lothien. He’s my great-somethingth grandfather. We have five hundred years of family portraits and an ornate family tree with lots of gold leaf on it.’ I plucked my phone out of my bag. Reseating the battery, I slid it across to him. ‘Since you’re so fascinated, there are photos in the album. My father was the last Earl and I’m the last Gilmore. I even have a coat of arms, a motto, a suit of armour and a goddamned money-sucking estate in Ireland if you’d like proof. What the hell has this got to do with anything?’

      Logan raised his left eyebrow in arrested surprise. He picked up my phone and thumbed through the photos, both brows lifting as he studied them. By the time he arrived at the last photo, his expression dropped into a deep scowl. The small muscles in his jaw worked and his eyes narrowed.

      ‘You know you’re his descendant? Are you serious?’

      ‘Yes.’ I brandished the gold and emerald ring. My mother had given it to me for my eighteenth birthday just weeks before. ‘Here’s his signet. Now tell me why you’re asking me a bunch of stupid genealogy questions when you’ve given me the mother of all migraines, beaten me for speed in a way I didn’t believe was possible, saved me from a kidnapping, then kidnapped me yourself. Someone is out to get me and you seem to know something. Tell me what the hell is going on!’

      He regarded me for a long, silent moment. Then he went back to inspecting the photos on my phone. All lightness had dropped away. His face was grim, his eyes leaden.

      There were only twelve photos, Elizabethan through to First World War era. Not every generation had had a portrait done. Logan examined the final one, a painting of my great-great grandfather as a young man, dressed in full British military uniform, for the longest. He regarded me again, then the painting.

      ‘You’ve got your mother’s hair and face shape, but you also look a lot like him – the light eyes with dark rims and olive skin. Although his is darker than yours.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I stroked my upper lip. ‘And don’t you love my matching handlebar moustache?’

      He laughed; a wholehearted sound that made me smile, in spite of my irritation. When the stern distance fell away and the sharpness of his face softened he was…beautiful. An odd description for a man, but true nonetheless. His eyes met mine and the humour vanished. He pokered up and returned his attention to my phone, thumbing through the photos again.

      ‘Only paintings, no photos; not even of your father.’ His mouth twisted. ‘Well, that’s not surprising. The camera never lies but a painting can.’ Before I could ask him what he meant, he continued, ‘And no wives and or children. Didn’t you think that was strange?’

      I shrugged, impatient with the whole subject. ‘There is one wife – the first Earl’s. A redhead named Fionn. My mother always claimed Fionn was the reason my father picked her: because she had red hair, too. After that…maybe they all hated their families – arranged marriages. I repeat: what the hell does this have to do with my current situation?’

      Logan leaned forward, his eyes intent. ‘Do you know what your father died of?’

      ‘Aaagh! Enough! I’m done. Give me the phone.’ I tried to take it from him. He clamped my wrists to the table and raised his brows, daring me to test his speed and strength again. I glared until he let go.

      ‘Yes,’ I said, rubbing my wrists as an excuse not to look at him. It was old, old history and not something I liked to discuss, even with my mother. ‘He…went insane and killed himself.’
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      Logan, they have men posted at her apartment. Get what you need from her. Fast.>

      I am. Be patient. She knows she has to hide, but not why.

      <So what’s special about her then? Why do they want her so badly?>

      Not sure yet. She knows more than she’s telling me. I need to see more.

      <We know who she is now. What more do you need? Let her lead us to them.>

      We still don’t know why they want her alive. You told me yourself who Gilmore was; the enemies he made. She could be useful. If they want her badly enough they’ll come after her. We need to be ready. If they take her now we may not be able to track her. If we help her now she may help us willingly.

      <Excuses. She’s dangerous and you know it. She’ll never trust you.>

      Possibly. Either way, we still need more information. I’ll connect her. You’ll undo the damage. Then we’ll see if she’s useful or not.

      

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Logan’s tone softened with a sympathy I could hardly bear.

      The admission wasn’t easy, the stigma still strong, even after all this time.

      His hand covered mine. Only briefly, but gently this time. ‘That must’ve been tough on you, Red, and your mother. Do you remember him?’

      Were we on a nickname basis now or was he just being sarcastic somehow? I pulled free but there was only grave empathy in his expression; no judgement, no recoil, no discomfort or awkwardness. And, lurking at the back of that, a hint of deeply-hidden pain, swiftly-shielded from my scrutiny. He honestly seemed to understand and that disarmed me.

      ‘Not really. A few half-memories. He used to rub the back of his head when he was annoyed, I remember that. Probably I annoyed him a lot, which it why it stuck with me.’ I smiled ruefully. ‘And one clear image of him staring at me. Like he was trying to imprint my face on his memory – or his on mine, maybe. And the last thing he said to me.’ I hunched a shoulder. ‘That was just a few days before he left, I think. I was only a kid. I didn’t know about the mental illness or his suicide for ages. When I started getting the migraines at about thirteen, and the medics asked questions about him, my mother told me.’

      ‘You think the mental illness might be related to the migraines? Genetic?’ Logan’s brow darkened to distaste. He leaned away, his expression shifting to blankness as he stared over my shoulder.

      Released again from his subtle spell, I was able to think clearly while his attention was elsewhere. How did he do that? In a few short moments I’d exposed more of my past than I had to anyone, ever.

      I folded my arms. ‘Look, stop changing the subject. What’s going on? Who are you and what did those men want with me last night?’

      He frowned. He seemed to do that a lot. I returned the look steadily, not willing to give up this time. He had answers and I wanted them. He was good at getting them out of me. It was time to return the favour. I shut my mouth.

      He leaned back on his chair, looped his fingers together behind his neck and turned his eyes to the ceiling. The chiselled line of his jaw and lean torso made my blood rush. I gulped and pulled my gaze away. This was stupid. What was wrong with me? Focus, girl. It was just hormones. Focus.

      In the warm, buzzing silence, beams of sunlight crept across the floor. The fan ticked lazily overhead, doing little to stir the now-humid air. Outside the kookaburras chortled to a halt and cows lowed in the distance, mournful.

      I just needed to regroup and get Anna out of town. That was my next step. Or maybe she really was safer with Michael? Possibly. I did need to speak to her, though. My car keys were in my handbag. There was nothing stopping me from getting up and leaving, right now. Well, apart from a lack of clothing, but that could be rectified. No, wait. We’d swapped cars last night. I had no idea where mine was.

      Logan dropped his chair legs to the floor with a sharp thunk that brought me back to reality. He grinned in that raffish, heart-stopping way that annoyed me all over again for no reason I could think of, except it tugged alarmingly at my self-control. Scraping the chair back, he rose and pulled out some clothing from a chest of drawers. A pair of shorts and a shirt landed on the coffee table and he dragged on a white shirt.

      ‘Those should fit you. We need to take a short walk.’

      ‘What?’ I dropped the sheet and dragged the ridiculous blue-patterned board shorts over my hips, tying them tightly to keep them up. The green t-shirt was about three sizes too big. ‘A walk? It’s seven in the morning. I should get home. Where’s my car?’

      His hands landed on my shoulders and the certainty in his eyes derailed my decision to leave. ‘This is important. I’m pretty sure I know who you are and I can help you find out what’s going on. But I need to try something first. It won’t hurt and, if I’m right, it should make a lot of things clear for you. Then, if you still want to go, you can leave any time. I promise. But, as you said: someone’s out to get you and I do know something. So are you coming with me or not?’

      I stared up at him, mesmerised by the profound intelligence in those grey eyes.

      ‘Man, you can be really annoying, you know that?’ I shrugged. ‘But you make a good point. I guess I’ll trust you. For now.’

      ‘One more thing, though.’ He picked up my phone and dropped it into a jug of water next to the bed.

      I watched the phone sink to the bottom, bubbles forming, electricals shorting out inside, gps... I got a grip on outraged astonishment. Phones could be tracked. I should have thought of it myself.

      He jerked his head and I followed, chewing my lip. Was I endangering my own and my mother’s life by handing myself over to this man? Or was I taking a step towards solving the mystery of my own existence? There was only one way to find out. Risk had to be taken. Life was risk and I’d had enough of half-life.

      I followed Logan through the house.

      ‘Where are we going?’ I tiptoed on the cool, polished timber, conscious of the sleeping occupants.

      ‘You’ll like it, I promise.’ He smiled. My suspicions melted.

      I had no idea why, when he irritated the hell out of me, I should feel an almost instinctive trust whenever he pinned me with that steady gaze. It annoyed me to be the follower, like some helpless heroine in a trashy romance. But I followed anyway. In silence, I slid into my waiting shoes and trailed him outside, along the drunken timber fence line of the back yard.

      Looking back revealed a stately old house, with wide verandahs and a corrugated iron roof, nestled in a bower of trees, isolated from any visible neighbours. It was a fabulous oasis. I envied his family and their ability to put down roots in such a glorious place.

      Logan called to me. He opened a rusted gate, wincing as it gave an ear-tearing squeal. Then he stepped onto a track that meandered into a valley behind the house. I hurried to catch up. Thick, red dirt stuck damply to the soles of my shoes. We left a clear trail of footprints.  Mud flicked up my calves.

      A white-noise of rushing water became audible. The trees thickened, reaching for the sky, their leaves broad and dark green now: a true, tiny patch of rainforest hidden away here. After about five minutes treading silently on the leaf-strewn path, Logan stood aside and gestured for me to precede him.

      ‘Oh.’ I inhaled the sweet, earthy scent of the forest. ‘This is just beautiful.’

      Dappled shade and pale morning sunlight flickered on the golds and reds of leaves lying on the ground. Troubles sliding aside, I ran towards the sound of gurgling water just out of sight. A bird sounded an alarm call and I watched its movement through the green canopy, entranced by the vivid green wingbeats.

      The stream came into view. Clear waters coruscated over round, black rocks. A small pool beckoned, sparkling and clean. Above it a waterfall gurgled and splashed a misty rainbow down the regular columns of a black basalt cliff. Brilliant blue flashed. A kingfisher darted out of the shadows to sweep along the creek and vanish into the overhanging branches.

      Impulsively, I kicked off my shoes, put a toe into the water and laughed. It was freezing but I didn’t care. A huge tree, possibly a fig of some sort, leaned out over the water on the opposite bank, its massive buttress roots sculptural and beautiful. From deep within me rose an overpowering urge to touch; to feel its rough-smooth bark and embrace its ancient strength.

      Picking my way across a shallow part of the creek, I clambered up the bank. A convenient, cradle-shaped root looked comfortable. I sank onto it, leaned my cheek against the coarse-textured, flat surface of a buttress and closed my eyes.

      I’d never spent much time in a forest before – my mother’s work had always taken us to big cities. The light here seemed fresh and soft, the smells those of damp earth and wood, the space filled with the gentle rustle of leaves and gurgle of water. The air here was cleaner, the underlying throb of life slower. There was a sense of being part of the world rather than separated from it.

      Something in me relaxed. This was home. The fears slipped away, and the darkness and constant anxiety stalking my thoughts fled before the encompassing, cool peace of this place.

      Nothing could hurt me. Here I was safe.

      In my imagination, I opened myself, embracing the interconnection of all the living things around me; my place in it. I almost felt the life force, sensed small animals, even the slow, reaching growth of the fig below my cheek. It was a vivid image and I bathed in it, rested, truly at peace.

      ‘What do you think?’ Logan’s soft question made me smile languidly.

      I sighed, contented as the deep knot of tension coiling through my stomach dissolved and slipped away. ‘I feel like I belong here; like I can be myself, not some frightened, half-alive…whatever I am, running from everything and everyone. I used to wish I could disappear into the forest.’ I didn’t want to open my eyes in case the feeling of being joined to the forest vanished. ‘I know it sounds silly. My mother always said I had an overactive imagination. I just feel...connected somehow.’

      He sat next to me and his arm brushed against mine. ‘You’re not imagining it. I feel it too. If you’ll let me, I’ll show you something else. Don’t open your eyes. I’m just going to touch your forehead.’

      ‘Like you did last night? I’m not sure—’

      ‘No, it’s alright. I’ll leave that part of your mind alone.’

      His words didn’t make sense but I felt so damned good I relaxed my usual guard.

      The tip of his finger brushed my skin and a curtain slid back. Light, for want of a better word, filled my mind.

      Can you hear me? Logan’s voice whispered inside my head.

      Yes! What the hell...? I scrambled to my feet, stumbling over tree roots and clinging the tree, staring at him in openmouthed horror.

      He was still there, in front of me and inside my mind, trying to soothe my spiralling fear. I shoved at the intrusion, pushing his presence out. He slowly rose. I retreated another step, jumbled and disbelieving, each breath jerky and quick, one hand out to stop him coming any closer. As though physical distance would prevent mental intrusion.

      ‘Stay away. What the hell did you just do to me?’ I glared at him. Could I get past him to the path? Even if I did, he was fast. I wouldn’t get far before he caught me.

      He raised both hands, palms out. I checked his feet. Yes, that wasn’t a placating move, that was a fighting stance. I backed up another step, clutching at the rough tree bark as my head spun a little and my heel caught on a root. Fear flashed and darkness lifted its formless, faceless head, eager. I pressed cold fingertips to my temple. No. There was no threat. I could handle this.

      ‘Stop running, Red,’ he said quietly. He seemed calm, assured, unfazed by my mistrust and hostility. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’

      ‘But how did you do that?’ I tapped my temple. ‘Talk to me here. What’s going on? Who are you?’

      Do I need to tell you anything? His voice echoed in my mind.

      I clutched at my head, squeezing my eyes shut. ‘How are you doing that? What did you do to me?’

      ‘I didn’t do anything. I undid something.’

      I glared at him. ‘Not helpful. What does that mean?’

      ‘Someone put a block in your mind, years ago by the feel of it. I just took down part of it so we could communicate. If you’ll give it a chance, you’ll also be able to sense the forest. Let me connect you properly.’ He scanned my face. ‘You need it. Before that headache gets worse.’

      I eyed him suspiciously. ‘But last night you tried the same thing, didn’t you and it felt like my brain almost exploded. Why?’

      ‘I tried to take all the blocks down at once but your mind couldn’t take it. You’re naturally trying to use those parts of your mind. The migraines are the blocks preventing you. Whoever put them there didn’t want them removed. Let me help.’

      I winced, massaging my temple.

      His fingers closed around my wrists, holding tighter when I automatically tried to twist free. He regarded me enigmatically, eyes hypnotic in their intensity. Then he was there, in my head, soothing my shock, his presence somehow comforting and secure, rather than intrusive; as though the connection between us was totally natural. The pain faded.

      Trust me a little. His mental voice was a whisper, like the breeze overhead. I can’t lie to you like this. You’d know it. I won’t hurt you and it ought to help. You want to know who you are? This is part of you. He nodded at the trees around us. Let the forest show you if you don’t believe me.

      I stilled, mesmerised by the grave truth in his eyes and mind. I did know he spoke the truth. Reluctant, curious, afraid, ready to pull free at the slightest hint of deception, I sank down at the base of the tree again.

      He sat beside me, fingers loosely entwined with mine and somehow a part of that same missing section of my life the forest filled. He swept me back into connection with the tree. Its steady, deep strength gave me courage and I relaxed. Now Logan was part of the forest with me, even deepening my bond with it. Together we were entwined in the life and beauty of the natural world.

      With his firm guidance, I touched small lives all around me, lived the slow, deep pulse of the forest; the quick brush of birds flitting past; the warmth of sun on leaves and the taste of water and soil through roots. Through my bare feet and skin, I joined the world, blending with it; tasting its energy; in complete harmony with every living thing; contented; whole. Fear and darkness, blood and pain were distant, vague memories.

      This was the truth. I laughed at the green-lit leaves overhead. Every leaf, stem and insect shimmered with a silvery-green not-quite-light that mesmerised and entranced me.

      It’s beautiful.

      …you can see it?

      Oh, yes. Can’t you?

      No, only feel the pulse of the energy flow.

      It’s kind of silvery-green and feels like a thousand tiny pinpricks inside my skin; like if I tried too hard to grab it might hurt, but if I don’t it’s just…energising. And it tastes like ozone.

      It feels different for everyone. To me it’s cold water and the taste of snow.

      Logan’s presence withdrew and physical discomfort intruded as my body clamoured for attention. My backside hurt. I reluctantly disconnected myself from the lure of the forest. I said goodbye to the fig and opened my eyes. Logan looked back at me, his eyes almost dreamy. It was the most relaxed I’d seen him.

      Impulsively, I pulled his face closer, kissing him without reservation, with a joy and completion I’d never felt before with anyone. He kissed me back, his mouth warm and tender, his thoughts twined with mine, his arms around me gentle as he cradled me close. I deepened the kiss, hungry, wanting more, sliding my arms around his shoulders, revelling in the strength in him.

      He broke free and shoved me away, wiping his mouth.

      Don’t do that. His mental voice was hard, his eyes snapping. It’s not me you want. You’re just feeling the earth-connection for the first time. It’s all new. If we took this where you want it to go now, you’d hate yourself and me for it later. We both would.

      I looked at my hands. He’d held them. They’d cupped his face as we kissed.

      I’d touched him again, palm to skin.

      But this time nothing had happened. No visions, no draw of power. No fear. No darkness.

      What the hell?

      ‘We need to cool off. Let’s take a swim,’ Logan said aloud. Standing and brushing his pants off, he avoided my eye.

      Rejection stung. My cheeks flushed. I said nothing; still reeling from his mood-switch and my discovery. Paul Eisen must have felt like this last night.

      Logan’s face clouded to black irritation. ‘Paul? I thought you’d decided not to keep dating him.’

      I gave him a cold look. ‘Aren’t there some sort of ethics of telepathy that say you’re not supposed to intrude on private thoughts? Wow. That’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.’

      He pressed his lips together, eyes glittering with some emotion I couldn’t identify. ‘There are but it’s difficult when you’re broadcasting. The point is: how well are you planning to get to know Eisen?’

      ‘You’re not my keeper, Logan. He asked me out again, yes, but…my life’s complicated – even before all this.’ I indicated him and the surrounding forest. ‘And I have a feeling things are going to be even weirder. Am I right?’ I eyed him narrowly. He hid important things and I wasn’t going to let them go now.

      He stayed silent a moment, then turned away, his face once more expressionless. ‘You have good instincts. You’re safer away from someone as visible as Paul Eisen.’

      ‘Like I said,’ I said mildly, returning his cool with hauteur of my own, ‘you’re not my keeper and I barely know you. You have no say in who I see. I still don’t know what you want from me, either. Or why you’re helping.’ I cocked my head at him, knowing my next words were truth. ‘Especially since I get the impression you don’t even like me all that much.’

      Logan stilled and hardened. ‘I don’t want to be your keeper, but I can help you stay safe. If you’ll let me. Liking you or not has nothing to do with it.’

      He flung his t-shirt aside and dove smoothly into the deepest part of the pool. I stood. My backside was numb and my back ached. After a brief hesitation, I tugged off the shirt and shorts and dipped a toe in. Grateful for the freezing temperature, I slid into the pool, catching my breath as the icy water caressed the sun-warmed skin of my stomach. It brought me fully to my senses and the intimate connection with the forest receded further, dreamlike.

      A small part of me was still aware of Logan’s thoughts, though. In his mind was an image of me: sparkling water on my bare, olive skin. He dwelt on the curve of my waist, the swell of breast above my bra. I turned to see him rising from beneath the water. He was beautiful. Stripped to his shorts, his lean, muscular body caught in the dappled sunlight, he was meant to be here, meant to be part of this place; as I was.

      He saw me watching and grimaced. Diving into the clear depths, he swam across the pool and surfaced not far away. A shake of his dark head sent glittering drops of water flying through the sunbeams.

      I slipped beneath the surface, and the chill enveloped me entirely. I stayed under as long as I could, watching the sunlight flicker across the rocky bottom, trying to regain equilibrium. Eventually my scalp ached with the cold and I had to breathe. I broke the surface with a gasp, sweeping hair and water from my eyes.

      Logan stood over me, his eyes as cool as the water. The light-reflections slipping across his face disguised any emotion. His mind was blank, our connection severed.

      ‘We should go soon,’ he said.
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      Did you hear her? She saw the sianfath. I’ve never heard of anyone who could.>

      What does it mean?

      <I have no idea. Do you know what she was expecting when she held your face?>

      Maybe another precog. She’s repressing that knowledge thoroughly. She’s afraid.

      <Of what?>

      …Herself. Who she might be. What’s buried in her mind. Schizophrenia?

      <No, I don’t think so. Something else, entirely, I think. Something much worse – and much more powerful.>

      

      ‘But we only just got here,’ I protested, unwilling to return to the wound-tight, frightening world I inhabited. It seemed unreal and distant right now and I wanted to keep it that way.

      Logan checked his watch. ‘We were in thrall with the forest for almost four hours. Time passes quickly in the sianfath.’

      ‘Four hours!’ I stood up in the shallow water, only now noticing the length of shadows and quality of light. ‘Is that what it’s called, that glow; that feeling of…connection: the sianfath?’

      He nodded shortly. ‘Yes, it means something like…one-and-all. Bit hard to translate.’

      Overhead, the sun edged out from behind the trees, pouring heat and light that sparkled and glittered as it caught the drops of water floating in the air. I trailed my fingers across the water’s surface, still feeling the tantalising dregs of the connection to the great fig tree, clinging to a tiny bit of peace. I swished the water, watching the purple-white, glittering ripples, thinking and struggling to put those thoughts into words.

      ‘So...who am I? Why can I feel the forest? Why can I hear your thoughts? Who put these blocks in my mind and why?’

      ‘All good questions but it’s a long story and you’re getting cold,’ Logan replied. ‘Let’s get out. We’ll get lunch, a hot drink and talk.’

      A shiver sleeted across my skin and I waded out of the pool. As I grabbed my clothes, Logan reached towards my face, then hesitated and dropped both hands away, merely staring deep into my eyes.

      You’ll never lose this ability to hear me now. Does that bother you?

      Yes. No. I’m…not sure. Somehow it seems normal.

      That’s because it is normal, to our people.

      Who are “our people”?

      He turned his back. ‘Get your clothes on and I’ll get food then tell you what I can.’

      ‘Wait.’ I folded my arms.

      He turned back, brows lifted.

      ‘I’d like answers more than food or hot drinks. Start talking, Logan.’

      His eyes turned past me for a moment and he compressed his lips. With abrupt movements, he spun back and sat on one of the many large, black rocks lining the watercourse.

      Taking that as assent, I dressed and made myself comfortable with my back against the sun-warmed basalt.

      ‘So tell me who you are; what’s going on. Who these people are chasing me and why are they?’

      He stared off into the distance for a long, silent moment, then nodded.

      He talked and I listened.

      After a minute or so, I held up a palm, not sure if I was halting him or the disbelief welling up inside me. This was just ridiculous. What he described couldn’t possibly be true.

      ‘Hang on, hang on. This is madness. Homo sapiens silvis? Silvis must be Latin for what, forests? Intelligent Man of the Forests? Are you saying I belong to an entirely different species of human? That’s... ridiculous!’

      ‘Yes, I know it sounds impossible,’ he said, ‘but it’s true. You’ve heard or read the stories of the Faery folk; the Beautiful ones; the Shining ones; the Forest Folk. That’s us. We are the aes sidhe; the Elvenkind; the sidhe – whatever you want to call us.’

      ‘Elves?’ I laughed. ‘That’s just plain stupid. There is no such thing.’

      He shrugged, his ice-grey gaze slightly scornful. ‘I don’t much care if you believe it. It’s the truth. You’re a half-caste, and I’m three-quarter. Your father was a full-blood, as was my father. My mother, my Aunt Maeve’s half-sister, was half-caste. So technically, I believe, we’re a sub-species, since we can interbreed. We call ourselves Daoine sidhe.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Which just means “people”, so it’s nothing mystic.’

      ‘You’re serious?’ I stared at him in disbelief. ‘Frigging Elves?’

      He nodded. ‘We typically mature mentally much faster than humans, but physically slower. You probably remember most of your childhood very clearly and you would have been small until you hit about sixteen.’

      I nodded, mouth agape.

      He continued. ‘We live a lot longer, but our reproduction rate is much slower, so we’re dying out as a race. We’re an endangered species.’ His smile was bleak. ‘Unflattering though it is, the mating instinct is why you’re attracted to me so strongly. Your body knows who I am.’

      I started, my cheeks flushing, shaken by his casual reference to my reaction. On a purely academic level, it made a lot of sense, if what he said was true. It was just so damned hard to believe.

      ‘Both sexes,’ he continued calmly, ‘are faster and stronger than humans, although males more so than females. Both are gifted in learning languages and information of any sort. Both have telepathic abilities, but women often also have other abilities: precognition, telekinesis, that sort of thing.’

      I said nothing, unable to believe it, but unable to disbelieve it either. There was too much that rang true in too many ways for me to dismiss it as pure bullshit.

      ‘What you felt today,’ he added, indicating the lush vegetation around the pool, ‘our connection with the forests of this world is ancient and integral to who we are. That’s the other reason we’re dying. The forests are part of us and we of them: the sianfath. You’ve lived in cities all your life, but you don’t belong there.’ He fell silent, watching me as I stared at the rippling water at my feet.

      ‘OK. Let’s just suspend disbelief,’ I said, ‘and assume for a moment it’s all true. Why?’ I swatted a mosquito on my arm and considered the broken little body. I had extinguished a life, small though it was.

      I shuddered. ‘Why are people chasing me?

      ‘That,’ Logan replied, ‘is a more complicated story.’ He checked his watch. ‘If I promise to tell it will you let me get lunch first? I’m starving.’

      ‘Fine!’ I glared at him. ‘But you’d bloody well better come back or I will hunt you down.’

      His reply was just an ironic half-smile.

      ‘Wait,’ I repeated.

      He paused.

      ‘Will you tell me what the ocair is as well?’

      He stilled and his eyes slid from mine as he looked back at the house. I couldn’t see his face as he replied,

      ‘Like I said. I don’t know what else it is, so I can’t tell you. Sorry.’ He stalked away.

      That was a lie. Something in me knew it. But even a lie was a good thing, because it meant I was on the right track. I’d found someone with the information I needed, even if he didn’t trust me enough yet to share it.

      My irritation with him slid away as he vanished up the path. I didn’t need him to like me, just to tell me what the hell was going on. As soon as I had the information he kept dangling, and whatever he hid, I would go.

      Elves? My thoughts kept returning to that idea. Could it really be possible? In the midst of the powerful swell of life and peace in this little valley, it was easy to believe. But was that because I wanted to believe? After all, everyone wanted to think they were special. I didn’t. My differences had always been something terrifying; to be hidden. But if I wasn’t some freakishly-weird human…if I was really meant to be different, and to live with others like me. That made the world a far more interesting place.

      And more complicated. Which I didn’t need, right now.

      Could I believe him?  Could I trust him when I’d vowed never to trust anyone other than Anna?  Logan already knew far more about me than was safe.

      The best I could achieve, at the moment, was to suspend disbelief.

      Wanting to regain peace, I leaned back against the rock and soaked up the feeling of being free and relaxed for what felt like the first time ever. I closed my eyes and raised my face to the brilliant warmth. Red and orange lights danced on the inside of my eyelids. My lips curled in a languid, satisfied smile.

      After a few minutes, a cloud seemed to pass before the sun, even though it still shone brightly. The back of my skull ached with tension. Something dimmed my sense of freedom and I opened my eyes, searching for the cause. The creek hadn’t changed. The water still glittered, the trees still sighed gently in a light breeze, birds still flitted in and out of the sunlight; living jewels.

      So, what was wrong?

      Uneasiness seeped in, pinpricks under my skin, displacing calm. I sat up, brushing my hands together and pulling my feet out of the cold water. Instinctively, I gazed north, towards the path and the house, towards the source of my unease. What was it?

      I waited, still tense and uncertain what to do. Logan appeared on the path, sans food and drinks. Instead he carried two laden backpacks, one large and one smaller. He’d changed into different clothing and wore his leather jacket. I squinted up at him, shading my eyes from the afternoon sun, trying to pretend everything was normal.

      ‘Pretty crap service. Where’s....’ I stopped, recognising my own tension in him. I wasn’t imagining it. ‘What’s wrong?’ I flicked grit off my feet and shoved my sandals on.

      Logan checked the path. ‘They’ve found you. They’re almost here.’ He passed me the smaller backpack. ‘Your handbag’s in there, and a couple of changes of clothes. Maeve has everything from your car with her.’

      ‘What?’ My heart stuttered. ‘Who’s here? The men from last night? They couldn’t. I broke two of them at least.’ Sliding the pack over my shoulders, I scrambled to my feet.

      ‘More of the same. Hired to find you.’ He grabbed my wrist, pulling me not to the path but into the shallow water. We crossed to the other side, splashing awkwardly over the uneven bottom. ‘I should have drowned your phone last night. They must have tracked it when we turned it on this morning.’

      ‘But it was a burn phone. I’ve only had it three days. Who the hell can do that? Who hired them? Why do they want me?’ I tugged free and stopped. ‘I can’t keep running, Logan. If you don’t know what the ocair is then I need to confront these men and find out from them. I want them out of my life. If it’s all they want, then I’ll just give it to them.’

      He made a noise of exasperation. ‘You can’t be so naïve. They don’t just want that, whatever it is. They also want you – alive. Look.’ He glanced back up the path. ‘I promise I’ll explain but there are at least fifteen of them this time. We have to run. Pick your battles. This isn’t one you can win. Not against that many with guns.’

      Without waiting for my agreement, he spun on his heel and sprinted away.

      I swore. A loud, metallic squeal said the intruders had found the garden gate and trail to the valley. I wavered then followed Logan, struggling to keep up with his long-legged stride as he ran down a barely-visible path.

      ‘What about your aunt and cousin?’

      Glancing back, he put a finger to his lips and tapped his temple. Voices and sounds echo down here. Tread carefully. Maeve and Jen are well away. We’ll meet up with them later. Right now we need to get to the shed at the bottom of this hill.

      I couldn’t easily reply. Telepathy took concentration and I had to watch where I put my feet. I refused to be some damned ankle-twisting heroine. Sweat trickled down my back. I wasn’t as fit as I thought, apparently.

      Logan picked up the pace. He barely breathed hard as he leapt from boulder to boulder and wound silently through the trees. He seemed at home, never snapping a twig, never stumbling. There were times he almost vanished in the dappled green gloom.

      I was an elephant: all big feet and flapping appendages as I tried to balance on the slippery rocks. A branch broke under my flailing hand. A shout sounded from above, somewhere on the hillside. A face appeared between trees, on the path from the house.

      Logan swore aloud. Angry at myself for betraying our location, I snatched up a fist-sized rock. I stopped behind a tree, steadying myself. I drew my arm back and stepped out. Something struck the trunk next to my head, spraying slivers of timber.

      Shit. They were shooting at me? What happened to wanting me alive?

      Seething, I sighted and threw the stone with all my strength. A pained cry; followed by satisfactory thrashing as a body rolled, through the underbrush and crashed against a tree trunk.

      Logan chuckled. Nice throw. Now run. Look forward, not down. Trust your feet. They’ll find the right way for you.

      I lifted my face and ran. He was right. Running without looking worked better. I stopped thinking about twisted ankles and focussed on him. Christ, he was fast. For the first time in my life, I had to push to keep up. He flew over the leaf-strewn, rocky ground like it was a straight, flat running track.

      Another shot exploded near my leg, sending chips of stone in all directions. A sharp sting to my calf said I’d been hit by the shrapnel. Logan sped up. Another explosion of bark showered splinters over me. The leg could wait until later. These guys were serious.

      The creek bed levelled out, the water pooling in a small, idyllic dam. Grassy slopes and eucalypts surrounded it on either side. The scene was pretty, but distressingly short on cover for fugitives. Incurious black and white cows eyed us from beyond a dilapidated wire fence.

      Logan paused at the edge of the forest. An arm out stopped me passing him. The noonday sun baked the verdant hills, water almost-visibly evaporating from the dam. The scent of warm cow-dung mingled with the earthy aroma of leaves and dirt from the forest floor as I bent over, hands on knees, panting as quietly as possible.

      ‘There,’ he said.

      I squinted up, following his line of sight.

      A small shed squatted not far away, its grey timber walls far from vertical, its single window grimed with years of dust. I couldn’t see a door on this side. We had to cross at least twenty metres of exposed ground to get to the building. If there was someone inside, or further up the road, we’d be seen.

      I caught the sound of distant crashing and swearing. ‘They’re coming.’

      Logan nodded. ‘I can’t tell if there’s anyone waiting. We’ll have to chance it. My bike’s inside.’

      ‘You went back for your bike last night?’

      ‘Sleep’s overrated. If something happens to me, do you know how to ride?’

      ‘Yes, but—’

      ‘No arguments.’ He scowled at me. ‘Just get on it and go. The key’s tucked under the seat. Here’s the safehouse.’ He flashed an address to me, mind to mind, so it seared fluorescent red across the inside of my eyeballs. ‘Maeve knows what to do.’

      ‘Well, shit,’ I said feelingly, ‘I’m glad someone does. Stop being so damned melodramatic. Let’s go.’ I dashed from cover, crouching low.

      He swore but his light steps followed.

      No shots. No alarmed voices.

      We edged along the eastern end of the shed, furthest from the road, until we could see around the corner. The door stood partly open. Logan withdrew and closed his eyes for a moment.

      I didn’t leave it like that. There’s someone in there. Just one I think. Ideas?

      I concentrated. A frontal attack would be mad. He’d just pick us off. Here. What’s behind this? I pointed to a broken board, low by my leg. The gap was big enough for someone my size to squeeze through.

      He inspected it. I think there’s an old wrought iron fence leaning up against that wall. There should be enough space to get in, but what the hell do you do then?

      I smirked at him. I’m just the distraction. You’re the main event.

      Without waiting, I shed my pack, dropped to the ground and squirmed in through the gap. A nail tore the skin over my hip. I stopped and unpicked the spike with deliberate care, releasing the pain on a slow breath.

      At last I was inside. I crouched behind the jail-bars of three or four fence panels. Too many to move at once. My eyes adjusted to the gloom and I peered over a stack of timber. A burly, bearded man sat astride Logan’s bike, playing with the controls, a stupid grin on his face.

      I flashed the image to Logan, who responded with a curt acknowledgement.

      Spotting a way out from behind the bars, I eased into open space. My next options were limited. I could take off my shirt and play the sex-kitten distraction card, but any henchman with half a brain would be ready. That was a slippery path to damnation again, anyway.

      So I picked up a solid piece of timber, tiptoed closer and whacked him upside the head. He toppled like a felled tree and lay still. The bike landed on his leg. Leaning over the bike I checked. He was still breathing. Good.

      ‘I thought you were the distraction,’ Logan whispered. He slid in through the door. ‘Did you have to drop the bike?’

      ‘I lied. I do that. Besides, I’m not a distraction kinda girl.’

      He sent me a look full of ironic disbelief.

      I shrugged. ‘If you don’t like how I do things, next time you can be the distraction.’

      ‘Get on.’ He heaved the bike upright. ‘We’ll have to go out full steam so keep your head down.’

      Flipping the kickstand he turned the bike awkwardly in the small space and aimed it at the door. Next he strapped the backpacks to a rack, swung a leg over and gestured to me. He tried to give me his helmet, but I refused. There was no point protecting my head when he was the one driving. Besides, I’d need full vision for the next few minutes.

      I climbed on behind, tucked two small plastic bags under one thigh and wrapped an arm around his waist. Three short, iron timber-spikes went under my butt. A forth lay in my hand.  A fifth I shoved into my bra, where the iron grated against my skin and smelled unpleasantly of rust. Uncomfortable but they wouldn’t be there long.

      ‘Go then,’ I said. ‘I know how to ride pillion.’

      ‘Of course you do.’ He growled and the engine echoed him.

      There was a shout from outside, somewhere behind the shed.

      With roar and a jerk, the bike leapt forward. The front wheel slammed open the wooden door. A short scream and a flying pair of feet showed someone no longer stood behind it.

      I hefted the spike, trying to get a feel for how it would spin. My shoulders twitched in anticipation of a shot in the back. I felt exposed and out of control. I hated feeling that way. Another shout. The zip of a silenced bullet. Too bloody close.

      The wind lashed my eyes. I caught a glimpse of three men, running at an angle, aiming at the road. They would get there before the bike. Logan swore.

      ‘Keep going!’ I shouted.

      The bike wavered, probably reflecting his indecision. I poked the spike into his ribs and waggled it at him.

      ‘Keep. Going!’

      He gunned it. I took a bead on the leader, a large man who waved a nine millimetre pistol as he jogged heavily in our direction. He was never going to hit anything. I switched focus to the second gunman. He stopped and lined us up rather more professionally. I swore aloud. It was my dart-gun wielding attacker from last night; his angular features perfectly calm and focussed.

      This time he held a more lethal weapon.

      I threw the spike. I knew it would hit as soon as it left my fingers. Whether it would hit with the point or the solid end was hard to tell. The gunman threw himself to one side, yelling as the spike smashed into his shoulder. I snatched out the second and flung it. That one missed and so did the third. The fourth and fifth followed in swift, accurate succession. Three men down. All with what looked like non-fatal wounds.

      From the ground, my would-be captor got off a couple of shots. I ducked instinctively as the first zipped past my shoulder. Too close. Another shot buzzed. The bike jerked to the left. Logan swore again. His jeans showed a long, ragged tear. Blood oozed from a thigh wound. It looked shallow, but I couldn’t tell if the bullet had exited.

      I concentrated on my new mental connection with him. Bad?

      His reply came back with overtones of gritted teeth. Hurts like you wouldn’t believe but superficial. Shit.

      What?

      There.

      We swept around the bend leading away from the house and shed. Three black four-by fours roared down the hill. Behind them, black smoke smudged the hot blue sky.

      Another bullet whistled past our heads. Several smacked into the dirt on either side of the bike.

      I pulled out the two plastic bags. The plastic tore under my teeth. Metal pieces dropped onto my legs. They bit into my skin through the thin board shorts and pinged off the exhaust pipe. Logan scowled at me. His brow cleared to approval when he saw what I had.

      Risking a slide-out, he floored the bike into the corner of the dirt road. We screamed towards the highway, using every bit of power in the twelvehundred engine. The cars roared, close, but falling behind.

      I sprayed one bag of flatheaded nails onto the road behind us.

      The first fourby blew a tyre and slewed to a halt, one wheel in a ditch. I scattered the second bag of nails. Another tyre blew on a second car. The vehicle careened across the road, dust billowing from its tracks. The front jerked sideways and the car flipped, rolled and slid to a halt on its side, blocking the road. The third car slammed to a stop nearby. Three people leapt out, weapons pointed at us.

      I hunched my shoulders and closed my eyes.
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      We’re clear and heading for the Edge Hill house. You?>

      Yes.

      <The girl?>

      She’s with me. She’s…been helpful.

      <Be careful with her, Logan. She may yet prove—>

      I know exactly what she is. She trusts me enough now and she’s still our best shot. I just need your help with the blocks in her mind.

      <They’ll know she’s not alone now.>

      You cleared the house of trace?

      <Didn’t you see the fire?>

      

      ‘Anna?’ I spoke quietly, cupping my hand around the phone and turning my back to the staff in the shop.

      ‘Meg!’ She sounded surprised and pleased, not frightened. ‘Are you home? Are you alright? Paul said he dropped you off last night. How did you end up with that Fynn boy and his aunt? I’ve been so worried.’

      ‘It’s a long story.’ My heart slowed and I let out a shuddering breath. She was alright. ‘You’re at work? How’s the weather where you are?’ Our code question. One she knew meant I was serious.

      There was a pause and the background noise quietened, as though she’d found somewhere private to speak.

      ‘Yes. Special staff meeting. It’s lovely and sunny here. You?’

      I hesitated. If I said it was stormy our protocol meant we had to leave straight away. Was I ready to do that? Logan hadn’t yet told me everything I needed to get to whoever was chasing me.

      ‘It’s a little overcast. I think maybe Spain would be nice this time of year.’ That meant I wanted her to leave town. There was a long silence. I chewed my lip and glanced over my shoulder. The plump lady making our sandwiches waved cheerfully at me and held up two paper-wrapped parcels. I gave her a thumbs-up.

      ‘Sweetheart,’ Anna said, reluctance in her tone, ‘if it’s just a little overcast, maybe I can make do with an umbrella. I have a good one, right here.’

      Which meant she thought she was safe and didn’t want to leave me. Dammit. I expected she’d be stubborn. We’d never been separated before.

      I sighed. ‘Just keep it close, then. Don’t go home. You’ll get wet. I’ll call you at six.’

      ‘We’re having drinks with a specialist IT guy after this. I can’t leave because he’s here to see me. I will make sure I’m free at six. Then we can talk. But call me if something urgent comes up.’ Which meant she couldn’t say more because there were people close by.

      ‘Love you.’

      ‘You too, sweetheart. Please be safe. And if you need to get out of the weather, just go. Please?’

      I hung up before her and stared at the phone. Call time less than a minute. Good. I pulled the battery and threw it and the phone into separate bins.

      

      ‘Black coffee and a ham sandwich.’ I passed them to Logan and eased myself onto the splinter-ridden grey-timber bench next to him. I didn’t even question how I knew his preferences.

      After a long time winding along narrow country lanes that sliced through the red dirt, rainforest patches, and grassy hills, we’d reached more populated areas and stopped at a little suburban set of shops. Logan waited by the bike while I bought food and first aid supplies with cash he gave me. The park next door offered a resting spot.

      I used my pocket knife to cut away a chunk of his jeans to expose the wound, cleaned and bound it as best I could, then did the same for the various small nicks and scratches I’d sustained. The nail-scrape into my hip stung. At least I’d had a tetanus shot a few years before. Pulling the sliver of stone out of my calf tried my fortitude, though. It was deeper than I thought and bled freely.

      Logan watched me dress the wound, mild amusement in his grey eyes.

      ‘What?’ I raised eyebrows at him as I tucked the medical scraps and supplies away in my backpack.

      He waved the question aside. ‘Just something I’ll have to show you later, when we get to the safe house. Now’s not the time.’

      I opened my mouth to object then decided not to. If he wanted to play stupid games I just wouldn’t participate. Quite frankly, I’d had a trying last eighteen hours and wanted answers, not more mysteries. Right now, I was hungry enough even answers could wait a few minutes.

      We ate and drank in silence, watching traffic stream past and children play on the distant playground. A black, turkey-like bird strutted by, pausing to eye us warily and scratch at the leaves and red dirt. The bird’s life was the faint flicker of yellow; a single glimmer amongst the fireworks of unseen light emanating from the surrounding trees.

      I blinked and the silvery-green non-light faded.

      I turned to inspect Logan. ‘Right, if I’m going to be seeing weird shit, shot at, and throwing pointy things at people, I need to know why. Who are those people and what’s going on? If they don’t just want the ocair, what do they want? Give. Now.’

      Logan rose, seeming unimpressed by my demands. ‘Now’s not the time. We need to get moving and get to the safe house. I know you’re afraid, but you’ll have to trust me a little.’

      ‘I’m not afraid. I’m frigging-well angry.’ I stayed where I was, arms folded. ‘We need to talk. You haven’t answered my question, Logan. In fact, there are several you haven’t answered. Who’s after me? And why? What’s so all-fired important about me that you risked your neck to save me?’

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. ‘Look, as far as I know, there’s nothing particularly unique about you.’

      ‘Huh, thanks.’

      The look he gave me was distilled sarcasm. ‘There are people who hunt the sidhe just because of who we are. Over time, stories sprang up about sidhe abilities – you’ve heard them. Some people believe. Enough to be a threat. The most organised aren’t dreamy new age types that dance around Stonehenge on Midsummers Day. They’re serious. They call themselves the Mors Ferrum. Run by a cold-blooded bastard named Alexander Dyson.’

      ‘Seriously?’ I eyed him with scorn. ‘Are you really expecting me to believe in some mysterious, ancient organisation of badguys out to get me?’

      ‘Whether you believe or not is irrelevant,’ he said. ‘They exist. They’re the ones after you. Do you want to hear the rest, or not?’

      ‘How do you know they’re the ones after me?’

      ‘Remember this guy?’

      An image appeared in my mind: my angular-faced attacker from Christchurch, last night and this morning. I flinched and threw up a hand in automatic self-defence.

      Logan took that as assent. ‘His name is Connor Blake. We know he’s with the Mors Ferrum. It’s them, alright.’

      ‘Mors Ferrum.’ I scowled at the brightly-painted steel bars of the play gym equipment nearby. ‘Iron Death, in the Latin. Do they call themselves that because iron is supposed to be fatal to elves?’

      Logan’s smile turned wry. ‘Ironically those legends grew because of their name, not the other way around. Real iron has no more effect on us than it does on anyone. Its threat to us is more symbolic of civilisation and the destruction of our forests. The Ferrum is far more dangerous, though.’ He ran restless fingers through his hair.

      I sat up straight, regarding the cerulean sky. Thunderheads gathered on the eastern horizon, piles of grey and white. A flock of brilliant, green-and-red lorikeets scrawked as they flew overhead and settled, squabbling, in a nearby flowering tree.

      ‘So they’re hunting all the sidhe, not just me?’

      Logan stilled, gripping the bench so hard the timber creaked. His jaw worked and the muscles in his forearms twisted beneath the thin skin.

      ‘Yes. My father died at their hands.’

      He brushed aside my uncomfortable “sorry” and straightened, rolling his shoulders back and lifting his chin. ‘It was a long time ago. The point is, we’re now hunting them. That’s why we’re here. At least three of our kind have disappeared in Cairns. One was my cousin, Jonathan, a half-brother of Jen’s. We need find out who’s targeting us here, and how much they know.’

      I raised an eyebrow at him, sceptical. ‘Who would be after the sidhe, though? And why?’

      ‘Think about it. The commercial applications of understanding our genome: telepathy, telekinesis, greater speed and strength. The potential for exploitation is staggering.’ He turned his level gaze on me. ‘If they want you alive, it’s mostly likely for medical research purposes. That scares the bejeezus out of me.’

      I swallowed and lifted my chin. ‘But what if it’s not that? What if it’s something to do with this block in my head? Maybe if I get rid of that, I’ll know who put it there and what it’s hiding. Maybe it’s hiding information I know about the ocair! How do I get it removed?’ I leaned forward, inspecting his face, searching for truth in his reactions.

      ‘I don’t have the skill to remove it. My aunt does.’ He took a drink and put the coffee cup down slowly.

      ‘Who put it there?’ Even as I said it, I knew. ‘Oh! My father did it. Oh my God. The paintings. You said long-lived. How long are we talking?’ The pieces fell into place before he opened his mouth. ‘The original Calain Gilmore was in the sixteenth century! Apart from Fionn, there are no pictures of wives or children. Only adult males all the same age. That’s what you saw, isn’t it? They’re all him. How stupidly Phantom.’

      He nodded and sipped at his coffee, not looking at me.

      ‘So I guess you saw me and realised what I was, then saw the pictures and realised whose daughter I am.’ I sucked in slow breaths of moist, warm air. ‘I still don’t get it all. You asked if Greene was my real name. Is Litson yours? How old are you? Even if I accept what you’re saying as true, how does my father fit into this? Why did he put the block in my mind?’

      Logan grimaced. ‘I’m twenty. My aunt’s name and mine is Freyson. She’s two hundred and eighty, but don’t tell her I told you. We move a lot too, but not just because of our age. There’s more to it.’

      ‘Wait, wait, wait,’ I interrupted. ‘If I remember my History – and admittedly I did fall asleep in class – the Norse legends of the Vikings. Your name “Freyson”, does literally it mean the son of Freyr, lord of the Light Elves of Norse Mythology?’

      He nodded, rubbing his thumb over the back of his hand. ‘Children in our culture take the name of the higher ranking parent. But I don’t know what family my father belonged to. He…died without ever telling me or Maeve. My aunt and mother however… their great-great-great grandfather was the son of Freyr, three thousand or so years ago.’

      I dug thumbnail marks into my foam cup, waiting. Children giggled and screamed in the park. I squinted against the sunlight, watching them play, trying to absorb everything and failing. This had to be bullshit. Elves? Then I caught the pulse and flare of the sianfath from the trees nearby and had to accept his words as truth. Or at least some of it.

      Logan said nothing so I filled the silence he seemed content to let lie between us.

      ‘So are the Light Elves you...us?’

      ‘The humans have called some of our people Light and some Dark Elves but both are us.’ He skirted the edges of answering my question, his eyes flat and hard.

      ‘Well that makes no sense.’ I slanted him a look under my lashes. ‘What’s the difference?’

      ‘In every society there are those who work for peace through non-violent methods. Then there are those who believe force, ironically, is the only path to peace,’ Logan said. There was a tension in his voice and shoulders that belied his calm words. ‘When human farming threatened the wild forest places, some of our people advocated working with them. Others wanted to fight the inevitable, put off the dilution of the gene pool; even destroy the humans altogether. Or, at the least, rule them.’

      ‘And?’ I prompted, shivering again at the images his words conjured. A spark lit the inside of my mind: swords raised, flashing in the sun; men in armour; arrows darkening a blue sky. Pain displaced the images and I grimaced, pressing my temples.

      ‘And the issue divided us.’ He seemed unwilling to elaborate.

      ‘C’mon, you’re holding something back.’ I folded my arms, glaring at him.

      A sliver of something, cold or apprehension maybe, slipped down my spine.

      Logan brushed imaginary crumbs off his shirt, avoiding my eye. ‘Some of the worst tyrants in history were Dark Elves or advised by them: Genghis Khan, Hitler, Attila the Hun, Pol Pot. But some of the best were Light Elves: Gandhi, the Buddha, Confucius, Mother Theresa, Jesus Christ.’

      ‘Seriously?’ I gaped. ‘Well that puts a different slant on things, anyway.’

      He smiled thinly but still didn’t meet my gaze. ‘Yes. And because of the worst of the Dark, people like the Mors Ferrum hunt us all. Typical human intolerance and ignorance. And greed.’

      ‘So how can I get them to leave me alone?’

      Logan made a sound of frustration, crushed his coffee cup and threw it into the bin with unnecessary force. ‘You don’t, Red! Don’t you get it? They won’t leave you alone until they get what they want.’

      ‘Well, I know what they want: this ocair thing.’ I lifted my chin and met his eyes unflinchingly. ‘If I give it to them, they might leave me alone. Did that ever occur to you?’

      His lip curled. ‘You’re a fool if you think that. It’s not going to be that easy.’

      I opened my mouth. His head snapped up and he scanned the road, ignoring me. I followed his gaze, but there were only rows of quiet suburban houses marching into the distance. Then a half-familiar discomfort roiled in my stomach and pressed against the base of my skull. A thousand pinpricks under my skin.

      ‘Shit.’ He snatched up our rubbish and jammed it the bin, before limping back to the bike.

      ‘What?’ I hurried after him. ‘What is it?’

      He rounded on me. Who did you call? He gripped my shoulders, grey eyes drilling into mine. When you were in the shop. Who did you call? Your mother?

      ‘I had to let her know I was ok, and warn her we have to leave. I didn’t tell her where I was.’

      Logan jammed his fingers through his hair. ‘Goddammit, Red. You’ve been on the run your whole life and you do something that basic? They tracked your call.’

      ‘They couldn’t have.’ I glared at him. ‘I’m not an idiot. I bought a burn phone, used our codewords. Kept it under a minute and pulled the battery straight away after the call.’

      ‘Damn!’ He shoved the helmet on and, with a grunt, swung a leg over the bike. ‘That’s worse. It means they’re watching Anna closely and they have resources. Seriously high tech resources that tracked your call straight away and at least gave them a cell area to search. They’re coming. Get on.’

      I slid on behind him. ‘But that means they may have her already!’

      ‘I doubt it.’ He flipped down the visor. ‘She’s pretty safe with Eisen’s security. More likely they have her phone tapped.’

      He revved the engine and took off from the carpark in a spray of gravel, looking over his shoulder as he did. I followed his gaze. Two black four-by fours rounded the corner at the end of the street. They sped up.

      I clung to the bike, overriding instincts to lean. I willed myself to act like a gearsack so as not to hinder Logan’s control of the machine. He threw the bike around corners in a way that spoke volumes about his anger. I couldn’t blame him, only myself. I’d underestimated whoever was after me and that could prove fatal.

      The bike screeled around a corner and tarmac filled my vision, leaving me white-knuckled. The bike was faster and more manoeuvrable. But the SUV’s were close and the streets in this country town were broad and open. There were no convenient alleys too small for cars. No backstreets to hide in. Logan gunned it down a straight section of road. I risked a quick check behind. Our pursuers trailed but were still in sight.

      Our speed dropped so fast my cheek smacked into Logan’s back. My grip tightened reflexively. He slammed on the front brakes and slid the back wheel out sideways. At the end of the road, a third black SUV slewed around the corner and closed that exit. Dropping the clutch Logan took off again, straight at what looked like a driveway. A quick peek under his arm showed a narrow concrete easement between two timber fences. Steel bollards at the entrance should make it impassable to cars.

      How far did it go and how did we get back onto the streets?

      Behind, tyres squealed as the three cars ploughed to a halt. Plastic and metal exploded as a bullet destroyed the bike’s rear taillight. I flinched, my heart pounding. Another showered us with timber shrapnel as we rounded a backyard fence. Then we were hidden from view. A temporary reprieve.

      The easement forked. Logan drew the bike to a halt, glancing both directions. One seemed as good as another, to me. He chose the more northerly route and I had no reason to object. As long as it got us out of the area I was perfectly happy. This was turning out to be one helluva day.

      The easement segued into a walking track. We followed a little creek, shaded by weeping eucalypts and flittering with bird life. Of course that meant a predictable exit and therefore a high probability our trackers would find us. Anyone with a smartphone could pull up a map and see where we had to emerge.

      Timing was everything.

      Logan pushed the bike dangerously fast on the narrow path. I bit my lip to stop a scream as he slipped between another pair of bollards in the track. My heart beat so hard it stole my breath. All I could do was catch it back and hope.

      We burst onto a larger cross-road, narrowly missing a woman with a pram. Logan opened the throttle. We flew along the tarmac, dodging cars and earning angry gestures and beeping horns from everyone we passed. I twisted to check behind. The black SUVs were nowhere in sight.

      I silently passed the good news on to Logan. He acknowledged it curtly and took several turns at random, gradually slowing down to the speed limit and heading away from the main road. Open farmland and patches of rainforest lay ahead. Not an ideal place to hide unless you knew the routes intimately.

      After half an hour through winding back roads, Logan manoeuvred his way to a highway and opened the throttle. He headed east. Signs appeared, pointing to Cairns. Without slowing, Logan hit the first curves of the Kuranda Range. The tightly-winding road clung to the steep escarpment that dropped from the Tablelands to the coast. I closed my eyes as he skimmed between two thundering trucks. The acrid scent of exhaust fumes hit my face.

      Is the bike registered to you? I threw the thought at him tentatively, unsure of my reception.

      No. His mental voice was terse. We’ll stop at the bottom of the range and I’ll flip the plates, just in case. He cut the connection.

      It felt like a slap.

      We passed the major shopping centre at the base of the range but he didn’t stop. He swung the bike off the main highway and headed for Cairns by a back route, through cane fields, past farmhouses and across the Barron River.

      I gave up trying to reach him. His mind was a blank wall. He was obviously still mad at me. I had bigger things to worry about: my mother was possibly being held captive in lieu of myself. I couldn’t be sure about Logan’s blithe assurance of her safety. What the hell did I do next? I needed to get in touch with her, or the kidnappers, and find out what they wanted. I’d trade myself if I had to.

      But I had no right to endanger Logan or his family, and no real reason to involve them either. Sure, Logan had helped, but I’d paid him back by saving his ass at the shed. Anna’s safety wasn’t his priority and he clearly distrusted me. I wasn’t interested in playing any more mind games. I had the information I needed – the name of the organisation and idea of what they wanted. Anna was more important than any other morsels of information he felt like doling out. Once she was safe, I could focus on taking these Mors Ferrum bastards down. I didn’t need anyone’s help.
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      Are you safely away?>

      Yes, now. They are closer than we thought, though. Whatever they want her for, it must be important. They’re throwing everything at finding her.

      <Cut her loose then. Don’t risk yourself.>

      She’s not prepared for this sort of encounter. Up until now she’s skirted around the edges of their awareness. She’s had a few close calls when she got careless, but nothing on this magnitude. If she’s caught she will break.

      <And?>

      …

      <Logan. We’re not here to rescue damsels in distress. There are bigger things at stake than one insignificant girl.>

      That’s where I think you’re wrong, Maeve. I don’t think she’s insignificant. As much as I’d like it to be otherwise, I think she may be the most important player in this. I just don’t know why, yet.

      <Logan! Don’t—>

      

      Logan, I have to go to the bathroom. Can we stop at that gas station up ahead? You can switch the plates.

      He didn’t reply, but veered into a suburb the faded green signs labelled ‘Redlynch’. If he chose it as some sort of black dig at me, I wasn’t amused. He stopped at a small petrol station which had a good collection of food, touristy crap and mechanical bits and pieces cluttering up the display area inside.

      Two rather ancient security cameras covered the bowsers and the store interior. Anna’s work had taught me the majority of security cameras were low-resolution and not as easily accessed or enhanced as the TV crime-shows would have their audiences believe. Logan must have seen them, for he parked the bike in a camera blind spot. We dismounted out of view of the passing parade of cars filling up and families with children traipsing to the bathroom and shop.

      I grabbed my backpack and headed for the shop, keeping my face averted. It suited me for Logan to be annoyed enough not to watch me. He busied himself switching the plates on the bike.

      Inside the shop I acted swiftly. A baseball cap and cheap sunglasses hid my face from the ATM camera as I drew the maximum daily cash limit from both my cards. Even if my cards were flagged it would take the fourbys a little while to get here. By then we’d both be long gone. I grabbed the rest of what I needed and dumped it on the counter. Chirpy conversation kept the serving girl’s mind busy while she scanned and totalled.

      Behind, I half-heard whispered conversations – not loud enough to understand the words, though. Hopefully nothing about me. How could it be?

      On the way out I passed Logan and wordlessly handed him a cap. He took it. I raised one shoulder and jerked a thumb at the bathroom sign.

      ‘I’ll be in there. Give me five minutes. I had to draw cash out so we can’t stay long.’

      Once outside, I checked to make sure he was occupied, in line for the counter. In the surrounding streets, I spotted what I was after. There. A nineties model Ford. Easy. Perhaps one of the employee’s cars. Hopefully they wouldn’t notice it missing for a few hours.

      Even with my slightly rusty skills, it was the work of seconds to gain entry. A screwdriver into the ignition, a few other tweaks courtesy of my strength, and it was ready. My foresight in seeking out the seediest elements at school in LA had paid off. Logan hadn’t emerged by the time I turned over the starter. Grand theft auto. I grimaced. That was a new one. Although this wasn’t a particularly grand auto.

      I had no idea if my mother was still at the MJE offices, or if she’d been abducted. The office seemed the best place to start, though. Pity I had no contacts here in Australia who were capable of tracking my mother’s phone. With a twinge of guilt at abandoning Logan, who may have those resources, I pulled out into traffic, obeying all the road rules and watching for police cars.

      A few kilometres down the road, I spotted signs for a large shopping centre. Perfect. Driving a stolen car into the middle of a city, for which I had no mental or physical map, was plain nuts. I parked the car and left it unlocked with the screwdriver in the ignition. With any luck some enterprising thief would re-steal it. Before leaving I wiped every surface with wetwipes I’d bought for exactly that reason.

      Inside the cool of the shopping centre I bought a phone, changed clothes, and donned a new blonde wig. Then I stopped in the food court for food, coffee and a few minutes to think about my next move. The backpack Logan had given me held no more than what he’d described. Which meant my second set of throwing knives, karambit blade and boot knife were still in my gym bag – in the boot of my car. But Logan said Maeve took everything from my car with her.

      Damn. I would have to either get them or replace them quickly. Unfortunately, that posed a whole new set of problems, since all were illegal to carry in Australia.

      I took a long sip of coffee, trying to plan my next steps. How did I find Anna?

      It was difficult to think in all the noise. People chattered all around: talking, whispering. Weirdly, though, none of the conversations made sense. They almost sounded like running commentaries; a series of unconnected observations about other people and events. The din seemed to slide sideways through my ears and into my brain, derailing my train of thought.

      Irritated, I focussed fiercely on the steam rising from my coffee. After a minute I managed to block out the noise and think clearly again.

      I replayed my lunchtime phone conversation with Anna. My mother hadn’t sounded at all odd. Nothing even vaguely sinister. She’d used none of our emergency words. So what was the story? Was my mother’s phone tapped? Was she in danger from these Mors Ferrum?

      Or was Logan behind this? After all, I only had his word he wasn’t. If I operated under the assumption he had something to gain, what was it? Was this all some elaborate ruse to gain my trust? But again: why? Nothing sprang to mind.

      There were too many ‘what ifs’ to make sense of it. The only thing I could do was confirm my mother was safe. If she wouldn’t leave, maybe I could get her to stick close to Michael and his security. But if I could get her out, that would free me up to force these Mors Ferrum people, if that’s who they really were, to back off.

      I finished my coffee and marched towards the exit. Outside the automatic doors, heat slapped me in the face, reflecting off the tarmac, turning the air into steam. My new clothes stuck uncomfortably to my skin, and my scalp itched under the cheap wig. Two in the afternoon and the sun burned like a blast-furnace. What a ridiculous climate.

      At the taxi rank I let two go to other people then stepped into the third. It might be paranoid, but what the hell. Absently, I gave the driver the address for the MJE building and leaned back against the seat, staring out the window at nothing.

      The driver tried to catch my eye in the mirror. He seemed to be one of those chatty taxi drivers who felt the need to make cheerful conversation. He soon gave up when I replied in single syllables or simply didn’t bother to reply at all. He couldn’t help himself, though, and kept up a low-key muttering; a long monologue about how much he disliked his job, how annoying the passengers were and how little he got paid.

      I ignored him and took care to keep the brim of my cap low, obscuring my face from the camera pointed at the back seat. Overhead, a plane climbed into the sky. Would that Anna was on it, safe. Sky and plane vanished as we travelled through the lush greenery of older suburbs.

      Ten minutes later, the taxi slowed and pulled to the side of the road, opposite the MJE Building’s sun-glinting glass front. I counted out cash, but held it back and glanced over at the building.

      Being Sunday afternoon, the middle of town was pretty much deserted. Even the few occupants visible in pub opposite were practically motionless in the enervating heat. Shimmers rose off the asphalt, distorting the sharp lines of the buildings.

      The front doors of MJE slid open. My mother strolled out, radiant and laughing, arm in arm with Michael. Her red hair glinted in the golden afternoon light. Michael strode directly to a waiting limousine. The couple were surrounded by six watchful security staff and joined by three other women and two men. Presumably other office staff.

      My fingers were on the door-handle before sense caught up with eagerness and put a collar on it.

      ‘Hang on,’ I said to the driver, ‘I might need you to take me somewhere else.’

      He gave an easy shrug.

      Anna threw a smiling comment at one of the workers and waved to them. Michael handed her into the black-windowed limo. Two of the security staff climbed in with them. The other four slid into a matched pair of grey Mercedes – one in front of the limo and one behind. All three vehicles pulled away from the curb.

      I tucked the cash away, debating.

      Anna was perfectly fine, and far better-protected with Michael than anything I could do. The chances of anyone kidnapping her at the moment were pretty much zero. So were my chances of getting close to her, unseen. There was no point spending money driving around, following them to drinks. I’d have to find another way to reach her.

      I was about to give the taxi driver the address for a motel I’d pulled off Laterates.com, when movement across the street caught my eye.

      A tall man, in cargo shorts and a blue polo shirt, stepped out of the shadows of the pub. He touched one finger to his ear and watched Michael’s cavalcade vanish around the corner. His lips moved. He turned in a slow circle, surveying the empty street around the building. A cap shadowed his angular, lean face. Sunglasses hid his eyes. But it was him: Connor Blake. Just waiting for me to show up.

      ‘Shit!’ I slid down in the seat. My heart raced and my head began to pound. Darkness broke free, erupting, rage-filled to protect me. I cried out and pressed my palms against my head. My whole body shook with the effort of holding it back. Kicking the back of the driver’s seat I yelled at him.

      ‘Drive. Go!’

      ‘Where?’ The driver sent me a bewildered glance in the mirror.

      ‘Just go!’

      He shrugged and pulled away from the curb, leaving the threat behind. My head thumped. The ink clouding my thoughts retreated.

      He was right. Where? I couldn’t go to any friends’ houses, partly because I had none and partly because anyone I knew from school might be watched. I couldn’t go home. I couldn’t leave town and abandon Anna. What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t get to Anna, or even call her to make plans, without being tracked.

      As much as I hated to admit it, I had no idea what to do next. I wanted this over with. I wanted these people to back the hell off, but how to achieve that was beyond me. Anger and determination would only get me so far. And it was a fine line between anger and stupidity. I couldn’t take these people down on my own if I couldn’t control what was inside of me.

      I needed help. I had to trust someone; to put my safety and my mother’s in someone else’s hands. The thought galled but I couldn’t see any other options. And, if Logan was telling the truth about being able to help me, what he knew might also set me free.

      I had to take the chance. When I went after these men, I couldn’t risk releasing what lurked in my head.

      I gave the driver the address of Logan’s safe house.

      He accelerated me away from danger, but towards the unknown.

      

      A short while later, I stood somewhere in the middle of suburbia, still hesitating, still unsure. The street waited, quiet and calm: a haven after the last twenty-four hours. It was pretty, for a suburb; full of established trees and a hodgepodge of house styles covering at least a century. One side was a set of modern townhouses, all clean rendered walls and square outlines. Next to that stood a timber and fibreboard construction perched on breeze blocks and badly in need of razing. Beside it a small timber cottage, its porches adorned with more lacework than a wedding dress, hid behind a hedge of glossy green bushes bearing white flowers that smelled like orangeblossom.

      All along the street, poinciana trees bloomed. Their fire-orange flowers clashed with the blue sky and scattered like blood-offerings over the road. A car swished past, fluttering petals into little flame-storms. To the northeast, a small thunderhead piled grey and luminous-white pillows high into the stratosphere. The air thickened with the foreknowledge of rain to come.

      I stood outside a graceful old timber house and stared through the security gates. Behind the house, sunset’s lurid pinks and oranges flared. A distant rumble of thunder thrummed through my body as I hesitated. Grey clouds roiled higher and the sky darkened.

      Inside that house, I assumed, were Maeve and Jennifer; Logan’s family. They held the answers to my questions and, possibly, help to get Anna. On the other hand, I’d never met them and I barely knew Logan. What if I was walking into some sort of trap? This peaceful street was hardly the place, but....

      Oh, good grief. Paranoia was taking over. What had I told myself before about the need to stop living a half-life? So far Logan had done nothing unforgivable or given me any big reason not to trust him. I’d just spent too many years mistrusting everyone. If he could help me get Anna away and had answers to some of the most fundamental questions of my life, I needed to walk through the gate in order to ask them.

      Squaring my shoulders, I pushed the buzzer on the gate-post. The gates swung inward with expensive efficiency. I marched inside, crunched up the long driveway and climbed the stairs onto a broad verandah. Huge windows, designed to be open to catch every breeze, were closed and shuttered, the muted hum of an airconditioner audible. I knocked and the door swung open to reveal...Logan.

      He gazed calmly at me and folded his arms. ‘Finished stealing cars?’

      I stayed where I was, mirroring his pose and raising my chin at him. Unable to think of a witty, snappy return, I pressed my lips together. I wasn’t going to beg for help.

      ‘You don’t have to beg,’ he said. ‘We were going to help you anyway. You just have to stick around long enough to let us.’

      I glared at him, unnerved. ‘Stop that. Stay out of my head!’

      A faint smile flickered and he indicated the house again. ‘If we’re going to argue you may as well come in. It’s hot out and it’s going to rain soon.’

      ‘Only if you tell me what the hell is going on!’ I strode past into the cool interior.

      He didn’t rise to that, only suggesting mildly that I lay my hat, glasses and blonde wig on a hall table. I followed him deeper into the house. The outer door clicked shut. Logan touched several buttons on a sophisticated computer screen on the wall and a series of red lights blinked.

      ‘Security system.’ He answered my unspoken question. ‘As far as we know this house is off their radar, but it pays to be cautious now you’ve arrived in a taxi. That does leave a trail.’

      I pursed my lips, biting back a sarcastic rejoinder. The twist of his mouth said he’d probably heard it anyway.

      He led me through a central hallway, bypassing spacious, open plan lounge, kitchen, study and dining areas to either side, until we reached the back verandah. Two wings of the house carried the verandah around a freeform pool that was nestled in amongst a veritable rainforest of tropical and subtropical plants. With a sigh of pleasure, I sank into an outdoor chair. Surrounded by a transplanted forest, I was almost able to relax.

      Logan vanished into the kitchen and returned with an iced drink. I drank it appreciatively. Homemade lemonade, it’s tart chill a perfect counter to the humidity. He refilled my glass without comment, this time adding a dash of vodka after I nodded to his silent question. He settled into a chair opposite, watching me silently, with that leashed stillness so peculiar to his character.

      As my shoulder muscles relaxed under the warm influence of the alcohol, I slid a look under my lashes at him. I’d effectively ditched him and he had every right to be angry with me. Then again, he still hadn’t told me everything, so I should be pissed off at him. Maybe that made us even.

      His lips curved, softening into humour. Dappled afternoon sunlight flickered across his face, showing hints of auburn in his dark hair.

      ‘You’re broadcasting again.’

      ‘What?’

      He tapped his temple. ‘I wasn’t in your head before. You were broadcasting. You need to learn to shield your thoughts.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘You have fairly good natural shields. It probably comes from growing up living in cities, around so many people. Otherwise their thoughts would have driven you insane by now. It’s probably because I took down the first block that I can hear you so easily now.’

      I sat back, rubbing my hands over my face. ‘OK, it’s been an...unusual twenty-four hours. I’ve about had enough of being kept in the dark. Not being a mushroom, I’ve always hated it, real and metaphoric.’

      ‘A mushroom?’ He groaned. ‘Ah. In the dark and fed crap. Got it. I haven’t fed you any crap, by the way. All of it’s true.’

      ‘Well,’ I said, trying to maintain the angry momentum I’d had on the way over. ‘I’m pretty damned pissed off and I’m not in the mood for more put-offs. Answer a few more questions, will you? Then I need to work out what to do next.’

      ‘By all means.’ He leaned back in his chair and spread his palms. ‘Ask away.’
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      We are almost there. Do you need more time?>

      A little. She’s handling it well, but she still doesn’t trust me.

      <Remember that this is a war, Logan. She’s just a weapon in it. Do whatever you need to, to convince her to help us. She has no mental defences. If she won’t co-operate then take what you need from her, wipe her memory of the last day and let her go. We can watch what they do.>

      ...

      <Logan. Don’t allow your emotions to cloud your judgment. She has the potential to be very dangerous, you know that?>

      Oh yes. I’m not likely to forget, am I?

      

      ‘What you said before,’ I began, ‘about special abilities other than speed and strength. What else do the Daoine…the sidhe…we…have?

      Logan traced patterns in the condensation on his glass. ‘There are a few other skills. Mostly in women. Telekinesis, precognition, psychometry, animal affinity are the main ones. And a few no-one’s seen in several generations: teleportation, the shadow-thought, pyrokinesis. Both sexes can channel the forest’s life-force into healing. Which explains some of the miracles in the Bible, if you think about it.’

      ‘Oh!’ I sat up straight. ‘Is that what you were going to show me? Is that why you were laughing when I bought bandages?’

      He half-stood, unwound the gauze I’d wrapped around his thigh and revealed his injured leg. Through the torn jeans, his skin was clean and healed, just the faintest white scar showing where, only a few hours before, blood dripped from a gouge in the flesh.

      I gazed in open-mouthed astonished belief and disbelief. That, more than his words, convinced me.

      ‘But if we’re so frigging brilliant,’ I objected, ‘why are you scared of humans?’

      Logan gave a sardonic crack of laughter. ‘You have to be kidding. There’s a limit to what we can heal and we need substantial connection to the sianfath to do it. We’re a minority and we do die. Do you remember what modern Easter celebrates? Remember what happened to Gandhi? Our very existence is a challenge to so many philosophies and beliefs it’s staggering. Humans are terrified of things they don’t understand.’

      I leaned back again, taking a sip of my drink to steady myself. ‘So that’s why you rescued me last night? Because you thought I was one of you? That’s very altruistic.’ I pointed at myself. ‘How did you recognise me?’

      I had little faith in altruism. He clearly had an agenda of sorts but I doubted he would reveal it yet.

      He looked up at the ceiling, as if considering his answer. ‘Partly it’s just a sense of…connection, I guess you could call it. A feeling that you’ve met someone before when you know you haven’t.’ When I nodded my understanding, he continued. ‘Partly it was your eyes.’

      I touched my face. ‘What about them?’

      ‘The blue or grey eyes with very dark rims is a gene from our people. It’s pretty uncommon and recessive, so it won’t be your only clue. And it doesn’t tell you what percentage caste the person is. Or whether they’re Light or Dark. Just that they have sidhe ancestry.’ He shifted in his seat. ‘We don’t think anyone’s yet worked out that connection, but it’s only a matter of time and then people will start disappearing.’

      ‘Damn! I knew I should have worn contacts.’ Unable to contain my restlessness any longer, I rose and paced a few steps before turning back. ‘So, you really think these Mors Ferrum people want to dissect me?’

      Logan shrugged, hooking his elbows over the back of the chair and stretching his legs out under the table. ‘It’s a possibility. I don’t know exactly what their motives are.’

      I leaned on the railing and stared out over the lush garden and pool, not seeing it at all. ‘It’s scary they spotted me so quickly. I’ve only been here a couple of weeks.’ I turned back to study him. ‘Five years ago they said they wanted to ask me about the ocair. What is it? Why is it so important?’

      ‘I told you.’ He switched his gaze back to his drink and shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

      I glared at him. ‘You’re lying. Again.’

      ‘No.’ He caught my eye, sincerity in his. ‘It’s true that it means “key” but that’s all I know. I promise, Red.’

      No amount of staring caused him to flinch so I looked out over the peaceful garden and up at the rustling leaves overhead.

      ‘Fine. But you said there was more; some reason why my father put this block in my mind. I can’t see how being afraid of humans would cause that. He’d survived. Surely he could’ve taught me the same skills. Just my speed and the—’ I caught myself and changed the sentence, ‘—strength has set me apart my whole life.’

      Logan stood beside me. ‘It probably has more to do with his own history. You can make a lot of enemies in five hundred years.’

      ‘They’d mostly be dead, though,’ I returned sarcastically. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m struggling to see where I fit into all of this.’ I put my hands on my hips. ‘I still don’t see how helping me, benefits you. Nobody risks their own life for nothing.’

      ‘You don’t trust me,’ he said. ‘I don’t blame you. I’ve known this my whole life. I’ve had my aunt around for guidance.’ He leaned on the railing and turned to face me. ‘Perhaps your father put the blocks in to keep you from accidentally betraying yourself to a dark-aligned fellow sidhe, or an enemy of his.’

      ‘But why did he leave?’ I sounded like a stupid, hurt kid. Annoyed with myself for revealing too much, I picked up my drink and threw it back, grimacing at the alcoholic bite.

      He still hadn’t answered my questions about his motives and that bugged me.

      Logan shrugged again. ‘I only know a little of your father’s public history. He appeared rather suddenly in the court of Queen Elizabeth and earned her favour in some unspecified way when she was young. She granted him the title & lands to his family in perpetuity. From then on, he and his “descendants” spent a lot of time meddling in politics; making enemies. I suspect that’s why he never wanted children. Families make you vulnerable.’

      There was a hint of bitterness in his tone that surprised me, but probably shouldn’t have.

      ‘You said you’d lost your father,’ I said gently. ‘What about your mother?’

      ‘My mother was murdered by a Dark sidhe.’

      ‘Oh.’ I touched his arm. ‘I’m sor—’

      He jerked out from beneath my touch, eyes blazing. He backed away, his body tense. Then the look was gone and his face was calm and distant once again.

      ‘It was a long time ago.’ He poured another drink and swallowed it in three gulps. ‘We were talking about your father and the Mors.’

      I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. What was that all about?

      In the gathering darkness, a rumble as thunder rolled around the city yet failed to deliver the promised rain. Frogs in the thick undergrowth around the pool began to sing their welcome.

      ‘So,’ I said, trying to find a way under his guard, ‘what are you saying? You came to, what, kill whoever is responsible for Jonathan’s disappearance?’

      He nodded again, face grim. ‘We’ve been doing it for the last five years, since Jen’s been old enough. Travelling the world, trying to keep the sidhe off the industrial research radar; keeping tabs on genetic research.

      ‘How many sidhe are left?’ Had I found my place, only to lose it to people like that? It didn’t bear thinking about.

      ‘My aunt thinks maybe fifty thousand or so full blooded,’ Logan said, ‘and maybe double that in half castes aware of who they are. Many more whose genes are so diluted that they’re just better sports people, or gifted linguists.’

      I eyed him. ‘So, if you’re so focussed on whoever killed your cousin, why did you risk exposure by rescuing me? Were you hoping to recruit me?’

      He looked at me with steady expectation then shrugged one shoulder. ‘We could use your help, yes.’

      ‘No way.’ I backed up a step. ‘I don’t want to be part of your private war. I just need to get these people off my back and my mother out of town safely to where she can start over.’

      Logan’s head lifted and he looked in the direction of the front door. He shoved off from the railing.

      ‘Maeve and Jen are here. Come meet them.’

      I grabbed his arm, intending to make sure he understood my position. But at the first brush of my palm on his skin, a montage of images flashed into my head, so sharp, so perfect, but so narrow, it was like peering through the wrong end of a telescope and seeing only part of a close scene, without context or sound.

      Darkness. A lamp. A flash of electricity. The thud of something heavy falling. Darkness…The glint of light on metal; a gun held in my outstretched hand. A bracelet on my wrist: emeralds and gold. A muzzle flash. A spray of blood. Logan, lying on artificial turf, eyes closed; lifeless. Darkness…A pillar of light within me, reaching out, destroying everything it touched, draining every life it encountered, growing stronger with each moment. Destruction. Death. Power.

      I snatched my hand back, staring in bewildered horror at Logan. The words tried to spill free. I held them in my throat, behind clenched teeth.

      He frowned at me. ‘What is it?’

      The image faded into dreamlike surreality. I scrubbed a palm over my face. ‘I’m... no...it’s nothing. Let’s meet them.’ I managed a smile and gestured for him to lead on.

      I’d never had so sharp an image before. No, three images. Separate visions. Two about Logan. But the third image was different – more like I was watching through the eyes of someone else. It frightened me more than the other two combined, for it felt solid with the weight of inevitability.

      I followed him to the front door in silence. He checked the camera image, disengaged the security and opened the door.

      On the verandah, her arms full of grocery bags, stood a girl of about ten or so, willow-slender with raven black hair, honey skin and dove-grey, black-rimmed eyes. She wasn’t beautiful in the classic sense, for her face was thin and angular, but she was certainly arresting.

      ‘Mum, she’s here!’ she called, smiling cheerfully at me as she offloaded half the bags to Logan.

      An exclamation from further along the verandah hailed the appearance of a tall woman elegantly dressed in flowing white linen pants and a gossamer green silk blouse. As she emerged into the porch light, I took an involuntary step back. Like her daughter, she had grey eyes, but her hair was auburn coffee, her skin nut brown and her face so narrow and sharp, I could only stare at her, speechless. There was a familiarity about her, too. I knew her, but also didn’t know her. Exactly as Logan had described.

      ‘Rowan.’ Her smile was serene. ‘I’m so pleased you arrived safely. Let’s not stand in the doorway, though. Do, please, return inside.’

      ‘You’re Logan’s aunt?’ I asked the obvious as I backed away to let them enter.

      Even if I hadn’t heard the whole “elves” idea, I’d still have thought there was something odd about Maeve. I couldn’t decide if it was the sharply angular cheekbones or the wide-set, large eyes, but Maeve was both beautiful and strange. I tried to discreetly check for points on her ears, but her long hair covered them. How on earth did she walk abroad without causing a sensation?

      ‘I cast what, in the old stories, is called a “glamour”. An illusion in other people’s minds in which I appear very ordinarily human,’ Maeve replied, answering my unspoken question. ‘So much easier than wigs and contact lenses. My dear, I know you’re mistrustful of Logan but the truth is that you need to be here.’

      ‘Oh really?’ Unnerved, I couldn’t help the sarcasm lacing my reply. ‘Why? So you can drag me into your fight? No thanks.’

      The older woman eyed me with a gentle half-smile as Logan returned from the kitchen and relieved her of the bags.

      <Because the taxi driver wasn’t speaking out loud.> Maeve’s voice whispered in my mind.

      ‘What…what do you mean? Of course he was.’

      She seemed amused. ‘Perhaps we could discuss this inside? Our eyes are more adapted to lower lighting, so I find the brilliance of the sun a little distressing.’ Her pupils were the tiniest pinpoints.

      I followed her into the cool, dark interior.

      Maeve waved a graceful hand at the surroundings. ‘Relax for a moment while I confer with Logan. I’ll send Jennifer out, with refreshments, to keep you company. Oh, and Logan, would you kindly fetch Rowan’s things from boot of the car? I’ve put her in the front bedroom.’

      I was not in the mood for company and light refreshments. It was irritating to have my conversation with Logan interrupted.

      Jennifer seated herself opposite with unconscious grace and teenage self-consciousness. She appeared to be around ten, but given her heritage, she could be older. After a minute of slightly stiff conversation about inconsequential things, in which she revealed she was thirteen, Jennifer looked at me ingenuously.

      ‘Wanna see something cool I learned a couple of years ago?’

      ‘Uh.’ I paused, collecting my thoughts. ‘Sure.’

      ‘I’m not very good at it yet, but Mum says I’ll get better with practice.’ She screwed up her nose. ‘I don’t practice enough. Boring as. Anyway. Watch that.’ The girl pointed at a broken branch, about as thick as her arm, lying partially in the pool.

      The branch shook, then lifted from the ground and drifted off the pool before settling gently onto the leaf-strewn garden bed. Jennifer beamed with pride.

      ‘It’s harder than it looks. The first time I tried I almost broke a window trying to move a little pebble. The trick is in how much force to use. It’s different depending on the weight of the object.’ She sounded too serious for such an outrageous demonstration. ‘Plus you kinda have to push backward at the same time to stop yourself falling over. Something to do with Newton, I think.

      ‘Of course,’ I replied absently, still eyeing the branch in wonder. ‘Newton’s Third Law: every action has an equal and opposite reaction.’

      ‘Probably.’

      Still stunned, I grinned. ‘The Force is strong with this one, Obi-Wan.’

      ‘Huh?’ Jennifer eyed me like I was insane, which wasn’t unreasonable.

      ‘Star Wars.’ I chuckled at her blank expression. ‘You haven’t seen it? Your education is sadly lacking. What you can do – it’s practically the Force. Awesome!’

      She gave a puzzled, pleased little smile. ‘Wanna try?’

      ‘I can’t do that.’ My reply was automatic. I reconsidered. The image of me as a Jedi was deeply appealing. ‘Can I?’

      ‘Sure.’ Jennifer tilted her head. ‘Well, maybe. Dunno. It’s the most common skill girls have, after telepathy. About one in fifty or something have the gene. Runs in families, though, so I guess it depends on who you are.’

      ‘How do I find out if I have the gene?’ I interrupted the chatter.

      ‘What? Oh, like this.’ Jennifer touched my temple.

      The knowledge flared in my mind, tearing into my thoughts with precise, exquisite agony. I clawed at my head. Stripped-bare, brain-wrenching pain obliterated lucidity. Shadows strained against their bonds, deep in my mind. No. No!

      ‘Jennifer!’ Logan’s angry cry, speared through me. ‘What were you thinking?’

      ‘I just taught her telekinesis.’ The girl sounded frightened.

      ‘Dammit, Jen, you can’t interfere with this. Maeve specifically told you not to. You could have killed her!’

      ‘I didn’t know! Why are you always so mean to me? I can’t do anything right!’ Sobbing, Jennifer retreated.

      Logan gathered me close. ‘Hang on. Maeve’s coming.’

      I struggled against his hold. The darkness emerged and stretched through me, reaching for him. I fought for control. My hand brushed his arm. Power flowed into me, brilliant, green-white, stronger than anything I’d felt before.

      He gasped and thrust me away. Our connection broke. Pain arced behind my eyes again and I collapsed to the floor.

      ‘Ah, Red, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. Hold on just a little longer. She’s coming.’

      There was a scuff and the light fall of feet. Then cool fingers stoked my temples and the pain drained away like water under Maeve’s touch. Within seconds it vanished. The darkness withdrew. Shakily, I climbed to my feet; embarrassed, weak. How could it be over so quickly; so easily? The others gathered around: Maeve thoughtful, Logan angry and Jennifer, peering around the corner, resentful and afraid.

      ‘How did you do that?’ I turned an amazed gaze on Maeve.

      The older woman exchanged a look with Logan and nodded.

      ‘We have a few things to discuss but I’ll leave you in Logan’s care for a moment. Jennifer, you will come with me, please.’ Her tone brooked no argument and the girl followed her mother back into the kitchen. Jen’s voice rose in protest as she argued with Maeve.

      ‘Come outside and sit down,’ Logan said. ‘You’ll need to recharge.’

      I watched Jennifer through the glass as she raged against the rock of her mother’s calm. The girl burst into tears and stormed off into the house. A door slammed.

      ‘Don’t mind Jen,’ Logan said. ‘She’s just a kid. She’ll get over it.’

      I turned away, uneasy over her outburst for no reason I could determine.

      Logan hesitated, then took my wrist and led me out to a bench tucked away in the garden, past the end of the pool. From there we were hidden in the greenery and close to a small waterfall that gurgled pleasantly into the pool. I sank onto the bench, still reeling from the onset and release of the headache. I patted my head in disbelief.

      ‘How did Maeve do that?’

      Logan shrugged one shoulder. ‘Years of practice. She’s the most skilled technician I’ve ever met.’ His mouth twisted. ‘Not that I’ve met all that many, to be honest. She also has several degrees in psychology, neurology and cell biology. She’s determined to understand our psychic abilities from a purely scientific point of view.’

      ‘Psychic...’ I sat up straight, staring blankly into the waterfall. ‘So....the taxi driver…all the people in the shopping centre...I was really hearing their thoughts not their conversations? That’s what Maeve meant? I can hear anyone’s thoughts now, not just yours?’

      He nodded, leaning back casually on the bench, elbows hitched over the back, legs outstretched. He’d changed into clean, loose linen pants. He allowed the silence to extend as I pondered. What did I do next? I’d have to learn this shielding thing or I’d go mad listening to people like that driver and those idiots at the mall. If Jennifer’s demonstration was any indication, I had a hell of a lot to learn.
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      Ah. She believes now. Be careful what else you say, though. She’s still hiding something.>

      We all are, aren’t we?

      <I have a feeling her secrets could get us all killed. What did she do to you?>

      Just an uncontrolled power transfer. She didn’t do it on purpose. Instinctive attempt to heal herself, I’d say. I broke the connection before she hurt me.

      <Hmmm.>

      

      I sent Logan a quick, apologetic smile and picked up a dead leaf, folding it over and over. ‘Sorry I ditched you.’

      He snorted. ‘Fat chance. I was never far away. There’s too much at stake here.’

      I considered him. ‘So what, you’re going to keep me prisoner? What do you need me for? What’s at stake? I already said I’m not fighting your war for you.’

      ‘Hardly keeping you prisoner. Leave if you want.’ He leaned back and folded his arms, putting distance between us again. ‘I heard what you said. But the truth is: we could use your help. You’d already decided it was time to stop running. This is what you were running from. Not just some random people, the Mors Ferrum. It is your war, too, whether you like it or not. And we can help you in return. Assuming you want to know more about your heritage, that is. And how to get rid of those headaches and control your gifts.’

      ‘Do you really think Maeve can help me?’ I touched my head.

      ‘She already has, hasn’t she?’ Indifference coloured his tone. ‘After dinner she wants to have a closer look into that block in your mind. Ok with you?’

      I turned away from the coolness in his eyes. It had been a crazy day. I still wasn’t sure what to think. The prospect was tempting, but not if it hurt as much as Jennifer’s experiment, and not if it meant being sucked into a world that sounded like the product of a half-crazed film writer. I wanted to trust them, but it had to go both ways. Why did Logan seem to dislike me so much?

      ‘I...don’t know.’ I flicked the much-abused leaf away and wiped damp fingertips on my shorts. I tucked my fingers under my legs and hunched forward, staring at the pattern of paving stones and pebbles at my feet. ‘Letting someone I barely know mess around in my mind is a little daunting. Especially after what just happened. Let me think about it.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re here, Red.’ Logan leaned forward, hands relaxed between his knees. His expression was calm, with nothing in it to support his statement. ‘I didn’t like letting you go today, but you’re smart and talented and stubborn when you want to be.’ He sent me a wry smile.

      I ignored that jibe, since it was inarguable anyway.

      ‘But you don’t have to be so alone anymore,’ he finished. ‘Let us help you.’

      My heart stuttered. I drew and released a long, slow breath, trying to calm my mind. He’d hit me where it hurt but, if he heard my thoughts, he’d know that. I shut down my emotional reaction. I needed to think about this, about him, logically.

      Silence fell between us as I contemplated the day; what he’d said; what had happened; trying to make sense of it all; trying to decide what was best. It was just too ridiculous to be believable. Had I felt the forest before? Maybe it’d just been my imagination after all. It wasn’t possible to talk to a tree. Was it? I was tempted to try but the potential onslaught of agony, and the darker possibility that might be set free, deterred me.

      In the long silence between us a now-familiar prickling of uneasiness intruded. Restless, I shifted on the bench. Tension twisted tighter, winding and prickling through my whole body until I couldn’t sit still. I shot to my feet and took two hasty steps away, only to turn back to Logan when movement didn’t resolve the feeling.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ He rose, frowning.

      I grimaced, turning to pace again. I moved towards the house and the feeling increased. ‘I don’t know. There’s…there’s something not right. Can’t you feel it? I had the same feeling, at the other house. Before you came back to the creek.’ I touched my lips. ‘And I taste the connection.’

      Logan’s eyes took on an abstraction I now associated with telepathy.

      ‘Maeve can’t …No, wait.’ He snapped his mouth shut. When he turned on me again his eyes were hard. ‘Get your things, we’re leaving.’

      When I didn’t move, out of confusion, he growled. ‘Go! No! Hang on.’ He snatched at my arm. ‘What do you have that could contain a tracker – either on you or in your bag?’

      ‘Someone’s still tracking me? How? You drowned my phone and I haven’t even used the new one. Everything I have on is brand new today!’

      He shook my arm. ‘What else do you have? Something you’ve been given by someone in the last few days or weeks?’

      ‘Stop a second! Let me think.’ I pressed two fingers into the centre of my forehead in an attempt think straight through the tension that built like the thunderstorm on the horizon.

      I groaned. ‘A hairclip. But my mother gave it to me Friday morning. Oh man! It’s in my gym bag. That’s how they knew I was at the gym Friday night.’

      Even as I finished the sentence I ran, Logan close behind. He pointed out the room I’d been given. I dumped out my gym bag on the bed. I scrabbled amongst the jumble of towels, deodorant and socks, grabbing the ornate, silver-metal hairclip.

      ‘This.’ I passed it to Logan, who inspected it closely. ‘But who gave it to my mother? And why should they only track it now? I’ve had it…No, I guess Maeve had it today with her. Why didn’t they find her?’

      ‘Right, yep, that’s it.’ He levered it open with a thumbnail to reveal a small chip glued inside. ‘They couldn’t track it because all our cars and houses have EM-proof areas – to prevent wireless hacking of any of our gear. The boot of Maeve’s car; the safe room here and in the other house. The signal must have started when I put your bag in here. They’re still a fair way off, though. I’ll take this and lead them away from the house. You go with Maeve and Jen to the next safe house.’ He pulled keys out of his pocket.

      ‘No way!’ I grabbed the smaller backpack and stuffed the curved karambit blade and a few other items from the gym bag into it. On impulse, I threw in the scrap of paper on which Paul Eisen had written his number. The last couple of items went into my pockets. The rest I could abandon without regret. ‘This is my mistake, not yours. Give the clip to me. Lend me your bike. I can lead them away. They’re looking for me, not you.’ I held out my hand.

      He pursed his lips and stared into the distance for a brief second. A frown flickered across his face. He tucked the hairclip into a pocket.

      ‘This is bigger than just you, Red, and more than just the people chasing this clip. Whether you like it or not, we’re in this too. They know you’re not operating alone. You can either go with Maeve to the safehouse, or you can come with me, but I can’t let you run this time. There’s too much at stake.’

      I snatched the keys from him and glared. ‘I had no goddamned intention of running. I need your help to fix whatever screwed up crap is in my brain, and to get Anna to safety. I do this, you help me with that. Pretty sure if you hang around me long enough, the Mors you’re after will fall right into your hands. So then we’re even.’

      After that, I was done. When Anna was safe and I’d taught the Mors to leave me alone, I would get on the next plane. They could kill each other all they liked and leave me out of it.

      I caught a glimpse of Logan’s compressed mouth and scornful expression.

      I slung the pack over my shoulder. ‘Once this is done, the first thing I’m learning is how to shield my thoughts from people like you.’ If he was right, then any damned “Dark” sidhe I came near would know everything I thought. It was already hard enough to hide my differences.

      His eyes glittered. ‘I am not of the Dark. The only—’ He snapped his teeth together on the word. ‘Fine. Let’s go. If we can get away fast enough we may be able to keep this place instead of burning it to the ground!’ He flashed me a quick, humourless smile. ‘We lose a lot of houses that way. Hides DNA trace.’

      He led the way to the garage, passed me a helmet and thrust out his hand.

      ‘Keys.’

      I jammed the helmet on and swung a leg over the driver’s seat. ‘Your turn to pillion. I know where to take this hairclip.’

      He didn’t reply, but his hands fisted at his sides. He slid on behind me and flicked down his visor, anger fairly seething off him.

      Out on the street, the bike roared between my knees as we sped through the soft warmth of the night. Fear sleeted through my body. I wasn’t usually afraid of much, but today I honestly felt like I wasn’t coping, and that was new.

      Where are we going? His voice sounded harsh.

      Somewhere we can ditch this hairpin and maybe lead them on a bit of a goose chase for a while. Keep them busy while you and Maeve get me up to speed.

      Where?

      There. I flashed an image and he grunted. His anger eased.

      They’re getting closer but they’ve turned away from the house to follow us. His tone held satisfaction.

      I gunned the engine, flying along the quiet suburban streets, only slowing to the speed limit when we arrived in more populated areas. Even then, I risked police notice over and over as I dodged between cars and slipped through the tiniest of gaps. Logan’s fingers dug into my hips. I grinned in fierce enjoyment.

      We reached our destination and I yanked off the helmet. A mournful horn tooted and we ran towards the dock. All around, laughing, jostling crowds of people waved and shouted. Music blared from a nearby restaurant and coloured lights danced off the harbour’s smooth, inky water. The smell of diesel mingled with mangrove and saltwater scents in the still air.

      High above, towering far into the dark sky, the bulk of a cruise liner blotted out the stars with regular lights and shadows of its own. The entry ramp had already been taken away and the boat’s great motors thrummed a low-key, disconcerting rumble that stirred unease in my stomach. We stopped at the edge of the dock as the boat slid, ever so slowly, through the still water.

      I groaned. ‘We’re too late!’

      Instead of replying, Logan peered through the dark at the passengers lining the railing. Several waved to friends and family seeing them off, or admired the night time cityscape.

      ‘Give me the clip.’

      I slapped it into Logan’s outstretched palm.

      He released a soft exclamation of satisfaction and drew back his arm. I caught the edges of a thought, not directed at me. Far above, her face just a white-and-shadow blob in the darkness, a girl named Michelle peered down at Logan. He threw the hairpin with all his impossible strength and accuracy. The girl snatched the glittering gift. A ‘thank you’ drifted down and Logan turned away with a satisfied smile.

      I raised my brows at him. ‘What the…?’

      He pulled me away from the thinning crowd, heading back towards the large darkness of the nearby parking lot.

      ‘I suggested she heard me shout her name and that I was her boyfriend, come to give her one last gift before she left.’ He watched as the ship eased its way to the open ocean. ‘That should keep our guys busy for a while.’

      Clutching at his arm, I pointed. ‘We’re not out of the woods yet, lover.’

      A black fourby screeled to a halt in a spray of gravel. Doors opened and spewed forth men in black and grey camouflage. Armed with tasers and dart guns, they cut us off from the bike. My hard-faced friend from previous encounters was not among them. Which was almost disappointing. It would be satisfying to hear bits of him go “crunch”.

      The parking lot was empty, poorly lit, and distant from the restaurants and shops. That left us without either witnesses or assistance. I turned back to the enemy. Rain drifted down from a heavy, orange-grey sky; light and cool. Thunder rumbled.

      Logan smiled grimly. ‘Two for me, two for you. And they haven’t yet called in that they’ve found us. We still have a chance to make them think you’re on that boat. But we need to take these guys out now.’

      My heart pounded. I tried to calm my nerves. ‘What’s the plan?’

      ‘Jen Gifted you the knowledge of telekinesis,’ he murmured. ‘Think you can use it?’

      I edged backward as the men approached. ‘Not a chance. Instant brain-fry. Not going there.’

      ‘Right.’ His mouth stretched into a humourless grin. Then try and stay out of the way of the darts.

      Helpful.

      Rain plummeted in fat, cool drops that turned the oily tarmac slippery. Steam rose from the still-warm ground.

      A man with a taser rushed at me. I bared my teeth in a snarling grin. People were idiots sometimes…ok, a lot of the time. Too keen for glory. All he had to do was stay back and let the darts guy shoot, but this moron chose not to. Good.

      He came within range to use the Taser and paused. He was still too far away for someone to get to him. Someone normal anyway.

      Lightning flashed.

      No need to hide my skills here. I launched myself at him. Not quite fast enough. He pulled the trigger reflexively. His eyes widened as I twisted aside. Only one barb connected, making the weapon useless. I ripped it out of my thigh, grabbed his gun hand and squeezed. The weapon, and his bones, crunched.

      The man’s strangled scream drowned in thunder. His cry became a squeak as I spun him around and held him before me as a shield. Two darts slapped into his body – one into a thigh and one into his bulletproof vest. He glanced down and gave his companion an angry glare. His body sagged in my arms as the drug took effect.

      I swore and dragged him forward until he became too much a dead weight and I had to stop.

      Off to my right, movement and grunts said Logan dealt effectively with his assailants. My second man stood out of reach, dart gun wavering between myself and Logan. Fool. He shot at me. The dart hit my cover, just millimetres from where my arm wrapped around his chest.

      I drew out my favourite throwing knife. Lightning flashed and thunder rolled almost simultaneously. My opponent flinched and glanced up. One quick flick and the dart gun flew from his hand. My blade protruded from his forearm. I dropped my shield-body and covered the remaining distance in the time it took the man to blink at me in shock.

      He screamed as I yanked the blade from his wrist. I slid an arm around his neck, choking off the sound with a sleeper hold. I lowered him to the ground. His left hand scrabbled against my shoulder. His movements weakened and he slipped into unconsciousness. I released the sleeper hold, picked up the dart gun and shot him in the thigh.

      The scuff of feet on gravel brought my gun-hand up, ready. Logan staggered towards me. Two dark, crumpled bodies lay motionless behind him, glistening in the rain.

      ‘Hurt?’ I slid under an arm as he listed to one side.

      ‘No. Caught a couple of darts. Must be getting old.’ He grimaced, his words and movements deliberate. ‘Assuming it’s the same drug they used on you, I’ll be out for a while. Before that happens, I need to cover our tracks and add to the … misdirection. Drag whichever are still… alive together.’

      His two attackers were dead. Their bodies were already cooling, necks broken, eyes staring into darkness. Mine lived. Shaken, I did as he instructed. He knelt in a puddle and placed his fingers on both of their heads at once. His handsome face twisted with the effort of whatever he did. At last, with a satisfied nod and a faint sigh, he slumped into oblivion.

      I groaned. Left alone with two bodies and three unconscious men in a dark port facility, in the torrential rain. What the hell did I do now?

      Logan had killed two men. Yes, he was protecting me, but I’d sworn never to kill again. How could I trust and work with someone who did that so easily?

      His bike wasn’t far away. I could take it, his phone, find Anna and get her out before any of them woke up. Then I could work on these Mors Ferrum on my own terms. At the thought of them, the caged darkness in my head rattled against its prison.

      I looked at the black-clad, gun-carrying men lying on the sodden ground beneath Logan’s still, helpless form.

      Dammit! I couldn’t leave him. Not when he and Maeve might know how to help me govern whatever was so desperate to control me.

      I dug through pockets until I found the car keys, opened the vehicle and stuffed bodies and men into it. Next I pulled out a coil of rope I found in the back and, as an afterthought, both of the dart guns, tasers and all the darts I could find. I’d never known a drug to put me under so fast, so it might be useful to have a sample.

      The rain eased to a light drizzle, making the next task slightly easier, but not much. Using all the rope, cut into pieces, I tied Logan to the bike. I climbed on, balancing it awkwardly as I strapped him to my waist. Then I threw the car keys as far as I could into the darkness and gunned the bike into life.

      I rode at a painfully slow speed. The extra, uncontrolled weight made the bike hideously unstable. The wind turned my wet clothes ice-cold, even in the warmth of the tropical night. Luckily, being a rainy Sunday night, traffic was minimal and I avoided most of it. I had no idea which way to go to the new safehouse. The best I could achieve was to put distance between us and the last place my pursuers had seen us.

      Shelter had to be my next priority. Unfortunately, most shelter also included people. Logan’s condition would only invite unwelcome questions and medical attention. There had to be a motel somewhere nearby. But in my efforts to avoid main roads and traffic, I’d picked an area of town remarkably devoid of motels. Houses, closed shops and the occasional kids’ parkland were all that seemed to be around.

      Desperation made me consider the possibility of breaking into one of the darkened houses in a quiet street. There was just no way of knowing which ones were long-term empty and which ones had occupants that would turn up any minute. It was, frankly, a relief when, after about half an hour of aimless riding, Logan stirred and groaned behind me.

      Ahead lay a small, triangular garden in the middle of the road. An afterthought of poor road planning, or maybe saved by environmental activists. One giant fig tree, surrounded by smaller bushes around the edges of the drip line, sprouted from the centre. Shadows plunged the area beneath into gloom.

      It would have to do.

      Mounting the gutter with difficulty, I scraped through the bushes, eased the bike into the shadows and killed the engine.

      My fingers were cold and clumsy. I fumbled with the knots and cursed my own rope-tying efficiency. Logan grunted as I struggled with the bindings that held him safe. Finally they loosened. I dragged him off the bike. Hauling him to the tree, I kicked away the litter of crushed beer cans and broken glass then propped him up between the buttress roots of the ancient fig.

      A car approached, its lights cutting through the night and turning the rain into silvery mist. I flicked up the kickstand and lowered the bike onto its side to hide it behind the shrubs. The last thing I needed was some do-gooder stopping to help. The car swept past with a swoosh, spraying water from a puddle. I shielded Logan from the worst of it and swore as it trickled down the back of my neck.

      Beneath the giant tree was relatively dry and sheltered. Logan groaned again and raised heavy eyelids, his eyes clouded by vague non-recognition. It seemed to be taking him longer to recover. Perhaps because he’d taken two darts instead of one.

      If he felt anything like I did, he’d want water when he woke. I rummaged through my bag and pulled out a half-empty bottle salvaged from my gym bag. I held his head and trickled water onto his lips. It dribbled down his chin and his eyes closed again.

      Not good.

      We couldn’t stay here long. Rain poured from the heavy sky with a seriousness that spoke of monsoons. Thunder rolled again. Fat drops of water found their way through the leaves. I shivered as adrenalin drained away and the chill seeped into muscles, leaving me clumsy and vague. There must be a way to wake him up.

      He slid sideways and I hauled him upright again. When I withdrew my hands, one glistened dark-red in the streetlamps’ orange-sick light. I yanked at his shirt, tearing it open, searching for injuries.

      I stopped, blinking rain away. Beneath his shirt Logan wore some sort of metallic-threaded, flesh-toned vest. Thin and flexible, it could only be a bullet-proof vest of some sort, though not anything I’d ever seen or heard of. There were no tears or holes in the material. The blood on his shirt wasn’t his. He sighed slightly, head lolling to one side. Relief flushed me with temporary warmth.

      Another search of my bag, and the guns and darts scavenged from their attackers, revealed no convenient antidote. Frustrated, I stood up and leaned my back on the gritty tree trunk. Looking up at the rustling darkness of the leaves above I shivered and wiped a drop of water off my face. The leaves sounded like voices.

      Voices! That was it. I needed to connect him to the sianfath thing. But how?
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      Logan? Logan?>

      …

      

      I touched Logan’s throat. His pulse was thready, his face pale and damp. His mind was a messy blur of nausea and confusion that made me want to retch. Right, so he wasn’t going to be able to guide me. What then? How had I done it before, at the creek?

      On impulse, I leaned his cheek against the tree trunk. Then I placed his hands onto the rough surfaces of the roots to either side of him, pressing his palms firmly onto the bark.

      He twitched and grasped the buttresses weakly. His face, slack with the drug, firmed into something close to awareness and though his eyes remained closed. A furrow appeared between his brows.

      I opened my mind just enough to follow his skill, to see how the Healing process worked. Given the earth-connection had not caused me pain last time, it shouldn’t this time, either. The ability to heal myself would be invaluable.

      There followed a subtle shift closer to full consciousness as he pulled from the tree what he needed to eliminate the drug from his system.

      He opened himself to the sianfath.

      Easing in with him, I took a moment to orientate. The giant tree became my anchor point from which to explore this surreal connection to the world. I tasted ozone and earth in the life-pulse of the tree and the bushes around me; even the ragged grass clinging to the verge along the concrete gutters. The edges of Logan’s thoughts brushed mine. I withdrew, far enough that I wouldn’t interfere, but close enough to sense what he did.

      Describing the experience wasn’t easy. Words didn’t do it justice. The right ones didn’t exist. Every living thing seemed to have a sort of muted silver-green glow, even Logan himself, although it wasn’t a light and also not a colour. The prickling under my skin energised and woke me.

      Logan drew only from the little parkland around. I watched him draw strength from the plants and channel it back into his own body. He used the energy on a cellular level to break down the drug into more basic molecules. His skill was extraordinary; delicate; precise. Was it instinctive or learned? Would a knowledge of biochemistry help?

      Drawing the energy wasn’t difficult. It just took a degree of control to make sure none of the plants was overly-stressed; to make sure life went on after the small amount of energy was drawn. Individual strands of force were visible as greenish non-light, twisting and intertwining into one thicker strand that wound its way back into the centre of Logan’s chest.

      Why, didn’t he take from animals or the hot, orange pulse of humans? Surely they were equally valid sources? Some sort of ethical choice? As far as I could tell, there was little difference and the proximity of so many humans gave the sianfath a brilliant luminosity; one that exerted a powerful attraction. The urge to stretch out and encompass all within my reach, to pull strength from them to augment my own, was almost overwhelming.

      I gave up trying to analyse it and extended further, into this other world, tasting not only the trees, and humans, but the darting small lives of insects and the swift squeaking flight of insect bats overhead. I explored my newfound freedom and connection, excluding Logan’s focussed thoughts. This experience needed to be mine, alone.

      In the surrounding houses and a nearby cafe, diners ate and chattered, their auras of orange non-light varied; some clear, some muddy swirling messes, some vibrant, some dull with physical or emotional pain. I heard their skittish inner thoughts running at odds with their mouths: a mother worried about her sick child; a father angry at his teenage son’s defiance. Lying to each other and themselves, hiding secrets, laughing, crying, pain and joy intertwined.

      Following life-threads, I reached further, drifting on the gossamer connections like spiderlings on the wind, touching a thousand diverse lives, drawing a thousand diverse breaths. I revelled in the sense of both union and utter freedom. Union with life itself. Freedom from the limitations of physical form and the power imposed by chemistry and hormones, flesh and bone.

      With this much energy within my grasp anything was possible. If I opened myself a little more to the world, stretched a little further, I’d have enough power to cure Logan and more. I could absorb enough to destroy his enemies, and mine.

      The darkness, ever vigilant, flew with me, eager. It stretched through me, with me, until I was one with it and the sianfath. It whispered in my thoughts, promising me safety and strength. Tempting. Together we could do anything. Control anyone. Burn everything.

      Logan sucked in a shuddering breath and raised his face, opening those extraordinary grey eyes. They widened. His brows snapped together.

      Still stretched and basking in the euphoric power of the sianfath, I saw his mental presence as both warm and bright. He dropped his smooth mental shields and wrapped me in an embrace more intimate than a physical one. Within him lay incredible mental and physical strength, extraordinary intelligence, and great depths of hidden pain and anger.

      Then, before I could make him aware of the power at my disposal, he pulled on all the delicate threads of my consciousness and flung me back into the doughy heaviness of my body.

      I gasped, forcing air into stagnant lungs, lifting eyelids weighed by something more than sleep and less than death. Bereft of a thousand amputated ghost limbs and bodies, I was reduced and had lost something vital. Even the knowledge of what I’d had, the power I’d had access to, slipped away. Ephemeral panic became solid, threatening to choke me as I fought for control over my body and emotions.

      ‘Stop!’ The command tone in Logan’s voice stopped cold my rising fear but I trembled with reaction as a weakness sapped my body of warmth.

      My head thumped in warning. Logan hauled me onto his lap, cradling me like a child. Soaked, small and cold, I shivered uncontrollably. Rain pummelled my skull, drumming pain into every follicle and inch of skin.

      ‘It’s ok,’ he murmured, stroking my hair. ‘It’ll be ok.’

      ‘Wha…’ My recalcitrant tongue refused to obey and form words. ‘What happened?’

      Logan pushed wet hair back from my face. ‘You just stretched yourself a little thin in the sianfath. I’ll take you to Maeve and I can help you learn to control it.’

      ‘Control!’ I clambered to my feet, fighting the sag in my knees and the fear in my heart. Struggling to stay upright, I steadied my body and voice.

      ‘Logan, I…’ My throat tightened. ‘This is all too much. That was more than just being stretched a bit thin. That was…I could’ve…there was something…’ I pressed a hand to my stomach, unable to put into words the feeling of foreboding that tore at me - and at the chains binding the shadows deep in my head.

      Fear shifted to anger, tightening my stomach and throat, curling my fingers into fists.

      ‘I don’t think I can do this. There’s something wrong with me. There’s something…inside that wants…I don’t want to be like this. I just want to be normal!’

      He got to his feet, eyeing me levelly, with a hint of scorn. ‘There’s nothing wrong, but you aren’t a normal human, Red. You never were. You know that. But it’s like any ability – you just need to learn to use it properly. You can’t pretend this isn’t happening, because it is. I know it’s frightening and overwhelming but we’re here to help.’

      ‘Fine.’ I covered my face for a moment, then raised my chin. ‘Get Maeve to put all the blocks back in place. Then I’ll be ok and I can forget I ever met you.’

      ‘It doesn’t work like that. Your headaches will just keep getting worse until the block breaks down. Or until you take some drastic action to stop them, like suicide,’ he said harshly. ‘Maeve can help you make the transition less painful. I promise.’

      I thrust him away as he approached. ‘Get away! I need time to think. Stop pushing me. Ever since we met you’ve given me no time to process things. It’s all happening so fast that I can’t control the dar…I don’t want this!’ The scream tore at my throat and mind.

      The anger I’d held so tightly locked away for so many years surged to the fore. Years of pretending, of isolation, and fear, and yearning, congealed into awful understanding.

      I was destined to be alone, hiding who I was, fearing discovery, for my whole, very long life.

      Rage curled my hands and curdled my stomach. Tears blurred the world. I clutched at my head as darkness blossomed forth and fought for domination. But now it was worse, for it knew how to reach through me to the power in the sianfath. Desperate, I fought it, only aware that I mustn’t let it dip into that well or I would lose the battle forever.

      Logan touched my shoulder. His consciousness impinged on mine as he tried to work out what was wrong; tried to soothe what he thought were my fears.

      Let us help.

      I lifted my face and glared at him, baring my teeth as I battled the shadow spreading its cloak over my thoughts. His eyes widened and he took a step back.

      You can’t help me. None of you can. I don’t need your help. Was that voice mine?

      Logan jerked as though I’d slapped him. His face firmed into determination. His eyes narrowed. He touched my forehead.

      Sleep, Red.

      The darkness roared in denial.

      I fought. I fought Logan and the shadows, rejecting both, afraid of both. But the fight against the darkness was one I couldn’t win. Not this time. It was stronger. So I went willingly into the arms of unconsciousness to escape.

      It followed, haunting my dreams with scenes of fear, and death, and falling.

      

      I surfaced slowly. Lethargy pinned me to a comfortable bed. The energy of awakening slid into my limbs in a leisurely fashion, like honey, until muscles responded to my requests for motion. I opened my eyes to stare blankly into darkness. My mind skittered away from the incident that had put me here. I was afraid to even think about it. The memory of my time in the sianfath was already faint and dreamlike, but the recollection of the darkness was ever-present.

      Anger, pain and fear fed it. I needed to control myself better, in order to manage it. I couldn’t afford to let it take over. It just waited for me to make another mistake. To set it free again. It was only a matter of time.

      I thrust the thought aside.

      A few minutes of meditation settled the flutter of uncertainty. I could do this. I’d just scared myself and given in to fear. I wouldn’t again. Fear was only stories. I didn’t have to believe them. I could control them.

      The room was cool and dark with only a faint glow of orange seeping in around the edges of thick curtains in a bay window. I turned my head, glad to feel well, and spotted a green, luminous clock face beside the bed. Nine. It must be evening, since nine in the morning would be brighter. So I’d slept for only around two hours. Readjusting my thinking to fit that in, I flipped the duvet aside and sat up.

      At least I was still dressed this time. Where was I, though?

      The door opened and light sliced into the gloom.

      ‘We heard you wake up.’ Jennifer skipped into the room and sat on the edge of the bed, her smiling face half-lit. ‘We’re in another house now. Good thing you felt them coming. We got away fast enough. Looks like they didn’t know exactly which house, so we might be able to use that place again sometime. I like this place better, though. The dojo is awesome. It’s so nice to have another girl in the house, too. Mum and Logan are always like, sooo serious about everything and I’m always getting in trouble.’ She glowered. ‘I hate having no friends. Did you feel the same way? Logan said you moved around a lot, too. Oh, Mum sent me to fetch you to our now very late dinner, if you’re hungry.’

      ‘Are you kidding?’ My stomach growled audibly and we both laughed.

      A quick side-trip to the ensuite gave me the chance to see myself for the first time in many hours. I squinted into the mirror and grumbled. There wasn’t much I could do about the unruly auburn hair except run a brush through it and hope. I patted the thick waves into some semblance of order, washed mud off my face and applied a little eyeliner - just as a token to make myself feel better.

      As I put the pencil away, I spotted my new phone. Dammit! At lunch I’d told my mother I’d call at six. Now I’d missed that deadline. Leaning on the sink, I closed my eyes, chewing on my lower lip. If my mother was free to follow our agreed protocols, she should be on the next flight out. Anna knew the drill. Heroics were out. She had neither the physical ability nor training to undertake a rescue mission. But would she stick to the plan or would her fear for me and attachment to Michael Eisen hold her here?

      I straightened and tucked the phone into a pocket. I couldn’t risk calling from it. That would lead the phone-tapper straight to this safehouse. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

      I stepped out into the main house and followed the sounds of dishes and cutlery to the kitchen. It was a relatively small place, another renovated house, with smooth timber floors and high, white ceilings. Cool and elegant, like Maeve herself. Logan and Jennifer sat already at a large, timber table. Maeve sent me a quick smile and waved at a place setting next to Jennifer, across from Logan.

      I looked over at him and encountered a calm gaze accompanied by a raised, questioning brow. I shook my head and sent him a quick apologetic smile. His expression softened, his mouth twitching.

      Maeve placed a large bowl of chicken and salad in front of me. I applied myself to the salad in silence. The other three were quiet, but I had the distinct feeling a rapid-fire dialogue swirled around me. It had to be about me but there was no way of knowing the details. I got the impression that Logan sat firmly on one side, Maeve on the other and Jennifer wavering. I dismissed the idea I could join in. It wasn’t worth the headache.

      Maeve said aloud, ‘Yes, it’s perfectly understandable you want to try but it might be safer if we wait until I’ve had an opportunity to assess what’s going on. I’d prefer to proceed with care so you don’t hurt yourself.’

      My thought must’ve been unshielded. I flushed and thought hard about food instead, but my appetite vanished. I rested my aching forehead on my hands, heels pressed into my eyes. The silence carried whispers of voices I couldn’t quite hear and couldn’t quite block out.

      Maeve touched my wrist and I jerked it away out of habit. Her gaze carried understanding and empathy as she leaned across, deliberately grasped my hand and held it. I tensed, waiting.

      She smiled. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of. You won’t get any visions from touching me. I can shield you from it. So can Logan, now I’ve shown him how.’

      I stared at her in silence, not certain how to respond. I’d lived in fear of touching anyone with my bare hands for so long I doubted I could do it naturally any more.

      ‘You’re what’s known as a precognitive,’ Maeve continued, sounding much like my last English teacher. ‘But most I’ve met only have vague feelings of impending trouble, like you did before. But you see glimpses of a future when you touch people with your hands. That’s right isn’t it?’

      I nodded slowly. ‘I’ve only had the feelings a couple of times, though. Normally it’s visions. And only very narrow, like watching a movie through a telescope. It’s always hard to tell the context.’

      ‘And is it always about unpleasant occurrences, like the motorcycle accident from which you saved Logan?’

      I hunched a shoulder and pushed salad around on my plate with a fork.

      Maeve sighed. ‘I’m not surprised you dislike contact, then. I’m dreadfully sorry it’s been so onerous for you, Rowan, but you must see what a blessing this could be?’

      ‘No! It’s not. And I won’t be a lookout in your stupid war.’ I glared at her. ‘Just try, for one second, to imagine what it’s like to never be able to touch someone you love. And when you do, to see nothing but destruction and…’ I swore.

      Tears blurred my vision and the room swam with the pent up grief of so much life and time lost. I stood and ran out the back door, into the garden.

      No! I could do this. Tears spilled and I dashed them away angrily. Staring up, through dark, whispering leaves, towards the dimly star-speckled sky, I tasted the rainwashed air and let it soothe my fears.

      I felt, rather than saw, Logan come up behind me.

      He gripped my shoulders. ‘Red—’

      ‘Look, Logan.’ I turned away, brushing him aside. ‘I know you’re not telling me everything. I know you don’t even like me. And I know you want something from me, so just stop pretending you care, ok? This is tough enough as it is, without you screwing with my head, too.’

      He regarded me, unspeaking, his brows knitted, grey eyes showing hints of uncertainty.

      ‘Forget it.’ I headed back into the house.

      Jennifer gave me a quick, scared look and picked at her food. I addressed Maeve where she still sat, calmly finishing her meal.

      ‘Maeve, I need to let my mother know I’m safe. If she stuck with our plan she should be on a plane out of the country by now.’ I glanced out the window at the glowing lights at the centre of the city. ‘But I’m pretty sure she hasn’t. She’ll be worried and I need to contact her. Is there a safe way I can call her?’

      ‘I’ll show you.’ Logan brushed past me. ‘We’ve got a scrambler and a voip connection that’s routed through so many servers there’s no way of tracking it.’

      He led the way to an office in the back of the house and flicked the light switch. The room stayed dark. With a muttered curse, he flicked it again. Then, by the light of the open door, he strode across the room and reached under the curved green shade of a brass lamp on the desk.

      Compulsive apprehension seized me. A shout forced its way out of my tight throat. ‘Don’t!’
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      What’s happening?>

      Another precog. I’ll deal with it.

      <Watch her. I want to know if the headaches are connected to the precognitive events. And make sure she doesn’t say anything to her mother that would betray us.>

      You underrate her, Maeve.

      <Perhaps. Or you overrate her.>

      

      Logan’s finger hovered over the switch.

      ‘Don’t turn it on,’ I blurted, trying to make sense of the images I’d seen. It was often hard to find the context of what I saw until too late but I was sure this time. ‘I saw…it’s...there’s a short. It’ll electrocute you.’

      Logan dropped his arm. He left the room with nothing more than a curt instruction for me to wait. I stood in the dark room, unsure and shaking, my head aching again, but faintly.

      Footsteps approached and I felt silly standing in the same place, halfway into a room lit only by the oblong of light from the open door. I moved to one side as Logan entered carrying a lightbulb and a stepladder. Quickly and efficiently he changed the overhead bulb and flooded the room with soft yellow light.

      Next he showed me how to use the voip computer system and waited while I spoke to my mother.

      ‘Anna?’

      ‘Oh, thank God, R..Meghan. You didn’t call! Are you ok?’ Anna’s voice cracked. ‘I’ve been going out of my mind with worry. I almost called the police but Mick talked me out of it.’

      ‘I’m sorry. Another migraine. Just woke up.’ Relief at hearing her voice almost overwhelmed me. I wanted to feel her arms around me; have her tell me it would be alright. ‘You alone?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, sounding surprised. ‘I’m at Mick’s. It’s lovely here, I assure you. I’m fine. I’ve left a message for your school that you’re off sick. What’s going on? Are you still with that Fynn boy?’

      I hesitated. I had intended to tell her everything, but something prevented me. Perhaps my own uncertainty; perhaps because Logan was still in the room. I asked Anna to use Michael’s computer to return my call over the net. The scrambler would prevent electronic eavesdropping or tracking once Anna was on a computer voice internet connection.

      A minute later, we reconnected and Anna’s face appeared, her brilliant blue eyes dimmed by worry. She seemed to be in a library, complete with gilt-leather books and a brass ladder to the ceiling-high shelves.

      ‘Yes, I’m still with Fynn and his family,’ I said when she asked again. ‘There’ve been a couple of…problems.’

      ‘What kind? Are you hurt?’ Anna touched the screen, her lips pursed.

      ‘No. Just had a few run-ins with our friend from Christchurch.’

      She gasped, her eyes wide.

      I gave a sanitised version of the last day or so, leaving out everything Logan had told me about the sidhe. It was best she knew nothing that could be used against me. Lying to my mother wasn’t easy and I needed all my years of practice to keep my expression bland. If she suspected there was more going on she didn’t say so. Without question she agreed to get a new phone in the morning so we could communicate without being traced. But after she three times guaranteed Michael had adequate security, I gave up trying to convince her to leave.

      She frowned at me. ‘This is getting too dangerous. I want you to leave, Rowan. Now. Get back to Ireland.’

      ‘Are you going?’ I shot back.

      ‘No, but—’

      ‘I’m not leaving you, either.’

      With a sigh, she nodded. ‘You’re as stubborn as your father was.’

      ‘I think I get it from both parents,’ I said drily. ‘At least promise me you’ll stick close to Michael. Don’t go back to our apartment without his security people. Promise?’

      ‘I promise,’ she said, grimacing. ‘But we’re not ready for this level of intimacy. How am I supposed to explain it to him?’

      ‘Pest problem at the apartment? Leaking roof? I don’t know.’ I sighed. ‘Exactly how close are you guys, anyway?’

      Her eyes twinkled and a dimple appeared in her cheek.

      I groaned. ‘Spare me the sordid details. I meant how serious?’ I’d never expected us to separate so soon. I thought we’d have a couple more years. Until my trust fund was released and she didn’t have to work. The prospect of not seeing her every day closed my throat and blurred my vision.

      ‘I don’t really know,’ Anna replied. ‘It’s been a long time since your father...’ She gazed through me, into memories and sadness.

      ‘Actually, I wanted to ask you about Dad.’ I cleared my throat, uncertain how to proceed. I believed Logan, but I wanted to hear from Anna who Calain Gilmore was.

      Logan’s presence somewhere behind, itched on the back of my neck.

      ‘What’s happened to make you ask?’ Anna countered.

      I hesitated, not sure what to reveal. The muted thrum of the airconditioner filled the silence I left.

      ‘I’m just trying to make sense of why these people are after me. It has to have something to do with who he was. What he passed on to me. Or maybe he had this ocair thing and hid it somewhere. Did he say anything when he left us?’ I’d never heard all the details. Perhaps this was the time.

      ‘No.’ Old pain darkened Anna’s brilliance. ‘He just said he had to go to keep us safe.’

      ‘And after? Did you hear from him?’

      ‘Not until his lawyer came, when you were about six, and told me...’ Memory of loss pulled at her mouth. ‘Told me Calain had drowned. A dozen witnesses saw him jump off the cross-Channel ferry. Wait.’ She rummaged in her wallet. ‘I have a letter the lawyer brought. You’re old enough to read it now and it might help.’

      I sat in dumbfounded silence as Anna teased open a much-folded letter and held it up to the camera. Somehow, I doubted my father would write anything in plain speech, but the hope flickered in my belly anyway.

      

      My dearest Anna

      I am sorry I’ve hurt you. But this is the only way I can keep you both safe – from me and my past. Sometimes I wish I’d never let you talk me into having a child, but it had to be. I’ve done what I can to ensure Ruadhán can lead a normal life, but my past will catch up to her, one day.

      You know our daughter is different. I wish I could tell you exactly how, but it’s best you and she never know. I’ve put her money and the estate in trust for the day she turns twenty-five. Until then, keep her safe. Blend in, move often and keep a low profile. One day, people will come looking for her. Be ready. Make sure she learns the things we talked about. Her skills will save her life, and yours.

      I love you both and hope you’ll forgive me. Trust me, just this once more.

      All my love,

      Calain.

      

      I read it twice, slowly. What did he mean by “my past will catch up to her”? Why didn’t he want to have me and why did it “have to be”? What was he keeping me safe from? Connor Blake and the Mors, or other enemies I didn’t yet know about? Did my father even know about the Mors? He must if he’d been around as long as Logan said.

      And Japan, two years ago, had that been arranged by the Mors Ferrum, or someone else? How many enemies did Calain have?

      I shuddered, dragging my thoughts by force away from the hot, fleshy, dark memories; from the pain, from the gasping, distressed cries, the blackness, the lost hopes, the final, iron nails in the coffin of innocence. Darkness stirred at the memory. I clamped down on it, afraid. If it escaped and took over, as it had tried to do under the tree…

      Behind me, a rustle of cloth recalled me to my location and unwanted company. I refocussed. That was past and I needed to concentrate on the now if Anna and I were to survive.

      ‘I don’t understand.’ I touched the letter on the screen. ‘What does this mean?’

      Anna shrugged, folded the paper away and tucked a strand of shining hair behind her ear. ‘I wish I knew. When you were born, he loved you, but he was afraid of something about you. Maybe something to do with his own parents. He once said he’d never known them but I think he did, and was deeply angry with them.’ Her eyes were full of sympathy and worry.

      I closed mine, trying to put it all in perspective. ‘I’m no closer than I was yesterday.’ I rubbed my temples. ‘All I have is more mysteries.’

      ‘Did that Fynn boy know anything about the ocair thing? You were going to ask him.’ She didn’t try to disguise the sharp suspicion in her tone.

      I resisted glaring over my shoulder at Logan. ‘Nothing useful except that it meant “key”, which we already knew.’

      Anna frowned. ‘So you’re in exactly the kind of trouble we’ve been trying to avoid. All because you chased after him in the hopes of finding out more, and nothing came of it? I think it’s time to let that go.’

      ‘It’s not his fault, Anna,’ I said. ‘It’s mine. I’d already decided to do whatever it takes to get these people off our case. I can’t stand running away any more. I can’t live like this.’

      ‘Rowan, you’re not ready!’ She paled, her hands twisting together on the desk. ‘It’s too dangerous. You said you’re having trouble controlling the—’

      ‘Stop! It’s ok. Fynn and Maeve are helping.’

      ‘Helping!’ Anna’s eyes widened. ‘You’re trusting them? Are you insane? You don’t trust anyone and you barely know them. I can’t believe this. Get out, now, Rowan. I’ll be fine. I think—’

      ‘Ah! There you are.’ The door behind Anna opened and Michael strode into the library.

      Behind me, there was a click and the office plunged into darkness. I started and looked around. Logan stood by the door, out of camera sight.

      ‘Megan? Is that you?’ Michael peered over Anna’s shoulder at me. ‘Why are you in a dark room? Where are you?’

      ‘Hi, Mr Eisen,’ I said. ‘Um… bulb just blew, I guess. At a friend’s place.’

      ‘Good to see you again.’ He smiled and laid a hand on Anna’s shoulder. ‘Have you asked her yet?’

      A doubtful frown flickered over Anna’s face. ‘No.’

      Michael squeezed her shoulder and shook his head. He smiled at me again. ‘Your mother’s too humble. She keeps trying to convince me not to celebrate her birthday on Wednesday but she’s just going to have to put up with a small party. You’ll come, won’t you?’

      ‘Ummm…’ I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

      His smile became slightly forced. ‘Not you, too. C’mon. Humour me. It won’t be anything too big. Just us, Paul, and a couple of people from work. Say yes and help me convince her. She needs spoiling.’

      Wednesday was only a few days away. Probably not enough time to settle things. And I’d never cared much for parties.

      ‘I’m going to be away for a few days, Mr Eisen,’ I temporised.

      His brows snapped together. ‘Really? Where? Don’t you have school?’

      ‘Mick, it’s fine, really.’ Anna touched his arm. ‘We’ll have the party. If Meg can make it, she will.’ She smiled up at him. ‘Just give me one more minute and I’ll be done. Mix me one of your cocktails?’

      He hesitated then lifted her fingers to his lips in old-fashioned courtesy. With a short nod to me he disappeared out the door.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘You got backed into a corner there. Now you have to have a party.’

      ‘I’ll survive.’ Anna smiled wryly and glanced back at the door. ‘It would be nice if you could come, though. I do miss you. But I’d rather you went to Ireland. Please?’

      ‘No. I have to finish this.’ I grimaced. ‘I miss you, too but it’s not really safe to put me in the middle of a mixer with a lot of handshaking. And…’ I wasn’t sure how much to say; or if she was even in danger at all.

      It certainly didn’t seem like it. Yes, the appearance of those black fourbys was a pretty clear indication her phone was tapped, but that didn’t mean Anna herself was in danger. Whoever wanted me just hadn’t yet reached the point of using her as leverage. The appearance of Connor in front of the MJE building said the possibility was on their to do list, though.

      ‘No, I can’t come. I’m safe at the moment, but if I come to something as public as that I’m just asking for trouble if they’re watching you to find me. Just be careful, ok? I have a lead on who might be after me. I’m hoping I can get them off our backs in the next day or so. Then we can both go, or both stay. I’m not leaving you.’

      Anna sighed and tugged at a curl of hair that slipped over her shoulder. ‘I get the feeling you’re not telling me everything.’

      ‘I can’t. For your safety as much as anything.’

      ‘That bad?’ Her gaze sharpened.

      I nodded. ‘That bad.’

      Anna closed her eyes briefly. ‘Alright. I’ll get that phone first thing. Just be safe? I’ll be ok with Mick.’

      I blew her a kiss. ‘Take care. Love you.’ I closed the connection and my aching eyes.

      ‘You ok?’ Logan’s voice was gentle with understanding. The light flickered back on and I flinched.

      I slid out of the chair, uneasy and unsettled by my mother’s words and my own memories. There was so much I’d never know about my father and I had a feeling it was important. I glanced again at the dark screen.

      ‘I’m just worried about her. Do you think she’s in danger?’

      Logan was silent for so long I looked sharply at him. His expression was pensive, abstracted. If he spoke with Maeve, I couldn’t hear his thoughts; just feel the smooth warmth of his shielded mind as a reassuring presence in the room.

      He raised his brows at me and shrugged, shoving his hands into his pockets. ‘I think, if you’re concerned, maybe you should go to that party and convince her to leave. You’d both be safe in such a public gathering. And, as she said, Michael Eisen has security coming out his ears.’

      I gestured around the room. ‘After today? You think I should be out in public? That seems...insane.’

      ‘If you run,’ he said, grimacing, ‘they’ll just take her and use her as a hostage to bring you back. If you ask me, you’re best off getting her away. Clearly she won’t leave of her own accord.’

      ‘So what, I should kidnap my own mother?’ I laughed.

      A smile flickered, not even approaching his eyes. ‘Just see if you can talk her into leaving. You can’t risk seeing her alone if someone is just waiting for that opportunity. The party seems like the best place to talk to her safely. Think about it, anyway. In the mean time…’ He took my hand, holding tight when I tried reflexively to tug free. ‘Use the next couple of days to let Maeve help you. Right now, though, you need to get some sleep.’

      ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I should. Will you thank Maeve and wish them both goodnight for me?’

      Logan nodded then, just as I left the room, he spoke my name. I turned back.

      ‘The lamp.’ He indicated the green lamp I’d prevented him from switching on.

      ‘What about it?’

      He leaned down and picked up a cord, the end was frayed, wires exposed. ‘You were right. It might not have killed me, being who I am, but it certainly would have incapacitated me for a while. Thank you.’

      When I didn’t reply, but just regarded him in silence, Logan dropped the cord and moved closer.

      ‘Why did you warn me?’ There was a tension about him that spoke of strong emotions, tightly held. ‘You’d just finished pointing out that I don’t like you and I don’t care, but you still warned me.’

      I backed away, folding my arms. ‘I…I can’t help it. It’s like my tongue is hardwired to the visions. It takes a huge effort not to say something.’

      ‘But you could have. You had the precog the first time earlier today. I caught the edges of it when it happened. You stopped yourself from talking then. Now, you warned me.’ He stepped closer still. ‘And you could have left me at the port tonight and run. You must have been tempted, but you stayed.’

      I nodded, backing away again. My shoulders pressed against the cool timber wall. He gazed down at me, his expression slowly changing from wariness to something unreadable. His jaw clenched and he made a noise of frustration. He moved away, restlessly touching things around the room.

      I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or upset he hadn’t kissed me. Had he even wanted to? He was so hard to read, I wasn’t sure. At times he seemed to dislike me intensely, but occasionally I caught a glimpse of something else through the wall he kept up. If he wanted me, it was against his better judgement.

      While my attraction to him was certainly real and distractingly strong, it was also atrocious timing and possibly just an artefact of our genes. Now was not the time to be romantically involved with someone. Especially someone I didn’t entirely trust. My thinking and emotions were screwed up enough. I needed more control, not less.

      In addition, somewhere in all this mess lurked a hidden agenda. I wasn’t sure whose or what it was, but it was there, none the less.

      Logan picked up the frayed wire again, staring at it thoughtfully. ‘Anything else you want to tell me about? Other visions?’

      I swallowed. Cold realisation sleeted across my skin and I had to steady myself on the wall as flashes of the rest of the image came back to me. Would it come true too? The gun, Logan lifeless on the floor? What could I do to stop it?

      ‘Yes.’ I frowned. ‘That is...I don’t know. I can’t remember it clearly.’ I pressed at my temples. ‘Somewhere high. Fake grass. Nighttime. A gun in my hand. A shot. A body...yours…on the ground. I’m wearing a bracelet I don’t recognise. Emeralds and gold.’ I left out the final vision of power and death, unwilling to even try and put it into words; as if speaking would bring it into fruition. ‘Is it truth? You tell me? I have no frigging idea what to expect next, quite frankly.’

      He gave me a slightly amused, slightly troubled smile.

      At the door I looked back at him. ‘Is that why you want me around? For my visions?’

      His grey eyes were steady and calm, with no hint of deception I could see.

      ‘No.’

      He walked away.

      He hadn’t said what they did want me for.
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      Her mother’s not in immediate danger.

      <No. And if we do this right we can use that to our advantage>

      ...

      <Logan? Remember why we’re here. Remember what we need her for and who she is.>

      I’m the least likely person to forget, Maeve.

      

      It was a relief to close the door behind me, even though the family could probably still hear my thoughts. I prowled the room and focussed on putting up some semblance of those “natural shields” Logan had mentioned. There was no way of knowing if my attempt succeeded. My thoughts kept wandering away to contemplation of what had been a surreal day.

      A hot shower helped and the temptation of the cool, soft bed was too much to resist. Squirming under the covers, I closed my eyes and tried to relax, slowing my thoughts. Outside, a thousand frogs, awoken by the rain, shouted their availability to potential mates. The noise was deafening, even through closed windows and with an airconditioner running. A pillow over my ears reduced the ruckus to a bearable background chorus. I drifted towards sleep.

      Whispers of voices tore at the ragged edges of my mind, fading when I tried to understand them, surging back when I tried to ignore them. More voices joined in, one raised in anger, one in song; conversations, arguments, laughter, tears. The noise became the roar of a football stadium, of a waterfall; drowning me.

      I threw off the covers and flicked on a light. Yanking open my bag and dumping the contents on the floor, I scrabbled through until I found a pack of herbal sedatives. I took one, then another, as the voices swelled again to mingle with the frogs and the whole world was just noise, inside and out. I cried myself to sleep, curled into a ball with my hands over my ears.

      What little sleep I got was haunted by dreams of Logan’s death and my own terrifying fall. This time a new dream surfaced, one in which I floated above the world and a million strands of silvery-green and orange energy poured into me, engorging me, empowering me until I was all that existed and the Earth was laid to waste below my feet. Anna, Logan, Maeve, Jennifer – and everyone I’d ever met and cared for lay strewn as shrivelled husks, twisted in agonised death poses.

      I woke before dawn the next day with tears still damp on my cheeks. My brain was cottonwool on fire. Every waking second I spent struggling to block out the unwanted connection to the world around me. There were no forests here to give solace. Backyard gardens weren’t far away, but they offered no real peace. Their fight to survive in an urban environment too closely mirrored my own. I bowed under the weight of the small lives of mice, roaches and possums living in the city, along with the frenetic, petty thoughts of neighbours.

      Even worse was the temptation to simply drain the energy out of every living thing around me just to shut them up. Could I do that? Oh my God, the dream: I could! The darkness within could. That’s what the dream meant.

      No! What sort of monster even considered that option?

      I paced the room, trying not to scream, palms pressed over my ears, repeating the mantra I am alone, I am alone over and over. Half a dozen times I hovered on the verge of calling Logan to ask for help. Only the early hour stopped me from yelling the house down.

      The door flew open. Logan spun me roughly to face him. He scrutinised my face closely and grimaced.

      ‘I’m sorry, Red. I didn’t realise you were so open. I should have taught you to shield last night. Maeve’s waiting. Let her help.’

      ‘Can she?’ I groaned. ‘I can’t take too many more migraines and I can’t stand the voices, either. There’s too many. Tell me she can help before I go insane.’

      Logan caught my face and forced me to look into his intense grey eyes. I promise she can help. You have to trust her, though. Trust me. Focus on me when it’s all getting too much and I’ll do what I can to help until you can control it.’ He kissed me, hard and swiftly then let go and grabbed my wrist before I could react to the warmth of his mouth. Focus on that until she can help.

      He led me to a Japanese-style cottage built in the middle of a large garden behind the house. Inside it was decorated like a dojo, complete with tatami mats and weapons on the wall. It was familiar, calming and, somehow, quieter inside my head and out.

      Gesturing for me to sit on the mat, Logan moved away. ‘She’s on her way. Take a few minutes to settle. You’ll find the garden buffers you from the neighbours. Later we can spar, if you like. Focuses the mind like nothing else.’ With that, he retreated to a shadowed window seat, leaving me to try to calm a besieged mind.

      Maeve appeared in the doorway and glided in, serene and beautiful as usual. She knelt on the mat.

      ‘I’m sorry your introduction to our world has been so difficult. Will you let me help?’

      A neighbour’s spat broke into my thoughts and I groaned. ‘I don’t think I have much choice, do I?’

      Maeve smiled. ‘There are always choices. Sometimes we just don’t like them.’ She settled, crosslegged, tucking a silken skirt around her knees like a schoolgirl. ‘Let me begin with how to shield yourself from intrusive thoughts. Imagine your entire mind is inside a house or a building – somewhere you can feel safe. Then you can open windows ‘tuned’ to different people in order to speak telepathically with them, or you can let groups of people into the entrance hall, or you can close everything to keep people out.’ She chuckled. ‘Polite etiquette requires you “knock” on someone’s shield if you need to speak with them. Let’s try it, shall we?’

      I closed my eyes and tried to create a vivid mental picture. But I’d moved house more than twenty times in the last fourteen years, so a house was just a place to sleep. Instead, I pictured the last place I’d felt safe: my estate in Ireland.

      I’d only ever spent a short time there, once as a child when the vast medieval stone fortress inspired a fixation with all things knightly, and once last year, as a tourist. My trustees managed the place as a bed-and-breakfast and wedding venue that did a roaring trade and earned enough to cover its upkeep. I’d spent two weeks there during school holidays, unrecognised and under a false name, learning my own family history from the lectures and tours, savouring a deep connection with my father and enjoying a sense of belonging I’d never experienced.

      So I recreated the thick stone walls of the medieval section around my deepest self, adding later Elizabethan and Georgian extensions, with their leaded-glass or sash windows, to protect my surface thoughts. The thick door to the lower levels protected what I saw as my innermost self. And I relegated the chained, bound thing that lurked in the depths of my mind to the dungeon. Perhaps now it would stay entombed and never emerge again. I reviewed the castle, pleased with the result. I opened my eyes.

      Maeve watched me, her expression one of curiosity and surprise. ‘You do make very clear pictures, Rowan. Did it block out the voices? I can see it perfectly and it looks like it should be an excellent sanctum. Somewhere you’re familiar with?’

      I nodded, but kept the name of it locked away, not wanting to share the key to my security with anyone. Had it worked? I listened. Nothing. Not a single intrusive thought or voice; not even a connection with the plants close by the dojo. After a moment of relief, that troubled me. Even in the short time since Logan had connected me, I’d become used to being aware of the natural world. It was an extension of self that felt perfectly normal. Now it was gone, leaving me bereft and lonelier than ever.

      How did I get it back without losing the safety of the walls? Closing my eyes, I pictured the buildings again and saw the answer. Of course. How stupid. I ripped up some of the flagstone floor in the great hall, connecting myself, symbolically, to the Earth. It worked. Silver-green energy from the sianfath glowed through the floor. It seeped in through my feet; warm and cool at the same time; comforting.

      ‘Goodness,’ Maeve murmured, ‘how original.’

      Logan, who watched from a window seat in the dojo, arms folded, silent, shifted in his seat.

      I raised my eyebrows. ‘Did I do something wrong?’

      ‘Nothing at all, my dear. You simply have a somewhat unique approach to these things.’ She smiled. ‘I foresee you’ll be teaching me as much as the reverse. Shall we begin?’

      More capable of thought now the onslaught of half-heard voices had stopped, I sat up straight and agreed.

      ‘We have a great deal to do in quite a short time if you are to learn what’s required to protect yourself,’ Maeve said briskly. ‘However, to release your gifts, we must first remove the blocks your father constructed. It is, unfortunately, the only way to stop the headaches. I also want to teach you how to modify memories, so if you do err in your dealings with humans, you can cover your tracks.’

      ‘Is that what Logan did last night at the docks?’ I leaned away from her. ‘I don’t know, it seems…wrong somehow to mess with people’s heads.’

      ‘I know what you mean. But if you recall who I am you’ll understand.’ Maeve swept back her long hair. ‘I’ve lived this life for almost three hundred years and I know how to protect my family. I’ll “mess with people’s heads”, as you put it, to protect you and them and us, nothing more. We’re such an impossible secret to keep I’d rather not let anyone be tempted.’

      She cast me a quick, narrow glance. ‘Your mother, for example. She’s being courted by her boss, who seems to be one of the most influential men in this town. If you told her, she might unburden herself to him. The information could then find its way to the wrong person. That would be a death sentence to all of us, including Anna. Please believe I know what I’m doing. The Mors Ferrum have a long reach and huge resources.’

      Her sincerity was real although the drama seemed a little over the top. Isolated as we were in this little regional Australian town, it was hard to imagine my mother’s love life could be the cause of a catastrophe. On the other hand, Anna was in love. Love had a tendency to loosen anyone’s tongue, even one schooled in secret-keeping. Maeve was right. I sighed.

      ‘You are young and this has all come as a shock.’ Maeve patted my leg. ‘Don’t reproach yourself, you’re handling it all beautifully. Let’s begin, shall we? I want to understand what your father did. I believe he was attempting to protect you but, knowing Calain as I did, I’m not entirely certain he knew what he was doing. His own origins and upbringing were...unusual.’

      ‘You knew him? You know about his past?’ I gaped at her, not sure whether she spoke truth or simply dangled information as bait to keep me around.

      ‘A little. Suffice to say I knew him well, for a short time.’ She sent me a mischievous smile. ‘Well enough that you have a half-brother, Dante, who’s ohh…I think a hundred and fifty and lives in Italy. He’s quite a gifted Hunter, with a skill for collaborative telepathy – what we call the lorntinn – and finding sidhe abducted by the Mors Ferrum. Calain didn’t know of him, of course.’ Her smile turned pensive. ‘It’s a story for another time, my dear. Right now, we need to see what he did to your past.’

      Stunned, I could only nod weakly.

      I found it difficult to relax as Maeve slowly, painfully unpicked the psychic blocks placed there by my father so many years ago. Having someone play inside my mind was a disturbing, unnerving feeling. The lack of control, and a niggling concern about what else Maeve might feel inclined to tweak or might find, troubled me. I kept the door holding my deepest self – and the dungeon – firmly closed against her.

      At one point, she straightened and frowned at me. ‘This would go much faster if you’d allow me to connect on a deeper level. That door you’ve created to hide your inner self also protects the strongest of Calain’s blocks. I can’t force you to open it, but trusting me a little would make this less painful for both of us.’

      I said nothing, merely staring levelly at her. She sighed and resumed work.

      The process left me drained and shaking, in pain and nauseated. After an hour, having removed two blocks, Maeve siphoned the pain away.

      She eyed me, frowning, one hand still hovering near my head. ‘You really do have a remarkable physiology, my dear.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ I rubbed at my temples, weary beyond belief.

      Maeve touched her own throat. ‘You’re missing a small organ we call the reollid. It wraps around the thyroid and acts as a control and regulator for the flow of energy to and from the sianfath.’

      ‘Is that bad?’ I stroked the base of my throat.

      She tilted her head. ‘I’m not really sure. Theoretically it means you could draw, store and release much more power than normal. But it also means you could easily drain your own body completely and exhaust yourself. Possibly beyond recovery if you’re not careful. Normally our bodies automatically retain enough energy to function. You’ll have to regulate it consciously; always hold a little in reserve to keep your body alive.’

      ‘But how?’ Panic lodged in my throat. ‘I have no idea how to do that.’

      Maeve patted my leg again. ‘It’s alright, dear. We’ll work it out, I promise. We aren’t talking about huge amounts of energy, so you’ll be fine.’

      She sent me to eat and rest awhile. I did little of either, worry distracting me.

      After breakfast, Jennifer taught me the rudiments of control of my shields and abilities. I felt like a fool, fumbling through exercises Jennifer had learned as a five year old. I gathered the basics of telepathy quickly, but the key to telekinesis eluded me. After an hour’s frustration, we were forced to conclude I didn’t have the gene for it. It was a bitter disappointment as, of all the skills, it seemed the most useful. Not to have it was a blow to the ego.

      Working with Logan came as a relief. His cool distance and calm good sense exercised a soothing influence on my overstretched nerves and temper. We sat in the garden, learning how to merge with the plants and understanding how they connected intimately within the greater matrix of the sianfath. In that moment, I felt most relaxed and peaceful, the most able to control myself. With the trees and with Logan I dared to open up and let the green tendrils of the sianfath do their work on my tension. Once I’d learned now to keep hold of myself, regulate the energy flow, and not stretch too thin again, it all seemed so simple and clean.

      After that, we ate lunch and Maeve went to work again on the remaining blocks in my mind. At the end of that session, German, Italian, Spanish and Mandarin tripped off my tongue as though I were a native-born speaker of each. It was bizarre and my brain felt both full and lighter.

      Early in the evening, as the sun blazed its way behind a glory of pink clouds to hide behind the western mountains, I sat holding my head, waiting for the pain and nausea to subside after removal of one more block. Maeve asked me a question.

      ‘Do you recollect anything more about your father in the days before he left?’

      I stared at the floor, determined not to succumb to illness. ‘Not really. Just that he stared at me for ages and he looked sad.’ I smiled bleakly. ‘He said he hoped my stories would never be challenged, as his were. And then he told me that if they were, survival was more important than proving the stories right. I remember that.’

      Maeve gasped. ‘What language did you just speak?’

      ‘I...I don’t know. Wasn’t it English?’ I squinted up at her.

      ‘No,’ she whispered. Tears glistened in her eyes. ‘It was the language of the Daoine. It hasn’t been spoken as a living language for over a thousand years. I barely understood you. It’s called Henath.’
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      This is invaluable.

      <We have little time for such things, Logan.>

      There is so much we can learn from her!

      <Later, if she survives. This work is delicate and I’m having to rush. It’s exhausting and dangerous for both of us. There’s a real possibility I’ll injure her.>

      Then don’t. Take down only what is necessary to stop the pain.

      <It’s a little more complicated than that. She’s still fighting me, unconsciously. We have little time and we need her to lead us to them. If I can’t get the remaining blocks down or gain her trust soon, I’ll have to wipe her memory.>

      …

      <We should probably rest. Why don’t you work with her? She trusts you more than me. See if you can get her to…relax. I’ll take Jennifer out for a while.>

      

      Outside the dojo, crickets began their evensong, competing with a chorus of hoarse-throated frogs singing an invitation to the inevitable evening rains. The warm, humid air barely stirred as a breeze shuffled leaves high overhead. A high-pitched squeak and the leathery flutter of wings spoke of the passage of enormous fruitbats in their nightly search for food. A car swooshed past outside, muffled in the silence of the sheltered dojo.

      Sitting up, I stared at Maeve in bewilderment. ‘If the Henath hasn’t been spoken in that long, how do I know it? How do you know it? Why do telepaths need a language anyway?’

      Maeve laughed, tucking long hairs behind her ears. ‘Even telepaths want to keep secrets. Language is still a part of the culture, although admittedly Henath is quite a simple verbal syntax, as it’s always nuanced by telepathy.’ She sank back onto the heels of her hands, staring up at the dark timbered ceiling. ‘As to where I acquired it? Some from my parents and some from Calain in the short time we were together. I assume he taught you. He never told me where he learned it and he would never Gift me the whole language, mind to mind. My parents both lacked the ability to do so.’

      She studied me thoughtfully. ‘It is possible you and I are some of the last few who speak it at all. Will you teach Logan and Jennifer?’

      I measured the suggestion against an increasing sense of indebtedness. I disliked owing anyone and if I could repay Maeve’s work in this small way, I wanted to.

      ‘Sure.’ I shrugged. ‘But it’ll take some time and my life isn’t exactly settled or easy at the moment.’

      Maeve’s seemed both amused and little sad. ‘It will only take a moment. The whole language is there in your mind, I saw it. You can pass it on as a Gift, the same way Jennifer taught you telekinesis. It is a pity you don’t seem to have telekinesis, isn’t it? Don’t take it too hard. It does run in families. We may find you have other skills.’ She patted me lightly on the knee. ‘Gifting will be your next lesson. Go now, you’re tired and so am I. This is proving more challenging than I thought. Your father was heavy-handed. We are down to the last two, one of which is the strongest. You’ll have to let me into your innermost shield to work on that one, though.’ She stretched her elegant neck. ‘You do have other, weaker ones, but I suspect they are ones Calain taught you to put in place as a child.’

      ‘What for?’

      She shrugged. ‘Why do any of us block things from our conscious mind? Things we don’t wish to remember, perhaps? You’ll learn, in time, to access and release them if you wish.’

      ‘What if they’re hiding something important?’ I asked.

      ‘Unlikely,’ Maeve said, her smile condescending. ‘What could a four year old know that was so important, really?’  She waved dismissively. ‘We’ll work on Calain’s last two blocks next. The second-last is masking your precognitive abilities. Once it is removed you’ll be able to control when you receive the visions, and touch people without fear. Behind the other one – the one you’ve hidden behind your inner shield and the dungeon door – lies…well, I’m not certain what it is. Another ability, as well as what appears to be all Calain’s memories of his life.’

      I sat back, overwhelmed by the enormity of Maeve’s words. ‘What does that mean? What happens when it comes down?’

      In the car, when Logan had found me: those flickering images of someone else’s life, they must have belonged to Calain. If his life held as much trauma as Maeve implied, would I be able to live with his memories active? Would they overwhelm me and subsume my life beneath his until I couldn’t distinguish my history from his?

      And what else lay behind that block? Would taking it down release everything caged in the depths of my head?

      With a shrug, Maeve arched her back and stretched. ‘Calain’s memories I can teach you to keep locked away until you’re ready to deal with them. As to your abilities, I’m not certain exactly what you’ll be able to do.’

      She touched my wrist lightly. ‘But perhaps we should take a short respite before we attempt the last two. You look fatigued and even Logan is getting restive after being compelled to remain inside all day. Why don’t I go out, buy some dinner and leave you two to make use of the dojo?

      She smiled benignly and rose to her feet, moving more like a thirty-eight year old than someone of two hundred and eighty. A significant look passed between Maeve and Logan as she left. What was that about?

      The last golden afternoon shaft of sunlight faded away, leaving the dojo in deepening darkness and soft humidity. Logan rose from his place on the window seat and flicked a switch. Around the edge of the ceiling, a line of dim, yellow bulbs illuminated the space with an easy, indirect light. He moved around the edges of the mat, silent on bare feet.

      I rose and stretched the kinks out of my back and neck, eyeing him curiously. He wore a tight-fitting black t-shirt and loose kneelength shorts. I couldn’t help but admire his lithe physique as he circled slowly around the dojo, watching me. His expression was enigmatic, his mental shields so solid it was as though he didn’t exist, belied by the fact he stood right in front of me.

      Truth be told, I was relieved to be done with the mentally exhausting work with Maeve for a while. I welcomed the prospect of a good workout.

      I shifted into an open, relaxed fighting stance, hands up, feet apart for balance, waiting. Logan altered his stance to mirror mine, his face still impassive. He jerked his chin and lifted an eyebrow.

      ‘Let’s see what you’ve got, Red. No holding back, no hiding. Just you and me and no-one breakable to worry about.’ His teeth showed white against the olive of his skin.

      I hesitated, watching him move. I’d never had a full-on session. Never met anyone who wouldn’t break when I let fly. I’d been restrained my whole life. I wasn’t sure what my true limits were. Logan, though, grew up knowing who he was and what he could do. He’d also probably had a few years more training than I had. Perhaps my only advantage lay in him not knowing what styles I’d learned. Then again, I didn’t know what he’d done either.

      ‘We could just stand here and watch each other, but someone has to make a move.’ He flashed out with a punch so fast it almost took me by surprise.

      Some instinct made me slap it aside just in time. I continued the motion with a backfisted flick to his nose – meant to sting and cause his eyes to water, rather than injuring.

      He jerked his head aside and caught my hand. Twisting it into a lock he pulled me close. Before I could retaliate or break free he pushed me away, out of reach.

      ‘Too slow.’ He wagged a finger. ‘Too soft, and too predictable. I can take your best. You’ve held back you whole life; trained for self-discipline and to learn human limits. You’ve trained to not hurt anyone.’ He flexed his neck, circling me smoothly. ‘And not hurting anyone will be your result if you don’t let go of the social niceties. You can be sure the Mors Ferrum will not restrain themselves. Let go now. Show me what you’ve got.’

      I glared at him. ‘Really?’

      His answer was to lunge for my arm. Too obvious. I relaxed my peripheral vision. His foot lashed out at my knee. I shin-blocked, stepped inside his guard and grabbed his arm. He countered the armlock, moving faster than I’d ever seen.

      He hauled me up against his body, slid a hand behind my neck and planted a kiss on my mouth. Then he let go and thrust me away again. I staggered back, stunned into immobility.

      ‘You need more training in dealing with the unanticipated.’ His tone was sardonic. ‘We’ll have to work on that.’

      ‘I hardly expect an enemy would ki—’ I shut my teeth with a snap, biting off the word and the memories that went with it. Old, helpless anger rose hot in my belly. Darkness rattled its cage. I contained it ruthlessly, circling him, hunting for an opening. Twice already he’d made me feel like an idiot. I was better than this.

      ‘That’s the point: it’s the unexpected that will negate all your natural advantages and your skillset. You’ll freeze into a reaction-loop as your brain tries to process new information and work out how to respond.’ He tapped his temple. ‘That takes too long. You’ll get hit before you work out what’s happening. You’re dealing with people who know our kind. They’ve tested you three times now. They will know what to expect and they’ll be prepared. If they have to break your arms to control you, they will.’

      He lunged at me again. I waited until the last second and side-stepped. One arm slid under his elbow and over his collarbone. I turned and flipped him over my hip. He twisted to land safely. I followed him to the ground and sat astride his hips, hands on the mat on either side of his head.

      ‘My sensei said things almost always end up on the ground. How’s your ground fighting?’ I grinned fiercely down at him.

      He raised an eyebrow, apparently not at all fazed. He bridged beneath me, shifted his weight and reversed our positions. Now I lay on my back in the guard position, legs locked around his waist. Bending forward, he pinned my arms to the mat.

      ‘Not bad. Yours?’ He leaned closer, his mouth just inches from mine. ‘How would you get out of this?’

      The energy between us changed in an instant. I knew exactly what to do to get out of it. Did I want to, though? I smiled slowly at him. His eyes flicked to my mouth and his own lips pressed together. He raised both brows.

      ‘Well?’

      On my mettle and annoyed he was so easily able to control his reactions, I raised my hips. Tightening my grip on his body, I twisted left and unbalanced him. I pulled his right arm across my chest and wrenched my other arm free as he fell. Using all my flexibility and speed, I slipped out from beneath him. One leg went over his neck and the other across his chest as he fell onto his back.

      Arching my back, I straightened his arm into a bar. He clenched his fist, trying to break the lock by sheer strength. It almost worked. He was extraordinarily strong. I gritted my teeth, tucked my hips closer to his body and held on. At last he tapped out and I released his arm.

      Logan sat up, flexing his elbow, showing a hint of admiration. ‘Nice.’

      ‘Gracie jujitsu. Five years.’ I sat up, stretching out my legs and straightening my shirt. ‘Do I pass?’ I leaned back on my hands.

      He shrugged. ‘You should have gone for the blood-choke rather than the armbar. A broken arm will cripple but not incapacitate. You can’t afford to leave one angry and conscious. Guns can be fired left-handed, too.’

      ‘I’m not going to kill anyone. Ever again.’

      Logan’s face blanked. He shifted onto his knees, crawling across the mats towards me, grey eyes intense. Did he intend to attack me or kiss me?

      He knelt beside me, his eyes drifting from my bare feet, up the length of my shorts-clad legs, over my body and to my face. I resisted the urge to move; to arch my back and send him a sultry look beneath my lashes. It took a great deal of effort, though. There was no denying I wanted him and, unless I was mistaken, the attraction was mutual.

      But he’d already made it perfectly clear than he wanted none of me, so what was with the sudden change? Besides, all the reasons for not getting involved with him still stood. If I slept with him, he would seduce more than just my body and I wasn’t ready for that. Sex clouded issues already murky and uncertain.

      ‘Maeve actually suggested…’ He trailed his fingertips down the line of my jaw. ‘…that I should seduce you to help you relax. Would it?’

      I froze. Definitely unexpected. Or… had I been broadcasting my thoughts again? I checked my mental image. No, the castle was intact. He shouldn’t be able to read me.

      He lay down beside me, cheek resting on one fist, elbow on the mat. He chuckled, low in his throat, when I moved and put space between us.

      ‘I keep forgetting you’re not used to our ways. In a telepathic family it’s difficult to keep these things private. One tends to become quite open about all aspects of life, including sex. Sorry if it bothers you.’

      I cleared my throat, trying to reorientate my thinking. It made sense there would be less privacy in a houseful of telepaths, but it was still embarrassing to think that way.

      ‘Not exactly upset,’ I managed, ‘just a little stunned. It will take a little getting used to; this whole “telepathic family” thing.’

      ‘Understandable. Intimacy to telepaths is more about deep-sharing of your inner self, rather than sex. You have a strong shield up around your inner self, so Maeve figured you weren’t yet ready for that level of trust. But, you didn’t answer my question.’ He moved closer and tilted my chin up so I was forced to meet his eyes. ‘Would making love help you relax?’ His grey eyes darkened and his grin turned wicked. His hand dropped to my shoulder, slipped down the curve of my breast and trailed along the line of my bra under the thin t-shirt material.

      Blood rushed to my cheeks and my breath quickened as my body reacted to his touch. It was difficult to keep in mind the several, good reasons for abstaining when his hand slid under my shirt and caressed my stomach.

      But I needed to. Besides, there was something too studied, too trite about his actions. He was going through the motions but holding tightly onto himself, keeping his feelings for me, whatever they were, controlled.

      I rolled away, onto my knees, smiling a little to soften the blow. ‘To be honest, Logan, right now what I need is a decent sparring session. Anything else would…complicate things.’

      ‘So that’s a No, then?’ He sat up, eyeing me with wary amusement.

      I cocked my head. ‘You’re taking it rather well.’

      He folded his legs, kneeling on the dojo mat. ‘To be honest back at you, I was mostly interested in seeing how you’d react to the proposition.’

      ‘So it was what, some sort of test? For what?’ I turned away, gritting my teeth against a flash of memory.

      A quick frown, tinged with sympathetic horror, flickered across his brow. He smoothed it back to faint speculation before I had a chance to speak. What right had he to judge me? Or manipulate me like that? Did everyone just want to use me?

      In the dungeon, deep in my mind, the door rattled. The prisoner seeped past blocks and filtered into my thoughts, tinging them black with self-hatred and recollection. I glared at Logan, anger and disgust welling up. Yes, even he saw me as a tool, something to be used in his war. I opened myself to the sianfath. Logan’s presence was a tempting beacon of silver-green non-light. It would take no effort at all to take what he was and use it; to take from everyone who hurt me and turn it against them. So little effort and all the pain would be eliminated forever.
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      We have an opportunity. I’ve just seen them. They’re in this area, but not looking for us or her. Security is minimal. It’s a chance to get close without too much risk. But we’ll need Rowan to do it.>

      You’re using her as bait? She’s not ready for this.

      <This may be our only chance. She won’t suspect. She’ll believe it’s her idea. Give me a few minutes to take down the second last block, then I’ll send her out.>

      Are we doing the right thing, Maeve?

      <Don’t, Logan. I know you care for her, but remember why we need her. This is about more than your lovelife. Remember why we’re here.>

      Dammit Maeve, I know, but there has to be another way. She doesn’t deserve this.

      <Do you have a better suggestion? We may never have a chance to get this close to them again. What if Jennifer is next? Are you prepared to sacrifice her for Rowan’s safety? Remember who she is!>

      Why the hell do we have to sacrifice anyone?

      <War entails sacrifice, Logan. You know that better than most. Now stop letting your emotions govern your thinking. Make this happen. Now. I’m sending her out in a few minutes.>

      You’re leaving the last block in place?

      <I’m…not sure what’s behind it. I think, given who she is, it’s safer that way.>

      

      ‘Oh, God,’ I choked, covering my face.

      ‘Red?’ He leaned toward me.

      I scrambled backward across the mat. ‘Don’t touch me!’ Backed against the dojo wall I fought the seductive pull of the thing inside me. How was I supposed to resist it?  Maeve’s work had made its release easier, in spite of the dungeon door. I was under barely any stress at all, but holding it in check took all of my concentration.

      ‘What is it?’ Logan moved closer. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’

      I closed my eyes and focussed all my efforts on caging the beast. Slowly, it retreated behind its door, leaving my heart racing and palms sweating with fear. Fear for Logan; fear for me.

      When I opened my eyes Logan was watching me narrowly, intent.

      ‘I didn’t mean to scare you,’ he said gently. ‘My very lame seduction attempt was a test, yes. To see how good you are at controlling your emotions.’ He rose lithely to his feet. ‘In combat the person who controls and overcomes their reactions best often wins. I’d say you just did pretty well.’

      He didn’t get it; didn’t understand how close to death he’d been. Controlling my sex drive was easy.

      He must have misinterpreted the fear flickering through me, for his expression slid into wry regret. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m not blind to what’s between us, but there are…issues we need to deal with first. I heard your thoughts about me last night, after you called Anna. I agree with you. The timing is wrong and...’ He shook his head. ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting you to say “yes”.’

      I focussed on my irritation with him as a distraction from a worse possibility I’d just barely controlled. I couldn’t tell him how close I’d just been to killing him.

      ‘You haven’t exactly been open about being interested before this. I had the impression you don’t particularly like me. Why should I believe you?’

      Logan held out his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, I took it and let him haul me to my feet. Wrapping an arm around my waist he tucked me close under his arm.

      Hs eyes fell to my mouth then returned to mine. ‘When this is all over, and you’re a little less off-balance, and things here are sorted, we’ll talk. I just…’ He stopped, grimacing. ‘Look, I can’t…’ He left the sentence unfinished and just gazed down at me with an expression of hesitant regret in his eyes.

      Acutely conscious of the lean, muscular strength of him, the warmth of his thigh against mine, the spice of his skin and the bitter twist to his lips, I dealt with the rapid emotional shifts in myself as best I could. I wanted him, there was no denying it. I resented him taking sex off the table, even while I was grateful for it at the same time. It irritated me that he’d somehow taken control of the situation, yet I also appreciated his admission that he found me attractive.

      There was still something, though. Something in him that spoke of a deeply-shielded thought or emotion. He liked me, but he was torn for some reason. His words and body carried just the slightest hint of tension as he awaited my response.

      With regret, I nodded and stepped back. ‘Just don’t be surprised if, when that time finally gets here, I say No again. You’re still hiding things from me.’ And I was more dangerous than he knew.

      The little flicker of wry, self-deprecating surprise was gratifying, but he simply inclined his head in acceptance. ‘So are you.’

      Before I could reply he nodded at the mat. ‘Shall we spar?’

      I shifted into a fighting stance, eager for the mindless focus training provided. Anything to take my thoughts off the fact that Logan had, moments before, been seconds from death, even if he didn’t know it.

      Logan’s head snapped up, turning towards the front entrance of the house. ‘We’ll have to do this after dinner. Maeve’s back.’

      He paused, obviously communicating with his aunt. Whatever she said seemed to bother him. His eyes narrowed and his brows knitted in a black frown. He looked sidelong at me, then swiftly away again. With a faint sigh, he grimaced.

      Then he closed the gap between us. Hesitantly, he slid a hand behind my neck. His lips brushed mine, briefly and sweetly. He pressed our foreheads together and closed his eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Turning away, he cleared his throat. When he faced me again, his usual calm imperturbability back.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated, but any grief he felt didn’t reach his eyes this time. There was nothing but coolness and distance in him. ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to put our sparring off ‘til tomorrow. Maeve has an errand for me and she wants to work on those last blocks of yours now. I’ll be back later.’

      Without any further explanation, he gave me a quick, troubled glance and vanished into the house.

      I stared into the darkness, trembling uncontrollably.

      A few seconds later, his bike roared away into the purple evening’s silence.

      

      ‘Shall we continue?’ Maeve took a sip from the glass of lemonade on the floor by her leg and put it aside, wiping her fingers fastidiously on her loose, grey cotton blouse. ‘With that second-last block gone, your precog should be under your control, now. When you touch people, you’ll only receive visions if you want to – or if you forget to block them. So we only have that one left – the dungeon door. Then you’ll be free of the headaches. And free to use your gifts and to understand your father better.’

      I massaged my neck, feeling muscles made stiff with tension. I was resisting Maeve’s work and it made things harder for both of us. Partly anticipating pain and partly difficulty in letting go my mistrust. And this work required a great deal of trust. I would have to open the shield protecting my innermost core and that scared me. Releasing the fear of what Maeve might put into my mind, not what she would take out, was the hardest.

      I also feared what lay behind that last block. Not only Calain’s memories, but this last ability Maeve mentioned. The darkness that lurked in my mind, that broke free when I was in danger. Was that the ability? It must be. If so, I didn’t want it to be free. The latent power it carried terrified me. The things I’d done; that I could do; that I’d almost done…Who would I be when it was released?

      ‘Actually, I could use a break.’ I eyed the dojo door, breathing in the sweet, flower-scented, humid evening air. ‘Would it be safe enough to walk down to the shop? I just need...’

      Maeve squeezed my arm. ‘I understand. We tend to be an introverted people and you’ve been in close proximity with us for two days now. You must be desperate for a few solitary moments. It is a lengthy walk though. Logan’s still out retrieving some belongings of mine that we were obliged to leave behind at the old place. So if you’re content to walk, go ahead. Take your telephone and please don’t be long.’

      I looked over at the older woman with a mix of irritation and amusement. ‘You sound like my mother.’

      Maeve raised one perfect eyebrow, but didn’t comment.

      The truth was, it wasn’t solitude I needed so much as a chance to talk with Anna. I missed her calm good sense and advice. I’d never been out of communication with her for so long and fear for her safety lurked in the back of my mind, distracting and worrying. I needed to speak with her in a way that wouldn’t be overheard by the Freysons, or lead these Mors Ferrum people, if that’s who they were, straight to them.

      I rummaged in my backpack, where it lay on the windowsill of the dojo. As I plucked my wallet and phone out, my fingers brushed a piece of paper. An idea blossomed, full-blown, in my head. The paper held Paul Eisen’s phone number. He was distant enough from Anna that he was probably not under direct observation. I could contact him. It wouldn’t do to say anything important over the phone, but perhaps I could pass on a message.

      With a nod to Maeve, I strode out of the dojo. At the end of the street I checked behind. No one. Phone in hand, my finger hovered over the number pad. No. I should probably wait until I was a little further away, just in case. Leading my pursuers straight to the Freysons would be unforgivable.

      It was a long walk, but it felt good to stride out. I eased into a slow jog, enjoying the physical movement after a day of mental exercise harder than any dojo session. Sweet night air, cool after a late afternoon sprinkle of rain, slipped over my skin. Overhead bats fluttered in the darkness. Rain trees and palms towered over modern, architect-designed statements of money.

      Maeve’s directions led me to a larger street and the shop. The grocery was small, just one of a set of four little shops in a row. Standard brick and corrugated iron commercial design; single-storey with unbarred, plain glass doors and windows. Must be a good neighbourhood. No graffiti or broken windows. The grocery was promisingly-named “Friendly”. I smiled, anticipating the cool interior and a cold drink. My skin was sticky with the humidity.

      Outside, I stopped and retrieved my phone and the paper. I dialled Paul’s number and waited while it rang.

      ‘Yo,’ he answered, laconic and cheerful.

      ‘Paul?’

      ‘Ya. Who’s this?’ He sounded relaxed.

      ‘It’s Meghan. Have you got a minute?’

      ‘Hey! Sure. Hang on.’ Something scraped against the phone mike, muffling the sound of his voice. ‘I’m back. Sorry. Just telling the driver where to go. Where’ve you been? Anna said you’ve been sick? Y’ok?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘Hey, I wanted to catch up.’ I studied the quiet suburban street, orientating myself. If I was right, the Freyson’s safehouse wasn’t very far from Paul’s place.

      ‘Sure. Where?’

      ‘D’you know the store on the corner of Marti Street?’

      ‘Course. It’s our local.’

      ‘I’m there now. Can you meet me?’

      ‘Uh…’ He covered the mouthpiece again then came back. ‘Done. Be there in five. You ok? You sound a bit stressed.’

      ‘Just tired. See you in a sec.’  I hung up, my heart pounding. Hopefully I was right and his phone wasn’t wired. If it was, I could be in serious trouble in five minutes. And I could be putting Paul in danger.

      For eight long minutes I paced in the shadows, peering down each of the four streets, checking for black fourbys. Nothing.

      When at last a sleek black BMW pulled over, I froze against the building, waiting in the darkness. The back door opened and Paul Eisen climbed out. I stepped into a streetlamp’s orange cone of light.

      ‘Meghan? Hey, beautiful, we must stop meeting like this! Whatcha doing so far from home?’ He leaned back into the car and said something to the driver, then shut the door. The car accelerated away, leaving Paul walking beside me.

      He threw a companionable arm around my shoulder and fell into step. ‘What’d you do to your hair?’ He tweaked an auburn curl. ‘I like it. Almost didn’t recognise you.’

      I wormed my way out from under his arm and put a space between us, kicking myself for leaving the house without remembering my wig. How stupidly complacent.

      ‘You got here fast.’

      He opened his arms expansively. ‘Our house is up the hill. Just on my way home for dinner. I’m supposed to bring some special bubbly we’ve run out of. There’s a bottle shop down the road.’ He peered at my face. ‘Enough about me. You ok now? Y’look ok. Coming to school tomorrow?’ His eyes widened. ‘Hey. You weren’t just hiding out and avoiding me or anything, were you? I mean, you don’t have to go to extremes. I can take rejection, I promise.’

      In spite of my discomfort, I had to laugh at his expression of comic dejection. ‘No, just migraines again.’ The truth was the easiest lie to remember.

      ‘So...what?’ He surveyed the opulent suburban street. ‘You’re in a hospital somewhere here? I didn’t know there was one out this way.’

      ‘No, I...’

      Maeve’s words about information getting to the wrong people gave me pause. Insane though the whole thing was, I couldn’t put Maeve, Jennifer and Logan in possible danger by blithely revealing where they lived.

      ‘I’m staying with a friend for a while. Having treatments to help the headaches. It’s just quieter here than in our city apartment.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ He shrugged. ‘When do you come back to the land of the living?’

      A musical jangling interrupted his question. He pulled out his phone and pressed it to his ear before I could reply. With a wry shrug and raised eyebrows, he spoke into the device, still holding eye contact.

      ‘Hey, Dad. Just had to stop for wine, remember? Be a few minutes.’ He listened for a second and I moved off a little in an attempt to give him some privacy. Difficult to do when he had a booming voice and we stood in an open area. I inspected my shoes.

      ‘Hey!’ He grinned at me and, sensing what he was about to say, I shook my head emphatically. He gave me a non-comprehending frown and shrugged. ‘Guess who I just ran into? Meghan! Yep. Corner shop. Shall I ask her over for dinner?’ He waggled his eyebrows enthusiastically at me. I shook my head again, waving my hands in negation. He nodded. ‘Great. I’ll drag her if I have to. See ya.’

      Thumbing the End button he spread his hands wide, clearly pleased with himself. ‘Can’t refuse, now, can you? Anna’s there. It’s fate. You need to come over.’

      I glared at him and folded my arms across my chest, thinking fast. ‘Actually, I can refuse and I damned well will, Paul.’ I plucked at my creased, green linen pants. ‘For one I’m not dressed for it and I’m also expected back in the next few minutes.’

      ‘Call and tell ‘em you’ll be late. You said you wanted to catch up.’ He shrugged. Inspecting me critically he added, ‘Anna’ll have some spare clothes at Dad’s place you can borrow.’

      I gaped at him as an appalling thought struck me: if my mother was watched and monitored as closely as I believed then so was Michael. Which meant, thanks to Paul’s big mouth, they probably now knew exactly where I was. All I’d wanted was to talk with Anna, and now she, Paul, Michael and I were all in danger.
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      She’s gone to the shop. When she returns, play it carefully, Logan. She’s not stupid.>

      Stay out of it, Maeve. I can handle this.

      

      Paul threw his arm over my shoulder again and walked me to the shop. ‘So how about it? You get what you came for. My driver’s getting the wine. When he gets back we can head on over.’

      The doors swooshed open and I found myself inside the shop, unable to think of a polite way to say no.

      And in breaking news...

      The TV in the top corner of the shop caught my attention. Paul inspected the array of chocolate bars, apparently not noticing the screen.

      Police today boarded a cruise liner searching for a missing woman, but she wasn’t amongst the passengers. Her burnt out car was found abandoned near Smithfield. A tipoff led police to believe that this woman...

      A clear photo of myself – taken from the driver’s licence I’d used to buy my car two weeks before – flashed up on the screen. It was under a different name, of course, but the image was recognisably me. I grabbed Paul’s face, my hands conveniently covering his ears. His eyes widened as I planted a kiss on his mouth and dragged him to the door. Away from too much information. He went willingly. His arms slid around my waist and he carried me outside.

      There, he backed me up against a wall and kissed me in earnest, his hands sliding under my shirt to caress my back. I was already on edge with the tension between Logan and I. Even though Paul wasn’t Logan, I couldn’t help reacting. It was almost impossible to keep my mind on the reason for the distraction. I had to stop this before things got out of hand. More out of hand.

      I broke the kiss and leaned away. A quick check through the shop window showed a different news story on the screen and an interested shop assistant watching us.

      Paul smiled down at me, eyes glittering and heart beating hard against my palms. His salacious surface thoughts, all revolving around his obvious intent and desire, effectively switched off my own instinctive responses.

      I shuddered.

      Pushing memory aside before it could overwhelm sense, I forced a smile and stepped away. If I’d made it to the news, it was past time to get the hell out of the country, regardless of what else was going on. I couldn’t dodge police and the Mors Ferrum. And that meant I had to take Anna with me. If Anna and Michael were watched or bugged, and someone knew I wasn’t on the ship, then it was only a matter of time before they came after Anna to draw me out of hiding. There was no time to waste. I had to get her to safety right now.

      ‘Well, how about we do this, Paul?’ I briskly straightened my shirt. ‘I’ll zip back to my room and get changed and I’ll come past for dinner in about half an hour. Sound good?’

      He blinked at me.

      ‘Uh...’ He cleared his throat, audibly getting his derailed thinking back on track. ‘Sure, I guess.’ He pulled out a piece of paper and jotted an address on it. ‘Here’s the address, in case you didn’t see it the other day. I’ll make sure they hold dinner for you. Maybe after we can go out for a drink…or something?’

      ‘Sure.’ I leaned in to kiss him swiftly, turning a hip to prevent him drawing me close again. ‘Sounds great. I’ll see you then. Oh, do me a favour?’ He raised his eyebrows at me. ‘When you get into your car, call your dad and tell him you couldn’t get me to come. That way it’ll be a nice surprise for Anna when I do arrive. Here’s your car.’

      As if by magic, his beemer appeared and I hustled him into it, tucking the address into my pocket as the car disappeared into the darkness. My attempt to deceive anyone who might be listening in to Michael’s phone conversation may or may not work. Probably not. It was a long shot and Paul was just as likely to ignore it. Which meant I had little time to get what I needed from the house and get over there.

      ‘Shit.’ I turned and, with a swift check for witnesses, kicked into high speed and sprinted back up the hill.

      

      As I approached the Freyson’s house, I slowed both my feet and my thoughts. I needed to think this through and make sure I had my mental shields firmly in place, otherwise Maeve would know instantly I planned to leave. There wasn’t much I wanted, just my passports, karambit, throwing knives and lockpicks – things hard to replace. I’d left them in the dojo so I needn’t even go into the house.

      At least there was no way anyone listening to Paul’s phone call could find me fast enough to follow me from the shop to here, so the Freysons should be safe.

      Or should I tell them? Should I ask Logan for help?

      No. I took several long, slow breaths and calmed my tumultuous thoughts. This wasn’t their problem and I couldn’t ask their help any more. I’d imposed enough. I’d blown my chance to destroy this branch of the Mors Ferrum. And staying with the Freysons would jeopardise their plans as well. As much as it burned, I had to run again. Now I just needed to be quick and get to Anna before anyone else did.

      The side gate was too tall to climb over, but had a security code pad with a flashing red light. I punched in the override code Logan had given me and the light went off. The gate opened silently.

      Easing along the side of the house, I found the back garden in unoccupied darkness. Each plant exuded that silver-green non-light aura, adding a kind of extra vision that made negotiating easy. How had I never seen this before?

      Inside the dojo I slid sideways through the doorway, into the shadows and paused, listening and watching. Unease slipped down my spine.

      I wasn’t alone.

      Warm golden lights flooded the building, blinding me. I deflected a punch aimed at my face. I grabbed the extended wrist, yanked and jabbed an elbow over the top.

      I pulled the strike at the last second.

      Logan.

      He shoved my elbow away with lighting reflexes and twisted aside. He leapt back, circling outside my reach with almost feral movements that hinted at some strong emotion hidden behind his smooth mental signature. His face was unreadable; blank and cold.

      What was going on?

      Whatever it was, I had no time for it. Anna’s safety was paramount. The Freysons could take care of themselves. Anna couldn’t.

      I backed away, waiting. I didn’t want to fight him and I didn’t have time for whatever games he played. He stood between me and my backpack, or I would have walked out.

      He slanted me a narrow look and held out a hand, palm up. I hesitated, still not sure what was happening. He turned away, picked up a small towel and threw it to me. I rubbed it over skin damp from the run back to the house.

      Outside crickets chirruped in the soft evening, competing with the frogs’ warning of another storm to come. I glanced surreptitiously at my watch. Off to one side of the room, on a window ledge, lay my backpack containing knives and passports.

      I tossed the towel back.

      Logan caught it. He seemed about to speak then shut his mouth, turned away and threw the towel into a corner with uncharacteristic vehemence.

      ‘The Mors cell here is more dangerous than you realise,’ he said flatly. He moved over to the window and stared into the darkness. ‘My cousin, Jonathan, was a Hunter. Over a hundred, experienced and well trained. His whole purpose was Hunting the Mors. He disappeared. Here.’

      He plucked my gear off the windowsill and turned the bag over. He zipped it shut and flicked it to me.

      ‘Were you looking for this?’

      I caught the bag, along with flashes of pure, unadulterated fury that slipped through his barriers. I almost dropped the bag. My first instinct was to ask, to soothe, to reassure, to calm. I liked him and it hurt to have him angry at me. I could, of course, guess why. He’d either seen me with Paul or I’d let something through my shields he’d misunderstood. But even as the words of assurance were on my lips, I stalled them.

      Wasn’t my aim here to get away? To take my mother and get the hell out of the country as fast as I could? How was reconciling with Logan going to help that? He and Maeve had a different agenda. One they hadn’t seen fit to share with me. Quite frankly, I’d had my fill of the intrigue and secrets.

      Protecting Anna was clearcut and something I could control. My feelings for Logan couldn’t be allowed to hold me here. He didn’t need me and any relationship started now, while I felt so uncertain and insecure, would end in disaster. I would cling to him like some pathetic romance heroine waiting to be rescued. Feelings like that would doom anything.

      No, I needed to find myself and my own limitations without having a backup net in the form of a partner. I had to know I could rely on myself with these new skills just as I could my physical abilities. Most of all, I needed to know I could manage the darkness inside my head. Once I had that under control, I could focus on getting the Mors off my back. After that I’d be free to bring something solid to a relationship.

      So I closed my mouth and turned away. He’d get over the anger. And, if I got out now, my vision for his death would not come true. That was the best way to protect him. Incentive enough not to mend fences.

      ‘Red?’

      ‘What?’ I kept my back to him.

      ‘You could try trusting me. It wouldn’t kill you.’

      I glanced over my shoulder at him. His jaw was sharp, his face hard and uncompromising.

      ‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘but it might kill you.’

      I walked out.
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      She’s gone?>

      Yes.

      <Why do you sound surprised? You know her first loyalty is to her mother.>

      I just thought…

      <What, that she’d fall into your arms and beg for your help? She doesn’t want it, Logan. She told you she doesn’t want to help us, either. She’s angry and dangerous. Let her go.>

      Yes.

      <Now, you go.>

      

      Slipping into the house, I changed into soft linen pants and a loose, grey silk blouse lent to me by Maeve, tucked a few more things into my bag and slid out again without seeing my hostess or Jennifer. I left everything else behind, including the possibility of knowing who I was and how to control my gifts. I’d work it out.

      Ten minutes later I stepped out of a cab in front of Michael Eisen’s mansion.

      ‘R-Meghan! You made it!’ My mother’s voice made me look up from navigating the root-broken sidewalk up to the front gate.

      The gate slid open and I smiled as Anna engulfed me in an enthusiastic hug. It was such a massive relief to find her ok. Tears spilled. I wiped them hastily away.

      She peered into my face. ‘What’s wrong? Everything ok?’

      ‘No.’ I gripped her wrists. ‘We have to get out. You’re in danger. There’s been three attempts to kidnap me. They’re watching you.’

      Anna gasped, blood leaving her cheeks. ‘Rowan!’

      ‘And,’ I added quickly, ‘whoever’s after me has tapped your phone and probably Michael’s. They’ll know I’m here. We need to go. Now. Have you got your passport?’

      Anna pressed her lips together but nodded. ‘Always…well, back at the apartment, anyway. But I can’t leave. If Mick’s being watched then I need to warn him. I...’ She flushed, her gaze drifting over my shoulder. Michael stood not far away, framed in the front door, talking with Paul.

      I groaned. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. We don’t have much time. I know he’s important to you and I don’t want to make you choose. I also don’t want to lose you or to have you be used as a hostage against me. Will you come?’

      Chewing on her lower lip, Anna looked again at Michael. ‘Yes, of course. But I need to get my things and at least say goodbye. Come in for a minute while I try and mend fences with Mick. Maybe I can come back.’

      Before I could reply with more than a nod, Michael called my mother’s name. Anna sent me a quick, worried look and put on her best social face.

      ‘Mick.’ Anna put out her hands. ‘Look who’s here.’

      He took them and smiled at me. ‘Lovely to see you again, Meghan. I’m so glad Paul bumped into you.’ His smile held something of Paul’s carefree character but with an underlying vein of condescension I found annoying.

      Paul strode up, all teeth, tailored shirt and good looks - acting like a puppy with a toy. He stopped and openly admired me.

      ‘Man! You are gorgeous, girl!’ He slid an arm around my waist.

      Ignoring my subtle attempt to slide out from his embrace he pulled me closer and planted a kiss on my cheek. I pushed away with a smile to soothe any hurt.

      ‘Shall we go up to dinner ladies? Anna?’ Michael extended his arm, elbow crooked like an old-fashioned courtier. She hooked her hand inside his elbow and glanced quickly at me, nodding and holding up one finger to indicate she’d speak with him in a minute.

      I ground my teeth.

      Paul extended his arm and clicked his heels together on a bow. I smiled but my heart wasn’t in it. I didn’t want to sit through dinner. I wanted to get my mother and get out before the damned black fourbys turned up and trashed Michael’s expensive house.

      As we stepped inside, I was diverted to utter amazement. I’d gone in through the side door last time and hadn’t seen much of the place. The front entrance was a whole different ball game. The foyer ranked as ridiculously opulent - gilt and marble, red velvet curtains and Persian carpets were only the beginning. Some Italian designer had gone mad with an open bank account and dumped every classical decorative item and architectural feature possible into one building.

      Paul led me up an impressive flight of pink marble stairs, perfectly designed to be swept down by a debutante in a ball dress. At the top we emerged into an impressive indoor-outdoor living space, complete with chandelier, sparkling expensively in the discrete light.

      Soft jazz music played from some hidden source. In one corner, behind a timber-topped bar, Michael poured a cocktail for a serious-faced Anna as she spoke earnestly to him.

      I scrubbed sweaty palms on my pants. A now-familiar foreboding prickled, making me restless and antsy. How was I going to extract my mother politely from this? The longer we stayed, the more chance there was of collateral damage if, no when, the black fourbys showed up guns blazing. I couldn’t be responsible for the deaths of innocent people. The Eisens weren’t part of this, but the men who came for me wouldn’t care about that.

      Paul appeared at my side again. I hadn’t noticed him leave. He passed me a drink. I regarded its red and orange hues and bright pink umbrella dubiously. Raising an eyebrow at him brought a chuckle and flicker of his boyish smirk.

      ‘It’s a tequila sunrise.’ He slurped at his. ‘Dad’s own mix. Let’s have some fun.’

      I hesitated then took a small sip. It was cool and refreshing but I wasn’t prepared to let my guard down, so one was the limit.

      ‘Ah, there you are.’ Michael’s cheerful voice drew my attention.

      He and my mother joined us. We sat on white leather sofas around a pink marble coffee table. He gestured to a man standing discreetly a few feet away; a man who bore all the hallmarks of a paid security detail: the bulge under one arm of his tailored black suit; the watchful wariness. He handed Michael an attaché case. Michael rummaged inside it, then produced two small, giftwrapped packages and passed one to me and one to my mother.

      ‘But Mick,’ Anna protested, ‘it’s not my birthday yet and I’ve just told you I have to go! Please don’t.’

      He laughed, white teeth flashing in the soft lighting. ‘Don’t be silly. I wanted to give you this at the party, so you could wear it. And Meghan’s getting one because I understand we already missed your birthday.’

      Paul’s face lit up. He nodded at me and at the small, gold-wrapped parcel in my palm.

      Having no idea how to politely refuse, I murmured a thank you, picking at the wrappings without enthusiasm.

      Ever eager, my mother had hers open in a flurry of torn paper. She gasped, holding up a sparkling confectionery of diamonds, sapphires and gold.

      ‘Oh, Mick, I can’t accept this!’ Anna said, but her expression showed conflict.

      Michael said nothing, he simply took it from her and clasped it onto her neck. The jewels lay against her white skin like a thousand tiny dewdrops, glistening with every movement. She kissed him on the cheek and whispered something in his ear that made him smile. I looked away, embarrassed.

      ‘Your turn.’ Anna fingered the jewels at her throat.

      Apprehension twisted in my stomach as I pulled the wrapping paper off. My fingers shook as I opened the small jewellery box inside. I could only stare in horror at the exquisite bracelet, gleaming in the red velvet case.

      Before I could close it, my mother plucked the bracelet free. She clasped it around my wrist and turned my arm to admire the green and gold shimmer of the emeralds. It was the bracelet from my vision.

      ‘I...I can’t...’ I stammered, trying to undo the clasp.

      The parrot-clasp was too tiny and awkward to open left-handed. Michael’s warm fingers wrapped over mine, his blue eyes sympathetic and amused.

      ‘You’ll have to, my dear,’ he replied. ‘I won’t take No for an answer.’

      I couldn’t break free without hurting him. Instead I nodded and murmured my reluctant thanks. He let go and returned my drink.

      ‘Drink up, ladies.’ He stood and twitched his jacket back into place. ‘Paul, please take care of them. I must check on something but I’ll be back to escort you both home. We’ll just have to have dinner when you get back from your trip, Anna.’ He bowed and she beamed at him as he strode away.

      I shot to my feet and gave my empty glass to Paul. ‘I need to go to the ladies. Anna?’ I scowled at my mother. She got the message and joined me.

      Once inside the ridiculously oversized, gilt-and-black marble restroom, Anna opened her mouth. I shook my head and tapped my ear. I had no idea how much of Michael’s house, if any, was bugged by whoever watched Anna. Somehow I had to get rid of this bracelet and convince my mother to leave immediately, all without saying anything meaningful.

      I focussed on settling my raging heartbeat until my fingers were steady.

      ‘Anna.’ I searched for the right words, even as my nails worked at the clasp on the bracelet, ‘We need to go. Now.’

      ‘I know.’ Anna touched the necklace at her throat, her eyes troubled. ‘I’ve told Mick we’ve had a family emergency and we have to go back to Ireland. He won’t come away with me, though.’

      I let go a frustrated breath, still scrabbling at the bracelet. Why wouldn’t it release? Dammit!

      ‘I’m sorry. Do what you can to convince him but we have to go even if he doesn’t. And soon.’

      Anna nodded. ‘Just give me a minute to get my bag and a change of clothes. We’ll have to stop at the apartment for my passport.’

      I hugged her and, after Anna left, turned my attention back to the bracelet. My vision showed me wearing this bracelet therefore without it the image of Logan’s death couldn’t possibly come true. I yanked at the gold chain. It didn’t break. I turned the chain over. Woven into the chain was a thin, silvery filament of something not gold. Something I couldn’t break, even though I pulled so hard the metal bit into my wrist.

      Real worry crept into my enforced calm. I sought reassurance from my own reflection then closed my eyes when all I saw in myself was fear. Fear was just my imagination telling stories. I was anxious and my fingers weren’t working properly. I’d get it off later. Right now my focus had to be on getting Anna away. That was more important.

      Leaving the bathroom, I emerged to an empty room. Where was Anna? Paul lounged against a nearby wall.

      ‘There you are! Thought you musta been sick or something.’ He held out a hand.

      I took it, not knowing what else to do. ‘Where’s Anna?’

      ‘C’mon, they’re outside on the roof. Dinner’s on. You may as well eat here as at the airport. Food’ll be better here, I guarantee it.’ He towed me out through enormous concertina glass doors onto a massive rooftop garden and entertaining area.

      Michael and Anna stood, with their arms around each other, near a buffet table laden with enough food for ten people. Behind that was a covered spa, a luxurious pagoda and daybed area, awash with shining silks and overlooked by an enormous statue of the Buddha. Surrounding it was a glorious tropical garden, rich with deep greens and vibrant reds, glistening in the spotlights.

      I glanced down.

      Fake grass.

      Had I just walked into the very scene I’d forecast? No. Logan had no idea where I was. Yet my internal uneasiness ramped up. Sweat trickled down my spine. Darkness stirred. Dammit.

      ‘You look worried, my dear.’ Michael’s deep voice startled me and I backed involuntarily away from his closeness.

      I stopped and faced him squarely. ‘Look, I…’

      How did I say it without sounding ridiculous? I could hardly just come out with a wild story about being chased by anonymous badguys in black fourwheelers. It would sound insane.

      ‘I’m just not feeling all that well.’ I snatched at the excuse. ‘I thought I’d be ok but I think I’ll need to go home. We have to pack and catch a plane tonight anyway.’

      ‘Oh?’ He raised his brows at me. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Can I get you something? A drink. What time does your plane leave?’ He waved the bartender over and plucked a softdrink off the tray.

      ‘Thankyou.’ I was hot so I took it and swallowed a big, cool mouthful, screwing up my nose at the over-sweetness of it. ‘I just need to go home and pack and lie down awhile. The flight goes just after midnight. I’m sorry to drag Anna away but it’s important.’

      Michael quirked a charming grin. ‘Yes, that family emergency. I understand. This is a large house, you know. I’m quite sure the staff can find you an empty room. I can send my staff to pack for both of you.’ He winked conspiratorially. ‘Part of the perks of being rich. People at your beck and call.’

      Taking my hand, he gazed earnestly into my eyes. I tightened my mental shields to prevent any visions bleeding through.

      ‘Please. I’ll only have this short evening with Anna and she’s not sure how long you’ll be away. She’s just gone to get her bag but I’m hoping I can convince you to stay a little longer. Don’t spoil this evening for us.’

      I gave him a quick, troubled smile, torn between wanting Anna’s happiness and wanting her safety. And what if he was still in danger even after we left? Could I get him out of the way as well, even if just for awhile?

      ‘How about we do this?’ I said brightly. ‘We’ll head over to our apartment and start packing. You and Paul join us at the airport for a drink in the lounge before we go. We’ve only got…’ I checked my watch. ‘…six hours until the flight goes anyway. We need to go.’

      ‘No, I think I insist you stay a little longer.’ His ice blue eyes held amused understanding. ‘Even just a few minutes. I have something special I’d like you to be part of. Please, it’s quite important to both Anna and me. After all, if you miss your flight, I’ve got a jet of my own.’

      ‘What?’ I stepped back, not wanting to absorb the implications of what he’d said.

      Slack-jawed, I stood frozen as he walked away. Was he going to make some sort of announcement about him and my mother? Oh God. Could this get any worse? If that went public it would make him vulnerable as a hostage for Anna, and hence for me. Even Paul would be in danger. No amount of security could protect them well enough.

      Then again... I put a lid on my spiralling fears. Maybe I was just being paranoid and nothing bad was going to happen. Michael would announce some important breakthrough at work. Maybe the bracelet was just simply a good quality bracelet I couldn’t get my clumsy fingers to open. Maybe I had just caught paranoia from Maeve and Logan and this whole thing was a figment of my imagination.

      But the feeling of an impending storm built thunderheads in my body and the taste of lightning in my mouth. I took a long sip of my drink to steady myself then held the cool glass against my heated cheek. No, I wasn’t wrong. Something bad was coming. Soon. I had to get Anna out and had to warn Michael and Paul somehow.
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      Maeve, it’s time.

      

      Unspecified urgency pushed my feet towards my mother when she reappeared in the doorway. Paul intercepted, sauntering over and wrapping an arm around my waist. Michael, with his arm firmly around Anna’s shoulders, smiled urbanely.

      ‘I know you need to go, Meghan, but there’s just one more thing to take care of first. John?’ He glanced over his shoulder at his security shadow, who nodded without speaking and vanished through a side door.

      ‘What is it, Mick? You’re being very mysterious.’ My mother laughed, but her blue eyes caught mine in mutual worry. ‘We have to get home and pack.’

      He smiled down at her and squeezed her against his side. ‘Just one more gift for your daughter, my dear.’

      Anna cast me a confused look. ‘A gift for Meghan? Why?’

      Michael winked. ‘Because I know what a very special young lady she is.’ He turned and picked up a glass of champagne, handing it to my mother. ‘Let’s drink to our very special families, shall we?’ He clinked a glass with her and they both drank, Anna smiling faintly, him watching her.

      All the vague uneasiness of the evening congealed into real, sharp fear in my gut. A thousand tiny pinpricks under my skin. Any second would bring the squeal of brakes and slam of doors at the front of the house. Paul shifted next to me, his grip on my shoulder relaxing. I tugged free, eyeing my surroundings with a view to escape routes and weapons. I palmed a throwing knife out of my bag.

      Michael still held Anna under his arm and continued to watch both of us with amusement. Paul slouched over to the buffet and picked at the untouched array food.

      ‘I don’t...feel...’ Anna swayed on her feet.

      Eisen curled an arm around her waist and she sagged against him. I ran to her side and helped him lay her down on a nearby couch.

      ‘What’s wrong with her?’ Anna’s pulse beat slow but steady. ‘She was ok a second ago.’

      Michael lowered his voice. ‘She’ll be fine. Just a little too much to drink, I’m sure. She’d already had a couple before you got here. And she’s been working very long hours.’

      His phone beeped. He read the screen, smiled and raised his voice. ‘Ah, good. Paul?’

      ‘Yep?’ Paul left the table and strolled over to his father’s side. ‘She ok?’

      ‘Would you please take Anna home to her place? She’s had a little too much. On your way out you’ll find a gentleman in the foyer. Please direct him up here. I’m expecting him. You can come back and escort Meghan home.’

      ‘Uh... you sure?’ Paul flicked a quick frown at me. ‘Now? You said she’s—’

      ‘Yes! Do as I ask,’ Eisen snapped, his urbanity slipping in the face of his son’s hesitation.

      None of this made any sense. I needed to go with Anna; to get her away and out of the country. I rubbed at my forehead, struggling to hang onto a train of thought I knew was important somehow. My thinking blurred, like wet paint bleeding on a wet canvas: nothing sharp or coherent. What the hell was wrong with me? I needed to get out of here, that much was clear.

      ‘I’ll come with you, Paul.’

      ‘Unfortunately, there’s no room in Paul’s Porsche.’ Michael smiled regretfully. ‘You’d best wait here. He’ll be back soon.’

      Paul, with an apologetic shrug and a quick, bewildered look at me, picked my mother up and carried her to the elevator. My heart leapt to my throat. No, this was wrong. I had to go with them. So why was I struggling to voice that opinion? Uncertainty wasn’t my thing. Somehow Michael had taken control and left me powerless to take it back.

      The doors closed behind Paul and my mother.

      Another door opened and two men entered.

      ‘Ah, John, you’re back. Please just put them down on the couch right behind me.’ Michael gestured to his men. They came in, baseball caps low over their faces, each carrying a large, blanket-wrapped item; one smaller than the other. The parcels looked like people, cocooned. But that was crazy.

      A blanket slipped open, revealing Maeve’s serene countenance. Her long hair trailed to the ground.

      I covered an involuntary gasp of horror. The men laid the two bundles down and pulled back the second blanket to show Jennifer’s beautiful young face, eyes closed and still. Were they dead? Horrified disbelief hijacked my sluggish thinking.

      ‘Where did you find them? Why did you bring them here? Are… are they...?’ I found my voice but it was shaky and broken.

      ‘They’re alive – for the moment. They’re here because I wanted them here.’ Michael dismissed my questions with a flick of his hand. ‘As to why, well, it doesn’t really matter, does it?’ He raised his glass to me and sipped.

      The habit of running moved my feet towards the door. Movement of his other hand halted me. Shock congealed doubt into appalling certainty.

      Michael held a gun, trained squarely on me. I was too far away to take it from him. The blade lay heavy in my palm but even I wasn’t fast enough to beat a bullet.

      The last few days’ events snapped into bleak perspective.

      How had I been so oblivious?

      We stayed in that tableau for an uncountable time. My heart pounded blood into my ears, deafening me.

      The door opened again.

      Logan strode into the scene and, for me anyway, the dynamic changed. How had he found me? His fists were clenched, jaw sharp with tension. He walked in a lithe, controlled way that spoke of awareness. He knew exactly what was going on – more so than I did.

      His steel eyes caught mine, fury in their icy depths. Hope crashed into despair. He’d come for his family, not me.

      And everything was now set up for the vision of the future I had tried to avoid.

      ‘Now…’ Michael’s voice was cold.

      This had never been some sort of pleasure party. The whole thing was a setup, using my mother as bait to get to me and then the Freysons all in one place. Michael Eisen had scoured the world to find my mother and had undoubtedly seduced her in order to get to me. He’d known who I was the whole time. I had walked right into it. Worse, I had dragged in Logan, Jennifer and Maeve.

      Eisen had probably planned this for Wednesday night at Anna’s birthday party but had brought his plans forward when Paul invited me tonight.

      ‘Now,’ Michael repeated, ‘if you would please stand over there, Mr Litson, or should I say Freyson?’

      He knew? Who was this about, me or them?

      Or both?

      Michael stepped behind the couches where Maeve and Jennifer lay. He pointed the pistol at Jennifer’s head.

      ‘No!’ I took a step and stopped when he cocked the pistol and pressed it against her temple.

      I glanced helplessly at Logan who returned a long, steady look. He tilted his head slightly, his expression shifting to puzzled concentration.

      He must be trying to contact me. Opening a ‘window’ in my mental shield, I reached out and encountered…nothing. Not just no connection to him, but none to the sianfath either. For the second time since I’d found out who I was, I was alone inside my own head; reduced, isolated and missing something vital to my very being.

      What was wrong? Without telepathy there was no way of planning an escape.

      We were at Michael’s mercy.

      Panic shortened my breath.

      Why hadn’t I seen any of this coming? If I hadn’t shielded myself from visions when Eisen held my hand tonight, I might have. Despair strangled hope in my heart and I turned my eyes away from Logan’s.

      This was all my fault.
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      Rowan?

      ...

      Shit.

      

      ‘Yes, I can see you’re starting to get the idea.’ Michael smiled.

      One of his men moved behind and to one side of Logan, a gun in his hand; well out of reach.

      Michael jerked his chin at me. ‘Throw your bag down and take the gun from Connor.’

      I turned. Connor Blake stood behind me, a pistol in each hand. One barrel he pointed at me, the other he put on the ground and kicked across. His lips split into a mirthless, mocking smile. I shook my head. He clicked the safety off his gun and sharpened his focus to a point between my eyes.

      He stayed a careful distance away.

      I dropped my bag but slid my knife into a pocket. The opportunity to use it might present itself. Unable to think of an alternative, I snatched the gun from the turf. Angry and reckless, I pointed it back at Connor’s nose, safety off. He had everything and everyone I cared about at his mercy. I had nothing left to lose. His eyes widened, then his expression settled back into slightly amused scorn.

      ‘Oh well done, my dear.’ Michael drawled. ‘That’s more like what I expected from your kind.’

      ‘My kind?’ I slid my gaze to his, vowing not to show any more fear in front of this madman.

      The gaping muzzle of the Connor’s pistol stayed unwaveringly pointed at my head, making it hard to concentrate. Michael’s smug expression made me want to pull the trigger. The barrel aimed at Jennifer stopped me. I couldn’t be responsible for her death by killing a mere henchman in a moment of stupid anger.

      ‘The sidhe.’ Michael spat the words, his face twisting in disgust. ‘I’m hunting you down, one by one. We know all about your people. You’ve been trying to control humanity for thousands of years. And my family have been slaughtering you for a very long time.’

      ‘I think you have me confused with someone else, Mr Eisen,’ I said, trying to suppress the tremor in my voice. ‘Do you know how ridiculous you sound? You’re hunting fairies? If you have some problem with me, then I’ll do whatever you want. Just let the others go. They are nothing to do with this.’

      He laughed shortly. ‘I know you’ll do whatever I want, but not if I let them go. No, I have plans for all of you. None of them involve letting anyone go. First, you’ll tell me where the ocair is. Then you, my dear, are going to follow in your father’s footsteps.’

      ‘What?’ I dropped my arm in shock. ‘What the hell do you know about my father? He’s dead. What does he have to do with you or anything? What is an ocair? Your men asked me about it five years ago and I still have no idea what you’re talking about.’

      Michael’s face settled into cold calm. There was tension in Logan’s lean form; balanced on the balls of his feet, ready for action. But now was not the time. Not yet.

      If only I could contact him.

      Michael waved a languorous hand at me. ‘Your father, dear girl, was responsible for the death of my parents, thirty years ago. I’ve hunted him since I was eighteen years old. The Mors Ferrum – of which I’m a small cog – have been after him for far longer.’

      ‘So that’s what this is?’ I indicated the scene. ‘Revenge on me for something my father did before I was even born?’

      ‘Oh, not entirely. That would be plain crazy.’ He gave a soft laugh. ‘Money has a lot to do with it, too. And power.’ He picked up a drink from the nearby table and threw it back. ‘As for your father…I was not impressed to find him already dead. It took me years to find out he had a wife and child. I almost had you in that cathedral in New Zealand. And again, in Japan, two years ago. You must tell me how you got away from my man, by the way.’ Michael eyed me with detached interest. ‘After you escaped he didn’t live long enough to do so.’

      I covered my mouth with a hand, sickened.

      ‘Did she tell you?’ His question was directed at Logan, who remained silent and calm. ‘My man…had…her.’ Michael drawled the phrase into a deliberate double-entendre and smiled as Logan’s fingers fisted. ‘Then, just as he was about to bring her to me, she escaped and he died. So irritating.’

      I wanted to tell Logan; to explain. I’d been sixteen. Afraid if I protected myself a vision would come true and I’d kill him. So, I’d submitted; let him start to touch me, but couldn’t go through with it. And now the memories haunted me. His hands, his gasping, dying breaths, his blazing life pouring into me.

      I shoved the thoughts aside and tore my eyes from Logan’s stony countenance. Michael was just trying to get inside my head. I needed to concentrate. There had to be a way out of this.

      ‘Now.’ Michael smiled bleakly. ‘You’ll suffer as I did. You and your kind are a cancer inside humanity – destroying us from the inside. I intend to wipe you all out, starting with these three.’

      ‘You’re mad!’ I whispered, horrified. ‘I’m not my father and Jennifer is just a child. She doesn’t deserve to die. You can’t kill her.’

      He barked a laugh. ‘I’m not going to, you will. Then I’ll see to it you’re tried for triple-murder and put away for life as a lunatic – and we both know how long your life will be.’ He bowed. ‘I will, of course, use all my medical research department to analyse your brain physiology to try and find a “cure” for your insanity. After all, mankind should benefit from your abilities and I should benefit from them as well. Yes, you will suffer for a very long time and you will tell me where the ocair is.’

      ‘What possible motive would I have for shooting my friends? No-one will believe you.’

      He indicated his men. ‘There will be three reliable witnesses to tell how you went insane like your father and shot them in cold blood. I’ll be convincing, I assure you.’

      My heart stopped for a second as the horrible plausibility of his story sank home. My father’s death was a matter of public record. After my conversation with Paul earlier, he would reveal I’d received treatments for headaches. Maeve was a psychiatrist and my mother would never know any different, since I had withheld any other information.

      I looked to Logan for inspiration. He regarded me steadily, giving me nothing. I tried again to reach him telepathically but again failed. What was wrong with me?

      The drink.

      Michael had slipped something into my drink to block psychic abilities. That had to be why my brain was mush.

      ‘Now.’ Michael’s tone became brisk and businesslike. ‘It’s time. There’s just one bullet in that gun. You’ll shoot Freyson first. Then I’ll load another two and you’ll shoot the women.’

      ‘I won’t do it,’ I said. ‘You can’t make me.’

      Eisen sent me a pitying look. ‘Have you forgotten your mother? She’s safe as long as you do what you’re told. If you refuse or try to escape, she’ll die.’

      ‘Oh my...’ The enormity of his obsession broke over me and my knees sagged with the weight.

      To save my mother I had to sacrifice Logan and his family and even my own future.

      No. There had to be another way out. My heart lodged in my throat and strangled me. Head spinning, I sucked at the thick, damp night air. What could I do? How could I save them?

      But there was no other option.

      I looked at the gun I held.

      Darkness roared in my head, fogged and vague, thrashing like a chained dragon. I wanted to release it, but the drug held it in check.

      ‘Red.’ Logan’s deep voice caught my attention, drawing me back from the morass.

      He indicated my gun. ‘It’s ok.’ His voice was calm. ‘Do what you need. Save Anna.’ With a faint smile he patted himself over the heart. ‘Just do me a favour and shoot straight, please. I’d rather not die slowly.’

      I hesitated. A certain tone to his voice filtered through my fear. What if I got it wrong? Did he really have that much trust in me?

      I pointed the gun at Logan’s heart. The emerald and gold bracelet on my wrist glittered. And so my vision came to fruition.

      Logan had to die so I could save Anna, Maeve and Jennifer.

      Swallowing nausea and fear, I held his gaze one last time.

      ‘I’m sorry, Logan.’

      He nodded, his face impassive, body tensed. It wouldn’t help him against what I had to do.

      I held my breath, took careful aim... and squeezed the trigger.
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      The flash, roar and jerk of the gun tore through the thick air. Logan’s body jerked. He fell backward and onto his side, landing exactly as I’d foreseen. Blood poured scarlet onto the glossy green turf. His eyes closed, fingers loosely curled, mouth opened.

      I dropped my arm and took a step in his direction, only to be restrained by my personal thug. It took a massive amount of self-control not to break Connor’s hold and his neck. But this insane plan was only half-complete. I couldn’t stop now.

      Michael’s laugh rang out, exultant and loud in the shocking silence.

      ‘My God, girl, I didn’t think you had it in you.’ He gestured to his flunkey. ‘Check he’s dead. Then we’ll set up the others.’

      ‘No. Logan!’ I twisted out of Connor’s hold and ran towards Logan’s prone form. It took both of the men to restrain me. They dragged me, fighting all the way, to where Michael still held a gun to Jennifer. Connor dumped me on the ground and plucked the gun from my hand. He wore gloves.

      Panting and half-sobbing, I raised my head to look at Michael Eisen, hating him with all my heart. Where was the darkness within me when I needed it? I would drain him with pleasure.

      He regarded me coldly. ‘Now you’re starting to know what it feels like, aren’t you? Don’t worry. It’ll get worse. You’ve killed your boyfriend, now you’re about to kill his family.’

      Calmly he picked out one more bullet from his pocket.

      I had all of them close enough now. I had to push through the drugs and use my new skills, otherwise what was the point of having them? I reached into the untrained healing power and pictured burning the drugs from my blood. Perhaps it was my imagination, but my whole body warmed, my mind cleared a little. Encouraged, I stretched outward, seeking to draw energy to speed the healing process. I ignored the sharp pain behind my eyes that came from working around the last block.

      Connor and the other man went about setting up the murder scene to Michael’s satisfaction. They unwrapped the Freyson women and placed them side by side, slumped on the bench. Next they injected both with some sort of fluid that must be to counteract the sedative. Otherwise, in an autopsy, questions would be asked.

      Hope spurted. If I could delay things long enough, Maeve would wake and use her skills. Could her telekinesis handle three weapons and three men at once? One of them would get off a shot before I could do anything with a single knife. Maeve could do more. I just had to give her time.

      I had to try.

      My connection to the sianfath returned, but too slowly. I couldn’t separate Michael’s signature from Maeve and Jennifer’s. The other men, I could distinguish. They pulled me upright and dragged me aside. Michael raised his arm, the barrel pointed at Jennifer. His finger curled.

      Now or never.

      I pulled the dirty-orange life-force from Connor and John. But the process was painfully slow – too slow. It was like dragging my arm through thick, wet molasses. My brain was on fire. The men weakened but not fast enough. Michael’s shoulders shifted as he steadied his arm.

      I released the mental concentration and went back to something I knew better. The men held my arms...perfect. I dropped my weight. They gripped tighter. Even better. John grunted. Michael turned his head. I took a small step forward, dropped to one knee and flicked my arms. Near perfect double throw on the two guards. John let go and tripped over his own feet. Connor rolled into the back of Michael’s knees and took him to the ground in a flurry of arms and legs.

      A gun went off. I could only hope it hadn’t been aimed at Maeve or Jennifer.

      Maeve stirred slightly; eyelids fluttering. Only a few more seconds and she could help, surely.

      John regained his feet, swaying. Perhaps the after effects of my attempt to take energy from him. Michael and Connor began to disentangle themselves, swearing and shouting. Three at once? With guns? My technique wasn’t that good. My heart plummeted. I should have taken at least one out with the knife already.

      Hesitation had cost me the advantage.

      I ran at John. He raised his head. My palm cupped his chin and carried him up, back and down. His skull hit the turf with sickening hollowness. I couldn’t afford to stop and check him.

      Where was Michael?

      Arms wrapped around me from behind – Connor.

      I dropped my hips lower and tried to raise my arms to break the hold. He dropped with me and tightened his grip. My ribs ground against each other. Gasping for breath I tried to headbutt, to shin-kick – anything. He held on.

      Panic rose as Michael appeared in front of me. He cast me a disdainful sneer and brushed himself down.

      ‘You aren’t worth this much trouble, girl. I’ll get the location of the ocair from Anna.’ He jerked his chin. ‘Throw her over the edge. We can say she killed the adults then suicided. We’ll keep the youngest for our experiments.’

      Fury sleeted through me and I struggled anew. I was stronger than this idiot. No. Whatever was in that drink weakened me physically as well as mentally.

      Michael watched, smiling, as Connor dragged me to the edge.

      Out of the darkness a body flew into Michael’s. The pair crashed to the ground. I couldn’t see who landed on top. I was more focussed on not being thrown over the edge of a three-story building. The weakness in my limbs terrified me. I couldn’t think or move fast enough.

      Was this what being purely human was like?

      I kicked back and found a kneecap. Connor grunted. I dropped my weight and tried to slide out. He tightened his grip around my chest. He adjusted to re-pin my arms, but not quite quickly enough. I scrabbled for the knife in my pocket. It tore straight through the thin material. I jammed the blade up to the hilt in his thigh.

      He yelped and his arms relaxed. I slipped free, grabbing one hand and twisting as I turned. I snatched the gun from him. I had him in a wristlock. He wrenched back with a countermove that spoke of serious training. My arm twisted to breaking point. I shoved the gun into his stomach and squeezed the trigger. He turned and deflected my arm. The shot went wild, shattering glass somewhere in the house.

      Connor backed me up against the parapet. My feet flew off the ground. My wrist smacked into the concrete and the gun fell. The knife still protruded from his thigh but I couldn’t reach it. His mouth stretched into a snarl of white-hot rage and he pushed me further over the void.

      Another shot rang out, Connor gasped and jerked. Blood slid down his cheek. He collapsed forward. His momentum tipped me past my balance point.

      I fell.

      I clutched at the edge of the wall, clinging by fingertips made strong by fear and adrenalin.

      Someone grabbed my wrist just as I looked down.

      It was remarkably silent this high up – apart from the faint whistling of a warm tropical breeze that stole my breath; breath rushing harshly from my lips. My heart was oddly slow, as though it hadn’t yet realised the danger I was in. Wind, breath and the slow, steady pulse of blood in my veins. That’s all I could hear. Oh…and the sound of soft, triumphant laughter from the man holding my arm so tightly.

      Man? Was it a man, or some sort of ghost? I wasn’t sure now. Not sure if he’d keep holding on, or if he’d let go. I craned my neck to try and see his face but it was shadowed. All I glimpsed was the gleam of a pale eye and the white-tipped fingers of a tanned, strong hand.

      I glanced down and regretted it. The ground was a long, long way below. Could I survive? I looked up again and the man holding my arm raised his face. The silver glow of moonlight caught his strained, teeth-bared expression.

      Logan.

      An almost hysterical sob of relief escaped my aching lungs.

      He was alive.

      It had worked.

      ‘Can’t hold on all day, Red.’ He grunted. ‘Either lose some weight or get yourself back up here.’

      I scrabbled against the concrete wall with my toes, trying to find purchase. Pulling against his weight, I got my knees beneath me and inched my way up the wall. This was not as easy as it seemed in the movies.

      I was almost level with the railing. Logan gasped. His expression twisted into fear and regret. Then his grip relaxed and he collapsed over the railing.

      The handle of my knife, protruded from his neck.

      Windows flashed by and the ground rushed closer. With absolute and utter clarity, I knew I would die in a few seconds.

      My recurring dream had come true.

      Blackness surged; raging and burning out of the depths of my mind.
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      Some uncountable time later, I staggered into the front door. My knees and hands shook uncontrollably. My mind burned in unspeakable agony. What had happened? One second I was falling, the next I stood at the front door, unharmed.

      Was Logan alive? And Maeve and Jennifer? Was Michael still up there?

      I wavered. My mother. If I went back to help the Freysons I might lose the chance to save Anna.

      Then, faintly, the sound of someone crying drifted through the still night air. Someone female. Jennifer? I couldn’t abandon them.

      I took the stairs two at a time. Each jump jarred my skull.

      The oak door to the top floor stood open. I crouched down to peer quickly around the frame. Tears of pain blurred my vision. I wiped them away. There was no-one in sight. I crept out. Still nothing.

      Outside, a car roared, wheels spinning as it took off down the driveway and into the dark street.

      Shit.

      The roof garden looked like a riot had taken place. A large pool of blood congealed where Logan had fallen from my shot. The food table lay overturned, plates and rich foods scattered in glistening, colourful piles. Michael and Connor had both vanished. The third man, John, lay on the ground, eyes open. Blood blackened the grass beneath him.

      Next to the wall where I’d fallen, Maeve and Jennifer knelt over a still figure. My heart jumped and stole the breath from my lungs. I hurried forward, my vision solely on Logan. After all this, he could not be dead.

      ‘Rowan!’ Maeve gaped at me. Her grey top and white pants were spattered with bright red blood. ‘But you fell!’

      ‘Later,’ I said curtly, gritting my teeth and swallowing nausea. ‘Is he...?’

      ‘No.’ Maeve bit her lip. ‘But we’ll lose him if we don’t do something fast.’

      I dropped as my knees gave way.

      Struggling to find my voice through the torture in my head, I whispered, ‘Can you heal him?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s not enough here for me to draw from. The sianfath is too tenuous here. Most of this garden is fake plants. Here.’ Her cool fingers brushed my temple and took away the fire.

      ‘Thank you. Hospital?’ I couldn’t lose him now. He’d tried to save me, now it was my turn. There had to be a way.

      ‘Too far, and we can’t risk it.’

      Jennifer sobbed uncontrollably nearby, curled into a miserable heap with her arms wrapped around her knees and her face hidden.

      ‘OK.’ I closed my eyes. ‘I think I can do this. I don’t need the forest, but you’ll have to guide me. Let me show you.’ Quickly I flashed Maeve a mental image of what I wanted to do.

      Her eyes widened, narrowed in thought and firmed into decision. She nodded.

      ‘It’s our only chance. Jennifer!’ At Maeve’s sharp tone Jennifer’s head snapped up, her lower lip trembling, and eyes reddened. ‘We need your help. Pull yourself together. Press here. Keep pressure on this. Now!’

      Shaking, Jennifer sniffed, wiped her eyes and took over staunching the sluggish flow of blood from the knife wound. Her tears dripped onto Logan’s pale face. He didn’t move.

      The knife must have missed his jugular but only just. The amount of blood suggested some damage to a major artery or vein. Fear threatened to overcome my thinking again.

      Maeve touched my arm, leaving bloody prints. ‘You can do this, Rowan. I trust you. Here’s what you have to do. But you must release the energy correctly. Too fast and it will kill him.’ She touched my forehead, Gifting the entire healing process, then quickly draining away the resulting pain.

      I rocked back, absorbing it then nodding my understanding.

      ‘I should take that last block down before you try.’ Maeve’s worry loomed large in her grey eyes.

      ‘There’s no time.’ I reached for Logan.

      Maeve gripped my wrists hard. ‘It could kill you. This much psi work and this much pain. Your mind may not be able to handle it. You could burn out.’

      ‘That doesn’t change the fact that Logan will die if I don’t try.’ Maeve didn’t let go and I shook her roughly off. ‘It’s my fault you’re all here. My fault he’s like this. Let me fix it.’ I wiped the back of a hand across my eyes, ignoring Maeve’s shocked, troubled look. ‘Jen, use your telekinesis. Try to keep his heart going. If it stops, keep his blood moving and his lungs working. Keep oxygen to his brain. Can you do that?’

      The girl nodded, eyes huge in a pale face. I took Maeve’s hand and laid my other over the top of Jennifer’s, touching both her skin and Logan’s. It was the only way I could be certain to clearly distinguish their energies from every other living thing.

      My ability to draw life from animals and people had to be closely akin to the standard ability to heal by drawing energy from the trees. Mine simply encompassed all living things, which gave me access to more energy than Maeve could draw on.

      My head felt remarkably clear now. Closing my eyes, I opened myself to the world. There: glimmerings of the tiny lives of ants, mice, the rooftop plants, other people in the buildings around. Extending myself outward I touched the energy of hundreds of people in nearby houses.

      With a source at my metaphorical fingertips, I drew a fraction of energy from each and every life form – enough to make them a little tired perhaps but no more. The energy flowed into me on invisible threads, pouring orange, and silver-green, power into my frail body until I could barely contain its sizzling potential.

      Then I turned my gaze inward and dived into the wound in Logan’s neck. It was messy and one quick inspection was enough to show I had neither the skill nor the experience to heal it correctly, even with the Gifting.

      Maeve. I didn’t bother knocking on the woman’s smooth mental shield, there wasn’t time. Logan was close to death. I simply created a new door in the imaginary blankness and opened it – from my side.

      Ignoring Maeve’s horrified astonishment, I showed what I’d seen inside Logan.

      I can’t do it, I said tersely, holding the power in my body by force, fighting the pain growing with it. I had to let it go soon or I would explode. I don’t have the skill to control the flow of energy that delicately. I’ll feed you the power, you do the work.

      Maeve flicked me one more worried look, then turned to work on Logan. Her hand trembled as she moved Jennifer’s out of the way.

      Using my own arm as a channel, I fed power into Maeve slowly. The urge to pour it in like water in the hopes it would fix him faster was almost irresistible. But that would kill both of them and possibly Jennifer too.

      The agony in my head blossomed into anguish. Darkness shivered and shifted but, because the threat wasn’t to me, it stayed in its cage.

      Energy trickled from myself into Maeve, who directed it; mended, stitched muscle, bone and artery back together. Then, when it was done, I pulled back, almost drained, blinded and nauseated, my brain on fire.

      No. Maeve’s weariness softened her mental voice to a whisper. His heart stopped. I need one last shock to restart it. You’ll have to do it directly, though.

      Willingly, I pushed through the wall of black pain. I gathered stored energy into an imaginary ball and threw it into Logan. His body jerked and stilled. With a sob I pulled the last of my reserves and shocked him again. I slumped forward, so tired and disorientated with pain I was unable to even reach out for more.

      His body jerked... and he sucked a shallow, shuddering breath... and another.

      The rooftop garden spun as blackness enveloped me and I passed into oblivion.
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      ‘Prithee Kieran, no!’Tis too dangerous.’ A woman’s anxious face swam into view; beautiful, frightened, distracted. She glanced over her shoulder.

      ‘We must, my love, recall thy promise and thy warning. We dursn’t leave the child in with strangers, bereft of knowledge of his heritage.’ This came from a man, his face hidden in shadow. He stroked the woman’s face.

      She nodded, reluctantly. Leaning down, she kissed the child’s forehead and he wrapped his pudgy arms around her neck, squeezing. When she withdrew, tears stained her face.

      She stood and used the hem of her long skirt of mop her cheeks. ‘Very well. ‘Tis done. Now do your part. But make it hold fast for at least a decade. ’Twill be too much to deal with ‘til he’s of an age to understand. And perchance we may be able to return before...’ She looked at Kieran. Hiding a sob in her hands she ran from the room.

      Kieran sighed and picked the child up gently. The boy giggled and tugged on the man’s long hair. A flash of teeth in the shadows gave the impression of a smile. Kieran set the boy down on a bed of rough sacking. Holding the child’s face between his hands he stared into the grey eyes. Then he stood and left the room without a backward look.

      Alone in a small, dark room that smelled of dirt and animals, fear stepped in. Where were they? No one came. The boy cried in the dark but still no-one came for him.

      

      Willingly, I floated up from darkness and distress into awareness. Someone called my name, urgently, with more than a touch of fear in their tone. Awake, I kept my eyes closed. In every kidnapping movie the idiot opened their eyes too soon. I extended my other senses. I lay in an awkward position: my neck bent, legs tucked up. A low-level thrum and sickening movement gave a clue to location – the back seat of a car. My head on someone’s leg. Logan’s leg. The Freysons’ car, then.

      The events of the evening slammed into me and I sat upright with a gasp, clutching at the door armrest. Warm hands held me up and I squinted into Logan’s concerned face. His bloodied shirt was torn, revealing the silvery vest beneath. His eyes were shadowed and strained, but he lived. The car lurched around a corner and he gathered me into a hug that, for some weird reason, made me want to cry. Pressed against his chest, my face tucked into his neck, a knot of tension dissolved.

      He was alright.

      Yes. His mental voice sounded amused. Thanks to you. I would like some explanations, though. I’ll apologise properly later, when we’re alone.

      ‘Apologise?’ I leaned back so I could see him in the flickering orange half-light of passing streetlamps.

      Maeve clicked the windscreen wipers on as a faint fall of rain misted the glass. Thunder rumbled.

      He nodded gravely. ‘I let you fall and I promised you I wouldn’t. You saved my life but I let you down – literally.’

      ‘I did shoot you.’ I pointed at the blood.

      ‘I told you to.’

      ‘The blood packs and vest under your shirt were a nice touch, by the way.’ I gave a shaky laugh and touched the warm, flexible metal. ‘Pretty big risk, though.’

      He picked my hand off his chest and cradled it to his cheek, leaving a smear of half-dried blood. I shivered. The memory of shooting him was difficult to erase, even though I’d been reasonably sure of his safety at the time.

      But that left one question still unanswered. I pulled free and leaned away again in order to better see his reaction.

      ‘What the hell were you doing there, anyway? How did you know where I was? Did you follow me?’

      Logan smiled slightly, though it was mirthless and his grey eyes hardened. ‘When I saw you with Paul Eisen I could hardly think straight. I thought you’d betrayed me…us.’

      ‘No.’ I scrubbed my stained palms on my pants. ‘We met at the shop. I just wanted to pass a message to Anna, to make sure she was safe. Then I was on the news and I had to distract him.’

      ‘Yes.’ He nodded slowly. ‘I worked that out. Your shields aren’t perfect yet. I knew, then, where you were going, and why. I’m sorry, Rowan. I let you walk into a trap.’

      I grimaced, about to wave away his apology, then stopped as the import of his words hit home. Staring blankly at him, I reviewed the evening and the last few days. Let me walk into a trap? That implied he not only knew where I was going, but that he knew it was a trap, even before I’d left him in the dojo. A slow burn grew in my belly.

      Of course he had. He knew the person hunting me was Michael Eisen. How else had Logan thought to wear the vest? He’d let me go because I was perfect bait. I’d been right to suspect his apparent altruism. There was none.

      ‘You knew.’ I shifted away on the seat, watching Logan, wanting him to deny it. ‘You’d already worked out who was killing your people. You knew it was Michael when you met me, didn’t you? Or was it before you met me?’

      He said nothing, his face set, mind-shield smooth and hard as glass.

      I shoved across to the other side of the car, sickness growing alongside the anger. In front, Maeve half-turned her head but didn’t speak. Jennifer cast her eyes down, fiddling with something on her lap.

      ‘Oh my God. I’ve been such an idiot. You’ve known all along, haven’t you?’ I ran a hand over my face, reassessing everything the Freysons had said and done. ‘Was meeting me planned or just dumb luck? Ha!’ The laugh was sarcasm rather than humour. ‘You weren’t even enrolled at Cairns High were, you? You read that in my thoughts when we met and hacked yourself into the student database so I could contact you.’ I eyed him with growing disgust. ‘The idea to contact you wasn’t even mine, was it? You planted it. That’s why I didn’t cut and leave town like I should have.’

      He didn’t reply, his face pale in the flickering orange streetlights. Maeve pressed her lips together.

      ‘So how long did it take you to work out that I’d make the perfect little fish for Michael? Seconds after we met or did you deliberate for as much as five minutes?’ I enjoyed the flinch and grimace that evoked. ‘And going out with Paul, that wasn’t my idea, either, was it? I should have guessed. Nice bit of reverse psychology there. I’ll bet Maeve was proud of that.’

      He flicked a look at the back of Maeve’s head, sealing any doubts I’d had about who ran this show.

      ‘Oh!’ I glared at Maeve in the mirror. ‘And tonight. When I suddenly thought to call Paul. That was you, wasn’t it. I’d never do something that stupid.’

      She said nothing, her eyes fixed on the road.

      ‘Both of you.’ I pressed on. ‘You knew it was wrong and you still let me go tonight because it was too good a chance to pass up. You endangered my mother’s life and mine just to get yourself close to Michael in the hopes you could kill him.’

      I curled a lip. ‘You thought using a helpless human woman and keeping me ignorant was a good way to further your high and mighty, noble cause? Wow. That gives me such a good feeling about working with you.’ I turned to stare at Maeve. ‘And was letting yourself be kidnapped and drugged part of the plan? Or was that just stupidity? Because from where I sit, it looks remarkably like you screwed up.’

      There was a long silence.

      ‘No, of course we didn’t plan for Anna to be involved or for Jen to be taken.’ Logan replied at last, his voice low and strained. ‘Eisen’s men backtracked your taxi. You’d disarmed the security on the side gate. They snuck in and darted Maeve and Jen.’

      I refused to succumb to the twinge of guilt that followed his words. This situation was not of my making; at least, not entirely.

      ‘And yes, we suspected it was him, but we weren’t certain,’ he agreed, his expression grave. ‘We had it narrowed down to a few possibilities. Eventually, Eisen’s pursuit of you – Anna and Calain’s daughter – gave him away.’ Logan scrubbed at his face, exhaustion showing for the first time. ‘He clearly sees himself as some sort of chivalric defender of the purity of the human race.’

      ‘I don’t give a damn, and that’s crap.’ I cut across, anger boiling over. ‘He’s not some crazed, revenge-seeking, racist psychopath. He may be working with the Mors Ferrum, but he’s more about money than purity. He has his own agenda. He was very keen to use me as a medical guinea pig. Anna told me his labs are running studies on anti-aging proteins. I can guess where they source them from.’

      ‘Rowan—’ Maeve’s soft voice interrupted.

      ‘No.’ I snapped. ‘Don’t even start, Maeve. I do not care what noble reasons you had – and revenge for your son’s death, by the way, is not noble. There were any number of points when you could’ve treated me as a person you cared about, and told me. Even asked me for help. And I would have, willingly, if I’d understood.’

      ‘I wanted—’ Logan began.

      ‘I came back for you,’ I snarled at him. ‘I could have gone after my mother, but I trusted you. Felt like I owed you, so I came back. I saved your goddamned life and you betrayed me.’
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      What the hell do I say?

      <There’s nothing you can say. Let her be.>

      Dammit, Maeve. This is our fault. Anna—

      <Every war has casualties, Logan. You have to separate yourself emotionally.>

      Well, you’d know, wouldn’t you?

      

      Logan said nothing, his expression hooded, his eyes meeting Maeve’s in the rear view for one, brief, troubled moment.

      I sent him a bleak look. ‘I’m done. You blew it. Stop the car. I’m getting out here.’ I grabbed my bag from the floor and stared out the window. The car slid into a side street and stopped. The door lever was turning under my hand when Logan spoke again.

      ‘What about Anna? What about Michael?’

      ‘What do you mean? Didn’t Paul take her home? Is he in this too?’

      ‘I can’t tell how much he knows, but Michael got away,’ Logan said. He pointed out the front window. ‘We were taking you home to try and get to her before he did. Michael wants this ocair thing and he thinks you or Anna has it. You don’t think he’ll just give up, do you?’

      ‘Dammit!’ I slid back and rebuckled. ‘Drive, Maeve.’ When Logan opened his mouth I cut him off. ‘Don’t even think about speaking to me.’

      A quick phone call to our home phone produced nothing but Anna’s cheerful voicemail message. A second one, to her cellphone, got the same result.

      I turned my face to the window and hardened my mental shields. I should have known better than to trust anyone. Hadn’t that been my life’s lesson? It had kept me and Anna alive for years. And now it was clear what my father tried to protect me from – not just the Ferrum but my own kind; his kind.

      It took several minutes to redirect my thoughts into something more useful. Betrayal was a difficult feeling to release. All I could do for now was bury it. The darkness in me fed on it.

      The rest of the short drive played out in stony silence. I chose not to listen to the fast subtext flying between the others. Whatever they planned they could do without me. I needed none of their help.

      When the car halted, half a block away from the entrance to our apartment complex, I turned to Logan. I kept my tone low and reasonable, but couldn’t bring myself to meet his eyes.

      ‘Go. I don’t need your help.’

      Logan ignored me, climbing out and walking around to my side. ‘You don’t know who’s up there. Don’t be a fool.’

      Slamming the car door and shouldering my pack, I sent him a scathing glare. ‘I’ve already been a fool for trusting you once, Logan. I won’t make the same mistake twice. Get out of my way.’

      A long silence followed, during which a two-way conversation went on behind his hard expression. He stepped aside. I strode towards the building, trying not to let the sound of a car door closing and the rev of an engine accelerating away have any affect.

      I failed. It hurt, in spite of everything.

      Bitter anger burned in my throat. Anger at both myself and the Freysons, Michael, Paul, and even at Anna for being stupid enough to fall for a con-artist.

      I approached the entrance cautiously. The after-hours reception desk was empty, which was unusual. The secured apartment block hired a twenty-four-hour concierge-guard.

      A quick look over the desk gave the answer. I gulped, dropped to the floor and put my back to the wall. Judging by the amount of blood pooling on the floor under the body, calling the paramedics was a waste of time. I palmed a throwing knife, wishing for a gun.

      I closed my eyes, listening. Nothing. A quick peek around the corner showed nothing in the hallway to the elevators. I’d have to risk it. I ran the ten steps to the elevators, half-expecting a bullet. The doors swooshed open at a touch of the button.

      Empty.

      Inside, I pressed for the fourth floor and rode it up. A plan that didn’t involve putting both myself and my mother at risk again would be nice. Nothing sprang to mind.

      On the fourth floor, I checked the hall then slid out of the elevator. The modern, white-and-grey decorated corridor was empty. I didn’t expect anyone to be waiting. Our apartment was on the fifth. Soft carpet underfoot absorbed any stray footfalls as I darted into the fire escape. With the door closed carefully behind, I peered upward.

      Nothing.

      Five long jumps brought me to the fifth-floor door. I punched the security code for entrance then eased the handle and opened the door a crack. Our door was in sight, and unguarded.

      Keeping out of the scope of the peephole, I pressed an ear to the wood. Nothing. I relaxed the tight control on my new skills. Tentatively, I extended one tiny tendril of self into the room, trying to gauge the presence of humans inside.

      Pain flashed a warning. I retreated, biting my lip against an involuntary groan. There were at least two people inside. I couldn’t tell who, though. If I was lucky, it was Paul and Anna and this would be a quick and easy rescue. At the very least, the attempt showed I couldn’t use all of my newfound abilities without an incapacitating level of pain. Which made them pointless, as far as I was concerned. Back to basics, then.

      I headed for the roof exit. Our place was on the top floor and my code gave access to the roof deck. The front door was likely to be watched but it was out of sight of the roof entrance.

      Outside, the seemingly ever-present threat of summer storms made good and the sky opened on me. Rain tumbled down, fat and cool on my hot skin. I vaulted over the token rail separating our outdoor area from the rest of the roof and crouched behind a chair. I peered through the downpour, into the brilliantly lit apartment.

      Disorder and chaos. We were always a little messy, but this was more than normal. Someone had upended every drawer and emptied every cupboard in search of something. The ocair?

      So where were they? The main living area, with its brilliant blue and green cushions shredded and scattered on the floor and couches overturned, was empty. In the kitchen, the fridge and cupboards stood open, contents smashed or strewn on the floor. Every picture was stripped from the wall and tossed aside. Shards of glass glittered on the white tiles.

      Throwing knife in hand, I tried the balcony door and slipped inside when it gave easily. I left my backpack tucked behind a couch then stepped carefully amongst the broken glass and paused at the hall entrance. No guard at the front door. My room opened off the hall. It appeared to be empty. All my scant wardrobe lay scattered across the floor, my boxes shredded.

      Avoiding an overturned lamp and a pile of broken crockery, I picked up the phone handset on the wall. Silence. No wonder it had gone to voicemail. The line was cut. I didn’t bother checking the odds and ends drawer in the kitchen. The gun my mother kept wouldn’t be there. Knives it was. I collected a kitchen utility knife on the way past and slid it into my leather belt with the others I’d pulled from my bag. It wasn’t exactly a throwing knife but at least gave me four blades instead of just three.

      As ready as I’d ever be, I glided towards the main bedroom. Crashing of cupboard doors and a male voice swearing attested to a search in there as well.

      No sound of Anna, but she would still be sedated, anyway.

      Three steps from the door, I took a long slow breath to steady my nerves and hefted my first throwing knife. The second rested in my other hand, ready. Hopefully it wouldn’t be needed. Hopefully it would be one knife, one throw. If the second person wasn’t Anna then things could get tricky. I had no easy cover, in this bare, narrow hall. Nowhere to retreat if there were more men inside. Knives were slower than bullets.

      I slipped in, found my target and threw. The knife sank squarely into an exposed back. The man straightened, his astonished gaze catching mine in the wall mirror. He gargled and collapsed to the floor. A second man stood next to him.

      Damn!

      Unless she was in the ensuite, Anna was not there. I’d felt only two people. Michael had already taken her.
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      We have to help her.

      <No, Logan, we don’t. She’s made it abundantly clear and we can’t prioritise an individual over our people’s wellbeing.>

      Dammit, Maeve. We caused this. Her mother’s in danger because of us. She saved my life twice. We owe her.

      <Logan…it’s not safe to be near her now. Can’t you feel how angry and afraid she is? There’s something in her that responds to that. She can’t control it. If it’s released, she could—>

      I know. That’s why we have to help. She’s spent her whole life not trusting anyone. She trusted us and we betrayed that. She won’t be able to control what she’s so afraid of on her own. She won’t admit it, but she needs my help.

      <If she won’t admit it, then she won’t let you help. You’ll die, along with everyone else in that building.>

      I know. I have to try.

      

      The second man turned, his gun coming into view.

      I threw my second knife.

      The man brought his gun up. He shifted. The knife caught him in the arm instead of the body. He yelped, dropped the gun and swore inventively. He yanked the blade out and flicked it inexpertly back at me. I had ample time to dodge. I used the movement to gain ground. If I could grab him before he regathered the gun... The knife hit the wall and ricocheted into the hall, tinkling across the tiles.

      A dark figure emerged from the ensuite.

      A third man.

      Silhouetted in brilliant light, was the distinctive shape of a gun. I changed direction in mid-stride and dived to the floor behind the bed. The phut of a silenced shot hit the wall. The bed was all that stood between me and another bullet.

      The odds were not fabulous. I needed to even them somehow. Spinning on my back, I placed both feet against the bed base. I dug my fingers into the pile carpet and shoved.

      The base rolled and I rolled with it, keeping out of view. It hit something. A strangled yell and a thump said someone else was down. Last throwing knife in hand, I peered through the narrow gap beneath the bed.

      There. Two bodies. Where was the third man?

      ‘Enough.’ A smooth voice, full of scorn and superiority, sounded from above me. ‘Drop it.’

      Connor towered over me, gun pointed squarely at my head. He stood just too far away. He could get a shot off before I could reach him with hand, foot or knife. Icy realisation solidified rage into fear in the pit of my stomach. I let the knife slide to the carpet.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I turned, slowly, to gather my feet beneath me. How could I get closer?

      ‘No.’ He gestured with the muzzle. ‘Stay down. I know how fast you are.’ His gaunt face and deepset dark eyes betrayed only professional interest. The gun stayed solidly on my head. A red-stained bandage on his thigh didn’t seem to bother him. Nor did the sluggish trickle of blood down the side of his head from Logan’s shot.

      I obeyed; numb, vulnerable and exposed. The handle of the kitchen knife pressed into the small of my back, hidden but inaccessible.

      This was my own fault. If I’d let Logan come it would have evened the odds. My arrogance, distrust and anger had got me into this. There was no one to get me out. Steeling myself for the bullet, I tried to calm the sick fluttering in my belly.

      ‘I dropped you off a building,’ Connor said, tugging at the cuff on his sleeve. ‘I’d be quite interested to know how you survived.’

      ‘Just lucky, I guess. What now?’

      ‘I very much doubt luck had anything to do with it.’ Connor smiled thinly, the gun muzzle unwavering. ‘Mr Eisen and Mr Dyson will be most interested to hear of your survival. Mr Eisen was so looking forward to dissecting you. And Mr Dyson – the head of the Mors Ferrum, you know – will be keen to study you. I believe this trip was worthwhile after all.’ He touched a finger to the blood on his cheek and inspected it without changing expression.

      ‘Where’s Anna?’ At least I didn’t sound frightened. That was some comfort. Not much.

      ‘Long since gone to the airport.’ Connor pulled a second weapon out from his waistband and checked the clip. ‘By this time, she’ll be on an MJE jet for Brisbane.’

      A curious mixture of relief and horror washed through me. Anna was alive but still in Michael’s custody; still oblivious to what was going on and who was responsible. I thrust the knowledge aside.

      If there was a future, getting Anna back lay there, not here. Here and now I had to find a way out of this. Connor was not the sort of man to underestimate me again. He was a professional and probably harbouring a grudge for the taser and the knife to the thigh.

      ‘So, what are you going to do with me?’ I did my best to ignore the narrow black hole aiming death at me.

      He smiled a little more broadly. ‘Well…’ He pointed the second weapon at my body. A dart gun. ‘First you’re going to tell me where Anna keeps the ocair. Then we’ll take the second jet to Brisbane to meet up with Mr Eisen.’ He raised thin brows. ‘His facility there is well-established and will be overjoyed to have you as their…guest.’

      ‘Why the hell would I tell you anything?’ I allowed scorn to colour my voice. ‘Besides, as I told Michael, I don’t even know what an ocair is, let alone where to find it.’

      ‘Ah.’ He inspected me thoughtfully. ‘I think I believe you. I’d already come to the conclusion it wasn’t here, anyway. Thank you for making it so easy. Now we can get on with stage two.’ He pulled the dart-gun trigger. The dart slapped into my thigh and the familiar, warm lassitude spread through the muscle. He threw the dartgun aside and re-trained the nine millimetre between my eyes. His lips twitched into a patient, condescending smile.

      There had to be something I could do. I couldn’t just lie here on the floor, waiting to be taken captive and studied like some animal. I had to save Anna.

      Desperation and anger makes me do dumb things.

      I’d observed Maeve’s work. I knew what to do. I turned inward and contemplated that last block in my mind. I couldn’t remove it, but I saw how to open it temporarily – enough to release the bonds holding the shadows fast.

      If I did it, what would come out? What would I do? Who was I, really?

      Connor slid his phone out of his pocket and thumbed the screen. No. If he told Michael I lived I’d lose any element of surprise.

      The choice was made. I would live with the consequences. Or not. I opened the door.

      Darkness surged, exploding out of hiding, encompassing the world in its fiery arms, burning away the drug…

      …And I stood behind Connor, disorientated but fully alive to the danger he still posed. I grabbed his right arm and levered it across my forearm. The bone snapped at the elbow with a sickening crack. He shrieked and dropped to his knees. Snatching at the fallen gun, he rolled and came up with the weapon in his left hand.

      He pulled the trigger.

      Something thumped into my body. The mirror behind me shattered, showering silver onto the cream carpet.

      Blackness roared again, smashing seals and barriers, blinding me with pain and power. Stretched, enveloped, besieged in both body and mind, I watched my hand reach towards Connor. His eyes jumped to my stomach. Real fear flickered in him. Something warm slid down my leg. He raised the gun, his arm shaking.

      Connecting to the sianfath was surprisingly easy this time. I simply extended myself to include him and the two men still lying, half alive, on the floor behind the bed. Then beyond to touch the life force of everyone else in the building. I was simultaneously three hundred or more people. Three hundred lives at my mercy. It was a curious feeling and I was tempted to explore; to see exactly how far I could stretch.

      A faint sound from the floor brought my attention back. Connor gaped at me, his eyes stark. What did he see in my face to make him look so? His finger tightened on the trigger. I swayed to one side and something punched my left arm.

      I ignored it.

      He pulled the trigger once more. I withdrew everything he was: his life, his energy, his essence. An empty husk collapsed bonelessly to the floor. His angular face slackened. Dark eyes stared blankly at the ceiling. The gun fell to the carpet. The bright ball of Connor’s life-energy flared inside me.

      One of the other men groaned from behind the bed and I walked around to stand over him. Somewhere I registered pain; wounds that should be addressed. A mind within my own, broken and drowning in agony and horror. I ignored it. Pain was illusory. I was bigger than mere body and mind now.

      I was the world and it was mine.

      I extended a hand towards the men lying behind the bed. Their life-lights were bright and compelling. They would heal me. Their lives were nothing.

      ‘Red, stop.’

      Something in that voice gave me pause. Someone familiar stood in the doorway. Logan. The name came to me as though shouted down a tunnel. Friend. No: betrayer of trust. I eyed him calmly. His mental touch brushed my mind. I swatted it aside. He flinched. His eyes widened as Connor’s had.

      Was he afraid, too? Good. It was time someone feared me, rather than the reverse. I’d spent too many years running and hiding; centuries of being hunted. Now I had the means to change that. Time the world saw what I could do.

      ‘Who are you?’ His soft, incredulous question fell into the silence.

      I stretched the mouth I owned into a smile. ‘I’m Ruadhán. I am what the Daoine sidhe are meant to be. I am one with the sianfath and…’ I reached out to pull his mind into mine. ‘I’m everything she was afraid of. I’m what the world needs. What the Daoine need to overcome the Mors Ferrum. Join me. Be one with me.’

      ‘Stop it.’ Logan backed away, holding his shields firm. ‘Whoever you are, you’re not her. Red wouldn’t do this.’ He pointed to the shell of Connor, twisted on the floor.

      A hollow laugh emerged from my lips. ‘Then you don’t know her. Why do you think she keeps running? Not because she’s afraid of these fools.’ I drained the life-force of one Michael’s men with no more thought than drinking water. The burning brightness filled me. ‘It’s because she’s afraid of herself and what she’s done.’

      Logan pursed his lips. ‘We’ve all done things we regret to survive. She said she’d never intentionally—’

      My lips twisted into a smirk. ‘No. She’s afraid because she doesn’t regret them. And now, I think, she’s almost ready. Once I take that last block down we’ll be able to—’

      Something slapped into my thigh, two of the faintest mosquito bites compared to the pain held at bay elsewhere. I plucked the darts free and tossed them aside, sneering contemptuously at the man on the floor who’d dared to shoot.

      ‘A bullet couldn’t stop me, you idiot, so this won’t either.’ I laughed at him, draining his life-force in a millisecond and smiling as he slumped. ‘I will simply—’

      The room spun and the body sagged under the drug’s influence. Logan appeared at my side, holding me up. Staring hard into my eyes, searching my soul, he spoke,

      ‘Red, hold on. I know you’re in there. Fight him. Let me help you. Trust me. Just this once. You have to trust me. Please!’

      He kissed me.

      The room darkened. Pain, held at bay, exploded in every neurone of my body. Weakened and horror-struck I lacked the strength to bind the shadows away again. I clung to Logan. To the feel of his mouth on mine, the fierce power of his mind, helping me fight back against myself.

      I hesitated, afraid to let him in. I’d been betrayed too often. Did he just want this power for himself?

      No, this time I needed help. Without it the monster would be unleashed on the world. With my abilities, nothing would stand against it…me.

      I had to take the risk and trust him.

      I opened my shields and thoughts to him.

      Together we waged war.

      The strength of Logan’s mind augmented mine. His skill directed my power. I stood against that which was, and was not, both me and my father. I battled myself and Calain, fought my hate and his, my fear and his, my blackest impulses…and his.

      And, together, Logan and I forced my will upon the darkness that was Calain’s memories, embedded in my mind. I screamed my self-loathing defiance into the faceless morass of my soul and thrust his dark presence back into its prison. He retreated into the darkest corner of my mind, locked away again in the dungeon of Lothien; hidden, waiting.

      Smaller, lost, horrified, self-aware at last, I touched my stomach. Blood ran freely, pumping with my heart’s every erratic beat. I looked to Logan, whispering his name. The edges of my vision yellowed into unconsciousness.

      He caught me as I fell.

      ‘Stay with me, Red,’ were the last words I heard.
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      She’s waking up.

      <I know>

      Is it just her?

      <Yes>

      What do we tell her?

      <Only what we must. We still need to get to Michael.>

      Dammit, Maeve. When will this stop? You can’t keep using her this way.

      <I can and I shall, Logan. If you don’t approve of my methods, leave. There are more important things at risk than one girl, especially one this dangerous.>

      She’s not—

      <She is, and you know it.>

      

      Lethargy pinned my limbs to the bed and held my eyelids closed. Even my lungs felt heavy in my chest, each breath a struggle. Fighting against the dregs of sleep, I opened my eyes to a ceiling that had no place in my life. The bed beneath felt unfamiliar, the sheets new and crisp, mattress too soft, threatening to suck me back into darkness.

      I shied away from the thought. Darkness. There was something…It had taken over, evicted me from my own mind, empowered and terrified, killed without regret. Oh my God. What was I?

      ‘You are Rowan Gilmore, nothing more,’ stated a no-nonsense voice from the half-lit room.

      ‘Maeve?’ I cleared my throat and tried again when the word emerged broken. ‘What happened?’ Under the blankets, I prodded at my stomach and found only a small, raised scar where blood had poured forth only…How long ago?

      ‘It’s healed. You’re fine.’

      A rustle of cloth and a dark shape moved closer. I flinched away, memories of the night closing my throat with self-hatred.

      ‘No.’ I struggled from beneath the suffocating blankets. ‘I’m not fine. I don’t know what I am, but fine isn’t it.’

      The window curtains twitched aside, allowing pre-dawn pink to softly illuminate the room. Maeve returned to sit on the bed, her face drawn and shadowed by more than the absence of light. I held her gaze in silence. She glanced at the door. It opened and Logan entered. He moved soundlessly across the wooden floor and perched on the end of the bed.

      ‘How long was I out?’ I frowned at them both. ‘What day is it?’

      ‘Only the next morning,’ Maeve replied, her eyes troubled. ‘Do you…remember what happened?’

      I looked away, slid across Logan’s impassive expression and caught sight of my own face in a mirror. Lingering horror clouded my eyes. Of course I remembered. How could I forget losing control of my own mind to someone…thing else? The heady lure of limitless potential. Easy death. The satisfying taste of energy drawn from the lives of others. I shivered and touched my face, half-expecting to feel someone else’s jaw.

      ‘I was…Calain, and…everything...everyone, all at once. I…he...we killed Connor and those other men.’ I studied my palm wonderingly. ‘It was so easy and I…he did it without caring, without even thinking. What was he, my father, some sort of psychopath?’

      Tears glimmered in Maeve’s eyes. ‘No, and neither are you.’

      ‘So what am I?’ I pulled the sheet up, feeling the need for protection, though from what I wasn’t sure. ‘What was he? Could he do what I did?’

      ‘He was a half-breed, and no, he couldn’t.’

      I turned to Logan. ‘I thought you said he was full-blood sidhe?’

      ‘Yes,’ Maeve agreed, ‘but half Light and half Dark. He would never reveal to me his parentage, only that he believed he’d inherited the Dark from his father. I know he was concerned it would overcome him.’

      ‘What? Aren’t Light and Dark just a way of distinguishing between two warring factions.’ I glanced between the two. ‘Is it more than that?’

      Logan nodded, speaking for the first time, his voice tight with some unidentifiable emotion. ‘It’s a gene affecting brain chemistry. In the best cases it causes mild depression and anxiety. In the worst, megalomania, paranoia and insanity. Of course, we only know this now because of Maeve’s research. Before we just knew it ran in families.’

      ‘Insanity…’ I ran a hand through my hair and inspected my reflection again. My father’s grey eyes stared back. ‘Can you test me for the gene?’

      ‘Of course,’ Maeve assured me, ‘but I don’t have any laboratory facilities here and I can’t send your bloodwork to a pathology lab.’

      ‘But he couldn’t do what I did, could he? So what happened? What did I do?’ Sick realisation settled in my stomach. If Calain’s presence hadn’t been responsible for Connor’s death, then it meant some part of me was that ruthless, unemotional, uncaring.

      ‘In the old language, it’s called skath-sheel.’ There was a tremor in Maeve’s voice that, in anyone else, I would label as fear.

      ‘Shadow-thought,’ I translated aloud. It didn’t help.

      ‘The last I heard of who had the skill,’ Maeve said quietly, ‘was Aeona Silverblade. The most powerful sidhe ever recorded. She disappeared in the early fifteenth century during a battle in Wales and no one knows what happened to her.’

      ‘What could she do?’ I whispered, afraid of the answer.

      ‘What Logan said you did,’ she returned matter-of-factly. ‘She could attenuate her whole self into the sianfath, leaving her body behind if she wanted. She could also absorb power from any living thing. Channel it through herself into others. It’s similar to our ability. But we can only draw from plants and let that power flow through in small quantities to others. She could take from humans as well. And store it in vast amounts before releasing it.’

      ‘That’s it.’ Hope faded. ‘That’s what I can do.’

      This time there was no mistaking the naked flash of fear in Maeve’s eyes, although she hid it behind a brisk, schoolteacherish front. ‘I suspected as much when we healed Logan. There’s always a price to pay for great power, dear. If you join completely with the sianfath your heart will stop and your body will die. It’s imperative you always leave a little of yourself in your body.’

      She wrapped her arms around her waist. ‘In the case the other part of the gift, it is a matter of kill or be killed.’

      A shiver sleeted across my skin. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘From what little I know of Aeona’s ability, it means,’ Maeve said, ‘that if she drew enough power to kill, she had to expel it or the energy would extinguish her life instead. Given the status of women in that era, her fate was to be the pawn of kings who used her skill against their enemies. They held her infant hostage to force her co-operation. Rumour was she died attempting to obliterate an army. I, personally, hope she took her child and walked out because she couldn’t stand the killing any longer. We’ll never know, I suppose.’

      A cold stone of horror settled in the pit of my stomach. ‘Why aren’t I dead then? I drew Connor’s life from him, and those other two. I held them inside myself. Why didn’t it kill me?’

      Maeve slanted me a sideways look and pursed her lips, preventing speech.

      I took firm hold of myself. ‘What aren’t you telling me, Maeve?’

      The older woman stood. ‘You healed yourself. That’s where the energy went. You used the lives of others to heal yourself.’ There was condemnation in her tone.

      ‘Maeve!’ Logan’s interjection earned him a haughty glare. ‘You don’t get to judge her.’

      I buried a flash of hurt under a harsh laugh. ‘She’s right, though. Even if I don’t remember, it’s still the truth.’

      ‘To be fair…’ Maeve slowly brushed down her skirt. ‘…you would’ve died within minutes. I don’t know how you did it, either. Logan says you were unconscious. All we know is that, by the time I arrived, you were healed. Logan hadn’t had time to do more than catch you.’ She looked down her nose at me. ‘If I had to guess, I’d say Calain did it.’

      She stepped away from the bed, then paused. ‘How did you survive the fall off Michael’s roof?’

      I searched my memories and came up with nothing – just black fury. ‘I honestly don’t know. It’s...there’s a gap.’ I gave up, frustrated. ‘I just found myself standing at the front door.’

      Maeve chewed at her lower lip. ‘Has anything similar occurred previously? A memory loss, I mean?’

      I nodded slowly. ‘Twice. Both times when I was in trouble. Two years ago, in Japan, when I was a passenger in a car accident. Somehow I ended up outside the car. The accident was a setup. Michael’s men were waiting for me. They took me when I was still disorientated. Knocked me unconscious.’ I shuddered at the memory: the abduction; what I’d done to survive and escape; the fallout; the hurried, secretive departure.

      I turned the thoughts aside. ‘And once, when I was thirteen, in a cathedral during an earthquake. I was there on a school trip when two men cornered me. The roof fell in and I ended up ten metres away. It crushed them.’

      ‘And you have no recollection of what you did or how you did it?’ Maeve leaned forward, her grey eyes intent. ‘Well, if I had to guess, I’d say Calain helped you there, too, bizarre as that sounds. I think he’s left a part of himself in your mind. More than just memories. A sort of protection mechanism behind that last block. Whenever you’re in danger he…takes over.’

      ‘But how, exactly?’

      Maeve let out a sigh. ‘I don’t know. I’d like to take down that last block and find out, though.’

      ‘No!’ I stood, mastering unexpected weakness in my knees, and moved to put a chair between us. Purely symbolic, but there was no way I was letting Maeve mess about in my head again.

      ‘No, I’m not ready. There’s too much of him in there. I don’t think I could hold onto myself if I open that.’ I clung to the chair. ‘I promised, after Japan, that I wouldn’t…kill… anyone again. Now…Calain…’ I pressed cold fingers to my mouth to stop the sob bottled in my throat from escaping. ‘If that last block comes down there’ll be nothing to stop him from using me like that again.’

      ‘It’s ok.’ Logan walked over and gripped my shoulder. ‘She won’t do anything you don’t want. I promise. Relax, Red.’

      I sank into the chair as my knees gave way. Logan crouched before me, peering into my face.

      ‘Do you remember anything else from last night?’

      I shied away from the memory, not wanting to relive it yet fully aware it would haunt me for the rest of my life. ‘No.’ I closed my eyes. ‘Wait, yes. Michael and Connor both said something about the ocair. Connor was searching for it in Anna’s apartment.’

      ‘Did they say what it was?’ Maeve said, her gaze abstracted.

      ‘No. Logan said it means ‘key’, but key to what?’

      ‘Yes, it does. But I don’t know what the context is,’ Maeve said thoughtfully. ‘Why is Michael looking for it?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ I insisted, folding my arms over my chest, ‘but it has to be important. They first asked me about it five years ago, in the cathedral. They obviously think it’s something small. What is it a key to? It must have been something Calain owned. They think Anna has it.’

      Maeve joined Logan, kneeling gracefully in front of me. She put her fingers under my chin and raised my face. Her expression was troubled.

      ‘The answer is probably locked away behind that last block,’ she said quietly. ‘I can help you find out.’

      ‘I said, No,’ I returned, slapping her arm away. ‘You are not getting inside my head again. And the fact you’re so eager to makes me wonder what this ocair is and why it’s important. I haven’t forgotten how you used me, Maeve.’

      ‘I know you have no reason to trust me, but I do want to help.’ She pressed her lips together. ‘I’m sorry for the way I handled the situation. You must remember I’ve been fighting this war for longer than either you or Logan have been alive.’ Deep sadness coloured her tone and dimmed the luminosity of her eyes. ‘I’ve lost many, many family and friends to the Mors Ferrum. I’ve done a number of things of which I’m ashamed, Rowan. Using you to get to Michael is one of them. But I will not lose Jennifer and Logan.’ Tears slid down her cheeks.

      I leaned forward and pinned her with a strait look. ‘I understand that, Maeve.’ I glanced at Logan, then back to Maeve. ‘That’s exactly why I don’t trust you. I’m not family and you’re frightened of what I can do. You’ll always be willing to sacrifice me to protect them.’ I rubbed my arms.

      Something was missing. The bracelet. I caught Logan’s eye and tapped my wrist. He nodded and made scissor motions with his fingers. Relief surged. He’d cut it off, so Michael Eisen wouldn’t be able to track me, if that’s what it had been.

      Maeve rose and walked to the window to stare out. ‘Very well. I can understand your hesitancy. We haven’t the luxury of debating our worth to each other now, anyway.’ She glanced coolly back over her shoulder. ‘Logan, is the aeroplane ready?’

      ‘Plane?’ I raised my brows at him. The rest of the events of the night leapt back into my mind and I clutched at the chair arms, struggling to my feet.

      ‘My mother! Michael took her to Brisbane. From there they could go anywhere.’ My knees weakened again and only sheer force of will kept me upright.

      Maeve’s expression was cool. ‘Yes, we were just planning what to do next. Michael took Anna and flew out to Brisbane only an hour after you fell from his roof. Her passport was missing from the apartment.’ She grimaced. ‘By the time we’d finished wet cleaning the rooms, disposing of the bodies and erasing security tapes, he’d landed in Brisbane and gone. We don’t know if he’s still there or has already left the country.’

      ‘Connor said they had a facility there,’ I said.

      ‘Well, we are pursuing him. You may, of course, accompany us.’ She swept from the room without looking back.

      Stunned, I sank back into the chair, turning in bewilderment to Logan. I couldn’t make myself think. My brain seized up. How could I trust them? Wasn’t chasing after Michael just helping them with their agenda? What if I wasn’t of any use any longer? What would they do?

      That bastard had my mother. What choice did I have?

      Logan knelt again in front of my chair. He turned his steady gaze on me, taking both my hands in his, thumbs gently caressing the backs of mine.

      ‘Red,’ he said, his voice low and intense. ‘I know you don’t trust me and I won’t ask you to, not yet. You’re scared, you’re worried about Anna – and justifiably. All I ask is that you let me help get her back.’ He grimaced. ‘I am still after Michael. He has more to answer for than ever. So we’re on the same side. I can’t speak for Maeve’s motivations, but I can for mine. I won’t lie to you again. Please, let me help.’

      I pulled free and rose, pacing the room in agitation, angry at my own weakness and fear. What other options did I have? Given Michael’s vast resources, and the limitations imposed on me by that last mental block, I could hardly take him on by myself. I was afraid to – afraid that if I met him I’d lose control and become… whatever it was Calain turned me into when he took over.

      ‘That’s why you hate me, isn’t it?’ I looked back at him. ‘Because I’m part Dark and one of them killed your mother.’ I laughed. ‘And the irony is that my father named me “light” in our language. Man, that must have burned you. That’s why you started calling me “Red” instead of Ruadhán or Rowan, isn’t it?’

      He flushed, his eyes darkening with old pain and coloured by confusion. ‘Yes. No, I don’t… Dammit. You’re potentially the most dangerous person on this planet, Re...Rowan. What you can do, coupled with who you are…might be…’ He stopped. ‘It scares the crap out of me. But I—’

      ‘Good.’ I didn’t want to hear any exceptions. ‘Keep thinking that way. Don’t let yourself feel anything else for me. It’s not safe.’

      He frowned, taking a step towards me.

      I backed off. ‘No, Logan. I know we’re going to need everything in me to even have a hope of defeating Michael. But I don’t think I’ll ever be able to control Calain and I don’t know what he wants. So I want someone…someone to do what’s needed if the time comes. That, at least, I trust you to do.’

      His eyes widened. His hand dropped to his side and he swallowed.

      ‘I see.’ He sighed. Alright. I don’t believe it will ever be necessary, but if that’s what it takes to get you to trust me even a little, then I’ll promise. I won’t let you become a monster. I give you my word.

      Good. Let’s go, then.

      

      For years I’ve hidden from the stories in my head. The stories that told me I was something different, something special. Hoping they were wrong.

      Now, it seems, they’re true.

      So, what happens next? I’m not sure I want to find out.

      But I don’t seem to have a choice.

      I am Light in which Shadows have awoken.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      
        
        Hope you enjoyed the book. If so, would you be kind enough to leave a review?

        If you’d like to read the rest of the Shadows trilogy, you can find them here:

        Shadows Bane and Shadows Fate
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        Sometimes the dark and the light share the same path.

      

      

      

      The Vale has opened once more for Andrea. Her best friend, Wesley, has warned her about going through that portal again, letting herself be tempted by the darkness that waits to consume her.

      

      With her heart tainted by love and mystery, she cannot resist the desire to be in the arms of her lover. For it is only in the Vale that she can feel his touch and live the adventures she has dreamt of.
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      Another cycle of the moon has just passed, and it took with it fourteen more people.

      It is a warm breeze, despite the temperature being forty degrees in mid-July, that tip-toes upon the persistent hibernation across the private community of Coral Gardens.

      The white iron gates to Coral Gardens stand tall like sentries guarding some great treasure. Bright and colorful fake coral has been attached to the gates to distinguish it from all the other private driveways and communities. Monstrous hedges line the main road. East Hampton, New York has long been the home to movie stars, the very wealthy, and beach lovers.

      Two black BMWs slow down and then pull up to the gates. A man walks up from the other side. He opens the gates and comes over to the first car. He is a youthful looking man with grey hair. He checks the first driver’s ID and paperwork then moves to the next car to do the same. He walks back behind the gates and waves the cars on. The cars move forward. The gates are promptly locked. The two cars are directed to split up and one goes to the left and the other to the right. Cookie-cutter homes sit perfectly opposite each other. A mixture of weathered shingles and stone. A circular forest breaks the two sides of the road up. It shines eerily and beautifully as the sunlight breaks through the tall trees and beach grass that litters the outer rim. An overhang of red and white roses reaches over from one side of the stone and wood bridge to the next, connecting the two sides of the road.

      The two cars meet up at the end of the road where two homes sit on top of dunes. The sweet, salty smell of the ocean flies back. They are two of three homes that are built differently. They are grand in scale and architecture. Neither home sits directly on the left or right side. More in line with the forest. Getting out of the cars are two families. One with a son and the other with a daughter.

      A few minutes later two giant moving trucks show up.

      The children waste no time in checking out the outside of their new homes. They run around them a few times before climbing the dune to look at the Atlantic Ocean. The waves are breaking hard. It excites the little girl.
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        * * *

      

      The first house on the left side of the road is one of the three homes that are completely different from the other thirty homes. It’s also the house closest to the gates. The shingles are a weathered white with faded black shutters. The roof has bald patches. But the yard is pristine. A man with grey hair and a youthful face and body comes out the front door. Gordon Peters is the first resident and remains the voice and face of Coral Gardens. He picks up the morning paper and takes a quick look down the road, to the end where the other two different looking homes rest high up on a dune. He hangs his head low, as if ashamed of something. His ragged jeans, wrinkled flannel shirt, worn boots, and grey fisherman’s cap does not fit in with the aesthetic East Hampton wealthy area. He takes off his cap, smacks it against his leg. Dust and dead bugs fly off. He slaps it back onto his head and makes haste for the bridge. It’s the same routine for him every morning. To the bridge promptly at 8 a.m.

      He approaches the circular forest and his right leg twitches. He used to come here to fish with his wife Elaine, who passed away two years ago from a mysterious illness. As much as this place means something to him, he wishes it would burn down. He’d drive the bulldozer to tear it down. He stops halfway on the bridge. The residents from both sides of the road are coming. Some wear perfect pressed clothing, others are in their pyjamas, and some are wearing winter clothing. All of them have different expressions that tell their own little tales. They gather around him like a flock of sheep.

      “Seven people are dead. Seven people are missing. Who has done this?”

      No answer.

      “That’s fourteen people. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I believe that leaves us with fifty people left, including myself.”

      Again no response.

      “Too long I’ve been watching but not really watching. It has to end.” He realizes he’s been talking mostly to himself, for not a single resident has looked at him while he spoke just now, not a single person is incline to help the poor guy stop whatever madness he is enduring.

      He turns from them, feeling more ashamed than before. Usually the guilty step forward and the people can move on. Now they have become secretive. “Those people, the new people, are responsible for this. I warned Jack Horthin about letting more people into the community. No one listens to the old man.” With nothing more to say, since no one else is talking, he walks away.
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        * * *

      

      Gordon enters his house with a drawn out look. He hates that he has been delegated to lead them. To be the one that has to address them about their wrong doings or crazy nights. Every week is the same thing. He comes out to meet them every morning and the events from the night before are discussed. Well, at least three weeks out of the four are discussed. He is lucky enough to be exempt from the affects that the cycles have on everyone else. He is prevented from interacting with those who are affected as well. He goes over to the refrigerator and takes out a pitcher of lemonade. He fills a glass and then sits down at the dining table to look over his stamp collection. The wall next to him is full of decades of movie posters, advertisements, and bumper stickers. All overlapping each other. He puts down his stamp collection and walks over to the glass cabinet full of spyglasses. He takes out one and sets it down on the dining table. It’s a pretty brass and light oak piece. He grabs a hand towel from the drawer in the kitchen and wets it. He sits and starts wiping down the spyglass. He rubs his eyes. A tired look comes over them. He catches his reflection in the spyglass. He flaps the sagging skin against his firmer skin. Tiny age spots pop up like crazy teenage acne. He wipes down the spyglass over and over until his eyes start to close.

      “We don’t need any more people in Coral Gardens. We have enough trouble. More people means more trouble.” He touches the side of his face again. The skin hangs like strings on a piece of clothing. Tears swell up in his eyes. “Elaine. It’s happening just how you predicted it would.” He almost lets out the tears.

      He more than misses his wife. He wanted to go with her. The day she passed away, he was standing on the bridge. She had said she wanted a flower that only grows inside the forest. It sometimes grows up the side of the bridge, and so he went to fetch it. But as soon as he bent down to pluck it, he felt her die. And what she died from, no one knows. The doctor that visits Coral Gardens is exclusive to the residents here and he could give no cause of death. When Elaine’s body was taken, Gordon never saw where she went. He isn’t sure that she ever left Coral Gardens. He was told to stay inside his house. The other residents never came to offer their condolences, never peeked outside their windows like almost every neighbor does when an ambulance shows up on the road.

      Gordon drops the wet towel. “Elaine.” A memory comes back to him.

      Gordon came into the bedroom and found Elaine sitting against the headboard, her eyes focused on something in the room but he couldn’t tell what.

      “Elaine?”

      “Gordon.”

      He walked over to give her a cup of tea. She couldn’t grip the cup. “Here, I’ll give it to you.” He tipped the cup for her to drink. “You must drink.”

      “It’s open, Gordon.” The fear engulfed her. “There’s no stopping it. The boy will come and he will shatter this land. Oh, God, Gordon, please don’t let it take me. Gordon?”

      He cradled her.

      

      Gordon picks up the wet towel. He hangs it over the drying rack. He sits back down to look over his stamp collection and clean his spyglass.
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        * * *

      

      A few homes down from Gordon, a pretty blonde walks out to tend to the weeds that she never got to last year. Abigal Martin knows that her bulbs should have sprung up by now. The weather is not cooperating. Sunny yet cold. Summertime yet wintertime. She gives up after a few tugs of weeds. A younger version of herself peeks out from the bay window. Abbey is sixteen and has a bright and curious face. Abigal dusts off the dirt from her knees and walks inside the house.

      Her husband is reading the morning paper. Abbey is sitting at a chess table. She knocks over a few pieces.

      “Abbey, come help me make breakfast.”

      “I’d rather not, Mother.”

      “I really have to get new gloves. When do you plan to go to town, honey?”

      “I don’t know.” Intent on reading the newspaper, he resides in his own little world.

      Abbey taps on the bay window. “You know none of us know how to play chess. Yet we set this damn thing up every day and it just sits here.”

      “We can take it down.” Abigal makes pancakes. “Another new cycle. I saw Gordon going back home earlier than usual. I will have to find out what happened on the bridge.”

      “I’m surprised you weren’t out there. Everyone else was,” Abbey says.

      “It’s the children that suffer the most. I hate it when it’s our turn to be puppets to the cycle. And what about the newcomers?” She flips the pancakes. Like she is flipping her mind. Something has changed and she is the first to feel it.

      “It’d be nice if you all shared your stories about your experiences, since the ones who can’t participate are locked away in a cave near the lake until the cycle is over. How is that fair to us?” Abbey plays an entire game of chess by herself, defeating herself in under a minute. “I wonder which of them will go through the cycle for the first time. They aren’t exactly on one side of the road. More like directly in the middle.”

      “I thought you said that we couldn’t play chess,” her father asks.

      “I guess I just got lucky.”

      “Serve yourselves.”

      “Mother?”

      She is out the door, heading down the road. Abbey walks over and grabs a pancake. “I’m going to be going through the cycle for the first time and I demand you tell me what to expect.”

      “We don’t talk about it. Those are the rules.”

      “The rules.”

      “It is the only way of life.”

      “At least Mom is trying to break free.”
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        * * *

      

      “Abigal!” a woman’s voice cries out.

      She checks to see if it’s her daughter. But she disregards that notion for her daughter wouldn’t call her by her first name. Abigal looks around at the people who live on the left side of the road. Wearing tank-tops and shorts. She looks down at her long-sleeved shirt, jeans, and winter boots. “Strange.” She rolls up the sleeves. “It’s warm. Really warm.” She looks at the flowerbeds around the homes. The bulbs have popped through. The flowers have bloomed.

      “Abigal, are you there?”

      “Darma, how are you?” She can’t let on how much she has changed. She can’t show her true thoughts.

      Darma Dogton has those bedroom eyes and hourglass shape that suck men in. Abigal looks down at her own slim frame. She can’t compare.

      “You haven’t finished your weeding. You want me to do it?”

      “I’ll take care of it later.”

      “You nervous about tonight? It’s Mark’s first time too. Just think, only last night our kids were in the cave. Now they will be romping around with each other doing who knows what.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sure our kids will look after each other.”

      “What about those new families? Will they take part in the cycle?”

      “Good question.”

      “I am going to talk to Gordon.”

      “You missed a very unproductive meeting this morning. Seven people dead and seven people missing. One of them is Jacob Frillis. Mark should feel a little more sad being that he and Jacob were good friends.”

      “I better go.” Abigal heads towards Gordon’s house. She peeks behind and notices Darma talking with some of the other neighbors on the left side. Fear hits her. Is she being talked about?
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        * * *

      

      Abigal knocks on Gordon’s front door. He answers it with a bandana covering his face.

      “Gordon? Mr. Peter’s, did you have an accident?”

      He slowly takes down the bandana. She covers her eyes.

      “I’m eighty-nine.”

      “How? What happened?”

      “Come inside.” His face is freckled with age spots and red blotches where skin used to. Parts of the jawline are exposed.

      She comes inside and sits down on a chair in the living room. Gordon locks the front door and sits down on the chair opposite her.

      “Tell me what is happening.”

      “Look how many people we have lost already. Who knows what will happen tonight? I never should have let them come in here.”

      He gets up, goes into the kitchen. Pours lemonade into a glass. His hand trembles on the pitcher’s handle. He steadies it with his other hand, which begins to shake. As he is about to turn around, Abigal is there. She takes the glass from him.

      “Why did you?”

      “Jack Horthin wanted those two homes sold and he was going to take whatever offer he got. I objected and I pleaded for him to change his mind, but money is money to that greedy bastard. Now we have to pay the price.”

      “They are affecting us already.”

      “Yes.”

      “I have felt the change inside me. I don’t want Abbey to see it though. For the first time, I have hope that maybe we can fight against the cycle, finally.”

      He slams his hand down on the dining table. “Don’t ever say that again. Remember what happened last time we tried to fight it?”

      

      “You see, this is what happens when you try to fight it,” Gordon said.

      The fires burned all the way down the left side of the road, leaving Gordon’s house untouched.

      “I am sorry, everyone,” Abigal said.

      “This will come back onto you one day, Abigal Martin,” Gordon said.

      

      She remembers it well. It was two cycles ago. “I didn’t mean to cause harm. I thought by keeping Abbey out of the cave that we could somehow defeat this curse.”

      “Do you really want to go through that again? To have to rebuild all those homes again?”

      “I did it for Abbey.” Her body trembles. He hugs her. “Gordon, I’m really afraid. What will become of her? I spared her once already. You know what happens to our side of the road on this week, during the third quarter phase.”

      “Look how the weather is suddenly summer.” He laughs softly to himself. “I remember summer weather. The hot, sweaty summer that you hated but loved at the same time. I remember Elaine and I used to…” He drifts off. He is pulled back by Abigal grabbing his hand. “You remind me of Elaine. Never accepting what is, always suspecting what could be.”

      “I have to get back.” She walks towards the front door. Unlocks it. Pauses. Hovers in the doorway.

      “Goodbye, Abigal.”

      She looks back at him. Her vision must be going. She swears she sees him becoming dimmer. Like he is fading. She walks outside. Takes a deep breath.

      Gordon sits down to his spyglass that he forgot to put away. He looks through it. “I remember Stanley Milton. Had the best vineyard on the island. Then that fire destroyed it all. His wine, his first and only love, and his beautiful home. Gone. You remember that, Elaine?” He straightens up as if someone touched his shoulder. “Yeah, you remember that. Maybe I am being punished after all these years, because I know who set the fire and… they are here.” He touches his shoulder and pats it. “They were creeping up on the vineyard that night. I had went to see that old fountain, the one that attracted so many visitors, but I saw them instead. You remember, Elaine, how I always said that fountain was like a pathway to darkness? I still believe it. I used to take care of that fountain. Took good care of it. I know its secrets and I keep those secrets well. Don’t I, Elaine? The fire isn’t what bothered me that night. It was seeing Stanley wrapped up in his grape vines. They were creeping. They did it.” Looks over his shoulder. “They are here.”
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        * * *

      

      Abigal comes out of her house later in the afternoon dressed for a jog. It’s something she often does to keep her shape and to clear her mind. Her mind is a mess today. She makes it to the gates. She isn’t exactly a prisoner here. People leave, but only certain times of the month and it can’t be for very long. She lightly taps on the bars. “One day.”

      A breeze comes down on her. The smell of herbs and spices. She looks up, over and beyond herself. A crushing feeling comes over her legs. She stretches, thinking it’s just a cramp. Rubs down her legs a few times. She jogs off. She finds herself at the end of the road staring up at the two homes on the dune.

      Doubt, conspiracy, and fear are powerful things. And they all follow each other, making them even more dangerous. She doubts the integrity of this curse. She can’t put her finger on why. She feels like this is some government conspiracy that has everyone locked away in a private community to do experiments on. She fears that if there is no end to this curse, what end shall there be for any of them. She goes right into a full jog back towards her house.

      The wives of the newcomers come out of their homes. The walk down the steps is long. Both are very sophisticated looking wearing white lace summer dresses with tan hats shading their perfect faces. Their frames suggest they are tall and slender.

      “Strange people here.” Melanie O’Kelly is stunning with her dark hair and dark eyes. Her smile inviting.

      “I find them all charming.” Arianna Darsmin has a thick posh British accent. She is half Egyptian and half English. Her dark features with pale skin makes her a sight to behold.

      “But you haven’t met any of them, except that nice gentleman at the gates. Arianna, you are far too trusting.”

      “True.

      They share a laugh.

      “I can’t wait to meet them all.”

      “It’s a blessing to not have them with their dogs peeing all over my flowers. And they don’t appear to be nosey, which is always a good thing.”

      “You two trying to scare off the neighbors?” Michael O’Kelly is a good-looking man with reddish-brown hair, green eyes and a thick red beard. His strong build suggests that he takes good care of himself and must work out at either a gym or at home.

      Taking his time to join them is Thomas Darsmin. A mix of British and Russian. His blue-green eyes against pale skin with a thick black beard makes him distinguished. “You could have tried to persuade that lovely jogger to stay a bit.”

      “I should slap you.”

      “It’s not in your nature, dear.”

      “A little polite conversation is good. We are going to be living with these people. I don’t want a repeat of our old neighborhood,” Michael says.

      “Are you more concerned with us having friends here or did you want that jogger to stay around longer so you could admire her ass better?” Melanie asks the two men.

      Michael and Thomas walk down to the end of the driveways, admiring the forest. They are mere steps away from it.

      “That is something.” Michael admires the view a little too much.

      “Good spot for fishing, eh?”

      “Among other things, my friend.”

      “They will be gone for hours. That gives us time to re-decorate,” Melanie says.

      “Indeed. I have many plans.”

      “Why don’t we send over for the family jewels to pay for the improvements?” Michael says.

      “Don’t start that again. The same could be said for your friend Thomas here.”

      Michael sighs and looks into the sky. “I wonder sometimes how our ancestors were friends when it’s clear they only produce irritating descendants.”

      “Right. Don’t listen to the wives.”

      “We are going to check out the ocean,” Arianna says.

      Two children run out of the O’Kelly’s house.

      “Wesley, be careful with Andrea,” Arianna says.

      Wesley Darsmin is eight years old and looks every bit like his mother. Except his eyes are blue-green.

      Andrea O’Kelly is four years old and is a good blend of her mother and father. Her eyes are incredibly dark-blue. She runs for her mother. She trips over her own two feet. Wesley quickly picks her up and brushes off dirt from her yellow sundress.

      “I’m always careful with her. It’s her that isn’t careful,” Wesley says, holding onto Andrea’s hand. His tries his best to sound posh British but America has faded his accent a little. “Can I take Andrea to the lake?”

      “What lake?” Arianna asks.

      “There is a lake inside the forest.”

      Arianna looks at Melanie, who nods her approval. “A few minutes. Don’t linger long.”

      “You know how she likes to play with ripples, so don’t let her too close to the water,” Melanie says.

      Wesley leads Andrea towards the bridge.

      “They are just too cute together,” Melanie says.

      “We could arrange a marriage between them.”

      “My son isn’t marrying your daughter, Mel. He is going to be a bachelor for the rest of his life.”

      The wives laugh. “I bet it’s because you are afraid of becoming a grandfather,” Arianna teases.

      Melanie gives Arianna a grim look.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley and Andrea walk onto the bridge. The fact that not a single resident is outside to even catch a glimpse of the newcomers, worries him. It shouldn’t. It’s a peace of mind moment. Not for him apparently.

      “Wesley, lemme go.”

      “You will do well to listen to me.”

      If he were eighteen and she were fifteen, they’d be having a lengthy conversation about crushes, first kisses, first time everything. Being around each other this long, they have established a strong friendship. Maybe she sees him as more of a brother. Maybe he sees her as more of a pain in the ass than a friend. If he were twenty-five and she twenty-one, they might be doing more than talking. But they are just children and, where he sees himself as her protector, the prospect of them being together one day is on his mind.

      He indulges in her need to be free. She runs a little of the way and then stops. She turns and puts out her hand to him. He runs up to her and takes her hand. She points to the sound of a stream. He lifts her up and sits her on the stone railing. She points down at the fish jumping. She claps merrily. He spots a pink flower with white speckles on it that has grown around the bridge. He picks it. Hands it to her. She sniffs it and then puts it into her mouth. He pulls it away before she can eat it.

      “Andrea, you can’t eat every flower you see.”

      “I don’t like you, Wesley Darsmin.”

      “You will get over it.”

      “Closer.”

      He knows he shouldn’t but he can’t refuse her everything.

      They walk all the way back to the start of the bridge from where they entered. A path leading into the forest is clear enough. He walks her down towards the edge of the stream. She spots turtles and gets very excited. She crawls on her hands and knees to reach them. He grabs her. The turtles turn their heads to her, almost nod, and then flop into the water. He watches her watching the water. Something magical about the way the two look at each other.

      “Andrea, it’s time to go.”

      She smiles at the water.

      “Andrea?”

      She stares deeply into the water.

      He pulls her back into his arms. “Don’t you ever look into the water like that again. I’ve told you this before.”

      “Okay, Wesley.” She hugs him. “But the smiling man is in there.”

      “The smiling man? Who is the smiling man?”

      She shrugs her shoulders.

      “Andrea, you tell me right now who the smiling man is?”

      “I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      As they walk back towards their homes Wesley notices all the neighbors from the left side are gathered on Abigal’s lawn and are staring at him or at Andrea. He quickens their pace. They go into Andrea’s house. Their parents, alarmed by Wesley’s concerned look, turn and see their neighbors at the end of the driveways.

      Gordon is the first to speak. His bandana stays close to his face, leaving only his eyes exposed. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to properly talk when I let you in.”

      “Are you okay?” Michael asks, pointing to his own face.

      “Oh, this.” Gordon lightly touches the bandana. “I am old, we get sick faster than the young. I’m a little sick now.”

      Abigal’s fidgety behavior makes Arianna uncomfortable.

      “We’re happy to meet you all,” Thomas says.

      “This isn’t all of us. There are those on the right side, but they don’t matter,” Darma says.

      “I think we are all wondering the same thing. What made you choose Coral Gardens?” Gordon asks.

      Wesley brings Andrea outside but doesn’t let her get far from him. He remembers the man that greeted them and this Gordon Peters is not the same person. This one is old. “Mother.”

      “Mr. Peters, this is my son Wesley.”

      Andrea scurries along to her mother. “And this is my daughter Andrea.”

      “I heard from a friend of mine that Coral Gardens is the best place to move to out here in the Hamptons. We looked at plenty of other places, but Zack insisted on us coming here. I need the relaxation,” Thomas says.

      “After the pictures that Zack took of this place, I was sold,” Michael says.

      “Pictures? How did your friend get these pictures? This is a gated community. You can’t just waltz in here like the air,” Gordon says. Then he thought he knew how. Jack set this up. Gordon grips the side of his head. It’s more than feeling lightheaded.

      “Are you all right, sir?” Melanie asks.

      “Would you like to come inside and sit for a while?” Arianna asks.

      “No, I am fine. There are some things you weren’t told about this place and I feel you need to know about them sooner rather than later.”

      Everyone scatters into their homes, except Abigal.

      “What things?” Michael asks.

      “I’m intrigued,” Thomas says.

      “Each month, each week, we are exposed to four different cycles. Only one is enjoyable as far as I know.”

      “None of it is enjoyable.” Abigal wipes down her hands onto her pants.

      The two families are getting very confused.

      “Maybe it’s better that we talk about this another time. Welcome to Coral Gardens.” Gordon walks home as quickly as his frail body will let him.

      “We should see him home. He doesn’t look good,” Melanie says.

      “I think he’d find that insulting,” Michael says.

      “I will see him home,” Abigal says. As she runs after Gordon, she looks back at the wives. Almost like she is begging them to help her. Not with Gordon, but with what plagues this community.

      “We made a mistake coming here. These people are lunatics,” Arianna says, grabbing Wesley and holding him close to her. “I say we go back home.”

      “To England or upstate?” Thomas asks.

      Michael holds onto his wife and daughter. “We’ll give it a week. Let’s see what happens.”
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        * * *

      

      Abbey walks up and down the road contemplating her next move against the newcomers. Before she can make a decision, a guy jumps in front of her.

      “Mark, you scared me.”

      Wesley runs down past her and heads towards the bridge. Abbey can’t help looking at Wesley.

      “Yeww, staring at the kid,” Mark Dogton says. He is very tall and very lanky. The wind comes around him and he looks like a string bean just flopping around in the air. “What’s so special about him?”

      “Mark, go away.”

      “Hey, about tonight. I was thinking that maybe we could meet up before the moon comes out. That way we don’t risk others finding us.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Great. I’ll see ya later.” He gives her a sweet little punch on the arm then runs into his house.

      Her curiosity has been piqued. She must know what Wesley is up to. She walks to the bridge. She wavers crossing it. Only Gordon frequents the bridge. It’s rare that any of the others can take part in its beauty.

      Suddenly, Andrea runs towards Abbey and crashes into her.

      “Andrea, apologize.”

      Andrea hides behind Wesley.

      “She’s a darling little girl.”

      “She’s a terror. She is skittish around people she doesn’t know.”

      “Oh. I’m Abbey.”

      “Wesley Darsmin.” He brings Andrea out from behind him. “Say hello to the nice girl.”

      “Hi,” Andrea says in the sweetest little voice ever.

      “I love your name, Andrea.”

      “My father can have your head chopped off if you displease me.”

      “Andrea!” Wesley reprimands her with a smack to her hand. She cries for all of two seconds.

      “You struck her?”

      “It’s nothing. She knows better to act so rude. She’s being very disagreeable today. I think the move has unsettled her.”

      “You are allowed to strike her?”

      “Her parents and mine grew up together. Much like me and Andrea. We are practically siblings. Practically.” He ponders about that for a second then dismisses it.

      “Hey, what are you doing, Abbey?” a muscular surfer dude of a man says.

      “Jacob? Do you realize that Mark has been so worried about you? Where have you been? Where are the other six people that went missing?”

      “I’m excited about tonight. First night for me as well.” He looks over at Andrea. “Who is this little girl? One of the new people?”

      “Jacob, don’t be a pervert.” Abbey smacks his hand.

      “See you tonight, Abbey. I look forward to it.” He walks away.

      “I don’t understand. Where has he been?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Seven people were… Seven people went missing. He was one of them. It’s the largest amount of people to go missing during the full moon.”

      “The full moon makes you run away or something?”

      “I can’t explain it. But he shouldn’t have been one of them to begin with. The cycles don’t affect those that are under sixteen.”

      Jacob comes back. “I forgot to mention that I talked to Mark and we are all hanging out on the beach tonight. We are staying away from the homes. Bring your friends.”

      “They are children. They will be spared.”

      “They’ll be put in the cave then.”

      “The cave?” Wesley asks.

      “Say, kid, is this little girl your girlfriend?”

      “Jacob, they are children. They don’t do relationships.”

      “I bet that you love her, don’t you?”

      Wesley is inclined to respond. Something about Jacob’s voice triggers a memory. “She is like a sister to me.”

      “I bet that your parents have an arranged marriage for you two.”

      “They would never be that cruel.”

      “What do you say, little girl? Will you ever marry this boy?”

      Andrea sticks out her tongue.

      “There’s your answer, Jacob.”

      “How lovely it will be to see how wrong you are, one day,” Jacob says. He walks away for good this time.

      “Jacob is just an idiot.”

      “There is something familiar about him.” Wesley rubs his chin.

      Andrea tugs on his shirt.

      “Yes, we will head home.”

      “I need to tell you about the cave. Before the moon comes out, all the people underage will be collected and taken to this cave inside the forest there. It’s by this giant lake that is actually individual pools of water made to look like one giant body of water.”

      “I’m not going into a cave.”

      “You must. You’ve already upset the cycle by moving here. You are not like us and never will be.”

      Wesley holds on tight to Andrea for she sees a butterfly and wants it.

      Abbey gives a half smile then walks away.

      “Andrea, you better stay by my side until I find out what is going on here.”

      “Okay, Wesley.”

      “Let’s get back home. I can check out what I wanted to another time.”

      The forest delivers strange sounds that Wesley seems to recognize. Click. Clang. Clicking like a clock. Clanging like pots banged against each other. He turns and leaves the bridge with her close to him.

      “Andrea,” a voice whispers.

      Andrea looks and then tries to get away from Wesley. He keeps a firm grip on her.

      Andrea gets free of Wesley and heads over the dunes. Wesley follows. She plops down on the other side and looks out at the ocean. He enjoys the view as well. Maybe more than she does. He sits down next to her.

      “Andrea, we need to be careful here. We don’t fit in with these people.”

      “The smiling man. The smiling man. I want to see the smiling man.”

      “Andrea, enough about the smiling man. * *

      Darkness creeps in. The moon appears.

      The right side of the road is quiet. No lights, no movement.

      On the left side there are lights on in every room. People come out of their homes taking off their clothes and running around with each other naked.

      Abbey is sitting by the window in her bedroom waiting for Mark’s signal. Without knowing what to expect, she doesn’t know if something physical takes over or if it’s all mental. She starts to pace back and forth. Her hands getting sweaty.

      Noise from downstairs peaks her interest.

      She finds her mother and father in each other’s embrace. Their kissing and grabbing each other’s naked bodies makes her sick to her stomach. She runs back upstairs. Into the bathroom. She lurches over the toilet and out comes her dinner. “Oh, God, please don’t let me do this.”

      She puts her mouth under the faucet and turns on the water hard. She rinses a few times, then decides to brush her teeth. If her and Mark kiss, she doesn’t want a vomit taste or smell coming through. She gives her face a quick splash and then goes back to her bedroom window. “Where are you, Mark?”

      A tiny light pops up from the end of the driveway. She walks out of her room and comes downstairs. Her parents must have went into their bedroom. She runs out of the house before she catches sight of her parents naked again.

      The air is different. Night air is always different from day air, but it’s something else. As she breathes in the night air, the change begins.

      Her legs feel weak but strong enough to run for days. Her nipples grow hard. She looks over at Mark who is staring down at his pants. He approaches her and tries to grab her.

      “Abbey?”

      She is desperate to feel his lips on her lips. The hungry look in their eyes takes over. They fall into each other’s arms and experience their first kiss.

      “Let’s go into the ocean,” he says.

      He runs down the road. She follows.
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        * * *

      

      Mark and Abbey find the other teenagers on the beach taking off their clothes and jumping into the water. Mark looks at Abbey with uncontrollable lust, yet he is maintaining control.

      “I’m not going into the water naked.”

      “It’ll be fun.” He kisses her. He starts taking off his clothes.

      “Wait. Mark, you know this is wrong. We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      It’s hard for her to fight these urges she has for him. There are parts of him that she hoped to never see. He runs right into a wave and begins splashing with the others. She fiddles around with her clothes, almost taking them off. “No. I won’t give in.”

      The pain starts in her head and travels down. She goes down to her knees and begs to be freed. She feels a hand on her shoulder. She looks up and sees Mark. He is still naked.

      “You know what happens now, right?” he says.

      She looks around and notices that everyone is out of the water. But they aren’t far from her. They are doing things that she can’t allow herself to do. “It isn’t right. No, Mark.”

      “Don’t fight it.”

      “I said NO!” She runs.

      She comes over the dune and finds Wesley sitting outside on his front porch.

      “Abbey.”

      “You shouldn’t be out here. Terrible things are happening. Why aren’t you in the cave?”

      Mark comes after her. “Abbey, I put my clothes on. We can just sit and make out. I promise that’ll be all.”

      Wesley’s eyebrows shoot up. “That’s just gross.”

      “You won’t think so in a few years,” Mark says.

      “I can’t.” Abbey takes off for her house.

      Mark sits down next to Wesley. “You kids are lucky. But she’s right. Why aren’t you in the cave?”

      “Because I’m not.”

      “They didn’t come for you?”

      “Who?”

      “Them. I think he’s a cop. He wears a cop’s uniform. Another guy is usually with him. We don’t know their names.”

      “What does the other guy look like?”

      The moans of sex are coming through the tall beach grass nearby. Wesley pretends he hears nothing. The sounds are affecting Mark, but he’s going to maintain control, for Abbey’s sake.

      “He looks like a businessman. He is always wearing a business suit. Look, I got to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley scans the forest from the bridge. “The cave is in the forest, by the lake. Figures.”

      “Wesley!” Andrea has with her a flashlight and is wearing her favorite animal print pyjamas.

      “Andrea, go home.” He points to the lion on her sleeve. “I’ll have to find an adult version of this. I like them even for myself.”

      She rolls her fists up and tightens her body, demanding to be taken along.

      “You are such a pain. If you get lost, I am not finding you.”

      They walk to the other side of the bridge, to the right side of the road.

      “It’s creepy. There’s not a single bit of movement over here.”

      Andrea pulls on his arm.

      “What?”

      She points to a path.

      “I am going first.” He grabs the flashlight from her and shines it down and from side to side.

      She hangs onto the back of his shirt. There’s ample light coming from all corners but it doesn’t always light up where needed. The light kind of bounces around randomly. He takes care with each step. She isn’t letting go but she wants to explore desperately.

      Footsteps beat down on the bushes. Wesley takes Andrea to the ground. “Don’t move.”

      The footsteps stop. Wesley looks over the tall grass that has grown around a tree. Doesn’t see anything. They make their way through thick bushes that seem to get thicker as they move. Andrea loses her grip and gets caught in one of the bushes. Wesley comes back for her, pulling the bush apart with his bare hands. “The things I do for you.”

      Andrea lets out a little squeal. “Something bit me.”

      “Let me look.” He looks over her legs and arms. “I don’t see anything. You probably just pricked yourself.”

      She points behind him.

      “What?” He turns around and sees the cave. “Wow.” He takes her by the hand and they approach the cave with caution and intrigue.

      Voices bellow from within. They don’t sound distraught. They are just talking loudly.

      “Should we go inside?”

      Andrea nods.

      “Okay. You don’t let go of my hand. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes, Wesley.”

      They enter the cave. He is careful where he shines the flashlight. Doesn’t want to disturb whoever might be in here. An overwhelmingly bad feeling comes over him. “We are leaving.” As they step foot to leave, they are unable to. “What is this?” He bangs on the invisible shield keeping them in. He claws at it, spits on it, and kicks at it. “We are trapped.”

      Andrea sits down on a family of small rocks. She pulls her knees up to her chin.

      “Are you cold?”

      Andrea sort of nods.

      He sits down next to her and puts his arm over her. “You’ll get warm. We’ll be out of here in no time. I’ll find a way.”

      The night continues with no horizon glowing for their freedom. Andrea is asleep across Wesley’s lap. Even he is finding it hard to stay awake.

      “Mum and Dad are going to be so angry with us.”

      Andrea doesn’t stir a bit.

      “I want to tell you, Andrea, that if we are to be…”

      A rattling noise comes from deeper in the cave. Wesley almost leaps up. He carefully puts Andrea down onto the rocks and walks towards the rattling. The sound gets louder as he stands his ground. Then… the rattling stops. He looks down. For the obvious culprit. No snake. The floor is smooth. There’s nothing squirming around or slithering around.

      Light fills the cave. Wesley sits back down with Andrea. Daylight seeps through the entire forest. Wesley carefully wakes up Andrea. Together they walk towards the opening and are able to pass through. They waste no time in finding their way out and onto the road.
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        * * *

      

      “Where were you two?” Thomas asks.

      “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “You kept Andrea out all night. Her parents have been so worried. We were close to calling the cops but your father insisted that you weren’t stupid enough to put yourself or Andrea in danger.”

      “We were in the forest. I thought I saw something going on in there and decided to check it out.”

      “Wesley, you are eight years old. If something were going on, what did you plan to do? Stop acting like the adult that you aren’t yet. If something is wrong then you can come and get me or your father. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      “Andrea, where were you?” Melanie asks.

      “The forest.”

      “Why were you and Wesley in the forest?” Her father seems more sympathetic than her mother, but she isn’t a fool. Andrea shrugs her shoulders.

      “You are going to answer your father.”

      “Butterflies.”

      “Butterflies.” Her mother can’t believe it. “If you keep this up, you will not be allowed to hang out with Wesley anymore.”

      Andrea storms upstairs and slams her door.

      “And you thought this was a good idea? Just remember, if anything happens to our daughter, it’ll be your fault.”

      “Mel?”

      “No. I told you this was a mistake. We could have went anywhere but you chose this place. Why? Is it because it is so close to the place you call home? Why did you bring us here, Michael?”

      He makes his way upstairs.

      “Answer me or I’m going to take Andrea away.”

      He turns back to her with stormy eyes. “If you do that, then you’ll definitely be causing more trouble than you already have.”
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        * * *

      

      Abbey wakes up and looks out the window. The moon’s outline is nearly gone. “I wish I could blow you up.”

      She walks into the bathroom. Takes a shower, gets dressed. She goes downstairs not knowing what to expect.

      Her mother is being lazy on the couch while her father is looking out the bay window.

      “Good morning,” Abbey says as she gets a glass of orange juice.

      “How was your night?”

      “Unproductive.”

      Abigal almost falls off the couch getting to her daughter. “You didn’t engage in sex?”

      “No, Mom. I don’t want to have sex yet.”

      “But… but the cycle. You didn’t complete the cycle’s wishes. We are all doomed.”

      “Better grab your Bible then and pray.”
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        * * *

      

      Abbey waits by the bridge. “Where is he?” She walks to the other side. No sign of Gordon. “Damn Moon. Maybe it’ll just go away.”

      “That wouldn’t be wise. We need the moon,” Gordon says.

      “Hi, Mr. Peter’s.”

      “Anything unpleasant happen to you last night?”

      “Where is everyone? Doesn’t everyone assemble after each night?”

      “They should have, but they aren’t here.”

      “D’suppose that the cycle is breaking?”

      He scratches behind his ear. “Maybe.”

      “I was able to fight against the cycle last night. My parents didn’t. Mark didn’t. I was the only one.”

      He leans against the railing. “I believe that those children are the key to breaking our curse.”

      “Look at you. Old and wrinkled. They are changing us.”

      He rubs his hand. The age spots are darker and in abundance. The skin isn’t soft and firm anymore.

      The other residents from the left side walk over to Gordon and Abbey. She almost gasps.

      “Here they are. Let’s find out what happened, shall we?”

      Abbey stays close to him.

      “Abbey!” Mark runs over to her. “I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t do it. I didn’t have sex.”

      “How did you fight against it?”

      “Abbey, stay away from that boy,” Abigal says.

      Mark joins his parents.

      “Mr. Peters, I have just heard that those new children weren’t taken into the cave. Care to explain?” Darma asks.

      “I am not in charge of that. How can I answer you?”

      “Don’t play coy. You are the only one out of all of us that has conversed with those men that take our children into the cave.”

      “Mrs. Dogton, I do not have any answers for you. I did not see the gentlemen last night.”

      “Well, I don’t think our children should be locked up if those two can run around freely during the cycles.”

      “Darma is right,” a woman with a black bob cut says.

      “Patty, are you sure that your daughter was taken?” Abigal asks.

      “I am certain. She was escorted out of the house right before the moon rose.”

      “What does this mean?” Karen Driver asks. “After losing my husband, I thought I could get back into the things that always happened, but I can’t.”

      “I saw you last night. You came out with the rest of them,” Gordon says.

      “Yes, but it only lasted a few minutes. I returned to my house with my clothes on. I felt dirty. I felt like I was betraying my husband.”

      “Mornin’ neighbors,” Thomas says. “Is this something you all do every morning? Count me in.”

      Everyone looks on stunned.

      Jacob pinches Abbey’s ass as he walks up to Thomas. She goes to hit him but he’s already out of range. “Did something happen to you last night?” Jacob asks.

      “Let’s see, not much happened. My wife forced me to look over new tiles for the master bath. And I think I am going to add on to the house. A room just for myself.”

      “And your friends?” Darma asks.

      “I think they went to bed early because they said they needed to be up early to go to a farm stand.”

      “They left?” Karen asks.

      “Are we not supposed to leave? Is there some kind of food service that you lot pay into?”

      Wesley runs over to Thomas. “Mum is looking for you.”

      Thomas waves to everyone then starts back home.

      Abbey runs over to Wesley. “Wait.”

      “You okay?” Thomas asks.

      “I need to talk to your son.”

      “That may not be a good idea. He may plant ideas into your head as well.”

      She looks at him strangely. But somehow she sees he is covering up. “That’s all right.”

      “Alright, see you back at the house.” Thomas continues on.

      “What do you want, Abbey?”

      “I need to tell you some things that will forever change your perception on this place.”

      He sighs. He watches the other residents staring at them.

      “The next cycle is the new moon.”

      “I’m aware of the lunar cycles.”

      “I am not sure it will have the same effect on everyone like it used to have. Now that you are here.”

      “What happens? You lose your minds and terrorize the neighborhoods?”

      “Maybe you read too much. That stuff isn’t real.”

      He sort of moves his head to the side, as if looking at something or someone that may disagree with her. “You’d be surprised what lives out there, under rocks and bridges.”

      “The bridge! The bridge!” Andrea says, running over to him.

      “She likes this bridge?”

      “Andrea, you are going to get me into trouble. Andrea likes everything. She’s just a little girl.”

      “She likes you?”

      Andrea pulls on Wesley’s arm, bringing him down to her, and kisses him on the cheek. “He’s my friend.”

      “Can you tell me what happens?”

      “It would traumatize a kid like you. You are so young. You will grow up to be a very beautiful soul though. I can sense that.”

      “I am many things I suppose, but I will have to endure being a child for only a few more years. What you tell me now will not affect my perception on this place. I had my undeniable truth from the start.”

      “How so?”

      “I knew this place was cursed when we arrived. Especially after last night when Andrea and I were trapped in that cave.”

      “You were taken there?”

      “We came upon it. We are staying clear of that forest from now on.”

      “Wesley is special,” Andrea says, dancing around him. She spots butterflies and is off.

      He runs after Andrea. “You never listen, Andrea. It’s going to get you into trouble.”

      Andrea starts crying.

      “I better get her home.”

      Abbey watches Wesley and Andrea walk away.

      The others surround her.

      “Leave me alone, all of you.” Abbey runs for home.

      “They need to know,” Abigal says.

      “Are you insane?” Karen says.

      “It’s hurting my daughter. I am telling the new people about this place and our curse.”

      Before anyone can stop her, Abigal is already half-way to the newcomers’ homes.

      “You should all be thanking them. Your freedom is possible now,” Gordon says. He looks over the side of the bridge and sees the flowers his wife used to love. “Elaine, they are still looking pretty.” One of the flowers bends to him. “Elaine.”

      Darma takes Karen to the side. “Our Mr. Peters is not himself. Look at him. He is always wearing that bandana. What is wrong with his face?”

      “I noticed that part of my hair was white. I used a marker on it.”

      “Aren’t you strange?”

      “Are you afraid to have the curse be broken?”

      “Certainly not.” She takes her son and husband off the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley and Andrea enter his house with his mother standing in the foyer, arms at her sides, looking like someone told her the worst news possible.

      “I think it’s a good idea that you and Andrea stop spending so much time together. There are kids here your age, play with them.”

      Andrea starts crying.

      “Mother. She is my best friend.”

      “Grow up, Wesley.”

      Arianna goes out back. Thomas comes over. Andrea runs to Thomas and he picks her up.

      “Father?”

      “I understand that Andrea is your best friend but you should be playing with other boys. You two can still be friends.”

      Wesley feels the tears coming.

      Thomas lets down Andrea and looks into her eyes. “Andrea, don’t you want to play with little girls your own age?”

      She looks back and forth between him and Wesley a few times. “Okay.”

      “Good. I’ll walk you home. Wesley, you can start making new friends today.”

      “Goodbye, Wesley.”

      Thomas takes Andrea out of the house and Wesley’s heart breaks.

      Wesley goes into his bedroom. Sure, he knows that their age gap might be a problem now, but it won’t be once they are teenagers and then into their adulthood. Four years is nothing. Right now, his parents believe that he needs to be around boys of his age and doing boy things, but he knows that is just them asserting their authority over his life once more. He can play in the sand with Andrea, play hide and seek, and even go on walks together, but their sudden need for him to be away from her makes him realize that their intentions aren’t so good after all. However, he will bend a little. He will be a teenager in five years. There are things that happen to boys when they become a teenager that only another teenage boy can understand. Andrea will still be a little girl. She will be playing dolls or dress up. He will wait, for one day his parents will no longer have a say in how much he hangs out with Andrea.
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        * * *

      

      Later in the day, Wesley roams around both sides of the road. He finds kids his own age playing soccer across lawns. He walks up to them. “May I play?”

      At first the kids are standoffish. They don’t know him. But one of the taller boys walks over and introduces himself. “Name is Kenny.”

      “Wesley.”

      “Do you call yourself Wesley all the time or something short like Wes?”

      “No one has ever called me Wes. Yeah, call me Wes.”

      “Okay, Wes. You ever play soccer?”

      “I’m from England. Of course I have.”

      That gets the boys laughing. Wesley is given the position of goalie. He has only played soccer a few times but he is very agile and observant. The boys are impressed with his skills.
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      Abigal stands before the Darsmin’s driveway. The O’Kelly’s driveway is a few inches over. She puts one foot on one driveway and the other foot on the other driveway.

      “Hey,” Thomas says cheerfully.

      “Attempting to be in two places at once,” Michael says.

      “That only works when you are crossing into another state. This is on the same street in the same town.”

      “You think so. The left side is as different as night and day compared to the right side. I can’t remember when it started. Abbey was very little though. Time isn’t relevant here. Only the cycles are. But I remember driving past all these amazing homes and thinking we can’t afford to live here. We experienced the full moon first. It’s the worst part of the cycle. When it happens, we don’t feel how bad it is right away. It’s at the end of the week, at the end of the cycle, we realize what we’ve done. During the full moon, terrible things happen. Death. Missing people. During the first quarter moon, the right side of the road experiences inspiration. They paint, they sculpt, they do everything artistic. During the last quarter moon, the left side, my side, engages in an abundance of sex. The children are spared and put into a cave deep within the forest. None of us has seen it. Oh, the things we do, it’s too much to bear.”

      “What do you do?” Thomas asks.

      With a perfect grip on her emotions, she says, “We kill.”
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        * * *

      

      Melanie and Arianna keep Wesley and Andrea close to them as they start packing up boxes.

      “Don’t be silly. We aren’t leaving,” Thomas says.

      “He’s right. He and I will investigate this with the mayor and we’ll prove that some of the residents here are just…”

      “What? Crazy?” Melanie says. “I can’t risk Andrea finding it. She is already talking about the smiling man. You know who that is?”

      Michael nods.

      “You are putting their son in danger too. You think he is only after Andrea? How can you do this to us? You know how impressionable she is. He’ll tempt her and she’ll follow. You can’t expect Wesley to always save her.”

      “Mike, say something,” Arianna says.

      “I don’t know. Wesley and Andrea go into this cave that everyone is talking about. Stay out all night. I don’t know what to think.”

      “Thomas, you know exactly what it means. You two idiots came here with the intention to let Andrea be tempted and have our son clean up your mess. I hate you.”

      “I am going over to Gordon’s house. We will clear this up,” Thomas says.

      “Stop relying on others to clean up your mess.”

      “Arianna, we will take the children and let our husbands drown in their stupidity.”
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        * * *

      

      Thomas raps on the door hard.

      “He’s an old guy. Don’t be so nasty.”

      “He wasn’t old looking when he met him.”

      “Exactly. Think about that for a second.”

      Thomas steps back. “I don’t want to admit that our wives are right.”

      Gordon opens the door. “Gentlemen?”

      “Please, come and tell our wives that you people here are just superstitious about the forest or the bridge or whatever and tell them that there is nothing wrong here.”

      “Mr. Darsmin, I can’t lie to them like that.”

      “I don’t believe this,” Michael says.

      “They are coming for your children tonight.”

      Thomas’s attitude changes instantly. “If anyone lays a hand on my son, I am stabbing them in the eye.”

      “The same goes for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Abbey leans over the railing. Although there is water down there, she sees beyond it. “I wish I could fly away from here.”

      “Fly away?” Wesley says.

      She jumps. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “Where would you fly to?” He stands next to her and she moves away. “Would you go on a plane? Or sprout wings of your own?”

      “You are a strange little boy. I’ve never been on a plane. And I doubt I’ll ever have my own wings, no matter how much I dream about it.”

      He smiles. “Dreams are powerful.”

      “What kind of boy are you?” She grips his shoulders, stares deep into his eyes.

      He looks away from her, to the water. “I often get seasick. Yet my parents keep taking me on boats.”

      “Huh?”

      “You can be afraid of this little world of yours, but that doesn’t mean you have to let it rule you.” He reaches up to whisper into her ear. “That’s your freedom, Abbey.”

      He walks away, whistling a sweet tune.

      “But the moon does rule us.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says… You know, I don’t know.”

      “See, it’s not really a problem.”

      Her face brightens. Like inspiration in its fine making. “What a strange boy.”
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        * * *

      

      Arianna watches her son coming up the driveway. Thomas puts his hand on her shoulder. “What is it?”

      “He’s doing it again.” She shrugs him off. “He’s changing things again. I don’t like to fight with you. Do you want to see a repeat of home?” She is more disgusted with herself than him. She is the mother. The one who is supposed to see things coming before the father because of motherly instinct and all that jazz.

      “You want me to keep the boy in a cage? He has made friends. He is doing better. Things will be fine. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “No, he’s not.” She grabs a glass vase and smashes it on the floor. “I want you to stop pretending that he can be normal. He isn’t like them.”

      “They are all under the impression that I am fumed about these men coming for him tonight. Just wait and see what happens when they do.”

      “Thomas, if you use that thing again, we will be in serious trouble. You shouldn’t have even brought it with you.”

      Wesley comes inside. His eyes find the broken vase at once. “Mother? Father?” Without another word he begins collecting the pieces.

      “See, Thomas? It’ll be as good as new in a few hours.”

      “What is she talking about? It will take me more than a few hours to collect all the tiny pieces.”

      Thomas helps his son collect the pieces. “Son, you have to stop changing things for these people.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You remember what happened to home?”

      Wesley stops and sits back. “I do.”

      “We came here because of what this community offers.”

      “But you said not to fight against this. You yourself have - -”

      “Wesley, you will stop this. I’ll send you to the place that you wish never to see again.”

      “You can’t. Andrea will follow me. Didn’t we move here because of her? We swore to her parents that we’d keep her away from that other place.”

      Thomas walks into his office and slams the door.

      “Eventually we are heading back there.” Wesley goes back to gathering the broken pieces.

      Arianna kneels down next to him. “Son, of course we are going back one day. But not for a while.”

      “I don’t want to hear about it anymore, Mother.”
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        * * *

      

      Darma has assembled the entire community. Her husband lies down on the couch while she instructs the others throughout the dining room and kitchen.

      “We can’t just kill them,” Henry Jones says.

      “The new moon supplies us with the perfect alibi,” Darma says. “We all know what happens during the new moon. Whether we want to admit it or not.”

      “Why not get them to leave by another way?” Sam Dunes says.

      “If it were that easy, I’d do it,” Abigal says.

      “You told them about us,” Darma says.

      “Not exactly. I mean I mentioned a few things. I explained what happens during the cycles. I thought it’d get them to leave. They are intrigued. But how can they endanger their children?”

      Darma pours herself a glass of wine. “Those children. That boy.”

      “Wesley is a good kid,” Abigal says.

      “That would get them to leave. Kill the boy.” Darma sips the wine like a sophisticated lady lounging by the pool.

      Abigal runs out of the house. Can she believe what she heard?

      Mark goes after Abigal. “Mrs. Martin?”

      “Not now, Mark.”

      “Tell Abbey that I’m really sorry.”

      She grabs Mark’s hand, holding onto him like he was her life saver. “We will be free of this curse.”

      “Can you tell Abbey that I will be waiting for her tonight?”

      “Sure. I’m glad that it is you that she will have.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Abigal sits in a chair in the living room, staring at her empty coffee mug, then starts staring out the window.

      Abbey comes downstairs and looks for a snack. “What happened to the cookies that Jilly made?”

      Abigal stares at her daughter with a blank expression.

      “Mom?” Abbey peeks over the island counter.

      Abigal continues to stare, no sign of speaking.

      “Earth to Mom.”

      Still no words.

      “I guess I’ll find something else.”

      “How did you fight back?”

      “I don’t know. One moment I was ready to let go and have Mark take my body. Then I was able to resist.”

      Abbey grabs a bag of potato chips and heads for the stairs.

      “No one just resists out of nowhere.”

      “What happens if you resist? You don’t know because you never tried. I did try, and I succeeded.”
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        * * *

      

      Gordon gets up to answer the knocking on his front door.

      He grows pale as he looks upon two men. One is dressed in a cop’s uniform and the other like a CEO. They wear hardened expressions.

      “May we come in?” the wannabe cop asks.

      “Sure.”

      They walk inside. Gordon closes the door quickly.

      “You are early. The moon is not due out for a few hours.”

      “We have come to discuss a few things about the newcomers,” the businessman says.

      Gordon’s shaky legs are about to fall out from under him. He finds a chair and sits down. The gentlemen continue to stand.

      “You’re going to let them break this curse,” the wannabe cop says.

      “Maybe my hearing is going finally. What did you just say?”

      “You remember what happened at Stanley’s house?” the businessman says.

      Gordon grips his chest, sweat comes down his face. He nods with effort.

      “Good. Then we don’t need to remind you. Now, as for Wesley Darsmin. Befriend him. You’re going to take him into the cave tonight.”

      “Me? But I don’t know where it is.”

      “Liar,” the wannabe cop says.

      Gordon stands. “You two better leave.”

      “Andrea O’Kelly is to remain with you during the cycle,” the businessman says.

      Gordon shakes his head. “You’re killing me.”

      “We can,” the businessman says.

      “Let me do it,” the wannabe cop says.

      The businessman raises his hand. “Gordon is going to do as we say. If he wants to see his wife again.”

      “Elaine?” He smiles into the air. “How I long to see you again.”

      Wannabe cop looks at businessman. “We should go now.”

      “Have a good night, Mr. Peters.”

      As the two gentlemen leave, Gordon remains transfixed on the image of his wife hanging above him.
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      The moon comes out.

      The left side of the road is full of groaning and moaning. Passion at its highest.

      Abbey comes out of her house to meet her friend Mark.

      “Let’s go down to the beach,” he says.

      “Perfect.”

      They run together to the end of the road, up over the dune.
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        * * *

      

      Gordon can’t resist it anymore. He climbs over the railing of the bridge. “Honey, I’m coming home.” His grasp is barely firm. Each finger slowly lets go. He falls feet first into the stream that empties into a river. It’s a strong current today. He had fished down here many times but never had a strong current like this. The water rolls over and over the top of his head until he goes down and doesn’t come up.

      Two shadows loom over the railing. Gordon’s dead body washes up onto a grassy patch.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley goes into his parent’s bedroom. He stands at the foot of the bed like a creepy little kid from a horror movie who is about to devour his parents. A shadow passes their window. He goes to the window and looks down and around.

      “Wesley?” His mother wakes and frantically gets out of bed.

      “What?” His father wakes and almost falls out of the bed.

      “Someone is out there.”

      A knock on the front door brings the three of them downstairs.

      “I’ll handle this,” Thomas says. He opens the door.

      “Good evening,” the wannabe cop says.

      “You’re here for my son?”

      “No. We wanted to make sure that Gordon did as we asked. I see that he didn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea comes into her parent’s bedroom and tugs on her mother’s arm. She wakes, rubbing her eyes. “Andrea, dear, what is it?”

      “There’s someone outside the house.”

      Melaine quickly puts on a robe and shakes her husband awake.

      “Mel, what is it? Andrea?”

      “Andrea saw someone downstairs outside the house.”

      Michael puts his wife and daughter into the bed. “You two stay here.” He leaves the room, closing the door behind him.

      “Mommy.”

      “It’ll be okay.” Melanie opens the door and goes out. Andrea runs after her, but her mother closes the door on her. She holds onto the doorknob so Andrea can’t open the door. “I’m sorry.”

      Michael opens the front door. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Good evening, Mr. O’Kelly,” the businessman says.

      “You here for my daughter?”

      “No. I came to see if Gordon completed his task. I see he didn’t.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I’m afraid that your daughter will need to come with me, after all.”

      “You come near my daughter and I’ll break every bone in your body.”

      The businessman laughs, hard and echoing.

      Melanie appears next to her husband. “What is it, Michael?”

      “Where is Andrea?”

      Andrea appears from behind her mother.

      “Hello, Andrea.” He is so casual in his greeting, like he knows her.

      “You can’t have her,” Melanie says. Immediately recognizing the businessman for who he truly is.

      “Melanie, take Andrea upstairs.”

      “You can’t see who he is?”

      “Your wives were always better at perception. Too bad that Thomas didn’t have his wife deal with me instead. Wesley might have been safe.”

      Andrea walks up to the businessman and kicks him in the leg. He winces, but recovers.

      “Andrea!” Melanie pulls her back.

      “She comes with me.” The businessman grabs Andrea by the hand. She kicks and screams.

      Melanie and Michael punch and kick the businessman but nothing is hurting him. Only Andrea’s kick made him cringe in pain. Melanie and Michael try all they can but they can’t get to her. They can’t get past whatever the businessman did to the space around them.
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        * * *

      

      The businessman keeps his hand tight around Andrea’s hand. “Andrea, do you feel safe with me?”

      Andrea shakes her head.

      “Aww, you will.”

      They walk alongside the forest until they take a sharp turn inside. Andrea struggles to get free.

      “No. Don’t wanna go.”

      “Andrea, you will do well to listen to what you are told.”

      Andrea used to like this forest. The idea of playing by the water’s edge or chasing butterflies around the grassy areas, but now she hates it. And she is powerless against the businessman.

      As they continue down the dark path, light comes. In the form of tiny bugs. They light up the path here and there, giving some hope of good things to come. Andrea tries to catch them as they walk along. Their lights burn brighter as they approach the cave.

      The wannabe cop stands at the entrance. Arms folded. Like he expected his comrade to have been here sooner and he has to suffer the disappointment of doing this alone.

      The businessman pushes Andrea forward. The bugs’ lights dance around her head then fly off. The wannabe cop takes Andrea by the hand and leads her into the cave.

      It smells and looks different than last she saw it. There’s moss growing at the foot bed. Vines hanging down the mouth and scattered along the walls where holes let in light and escape. Only big enough for small things to get through. With no light to navigate, Andrea wonders if she will step in something bad or turn the wrong way. And what has become of Wesley? He is the only reason she is somewhat accepting this would-be holding cell.

      “Please, let me go.”

      “You’ll be reunited with your friend soon.”

      The cave seems to go on for miles. There are no turns. There are no hidden chambers. Where can everyone be hiding?

      Andrea listens carefully. She wants to hear another child’s voice. But she hears something else. Scratching. Gnawing. Her heart races. She has always been a shy girl but she has never been afraid. Now she is.

      The wannabe cop stops, causing her to hide behind him.

      “End of the line, little one.”

      She comes around him. “Where?”

      “You have to go inside there.” He points up ahead.

      She shakes her head “no” and hides behind him.

      He takes her out from behind him and pushes her forward. “You remember this, don’t you? It barely hurts.”

      She takes a step forward. The scratching. The gnawing. Growing intense. Close. She looks behind her. Gulps hard. Takes a step forward. “Wesley?” It’s almost a whisper.

      But loud enough to wake what lies ahead.

      The darkness before her opens. A slit right down the center of it. Light of all colors beams out. Illuminates the things behind the scratching and the gnawing. The talons of hawks and eagles and falcons emerge from the darkness and into the light. The gnawing of wolves with bones in their mouths, flesh still stuck to them. As they move with the light, their bodies are illuminated in brilliant shades of red and blue.

      Andrea is dazzled by the lights. By the illuminated animals.

      “Andrea!” Wesley cries out.

      “Wesley!” She runs to the light.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea looks around for a moment before she starts walking. A beautiful glistening stream enchants her. She bends down and tries to catch the frogs jumping from lily pad to lily pad. Butterflies flutter around her and then cross over to the other side of the stream. She splashes into the water after them. Though the water isn’t deep enough to cause her harm, it still holds danger.

      All around her are trees that shine like jewels. Their tops shake in the wind and create a melody that is as light as the air that wraps around them. Swooping down are the birds from before. They barely touch the top of her hair. Seeing as they mean no harm, she smiles up at them, reaching out. Swooshing besides her. The wolves run on either side of her, anxious to outrun each other. Once more, no harm intended for her. She runs after them until she reaches the only dark portion of the forest.

      It wobbles from all sides. The black orb fights to be free of the light, or perhaps it is consuming the light.

      Andrea walks steadily towards it. The size of it increases. “Come here, Andrea,” a voice says clearly and loudly.

      Such warmth she feels. Such warmth cannot be trusted from something so dark though. Still, she doesn’t hesitate. She walks straight for the darkness.

      “We have been waiting for you, Andrea,” the voice says.

      Her hand reaches out. She dangles her fingers in front of the orb. Another voice comes.

      “Andrea, don’t it,” Wesley says.

      “Wesley?” She looks around.

      The orb enlarges. The blackness moves. Pulsates like a beating heart.

      “Listen to me for once,” Wesley says.

      “Come to us, Andrea,” the voice says. Its warmth intensifies and causes the entire area to steam up like a sauna.

      Andrea finds the heat unbearable. She wipes sweat beads from her face and neck. She tunes out Wesley’s dire warnings. She only hears the voice. She places one finger inside the orb. Before she lets in more of herself, she is pulled back.
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        * * *

      

      She is inside the dark cave. A boy is standing before her with a lighter glaring in her face. Arms wrap around her. She knows that smell. She knows those arms.

      “I guess your friend is okay,” the boy with the lighter says.

      “Andrea, you didn’t hear my voice?”

      “I heard you, Wesley.”

      “But you didn’t listen.” Wesley grabs the lighter and shows Andrea a small hole in the wall. She looks through the hole. She can see the forest and the one side of the road. “There is light inside the dark. Now we just have to find a way to make it bigger.”

      “We’re kind of used to this by now,” a little girl says.

      “We can’t stay in here. Your parents and friends could be in danger out there,” Wesley says.

      “What do you want us to do?” an older boy says. He looks around fifteen. Just at the end of his freedom. Soon he will be part of the cycle like the others.

      “Abbey may help us. She wants to help break this curse that you’re under.”

      “Listen, Wesley, you are crazy to go against this cycle. Those men that brought us here are not going to play games,” lighter boy says.

      Andrea tugs on Wesley’s pants. “I’ll be with you in a moment, Andrea.”

      “No. You listen now!”

      “Excuse us for a minute.”

      Wesley takes Andrea away from the others.

      “This kid is crazy,” lighter boy says.

      “Andrea, I am mad at you but I understand your mistake. I can forgive you. But this is serious. I need to take charge here. I can’t have you being a distraction for me.”

      She pouts.

      “Don’t give me that look.”

      “Wesley, I am afraid.” She hugs him tightly.

      He hugs her, caressing her back and then the top of her head. “It’ll be okay, I promise you.” He kisses the top of her head. “Now, can you please do me a favor and stay with the other little kids? I need to rally the older ones to help me get us out of here.”

      “Okay, Wesley.” She pulls him down and kisses him on the cheek. He blushes. She runs over to the other kids, close to the girls.

      Wesley walks back over. Even at eight years old he is very regal, very adult-like. It amazes the others. “I am willing to bet that this cave has another entrance or an exit. We just have to feel around for loose rocks or maybe a secret door. We will cut through the rocks if need be.”

      “With what?” an older girl says.

      “How many of you are over ten?”

      Seven of them raise their hands.

      “Good. You are stronger than the younger ones. That means that you can help me better than they can.”

      “You’re just a little kid as well,” lighter boy says.

      “I am a lot of things. We are wasting time discussing this.”

      As Wesley and the seven older kids look around the cave for bigger holes or instruments to make smaller holes into bigger ones, the younger kids do a bit of exploring of their own.

      “You are lucky to have such a good friend, Andrea,” a girl says.

      “Who are you?” Andrea asks.

      “Jasmine.”

      “Hello.”

      “Hello back.”

      “Wesley is my friend.”

      “I think he’s cute.”

      The others giggle.

      “Yeww,” Andrea says.

      “How are we going to find our way?” a little boy asks.

      “We will be careful where we step. And there are tiny holes that will let in enough moonlight for us to at least see the walls,” Jasmine says.

      “Why do I feel like the older kids are trying to be like our parents?”

      “What’s your name?” Andrea asks.

      “Oh, that’s Kevin. Just wait until he starts asking you twenty questions. It’s something he always does,” Jasmine says.

      “Not true.”

      “Ask,” Andrea says.

      As they continue looking around in the cave, judging their footing by making small steps and staying linked together by locking arms, Andrea feels like she may not be able to answer all twenty questions.

      “Question number one. Where do you come from, Andrea?”

      “Ow,” another little boy says.

      “You okay, Tim?” Jasmine asks.

      “Fine.”

      “New York,” Andrea says. “Where are the babies here?”

      “No babies. Every kid is at least four or older here. There has never been babies here. Everyone that moves here is already a toddler,” Jasmine says.

      “Question number two. Are you special, Andrea?”

      “Why?”

      “Because the cycles don’t affect your parents.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Question number three - -“

      “Leave her alone. She doesn’t need to answer your questions,” Jasmine says.

      “Okay. But you know that my twenty questions always helps.”

      “Not in this situation,” Jasmine says.

      During their trek, they don’t realize that they are close to the mouth of the cave. Kevin is the first to notice. He unlocks himself from the chain gang they formed and runs straight for the mouth. As he reaches it, he is bounced backwards.

      “Kevin!” Jasmine helps him up.

      “There’s something there stopping us from leaving. It felt like jelly. It doesn’t hurt to touch it.”

      They immediately start feeling the invisible substance.

      “He’s right. It’s sticky but doesn’t hurt,” Tim says.

      Andrea is reluctant to touch it.

      “Maybe we can somehow tear through it,” Jasmine says.

      At the back of the cave, Wesley and the older children give up finding a hole or instrument to help them escape.

      “It’s hopeless,” lighter boy says.

      “Where are the others?” Wesley shines the lighter. “Andrea?” He takes off. The others follow him.

      “Where could they have gone to?”

      “Andrea?” Wesley is full of fear, full of worry. He can’t fail at keeping her safe.

      Andrea and her group attempt to pull on the invisible jelly wall.

      “Stretch!” Jasmine pulls the hardest.

      Poor Andrea is just not strong enough to pull it hard. She sits down. Her little body is tired.

      “Andrea?” Wesley pulls her up.

      “Wesley. We found a way.”

      Wesley shines the lighter where the younger kids are.

      Jasmine turns to him. “Don’t stand there. Help us.”

      The older kids run over. Wesley remains by Andrea.

      “We will get out.” Wesley puts his arm around her.

      “The lighter. Let’s burn it,” Jasmine says.

      Lighter boy comes over to Wesley demanding his lighter back. Wesley hands it over. Lighter boy walks up to the mouth of the cave and sets the lighter inside the invisible jelly mold. “Ugh, man, what is this stuff?” he says as he shakes his shoe. He shines the lighter down but doesn’t see anything.

      “Hang on.” Wesley leaves Andrea. “One of you go and sit with Andrea.”

      Jasmine stands next to Andrea.

      Wesley puts his hand into the invisible jelly mold. “It feels like the honey pits of… It doesn’t matter. We can eat our way through it.”

      “What?” Tim says.

      “I am not putting that stuff into my mouth,” lighter boy says.

      “Then you can stay here.” Wesley starts tearing away and putting the invisible stuff into his mouth.

      Andrea and Jasmine walk over. “Let’s do it,” Jasmine says. She starts eating.

      It doesn’t take long before they all start doing it. Except Andrea. She refuses to touch it or go near it.

      The invisible barrier starts breaking apart and coming down. When a big enough hole is made, everyone jumps out of the cave. Except Andrea.

      “Andrea, come with me,” Wesley says.

      She stomps her feet.

      “Andrea, don’t make me take you over my knee.”

      The invisible barrier starts growing back over its wound. Wesley can’t waste any more time. He lunges, grabs Andrea, and they fall onto the grassy path. The others help them up.

      “I can’t believe we got out of that cave,” Jasmine says.

      The sun is rising. The little specks of gold and red shine through the trees. Andrea shudders. Being in the forest reminds her of the forest she was in before. Where the darkness had its hold, but couldn’t sustain it. Everyone is cheering, praising Wesley. Andrea sits by herself on the grass. She tilts her head to one way. The grass tilts with her. She is about to speak up, but doesn’t. She feels like no one will hear her anyway. They are too busy pushing Wesley onto a pedestal.

      Everyone stays together as they walk out of the forest.

      “We could have just waited. The sun is up,” lighter boy says.

      “It didn’t feel like it took all night,” Wesley says.

      “Who cares? We got out. Now we know that we can do it again,” Jasmine says.

      Andrea remains quiet. She has much to consider. If it happens again, will she be able to find her way to Wesley and will he set them free again?
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        * * *

      

      Wesley stumbles into his house. Mentally exhausted. He listens for his parents. No one comes to greet him. He goes into the kitchen and washes his face and hands. Footsteps come.

      “What happened?” Arianna asks.

      Wesley walks over to her and reaches out to hug her. She pulls away. “We were taken to the cave inside the forest.”

      “And?” She can’t even look at him.

      “And something happened. Why would you take us to this place knowing what lives here?”

      “Ask your father.”

      Wesley walks through the house. “Father?”

      “You won’t find him. He and Michael have gone into the forest to look for you and Andrea.”

      “And you didn’t stop them? What did Andrea’s mother do?”

      “I told her to remain in her house. I told her this was the men’s responsibility since they wanted us to move here.”
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      The end may never be near. As you chase it, it moves further away.

      Abbey looks out her window, anticipating the moment Mark will appear. She has decided that she will try to fight the cycle’s unbreakable control over everyone, but she will have fun with Mark as well.

      A blinking light appears at the end of her driveway. Mark is waiting.

      Abbey and Mark head towards the beach, but she stops right before they reach the sand.

      “What is it?”

      “I want to do this in my house. In my bed.”

      “Abbey, we don’t have to. We can fight the cycle.”

      “We are going to do both. Come with me and I shall show you.”

      “Are you two sneaking off to do something bad?” Wesley asks.

      “Go back to sleep, kid.”

      “No. Let him come with us.”

      “Abbey, he’s just a kid.”

      “We need someone who isn’t affected by the cycle.”

      “He’s a kid, that’s why he isn’t affected.”

      “I don’t think if he was our age that he would be affected. Let’s just take him.”

      “I am not okay with a kid watching us do sexual stuff.”

      “We will not do that in front of him, but I do want to show him something.”

      “Have you two seen my father and Mr. O’Kelly? Andrea’s father.”

      “No,” Abbey says.

      “We went into that cave. We ate our way out. But when I came home I found that my father was missing and Andrea’s father was missing too. They went into the forest.”

      “Come with us.”

      Abbey is all stealth-like going to her house. Mark and Wesley don’t see a point to walking like a ninja, so they walk casually.

      “You ate your way out of the cave?” Mark says.

      “Be quiet.”

      They enter the house and hear nothing. Abbey is confident that they can proceed without interference. Without warning, the cycle takes hold of her. She grabs Mark and starts kissing him.

      Wesley backs up to the front door.

      Abbey backs away from Mark. “This is going to be harder than I thought.”

      “What are we doing?” Mark asks.

      “There’s the rule book I want to show Wesley. The residents were given rule books the moment they moved in. It goes into detail about the services that are available for us. It tells us when we can leave to visit town.”

      “My parents didn’t get that. I’m pretty sure Andrea’s didn’t either.”

      “That only proves further that you are all different. The cycle does not affect you.”

      “They went into the cave though.”

      “I think it was for a different reason. And Wesley is very clever. He will figure out the rule book.”

      “What’s there to figure out?”

      Abbey opens a door.

      “I don’t like basements,” Mark says.

      “Neither do I.”

      “Are there monsters down there?” Wesley asks.

      “No, don’t be silly. It’s a basement.” She flips the light switch on.

      “You don’t know what lives inside the basements I’m familiar with,” Wesley says.

      Abbey goes down first, followed by Mark. Wesley wavers for a second then follows. Abbey points to the glass cabinet against the far wall. “It’s the grey notebook with the frayed cover.”

      Wesley opens the cabinet and searches. He finds the notebook and hands it to her.

      “You go ahead and read it.”

      Wesley opens it. The pages almost fall out of the spiral binding. He flips through the pages quickly. He comes to the last page and suddenly looks up at Abbey. “You really believe this?”

      “He’s just a kid. He believes everything is imaginary.”

      Wesley hands the notebook to Abbey. “I know, better than anyone that not everything is imagination, but I also know where the line is drawn.”

      Abbey looks through the notebook. She has read it a dozen times. It doesn’t go into detail about the cycles, but it does talk about what they can and can’t do.

      “This is a waste of time. Abbey, I don’t know if I can control it anymore.”

      “I thought that by showing you this… but I was wrong.”

      Wesley tries to look sympathetic.

      Mark grabs Abbey’s face and starts kissing her. She responds by kissing him. Then she stops. “What happened in the cave? How did you escape?”

      “Abbey, come on.”

      “The entrance to the cave was covered with honey from… it doesn’t matter from where. We figured out eating through it was the solution.”

      “No. It’s something else.”

      No matter how much it may liberate her and the others, Wesley fights against his better judgment to tell her. Unfortunately, he hates lying. “There are honey pot trees where I come from, and the honey always gets on everything. There are only a small number of ways to get it off you. One of the best ways to get rid of it is to eat it. If you can’t eat it, you have to find the bark of a Vyre tree. The roughness is so strong that it can peel your skin off. It’ll take off the honey.”

      Abbey and Mark look at each other completely confused.

      “You asked me. I’ll take the notebook and try to help decipher any clues it might have.” She hands the notebook to him. He looks through it once more.
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        * * *

      

      The people of the left side gather on the bridge as the last day of the cycle ends. Abigal has been waiting since 7:30 am. “I trust that everyone is very satisfied.”

      “Mildly,” Darma says.

      “What news on the newcomers?” Jacob asks.

      “Their children spent some time in the cave but apparently were able to escape it. Thus, the cave no longer can hold the children during the cycle.”

      The shock on everyone’s face is apparent. But now they have a bigger question.

      “What will happen during the next cycle?” Darma asks.

      “I don’t know. But we will all gather here on the next morning.”

      Abigal spots her daughter and Mark standing close together. The crowd disperses. Abigal has questions for her daughter.

      “Will we tell her the truth?” Mark asks Abbey.

      “Abbey. Mark. How was it for you two?”

      “You asked everyone for seven days how their nights went. They all had sex. Maybe not as much as they were supposed to, but they appeased the cycle.”

      “And did you?”

      “Yes. We did. But we did it because we wanted to. We fought against the cycle and won.”

      “Mark, anything you want to add?”

      “The gathering is over. If you don’t mind, Abbey and I are going to spend some time together before the new cycle comes.”

      Abigal is left alone on the bridge until Melanie and Arianna walk up to her. “We can’t find our husbands. Who do we talk to when someone goes missing?” Melanie asks.

      “Missing? Are you sure that they are missing?”

      “Do we look like liars? Why would we lie about our husbands missing?” Arianna asks.

      “They were inside this forest. Wesley has looked for them. Where else would they be? It’s been a week now.”

      “I will do my best to help but I am not a police officer.”

      “Then find one,” Arianna says.
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        * * *

      

      Abigal slams the front door. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “The husbands are missing. Those new people. Where are the six people that went missing during the full moon? Why did Jacob only come back?” She lingers on that. “Jacob.”

      “I don’t like these changes in you.”

      “Continue reading your newspaper while I hold the community together. Can’t even lift a finger to help me with our daughter.”

      She leaves the house.
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        * * *

      

      Abigal knocks on the Dogton’s front door. Darma answers. “Abigal.”

      “Is Jacob here?”

      She calls for her son. He pops up instantly. “Abigal wants to talk to you.”

      “Alone.”

      “Sure.” Abigal walks into the dining room.

      “Jacob, you are the only one to come back out of the seven people who went missing during the full moon. Where did you go?”

      “I can’t remember.”

      “What happened?”

      “I can’t remember.”

      “What were you doing before you went missing?” He is about to answer. “If you say that you can’t remember, I am going to slap you.”

      “I was heading towards the bridge.”

      “Why were you out? You should have been inside the cave with the other underage children.”

      “I snuck away before they put us in there. We were in a group.”

      “You defied the cycle?”

      “I was curious if I could.”
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        * * *

      

      The new moon comes and goes.

      Wesley had watched all night for seven days. No one left their home. He walks to the bridge with the grey notebook in his hand. He sees Abbey leaning against the railing. “Hey, Abbey. What do you remember about the cave when you were in there?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Wesley. We met already. We’ve talked a few times.”

      “Sorry, but I never met you. I know everyone here, but I do not know you.”

      Abbey passes Jacob as she leaves the bridge. Wesley stares over the railing.

      “Hey, kid, how was the cave?”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      Jacob dips into his pants pocket, brings out sunflower seeds. Offers some to Wesley. When Wesley declines, he eats them all. “How I see it is, you shouldn’t be treading on my territory, Wesley.”

      Wesley steps away. “I knew it. I knew that you were familiar to me.”

      “Shh… it’ll be our secret.”

      “But how did you come here?”

      “Did you enjoy my cave?”

      “Please don’t hurt Andrea.”

      “Hurt her? Why would I?”

      Wesley backs away. Jacob is on him. Scratches at his back. Wesley cringes and falls to his knees. Jacob eases off him. His eyes are black. A shadow looms over him. The shadow takes over scratching Wesley.

      Trumpets in the distance.

      Jacob sighs and leaps away into the forest.

      Wesley gets to his feet. He feels around to his back. Blood is on his hand.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley returns to the bridge later and takes Andrea down to the river. Andrea is captivated by hummingbirds flitting across the water. She jumps to reach one. Falls instantly into the water.

      “Andrea!” He jumps in. Swims madly to reach her. She has gone under. He dives under. He may be a kid but he’s got some strength. He finds Andrea and grabs her by her shirt. To the surface they go. He pulls her onto the grass. Both cough up water.

      She lays her face down onto the grass. “Pretty.”

      “You nearly drowned. I shouldn’t have brought you here. I was trying to prove that I was going insane. He can’t be here.”

      She cries. He ignores her blubbering as he tries to carry her out of the forest. As he emerges with her, they are greeted by Abigal.

      “Did you two have an accident?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Is the little girl okay?”

      “You don’t recognize us?”

      Abigal inspects them. “You’re the new people. I’m Abigal Martin.”

      “I need to get her home.”
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      Abigal walks up and down the road to the gates. She looks at Gordon’s house. Faint memories come back.

      “Mom?”

      “What happened to Gordon?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he is out.”

      “He’s been gone for weeks. Why am I the one that has to greet everyone each morning and ask about their day?”

      “I don’t know. Mom, we need to get back home. The next cycle begins tonight.”

      “Right.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley is in a heated argument with his parents. “I am telling you they can’t remember a damn thing.”

      “Don’t swear,” Arianna says.

      “Maybe you misheard her,” Thomas says.

      “What have you two done?”

      “Nothing,” Arianna says.

      “Right. I guess I have to take care of everything, as always. Some leaders you are.”

      Wesley is out of the house before either one of them can say another thing.

      Wesley sees Mark heading for the beach. “Mark.”

      Mark turns around, comes down the dune. “Hey.”

      “Do you remember me?”

      “You’re the new kid. Don’t know your name. I’m Mark. But I guess you know that already.”

      “Wesley. I’m Wesley.”

      “Hey, Wesley.”

      “Are you and Abbey dating now?”

      “What?” He blushes. Runs his hand through his hair. “No.”

      “But you’ve been intimate.”

      “I wish. I like Abbey.”

      Wesley can’t believe it. No one remembers him. “Have you seen Jacob?”

      “Yeah. He’s waiting for me over the dune.”

      “Can I come with you?”

      “I guess. Yeah, come on. But you better be quick. You kids have to get inside that cave before the moon comes out.”

      A few people are gathered by the shore.

      “About time,” Jacob says. Then he sees Wesley. “Well, hello there.” His sly smile goes unnoticed by the others.

      “I thought I’d see what is happening over here. You are close to my house.”

      “You don’t own the beach. I’m glad that you are here.” Jacob arranges everyone into a circle. “I’m afraid you can’t be part of the circle, Wesley. But you can watch. I want you to watch.”

      Wesley stands next to Jacob. “I want to keep my eyes on you.”

      Jacob laughs. “Indeed.” He joins the circle but is clearly the leader. “Okay. Now, who wants to be the sacrifice this time?” Hands shoot up. “Eagerness is always appreciated. Mark.”

      “No.”

      Jacob looks over his shoulder. “Be quiet, Wesley.” He looks at Mark. “Come to me, Mark.”

      Mark breaks from the circle and stands in the middle of everyone.

      “Your sacrifice is brave. You understand why your sacrifice is necessary?”

      “Yes. Someone broke the rules. Someone has to pay the price.”

      “Yes. Someone did break the rules.” Jacob looks over at Wesley. “We are lucky, my friends. We have the reason for this sacrifice right here with us. Sadly we cannot punish or kill him. But he will have to watch his new friend die.”

      Wesley steps into the middle of the circle. “Maybe I will reveal your true identity to these people. Let them know that you are the reason for the cycles affecting people.”

      “Go ahead. None of them are going to believe you. Really, Wesley, from our last encounter, I would have thought you’d learn by now that I cannot be stopped.”

      “Why don’t you take off that child’s skin and show them and me your true face?”

      Jacob steps out of the circle but fills his space with Mark. “What will you give me if I spare him?”

      “Are you seriously making a deal with me?”

      “Yes.”

      Wesley backs up until the ocean touches his feet.

      “Don’t be afraid. Now, you offer me something and I will let Mark live.”

      “I don’t have anything.”

      “Oh, you have something that I want very much.”

      Wesley shoves him. “She’s just a little girl.”

      “She won’t be little forever. Promise me Andrea when she is eighteen. That’s a ripe age for humans.”

      A wave crashes and forces Wesley into the grasp of Jacob. “I will not give Andrea to you.”

      “That’s my deal. Give me Andrea and this boy will live.”

      “Will you stop this curse? Will you set these people free?”

      “I can’t. Before you say more, let me explain. I can’t stop the cycle where it is. It must go through an entire month. Right now it’s the first quarter phase. The right side of the road must go through their cycle. And then the full moon will come. And it ends with the last quarter. If you promise me Andrea, I will end the cycle curse on that last moon. As you have discovered, the new moon resets everything. Their memories are wiped.”

      Why did he have to say that? Wesley can’t do it. He can’t condemn his best friend to slavery. It turns his stomach to even consider it. “What will you do to her?”

      “Why, I am going to take her home. Do we have a deal?”

      The shadow that Wesley saw before, looms over Jacob again.

      “You have a deal.” He extends his hand. He and Jacob shake on it.

      “That gives you fourteen wonderful years with Andrea before she is mine forever. I wish your parents were as accommodating as you are.”

      Jacob whistles. It’s unlike any human whistle. It has an ethereal quality to it. Mark and the others break the circle and stand around looking at each other confused. Jacob and the shadow walk down the beach.

      “Jacob?” Mark says. Then Mark sees Wesley. “Wesley. What you doing here?”

      Wesley is on the verge of tears. He just condemned his best friend to a life that she knows nothing of right now. Fourteen years will go by and he will carry this secret agreement around his neck. How will he ever tell her? Can he ever tell her? “I have to find a way to break this agreement before her eighteenth birthday?”

      “Whose eighteenth birthday?” Mark asks.

      “I have broken the curse for you. But you will have to continue until the last phase. After that you are free.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley watches from his bedroom window. Mark has spread the good news. Everyone is outside cheering and running in circles. His one good deed does not outweigh the bad one though.

      As night comes and the first quarter moon rises, Wesley notices people emerge from the homes on the right side and start trimming their bushes into unique shapes. Someone sets up a canvas and easel and starts painting on their front yard.

      A yellow light shines inside the forest. “What have I done?”

      He just hopes the weeks go by fast. He may not be able to save Andrea in the long run but right now he can try to save as many people of Coral Gardens as possible.
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      Full moon.

      Wesley ventures out of his house. He walks down to the end of the road and checks the gates.

      “Hey,” Abigal says. She stops to stretch. “How are you?”

      Where he is happy that she remembers him, he wonders what will happen when the curse is finally over. He can’t reveal Jacob’s true identity. They’d never believe him. “I am fine.”

      “It’s going to be a rough last week of the full moon. I mean the full moon will still be around but the curse that has been attached to these cycles will be over. We never know who is going to hurt or kill someone. It just comes over us—this desire to hurt. Don’t trust any of us come tonight.” She runs off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wesley walks into Gordon’s house. There is interest to be had. Gordon’s collection of things has their own stories to tell. He runs his hand over the dining table. Voices come. Gordon and Elaine talking about happier times. He runs his hand along the coffee table in the living room. Gordon and Elaine’s voices come again. Talking about wanting to have children. He runs his hand over the couch. Gordon and Elaine’s voices of passion. He quickly takes his hand off the couch. He walks upstairs. Checks out the three bedrooms. He runs his hand over Gordon’s clothes. Gordon’s voice comes through with pain and suffering. He runs his hand over Elaine’s clothes. Her voice comes through with relief. He leaves the room. Walks downstairs. Sits down on a chair in the living room.

      “I wish you were here to see the end of it.”

      Gordon’s voice comes through clearly and intensely. “I knew you’d break us free.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t do it before you died.”

      “You had to pay a hefty price for this, didn’t you?”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know that look. Also, I am dead. We dead see and hear things we don’t want to.”

      Wesley runs his hand over the chair. “All I did was give up the one person that means the most to me.”

      “Any way of keeping her and still breaking the curse?”

      “I’m afraid that the person responsible for this curse is not the type that makes deals to benefit you.”

      “The Devil.”

      Wesley gets up. Runs his hand over the chair. “No. This man is much worse. Goodbye, Gordon.”

      “Goodbye, Wesley.”

      Wesley walks out of the house. As he is walking away, he hears crashing and crunching. The house is falling apart. The roof caves in, crushing the entire house.

      “Goodbye, Gordon.
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        * * *

      

      Abbey lays down on Mark’s bed. He lays down next to her. “He really said that we were intimate?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      “I do. Sort of.”

      “Want me to remind you?” She giggles as he kisses her neck.

      His bedroom door opens and his mother is standing there.

      “Mom.”

      “Not in this house. At least not until next week.” She closes the door.

      “I don’t know how he brought back our memories. We never remember anything after the last quarter cycle.”

      “The new moon comes after that. It must refresh our memories. Like a complete mind sweep.”

      “But Wesley brought them back.”

      Mark runs his finger up and down her arm. “Jacob is different. Since he went missing and then came back. I say we kill him tonight.”

      “Mark, we don’t have to abide by the cycle’s rules anymore.”

      “We have to until the last cycle.”

      “Ugh, okay. Let’s kill Jacob.”

      A devilish smile comes across Mark’s face. “And I have the perfect way to kill him.”

      She is suddenly really into the idea. She paws at his face and then kisses him hard.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas smacks Wesley across the face. Arianna goes to her son’s side. “You gave her to him? What is going through your brain?”

      “It will end this curse. And where have you been?”

      “I’ve been making sure that we still have a home to go home to. We made a promise to our friends that their daughter would be protected.”

      “Where have you been, Father?”

      “You have too much passion for freeing these people who don’t matter. They have nothing to do with our lives.”

      “That’s not true and you know it. I did what you couldn’t do.”

      “You just made it easier for him to open the damn doorway.”

      Wesley wipes down his face where he was struck, as if wiping away the red mark and the pain. “If you had succeeded in killing him, we’d not be having this conversation now.”

      Thomas makes like he is about to strike him again. “If you had kept your nose clean and just accepted our agreement with Michael and Melanie, we never would have had to leave home.”

      “This is my fault?”

      “No, your father is just being nonsensical.”

      Wesley shoves his mother away. “You can’t keep playing with our lives like they don’t matter. We are not toys.”

      “Start acting your age. Don’t try and play in the adult league.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Thomas, that’s enough. Arguing is getting us nowhere.”

      “He’s acting just like he did before. I am done with this disappointment.”

      Wesley doesn’t know how to react. He can’t remember what he did exactly that his father would say these things. But he knows what he must do now.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley sits outside Andrea’s house. He can’t face her.

      Melanie sits down next to him. “He will forgive you.”

      “I’ve done it again. Messed up everything.”

      “You can’t help it. You don’t like seeing people suffer.”

      He lays his head down on her lap. She strokes his hair.
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        * * *

      

      As the full moon comes out, Wesley walks outside his house. He wants to witness it. Two figures run down the right side of the road, chasing a third figure.

      “Wesley.”

      He looks up. Andrea is hanging half out of her window. “Get down and close the window.”

      Andrea comes out of her house.

      “Go back inside.”

      “No.”

      A dark figure is running towards them. Wesley gets in front of Andrea.

      “Help me!” Jacob is all bloody.

      Andrea screams.

      “Help me. If you don’t, the boy will die. I am merely borrowing Jacob’s body.”

      “You are sick.”

      “That is true. Would you expect anything else from me?”

      Abbey and Mark run up. “Wesley, go inside,” Abbey says.

      “Wesley, you better help me.”

      Abbey and Mark lick their lips in suspense. They raise their knives.

      Jacob sucks in a deep breath.

      Mark plunges his knife into Jacob’s stomach. Abbey plunges her knife into Jacob’s throat. Jacob falls backwards. Abbey and Mark jump up and down. A shadow leaves Jacob’s body. Only Wesley can see it.

      “The smiling man,” Andrea says.

      “You saw him?”

      Andrea smiles and waves to the shadow as it takes flight.
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      Abigal meets everyone on the bridge.

      Wesley and Andrea are mixed in with the others.

      “Will the guilty come forward?”

      Abbey and Mark step forward. As does three other people.

      “Okay. You realize what you’ve done is wrong?” Everyone nods. “But it couldn’t be helped. Anyone missing?”

      Everyone shakes their head.

      “I want you all to know that we have this last week and then the cycle will be broken.”

      “At least it ends with a bang,” Darma says.

      That gets everyone laughing.

      “Okay, that’s all.” Abigal feels like a weight has been lifted. Taking over Gordon’s role isn’t so bad. Only after that last week, she will no longer have this role. She can’t remember living a normal life. She catches up to her daughter and Mark. She’s content knowing that she can try to have a normal life with her family.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wesley stands before the cave. He wonders what will happen to it after the curse is lifted. He heads for the lake. Finally able to appreciate it. He looks down into the water. “Why can I never see the smiling man that Andrea speaks of?”

      Laughter echoes from inside the cave.

      He turns on a dime. “You will not tempt Andrea before her eighteenth birthday. That is the agreement. If you try to break our deal, I will come for you.”

      “Let’s see, you’ll already be an adult when she turns eighteen. And you aren’t allowed in there anymore. If I were to take her before our agreement goes into effect, what can you do to stop me?”

      “Show yourself.”

      A shadow appears above him.

      “Are you going to honor our agreement?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of breaking an agreement with someone like you. Have I ever broken a deal that I made with your parents?”

      “Your reputation says differently.”

      “I value all agreements made with my two favorite families.”

      “Why do you want Andrea?”

      “Why should I tell you? You think if you knew that it could assist you in stopping me? No, boy, that isn’t going to work. But keep trying. I might crack one day. I look forward to when you are allowed back in the Vale. It’s going to be like old times. Or I could show you what has been going on in there and ignite those lost memories. What say you?”

      “I will defeat you.”

      The shadow laughs. It flies into the cave. Boom. The cave crumbles. Reduced to a pile of rubble.
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        * * *

      

      The end can come, if you believe it enough.

      The O’Kellys and Darsmins fought through the sounds of passion at night by ordering the moving trucks and packing them at night. The noise of furniture and boxes being moved around helped soften the lovemaking coming from the left side.

      Arianna and Melanie waste no time in getting into their cars as soon as the sun breaks the horizon.

      “You got the address?” Thomas asks Michael.

      “Yeah. It’s plugged into the GPS.”

      Melanie makes sure that Andrea is buckled up in the back seat.

      Abbey and Mark come over to Wesley as he puts a small box into the back seat of his parent’s car. “A lot of the people are leaving, but we are staying. There’s nothing to fear now. We’ve already got people coming in to get rid of that forest.”

      “No. Don’t do that. It can’t hurt you.”

      “Stay in touch.” Abbey hands him a piece of paper.

      “I will.”

      Abbey walks over to Andrea’s parent’s car. “Bye, Andrea.”

      “Come, Wesley,” Arianna says.

      Wesley gets into the car.
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      Nine years later.

      Andrea’s thirteenth birthday. She has school friends, family, and Wesley over. This is her very official, heavily themed birthday. All the others before were simply her parents, Wesley’s parents, and Wesley with a cake and some presents. Since her birthday falls on the first day of spring and this is her entrance into adolescence and the tender in between of girl to woman, her parents want her to have a bountiful celebration. There are tons of spring inspired decorations paying respect to the goddess Persephone. There’s also a marble statue of the goddess in the dining room. Leaf garland is hung around every entranceway and railing, with spring flowered wreaths hung throughout the house. A feast fit for the gods lays on a grand table in the middle of the dining room. This is also a celebration for Wesley only having one year left in school. A chance for him to spend time with friends that he won’t be seeing after graduation. Wesley won’t admit it, but he’s afraid of graduating. Andrea is more afraid seeing that he will be an adult and will want to do adult things. She is still a kid in many people’s eyes. What can their friendship offer each other now?

      Andrea’s very close friend Emily from elementary school comes over to her with a white wrapped present. Since no one of her acquaintance knows of Coral Gardens, she doesn’t have to explain to anyone about her previous residence. The memories she has of that place are vague now but Wesley reminds her of things that happened. Emily was always more interested in telling about herself anyway, so it was rare that Andrea even got a word in. Emily became a substitute for Wesley when Wesley was off doing teenage boy things. His parents wanted him more involved in everything that didn’t involve Andrea.

      “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

      “Oh, nonsense.”

      Andrea takes the present over to the table with all the other presents.

      “You’re so lucky to have this beautiful house with the big yard. My parents want to have my thirteenth birthday at some grand ballroom in the city.”

      “I think they wanted the party here for many reasons. This house has a strange history.”

      “Oh, yes? Do tell.”

      “This is only what Wesley has told me, since my parents try not to speak of it.”

      “Of course Wesley knows everything. He has always been known for being an insufferable know-it-all. It always gets him into trouble.”

      “How do you know that? You never hang out with him.”

      Emily goes sheepish.

      “The house is famous for being owned by a wealthy man named Stanley Milton. He was known for having some of the best wine on Long Island. But the vineyard is long gone. A somewhat secret garden is in the far back of the estate. The fountain there always catches people’s eyes. I’ve never seen it. I’m not allowed back there.”

      “Hey, what you say about going down to the fountain?”

      “Sure. We’ve got time before the party actually starts. But my parents will be furious if I do.”

      “So. You’re not a little girl anymore. You can handle it.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea leads the way. Emily follows. They skip along the path leading to the secret garden. The gate is wide open.

      “That’s strange. It’s usually locked.”

      “Lucky us then.”

      They skip into the garden. Flowers grow wild. Andrea takes Emily’s hands and they dance around in circles. Until they reach the fountain. Its gleaming white stone shines like a beacon on the water. Its four tiers standing up to the test of time. The fountain had been built in the early 1900s by Stanley Milton himself.

      “I tried to come here many times. My parents built the hedge first. Then came the gates. I asked Wesley about it and he said that I should stay away from the fountain. He said it only leads to darkness.”

      “That is some fountain.”

      Andrea walks over to the fountain and looks down into the water. “It looks like a regular fountain to me.” She twirls her fingers around in the water. “It’s a marvel, isn’t it?”

      On the first tier are cherub-like creatures with expressions of joy and misery. On the second tier are woodland animals almost mimicking a conga line. On the third tier are gargoyle-like creatures with long wrapped around wings and turned heads. On the fourth tier is a man dressed in a black doublet with black tight-fitting pants, a long black cloak that reaches past his boots, and a birdlike mask.

      “Shall we dance?” Andrea asks the statue man.

      “Stay away from him, Andrea.”

      Andrea breaks into a dance. She laughs as if the man is really here with her and he is a terrible dancer.

      “Andrea?”

      She spins around and is suddenly not dancing alone. The statue man has his arm around her waist.

      “Andrea, stop.”

      She keeps dancing. All the way around the fountain.

      The light around them darkens.

      “Come with me, Andrea,” the statue man says.

      “Are you a prince?”

      “No. I am a king.”

      “Where is your kingdom?”

      “It is but a mere glance away.”

      “How shall we get there?”

      “Follow me.” He jumps onto the base of the fountain. He extends his hand.

      “Are we jumping into the water? Is your kingdom underwater?”

      “No. But it is one way to get there. Come away with me, Andrea and live out your fantasies.”

      “I should bring my friend Wesley.”

      “Andrea, listen to me.”

      “Get away from him, Andrea.”

      “I suppose I can have an adventure without him.”

      “You will never want to leave.” He drops down into the water. He brings her down with him.

      Wesley pushes Emily out of the way.

      “I tried to call to her.” Emily says.

      “Andrea!” She is gone. “Oh, no.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea runs to catch up to the king. “Wait for me.” The garden around her fades.

      “You must hurry, Andrea.”

      Andrea steps down on mushy ground. A swamp surrounds her. “Why are we rushing? What is this?”

      “The road to my kingdom.” He stares down into her eyes.

      She is in a barren wasteland. The grass is brown. There’s a few odd polls that have strings hanging from them. She almost smacks into a poll. “Oh, my God.” They are not normal strings of cloth. The king is gone from sight. “Your Majesty?” She steps away from the poll. “Who would take pieces of flesh and put them on a poll?”

      “Andrea?” Wesley says.

      “Wesley?” She is lost in the sea of dead grass and emptiness. “Wesley, where are you?”

      A rustling spooks her. The grass in front of her, about ten feet away, is moving back and forth. She is unable to see anything inside the grass. The grass keeps shaking back and forth, and then it is on her. She can’t make out what it is exactly. It’s got a lot of hair. It’s got light brown eyes with a hint of yellow in them. It has sharp nails and its teeth are one big front one and one small bottom one. It snaps at her, claws at her. And then in the next second it is off her. She hears the clash of metal against the teeth. She sees a man fighting the beast. He has wounded it. Blood is coming out of its side. The man swings his sword fast and the beast’s head flies off.

      The man is right next to her. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m hurt.” She shows off her arms and legs full of scratches.

      “We will fix that.”

      He picks her up and whistles. A white stallion comes running over. He puts her on the back of the horse and then jumps on.

      “Who are you?”

      “Prince - -“

      “A prince?”

      He has light brown hair, blue-green eyes, and a sweet smile. He isn’t a man. He’s still in his boyhood. “You look like my friend Wesley. But you also remind me of a book that my mother used to read to me when I was a baby. His name was Cornelius and he was a fairy prince.” She notices that he has fairy ears. “You are a fairy.”

      He nods.

      “Where are your wings?”

      His wings pop out from his back.

      “You are my fantasy come true.”

      “Wow, never heard that before.”

      “I can have all the adventures I’ve dreamt of now.”

      “Don’t think that is a good idea. This land is too dangerous to have adventures.”
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        * * *

      

      The fairy prince brings Andrea to a road that sparkles. “This is the main road that leads to the fairy kingdom. My kingdom. Well it will be someday, when my parents are gone.”

      “What is your name?”

      “My name is Cornelius. Coincidence I guess.”

      “I love you.”

      “Hey, let’s not get that carried away.”

      Two horses pass them.

      “Oh, damn.”

      The horses come around. Two men stare down at the prince and Andrea. Their armor is gold and their skin is tan.

      “Your Highness, we have been searching for you. What are you doing with this human?”

      “She is hurt. I saved her from a Tunn. We need to heal her.”

      “Why didn’t you use the healing potion you always carry and then send her on her way?”

      Cornelius shows his arm. His veins are black. “I got poisoned by a Dengag. I took the healing potion and it didn’t work.”

      “Very well. We will take her to the village outside the kingdom. No humans allowed inside the fairy kingdom.”

      “Why not?”

      “Your parents have ordered that no outsiders are allowed. The goblin king has sent his spies out to infiltrate us and neighboring kingdoms. We can’t be too careful.”

      “I am going to remain by her side until she is healed.”

      “And then you’re going home.”

      Cornelius keeps Andrea on his horse while he flies beside her.

      “Do you ever get tired of flying?”

      “Sometimes. I get more tired from running. I’m not very athletic.”

      “That’s because you are spoiled,” the guard says.

      They come to the village just before the fairy kingdom. Three homes make up the village. One is a blacksmith, another is a leatherworker, and last is an apothecary.

      “Hylda?” the guard says.

      A little woman of four feet comes out of the front door of the apothecary. Her few strands of black and white hair get caught in a tree. “Ugh.” She sees Cornelius and bows. “What can I do for the crown prince?”

      “This human needs your help. She’s been wounded by a Tunn.”

      “We must not delay. And I see that you are hurt as well.”

      “The human first.” Cornelius carries Andrea inside the woman’s home. The guards stand outside the front door.

      “You don’t recognize me, Andrea?” the woman asks.

      The home is cozy with a single bedroom. This woman lives very primitive. There’s a single wooden chair in the main room. There is a stove. That’s all Andrea can see. She notices a large mole on Hylda’s forehead. She has human sized ears. “No. I don’t recognize you.”

      “I know I’d recognize you if I knew you.”

      Andrea smiles at Cornelius.

      “Cornelius is just being coy. He remembers you.”

      “Hylda.”

      “Maybe it’s better that I don’t speak of it.” She goes through her broken down chest. She brings out a glass jar. Inside is a black substance that is both solid and liquid. She undoes the lid and puts one finger inside. “You’ll have to take off your clothes. Your Highness, go next door and ask for skins. Tell them that she is around thirteen and slim build.”

      Cornelius leaves.

      Hylda helps Andrea take off her top. She hands her a towel to keep her breasts hidden. She puts the black goop along the wounds.

      “I feel nothing.”

      “That means it’s working. If it wasn’t, it’d be burning. Sometimes wounds are beyond my healing.”

      “You two know me?”

      Cornelius comes back in with skins. He turns away when he sees Andrea’s bare back and how exposed she really is.

      “Wait outside.”

      Cornelius ducks out.

      Hylda cleans up her hands and then helps Andrea get the leather shirt on. Then puts on the vest. “I’m afraid the leatherworker never uses anything but brown or black skins. I think you got a little bit of both.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Andrea, you shouldn’t be here. We have to get you home.” Hylda looks through her chest. She tosses out under garments. “Ah-ha.” She shows Andrea a tiny white crystal. “This’ll unlock a special door down by the waterfall. It’s the waterfall where your fountain is.”

      “I don’t have a waterfall by the fountain. At least I don’t think I do.”

      “This place is already messing with your mind. You’ve been here long enough.”

      “But I want adventure. I want to be around Cornelius more.”

      “Child, you have to believe me when I say it isn’t safe for you here. The Vale knows how much you want to be here and you don’t know how much it wants you here.”

      “We want the same thing.”

      Cornelius comes back in. He is relieved to see that Andrea’s wounds have been taken care of.

      “Let me fix you, fairy.” She grabs a bottle from the shelf behind her. A green blob moves around inside the bottle. “That crystal is a one-way ticket. Once you use it, it cannot be used again. Cornelius will see you safely to the waterfall.” She opens Cornelius’s vein with her fingernail and brings the bottle to it. The green blob moves out of the bottle and plasters itself over the opened vein. It moves up and down like it is breathing. Sucks hard on his skin.
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius and Andrea arrive at the waterfall Hylda spoke of. “I guess this is goodbye.”

      “Have we met before? Hylda said so.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I hope to see you again, Cornelius.”

      “You know where to find me.”

      Seeing that she has no idea how to activate the crystal, he does it for her. He places the crystal inside the waterfall and a doorway opens.

      “Goodbye, Prince Cornelius.”

      Before she goes through, he pulls her around. He leans and kisses her. He holds her hand as she goes through the doorway. Before the doorway closes, Cornelius catches a glimpse of Wesley and Wesley is looking at him. The doorway closes.

      Wesley helps Andrea up. “You had me so worried.”

      “We didn’t say anything to your parents but if you didn’t come back at all, we would have had to.”

      Wesley can’t help himself. He hugs her.

      “You can let go, Wesley.”

      Emily just notices that Andrea is wearing a different top. “Where did you get those clothes?”

      “From a healer named Hylda.”

      “Why did you go to her?” Wesley asks. “What happened to you?”

      “Nothing that Prince Cornelius couldn’t fix.”

      Emily takes Andrea out of the garden and back towards the house. Wesley remains by the fountain.

      “I see I have to fix things.” He pulls a pocketknife from his pants pocket. He cuts the tip of his finger. He lets the blood drip down into the water. He climbs into the water and goes down.

      Wesley explodes out of the water and finds grass too green to be real. He gets whacked in the face with a branch. Everything above him is spinning. The sun is blending with the clouds, the trees, and all around him is closing in. He gets up and steadies himself. Then he walks down the dirt road before him.

      He approaches the village where Hylda lives. He doesn’t knock. He goes right in. Hylda comes out of her bedroom with a shocked expression. “You were told to stay out of our affairs.”

      “Tell that to the prince. Tell that to yourself.”

      “And since I’ve hurt myself, I can be healed by you. Only you are allowed to heal someone like me.”

      “You are lucky that the Vale would allow you back here for that reason alone. Come here, boy.”

      “I’ve come here to warn you that if you help anyone else again, I will come back to skin you and sell your hide to the leatherworker.”

      “Why are you threatening me?”

      “Because I can. Andrea is not allowed in this land ever again.”

      “Take better care to see that it doesn’t happen.”

      Wesley leaves.
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      Four years later.

      Andrea is on the hunt for a Halloween costume but her cousin has insisted that she’d be the one to pick it out. Wesley has come along for the sheer joy of teasing Andrea.

      They walk down Main Street in East Hampton.

      “Whatever you choose is going to look good on you. I don’t understand all the fuss,” he says.

      “You’re not a girl,” Marie says. She’s eight. She reminds him of Andrea when she was little. “Wouldn’t expect you to understand anything.”

      They come to a shop called Little Bit of Everything. It has become a big tourist attraction for its ever-changing merchandise. The shop changes the décor and merchandise every month, selling all sorts of things.

      Abbey Martin greets her old friends. “I’m happy to see you guys.”

      “I’m seventeen and I want to look like a goddess. Can you help me find something that will make me look like that?”

      “You will get a normal costume and look like you’re seventeen.”

      “Wesley, my fearless protector never stops protecting.”

      “I think it’s adorable.”

      “It’s frightening,” Marie says.

      “Good. You can have him then.”

      Abbey shows her wedding band.

      “Lucky you that you found a good man.”

      Andrea is shown various age-appropriate costumes.

      “I can show you more revealing costumes but I doubt Wesley will approve.”

      “You do not assume that Wesley and I are a couple?”

      Abbey nods.

      “You are wrong. He’s my best friend, nothing more. He leaves for Europe soon. I think Paris is his first stop. There’s a big family reunion that he has been invited to. Since he has family all over the place, there are individual ones being held in various counties. He will be gone for at least a month.”

      “I suppose you being seventeen and he being twenty-one does seem silly to be romantically involved. But I am sure that he has feelings for you that are not friends.”

      “I’m only seventeen for a few more months.”

      “Find anything good?” Wesley asks.

      “I am thinking of being a fairy princess. A more adult version.”

      “Ooh, fairies!” Marie looks through the children costumes.

      “You will not. I will choose.”

      “You are not my older brother. You are not choosing some stupid costume that no one wants to wear.”

      “I’m a man. Clearly I’d want to see you in something very revealing upper body wise, and something that is very clinging lower body wise.”

      “Wesley, I am shocked.”

      “I am kidding.” He thumbs through the costumes, smiles, then grabs one. It’s a very pretty blue that looks like fairy dust has been sewn into it. “This is the one!”

      Andrea looks it over, seems pleased, then reaches up to grab his face and plants a kiss on his cheek. “Where would I be without you?”

      Andrea forks over fifty bucks and Abbey whispers to Andrea, “You would do well to never let him go.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea and Wesley take Marie trick-or-treating.

      “Wesley, you should dress up.”

      “I will not.”

      Marie runs along to the first of the homes.

      “I can’t help making this joke. We look like parents waiting for our child.”

      “Yes, I fear our child would be rebellious and adamant like Marie.”

      “So you think we shall have a child?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      “You’re teasing me. You always tease me.” Wesley looks around at the other people. Most of them are families.

      “Hello there,” Jacob says.

      Wesley’s body stiffens.

      “Andrea, you are looking lovely. What are you supposed to be?”

      “Just a fairy-tale princess.”

      “And don’t you look the part? Eh, Wesley? And what are you supposed to be?”

      “I am her protector.”

      “Without a sword or some other weapon?”

      “I don’t need any.”

      “I am waiting for my brother-in law’s kids to be done so that I can hit the bars. You fancy a drink, Wesley?”

      “I do not drink.”

      “I’ll be on my way then.”

      Wesley grabs his arm and whispers into his ear, “Aren’t you supposed to be dead?”

      Jacob whispers to him, “A few more months and she’s mine.”

      Wesley’s body relaxes a little as Jacob returns to his group of friends and family.

      “What a foul man,” Andrea says.

      “Too bad he didn’t stay with the massacre at Coral Gardens.”

      “Don’t speak of that place.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea prepared herself for Wesley leaving. And then he goes and changes his plans to leave closer to her birthday. Saying that his family is working around his schedule. “I cannot believe him. I swear he does this to set my nerves on fire.”

      Marie lays out dresses on her bed. “I agree. Do you think these will be all right for the party?”

      “We have two weeks to decide.”

      Wesley walks in.

      “Oh, Wesley, I’ve been meaning to say something to you,” Andrea says.

      “I’ve asked my father to delay my leaving until your eighteenth birthday is over. If that’s all right with you, that is.”

      “You don’t need to. You can leave right now.”

      “You’re angry.” Sighs. “You will finally be an adult. Hopefully you act like one and stop your visits to the fountain. I’ve arranged for a good therapist to see you.”

      “Everything that has happened to me is because of the fountain.”

      “Everything that has happened has caused a rift between you and your parents. We all must grow up.”

      “Will you at least dress up?” Marie asks.

      “I’m not going to dress up like some flower or tree.”

      “We don’t do that. It’s all about how flowery the masks are, not ourselves.”

      “I fear there will be tons of men eager to dance with you that night, Andrea. All hidden behind their various flowery masks.” His voice sounds weak. Not like his own.

      “Well if you were dancing with me, then I wouldn’t have to be subjected to tons of men with their octopus hands all over me. But you are adamant in your dislike for dancing.”

      “It’s most distasteful. Most inappropriate for a gentleman to grope a woman in public.”

      Andrea laughs madly at this. “Oh dear Wesley, you are too old- fashioned. If we were all to act like you, babies would never be born.”

      “You would enjoy being courted by someone like me. It would be pleasant. It would be suspenseful. I do not say there wouldn’t be some sort of affection shown, after all, we’d be betrothed practically, but I would still wait until it was of proper time to engage in - -”

      “Wesley, you honestly believe everyone was chaste back in the old England days?”

      “Indeed not. There were many whom would have sex with multiple partners and in many places. I’m plainly stating that it’s more proper to wait until in love, above all things.”

      “There’s a child in the room.”

      “I’m okay, Auntie.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea mopes around the house. She has a few hours before her party.

      “This is horrible. Call Wesley.”

      “He is getting ready to leave.”

      “He said he will stay until her eighteenth birthday is over. Call him. Don’t make me ask you twice, Michael.”

      Michael takes out his cell phone and clicks on the portrait of Wesley. After a few rings, Wesley picks up. “I need you to come here straight away. Andrea is miserable. And I fear she will find a way to the fountain. We can’t let that happen. I’ll let the guards know that you are on your way.” Michael walks past his wife. “Happy now?”

      “Can you refrain from calling the help, guards?”

      “When this party is over and we have a talk with her, we are going back.”

      “No. We have to wait until she’s twenty-one. Remember, Scarlet said so. It’s why we left when we did.”

      He hugs and kisses his wife. “If we believed everything that that witch says, we would have lost our home by now. Andrea goes back after her party. I’ve been making the arrangements.”

      “Wesley can’t return.”

      “That’s his family’s problem. We can.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea walks around the back yard. To her surprise a good friend of hers is walking towards her.

      “Riley?”

      “Hey there, girl.”

      The two women hug. Riley is like a tomboy that never grew out of the phase.

      “I thought you were getting ready to head off for college?”

      “I decided to take a year off to party.”

      “Lucky you that you got to graduate a year early. I wish that my parents would let me take on more schooling so I can be done as well.”

      Riley shows her pictures on her cell phone. All the places she’s travelled and the men that she has met. “I can hook you up with one of the men, if you’d like. Or has Wesley claimed your heart finally?”

      “Never.”

      Andrea looks to the garden in the far back. Riley immediately senses the need to be near it.

      Melanie and Michael appear on the balcony attached to their bedroom on the second story. Riley waves to them.

      “Your parents still won’t let you go into the garden?”

      “Every garden except the garden I want to be in. I have snuck in a few times but one of our servants always finds me and takes me out.”

      “It’s your birthday. You are an adult.”

      “Shall we play a game?”

      “Let’s.”

      Andrea and Riley grab tennis rackets and start playing.

      “Riley?” Wesley is more than surprised.

      “Dear Wesley. Care to join us?”

      “I hate tennis.”

      “Then perhaps you can indulge us another way. By leaving.”

      Marie runs down the steps to the tennis court. “Uncle Wesley!”

      She wraps her arms around him and he pulls her off. “I am not your uncle.”

      “Yes you are.”

      Marie takes all of Wesley’s attention.

      “Do you think Wesley will dress up for your birthday or will he be chaperone? Boring and unnecessary.”

      “He will surprise us.”

      “Do you like or love him?”

      “He is my dearest friend. I love him, of course. He is like a brother.”

      “He doesn’t think of you as a sister.”

      “He has been there for me for so long. But that doesn’t mean I have to fall in love with him. I have my fantasy of the man I want to be with. I just have to wait to see him again.”

      “And you will see him. Today. But I bet that Wesley will ask you to marry him before the fairy prince does.”

      “What?”

      Riley takes the win. “I win due to a hot guy distraction.”
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        * * *

      

      During dinner, Riley and Andrea sneak out to the forbidden garden.

      “There it is.” She tries to get in.” What is with the locked gates?”

      “My parents.”

      Riley spots something. “They aren’t very clever.” She grabs hold of a vine that is attached to the tall hedges.

      “Riley, get down before you break your neck.”

      Riley is up and over the hedge.

      “Brilliant. Now, how are you going to…?”

      The gates pop open.

      “They weren’t locked?” Andrea quickly goes through and pulls the gates shut. “I can’t believe they didn’t really lock the gates.”

      “They probably forgot to. If they haven’t caught on to us leaving the dinner, they won’t notice you gone during your party. Now, where is it?”

      “This way.”

      Andrea can find it in her sleep.

      The fountain is lit up by garden lights around it.

      Riley runs up and streams her fingers along the base. She steps up and touches one of the cherubs.

      “No, Riley, you mustn’t.”

      Riley reaches up to touch the second tier.

      “Riley, get down. No one must touch the fountain like that.”

      Riley is taken by the beauty of the fountain. She can’t hear Andrea.

      Andrea has no other choice. She tries to grab Riley. Her friend stops moving. “Riley?” Riley slowly turns. Her eyes are gone and a ghostly white is in their place. “Riley?” Andrea steps back.

      Riley jerks forward and lunges for Andrea. Riley is on her, scratching at her clothes. Andrea screams.

      Riley is flung off her. Wesley picks up Andrea. Riley comes after Wesley. She tackles him to the ground. He fiddles around with his belt, trying to get it off. Riley’s nails grow into long talons. She raises a hand, ready to plunge her talons into a fatal spot. He gets his belt off and wraps it around Riley’s hand. He flips her over. She lunges with her free hand. He grabs it and bounds both hands in the belt. He secures it and drags her to her feet.

      “Wesley.” Andrea goes to hug him but he holds his arm out to stop her.

      “This is what you get for going near the damn fountain. You never listen, Andrea.”

      “What are you going to do with her? What’s wrong with her?”

      “Send her back.”

      “Where? What are you talking about?”

      Wesley drags Riley to the fountain and throws her down into the water. Holds her down. She kicks and screeches. “She’s going to bring everyone out here.”

      Andrea walks towards them.

      The kicking slows. Wesley loosens his weight on Riley. The kicking stops. He lifts his entire weight off. Andrea looks down into the water. Wesley smacks the water off his clothes.

      “Where is she?”

      “You know where she is.”

      Her parents, his parents, and the guests walk over. Wesley nods to them.

      “I don’t want to know. Let’s celebrate the season,” Thomas says.

      Wesley is about to wait for Andrea, but his mother pulls him away. Andrea’s parents come forward to take her away from the fountain.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea comes into her aunt’s bedroom and Marie has on her spring celebration costume. A cute robe with a crown of green and brown branches and white flowers on her head.

      “Aren’t you a tasty little treat for the goblins?” Andrea plays with Marie’s braided bun. She is still traumatized by what she saw. Her poor friend Riley. She can’t get her mind off it.

      Downstairs, everything is decorated for the season and Andrea’s birthday. There’s more flower wreaths this time and large bowls of fruit.

      Wesley is greeted by numerous guests. He smiles at the sight of his friend. “Terry, you made it.”

      Terry Lomax is dressed in a white toga with a holly branch crown on his head. “I wouldn’t miss Andrea’s birthday and the spring celebration.”

      “I wonder which will be more memorable this year.”

      “How come you aren’t dressed up?”

      “Because it’s insulting.”

      “Good god, old man.”

      They walk around to say their hello to everyone else they know. Terry is more eager to say hello to all the young women.

      They get a glass of fruit juice.

      “Heard about what happened. Glad that you were here.”

      “I won’t always be. I am going to Europe. What will happen to Andrea when I’m gone? No one will care to watch her. Her parents have indicated that they must go away soon after I leave.”

      “I can look after her.”

      “Thank you.”

      A woman comes into the dining room that sends Terry’s eyes wide with lust. A lot of the men take notice. Wesley can’t believe his eyes. The woman is wearing a red dress with a red feathered mask.

      Andrea comes downstairs with her aunt and cousin. Her aunt is wearing a simple green dress with a white feathered mask. Marie holds her mother’s hand as they greet guests. Andrea is wearing a white dress with a mask of green and white feathers.

      Andrea notices the woman who is getting all the attention. “Susan.” She walks right over to her. “Susan Appleton, what are you doing here?”

      “I was invited. Good to see you, Andrea.”

      “I’ve had enough of surprise visits from so-called friends.”

      A man wearing a black shirt and pants with a black feathered mask comes over to Andrea. He bows to her.

      “Who are you supposed to be? Zorro?”

      Susan quietly walks away.

      “Will you do me the honor of a dance?”

      “Who are you?”

      “Or are you saving it for Wesley?”

      “He is going to Europe. What is the point of giving anyone the satisfaction of fiction?”

      The man tilts his head.

      “I’m sure you are like the others. You think we will marry.”

      “Will you marry me?”

      She laughs. “Tell me your name and I’ll think about it.” She turns away to find Wesley. When she looks back, the man is gone.

      Another man dressed in all black appears before her. A black hood covers his head. A black eye mask covers his eyes. She knows it’s not the man from before, yet she is more curious about this one. The man takes down his hood, exposing strawberry-blonde hair. He takes off the eye mask and she gets a good look at his green eyes.

      “Nips, you little devil.”

      “Nips? What made you call me that?”

      “I remember that being Wesley’s nickname for you. Because you like to nip at women’s asses.”

      “Oh.” He laughs then grows serious. “You know that man before me was Wesley.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      “Okay, don’t take my word for it.” He kisses her on the cheek and then grabs her ass. “Happy Birthday. I’ve been waiting a few years now to be allowed to do that.”

      She spots someone dressed in black going around the corner of the dining room. She runs to catch them. She comes around the corner and bangs into Wesley. “Nips was right. It was you.”

      “What?”

      “Did you mean what you said?”

      “What did I say?”

      “I’m sorry. I was mistaken.”

      “Noah is here? I must find him.”

      Andrea feels like her head is spinning right off. Her mother signals to her to come over. Andrea knows what this means. She comes before her mother and lowers her head.

      “Why are you sad?”

      “I’m not. What do you want?”

      “I want to talk to you about Wesley. We have been talking to his parents and we have come to a decision.”

      “You’re going to stop us from being friends again?”

      “Certainly not. We have decided to get you two hitched,” Michael says.

      “Are you insane?”

      “Wesley won’t mind. He’s fond of you. He is a fine match.”

      “Father? Please tell me that you are not for this? Tell me that it’s just Mother’s influence?”

      “Thomas and I have talked about it and he wants his son with you. I think that if you’re going to marry anyone, it should be someone that you at least like as a friend.”

      Andrea never guessed this. Never in a lifetime. “Wesley will not be okay with this. You realize that he is twenty-one years old and will not want to be attached to a teenager.”

      “It is settled.”

      “Mother, I beg you to reconsider.”

      “It is settled, Andrea. I will not hear anymore protest.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea looks out at the garden where the fountain sits. Marie comes up behind her and grabs her. Andrea turns and almost shouts her anger until she sees Marie’s innocent face.

      “You aren’t enjoying your party.”

      “You want to see something cool?”

      “Yes.”

      Andrea brings Marie down the steps. To the garden.

      “Andrea, we can’t go in there.”

      “Yes we can.” She slips the key into the lock.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “From my father’s desk.” She unlocks the gates and waits. “You coming? I am leaving this place for good.”

      “Okay.” Marie walks in.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley looks all around the dining room for Andrea. He also notices that Marie is gone. He walks up to Marie’s mother. “Have you seen Andrea or your daughter?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe they went upstairs. Maybe Marie got tired.”

      Panic hits Marie’s mother and she rushes over to her sister Melanie.

      Wesley continues his search.

      Thomas yanks Wesley’s arm. “You were told to watch Andrea. Where is she?”

      “I don’t know. I got caught up talking to Noah.”

      “He isn’t supposed to be here. Even your best friend can’t obey orders.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea sits on the base of the fountain. “See, it isn’t dangerous.”

      “But my mother says differently.”

      “They tried to fill my head with silly things too. But I know the truth. The fountain is a way to our hearts’ desire. It’s a way for us to leave behind our old lives and live new ones. Don’t you want to ride on the back of a stallion and a prince flies beside you?” Marie smiles. “Of course you do. I have done it. With Cornelius.”

      “Who is Cornelius?”

      “He’s the love of my life. He’s the fairy prince.”

      “I love fairies.”

      “And I am going to be with him again. The next time I go into the Vale I will be with him forever.”

      “What about Wesley?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wesley grabs Noah and almost drags him out of the house. “Lovely that you’re here, friend, but you broke the agreement. Now, we have to send you back.”

      “Calm down. I had good reason to come.”

      “We have to handle this.”

      “What are we doing, Wes?”

      “Andrea is going into the Vale.”

      “Then we’d better quicken our pace.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea picks Marie up and sits her on the base. “All you have to do is look into the water. But you must look past the water. You must see the other land. When you do, it is possible to cross into it.”

      “Andrea, we shouldn’t go.”

      “There is nothing that can hurt you there. Cornelius will protect us.”

      “I’ve always wanted to see a real fairy.”

      “There are plenty of fairy children that you can play with.”

      “Okay.” She takes Andrea’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley and Noah reach the gates. Wesley tries to open it. It zaps him with a strong electrical pulse.

      “Safety measures?”

      “No. He’s here. He’s coming for her. You’ve got to help me get these gates open.”

      “How?”

      “Go around and see if there is a way in.”

      “What do you mean he’s coming for her?”

      “I made a deal to break a curse and in turn he gets Andrea when she turns eighteen. I’ve been so caught up with other things that I forgot about the deal. He wanted me to be distracted. Hurry!”

      Noah runs to the right. Wesley stares straight at the gates.

      Andrea puts her hand on Marie’s back. “There. Just stare into the water.”

      “I think I can see it.”

      “Good.”

      The water churns. Bright lights come up from the bottom of the water.

      Noah checks each section of the hedge. He stops when he notices the bright lights. “Wes!”

      Wesley comes around to join him.

      “The fountain has opened the Vale.”

      “We have to get in there.” Wesley tries climbing the hedge. “I can’t let her go into the Vale again.”

      Noah pulls on the hedge. He manages to break a piece. Wesley helps him pull apart more. They reach the inside of the garden.

      Andrea and Marie fall into the water.

      “Andrea!”

      “Did they?”

      “Yes. They are gone.”

      “Wesley, you can’t go in there.”

      “Stay guard.”

      “Wesley. You can’t go. I was able to keep them from hurting you last time but now you won’t be so lucky.”

      “I trust that you will be here when we get back.” Wesley takes a deep breath. He dives into the water.

      He barely feels the transition from one world to the next.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley comes into the Vale. Andrea and Marie laugh in the distance. “I really hate this place.” The fountain glows behind him. Then the glowing fades and the fountain looks like any normal fountain found in a garden.

      He makes his way up a hill of flowers. He knows this path all too well. At the top of the hill he gets quite a view. Down in a valley sits a crystal kingdom. Andrea and Marie are already at the gates. “I am too late.”

      Andrea and Marie are welcomed by fairy guards with tanned skin and golden armor. “Good day to you,” Andrea says.

      Marie points to various fairies. “Why are the guards tan and these normal dressed fairies are pale?”

      “The guards need to look different from the rest because of rank. The royal court has the palest skin of them all.”

      Fairies nod and bow to Andrea.

      “They all know you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Where is Prince Cornelius?”

      Andrea brings Marie up a winding twisted tree branch path. At the very top sits the fairy court. A crystal sphere that constantly glows. The guards surrounding it are bigger than the gate guards. They block passage with their gold and silver axes.

      “I am here to see Prince Cornelius.”

      The one guard shakes his head.

      “I demand to see him.”

      “He isn’t here,” another guard says.

      “Where is he?”

      “We are not allowed to tell anyone.”

      “Can we meet the king and queen?” Marie asks.

      “No one gets in without a prior invitation.”

      Andrea and Marie walk away.

      “We can still enjoy the fairy kingdom.”

      “Yes.”

      Marie runs down the twisting path. Andrea follows. They walk around the kingdom trying nectar and fruits native to this land. Andrea feels little joy in watching her cousin be amazed at everything. Her heart longs for only one thing.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley gets as close to the fairy kingdom as he wants to, which is not very close. “Andrea, you just had to chase this dream again.” He turns and heads to the north.

      He steps down into a hole and feels along the dirt wall. “Now, where is it?” His finger stops. “Ah, there you are.” He pushes into the dirt. Bells rings. A door opposite him opens.

      “Yeah, what is it?” a goblin says. Yellow goop runs down from his eyes. Drool from his mouth. His greenish-brown skin is peeling.

      “Good day to you, Drevil.”

      Drevil almost chokes on his drool. “Your - -“

      “Don’t say it. Just get me into the kingdom.”

      “Which kingdom? These tunnels connect to them all.”

      “To the fairy kingdom.”

      “Why don’t you just walk up to the gates?”

      “Because I can’t.”

      “Why are you back?”

      “Andrea is in there. I need to get her back.”

      “Ah, come on, you know that this - -“

      “Don’t waste my time.”

      “As you say. Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      Marie has found fairy children and they are just as interested in her as she is in them. All the fairy children gather around Marie and attempt to lift her off the ground.

      “Be careful,” Andrea says.

      A guard comes over to Andrea. “The king and queen will see you.”

      “Oh. Marie?”

      “No. Just you.”
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        * * *

      

      Drevil lights the tunnel with a torch. “You want to be taken right under the court or under someone’s bedroom?”

      “What would be the safest place that I can go undetected?”

      “The dungeon. How can you not remember that?”

      “That’ll do.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea is taken up to the court. She enters. The guard falls in behind her. She sees the king and queen sitting on their thrones. The prince’s throne to the left of his father is empty. The fairy king and queen has skin almost as white as snow. The king’s eyes are green and the queen’s eyes are dark like an onyx. The king wears only red silk while the queen only wears blue silk. Their crowns are full of the same gems with the king’s being slightly larger. A bright light fills the throne area making it hard for Andrea to see the king and queen clearly.

      “Your majesties.”

      “Our son left here to find you,” the queen says.

      “Tell us, Andrea, has our son proposed marriage to you?”

      “No. He has said that he wants me to remain with him forever though.”

      “You realize how impossible a marriage between a human and a fairy is?” the king says.

      “But some of you are mixed.”

      “A mistake. We will not have our only son and heir to the fairy kingdom be mated with a human.”

      “Good queen, you cannot deny your son love.”

      “Do you love our son?” the king asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Which version of him do you love? Take care to answer honestly, my dear,” the queen says.
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        * * *

      

      “How much longer?” Wesley asks.

      “It’s been a while since I had to sneak someone into the fairy city. Especially you of all people.”

      “I cannot let Andrea spend too much time here. It’s dangerous.”

      “You should be more careful about how she runs away from you.”

      Drevil stops and knocks on the dirt. Sticks his finger inside.

      “If you lead me astray…”

      “We are here.”

      “Excellent.”

      Drevil takes out a mini shovel from his backpack. He shovels with lightning speed. The shovel hits something hard and loud. He brushes excess dirt off and reveals a metal door.

      Wesley goes to open it.

      “It’s locked. And you’ll need some light.” He rummages through his backpack and pulls out a huge set of keys. There must be a thousand keys of all shapes and sizes on the keyring. He also pulls out a small glass ball. He sorts through the keys until he finds the one for the door. He hands the glass ball to Wesley. “Just shake it a few times.”

      “I remember.”

      “Good. Now, if you need to get out of the kingdom without being seen, you’re going to have to be clever and find it on your own. This is only a one-way.”

      “I remember. Thank you, Drevil.”

      “You owe me, your - -“

      “Goodbye, Drevil.” Wesley goes in and slams the door shut.

      “Why do I get mixed up with fairies all the time?”
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        * * *

      

      “We are waiting for your answer,” the queen says.

      Andrea didn’t expect to answer a question like this. “I only know one version.”

      “Until you know our son truly, we cannot give this consideration.”

      Andrea looks to the king. “I agree with my wife. She is the sensible one.”

      The queen steps down from her throne. The bright light surrounding her remains as she comes to Andrea. “It’s not that I don’t like you. It’s not that I don’t believe you love my son. But until you know everything that he is keeping secret, I cannot allow you to be with him.”

      “What secret?”

      “I would allow you two to be married, but with who is after you, it will bring my son his death, unless you know his secret.”

      “I will not let anything happen to Cornelius.”

      The queen puts her hand on Andrea’s head. “You believe in too many fairytales.”

      “I best go and find my cousin.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley shakes the glass ball and a bright light comes through. He navigates through the long glass tunnel that opens up to the dungeon pit. Giant glass cages that house all the wrong-doers and enemies of the fairies. He shakes the ball again and the light disappears. He moves along the walls. A guard comes. He hides inside a gap. He moves again. He makes it to a staircase and runs up it.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea watches a guard with a prisoner. The prisoner looks over at Andrea. Smiles. She runs over. The guard takes the prisoner down a staircase.

      “What is it?” Marie asks.

      “I know that prisoner.” Andrea goes downstairs.

      Andrea comes around a corner and bangs into someone.

      “Wesley!” Marie hugs him.

      “You followed me?”

      “We are getting out of here now. You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Cornelius is looking for me. I must find him.”

      “Andrea, I swear, if you don’t come with me right now I am going to make you regret it.”

      Andrea pulls Marie away from Wesley. “Did you know that our parents are gearing up for our wedding to be?”

      “Seriously?”

      “I think you two would make a cute couple.”

      Wesley smiles at Marie.

      “I am not leaving until I see Cornelius.”

      “Alright. Stubborn woman. I will take you to him.”

      “You don’t know where Cornelius is.”

      “As if you do. Now either follow me or you’ll end up ruining your cousin’s life. You know what I mean.”

      “Okay, Wesley.”

      “Cause a commotion, Marie. We need a distraction.”

      “What shall I do, Uncle Wesley?”

      “Don’t call me uncle.” He looks over at the fairy children. “Perfect. They are always getting into trouble.” He hands the glass ball to Marie. “When you get out there, smash it. Fairies do not like their dust being wasted. They’ll be all over you trying to collect it.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Oh, Marie, Wesley is a know-it-all.”

      Wesley doesn’t appreciate the sarcasm.

      Marie holds the glass ball close and walks out.

      “You should be thrown into the dungeon for endangering your cousin.”

      “You can’t keep me a prisoner.”

      Marie looks back at her cousin and Wesley. Then she smashes the glass ball down on the ground. Just like Wesley said, fairies rush to her and try their hardest to gather up the grey fairy dust that was inside the ball.

      “Now.”

      “What about Marie?”

      “I’ll grab her. Go.”

      Andrea leaves the staircase. Wesley stays behind her. The fairy dust is almost all collected. He darts into the crowd and grabs Marie. At least he thought it was Marie. It’s a fairy child.

      “Oh, it’s you. You’re back.”

      “Shh… don’t say a word.”

      “Wesley,” Marie says.

      “Now, don’t say anything, little one.”

      “I won’t.”

      Wesley runs off with Marie. He joins Andrea by one of the crystal walls. “How much do you trust little kids?”

      “Depends.”

      “Oh, there’s my friends,” Marie says. “Over here!”

      The fairy children take flight.

      “See,” Wesley says.

      The fairy children fly over them. The alarm goes off. A giant crystal in the center of the kingdom glowing purple. Making a thunderous sound.

      Guards swoop down.

      “Great,” Wesley says. “My parents are going to be so pissed.” Wesley goes into fight stance.

      “Hold!”

      Andrea knows that voice. “Cornelius.”

      “Ooh, the fairy prince.” Marie is as giddy as Andrea.

      Wesley gives up. He sits down and then lays back on the glittered ground.

      Pushing his way through the guards is the light in Andrea’s eye. Prince Cornelius is wearing his royal attire. Dark blue shirt with a red doublet. He wears both colors to represent his parents and show respect for their two favorite gems: ruby and sapphire.

      Andrea runs to Cornelius. They hug and he swings her around.

      “Andrea, you should have given me word that you were returning.” He looks at Wesley. “And you brought him.”

      “It’s been five years and I’ve missed you. I’m sorry but I have been busy with school.”

      Wesley walks up to him.

      Marie recognizes something interesting. “Wesley, are you related to the fairy prince? You look alike.”

      “Keep quiet, Marie.” Wesley clumsily bows before the prince. “Be benevolent for once and let us leave.”

      “You want to take Andrea away?”

      “She is coming home with me. Don’t make me fight you for her.”

      The fairy king and queen make their way over. “Cornelius,” they both say.

      “If she goes with you, will you keep her there?”

      “No, Cornelius,” Andrea says.

      “Will you?”

      “I’ll destroy the fountain if I have to.”

      Cornelius hands Andrea to Wesley.

      “Cornelius? Don’t listen to him. I’m staying with you.”

      “Andrea. You aren’t safe here. He’s coming. That’s why I returned to the kingdom. He has followed me.”

      Wesley steps up. “He knows she’s here?”

      “He always knows. He has been waiting. You made that deal with him.”

      Cornelius takes out his sword and cuts into the air. A perfect circle. Marie looks into the circle. The garden waits on the other side.

      “Go on, Marie,” Wesley says.

      A little girl fairy hands Marie a leather pouch. Marie holds on tight to it and jumps through the circle.

      “You’re next, Andrea,” Wesley says.

      She walks up to Cornelius and kisses him. He looks over her shoulder at Wesley. Andrea jumps through the circle. Wesley steps up to it.

      “If you leave, you can never return,” the queen says.

      “I’ve already been informed. I had to come for her.”

      Wesley notices that Cornelius is gone.

      The king walks up to Wesley. “Are you sure it’s worth leaving for?”

      “I really won’t be allowed back? Even if I set things right?”

      “You weren’t supposed to come back as you did,” the queen says.

      “We aren’t that powerful to defy the Vale. You better hurry up. The portal is closing.”

      Wesley looks at the circle. It is getting smaller. “I accept your decision.” He jumps through. The circle breaks apart.
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      Three years later.

      Noah and Andrea are shopping in Manhattan. “Why are you so down?”

      “I still feel bad not saying goodbye to Wesley. He’s been gone for two years. When is he coming home?”

      “Rumor has it that he isn’t coming home.”

      “What are we shopping for?”

      “My girlfriend. I was thinking a ring.”

      Andrea looks at all the stores, anxious to buy something for herself. “An engagement ring?”

      “She will see it as she sees it. Let me buy you a ring as well.”

      They walk into Cartier.

      “I don’t want a ring.”

      “It’s my birthday gift to you.”

      Noah talks with the saleswoman. Flirts with her. Andrea looks over the rings.

      “Can I help you?” a salesman asks.

      “Have you got sapphires? It must be pure. No diamonds around it.”

      “I don’t think we do.”

      “I’ve got a ring for you.” Noah presents it to Andrea. She opens the box. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “But he said there wasn’t any sapphires.”

      “I got one for my girlfriend as well. Let’s get something to eat.
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        * * *

      

      Noah and Andrea walk around undecided where to eat. “I sometimes wish you and I were a couple.”

      Andrea blushes. “You’re too old for me.”

      “I am the same age as Wesley. You don’t think Wesley is too old for you.”

      “As a friend, no. As a romantic partner, yes.”

      “Hah, lies.” He stops them at the Hard Rock Café. “Let’s go and eat here.”

      They go downstairs to get to the dining room.

      “Why don’t you give your girlfriend a trip around the world? A ring is just so cliché.”

      “You’re right. Maybe a cruise. Maybe I should fall in love with you instead.” They are greeted by a hostess. “Two.”

      They are seated. He stares lovingly at her. “You want me to tell Wesley to call you?”

      “Tell him to write me.”

      “Now who is cliché? Writing love letters?”

      She laughs.

      “I know I could never hope for a chance with you.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” She doesn’t know, but he does. “Wesley.”

      “Maybe I’ll write an erotic story one day featuring you and me in the back of a car.”

      “Make it the back of the castle. Like in the bathing pools. That’ll be erotic.”

      She blows a kiss to him.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea is completely engrossed in the book she’s reading, when her mother comes in and hands her an envelope. “Who is this from?” She sees the name and address. “Wesley.”

      “I heard from Arianna that he is coming home.”

      Andrea tears open the envelope and reads the letter.

      

      Dearest Andrea,

      I received your letter and it warmed my heart. I am glad that you are thinking about me and missing me. I know that our friendship has been shaky lately. And I won’t mention the bad times. I heard that you are seeing a therapist. And it seems to be working well for you. I miss you. Europe is lonely without you. Perhaps when I have to return, I shall take you with me. I am set to return home in three weeks. On your birthday. The moment I touch down, I am heading straight to your home. I have much to say to you in person.

      

      Love, Wesley.

      

      She holds the letter up to her chest. Right over her heart.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea waits patiently by the front door. Melanie and Michael eagerly await their old friends and their son.

      A white Mercedes pulls up. The first one out of the car is Wesley. He is dressed in a white suit with a baby blue collared shirt underneath. His hair is styled more sophisticated and he has grown some facial hair.

      Andrea comes outside and barely recognizes him. “Wesley?”

      “Andrea.”

      They run to each other and hug. She plays with his facial hair. “What is this?”

      “Trying to look more distinguished.”

      Arianna and Thomas hug Andrea’s parents.

      Wesley notices the ring on Andrea’s left ring finger. “What is this?”

      “A gift from Noah.”

      “You engaged to him?”

      “No. Maybe. It’s a birthday gift.”

      “How can I match this gift?” Shakes her left hand.

      Their parents go inside.

      Wesley takes Andrea over to one of the gardens full of wildflowers. Honeybees fly all around them and in between the flowers. She grabs a flower and brushes it across his face.

      “Are you flirting with me?”

      “Maybe.”

      He grabs the flower and leans in. “Maybe you’re still too young for me to kiss you.”

      “I’m twenty-one today.”

      “Since it’s your birthday, perhaps I can overlook it.” He leans in closer.

      “It wouldn’t be my first kiss.”

      He pulls away. “Oh, yes, you’ve been kissed before.”

      “I can’t remember his name. But he was dreamy.”

      Wesley sits back and shakes his head.

      “You can kiss me. Unless you have another present for me. If not, then let a kiss be my present.”

      He leans in again. She closes her eyes. He moves in for it. He turns at the last second and kisses the side of her face. “Happy Birthday.”

      She opens her eyes. “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      The dining room table is full of family and friends. The way Wesley’s parents sit at the sides of Andrea’s parents, she can’t help but wonder what is going on. It should be her on her father’s side and Wesley should be on her mother’s side. That’s the way it always was. Now Andrea is sitting at the opposite of her father. And Wesley is in the middle. Servants come out with food.

      “It’s your favorite,” Melanie says.

      Andrea sniffs the air. The servant with the platter serves Andrea first. “Just the breast.”

      The servant puts down two large pieces of roasted chicken breast onto her plate. Next another servant comes with a bowl of mixed vegetables. He puts down a small spoonful. Another servant comes with a basket of biscuits. He opens the biscuit and puts a dab of butter on it. Folds it back up and puts it down on her plate.

      “Why am I being treated like a princess?”

      Noah coughs on his food.

      “It’s your twenty-first birthday. It’s a time of great celebration,” Melanie says.

      “Thanks.”

      Wesley hits the side of his champagne glass with a spoon. He stands. “I want to propose a toast to my very dear friend Andrea. We’ve been friends since we were babies and I mean to do whatever it takes to keep our friendship for forever and a day.”

      “That sounds like a proper proposal,” Abbey says.

      Wesley gives Abbey a dirty look. “I do have a gift for Andrea.”

      Andrea suddenly becomes happy. Noah smiles.

      “I am going back to Europe for the summer. After that I will be done with my father’s tasks and I will be free to settle down permanently in America. My gift to you, Andrea, is that I am taking you to Europe for the summer. So you’ll have three months to explore all that you want and I promise not to be a pest.”

      Andrea gets up and hugs him. She kisses him on the cheek. There are ooh’s coming from Noah, Abbey, and her husband Mark.

      “That’s very generous of you,” Michael says.

      “Well done, son,” Thomas says.

      Wesley raises his glass. Everyone else does the same. “Happy Birthday to our Andrea.”

      “Happy Birthday,” Everyone says.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea looks out at the back yard. Wesley comes out to her. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Three months away with you. You really want to get the gossip columns talking.”

      “I’ll actually be busy so I won’t be around you all the time.”

      She stares out to where the garden sits with the fountain. “Want to take a walk?”

      “Where to?”

      “Around the yard.”

      “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea and Wesley enter the garden with the fountain. Wesley becomes unsettled. “I am better now, Wesley.”

      “Oh, good.” He gets a nervous itch.

      “I can look into the water now.” She sits down on the base and looks down.

      “Andrea.”

      “No. It’s fine. Really. Come.”

      Wesley hesitates. She waves him to come. He sits down next to her. He won’t look at the water.

      “It was all in my mind. All that happened at Coral Gardens when I was little, it makes sense that I would be tainted by crazy thoughts.”

      She streams her finger along the surface of the water. He gets up. Keeps his back to the fountain. She hums. He turns around. Her eyes are closed. He stalks closer.

      “Is that part of your therapy? The humming?”

      “Yes. Dr. Gorgon says it’s very beneficial for someone like me.”

      “Strange name.”

      “He’s actually only a few years older than me.”

      “And he’s a psychiatrist?”

      She opens her eyes. “He is still learning. I am one of his tests.”

      “Let’s go back.”

      She doesn’t protest. She takes him by the arm. “It’s really safe.”

      “When the thing is in pieces then I’ll be willing to believe that.”
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        * * *

      

      Summer.

      Andrea says goodbye to her parents. Noah is waiting in the car for Wesley and Andrea.

      “Take lots of pictures,” Melanie says.

      “This will be good for you. When you return, we will have a wonderful surprise for you,” Michael says.

      Wesley holds the car door open for Andrea. She gets in. He gets in next. She waves as Noah pulls away.

      “Ready for the next chapter of your life?” Noah asks.

      “Yes.”

      “You should write a book. Write about your life.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “Be sure to include that erotic chapter about me and you.”

      “What?” Wesley is both shocked and angry.

      Noah laughs. “There’s going to be many erotic moments I gather.”

      “You will find it hard to please anyone with your fingers broken.”

      “I don’t need my fingers.”
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        * * *

      

      On the highway, Andrea watches the cars zooming past them. They get into heavy traffic. She looks to the driver next to them. He is thumping his fist on the steering wheel. His head is going back and forth. He turns to her. She smiles. He mouths something to her. She shakes her head. He mouths it again. She understands.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” she asks Wesley.

      “It’s just a plane. You’ve been on a plane before.”

      “Should I be leaving?” She looks for the driver but he is gone.

      “This traffic better let up or you’re not making your flight.”

      “Can’t you find a shortcut?”

      Noah plays with the GPS.

      They have the airport in sight. A barricade up ahead forces Noah to stop. A police officer steps over to the car. Noah puts down the window. “What’s the problem, officer?”

      “Airport is closed. All flights cancelled.”

      “What happened?”

      “Cannot disclose any information at this time. Be assured that we are handling the situation. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

      “You got to be kidding me,” Wesley says.

      Andrea smiles, glad that they can’t leave.

      “Where to?” Noah asks.

      “To the nearest bar,” Wesley says.

      “I hear that.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah pulls into a parking lot with a bar and chain of retail stores. “It’s my treat.” They take a seat at a table in the back. “They serve good wings here.”

      “Is it a Hooters?”

      “How would you know?”

      “I have friends, Andrea.”

      A pretty waitress comes over. “I’ll have a bottle of Corona.”

      “And for your friends?”

      “Oh, them. What do you want guys?”

      “Nice of you to remember us. I will have a rum and Coke.”

      “I have never had anything but champagne, but I’ll have a rum and Coke as well.”

      The waitress walks away.

      The rest of the customers is a mix of old and young and plenty of people are eating the bar food. It’s not all chicken wings. There are some juicy looking burgers. Philly cheese steak.

      “What do you guys want to eat?”

      “Andrea and I will share a cheeseburger with sweet potato fries.”

      “Okay.”

      “You see, I was right. It’s not safe.”

      “Andrea, I don’t wanna hear about it. Save it for your psychiatrist.”

      Andrea gets up to leave.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Sorry, Noah.”

      “Wait. I’m sorry. Sit back down, please.”

      “You know, Wesley, writing a book sounds like a good idea. I’ve been keeping a journal because Dr. Gorgon suggested it. I can write a book from that. I’ll just change the names.”

      The waitress comes back with the drinks. “I’ll read it,” Noah says. He looks at the waitress and licks his lips. “I’ll have the large basket of wings with extra hot sauce. My friends will share a cheeseburger with sweet potato fries.”

      “Got it.”

      Noah watches the waitress walk away. Wesley throws a napkin at him.

      As much as Andrea may have wanted to travel before being given a warning not to, she is content to have her best friend with her and his best friend making him smile. She can never make him smile like that. She looks down at her cell phone. She has already told her parents of the change of plans. She has yet to tell her psychiatrist. She texts him.

      

      Change of plans. I am staying in New York. But I have news. I have decided to write a book. I am going to use my journal for a reference. Does that sound like a good idea?

      

      Absolutely. I support you 100%. Now, about Wesley. I think you should distance yourself from him. I feel that he is stopping you from being the person you want to be.

      

      Dr. Gorgon, I promise that Wesley will not interfere in my growth.
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      Seven years later.

      Andrea bangs away at the keyboard. She has bitten off more than she can chew with this writing career. “What am I thinking? This is insanity.”

      She backs away from the monitor. Runs her fingers through her hair. “Five years of writing books that was meant to be a one-time thing. Damn Wesley. And damn Jonathan. Some therapist he is.”

      Her room is full of books and piles of papers that are stained up and torn.

      She backspaces on a lot of the current paragraph. “Screw this. It isn’t helping anymore.”

      She scrolls through her contacts and presses Jonathan’s name. She texts him a few messages. She taps her fingers along the keyboard waiting for Jonathan to respond.

      Arms fall over her shoulders. She grabs the arms. “Can I take a peek?” Wesley asks.

      “I think you will criticize it a lot. It has a lot of flaws.”

      “I will be what I’ve always been; which is a good friend who keeps his opinions silent.”

      She continues typing. She suddenly gleams as her fingers lift from the keyboard. “There, done.”

      He peeks over. “You ended it with that?  The readers are now meant to draw their own conclusions?”

      “Readers like that. I ended it like this, because I decided there is to be a sequel.”

      He sits down on the bed. She lays back against her pillow. “Why are you here? Bitter loneliness creeping up?”

      “I am powerless against you. I had to be near you.” He taps her nose. “Noah and Terry went into the city for a drinking contest. Terry will not out drink Noah. But that’s not much of a night for me. I decided to stay home.”

      “This isn’t your home.”

      “Close enough. Maybe you should let me move in. I’m here all the time anyway.”

      “No.”

      “Then you move in with me.”

      “What happens when you get a girlfriend and she sees me there?”

      “She’d get used to it or tough shit. I don’t think I’ll ever marry anyway, so why bother getting a girlfriend.”

      She starts printing off her manuscript.

      “Besides, our friendship is more tedious and exasperating than any relationship could be. It’s deeper than a marriage could be. Who needs that shit, when I have you? Seven long years of foreplay.”

      She turns to him, insulted to the core. “Thanks.”

      “What are we doing tonight?”

      “I am finishing printing this off and then I’m going to bed. I have to be in the city tomorrow early.”

      “For therapy or work?”

      “Both.”

      “Can I stay the night?”

      “Sure.”

      In the middle of the night, she creeps into his bedroom. He turns on the light before she makes it to his bed. “You had better be coming in here to either kill me or please me. I am not accepting anything else.”

      She gets into bed with him. “My sessions are getting complicated.”

      “Because your therapist wants to bang you?”

      She holds him close. In the seven years that he has remained by her side she has never given it much thought. But now she wonders, after giving up her fantasy, can she see Wesley in a different light.

      “You remember when my father said that he had a surprise waiting for me after we come back from Europe?”

      “But we never went.”

      “Why haven’t we gone to Europe?”

      Wesley shifts in his comfort. He puts his arm around her. “It’s better that we stay right here.”

      “Right here? Or right here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My parents never gave me that surprise.”

      He feels her conflict. He had to bear it as well when her parents told him about their decision to wait on taking Andrea back. “I am not going to fail in protecting you again.”

      She shifts to look at him straight in the eyes. He turns his head. She turns him back. “Don’t do that. You have been avoiding the issue for seven years.”

      “What am I avoiding?”

      “Us.”

      “Us?”

      He takes his arm off her, sits at the edge of the bed. She puts her arms around his chest. He wants to like the feeling of her wrapped around him but instead he gets up.

      “What are you doing, Andrea?”

      She walks over to him. Now that she is taller and he hasn’t grown anymore, she doesn’t have to pull herself up or pull him down. She gently puts her hand against his cheek. “I just want to give you a kiss.”

      “I am not your fantasy lover.” He walks away.

      “Cornelius was not my lover. Not for very long anyway. Why did I think about him just now?”

      Wesley turns right around. “You haven’t spoken his name in years. Why did you just now?”

      “I just suddenly remembered his name.”

      “Well, forget it. Cornelius is dead.” He gets back into bed. “Go to sleep, Andrea.” She moves to join him. “In your own bed.”

      She walks out of the room and slams the door. He sits up against the headboard and bangs his head slightly against it.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley pulls up to the publishing house. “See you later at the pub.”

      “See ya.” She gets out and goes inside.

      As soon as she enters the building, Jonathan Gorgon greets her. He knows he’s handsome and he tries to flaunt his good looks at everyone, even Andrea. “You got it?”

      “Right here.” She takes the manuscript out of her bag.

      “You cut it close.”

      “Jonathan, can this be the last one?”

      “No. Come up to my office.”

      He walks over to the elevators. She gets into an elevator with him.

      “You’re doing amazing work. Your stories are actually helping patients of mine.”

      “But I am wondering if it’s still helping me.”

      “Any more bad dreams? Or any thoughts about that imaginary place?”

      “No.”

      “Then it’s working.”

      “Then I don’t need our sessions.”

      “We can stop them.”

      The elevator door opens. They step out and go into his office. Gaudy all over the place. From the furniture to the paintings. Andrea gets nauseous every time she steps in here.

      “I want a break. I want to go home.”

      “Home? On the island or upstate?”

      “Upstate.”

      “Want to be up in God’s country?”

      “The air is fresh and soothing.”

      “Maybe I’ll come up for a vacation. I haven’t had one in a while.”

      “I wouldn’t have any time to hang out with you. Whenever I am not writing, I am with Wesley.”

      He moves a few papers around on his desk. “How is Wesley?” He flips through her manuscript.

      “He’s always around.”

      “Unfortunately. I did advise you that having him around was not healthy for you.”

      “Yes you did.”

      He closes the manuscript. “We will shoot for a spring release. I am trying to push this romance right now.”

      “I will be gone for a few months. If you do come up, please don’t start trouble with Wesley.”

      She walks out of the office.

      He slams the manuscript down on the table.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea walks into the pub Wesley texted her the directions to. Wesley and Noah are sitting at a table. Noah looks incredibly hung over. They have drinks lined up in front of them.

      “Are these drinks going to drink themselves?” Noah asks.

      Andrea sits down in between them. “Having fun?”

      “Hey,” they say and give her a kiss on both cheeks.

      “You’ve been nursing these drinks for how long?”

      “A while.”

      “Did Jonathan like your story?” Noah asks.

      “Of course he did. But not as much as he liked her breasts and ass.”

      “I am going home tomorrow. To my family’s house upstate.”

      “Sounds groovy,” Noah says as he sips his drink.

      “I guess you had a lot of fun on your night out with Terry.”

      “We had a blast. VIP lounge. Women galore.”

      “Should have took Wesley. He could have got laid.”

      Noah laughs into his drink.

      “Perhaps, when you stay over at my apartment tonight,” Wesley says.

      Noah’s eyes light up.

      “Only in your dreams, dear Wesley.”

      “You have no idea.”

      Wesley and Andrea look at each other like they are in lust for each other. Noah pushes his drink away. “Is there something going on here?”

      “What?” Wesley says.

      “Between the two of you.”

      “No,” she says.

      “You’re flirting.”

      “We will be all nasty to each other when she starts writing again.”

      “I’m not. I am giving it up.”

      Wesley is happy.

      “Someone buy me a drink.”

      “I got it.” Wesley heads to the bar.

      “You’re going to tell me that after all these years you two haven’t thought about sleeping together? Bull. I have had a lot of female friends and it all ended with having sex. If you two haven’t at least thought about it, I’d get your heads examined.”

      “What are you talking about?” Wesley asks. He hands Andrea a rum and Coke.

      “He wants to know why we haven’t had sex. And he thinks we think about having sex with each other.”

      “Wesley is one of the best looking guy’s I’ve ever seen. He’s helped me get girls just by them looking at him. If Wesley isn’t attracted to you, I will personally beat it into him. And if you aren’t attracted to him, I will personally pay for a shrink for you.”

      “Too late. Already have one.”

      She is able to unwind. Her publisher makes her so frustrated. He’s also her therapist. She’s been too cooped up between having her apartment in Manhattan and then travelling back to her small house on Long Island. Always the same scenery. And Wesley is always following her. If she moved to the Moon, he’d move there too. She hasn’t had a proper relationship with any man because of Wesley. They either assume that he is some jealous ex-boyfriend or that he is her boyfriend and she is just in denial. It’s what has brought her to the conclusion that if she wants a relationship it’ll have to be with Wesley. Every time she has hinted at it or tried to come onto him, he dismisses it as innocent flirting. Her sanity is being checked every day as Wesley keeps staying over at her place or she is tricked into staying over at his. Constantly around each other. She appreciates him wanting to be her protector but enough is enough. If she doesn’t make it happen between them, she has to end their friendship. She wonders how much he is suffering inside. He says he doesn’t want a girlfriend but she knows that is a lie. Everyone needs some kind of pleasure from another. And giving up her writing career will be a step in a new direction. She wrote the erotic story about her and Noah and he loved it. Wesley hated it. Really hated it. He almost ended his friendship with Noah because of it. He assumed Noah was trying to bed Andrea. It’s what made her consider Wesley as a romantic interest. She felt his protective vibe was cover for his real feelings.

      She looks at Noah. If Wesley will not desire her, she knows she can at least be desired by Noah.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley and Andrea walk into his apartment. “I should have let you walk here alone.”

      “I’m too drunk to walk home alone.”

      “You want me to stay?”

      “Whatever.” He crashes on the couch.

      She takes off her shoes and sits next to him. She turns on the TV.

      She fell asleep watching some bizarre monster movie. Wesley walks into the living room and puts a blanket over her. She wakes up. “Are you okay?”

      “Off to bed. Night.”

      “You sure you don’t want me in the bed?”

      “I am sure.” He goes into his bedroom.

      She fights the lingering sleep and walks into his bedroom. “We have slept in the same bed before.”

      “Don’t let Noah know that. He will never let us live it down. We sleep in the same bed and don’t have sex.”

      She gets into bed. Gets comfortable.

      He goes into the bathroom. He comes back out with just sweatpants on. “Is this going to be a problem? Me without a shirt.”

      She admires his physique for the first time. “You do have a nice body.”

      “Oh, God, don’t flatter me.”

      “I remember when we went skinny dipping at the beach.”

      “Yeah, that was some crazy night. Terry is probably still mad that he didn’t get to see you naked. Burying yourself in the sand was clever.”

      “Imagine if Noah knew about that? He missed an opportunity to see me naked.”

      “Noah likes you. I have been stopping you from dating. Where I will not be okay with you dating my best friend, I will be happy to know that it’s someone I can easily beat the crap out of.”

      “I like Noah but I’d rather not be some notch on his bedpost.”

      “Night.”

      She rolls over to one side. “Do you think we should just have sex and speed up the inevitable?”

      “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.”

      “What wouldn’t be so bad? Us having sex? Or us being together?”

      She rolls over to face him. He is already facing her. “It’s okay to admit but I don’t think we should.”

      “We can just have sex with each other in our dreams.”

      “Or your books. How come you never wrote an erotic story about me and you?”

      “Oh, come on, Wes.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I have given you opportunities to do things with me and you never do. You get jealous, you want me to write an erotic book about us now, and you want me to believe that you don’t want us to be together. Not to mention all the subtle hints you give me.”

      “You want the truth? What stops me from being with you in that way is because you still want Cornelius. I know you fantasize that one day you’ll be back in the Vale and you’ll be his queen. Let me tell you, he will not be king. I am going to make sure of that. Screw all those rules. He’s going to be a normal person. And if you and I are to be together, he is not coming between us. I am getting rid of him for good.”

      She holds her head. “You’re giving me a massive headache. What are you talking about?”

      He holds her immediately. “I’m sorry. I got carried away.”

      “It’s okay to have feelings for your best friend.”

      “Of course it is.”

      She nuzzles with his neck. He doesn’t stop her. He lays her head on his chest.

      “If you have feelings you should act on them.”

      “One day, Andrea.”

      The morning dew still soaks the grass. It glistens like stars on the horizon. These stars are in reach. The grass is disturbed by Andrea running through. It clings to her dress. She runs down a hillside, down to a lake. A man with wings waits. She reaches out for him. He turns around and turns into a black shadow.

      Andrea wakes up. “Just a dream.”

      Morning comes and Andrea is busy making herself breakfast. Wesley comes out scratching his body.

      “Wesley, I had a dream.”

      “About us?” He goes to start the coffee pot.

      “Maybe we should spend time apart.”

      “You don’t want me to come up to the house with you? Look, Andrea, maybe we need to be in a relationship. You’re right. We need to meet someone and be with them. Our friendship is suffering because we can’t have that be our only emotional attachment. We need companions. We need lovers.”

      “I wish I could see your face.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just daydreaming.”

      “I am going to go out of town for a few days. Terry is going to L.A. and I think me going there will be good.”

      “Don’t forget about me.”
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      Click. Clang. Click. Clang. Click. Clang. This little pest is formidable.

      Andrea wakes from a deep sleep. “It’s like having a clock bug or bell bug in your room. Where are you?” She looks around the room.

      She falls back into bed and right back to sleep.

      A bright light flutters up and down her bedroom window. Click. Clang. Click. Clang. She wakes. She looks at the window. She gets out of bed and feels the glass. There are cracks up and down. “How did that happen?”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea goes for a walk in the park. Her cell phone rings. “Hey. If you’re coming up then fine. You want to stay with me? Jonathan, Wesley will not like it. You know what, screw him. You can stay with me.” She hangs up.

      She watches kids playing baseball. Then out of the corner of her eye she sees the fountain. “No. No.” She looks again. It’s gone. She runs to her car.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea stands in her kitchen chopping up vegetables. She doesn’t want to believe that the fountain was there. A hand on her shoulder makes her scream.

      “Andrea.” Wesley hugs her. “I came back.”

      “Wesley! I saw it.”

      She cries onto his shoulder. He holds her.

      They sit on the couch and she snuggles with him.

      “Is he worth risking your life for?”

      “I have to go back.”

      “What is so special about him?”

      “You think I’m crazy. He’s real.”

      “You’re twenty-eight. You’re acting like a teenager in love.”

      “I am in love with him.”

      “He isn’t real.”

      She sits away from him.

      “Okay. We will go to your parents’ house.”

      The doorbell rings. She answers it. “Hey, Jonathan.”

      Jonathan comes into the kitchen.

      “Moving in?” Wesley asks.

      “Thought you were out of town.”

      “I came back. Are you staying here?”

      “Andrea asked me to. Wesley, you should be having your own life. Get a girlfriend.”

      “Yes. Get one.”

      “I can’t. Stop asking me to.” He glares at Jonathan. “You look familiar to me, doc.”

      “Can’t imagine why I wouldn’t. I have been Andrea’s therapist for a few years now.”

      “It’s more than that, and I think you know what I mean.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea walks into Wesley’s room and gets into bed with him. He rolls over and puts his arms around her. “Why did you ask Jonathan to stay here?”

      “Because he is impetuous like you. He scares me.”

      “If you’re going to make a habit out of this, I’m better off sleeping in your bed. It’s nicer.”
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        * * *

      

      Jonathan instructs Andrea on how to move. “Pretend that you are being chased by a monster. Who will save you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You. Don’t rely on your fictional knight in shining armor.”

      Wesley comes outside. “What is this?”

      “None of your business.”

      Wesley pretends to draw a sword. He runs in front of Andrea. “I shall save you, my princess.” He fights against the invisible monster. He stabs the ground. “There. It’s dead.”

      “I believe you have earned a kiss.” Andrea kisses Wesley on the lips.

      “Always a pleasure.”

      “Unbelievable.” Jonathan goes inside.

      “He is mad. Look at the sky,” Wesley says.

      It’s blue. Not a cloud.

      “I have envied such skies.”

      “You can only envy it for so long.”

      Her cell phone rings. “Oh, sweet lord, it’s Susan. How did she get my number?” She answers the call. “Susan. How did you get my number?” She makes funny faces at Wesley that are intended for Susan. “You want me to admit that I am in love with Wesley. Not a chance.”

      Wesley draws a heart over his heart.

      “I don’t know how to deny it or confirm it without helping you sell a paper. Tell your friends that I am not giving them any information on my love life.” She hangs up.

      “Why didn’t you give her a real answer?”

      “Why? Are you in love with me?”

      “I’d be absolutely mad if I was.”

      Jonathan comes back outside. “We need to talk business, Andrea.”

      Andrea hurries inside.

      “I am your publisher. I am your psychiatrist. I can’t be both. You said you want to give up writing. And you don’t think you need therapy anymore. If we can’t have a professional relationship, I hope that we can be friends.”

      “Of course.”

      “Want to go out and get dinner?”

      “Let me just tell Wesley.”

      She goes outside and Wesley is gone. She heads back inside.
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        * * *

      

      Jonathan pulls the chair out for Andrea. “This is a fancy place.”

      “I’m a fancy guy.”

      “Jonathan, I am not sleeping with you.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Not ever. I wonder where Wesley is.”

      “Is that all you can think about?”

      The waiter comes over. Jonathan orders some fancy stuff that Andrea doesn’t even understand. She checks her phone. She texts Wesley.

      “Do you think about Cornelius?”

      She drops her phone.

      “It’s okay to say his name.”

      “You said it wasn’t.” She reaches down to find her phone.

      “I think you should revisit your fantasies.”

      She goes under the table. She has a text message from Wesley. She sits back in the chair. Reads the message.

      

      Jonathan left something behind. You want to see what it is?

      

      “Wesley says that you left something behind at the house.”

      “I don’t think I did.”

      “Jonathan, why do you want me to think about Cornelius again?”

      “It’s just a suggestion.”

      “I have to go.”

      She leaves the restaurant. She calls Wesley. “Get in your car and come and get me. I’m at…” she reads the name on the building, “Dreamscape. What a stupid name. See you soon.”

      Cars pull up. People walk past her. She goes to scratch her nose. Her hand is moving in slow motion. As is everything and everyone around her. “What…the…hell?”

      Wesley pulls up. Andrea steps towards the car. Wesley gets out of the car. “Where’s…Jonathan?”

      Time speeds up. Wesley and Andrea are in the car and drive off.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley pulls into her driveway. “What happened?”

      “Jonathan is from there.”

      “There?”

      “We are going to my home now. I need to see the fountain.”

      “No. Andrea, please listen to me. You never did before but you have to now. He is tempting you with your desires. The darkness that waits for you there is not going to let you leave again.”

      She gets out of the car and goes inside. He follows her. She goes upstairs. She packs her stuff. Wesley comes in and stops her.

      “I swore that I’d never let you in the Vale again.”

      “My memories are so distorted. Wesley, I can’t remember things from there and then I can’t remember things from here. What is happening?” She’s in tears.

      “It’s the power of the Vale. It’s tearing you apart. You were supposed to go back when you turned twenty-one, but things changed.”

      “How do you know so much about the Vale?”

      “Because I’ve had to go in there and save you every time. I’m not going to save you this time if you go in there.”

      “Cornelius will.”

      “You’re going to see how inept he really is.”

      “Are you going to drive me or not?”

      “I’ll wait in the car.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley pulls into the O’Kelly’s driveway. Andrea’s parents are waiting outside the front door. Andrea gets out of the car and drops off her bag in front of her parents. “I don’t want to hear about it. I’m going back.”

      “What?” Melanie says.

      “Wesley, you were supposed to stop her.”

      “What are you all keeping from me?”

      “Maybe we should go inside.”

      “No, Mother. You tell me right now.”

      Michael takes both of Andrea’s hands into his own. “When we found out that he wanted you, we talked it over with Arianna and Thomas. And that’s when they said Wesley would protect you. He’s the only who can.”

      “No. Prince Cornelius can.”

      “You didn’t tell her, Wesley?” Melanie says.

      Andrea looks at Wesley. “Tell me what?”

      “Wesley, tell her,” Michael says.

      “It will complicate things further.”

      “Continue with what you were saying, Father.”

      “Jegorgon has always held a grudge against the fairies because they favored humans over goblins.”

      Andrea steps away from all three of them.

      “When we knew that you and Wesley liked each other enough, we thought we could unite the two kingdoms and be a stronger force against the goblin king. He commands many different beasts. You see, he is not a goblin. He’s a human.”

      “The goblin king is human and he got mad that the fairies favored humans over goblins.”

      “Fairies aren’t human. They’re humanlike, but they aren’t human like you and me. He felt that the fairies should be helping those that are not human.”

      “What did the fairies do for the humans?”

      “You’re special because the fairy elder gave an elixir to your mother to help her conceive. Fairy magic lives inside you. Jegorgon wants you because of that.”

      “It’s more than that,” Wesley says. “She can’t go back there. I can’t go back so no one will protect her.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley comes into Andrea’s bedroom. She puts away her clothes.

      “Are you mad?”

      “What are you, Wesley?”

      “I’m the person you grew up with.”

      She tosses her bag into the closet. “I don’t think so. Is that why Cornelius and you look so alike? Because you are him?”

      She looks over his ears, feels around his back.

      “This is insane. You have seen me naked, you know that I don’t have wings.”

      “Fairies can conceal their wings and magic.”

      “Alright. I am from the Vale, as you are. But I am not the fairy prince.”

      “I don’t believe you. And I’m going to prove it.”

      “How?”

      She walks past him.

      She goes downstairs to her father’s office. She opens the drawer and takes out the key to the garden’s gates.

      “Andrea, what are you doing?”

      “Going to set this right.” She heads outside.

      “Shit.” He runs after her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She unlocks the gates. Wesley walks in.

      “Don’t go back there.”

      “It’s clear that we should all be back there.”

      “Just stay here until we can discover a way to defeat him.”

      “Jacob? Jonathan? They are all versions of the goblin king?”

      He nods. “I’m glad that you see it now.”

      “You put me in danger.”

      “I failed at being a protector.”

      “You’re right. You couldn’t be my Cornelius. He never fails at protecting me.” She stands on the base of the fountain.

      “I love you, Andrea. Stay here with me.”

      “I’m sorry, Wesley, but I have to do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Melanie and Michael go over the instructions they have written for the servants. “Is Thomas okay with this?”

      “Arianna suggested that we let this happen. They know now that we can’t sit by and let him win. Don’t worry. Wesley will go with her.”

      “He’s not allowed back in the Vale. The consequences will be severe. It will shatter the fountain. It will destroy the only portal that can’t be created again.”

      “We will build a new one.”

      “How? Stanley is dead. He knew the dangers in making that infernal thing.”

      “Wesley has already snuck into the Vale to save Andrea.”

      “And look what happened. It has increased Jegorgon’s influence over her.”

      A car pulls up. Thomas and Arianna come through the front door. “Where’s Wesley?” Arianna asks.

      “He went after Andrea.”

      Arianna goes to Melanie’s side. “I am so sorry that this all had to fall apart.”

      “Don’t blame yourself. That bastard found out where Andrea was and he found out how to break through.”

      “I thought we sealed the fountain up,” Thomas says.

      “He’s more powerful than you,” Michael says.

      Melanie grabs a backpack. “Everything essential is in here.”

      “How are we leaving?” Arianna asks.

      “We will use the quill. Once we sign our names, the door will open and we will back in our kingdoms. Are you ready, friend?” Michael says.

      “Ready,” Thomas says.

      The front door opens. Noah comes in. “Have some bad news. Where’s Wes?”

      “He’s with Andrea at the fountain,” Melanie says.

      “Heard from Drevil that if Wesley steps a foot in the Vale, he is going to be a wanted man. No protection from the fairies. No protection from any of the kingdoms.”

      “He’s my son. Who ruled on this?”

      “The fairy council. In the absence of the real king and queen, the council assumed control.”

      “This is why we always knew we couldn’t stay away too long,” Arianna says.

      “This is Jegorgon. He is turning everyone against each other. Noah, go and find Wesley. He’ll need you more than we will.”

      “Yes, your Majesty.” Noah runs outside to the back yard.

      “I was getting used to being just Thomas.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley kneels before Andrea. “I can’t lose you. What if we get married?”

      “That won’t make me forget Cornelius.”

      “But he’s not real. He’s just…” He can’t say it.

      “I’m going.” She drops down into the water. The fountain glows brightly.

      Noah runs over to him. “We got to stop her.”

      The fountain starts crumbling. The statues tumble down into the water. The base breaks open and water gushes out.

      “Wesley, the fountain is destroyed. Andrea can’t come back through there.”

      “That’s it.”

      “No, no. Wes, look at me. We can still get there. Your parents might not be gone yet. We can get through the portal they are opening.”

      “I was only allowed through the fountain because it wasn’t created by fairy magic.”

      Noah picks up pieces of the fountain. “I can’t accept defeat.”
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      If there are windows, they are blocked by the darkness. A candle flickers in the corner of the room like it’s on steroids.

      Suddenly there’s actual light. Andrea blinks a few times. A striking man stands in the burning light. “Who are you?”

      “I am King Jegorgon.” His hair is going in many directions at once. It’s dark with blonde streaks. His eyes are bright blue.

      “Where am I?”

      “My castle. I have wanted to meet you when you were an adult so that it would be easier to reason with you. Your Cornelius or Wesley, however you want to see him, has done all he can to keep you from me. He made a deal with me when he was eight years old. You were to be mine when you turned eighteen. I had you briefly in this land and then he took you back. Now you’re here again. He wants to take you back. I will not have my deal broken.”

      “Who is Wesley?”

      “Oh, you have no memory of the other land. How delightful.”

      Andrea gets to her feet. The burning light dissipates. The darkness around her falls apart. She is standing in a courtyard full of bones and swamp.

      “Depressing I know. I want to relocate but the goblins are finicky about their environment. Don’t worry, I have informed them that they are not to show their ugly faces while you are my guest.”

      She tries to prevent herself from banging into any of the bones as she walks around to get a better look.

      “Let us go to the throne room. This way.” He puts his arm out for her. She walks with him.

      He opens the large double doors and the throne room sparkles with gold coins and gems.

      “This is not what I thought the goblin city would look like.”

      “Goblins love their treasure. I don’t trust any of them so I keep all the treasure in the throne room. It’s protected by fairy magic and cannot be broken. The treasure cannot leave here unless I let it.”

      She walks over to the throne chair. It’s got a high back that curves into a V shape. It’s sturdy wood. She sits down in it. She looks at Jegorgon waiting for his objection. He instead stands by her side.

      “It’s not that uncomfortable.”

      “If you want one of your own I shall have the goblins make you one.”

      “You think I’ll marry you?”

      The double doors open and a horde of two foot furry people in silver armor come in dragging a person behind them. “We caught him,” the goblin general says. He is the tallest of the goblins. Two and half feet. He is also the least horrifying one with dark-brown skin and human sized eyes.

      Andrea takes one look at the goblins and screams.

      The other goblins are a mixture of green and brown with large pointy noses, razor teeth that are always grinning. Their ball sacks are always hanging out. They never wear pants. They only protect their upper body with armor. Their eyes glow amber.

      “You are making the princess upset with the sight of you. Get out.”

      “But we captured the fairy prince,” the general says.

      “Cornelius?” Andrea runs over to the captive. She takes the layers of rope off and finds Cornelius underneath. “You monsters!”

      “Leave him and get out!”

      “Yes, my king. You heard him you gutter rats.”

      The goblins leave and slam the double doors behind them.

      “Are you ever afraid that they will revolt against you?” She caresses Cornelius’s head.

      “First, goblins are not the rebelling kind. They need a leader. They can’t elect a goblin as king because goblins do not possess magic. Look around. Magic is what protects this place. Without magic, the goblins would be vulnerable.”

      She helps Cornelius to his feet. “King Jegorgon, I have allowed myself to be taken captive in hopes of making amends.”

      The goblin king laughs as he sits down on his throne. “The noble prince wants to save his kingdom by making amends with me. It isn’t me that you should worry about. It’s the Vale. You were warned to not come back. Sending this pitiful version of yourself still counts as breaking the rules.”

      Andrea brings Cornelius face to face with her. “What rule was broken?”

      “Tell her, Cornelius. Why can’t she remember Wesley?”

      Andrea looks down at her cell phone. It won’t turn on. “What is this?”

      “Those things don’t work here. I have an idea. You can leave with her, if you attend a party here in two weeks.”

      “You’re going to let us leave?”

      “Yes. I am in a good mood. Andrea impressed me. Two weeks to also remind her of what she has waiting for her in the other land.”

      “Okay. Thank you, goblin king.”

      The double doors open and in comes the general.

      “Escort them to the gates.”

      “Yes, sire. But we…” He signals to two goblins to come to him. “Escort them to the gates.”

      “And no following or trapping.”

      “You heard his majesty.”

      The goblins hop to it.

      The general steps inside the throne room and closes the double doors. “You let them leave. After we caught the fairy prince and you let him walk out of here.”

      “You will not do anything to jeopardize my plan.”

      “Of course not.”

      “And that is not the fairy prince. He is still in the other land. He isn’t allowed back and the fountain has been destroyed. Send your men to work on fixing it.”

      “We can’t. Not without the builder.”

      “Find another.”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius and Andrea make it out of the dismal goblin city and onto the border village that separates the city from the main road.

      “Why did you come back?”

      “To prove that you are real. To fix things here. My parents told me everything.”

      “And Wesley?”

      “I don’t know a Wesley.”

      He sniffs the air. “Fresh water over here. I could use some and a rest.” He walks off the road.

      “Shouldn’t be continue to a safe place?” He keeps walking. She has no choice but to follow.

      Cornelius kneels down before the water, mouths some words and then drinks.

      “What did you say?”

      “Was thanking Mother Nature for this water.”

      She sits down and cups some water. “I don’t remember how I got here.”

      “You will when I take you to the spot you entered from.”

      “I don’t want to remember. Let me start my life again, here with you. We can persuade your parents to let us marry.”

      He takes off his clothes and jumps into the water. “What do you remember about this place?”

      “This land?”

      He nods.

      “I remember that we are in love. We have been intimate with each other.”

      “Then why aren’t you here in the water with me?”

      She starts taking off her clothes. “Is it cold?”

      “Does it matter?”

      She continues taking off her clothes. She gets into the water. “It’s freezing.”

      He moves closer to her. His body against hers makes her feel a lot of different things. “If we had been intimate, why would you be nervous?”

      “I’m not nervous.” She kisses him. She pulls his body closer to hers.

      “Andrea, stop.”

      “What is wrong?”

      “Either you love him or you love me. Can’t have both.”

      She gets out of the water and puts her clothes back on.

      “You think we can go on adventures like we used to. And then you return to the other land and forget.”

      “I don’t forget about you.”

      “But you also don’t remember everything.”

      He gets out. His wings come out and he goes up into the air and spins fast. He is a lot drier than before. He lands and puts his clothes back on. He leads her back to the road.

      They walk until they reach another border village.

      “On the other side of this village is your kingdom.”

      “My kingdom?”

      “Your parents are undoubtedly there by now. I have to get back to mine.”

      Cornelius takes flight. Andrea remains fixed on the kingdom in the distance. “My kingdom.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley and Noah search the entire house for Andrea’s parents and his own. “They are gone.”

      “What item did your father bring with him to open the portal?”

      “Andrea’s father brought it. The quill.”

      “Ah, yes. You know Drevlin can connect to any kingdom. Why couldn’t he get here too? Isn’t this the flipside of Andrea’s kingdom?”

      “He can’t dig through to this land.”

      “How about I just go and find out?”

      “Sure. You want to cross the Atlantic and pray that you drop into the Vale from there?”

      “There must be something that we can use to open a portal.”

      Wesley stares at an end table. And there it is. “The quill. Why would they forget it?”

      “Let’s not ask questions.”

      “Too bad it can’t work for me.”

      Noah wiggles the feather under Wesley’s nose. “This isn’t fairy magic. This is Vale magic.”

      “The Vale is what is preventing me from returning. And yes, part of that quill is infused with fairy magic.”

      Noah writes his name on the air. A golden light sketches out a door. “Farewell, my friend.”

      “Nips, you take care and be careful.”

      “Always.” He jumps in. He feels this tremendous weight on him. Wesley peeks over his shoulder. “If I get pulverized in here because of you, I shall find you in the afterlife and kick your ass.” The portal closes.
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        * * *

      

      They get bounced around. “This doesn’t feel normal,” Wesley says.

      “The Vale knows that you are here.”

      They are separated. Noah falls out of the portal and Wesley smacks into a solid wall. He can see Noah but he cannot touch him or any part of that land. “Damnit.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea walks up to the city gates of Kell. Their enormous arches overshadow her. The guards bow to her. She walks through.

      A tower guard alerts the kingdom by ringing a giant bell. Once. A few seconds of silence. Then rings again.

      A band of guards in black armor arrive. They surround Andrea.

      “I hope you all recognize me.”

      “Your Highness,” they say.

      A familiar face greets her.

      “Emily?”

      “I am so glad that you are here.” Her pink dress is stunning. Andrea can’t stop staring at it.

      They hug. A guard picks Andrea up and rides her towards the castle.

      The guard drops Andrea off right at the castle door. It opens. Her parents welcome her.

      “Mom. Dad.”

      They all hug.

      “You’re home.”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius comes before his parents. Arianna and Thomas show him to his throne chair.

      “Do you know that Wesley is trapped in between the lands?” she says.

      “Yes.”

      “And whose fault is that?” his father asks.

      “His. Mine. You left the quill behind.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” she asks.

      “Release myself.”

      “Good. Onto more pressing matters,” his father says.

      The king signals to the council leader to come forward. His purple eyes vibrate as he walks. His black hair changes from black to white and back. “The goblin king has invited Princess Andrea to a party at his kingdom. Prince Cornelius is expected to attend as well.”

      “Excellent. He can go in as a spy,” the king says.

      “I believe we should release Wesley from the in between realm.”

      “We can’t. That’s the Vale’s business. We don’t have the power to do it.”

      “It’s not that we don’t want to, Grole. We have to consider the consequences if we could.”

      Grole presents the queen with a piece of parchment. She reads it over.

      “As you can see, the humans have begun work on a new fountain, and they have also acquired the means to break into the in between realm.”

      Thomas gets up. “I want an emergency council meeting today.”

      “Yes, sire.” Grole leaves.

      “I have to go.” Cornelius leaves.

      Cornelius enters the courtyard. Noah appears. He is greeted by many women. “I’ve missed all of you too. There he is.”

      “I don’t have time. I have to get…”

      “Yeah, I know. But how?”

      “The humans. They have found a way.”

      “I long for the human kingdom. All those lovely shaped bums.”

      “Nips, come on.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley walks around able to see all of the land around him but cannot access it. “I’ve really screwed things up. I hope Noah has found Drevil. Maybe he can help me.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea runs from her handmaidens. “I am not wearing that crap. Find me more suitable clothes. Find me riding clothes.”

      “Riding clothes?”

      “I’ll find my own clothes.” She throws open her bedroom doors.

      “Your Highness, you can’t be running around in your under garments.”

      Andrea looks through the numerous doors up and down the corridor. “One of these must be a linen closet.”

      A door opens and a guard steps out. “Your Highness.” He covers his eyes.

      “You. Tell me where I can find pants and a long-sleeved shirt.”

      “Possibly the laundry room. Downstairs in the kitchen area.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      The handmaidens chase after Andrea.

      Andrea enters the kitchen. Everyone stops and covers their eyes. “Where are the clothes? The laundry?”

      The cook points to the left.

      “Carry on.” Andrea walks into the next room.

      Andrea goes to looking through the clean pile of clothes.

      “Your Highness?” a washer says.

      “Looking for black pants and a black long-sleeved shirt.”

      “For yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      The washer sorts through the laundry and pulls out what Andrea asked for. “They are meant for a man but they should fit you.”

      “Good.” Andrea puts on the pants and then slides the shirt on. “They fit well. Thank you.”

      Andrea comes out into a small courtyard set up for small gatherings or meetings. The ground rumbles. She remembers it. First the rumbling. Then the sight of him coming through the forest. The rumbling stops. She looks from side to side, all around, feeling him near yet he is nowhere in sight.

      “Andrea,” a voice says. Full of darkness, despair, and sensuality.

      She looks up. A smile forms. It isn't her love. It's someone worse that tempts her like no other.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Noah goes down the hole that leads to Drevil’s home. A door opens and out comes Drevil.

      “Oh, no, not another one.”

      “Can you break into the in between realm?”

      “I want compensation. Jewels, gems, fairy dust. You must have something, fairy.”

      “I can pay you when I return to the city.”

      “Return there now.”

      “I am pressed for time.”

      “What’s in the in between realm?”

      “Wesley.”

      “He never stays out of trouble. I gave those humans the ability to crack an opening in there. But they have no use for it. I don’t know why they wanted it so badly. Why not just go there and ask them?”

      “Because this is a delicate matter.”

      “I have a little bit left of the special sauce.”

      “Special sauce?”

      Drevil goes into the room from where he came. Pots and pans crash. He comes back out with a small bottle of red liquid. “Special sauce.”

      Noah holds his hand out. Drevil lays the bottle on his palm. “What do I do?”

      “Drink it.”

      “And then?”

      “You breathe fire like a dragon. You aren’t going to get a dragon to burn through the in between realm. You have to harness their fire breath and that will break the seal.”

      Noah leaves.

      “You tell Wesley that he owes me big. Big.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley comes around to the human kingdom. He sees Andrea. He touches the wall. “Forgive me.” She is being led away from the kingdom. “Where are you going?” A shadow looms over her. “That son of a bitch.” He bangs on the wall. He cries and bangs. “Noah, please tell me that you are close to succeeding.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah walks down the main road that goes all around the land. “I suppose any spot will do.” He wets his lips a few times then downs the bottle. He gags. Coughs. A hard cough and out comes the dragon’s breath. It burns every bit of his throat and esophagus. “That little shit goblin.” A tear in the in between realm appears. He sticks his head in. “Wes? You there, buddy?”

      A hand smacks him across the face. Wesley steps out. “Took you long enough. Andrea is in trouble.”

      “She’s in her kingdom. That woman is not safe anywhere.”

      “Tell me about it.” He puts his hands on his hips. “Where’s my horse?”

      “What for?”

      “To get to the human kingdom faster.”

      “Fly there.”

      Wesley grabs Noah by his shirt. “There’ll be no flying.”

      “Now I gotta find a horse? Tell me why I am your friend.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea is led to one of the gardens where her handmaidens are gathered. Emily as well since she just became a handmaiden to Andrea. They see her and bow. “Andrea, are you okay?” Emily asks.

      “Get out of the garden,” the shadow says.

      The handmaidens scatter and scream. Except Emily. “Leave her alone.”

      “Leave,” the shadow says. The shadow flies out after the handmaidens.

      Andrea keeps moving.

      The shadow grabs one handmaiden and a mouth forms on the shadow. It sucks down on the handmaiden’s face. It swallows everything from inside her. Her skin becomes flimsy and collapses into a pile of rubbery flesh. The shadow moves on to the others.

      Andrea continues moving.

      The shadow comes back to feast on Emily. She is no match for it. It overpowers her. But loses its grip on her foot. She manages to get away but her foot is infected. Turning gangrene.

      Emily screams for help. Guards form an attack line. Michael and Melanie arrive. “Attack it!” the king orders.

      The shadow consumes the area around Andrea, and when the shadow disappears, Andrea is gone as well.

      “No!” the queen screams.

      The shadow leads Andrea to the edge of the kingdom. It moves in circles around her until a black orb appears. She reaches out.

      “Andrea!” Wesley says.
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      Even in the Vale, you cannot escape the pleasure of the misery that befolds the cocky and presumptuous.

      Cornelius lays his sword next to an oak tree whose roots are growing under the dirt road. It has created bumps.

      He comes to an old tree trunk. He places his jeweled dagger inside it.

      He comes upon Hylda’s hut. He hands her a crystal vial.
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        * * *

      

      In Kell, there is an assassins’ guild controlled solely by the king. The female trainer is fierce looking. The male trainer looks more placid. They only wear leather. They each carry a pair of glass-handled daggers with black etching on the blade.

      “Just because you’ve had some training for the past week, doesn’t make you ready to take on a battle,” the female trainer says.

      “Although some of you I bet think they are ready,” the male trainer says as he picks his teeth.

      A hand shoots up.

      “And here is the first fool,” the female trainer says.

      Emily steps forward. “I’ve demonstrated a strong display of stealth. I even got past your best student.”

      A laugh comes out of the crowd of recruits. The other women recruits fan themselves as Linus walks past them. He is tall and lean and handsome. He always wears black gloves. “I will admit that Emily did get past me, but I wasn’t really paying attention. Luck is always with me. As it is with her, since her foot was healed in time.”

      “Maybe one day luck won’t be with you,” Emily says.

      “Emily, come forward and prove us wrong,” Linus says.

      “How?”

      “Fight me. I will go easy since you haven’t had the months of training that I have. But for what you’ve learned so far, use it.”

      “Linus, you can kill me easily.”

      “Yes. But prove to me that you are ready.”

      Emily swallows the lump in her throat. She really has put herself on the spot.

      “Daggers or sword?” Linus asks.

      “It’s your preference,” the male trainer says.

      “I prefer daggers.”

      “As do I.” Emily pulls her daggers out.

      Linus grins. He pulls his daggers. They are different from everyone else’s. The handles are gold and the blade is grover steel. It’s the strongest steel in the land.

      “Please don’t kill the new recruit. I admire her drive,” the female trainer says.

      “I make no promises.”

      “Neither do I.” Emily stares him down.

      Linus waves his one dagger at Emily. She isn’t stupid. She was always taught to let your enemy make the first move unless you are sure you can make the first move and win. Linus is a seasoned assassin. He only hangs around the new recruits to get laid and to show off. She has watched him very carefully. She has a good handle on his moves. When he fights he uses different styles per person.

      “One of us must try for it. Go on, Emily. I’ll let you leave me a love scar.”

      Emily pushes down her detest for this man.

      “If one of you doesn’t engage, I’ll kill you both myself,” the female trainer says.

      “So be it,” Linus says. He swipes the daggers at Emily.

      Emily moves.

      Linus lunges forward and swipes. Emily rolls between his legs. He laughs. He throws a dagger and it tapes down part of her shirt. She rips it free. She fake throws a dagger and he reacts like she had really thrown it. She punches him in the face.

      He holds his nose. Checks that it isn’t broken. “Dirty move.”

      “We must disarm by any means necessary.”

      Linus grabs for her one hand. She slides her dagger across his skin, barely taking some hairs. She jumps onto a boulder. He jumps onto another boulder.

      “You enjoyed the rocky terrain?”

      “It was one of my favorite courses.”

      “You two talk too much,” the male trainer says.

      Linus tosses a pouch over to her. It explodes and a cloud of dust blinds her. She coughs and rubs her eyes. She hears him. He jumps onto her back and puts his daggers at her throat. She smiles and then grabs him by the neck and brings him over her. He falls off the boulder and lands hard on the ground. She jumps down, kicks his daggers from his hands and brings her own to his throat.

      He laughs.

      “Of course, I could always disarm my prey another way.”

      “What is that?”

      She stares into his eyes. She washes all other emotions from her face. She licks her lips. She gently takes the side of his face into her hand. Her other hand now holds two daggers. She pulls his head up to her and opens her mouth. He welcomes it. His tongue rolls over his bottom lip. She places a dagger at his tongue.

      “Don’t move or it’s gone.”

      He smiles and she feels the poke of a dagger. She looks down and sees one of his daggers at her stomach. “You didn’t kick them away far enough.”

      She giggles.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You may kill me, but you aren’t walking away alive.”

      “Huh?” He looks down. An arrow is at the tip of his crotch.

      “It’s poisoned.”

      “Emily, you can’t bring poisoned arrows to a training ground,” the male trainer says.

      “Well done,” Linus says.

      She gets off him. Sheaths her daggers. He does the same. She takes the arrow from between her legs.

      “How did you keep that arrow there?”

      “Strong legs.”

      “I bet.” He stares lustfully at her.

      She walks over towards the trainers. “Oh, and by the way, it’s not poisoned. But only I would know that.”

      Linus is swarmed by women. He keeps his eyes on Emily. The men laugh at him that he got bested by a woman. He punches one of them in the chest. The trainers observe Linus’s facial expressions. He went from being cocky to instantly being attracted to Emily.
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        * * *

      

      Emily washes up. She puts on her dress.

      “An assassin that wears a dress. A deadly weapon indeed.”

      “I understand that I embarrassed you. I am sorry.”

      “No you’re not.”

      “What do you want, Linus? This is the women’s bathroom.”

      “I’ve been here many times before.”

      “I know.”

      “They talk about me?”

      “What do you want?”

      He looks her up and down. “You want to be as good as me, I will let you in on a secret. I only got to be popular because I took on missions no other assassin was crazy enough to do.”

      “And you got good how?”

      He laughs. She finds his laugh irresistible. “I studied Uril. He is the one who came up with assassins’ guild. I studied every single move. I would mimic the moves in the mirror. Then one day he caught me using some of his moves against a new recruit. He challenged me. I failed. But he said the key to being top assassin is winning the favor of all those around you. He said you must be willing to truly risk your life. I love the fame. I am not afraid to take on anything or anyone.”

      “Why are you giving me such advice? It sounds like you want me to dethrone you.”

      “I have never seen my equal. And I find it erotic to have my equal be a woman.”

      “You want me to study your every move?”

      “Oh, yes. Every move.” He presses against her.

      “Be careful, master assassin. I may be hiding something up my dress that could make it impossible for you to perform.”

      She walks out of the bathroom smiling.

      “I look forward to it.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily comes around the corner and there is the female trainer.

      “Come with me, little one.”

      Emily follows her outside the city.

      They reach a door made from a tree sitting on its own. She opens it. “Go on in.”

      Emily goes inside. Steep stairs. She takes her time.

      “Make haste. An assassin must be ready for whatever is under her feet.”

      The female trainer clears at least part of the staircase with one or two large steps. For what Emily can see the staircase goes down far. She takes her time conquering it. When she reaches the bottom, the male and female trainers cast disapproving looks. There are five others dressed in black hooded clothes.

      “I expect improvement there,” the female trainer says.

      “I will improve.”

      “We have a mission for you,” the male trainer says.

      One of the hooded men hands Emily two daggers. “If you complete your mission, you may keep these. They will be yours.”

      Emily likes these daggers. The handles are silver and the blade is made from grover steel. They remind her of Linus’s daggers. She takes out the daggers she has and replaces them with the new ones. “What is the mission?”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius stands on the hill overlooking the goblin city. He lets loose his cloak. It falls to the ground. His wings pop out. He grabs one and rips it off. The pain is excruciating. He rips off the other one.

      He is followed by goblins every step of the way. He is stopped before reaching the king’s court. “I’ve come to see your king.”

      “There is no fairy business to be had today,” the general says.

      “I did not say that it was fairy business.”

      The goblins snicker as they poke their spears at Cornelius’s ankles. The spears tower over the goblins by two feet. Their husky bodies can carry heavy loads. The spears are some of the heaviest steel in the land. It’s not a difficult feat for them.

      “Wait here, fairy prince.” The general goes into the court.

      The goblin king sits on his throne deep in mediation.

      “My king.”

      “It’s a trap. Wesley sent Cornelius here. But let him in. I’m curious as to what Wesley has planned.”

      “Sire, I must protest. We let him in here and who knows what he might do.”

      “Ooh, you think he’ll do something nefarious? I am prepared. Let him in.”

      The general walks away. “You’ve let that princess cloud your mind.”

      “What was that?”

      The general brings Cornelius in.

      “Did something unexpected happen and you had to come back to tell me in person? I have animals that will hear your message. You fairies love talking to animals.”

      Cornelius bows. “Goblin king, I have returned with an offer.”

      Jegorgon sits legs crossed on his throne.

      “I know of your shadow that you let roam freely. Call him back. He is killing people. Andrea will not come to this city if she finds out you killed her handmaidens.”

      “Hmm… you may be right. But what is your offer?”

      “Take my essence instead and release Andrea from the agreement.”

      “No, that’s not it. You’re hiding something.”

      “You are mistaken.”

      “You were never a good liar. He is hiding something. We must find out what it is. To the dungeon with him. Put him into the dancing needles.”

      The general smacks his mace along Cornelius’s back. Enough to hurt him but not cripple him. Goblins take Cornelius out of the room.

      Jegorgon sits back on his throne deep in thought. “What do you have planned?” He whistles and a flock of ravens enter from an opened window. “Find Wesley.”

      The ravens take off.

      “My king, this is a plot to take you down.”

      “I hope so. I crave excitement. Increase the production of goblins.”

      “But, sire, they won’t be trained in time for an attack.”

      Jegorgon rises from his throne. Darkness fills the room. “I said to make more goblins!”

      “Yes, sire.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley stumbles.

      “Wes, you okay?”

      “That crazy fool.”

      Noah knows better than to interrupt Wesley while he is concentrating on someone. It’s one of Wesley’s special talents that Noah always wanted to master. Each fairy is born with one of three abilities. The higher born ones that reside in the court can transfer thoughts to each other and anyone else they feel like. It’s why Wesley can speak to Andrea from afar and she’ll hear him. The middle class of fairy society are gifted healers. They can use their magic to change any substance into a healing application. The lowest class of fairies are the guards. They have a unique connection to their weapon of choice. Where most choose battle axes, those that choose spears have the ability to send their spears flying without holding onto them. The battle axes will hit harder if the fairy can muster the will and force. Noah is part of the middle class but he hasn’t cared enough to learn how to use his magic for healing.

      Wesley focuses harder, causing him to get a severe headache. “I can’t reach Cornelius.”

      “I don’t know why you allow him to exist.”

      “Because we all take safety precautions. That’s what he is.”

      Wesley stumbles again. “Idiot has got himself into big trouble. But we need to find Andrea.”

      They pass an oak tree whose roots are growing under the road. Wesley senses it right away. “Wait.” He sees the sword. “Cornelius.”

      “He’s leaving toys.”

      Wesley has nothing to hold the sword in. He stares down at the sword. “You are so not worth the trouble.”

      “What?”

      “This sword. It was given to me by the Vale. When I was old enough to wield a weapon. Do you remember?”

      “I do. It was a grand day.”

      “It never left my side. Until everything changed.” Wesley clears his throat, takes in a deep breath. “One day it’ll be at my side again, the way it used to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea’s hand hovers in front of the black orb.

      “Andrea, enter the core of the Vale.”

      She snaps out of the power that the shadow has over her. “Where am I?”

      The black orb dissipates and the shadow returns to its form.

      “You.”

      The shadow covers her. She tucks her head in between her legs. A whoosh above her makes her look up. A hand brings her to her feet.

      “Andrea.”

      “Wesley, you found me.” They hug.

      “He always was afraid of that sword,” Noah says.

      “That’s Cornelius’s sword,” she says.

      “I’ll explain.”

      “Yes. Do explain. Right now.”

      Noah ducks out of this.

      “We don’t have time.”

      “We have miles of road. We have plenty of time.”

      “Okay. Can we talk and walk?”

      Andrea waves him onward. Wesley goes first. Noah brings up the rear.

      They come upon a dense blue forest. The blue changes from dark to light and then back to dark. Wesley readies his sword.

      “You’re chopping through the trees?” she asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Is there another way?”

      “If you want to wait for the dwarves to come and chop away. They are faster than I am.”

      “Do you even know where we are going?”

      He ignores her as he walks on.

      Wesley stops at the foot of the forest.

      “Does it always grow over the road?”

      “Yes. A lot of people avoid this route, but it’s a direct route to where we have to go. When the dwarves come they are nice enough to chop down the ones that grow over the road. It takes a good week for the trees to grow back.”

      Noah taps on Wesley’s shoulder. He points up at the tree in front of them.

      “The smiling man,” she says.

      A man in a black hood with a blank poncho and a black bandana covering his face is swinging on the treetops.

      “He’s the smiling man?” Wesley says.

      “The tops of the trees always made a funny sound when he came through the forest.” Buzzing. “The powers that flow through him can jumpstart a corpse's heart and at the same time kill a heart with a mere blink of his eye. He maintains the balance that swims in and out of the Vale.”

      “How do you know that?” Wesley says.

      “Oh, Wes, he is the one that Andrea can’t stay away from.”

      “No, that’s Jegorgon.”

      “Wes, look at her. She has managed to stay out of the Vale for a while but this guy is the one who found the way to bring her back.”

      Jumping down from the tree is the masked man. His eyes glow a tropical blue. “I’ve been wondering when I’d bump into you. Why are you travelling this way?”

      “We are in search of great wisdom.”

      “Get to the fucking point.”

      “We have to stop the goblin king.”

      “You aren’t supposed to be in here, Wesley.”

      “I did it to save Andrea.”

      The man flips over to Andrea. “Love is powerful. You love her, don’t you?”

      “She’s my best friend.”

      “Friends. I don’t have any friends.” He licks Andrea’s ear and then slashes at her hair with a small knife. He puts the lock of hair under his poncho. “He has sent his minions. Dangerous game you are playing, fairy.” He cartwheels up to the trees. He grips them. Pulls down on them. They rattle. He applies more force. They shoot down into the ground. The road is clear.

      “How can he do that?” Wesley asks.

      “How about you don’t ask?” Noah says.

      The three of them make haste across the line of blue trees. The masked man waves to them. “Farewell, travelers.”

      “He is incredibly odd,” Andrea says.

      “He seemed to like you,” Wesley says.

      Andrea looks at Wesley and knows what he is thinking. “Don't bother. I am not hearing your crap today.”

      “You hardly listen to me even when you want to. I'm used to being nothing more than a prop for you.”

      “Why do you tolerate me? Be honest.”

      “Because... I... You are my best friend.”

      “Friends come and go. You're lying.”

      “I love you, Andrea. Because you are my best friend and because I swore I'd always look after you.”

      “So it's like a brotherly love?”

      He smirks. “Why, do you want it to be more?” She blushes. “Just say the word, babe, I'm there.”

      “In your dreams, babe.”

      Noah stops to take a break. “We are heading towards the barrens? Wes, throw some light on this please.”

      “Everything is nothing before it becomes something. I am putting us out here in the middle of a forgotten land. Something will come.”

      “You’re betting on something finding us before the goblin king turns the world upside down? Where do you get your logic from?”

      Wesley walks a little ways then stops.

      “Being in that other land has really scrambled his brains. He was never this thoughtless.”

      “He’s desperate,” Andrea says.

      “Wes, what if all that finds us is a wasteland?”

      “Then pray that Cornelius is more fortunate than us.”

      Ravens fly overhead.
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        * * *

      

      The ravens come to Jegorgon. They talk their bird language and he listens. “Wesley got out of the in between realm. Fairies are always surprising me. And Andrea is free of the shadow. Where is the shadow?”

      He walks outside and smells the air. The goblins lay around like useless pieces of junk. He is sick of them. He is sick of being the goblin king. He pretends to pull a weapon. A red sword appears in his hand. The goblins scatter. He brings the sword down on one who couldn’t run fast enough. He slices the goblin’s head in two. A line of fire circles the site. It runs down and along the body, engulfing it.

      “Let this be the sign that I shall not be defeated by any magic!”

      The goblins crawl back. Unsure what to do, they cheer.

      Jegorgon goes back inside the throne room. He looks over the treasure and counts. He has to count the treasure every day to ensure it is all there. A tedious job considering the wealth that the goblins have accumulated over the years. After he is satisfied on the number, he takes a few gold coins.

      “Come to me, my loyal friend.”

      Sneaking around the throne room is a monstrous shadow.

      Jegorgon raises his hand and then pulls the red sword from thin air. “Let me fly on your wings.”
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      Wesley, Noah, and Andrea are within the realm of her kingdom.

      “All we did was go around in circles?”

      “She’s really pissed,” Noah says.

      “You think?”

      “Why do we have you leading us? You can’t even keep one girl out of the Vale.”

      That’s it. Wesley has had it. He tosses Andrea to the ground.

      “Wesley?” Noah goes to her side.

      “I have risked every part of my soul to keep you safe. At least you aren’t banished from returning to your home. The times I’ve snuck in was to save you. I get no appreciation for that. Stop taking her side, Noah, for she doesn’t care about any of us. All she cares about is precious Cornelius. When are you going to see that he is not real? What do I have to do to prove it to you? Die?”

      Noah gets right in Wesley’s face. “Don’t ever say that again?”

      “You think she would care if I died?” He moves Noah out of the way and gets in Andrea’s face. “Because, dear Andrea, if I die, Cornelius ceases to exist. Do you understand now?”

      She has been fighting back the tears. She isn’t going to give him the satisfaction of hurting her feelings. Wesley throws his hands up in the air and walks away.

      Noah kneels before Andrea. “I don’t want to take sides here but Wes is right.”

      “How can he be right?” She hides her face with her hands.

      Noah brings her hands down. “I know that your brain is a little confused right now. It’s one of the effects of being in the other land for too long. Also you came into the Vale and was taken out, only to be brought back in. That’s one of the reasons the kingdoms are against us being part of that land. It changes us. We’ve been looking for a way to detach ourselves permanently.”

      “What will happen if we do that?”

      “We stay where we belong, which is here.”

      “Why can’t I remember certain things?”

      Wesley comes over to Andrea. “I didn’t know that we’d be going around in circles.”

      She gets up, brushes off dirt. Hugs him. “We need to get Cornelius?”

      “No.”

      “He’s in the goblin city,” Noah says.

      Wesley shoves Noah.

      “We have to go there.”

      “We are not going to the goblin city.”

      “I will.”

      “We will discuss the next course of action with your parents and his.”

      “Wesley, I will go and get him alone.”

      “You really love him that much?”

      Before she can answer him, he walks away.

      Andrea runs after him. “I’m serious.”

      “I am just going to get some covers for these weapons.”

      She smiles.

      Noah stops her from following Wesley. “You know he’s only doing this for you because he loves you. You should appreciate that.”

      “Everything will be all right when Cornelius is rescued.”

      “Andrea?”

      She is off.

      “You really ought to jump into reality.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea goes into the armory and grabs one sheath for the sword and another for the dagger. She hands them to Wesley. He puts the sword and dagger away. Puts the over the shoulder sheath over his back and attaches the smaller sheath to his belt.

      “You’re all ready to storm the castle,” she says.

      “If I have the choice between saving Cornelius and killing the goblin king, I am killing the goblin king. He can’t be allowed to live.”

      She hugs him tightly. “Be careful.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “You want me to come?” Noah asks.

      “You’ll definitely get me killed with your sarcastic mouth.”

      Noah shrugs as if acknowledging that Wesley is right.

      “You better hurry up because the guards will be here soon to lay their weapons to rest for the day.”

      Andrea and Noah see Wesley off right outside her kingdom.

      “I doubt your honesty here,” Noah says.

      “Do you see me following him?”

      “Not yet.”

      She grins as she walks away. Noah leans against a tree, eager to see if he is right.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley marches right into the goblin city. He slashes as he walks. He kicks open the doors to the throne room. He kicks the doors closed. He stands before the goblin king. His sword and dagger ready. “Release Cornelius.”

      “Why don’t you just take up his place?”

      The doors open. Goblins move in to make their attack.

      Wesley throws the dagger to the side, stabbing one of the goblin’s neck. “I will kill every single goblin in here if I must.”

      “You’re definitely the stronger half. Cornelius isn’t this tenacious.” He signals to the other goblins to prepare. “But I don’t have time to make conversation with you. And I am not making any deals either. I’ve had enough of deals made with you.” He jerks his head and the goblins attack.

      Wesley brings his sword around and chops away. He rolls off the back of the general and grabs his dagger from the throat he threw it into. He slices at the general’s arm. Spears clash with the sword and dagger. Wesley has the advantage of being almost four feet taller. But the goblins are quick on their stubby legs and can roll in between Wesley’s legs.

      Jegorgon walks out of the throne room and down into a passageway at the back.

      Wesley jumps onto the throne chair. He plunges the sword into a few chests, chops the arms off others. A spear flies right for him and grazes his cheek. “Too close.” He throws the dagger out and it lands in the face of the one who nearly ended him.

      The general smashes down his goblins to get to Wesley.

      Wesley swings his sword fast and precisely. Disarming is not an option. Death strikes only matter. The goblins begin to retreat seeing that Wesley has killed half of the army. But the general is not easily defeated or scared off.

      The general brings his mace to the test.

      Wesley acknowledges him. “So, because you are the taller of them and maybe a better fighter, you think I shall let myself be cut down by a goblin?”

      “I don’t care what you think.” The general lunges forward.

      The clanging is heard all the way through the court and through the passageways around it.

      The general’s mace smashes into the throne chair.

      “That is poorly made,” Wesley says.

      The general uses his body weight to toss Wesley into the splintered chair. Wesley is pricked in several places on his arm.

      The general stomps down on Wesley’s arm. It’s a surprise move. Wesley drops his dagger. The general rolls the dagger across his knuckles and then goes to stab Wesley. He moves out of the way, but it was only a feint. The general rolls to the side and throws the dagger, hitting Wesley in the back.

      Wesley is off balance.

      “Too weak to make a final attempt?”

      Wesley reaches around trying to grab the dagger. The general pulls the dagger out and shows it to him. The blood has covered the entire blade. He is feeling dizzy seeing that there is a large pool of blood underneath him.

      “You have little time left.”

      Wesley stumbles and hits the floor.

      The general drops the dagger and raises his mace. Just as he is about to lower it onto Wesley’s skull, he feels something strange. Pain. He looks down and sees Wesley’s sword through his stomach. He shakes pulling the sword from his gut. Wesley finds the strength to stand and grabs his dagger. The general falls down dead. Wesley staggers around the throne room. The wound on his back impairing his breathing. He crawls to the passageway that Jegorgon left from.

      The passageway is lit well and very narrow. He pulls himself along the stone floor. “Shit.” He has no more strength. He comes to a break in the tunnel. The human army is fighting outside. He sees Noah searching under the bodies. He can’t scream out, can’t crawl out. He raises his hand and waves like crazy. Hopes that Noah notices.

      Noah walks more towards the throne room. Then he sees him. “Wesley.” He runs over.

      “About time.”

      “Wesley, how bad are the wounds?”

      “Roll me over and find out.”

      “Andrea has gone down to the dungeon to free Cornelius.” He rolls Wesley over. He rubs his hands together.

      “Wait. Have you mastered the healing?”

      “No. But what is the worst that could happen?”

      “Carry on.”

      Noah takes out a crystal vial with clear liquid in it. He wraps his hands around it and concentrates. “Good thing you gave me this to hold onto.”

      “Hurry up.”

      “You never want to hurry healing. Good thing Cornelius left this for you to find.”

      “You’re not bleeding. Hurry up.”

      The vial glows a bright orange. “I think orange will work.” He opens the vial.

      “You think?”

      He brings Wesley to his lap and opens his mouth. He empties the vial. Wesley swallows and coughs. He sits up. The bleeding stops. The pain is subsiding. Noah smiles, proud of himself.

      “Good work.”

      Noah checks the wound.

      “Got a bit of a twinge but the wound is closed, right?”

      “It looks all right to me.” He helps Wesley stand. “Let us get you to the human general.”

      Human soldiers are attacking the goblins all around them.

      “I am going to the dungeon.”

      “I will go.”

      “You are not a match for whatever Jegorgon might have waiting.”

      “And you need to recover.”

      “Let me help,” a woman says.

      Noah looks up. “Emily?”

      Emily is a far cry from the woman he last saw. She is decked out in leather, looking like an assassin should with her dual daggers strapped to her sides. Her black hood and partial face mask giving her a strange allure.

      “Where have you been?” Noah asks.

      “Training. Granted it’s only been a few days but I can do it. Let me save our friend.”

      “Emily, don’t be fooled by anything you find. You have to be sure of what you see,” Wesley says.

      “Okay.” She pats Noah’s shoulder. “Good job on the healing. There’s promise yet for you.” She makes her way down into the passageway.

      “I think I am in love.”

      “Will you just get me to the human general?”

      Noah helps Wesley walk. “I never did find you a horse.”

      “Thinking that you’re in love.”

      “What? Don’t pretend to not be in love with Andrea.”

      Wesley hobbles to the human army.
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        * * *

      

      Emily climbs up the side of the wall and fits nicely into the gap between the wall and ceiling. She maintains her stealth by walking along the dark. She takes her crossbow off her back and readies an arrow. She comes to a four-way crossing. Two lead further down into the ground. The other two lead straight along flat ground. At least as far as she can see.

      “Damn. Come on, one of you idiots give it away.”

      Two goblins come up from the center passageway that leads further down. “The brew gets better every time,” the one goblin says.

      “I’d rather be drunk than dead. They will never make it down here. The fairy magic will keep up the illusion that these passageways lead to nothing.”

      “Oh, you think so?” she whispers to herself.

      Emily is sure of that destination now. It’s still a choice of three other passageways. “Process of elimination it is.” The goblins head down one of the flat passageways. She decides to follow them.

      As she enters she finds nothing but rooms on both sides. Simple accommodations. A basin on a concrete block for cleaning. A small room for a bathroom with a hole in the ground. A small wooden bed with a brown fleece blanket. Armor hanging on the wall.

      “What the heck is this? There’s hardly enough rooms here to house even half of the goblin army.” Then it dawns on her. “Wesley said that I shouldn’t believe what I see. Damn. I can’t see through this magic.”

      She hears footsteps and grunts. She goes into the first room she can. She looks around for a place to hide. There is a closet full of food. She sniffs and almost throws up. Goblin food is not the tastiest or the best smelling of food. They eat rotten food. There are flies around the meat and bread. Mold everywhere. The bed is big enough for a child to hide under. She holds her breath and goes into the closet full of rotten food. “Why am I hiding? If I can’t see them, they can’t see me.”

      “They broke the fairy magic. Goblins, to the courtyard!”

      “I don’t want to die. We are all that is left!”

      She lets out a breath. The stench makes her gag. She turns and throws up on the rotten food.

      The footsteps and grunting move away from her. She takes advantage and gets out of the closet. She peeks around the corner and it looks clear. Now she can see hundreds of rooms. She makes her way down the passageway, careful to check each room before proceeding. She gets to the end of the passageway and almost trips.

      “Hello there,” a goblin says.

      She grabs him and puts a dagger to his throat. “Tell me where the dungeon is and I may only take a finger?”

      The goblin laughs. “You’re feisty. I like that in a human. The dungeon is two over from this one. You want me to get you in there?”

      “Why would you help me?” She presses her dagger into his throat more.

      “You’re here to free the fairy prince?”

      “I’m here to get my friend back. Whether or not Prince Cornelius is saved, I don’t care.”

      “You only care for your own?”

      “Yes.”

      He smiles. It’s a horrific, monstrous smile, but he is pleased with what she’s said. “I am going to help you then. Take the dagger away.”

      She hesitates.

      “Please.”

      She pulls it away a little. “Why should I trust you?”

      “Because I believe we should help our own. Come with me.”

      He leads her over to the passageway that goes down further. She almost wants to hit herself for not choosing this one. She should have known that one of the passageways leading down further would be the dungeon.

      “What is your name?” she asks.

      “Krill.”

      “I’m Emily.”

      “You’re one of the prettier humans.”

      She remains on guard, her hands on her daggers just in case this is a trap. Goblins are among the most untrustworthy of beasts. They may even be at the top. Krill motions for her to stop.

      “What?”

      “At the bottom, there is protective magic keeping the dungeon safe. You see, we can’t risk a breakout. We don’t station guards down here. We rely on fairy magic to keep the prisoners locked up. If they should escape, the magic will either kill them or hurt them enough to where they stop trying to escape.”

      “But the fairy magic on this place has been deactivated. The illusion wore off.”

      “Not down here. You need to actually be in the room to deactivate the magic.”

      “And can you disarm the magic down here?”

      “Perhaps.” He starts moving, waving her to follow.

      “If you trap me down here, I’ll take your life before mine is.”

      He laughs. “Deception makes fools of us all.”

      She observes everything around her. That’s one of the important lessons she learned in the few days she was doing combat training. Must be observant of everything around you. She had two career paths to choose from when she signed up for service to the crown. Either be a guard for the city or be an assassin for the kingdom. Both came with their complications. But seeing that most of the burly types went for guard and the more lean and agile went for assassin, she chose assassin. She was surprised that so many women were assassins. The trainers accredited it with women being more agile than men and being more careful with their steps. Also their power of seduction rendered them superior to men.

      Krill stops her again. “This is where the magic begins. Now, it is set to recognize our body heat and weight. I will attempt to disarm it for a short time. You will be tasked in setting the prince free or whoever your friend is. Don’t waste the time given.” He walks across the dungeon floor.

      She doesn’t see anything but empty space. And the smell is like a thousand bodies all sweating at once. Assassins are trained to detect magic barriers but she hasn’t gone through the entire training process yet. Learning to see through the veil of magic is a dangerous lesson. She will be exposed to many different magical beings that are conjured with the assistance of a witch.

      Krill stops at a lever attached to a far corner wall. He pulls it down. A loud bang. Then he places his hand on the wall and moves his fingers around in different directions. Another loud bang with a sharp pop at the end. “Should see it now.”

      The dungeon comes into full view. It’s laid out with individual cages that hang from hefty chains attached to the tall ceiling. The entire room is made of shiny metal. Impregnable to be sure. Most of the prisoners are asleep or are so hopeless that they can’t be bothered moving about. She tries to get a good look as to who is in what cage. She doubts that Andrea would be taken captive. The goblin king would not have her down here.

      Krill joins her. “You’ve got maybe two minutes. The magic isn’t cooperating much.”

      “Let’s go then. You know what Princess Andrea looks like?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then help me find her.”

      They start searching the cages. The prisoners wake up and then fall back asleep.

      “Andrea?”

      Krill spins the cages around to torment the prisoners.

      “Krill, help.”

      He tickles one of their feet. He turns a cage around and sees Cornelius. “Hey, fairy prince, where is your little lover?”

      Cornelius opens his eyes. Emily pushes Krill out of the way. “Cornelius? Where is Andrea?”

      “Andrea isn’t here. She chased after Jegorgon.”

      “Don’t worry, Cornelius. The human army is here. I have to go though.”

      “You can’t leave me here.”

      Krill hisses at Cornelius. “At least she is worthy of my notice.”

      “Let’s go, Krill.”

      “You can’t leave me here!”

      Krill and Emily walk out of the dungeon and a wave of bright light comes over the dungeon. “The magic is back.”

      “Noah Brittlewaters is with the human army.”

      “I know of his family.”

      “He can disarm the magic, can’t he?”

      “He’s a fairy.”

      “Why can’t Cornelius then?”

      “Ask Wesley about that.”

      “Come, Krill.”

      “Where?”

      “I will save you from the humans.”

      “No. You said you only wish to save your own. Saving me would be betraying your own. I will stay and die.”

      “Don’t be an idiot.”

      “I am staying.”

      Fighting sounds off from above. “They are here. Krill, come with me.”

      “I respect you, Emily, but don’t make me dishonor my own.”

      The humans flood the passageway. They come upon Emily and Krill.

      “We’ll dispatch this one, assassin,” a guard says.

      “No!” She grabs Krill by the back of the neck. “He is being taken prisoner. We need to question him. Andrea isn’t down there. Only Cornelius is. This goblin may have information for us. Surely killing them all is nonsensible.”

      “Then bring this one to the king and queen. And take care, assassin, they cannot be trusted.”

      The humans enter the dungeon. The alarm goes off. A screeching. A fairy woman is mixed in with them. She works her magic and the alarm ends. The dungeon’s illusion breaks.

      Emily takes Krill to the surface. It’s a frightening sight. Goblins lay dead everywhere. “I am sure others escaped.”

      “Why did you save me?”

      “Because I respect you. You could have turned and killed me.”

      “You must be a skilled assassin to be on this mission.”

      “No. I am just skilled with using my womanly ways to get what I want.”

      “Nah. If you were, you would have tried to seduce me.”

      “I will have to bind your hands. But I will say that you escaped on the road and I won’t get into trouble for it. Even Linus has had one or two prisoners slip away.”

      Krill bows before her. She takes out two stone circles from a pouch on her belt. She puts them on his hands and they magically open and close around his wrists.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea catches up to Jegorgon. He is about to mount a red dragon. “Jegorgon!”

      He brings the dragon around to face her. Their faces get very close. “When I have returned from my journey, you shall sit at my side as my queen.”

      Andrea has nothing to fight him with. The dragon snarls at her. He backs up and then takes off.
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius looks for Emily. He searches the human soldiers.

      “Prince Cornelius. We have sent word to your family. We shall have you home before night.”

      “Where is the assassin that came with you?”

      “The assassins do not work with us. But there was one that took a goblin prisoner and is heading back to Kell.”

      “May I borrow a horse? I am too tired to fly.”

      “We are taking you back to the fairy city.”

      “I am going to find the assassin.”

      Cornelius rides off on a black horse.

      “Where is the fairy prince?” another soldier asks. He keeps his face hidden by keeping his head low.

      “He is tracking an assassin.”

      “Carry on.” He remains still while everyone else moves about to check on the dead. He gets on his horse and rides off. Takes off his helmet. Wesley cringes a little from the old wound he suffered. “You are not going to be the hero, Cornelius.” He kicks the horse into a gallop.
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        * * *

      

      Emily and Krill are a good distance away from the goblin city. “I will set you free now.”

      “Will you get into trouble for losing me? If you mean to impress this Linus, perhaps you should bring me in.”

      “I do not want to impress Linus. I want to show them that I can succeed even with only a few days training.”

      “You’re still new? I never would have guessed it. Your attacks are very fluid. You’re very comfortable with your role.”

      She goes to undo his cuffs. He jerks away. “Fine.”

      “Thank you for being generous towards me.”

      She listens. “Someone is coming.” She pulls Krill off the road and they hide inside a section of the land that is full of bright colors.

      “I really hate this place.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s where the fairies get their magic from.”

      “Really?” She is very interested.

      He brings her face back around. “Don’t mess around with fairy magic.”

      The touch of him sends shivers down her spine.

      The rider passes them.

      “A lone human rider. Has something happened at the goblin city?”

      Wesley stops the horse. He pulls it back around, rides back.

      Emily keeps Krill down. “There’s no way he saw us.”

      Wesley stops right next to where Emily and Krill are.

      “Oh, my, it’s Wesley.”

      Wesley gets off his horse.

      “Why is he dressed in human armor?”

      “He is a strange fellow. Having Cornelius here where he should be.”

      “Shh… he will hear us.”

      Wesley approaches the spot where the assassin and the goblin remain hidden. He shakes his head and gets back on the horse. Emily sighs relief. Then hands are on her.

      “You think I wouldn’t smell a goblin on fairy soil?”

      He pulls her out and then grabs Krill.

      “Wesley, I am taking him to Kell.”

      “Then why conceal yourselves?”

      “One never knows who may be travelling the road.”

      Wesley grins. “An assassin, huh?” He stops grinning. “Emily, you’re lying. This goblin may be bound but you do not regard him as your prisoner. Your eyes betray you. You are worried that I will kill him. And kill him I should.” He raises his sword to Krill’s heart.

      Krill breathes in and holds it.

      “Please don’t.”

      “Why not? Have you made some agreement with him?”

      Wesley doesn’t see it but Emily begs Krill to understand her next action. He doesn’t let on that he reads her eyes well.

      “He is being taken to Kell for questioning. I wanted to keep him safe so that he can survive long enough to be so. I am prepared to cut down anyone that stands in the way of saving Kell.” She prays this works.

      “Okay. Then we will all go to Kell.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea comes before her parents. “I am sorry that I went after Cornelius.”

      “You saw Jegorgon on a red dragon?” her father says.

      “I didn’t know we had dragons in our land.”

      “Not in the Vale, but in the other vales, yes,” her mother says.

      Wesley and Noah come in behind Andrea but are soft with their footsteps.

      “It wasn’t entirely my idea. Noah was quick to lead me into battle. Thanks to him though I was able to sneak into the goblin city and at least be able to follow Jegorgon to see that he was riding on a red dragon.”

      Wesley looks at Noah. His eyes squinted and his lips curled. Noah shrugs and nods.

      “Let us ask Noah why then,” the king says. “Noah, come forward.”

      Andrea turns around. Sees Wesley and Noah. The two men walk past Andrea with only Wesley looking at her.

      “So much happens without our knowledge,” the queen says.

      “Melanie, I would not put your daughter in harm’s way.”

      “You will address me as Queen or your Majesty.”

      “But we are old friends.”

      “Oh, Mel, leave it be. Look, Noah, while your intentions were honorable, since you were out to save a fellow fairy, our daughter is known for disobeying and putting herself in danger when it concerns your prince. Wesley has managed to fail continuously in protecting her. I will appoint you as her new protector.”

      “What? You have to be kidding,” Wesley says.

      “We will of course get Thomas and Arianna’s approval. I feel that you Noah can keep our daughter safer than Wesley can.”

      “Wesley isn’t supposed to be here,” the queen says.

      “Mother, Father, we need to send someone deep into the land to find the core of the Vale.”

      Her mother nearly faints at the sound of that.

      “Andrea, no one goes to the core of the Vale. No one even knows where it is.”

      “The man we met does. I am sure of it. I will go and find him again and talk to him.”

      The door opens. “No more disruptions,” the king says.

      “It is me, Emily.”

      The king smiles. “Emily.” He steps down to meet her. “You aren’t supposed to say your name. You’re an assassin now.”

      “It’s just my friends present.”

      “You’re still new. I’ll excuse it this time.”

      “Let Emily come with me. She can protect me.”

      “No.”

      “Then let Noah come with me since he is my new protector.”

      “Can’t you tell, Andrea, that your father doesn’t want you going around getting into trouble?”

      “Wesley, you don’t belong here. Why don’t you go home?”

      “You’d like that. Free up your time for Cornelius. Maybe one day I will give up on you. And when Cornelius is no longer around, you’re going to regret pushing me away.”

      “I only regret ever meeting you.”

      “You didn’t have a choice. We were born at the same time.”

      “Not in the same place.”

      “I didn’t ask to be brought to the human kingdom.”

      Noah and Emily smile at each other. The banter between these two tells them what they already know.

      “Why were you brought to my kingdom?”

      “Oh, now you want to play the part of a princess? Okay, we can act like royals. Princess Andrea, when I am king, I am going to dissolve every single agreement that our two kingdoms have made.”

      “Fine with me. I will do well, when I am queen, to make sure that no fairy is allowed to step foot in my kingdom again.”

      “You’ll find that hard when you realize how much trade we do together.”

      “If we are dissolving agreements, then that includes the trade agreements as well.”

      “She’s insane. Cornelius has polluted her mind.”

      The king and queen remain silent.

      “No one here is going to take your side. No one here wants you.”

      “You two need to just get together already,” Noah says.

      Andrea and Wesley give Noah a vicious look.

      “Your Majesties, I can go in search of this man that Andrea speaks of,” Emily says.

      “We aren’t sending a woman to do this quest,” Noah says.

      “Watch your tongue, Noah.”

      Noah looks behind him. “Linus.”

      Linus bows before the king and queen. “Assign both myself and Emily. Together we will comb every part of this land until we find the man you seek.”

      “No. This is our fault and we shall share the burden. Me and Wesley.”

      “If we send your daughter and the fairy prince off together, we are going to either be sending a search party or a gurney to pick up the bodies,” Linus says.

      Noah laughs.

      “Andrea, let me take care of this,” Wesley says. “And we don’t need the help of assassins.”

      As her parents and her friends continue to argue about who is best to take this on, Andrea slips away. “No one wants to hear me, so I’ll just do it myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea goes down into the dungeon and the guards move out of her way. She walks up to Krill’s cell. “I have a question for you, goblin.”

      Krill comes out from under the scrap of a blanket he was given. “Yes? Ask it.”

      “Where can I find a tunnel that takes me to the core of the Vale?”

      Krill moves closer to the iron bars. “You want the digger Drevil.”

      “Where can I find him?”

      “He has holes all over the land. He can be in any one of them at any given time.”

      “Will you help me find him? You’re a goblin. He’s a goblin, right?”

      “Yes to both.”

      “I will come back here tonight. You may go wherever you like after you show me. My only interest is in getting to the core.”

      “You want the man that is connected to the Vale? It’s risky.”

      The guards start their way over.

      “Thank you, goblin.”

      Andrea walks upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      The king and queen give a party to diffuse the tension and the brink of war with other kingdoms that have sided with the goblin king. Also to lighten the sour mood that their daughter and future son-in-law have bestowed upon everyone. The throne room is attached to the ballroom but most of the guests are eager to look upon the throne chairs since they are made from pure gold.

      Andrea is not in the mood for a party. Wesley walks over to her. “I’m sorry about before. If they think you have a solution, they’ll think you are running off to execute it.”

      “Go on and enjoy the party.”

      “You are upset that Cornelius went home. He had to. But you two will be happy one day, together.”

      “I don’t need any man to be happy.” She walks away.

      “Guests! Guests!” the king says.

      Everyone turns their attention to the king. Andrea makes her way to the door to leave.

      “Wesley come up here.”

      Andrea stops. “Now what are they going to do?”

      Wesley joins the king on the stage where the throne chairs sit. “I want to announce something that is very heartwarming.”

      Andrea slowly walks back to the crowd.

      “I have talked with King Thomas and Queen Arianna and we have both agreed that it is time to join the human and fairy kingdom. We need each other, now more than ever. Our children will bring stability to the kingdoms. So I am pleased to announce that you see here your future king, Prince Wesley.”

      Andrea gasps.

      Wesley is unsure if he should look happy or concerned.

      Noah knew this was the wish of both kingdoms, but he doesn’t believe it is the right time.

      “Andrea, where are you?” the king says.

      The crowd turns and looks around.

      Andrea is not there.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea makes haste for the dungeon. “Unbelievable. To hell with all men.” The changing of the guards takes place. They congratulate themselves on the victory made on the goblin city. During their jolliness, she sneaks past and grabs the iron keyring. She finds the key that fits Krill’s cage.

      “Goblin?”

      “My name is Krill.”

      “Let us go.” She sneaks past the guards again with Krill close to her.

      She grabs a backpack by the bushes. She slips on a brown poncho and throws a detachable brown hood over her head. She puts two daggers into their sheaths on either side of her belt.

      “You can change your mind.”

      “Lead the way, Krill.”

      “As you say, m’lady.”

      They hurry to the back of the castle and take cover behind the thick bushes that line the castle grounds. They spot Wesley and Noah searching. Guards are on alert.

      “Your beloved will find you.”

      “Don’t put much faith in Wesley. Hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley and Noah come to the front of the castle. “I hope she is just sitting somewhere crying over the fact that we will be married.”

      A guard comes over to Wesley. “The goblin is gone.”

      “Andrea, what have you done?”

      The king and queen walk with the guards. “Is the goblin city secured?” the king asks one of the generals.

      “Yes, sire.”

      “How soon before we take it completely?”

      “We will have it by dawn. We will seal off their tunnels so they cannot sneak back in.”

      “Jegorgon can use magic to take back the city.”

      “With the fairies united with us, we will not need to worry about that.”

      “Jegorgon is more powerful than the fairies. Take care in your small victories. The war is not won.”

      Wesley joins the king. “The goblin king escaped. It’s obvious he took with him some goblins. I killed his general. He will elect a new one. And Andrea just broke out the goblin.”

      “Wonderful,” the queen says.

      “We can send our assassins to find the goblin king and at least kill any remaining goblins,” the king says.

      “We can’t exterminate the entire race. They serve a purpose,” the queen says.

      “And Jegorgon only needs to have one goblin alive to make more,” Wesley says.

      Wesley brings Queen Melanie away from the soldiers and the king. “We basically just ruined all trade agreements that were made with the goblins by invading their city and killing nearly all of them.”

      “I will talk with my husband. Right now, we need to find Andrea. She freed that goblin for some reason. We need to find out what and why.”

      “I think I know.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea and Krill run along the main road. Heading south.

      “The weather is colder in the north. Drevil should have moved south where the dirt is easier to dig through and the hole will be less likely to freeze over.”

      “You are sure that you can sense him when we are close?”

      “Our noses never fail.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily comes out of the bushes. Linus is behind her.

      “What would you do?” he asks.

      “I’d smack her.”

      “If she does find a way into the core of the Vale, what do you think will happen?”

      “I think being that no one has set foot in it, we shouldn’t let Andrea be the one who does.”

      “We better stay far behind them.”

      Krill looks back and smiles. He gives a little wave to Emily.

      “That goblin is sweet on you.”

      “Don’t be silly. Let’s go before we lose sight of them.”

      “We won’t.” He takes out a spyglass.

      The two assassins start their walk.

      “I feel like this is going to be some adventure with you.”

      “Remember, if we are caught, we are not on a mission commissioned by the king and queen of Kell. We do not work for them.”

      “Got it.”

      “And remember, that if we are caught and I must choose one of us to sacrifice, I’ll choose the fellow next to me.” He winks at her. He runs ahead of her.

      She smiles and blushes. She wipes her cheek as if wiping away the blushing.
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        * * *

      

      Wesley enters the assassin’s training area. He finds the female and male trainers. “Did you dispatch two assassins?”

      They bow.

      “Answer him,” Noah says, coming up behind him. “Where’s Emily?”

      “She is reading some books that we need her finish before she takes the trials to become a master assassin,” the female trainer says.

      Wesley grins then grabs the trainer by her collar. “Tell me where they are.”

      “Let her go. I have another way of finding out.”

      Wesley and Noah leave the training area.

      Noah pushes Wesley behind a tree. “Just wait.”

      The trainers come out of the training area and head out of the city.

      “There. Where could they be going so suddenly?”

      “Let’s go.”

      “You’re too crazy. Let me go and I’ll get the information we seek. Go and hang out by the bathing pools.” Noah runs off after the trainers.

      Wesley finds a tree stump and sits down on it. He closes his eyes. “Cornelius, can you hear me?”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius looks over the swords that were recovered from the goblin assault. He sees a red one. “This is interesting.”
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        * * *

      

      “Cornelius? Stop with the swords and listen.”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius walks away from the table. “Wesley. What do you want?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It is time that we end this deception. Not just for Andrea’s sake but because it’s become too dangerous. And it’s wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can handle the pain and torture.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t.” Wesley senses someone near. “We need to end this.” Wesley opens his eyes. An assassin recruit is there. “Yes?”

      “I know where Emily and Linus went.”
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        * * *

      

      Krill and Andrea pass a valley that shimmers. “This is where we got the idea for one of our dungeon cages. Cornelius was meant to be tortured by it but Jegorgon changed his mind.”

      She looks at the valley. “There is a shimmering.”

      “It’s the valley of the dancing needles. They vibrate so fast that they appear to be dancing. They create the shimmering effect.”

      “Who would ever go there?”

      “There is a great treasure somewhere in there. But the needles are so close together that you can’t even enter to attempt to find the treasure. There is said to be a maze that will take you safely to the treasure. No one is brave enough to find out. We only extracted a few of the needles because we couldn’t risk more goblins being killed.”

      “You can make more.”

      “That requires the goblin king to command it. We can’t make more willingly.”

      He cuts across the road, down into a valley of shimmering blue. She almost trips going down. “This is the valley of Gresha. She is the serpent that floods the holes of Drevil.”

      “How cruel.”

      “She does it because he betrayed her. He stole her most precious pearl. It changes from white to black when the balance is shifted beyond control. When it is white, everything is as it should be.”

      She keeps close to Krill. “If Jegorgon was to acquire the pearl, could he use it to tip the balance in his favor?”

      Krill holds Andrea’s hand as they enter the pool. “I am a goblin but it doesn’t mean I know everything that my king is thinking. Do you know everything that your king thinks?”

      “No. Is this safe?”

      “Walk slowly and be quiet. We are going to ask Gresha nicely if she will flood Drevil’s tunnels and force him to the surface. Makes it easier to locate him.”

      They walk carefully towards the center where a golden altar sits halfway out of the water.
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        * * *

      

      Emily and Linus stop at the foot of the valley of the dancing needles. “Goodness.”

      “This is a nasty bit of work. I tried navigating in there. To find the treasure. I am beginning to think that there is no treasure.”

      “They aren’t here. I told you we should have moved faster.”

      “Let’s try across the road. There is the valley of Gresha.”

      They climb up and out of the valley and into the valley of Gresha.

      “There they are,” Linus says. He uses his spyglass to see further. “I hope they know they have to give the serpent something. She isn’t going to be pleasant for those who come empty-handed.”

      Emily jumps down into the valley. Linus jumps down beside her. They enter the pool.

      Krill and Andrea wait at the altar. Minutes fly by.

      “Maybe she is gone,” Andrea says. “Ow.”

      “What?”

      “Something bit me. I should have took these off. My boots are going to be soaked now.”

      “Get up onto the altar.”

      Andrea climbs up.

      Emily and Linus stop walking. “You feel that?” She puts her hand on the surface of the water. Her hand vibrates.

      “Run for the altar.”

      Andrea notices Emily. “Emily?”

      Emily swims as fast as she can to Andrea.

      “She is your friend?” Krill asks.

      “She is. Emily, what are you doing here? Why did you follow me?”

      “It’s good to see you again, Emily,” Krill says.

      Linus helps Emily up.

      The water vibrates more.

      “She is coming,” Krill says.

      She comes right out of the water. Her lower body is a snake’s tail with mermaid fins attached at the sides. Blue and green scales. Her body is dark brown. Her breasts are covered in seaweed. Her face is pure beauty. Purple eyes, ruby lips, and gorgeous black hair. She screeches at the intruders.

      “Let me take care of this. I can charm any woman,” Linus says. He approaches the serpent. “Oh, great Gresha. Your beauty has brought me to you. Grant me my heart’s desire.”

      Her tail comes out of the water and smacks Linus. He flies across the pool and lands hard against the water.

      Emily walks up to the serpent. “That’s my friend you just hurt. You picked on the wrong assassin.” She readies her daggers.

      Gresha screeches, causing Emily’s hearing temporary deafness. Gresha grabs Emily with her scaly fingers and shakes her violently. She dives under the water with Emily slashing away at the serpent’s hand.

      “What can we do?” Andrea asks. She sees Linus’s body just floating. She swims hard to it. Grabs his daggers. She feels for a pulse. Gresha comes out of the water and tosses Emily down into the water. Andrea swims over to the altar, stands up on it.

      Krill swims out to retrieve Emily’s body.

      “Gresha!”

      The serpent looks at Andrea.

      “If you find Drevil and flood his tunnels, I will get back your pearl.”

      She screeches. Then she brings her face down to meet Andrea’s. “What makes you think I want it back,” with a hiss to her voice.

      “What makes you think that one of us won’t stab your cold heart?”

      The serpent sticks out her tongue. It’s forked like a snake’s. “You have one day to get my pearl back or I shall eat your friends.”

      “The goblin stays with me.”

      “I don’t eat goblins.” She dives under. The water around the altar churns. Coming out of the water is Gresha in human form. Even more beautiful. Her naked body glistens with the water attached to it. “Why not ask the goblin to find Drevil?” She stands on the water like it is flat ground.

      “He says it’s quicker if you flood his tunnels.”

      “No. He doesn’t want to betray his own.” She gathers up water and forms a bubble. She looks deep into the bubble. A goblin appears. “He is close. Remember, one day.” She blows on the bubble and it flies out of the valley. “You better hurry.”

      Krill and Andrea quickly run through the water. They reach dry land and climb up over the hill. The bubble is down the main road. They run. Poor Krill can’t run that fast but he does his best to keep up. They stop when they notice the bubble hovering over a hump to the side of the road.

      “This is where I part ways with you.”

      “I understand. I’ll get the pearl.”

      “I want to tell you something. Yes, Jegorgon can use that pearl to tip the balance in his favor. You need to know why. That pearl, it’s just like your fountain. It’s a portal that isn’t made from magic. It’s made from the Vale. If you hold that pearl in your hands, you hold a piece of the Vale.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because every vale has their artifacts and relics. And we goblins love treasure of all kinds.”

      “How many vales are there?”

      “You may want to consider discovering what the other artifacts and relics are. You have one in your kingdom.”

      “Krill?”

      Krill hugs Andrea. He runs off down the road.

      The bubble starts dripping. The dripping turns into a stream. Then the bubble cracks open fully and water floods the hump. The dirt breaks apart and exposes a hole. The water floods all the way down. Andrea tries to see down the hole but all she sees is water.

      Drevil stops halfway down the tunnel and turns around. “Oh, no, not again.” He takes out his shovel and digs fast to the surface. The water is right on his heels. “Damn you, Gresha.”

      Andrea spots dirt flying up. Drevil pops out of the ground. He dusts himself off and wrings out his boots.

      Andrea taps him on the shoulder.

      “Oh. Hello.”

      “Drevil, you’re going to take me to the core of the Vale.”

      “What? No one goes there.”

      “You will take me as far as you can.”

      He looks her over. He puts two and two together. The water is pulled out of the tunnel and travels back to the valley of Gresha. “I hope you don’t mind a muddy trek.”
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      Andrea has never been underground and it’s already her least favorite spot.

      Drevil takes Andrea far from any of the known kingdoms.

      Her feet are hurting. She takes off her boots and rubs her feet.

      “No time to sit.”

      “I have to rest. How much further?”

      “I have never had to travel this far.”

      “Then why is there a tunnel that goes here?”

      “Because I am the best digger and I was asked to make a tunnel to here. But that doesn’t mean I ever came back.”

      They see nothing but a dirt tunnel. Bugs start popping out of the dirt. She squeals.

      “Can’t do anything about them. It’s their home.”

      “Let us just hurry.”

      Larger than normal worms wiggle towards Andrea. She is going to lose it. She holds onto Drevil. “Do you know any magic that can zap them away?”

      “Goblins don’t perform magic. Those are afraid of bright light. Like a mole.” He brings his backpack around and pulls out an oval shaped crystal. “Rub this a few times and it should kick start the energy within.”

      She rubs as hard as she can. “It’s not working.”

      “Keep rubbing. It hasn’t been used in a while.”

      The worms are getting closer. She can’t look back at them. She can hear them but she can’t look at them. She sees a spark. She keeps rubbing. The crystal is ignited. She shines the light over her shoulder. The worms let out a roar. She takes a peek. They are gone.

      “What other handy things have you got in there?”

      “I have many trinkets that will either help us or not. It’s really whatever I threw in there. I don’t actually watch to see what I pick up.”

      She is almost in reach of his backpack. She looks down at the crystal that just saved her life. “Not a crystal.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Nothing.” She tucks it into her backpack.

      He feels along the walls, hitting the shovel into certain areas. He does this on both sides although he favors the right.

      Andrea is having a hard time continuing. She’s hungry, tired, and unsure if Drevil means her harm.

      “We are outside the known kingdoms and all their realms. We are on the cusp of the Vale.”

      “How do you know?”

      “The dirt is sweeter. Come try it.”

      She shakes her head.

      “There are no bugs here. The Vale remains pure. No bugs.”

      They reach the end. No more tunnel. Just a solid block of dirt.

      “You can sense him near. Is Jegorgon here?”

      “No.”

      “I hope this works.”

      “Be careful up there. This man that you seek inside the Vale does not need to help anyone. He doesn’t care about who lives or dies, as long as he is able to maintain the balance. If he believed that Jegorgon was upsetting the balance, he’d kill him.”

      Andrea stands back as Drevil opens the door. She climbs up and out.

      “Hey. What about my trinket? It isn’t yours to keep.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “I don’t remember. Give it back.”

      She opens her backpack. “It’s Gresha’s pearl. You changed its shape and made it appear like a crystal, but it’s her pearl.”

      “I thought it was a crystal.”

      “Goodbye, Drevil.”

      It’s freezing cold. She has nothing to wrap around herself.

      “You’re going to die out there.” Drevil closes the door underneath.

      She is as alone as she feels. The ground is mushy and reeks of sour milk. There are mountains and hills and valleys. It’s completely devoid of emotion and signs of life. She walks forward.

      A person jumps down from the sky. He lands in front of her. She recognizes the black poncho. “You can help me defeat the goblin king.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because of what he will do.”

      “He hasn’t done anything but desire you.”

      “I am not leaving here until you say you will help me.”

      “Then you won’t leave.”

      “Can you please not be a jackass?”

      “Why did you seek me out? It’s too close to the core of the Vale. No one but myself may enter the core.”

      “I want it all to end.”

      “Come with me. I swear it’s safe.”

      She walks alongside him. The emptiness opens up to a vineyard. She picks a red grape. She is starving. The vineyard opens up to a garden. Tall hedges surround it. She swings her arms around the butterflies flying around her body. They spin around her causing her to feel dizzy. She sits down and splashes some water on her face.

      “This is lovely. This is my garden.”

      He points down to where she is sitting. The fountain. She gets up. “Do you see now, Andrea?”

      “It can’t be here. What is this place? A dreamland? A spell?”

      “No. Your belief in your fantasy lover and adventures that you can’t have in that other world—it’s all here.”

      The garden behind the fountain brightens and she sees a little girl playing with a little fairy boy. She pulls on his wings and he flies higher.

      Andrea grabs her chest. “Why are you showing me this?”

      “Because, as much as you have lived your life in that world, you have lived here too. But you have forgotten.”

      “Are you saying that there is two of me?”

      “No. But you did sort of split yourself. You allowed your adventurous side to bring you here, where you were born. But when your parents brought you to the other world to live a normal life, this Andrea that took over, that’s the one that you see as your reflection. You have forgotten your true whole self. That is what the Vale is trying to show you. It’s what Jegorgon is afraid of you remembering. He needs you to stay vulnerable and broken.”

      “Cornelius is Wesley.”

      “Yes. He split himself as well. You see, Wesley isn’t allowed back in the Vale.”

      She looks away. “Why?”

      “He failed at keeping you out of the Vale. There was a specific time for you to return and Jegorgon kept bringing you back in by using Cornelius. But Wesley should have let Cornelius be the one to get you back.”

      She faces away from the fountain. “Can I go home, to the other land?”

      “Yes. But now that you’ve been here a while, the two lands are no longer separated. Jegorgon doesn’t need to use human bodies as his host anymore.” She takes out the pearl. “Don’t ever let Jegorgon get a hold of this. Return it to Gresha. She will keep it safe.”

      “Who are you?”

      He looks around and up at the sky. “Elaine loved this place. Said that she couldn’t wait to see it again. I’d say that when you leave, all you have to do is just look over your shoulder and see your home. Jegorgon is bringing with him people that shouldn’t ever leave this Vale. Use the fountain for good. Don’t let Jegorgon use it to influence you. Forget the Andrea that you split. Be the whole Andrea.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Don’t forget to bring your friends to the battle.” He waves his hand and white iron gates appear. “Go through, Andrea.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley and Cornelius stand side by side before the fairy court. The council leader comes forward. “Do you, Prince Wesley, assume your responsibility as heir to the fairy kingdom?”

      “I do.”

      “Carry on then.”

      Wesley looks at Cornelius. They touch hands. Wesley slowly walks into Cornelius. The two become one with Wesley’s image prevailing.

      “Where are your wings, son?” the king asks.

      Wesley feels around his back. “Cornelius ripped them off.”
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        * * *

      

      Little Andrea is playing by the fountain. She reaches into the water and grabs at the image of adult Andrea. They touch hands and adult Andrea comes out of the water and little Andrea fades into her.
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      Andrea pulls into Abbey’s driveway.

      Abbey comes outside and is followed by Mark and their daughter. Wesley gets out of the car and shakes hands with Mark.

      “Where have you been?”

      “Busy.”

      Mark and Wesley get into a heavy conversation. Andrea walks around the road with Abbey and her daughter.

      “Lily, go and play with your friends while I talk to Andrea.”

      Lily runs to the house next to them.

      “Things have been so good in Coral Gardens since good vibes were placed here. But there is something that happened last night. Inside the forest.”

      “What?”

      “It’s better that I show you. Come, Mark. Let’s show them.”

      Abbey and Mark lead Wesley and Andrea over the bridge and down the path leading to the stream. They go down a narrow path and end up near the lake.

      Andrea notices it first. “Wesley, it’s the valley of Gresha.”

      “It nearly took our daughter last night with its siren call.”

      “That’s why we called you.” Mark grabs Abbey’s hand.

      “You were lucky that Wesley and I were transported back here. The Vale knows that we need to be here.”

      “You put the pearl back, didn’t you?”

      “Not exactly. I didn’t have time.”

      “He is using her to bring his army over.” Wesley turns to Abbey and Mark. “We may have to tell you something that we’d rather keep secret.”

      Abbey and Mark show no fear.

      Andrea walks closer to the lake and puts her hand in it. “He’s blended the two. The keeper was right. How did the goblin king get so powerful?”

      “Okay. I can’t show you right now because my alter ego tore off his wings, my wings. And I can’t show you pointy ears because without my wings I am half fairy now.”

      “Fairy?” Mark laughs.

      “I knew this would end up in some fairytale story,” Abbey says.

      “Andrea and I were born in a land similar to yours. People have often called them the Twin Lands. We had to come to this land because Andrea was in danger. The goblin king wants her. We have never found out why, but it could have something to do with her blood containing magic from the Vale.”

      “Honey, are you following this?” Mark says.

      “We fought against Jegorgon, the goblin king, a long time ago and we thought we won. But he’s so powerful. He’s human but he’s powerful. See, this fountain…”

      “The fountain? It’s over here.” Abbey drags them all alongside the lake to a small garden full of roses. “There it is.”

      “What happened to the one in my garden?”

      “It’s a duplicate. He built another one,” Wesley says.

      “Abbey, we can’t explain everything right now. We will send our best guards to watch over Coral Gardens.”

      “Andrea, you promise me that you will be safe.”

      “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea and Wesley stand in front of their old driveways. She takes out the gold quill and draws a circle. “There must be two of these here. It’s safer than using the fountain right now. Don’t you agree?”

      “I do.”

      The other land comes into view. Emily and Linus wave from the other side. They step through.

      “You’re wearing your assassin gear.”

      “You said we are doing battle against the goblin king. What did you want us to wear?” Emily asks.

      “You have to fit in here. You see these two homes?”

      “Yes,” Linus says.

      “Those are your homes until we return to the Vale. Put on regular clothes.”

      “What regular clothes?” Emily asks.

      “You can only trust Abbey and Mark here. No one else knows where we come from,” Wesley says.

      “Good luck. And watch out for the forest. The valley of Gresha has been brought over. And her pearl is gone. And Jegorgon is using her as a pawn.”

      “Andrea misplaced the pearl,” Wesley says.

      “It got lost during the transition from one land to the next.”

      “You two are still arguing?” Emily asks.

      “Like a proper married couple,” Linus says.

      “We aren’t married yet,” Wesley says.

      Emily and Linus look at each other completely confused.

      “Hurry up and do your assassin thing,” Wesley says.

      “Who are we killing?” Linus asks.

      “Anyone that doesn’t belong.” Wesley waves goodbye. He and Andrea run off for their car.

      Emily and Linus look around the neighborhood. “I prefer sneaking around dirty dungeons rather than this,” Emily says.

      “What kind of clothes do they wear here?”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea and Wesley arrive at her parent’s house. They search through the house. They come outside. Wesley goes to looking around the patio furniture. “I am not sure what I am looking for.”

      “So many times I snuck out there to see the fountain. To be in that other land. From where I come from. Please tell me that it’s going to be okay.”

      “I’m in big trouble, Andrea.”

      “What did you do now?”

      “Cornelius ripped off his wings. I don’t have my wings. They don’t even consider me a fairy anymore. I can lose my title and my position as heir. My parents are already talking about having another child.”

      She hugs him. “My parents must have left something behind in case they needed to return here. We just have to find it.”

      Thunder booms from the garden. Lightning strikes the hedges.

      “We’ll get your wings back.”

      “This is serious now. I can’t find loopholes. Until I find a way to restore my wings, I am bound to this land.”

      “Do you ever have any good news for me?”

      He puts his arm around her and brings her head down to his shoulder.

      “This is all my fault. I should have listened as a child. I was too rebellious.”

      “You wanted to be home. We all did. Some of us were better at hiding it.”

      She kisses him.

      The hedges come down.

      She grips his hand.

      A group of very tall, pale-faced people step over the hedges. Their heads are enormous with huge red eyes in the shape of an egg.

      “We’re going to be in trouble,” Wesley says.

      “No problem,” Noah says, getting in between Wesley and Andrea. He pulls a long pipe from around his back.

      “Where are your weapons?” Wesley asks.

      “Right here.”

      “Where did you get that?” Andrea asks.

      “I took it from the basement.”

      “My basement?”

      “Let’s get on with this.” Noah swings the pipe around.

      Wesley hands over his sword to Andrea. He pulls his dagger from his belt.

      “I’ve never used a sword before.”

      “Just swing and cut anything that isn’t us,” Noah says.

      Wesley runs out. Noah opens his wings and takes flight.

      “I wish I had wings.” Andrea runs out with the sword held high.

      The tall creatures swing their long spaghetti-like arms around and whiplash Wesley. Noah flutters above them. He stabs one of the arms. Another arm grabs Noah and flings him across the yard. He flies back and rams the sword straight into a head.

      Andrea swings the sword like a novice. More misses than strikes.
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        * * *

      

      Emily and Linus check each other out. She is wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Linus is wearing skinny jeans and a tank-top.

      “I don’t feel much like an assassin in these clothes,” he says.

      “Think how I feel. Look at me.”

      “I like it.”

      “Where are we supposed to put our weapons?”

      The neighbors stare at the assassins from their yards.

      “Let’s go into the forest and stand guard at the lake.”

      Linus waves to the women. Emily drags him off.

      “You’re jealous.”

      “You wish I was.”

      They push through the overgrown bushes and stop by a stone bench. She sits down and rubs the sides of her head.

      “Admit that you are jealous.”

      “I am jealous of the recognition you receive. No one is talking about my success with my mission.”

      He sits down next to her. “It’ll come. You’ll get there.” He nudges her shoulder.

      She nudges his shoulder.

      They go back and forth nudging each other. They end up pushing each other off the bench and she lands on top of him. He touches the side of her face. She looks up from him and puts her hand over his mouth.

      “Goblins.”

      They both go up into a tree.

      “We do this real quiet. Take them down before they smell us.”

      “I feel so naked without my leather.”

      “Later.” He winks.

      Three goblins walk under Emily and Linus. One of the goblins lifts his nose up. Emily and Linus jump down and slice and dice. The goblins fall over dead.

      “You think it was just a patrol?”

      “I think we need to check this whole forest out.” Emily goes to ground and crawls towards a set of bushes. Berries fall off as she gets deep into them. “Perfect.” She grabs berries and rubs them all over. “Linus, get over here.”

      Linus runs over and gets into the bush.

      “Rub these over your body. It’ll mask our smell.”

      “Clever.” He grabs a handful and starts rubbing them into his face and arms.

      A splash comes from the lake. Gresha comes out of the water in her human form.

      Linus nearly unleashes little Linus. “By all that is sacred, she is beautiful.”

      “She lures men to their deaths.”

      “May I go swiftly then.”

      She snaps her fingers in front of his face. “Don’t screw this up.”

      “I’m kidding. I mean she is stunning and I’d have sex with her, but I am committed to my mission. Beauty does not distract me from my work. When I am not out killing or hunting down people, then I gladly welcome it.”

      Someone comes out to Gresha. She pours water all over her body. “They aren’t here, Jegorgon. Why did you bring me to this land?”

      Jegorgon lets down his hood. “This forest holds special powers.”

      “This forest exist in the land that Andrea and Wesley live in. There are no powers here.”

      “I’ve been in this forest a few times and I can tell you that there are powers.”

      “Where is my pearl?”

      “Right here.” He holds it up.

      Emily and Linus part the bushes to get a better view.

      Gresha walks over to Jegorgon. “Give me back my pearl.”

      “When you perform your duty. Wipe out the people of Coral Gardens and I shall give it back to you.”

      “There are assassins here. The ones that I faced before. I only let them go because I wanted to see you die.”

      Jegorgon walks around, checking nearby bushes and behind trees. “So kill them. Make it part of our bargain to get this lovely relic back.”

      “Assassins are hard to kill when they have the advantage.”

      Goblins come over to Jegorgon. “There are thirty-five humans in total,” the general says.

      “Kill them all. Burn them out if you have to.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily and Linus race through the forest. “With the goblin king here, we are going to have a hard time keeping everyone safe,” Linus says.

      “You afraid?”

      Linus stops Emily as they step onto the road. “I’ve seen his powers before. You don’t realize what he is and what he can do.”

      Linus walks away and counts the homes. Emily looks back at the forest. Her greatest fears coming to fruition. All her training and skills are not going to be enough.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea is caught with the long-armed beasts surrounding her. Noah slides in front of her and slashes them down. “Don’t hesitate.”

      “I can’t believe I am acting the damsel in distress right now.”

      Wesley moves with agility that Andrea can only wish for. He doesn’t have his wings anymore but he is still not human and therefore has an advantage where she is just a human. She will always be a liability. She will always be in danger. Wesley comes over to them after he stabs the last of the beasts. “The Lil-Kin are hearty little bitches.”

      “You need a shower,” Noah says. His wings fold back in, then disappear.

      “Why hide your wings?” she asks.

      “Because we are in this land. I’d rather not bring attention to what I am. If we can push back Jegorgon’s forces, we can leave soon.”

      Noah takes Wesley off to strategize. Andrea is left to think about her failures. She knows that this is all her fault. And she can’t make it right. She just keeps causing more chaos. She gets up and walks into the house.

      “Go and talk to her.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s bad form, Wes.”

      “Maybe it’s better that I end things between us. She is human. And unless I can’t get my wings back, I will become human. That’s the only way this works out between us.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea uses the gold quill to create a door. The magic of the Vale opens it and shows her city. Her kingdom. Where her mother and father wait for her return. They can’t come back to this land anymore. Their place is in the Vale. To ensure that stability remains intact. She is a princess with no purpose. She is a means to an end. If she lets Jegorgon have her, he can do terrible things. If she tries to fight him, like she has, terrible things happen. If she sits locked away in a tower, terrible things will come to pass. If she lives her life in the castle with no contact from her friends, terrible things will still come. No matter what choice she makes, terrible things follow.

      “I have to change things.”

      The door is fading. The power fueling the magic behind it is weak. She steps in.
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon stands on the beach in Coral Gardens. Taking in the view of the ocean. Its endless wonder.

      The goblin general walks over.

      Jegorgon feels a quiver in the air. “She went back. Why did she go back?”

      “Who?”

      “Remain here. I am going back.”

      “Sire?”

      “I said I am going back.”

      The goblin general flies into a dune.

      “I grow tired of your kind questioning my actions.” Jegorgon waves his hand and a portal opens. He jumps in.
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        * * *

      

      Emily and Linus see a beam of gold light from over the dunes. They run towards it. They climb over the dunes and the beam is gone.

      “Someone opened a door to our land.”

      “Look there.”

      Emily twirls her daggers. “Goblins.”

      Linus pulls her back. “Where is Jegorgon?”

      “Who cares?”

      He pulls her back again. “He went back.”

      “Good. Then it will be an easy kill.”

      Linus sits back on the dune.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      “Why would he go back to the Vale?”

      She sits back with him. “To bring more foul things over.”

      “No. One of us went back.”

      Emily lowers her daggers. Thinks for a moment. “Andrea. She’s gone back.”

      Linus nods.
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      Andrea runs into the assassin’s training area.

      The female and male trainers look on with shock and amazement.

      “Train me.”

      The female trainer looks Andrea over.

      “She’s got a good build to her,” the male trainer says.

      The female trainer touches Andrea’s biceps. “Not bad.”

      “What does muscle have to do with being an assassin? It’s all about agility.”

      “It’s about stamina. It’s about being able to climb over walls, trees, and anything else that might be in your way.”

      “Princess, you don’t have to do this. You have guards, you have Wesley.”

      “Master trainer, I am the reason for all these bad things happening. Because I went into the Vale when I wasn’t supposed to. And then I come back for what I thought was a final time, and look what has happened. The goblin king is now in the other land, the world that I grew up in. A version of me grew up here but not really me. You see how much I need to have a purpose?”

      The male trainer bows to her. “That’s the last time I will bow to you, princess. That’s the last time that I will call you princess, Andrea.”

      The female trainer lays her hand on Andrea’s shoulder. “This is the last time that you will be anything but an assassin.”

      Andrea smiles.
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        * * *

      

      Emily looks at Abbey’s car. “What is this?”

      “I’ll drive,” Abbey says.

      “Good. Because I just got an image of me in one of these but I can’t remember if it actually happened before or not.”

      Mark checks out Linus’s daggers. “Cool.”

      Emily walks up to Linus. “Don’t be heroic. I still have to outdo you.” She goes to hug him but instead wraps her hand around his arm. “Be careful, brother.”

      Linus wraps his hand around her arm. “Be careful, my sister.”

      Emily gets into the passenger seat. Abbey kisses Mark and then gets into the car. It pulls out of the driveway and is off.

      “Emily is your sister?”

      “We are assassins. We do not regard each other as anything else. We are part of an assassins’ guild.”

      “But you’re not brother and sister?”

      “Definitely not.”
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        * * *

      

      Abbey pulls into Andrea’s driveway. Emily waste no time in exiting the car. She jumps out before it stops. Abbey parks and gets out. Emily raps on the front door. It opens and Wesley comes out.

      “Andrea went back. I fear she is going to do something really stupid.”

      “I sent Noah back. I can’t go back.”

      “Well, I am here to offer my services to you. Linus can take care of Coral Gardens.”

      Wesley sees Abbey and goes to her. They hug. “I’m sorry that we have brought more bad things to you.”

      “Hey, no sweat. We had bad things before you came along.”

      “Wesley, the goblin king went back into the Vale.”

      Wesley spins around.

      “I’d love to see this Vale.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” Wesley grabs Emily by both shoulders. “When did he go back?”

      “A few minutes ago.”

      “He knows Andrea is in the Vale.” He kicks at planters. He is but a breath away from being where Andrea is.

      “What is so special about Andrea?”

      Emily decides to explain since Wesley is distraught. “Andrea is a princess. Her birth was a miracle. Queen Melanie had trouble conceiving because there was a plague in the land. It infected her. Then the fairies came to try and cure her. But it took the power of the Vale to cure her. When the representative of the Vale came, he cured her but it also left a remnant of itself inside her. When she finally conceived a child, that remnant went into Andrea.”

      Abbey nods like she understands but she really hasn’t a clue.

      “It’s why the goblin king wants Andrea so badly. A human to have a piece of the Vale inside them is unheard of. There’s only one man who is allowed inside the core of the Vale. The one who represents the Vale. We don’t know what he is. He always appears as human but that could be a disguise.”

      “She has fairy magic inside her as well,” Wesley says.

      “Is the Vale a person?”

      “No. It’s a life force. It’s a power. An energy.”

      “Like a god?”

      “I don’t’ know what a god is. I tried not to be corrupted by anything over here so I made sure my mind was wiped clean when I returned to the Vale.”

      “It’s a very powerful divine being.”

      “I understand powerful. What is divine?”

      “Otherworldly. The universe.”

      “Oh, the universe. Yes, I know of the universe. If this god you speak of resides in the universe, then yes, the Vale would be on level with them.”

      “Don’t bother talking to Emily about this stuff. She will never understand this land.”

      “Do you think that there could be something inside that cave which could help you?”

      “That cave is gone.”

      “No. It came back. We don’t lose our children for the night but it is there. I think animals live inside it.”

      Wesley hops inside the car.

      “I can’t go. I must protect the portal.”

      “I’ll come back for you.” Abbey gets into the car and drives off.

      Emily looks out at the garden. All that remains is the fountain. It is fully exposed now. At least she can see what comes through easier.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea falls to the ground. Two daggers nailing her down. She gets up, tearing her T-shirt.

      “You need to wear more durable skins,” the female trainer says.

      The male trainer brings over a black leather corset, black leather pants, and black leather boots.

      “I can’t wear those.”

      “The corset is to keep everything inside. Give her the jacket and poncho as well.”

      The male trainer goes back over to the leatherworker’s shop.

      “Put these on in the meantime.”

      “Right here?”

      “We don’t discriminate. Our bodies are our own.”

      Andrea quickly takes off her shirt.

      “What is that covering your breasts?”

      “It’s called a bra.”

      “Take it off.”

      Andrea undoes the back and the bra falls off. She covers her breasts as best as she can. The female trainer takes down Andrea’s hands and slides the corset over her chest. She goes in the back and starts lacing it up.

      “It will not be too tight and they are actually very comfortable. We can’t have floppy breasts.”

      “Hence the bra.”

      The male trainer hands Andrea a jacket and poncho.

      “Take down her pants.”

      Andrea’s eyes widen.

      The male trainer takes down Andrea’s jeans. He looks up at her. “Interesting under garments.”

      Andrea remembers she put on a thong. No matter where she was born, she has fit in well with her other land. And she has enjoyed the many pretty and sexy things it offers. “Thanks.”

      “It doesn’t cover much.” He slides on the leather pants.

      Andrea finds them comfortable.

      “You can wait to put on the jacket and poncho. We need to get you trained up first.”

      Andrea slides on the boots.

      The female trainer puts two daggers in Andrea’s hands. “Attack me.”

      “You don’t have a weapon.”

      “Attack me.”

      Andrea swings the daggers forward. The female trainer moves to the side. She knocks the daggers out of Andrea’s hands. She smacks Andrea on the back of the head. Andrea picks up the daggers and swings again. Misses. The trainer hits Andrea harder on the back of the head. Andrea swings one dagger. Clips the tassel on the trainer’s left cuff. The trainer smiles. She kicks at Andrea’s legs, bringing her down to the ground. The trainer leaps onto her.

      “You need to be prepared for anything.” The trainer pulls a dagger from her back and presses it against Andrea’s throat. “What will you do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Think. If someone has a dagger to your throat and hesitates to kill you, what advantage do you have?” the male trainer says.

      Andrea is finding it hard to think when she looks death in the face. Even though the trainer won’t kill her, she has to imagine that this isn’t the trainer. This is someone who wants to kill her and can. She looks the female trainer over. She is wearing a necklace with a round silver pendant. She grabs the necklace and wraps it around her hand. It tightens around the female trainer’s neck, causing her to choke. The trainer lets up. Andrea pushes the trainer off her. Gets to her feet.

      “Well done,” the male trainer says.

      The female trainer spits and massages her neck. “That’s not bad. But what if I wasn’t wearing this?” She takes off the necklace and hands it to her fellow trainer. “What will you use to choke me?”

      The female trainer leaps for Andrea. They go down. The trainer looks down. Andrea has a dagger to her throat. “I will just have my dagger at your throat instead.”

      “You have to remember that your enemy is going for the kill shot. Not everyone plays with their prey. Although it’s rare that anyone aims for your throat, mostly it’s your chest or stomach because you can’t see them coming. Always remember that if you choose to go for their throat, they are aiming elsewhere. If Linus was here, I’d pair you up with him. He can show you tricks that we can’t. But we are giving you the quick training.” She helps Andrea up.

      “I think that’s it for now,” the male trainer says.

      “But I haven’t got time to stop. I need to get back.”

      A darkness comes over the kingdom. The recruits ready themselves for a fight. The trainers prepare.

      “Andrea, go inside your castle,” the female trainer says.

      “Whatever is coming, I won’t be safe in there. I’d rather stay here with you.”

      “Stay close to us,” the male trainer says.

      The darkness inches over the training area.

      “Even in the dark, you can succeed. You must learn to see through the darkness,” the female trainer says.

      “But it’s pitch black.”

      “A good assassin will cut through the dark with their eyes,” the male trainer says.

      Andrea rubs against what she thinks is one of her trainers. “I shall try.”

      “Will you?” a childlike voice says.

      Andrea freaks out. She steps away. She feels around for her daggers. She takes them out.

      Fighting erupts inside the darkness.

      Andrea can hear her trainers breathing. The sounds of their daggers cutting into flesh, clashing with something. Not a weapon. A ball of flames appear and Andrea gets a glimpse of what is attacking. All she sees is a mouth full of teeth. Then blackness again. More cutting into flesh. A child’s scream. Andrea’s legs are pulled out from under her. She is dragged across the ground. She takes a dagger and stabs the ground. Whatever is dragging her, lets go.

      “How am I supposed to see in the dark?”

      She calms her mind. Calms her senses. She hears a breath. She slices through the darkness. There’s another breath and then nothing. Her heart races, not knowing who she just stabbed. The darkness becomes lighter.

      Her trainers turn her around.

      “Well done, Andrea,” the male trainer says.

      Andrea stares down at the attackers. “They look like children.”

      “They are children. Children of the Scarlet Vale,” the female trainer says.

      “Jegorgon is definitely not wasting time in recruiting from the other vales.”

      “I killed a child.”

      “No, you didn’t. I mean you did, but these children are the soldiers of the Scarlet Vale. They use the children to appear innocent to trick their enemies,” the female trainer says.

      The male trainer pats Andrea’s back. “You did what you had to. Don’t look at them as anything but your enemy. They would have killed you.”

      The female trainer motions for him to stop talking. Andrea cries a little. She has to make herself like stone. She has made her first kill. Not even one full day of training and she has killed someone. A child. An evil child, but still a child. There’s so much she doesn’t know about the other vales. If she had, she’d know what could be sent to kill her.
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        * * *

      

      The fountain erupts with fire and ice. It reflects against Emily’s light brown eyes. She takes a deep breath. She’s never had to go against magic users before.

      Coming from the flames and ice are three women. The fire and ice is sucked into the hands of the women.

      Emily’s eyes widen.

      The three women walk towards the house.

      Emily takes cover inside a shed. “Think. What can their weakness be?”
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        * * *

      

      Abbey shows Wesley the cave. He dreads being in this forest again. “It looks the same as I remember,” he says.

      “I have made sure that no one goes in there.”

      “Wait out here. Yell if you see anything or you feel like something is not right.”

      “You want me to yell now?”

      He grins. He goes into the cave.

      Abbey wraps her arms around herself.

      Wesley finds the cave to be just as dark and ominous as when he was a kid. He feels around the walls. He wonders if it is laid out exactly the same as before. He smacks into something solid.

      “Need a light?”

      “Who is that?”

      “You might remember me as the one with the lighter. Name is Jack.”

      Flames.

      “Hey.”

      “I remember you, kid. Well, you’re not a kid anymore.”

      “What are you doing in here?”

      “I’ve been coming here for a few days. Ever since the cave appeared. I kept seeing these things coming in and out of the forest, so I decided to check it out. I saw them go into the cave.”

      “What did they look like?”

      “It was always dark. I don’t know. But I always get to this point and can’t go any further.” Jack shines the lighter in front of them. It’s clear. There’s nothing.

      “I can see the back of the cave.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t get to it. There’s something blocking the path. Kind of like how we had to eat through that jelly wall when were younger.”

      “Honey. It was honey. I don’t think this is honey now.”

      Jack moves the lighter around. “I have sat here for hours and nothing comes out of it.”

      Wesley feels around it. “What can be solid and see-through at the same time?”

      “Glass.”

      “Ah. He is a clever little bastard.”

      “Who is?”

      “Someone that I hope you never meet.” Wesley is inspired. “Jack, I need you to do me a favor. I am not allowed to enter this place. But, seeing that bastard has joined the two lands, you will be able to.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Break the glass.”

      “With like my fist?”

      “No. Look around. Anything should break it.”

      Wesley and Jack look around. Jack grabs a small limb. “Will this do?”

      Wesley looks it over. “Try it. You have to hit hard and dead center.”

      Jack hands the lighter to Wesley. Jack gets a good grip on the limb. “It’s a bit heavy.”

      Wesley shines the lighter around to make sure they are at the center. “This should be it. Swing.”

      Jack raises the limb over his head and brings it forward with as much force as he can put in. The limb smacks into the glass wall. Nothing.

      “Try again. Harder.”

      “Why can’t you do it?”

      “I am not allowed in the Vale. Not any vale.”

      Jack swings again. A tiny crack.

      “Keep going.”

      Jack swings again. Another crack, bigger.

      “Hit it again and give it all you got.”

      Jack swings again, putting all his body weight into it. The limb crashes through the glass wall. Jack sees through to the other side. “What the hell?”

      Wesley looks in.

      Jack looks at his reflection on a thousand or a million shards of glass. “This is freaky.”

      “This can’t be a vale. How could a vale be opened inside this land?”

      “Dude, are you like an alien?”

      “No. I’m a fairy prince. At least I was.”

      Jack almost leans against the opened vale.

      “Careful.”

      Jack takes back his lighter. There is enough light coming from inside that they can see well enough without the lighter. “You’re a fairy prince?”

      Wesley wishes he could explain things to Jack.
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        * * *

      

      Noah comes before Thomas and Arianna. “Why can’t you lift the ban on your son?”

      “This comes from higher than us,” Thomas says.

      “We need him.”

      “How is he?” Arianna asks.

      “He is going to defend the other land the only way he knows how. The only way he can without his wings.”

      Grole whispers to Thomas.

      “I know that you’ve come here to help. You are not allowed to bring anything back with you. Our son is on his own.”

      Noah gives Grole an evil look. “Is that your final judgment?”

      Grole whispers to Arianna.

      “Noah, you are a very loyal noble of the fairy kingdom. It is the decision of the fairy council that you remain here.”

      “I’d rather rip off my wings than stay here.”

      “Don’t be so stupid,” Grole says.

      “Wesley, your prince and heir is in the other land. I am his only friend in both places. I will choose to be where he is.”

      “It is decided. Noah, you shall remain here,” Thomas says.

      “Guards!” Arianna calls out.

      Guards come in and await orders.

      “Noah is to be taken to the dungeon. Temporarily,” Thomas says.

      Noah draws his sword and his wings pop open. He puts the sword to his one wing.

      The king and queen gasp.

      “I will do it.”

      A guard grabs the sword and takes hold of Noah.

      Grole bows to the king and queen. They bow their heads. He leaves the court. Follows the guard down into the dungeon.

      Noah is thrown into one of the glass cages.

      “Now you won’t be helping anyone.”

      Noah bangs on the glass, cursing at the council leader, but can’t be heard.

      Grole turns to a guard. “Execute him in the morning. That should be enough time for Jegorgon to finish his quest.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily comes out of the shed. A trail of burned and frozen ground up to the house. “Great.” She runs up the steps, puts her back against the outside of the house. “Okay.” She kicks open the back door. She has her daggers pointed forward and ready. She snakes along the wall until she hears a crash in the dining room. She moves quickly from one side of the hallway to the next.

      The three women toss around the chairs.

      “Where is it?” the woman with red hair asks.

      “I knew we should have searched Kell first,” the woman with black hair says.

      “Sisters, they brought it with them,” the woman with rainbow colored hair says.

      Emily takes a deep breath, then enters the room. “Which one of you wants to feel my blade first?”

      “Assassin,” the black-haired beauty says. She licks her lips. “I love assassin blood.”

      “Wait,” the rainbow-haired sister says. “She is close to the princess. I can smell her. We can use this one.”

      A chair flies at Emily, smashing into pieces behind her.

      The three sisters fly over to Emily and hover in front of her. Emily dives in. She hits the floor. The sisters reappear behind her. Emily dives again. The sisters walk along the ceiling.

      “Tell us where the quill is and maybe we won’t kill you,” the rainbow-haired sister says.

      Emily spins the dagger on her finger. “I don’t think so.” She flings the dagger and catches the red-haired sister off guard. Red blood spills down. “Ah, so you can be hurt.”

      The other two sisters dive bomb Emily. She rolls out of the way and throws a dagger. It hits the black-haired sister. Black blood flies out of her arm.

      “Enough!” the rainbow-haired sister says. She bursts into flames and ice. The other two sisters fly into the flames and ice. They all disappear.

      “At least they can bleed. If they can bleed, that means they can die.”

      Clapping.

      Emily prepares to fight.

      Goblins flood the room. Jegorgon enters. “The assassin. Shouldn’t you be a handmaiden?”

      “I prefer the assassin clothing.”

      “Do you know where the quill is?”

      “Actually I have no idea what you’re talking about. Whatever relics or trinkets that any royal has or goblin, or other beast, is none of my concern.”

      He looks intensely at her daggers. “What about your daggers? May I see them?”

      “No.”

      “It’s a shame. They remind me of my own.”

      “These are daggers fit for an assassin. Did you kill an assassin? What are you doing back? We saw you leave.”

      “I got a tip that the sisters came over. Can’t allow them to get in the way. Where is your brother in arms?” He sniffs the air. “You’re worried about him. Assassins aren’t supposed to show fear or concern. He is a distraction for you. Do you like him?”

      “No. And that’s none of your business. Assassins are less about conversation and more about action. Let’s have at it, goblin king.”

      Jegorgon lifts his hand. Emily is lifted off the floor and brought to him. He forces her daggers to drop to the floor. “I have a message for you to give to Wesley. If he wants his wings back, all he has to do is give me Andrea.”

      Emily struggles to talk. “You’ve tried that multiple times and failed.”

      “Oh, no. I succeeded on my last attempt. Andrea knows what I mean. Now I am waiting for her to give herself completely. Wesley can help with that.”

      Emily is released and drops to the floor. Her leg screams out in pain. Jegorgon hovers over her. “You will deliver my message?”

      Emily fights through the pain. Reaches for her daggers.

      “Uh-uh, I will keep these.” The daggers fly to his hands.

      “You aren’t going to win.”

      “Who said this was about winning? Winning implies that a reward waits at the end. No, little assassin, this isn’t about winning.”

      Jegorgon signals to the goblins to leave. They proceed him. He walks out of the dining room and the hallway catches fire.

      Emily gets up and limps. She looks around the room. The windows. She limps to the windows. Grabs an unbroken chair and swings. The glass breaks. She jumps up and climbs out. She falls and hurts her leg even more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Andrea comes out to the armory that houses all the daggers for the assassins’ guild. A crunch sound alerts her. She pulls her daggers out.

      “Princess?” Linus says. He looks her over with confusion. “You are training to become an assassin?”

      “I came back to find something powerful to fight against the evil forces that Jegorgon has brought to the other land.”

      “Is Emily okay?”

      “I guess so.”

      “I came back for a similar reason. Actually I came back for these.” He moves around her and opens a chest under all the daggers. He takes out a small glass bottle filled with vomit colored liquid.

      “What is that?”

      “Poison. Extracted from a rare flower that grows at the foot of the core of the Vale.”

      “Does it incapacitate or kill?”

      “Depends on how much is used.”

      “How do you plan to get the goblin king to ingest all of it?”

      “He doesn’t have to. And it won’t kill him. He’s immune to death. But it will diminish his powers.”

      “Wait. You said he’s immune to death?”

      “He has two out of the four relics that the Vale created.”

      “The pearl. The fountain.” There is a question that is puzzling her. “How did you get here?”

      “Gresha used the last bit of magic she could spare.”

      Andrea searches herself. “I left it in my jeans. The trainer took my old clothes.”

      “Come with me.”

      They run until they see the trainers talking to the guards outside the castle.

      “Traitors?” she asks.

      “No. The fool doesn’t realize that one of the relics was in your pants.”

      “All I have to do is get to my room and take my clothes.”

      “You’re an assassin now. Any clothes you wore before are burned. To the cauldrons.”

      Linus takes off. Andrea is right behind him.

      They go down a tunnel on the side of the castle. At the end is a large room with giant cauldrons. “All of the assassin’s prior attire is taken here at the end of the month. We are lucky that we have time to sort through the cauldrons before the fires are lit. Let’s get to it.”

      “Okay. Since my clothes will look the most unfamiliar, just look for blue jeans and a white T-shirt. Also a tan bra.”

      “I know what to look for. I am wearing the clothing that you are describing and I don’t like them.”

      Linus goes to one side. Andrea goes to the other. They climb up and look inside each cauldron. They race around the room. Andrea finds a lot of cauldrons empty. Then she comes upon one that is stuffed with clothes.

      “Linus, help me look through this one.”

      They both fall into the cauldron.

      “How far down do they go?”

      “They are about ten feet.”

      “Oh, great.” She digs through the clothes and holds her nose. “Some people need to bathe more.”

      Linus tosses clothes out of the cauldron. Andrea reaches the bottom. Clothes cave in on her. Clothes move as she comes out of them. “I found my jeans.” She searches the pockets. “The quill is gone.”

      “Anything personal is also removed. If he found the quill he might have put it in a storage chest. We are all assigned one when we finish our trials. You have until then to decide if you want to become a full assassin.”

      “So this was a waste. You could have told me about the chest before.”

      “I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      “You’re worried about Emily?”

      “Yes.”

      “If I don’t have one assigned to me yet, where else can personal items go?”

      “There’s only one other chest that it could be in, but it’s locked. Only the trainers have access to it. Lucky you that I am a master at picking locks.”

      Linus takes out his daggers and digs them into the cast iron walls. He puts one dagger in front of another and pulls himself up the wall until he reaches the rim. He climbs over and hangs onto the side. “Just do what I did.”

      “Okay.” She takes out her daggers. She finds the holes Linus made. She puts the daggers in and starts climbing.

      Linus looks over to the side. Panic. “Andrea, hurry up. They are coming to light the cauldrons.”

      Andrea does as Linus did. She gets close to the top. Then her foot slides and she loses her grip on her daggers. One dagger falls and lands inside her boot. She cringes from the pain. She hangs on by one dagger. She tries to reach the dagger in her boot. “I can’t pull myself up.”

      Linus throws a leg over and dangles it in front of her. “Grab on.”

      She grabs onto his leg with one arm. She pulls her dagger out of the wall and sheaths it. Linus holds onto the rim and pulls his leg up. “Good thing you don’t weigh that much.”

      She reaches the top. She lets go of his leg. He brings her over. He pulls the dagger from her boot. He hands her the dagger and jumps down. He opens his arms to catch her. She jumps down and they start running. She stops.

      He takes off her boot to inspect her wound. “It isn’t too bad. It didn’t go all the way through. Our leather is made from the toughest of buffalo hide.”

      “Our buffalo isn’t that tough. The ones from the other land.”

      “For all the similarities that we share, I think our differences are what makes us connected.” He throws her over his shoulder and runs out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Melanie and Michael look through the vault. Their general sends the guards away. “One of the assassin trainers found it.” He hands the gold quill to the queen.

      “Andrea is here.”

      “Or it’s a trap.”

      The bell rings three times.

      “An intruder. My king, queen, stay here.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily cuts down one guard after another. The general comes out next. He pulls his mighty battle axe and charges forward. Emily flips over him. Her talons are long and stained with blood. She shreds the general’s throat to pieces. Her eyes are burning red. She licks the blood. She sniffs the air. She growls and snarls, then takes off for the castle.
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        * * *

      

      Linus and Andrea return to the training area. He takes off his clothes right away. She can’t help but stare, but when he catches her looking, she looks away. He grins. “It’s okay to look. I know I am very good-looking and women have a hard time not staring at me.”

      “I am practically betrothed.”

      “Says who?” He comes over to her. He has on pants but no shirt. “I know that you’re a princess, but you’re also an assassin now. And a woman. I am a man.”

      She puts her hands on his smooth chest. He feels incredibly good under her fingers. She can’t help feeling around his chest.

      He lifts her chin and plants a kiss on her lips. At first she doesn’t respond, but he becomes forceful and passionate, and she lets herself enjoy it.

      A chill comes over her. “Linus? Something is here.”

      “I feel it too.” The wind catches under his nostrils. “Emily is here.”

      “She is?” Andrea is excited. She leaves the training area.

      The elation on Linus’s face ends. “Andrea! Wait!” He runs after her.

      Linus stops in his tracks. Andrea is heartbroken. Emily stands there with human entrails hanging from her mouth.

      “Emily?” Andrea says.

      “She’s been tainted by dark forces.”

      Linus draws his daggers.

      “No. You can’t cut down another assassin.”

      “When they are no longer one of us, we have to.”

      “But she can be cured.”

      Linus stands in front of Andrea. “Come, Emily, let’s see who is better.”

      Emily snarls at him, then lunges for him. They roll down the small hill. Her talons swiping and missing him. He cuts up and down her arms. Purposely avoiding the vital areas. She cuts him across the face. He pins her down. She lunges her head forward to bite him.

      “Emily, are you still in there?”

      She laughs as she spits blood into his face. He falls back. She runs off.

      Linus wipes the blood away. He spits and spits. “Please tell me that none got in.” His spit is clear.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea runs through the castle. She goes down to the vault room. She bangs on the door. “Mother! Father!”

      Melanie bangs on the door. “Andrea!”

      “Let me in!”

      “Michael, open it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Who thought of this idea? Locked into a vault that we can’t get out of. What if everyone is dead on the other side?”

      Andrea bangs away at the door. Screams throughout the castle tell her that Emily has killed Linus and is on the hunt for her. She sits against the door.

      A guard’s body is flung across the corridor. It rolls down next to Andrea.

      Emily appears. She walks slowly towards Andrea.

      Andrea brings her daggers out. She’ll go down with a fight.

      Emily taps her talons together. She crouches. Andrea keeps her eyes open. Doesn’t take them off Emily’s talons. As both sides move to attack, Emily’s body lurches upwards. A long sword through her stomach.

      Andrea takes a breath.

      Krill comes around Emily. Andrea gets up. Krill pulls the sword from Emily’s body. “I thought you’d be in trouble. I heard you came back. And since I know what Jegorgon is up to, I knew he’d use all sorts of nasty things against you.”

      Andrea hugs Krill. He taps her back.

      “She can’t die though.”

      “She’s infected with the poison from the Raggle flower. It’s a rare flower. And only the witches from the Scarlet Vale infuse their body with it.”

      “That’s what Linus had in the bottle.”

      “Yes, assassins use it often.”

      “There must be an antidote.”

      Krill looks Emily over. “She won’t last for us to brew it.”

      “Then we have to keep her alive until we can.”

      Krill doesn’t see the point. He shows no interest.

      “Help me move her.”

      Linus stumbles in. “Emily.” He runs down to her. He looks at Krill. “That filthy goblin killed her.”

      “She is poisoned. With the Raggle flower. Now, we can make an antidote, but we have to keep her alive long enough to administer it.”

      “Don’t believe him. There is no antidote.”

      “Not here. There’s one fairy’s family who is the only one that has been successful in healing through the poison.”

      “Who?” Andrea asks.

      “The Brittlewaters.”

      “Noah.”

      “We can’t trust the fairies.”

      “We can ride to the fairy city straight away.”

      Krill clears his throat. “It’s better to go undetected.”

      “We are assassins. We can avoid being seen.”

      “She knows what I’m talking about. It’ll be faster too.”

      Linus looks at Andrea.
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        * * *

      

      Drevil keeps his body inside the hole. “No. I am not having assassins in my tunnels.”

      “Brother, she is the princess.”

      “I’ve done business with her before. She went looking for the core of the Vale. It’s her fault we are in this mess.”

      “And I am going to make it right.”

      “By becoming an assassin?”

      “Drevil, please. This is Emily. She is the one who saved Krill.”

      Drevil looks at Krill.

      “It’s true, brother.”

      “I am done after this. I am closing my tunnels to everyone.”

      Linus carries Emily down. Krill takes Andrea’s hand. He escorts her down. “I want to tell you that I am going to fight at your side. Princess. Assassin.”

      “Jegorgon is too powerful to trifle with. If you’ve got any tricks up your sleeve, take care using them.”

      “You should be worried about the force that fuels his powers.”

      Andrea hangs back with Krill. Linus continues carrying Emily as Drevil leads the way. “You know what he is. You know how to stop him.”

      Krill looks away.

      “If you can’t tell me now, that’s okay. But don’t wait until it’s too late.” She catches up to her friends.

      Krill looks up. “It’s already too late.” He runs to catch up.

      Drevil feels around the walls of dirt. Linus keeps a close watch on Emily. Andrea moves behind Krill to keep the rear safe. Krill tries to keep up with the pace. He feels around under his clothes. Green blood is on his finger.
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      Wesley looks at his reflection in the shards of glass. He catches sight of Cornelius. He turns away.

      “What next?” Jack asks.

      “I am forced to do something that I swore I’d never do again.”

      “I’m afraid to ask what.”

      “I have to release a part of me that I destroyed.”

      Jack lights a cigarette. Wesley looks at him strangely. “You thought I just carried around a lighter for the hell of it? I smoke only when I am nervous. Or just for the hell of it.”

      “I created an alter ego of myself. His name was Cornelius. He was everything that Andrea found amazing. Her fantasy dream man. But it got complicated. I thought by creating him that I could sort of be in there without actually being in there.”

      “Not following.”

      “Our lands are similar because there is a duplicate version of your world in our land. It’s full of humans and the only difference is that they know all about us. But in this land, the humans from my land are living here as well. They just don’t remember my land, the Vale. After me and Andrea split ourselves, the Vale split them as well. It was a mistake.”

      “Dude, I was lost when you said that you created an alter ego.”

      “Try having two versions of your life that are technically the same all happening at once.”

      “Whatever herb you smoke in your land, bring me back some. I am quitting cigarettes today.” He puts out the cigarette.

      “I have to send Cornelius in there with you.”

      “What is that place exactly?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to make assumptions.”

      Wesley notices the shards of glass moving to form something. He goes to pull Jack away but Jack is pulled in by a glass hand. Wesley tries to enter but is smacked by a glass hand. He goes down to one knee. He rams his fist into his chest. He screams out in ungodly pain. One hand on the cave floor and the other digs through his chest. Sweat pours down his entire body. He digs deeper. “Come on.” A crunching sound makes him stop. He collapses.

      Tiny white lights come out from his body. They float around the cave floor, then come together. They swirl around like a cyclone.

      Darkness comes.

      Light comes.

      The tiny white lights drop down onto Wesley’s body. They encase him in a protective shield. A hand comes down on the shield. It knocks on it a few times.

      “I knew you couldn’t resist it,” Cornelius says. He climbs into the glassy opening. It closes and darkness fills the cave. Wesley’s protective shield remains lit.
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        * * *

      

      Drevil takes his party down a tunnel to the left. “I think I should tell you that Noah is in the fairy dungeon.”

      “We’ll break him out,” Andrea says.

      “We don’t need to. We just need his family,” Linus says.

      Krill falls behind. Andrea goes to him. “I’ll catch up.”

      “You shouldn’t fall behind,” Drevil says.

      Krill tries not to hold the spot on him that hurts.

      “What is it? Did you hurt yourself?”

      “No. I am fine. I am old.”

      “I don’t know how old goblins can get, but I don’t think it’s old age that ails you.”

      He can’t hide the pain. He grabs his side. She moves away his clothing and looks. He pushes her away before she gets a good look.

      “Can I trust Linus?”

      “Why are you asking me that?”

      “Goblins observe things better than humans do.”

      He starts walking. She joins him. “I can see you becoming a great assassin. Are you doing this to impress a man?”

      “I have no men in my life to impress. Answer my question.”

      He points towards Linus.

      “Why would I want to impress Linus?”

      “As you say, we goblins observe things better than you humans do.”

      She bends down to him. “He likes Emily.”

      “Ah, so you are attracted to him.”

      “What?”

      “Everything okay back there?” Linus hollers.

      Andrea smiles and waves. “I am not attracted to him.”

      He coughs up blood.

      “Linus has been part of the assassins’ guild for a while now. He takes it very seriously. They live by their own rules. Their number one rule is anyone that betrays the guild must die.”

      “He will not betray you. And whether or not he likes Emily, I can tell that you and he like each other. Don’t rest only on the option of Wesley. Don’t be afraid to expand on your prospects of a good husband.”

      “I never liked the company of goblins before, but I like yours.”

      “Likewise.”

      “Goblin, how many tunnels do you have?” Linus asks Drevil.

      “I don’t know.”

      “How many vales are there? I know of only three.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you know?”

      “You think we goblins are full of information. We aren’t that intellectual and we don’t study the maps.”

      “No, you dig. And in digging you find places.”

      “We don’t dig that much anymore. Only Drevil keeps it up. He is the best digger,” Krill says.” Krill and Andrea have managed to catch up to everyone else.

      Linus smiles at Andrea. She looks away.

      “Please stay together,” Drevil says as he takes a right turn.

      Andrea lets Krill lean against her as they attempt the turn. He collapses around the corner.

      “Okay, I am not going to tolerate it anymore. Tell me what is wrong.”

      Krill removes his top. The flesh is gone from his side and part of his stomach. She can see bone. She backs into the dirt wall. He puts back on the top. He tries to walk. She doesn’t know what to say. He finds a root sticking out of the dirt. He grabs one of her daggers and cuts the root. Hands her back the dagger and uses the root as a crutch.

      “I will go ahead and tell them to go on without me. I’ll stay here with you.”

      “Until the end? That won’t be long. Jegorgon cast a curse on me. The poison is slowly killing me, eating away at my flesh. It’ll reach my heart in a few hours.”

      “I am so sorry for this.”

      “I’m going to rest here a bit. Go on. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      “No. You have to come with us. If we manage to cure Emily she will want to see you. You’re coming with us. We will cure you too.”

      He touches her hand gently. “There is no cure for Emily or me.”

      “What?”

      “There is no cure. It’s why the flower is so rare. It’s too dangerous to harvest. She’s going to die.”

      “We are going to the fairy city for nothing?”

      “You are going there to rescue Noah.”

      “Why?”

      “To give you hope.”

      She sits down next to him. “He’s going to win, isn’t he?”

      “He’s already won. We are just playing catch up.”
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        * * *

      

      Drevil takes Linus and Emily down the last tunnel. Linus looks behind them. “Drevil? Stop a minute. Andrea and Krill aren’t with us.”

      “I warned them.”

      “Watch Emily. I’ll be right back.”

      Linus walks back and comes around the corner. “I don’t see them. They couldn’t have been that far behind us.”

      “We are wasting time.”

      Linus comes back to Drevil. The goblin pokes around with his shovel. He finds the door. He digs a little. Opens the door. He waves Linus up.

      “When you find Andrea and Krill, make sure that you lead them to here.”

      “I am done after this. They will have to find their way by travelling out in the open.”

      “Goblin, I will stick you if you do not do as I say.”

      “I don’t have to listen to humans.” He shoves Linus through the door and shuts it.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea wakes to Krill’s stiff body. She shakes him. “Krill?” He doesn’t move. “Krill? Please.” She covers his body with hers.

      “What happened?” Drevil asks.

      “He’s dead. He was poisoned.”

      “He got what he asked for.”

      “How can you be so cruel to one of your own?”

      “Did he tell you why?”

      She gets up and draws her daggers. “You did this. You betrayed your own.”

      “He betrayed us. He sided with humans and fairies and betrayed his own. And now he has betrayed you.”

      “How has he betrayed me?”

      “The poison acts as a tracker. You will be found.”

      “You son of a bitch.” She drives a dagger into Drevil’s side. “You deserve to die instead of him.” She kicks at his body and he falls over. She runs around the corner and goes down the tunnel.

      “He’s going to find you.” He grabs his backpack and searches around inside. He brings out a stack of spade shaped leaves. He puts a few on the wound. “Stupid human bitch.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon steps down into the valley of the dancing needles. He raises both of Emily’s daggers and makes an X. A path forms. Pulsating green and white. He enters the path which snakes around and inside the dancing needles. The dancing needles glow bright white. Every step he takes their luminosity intensifies. The path’s brightness grows dim. He takes the pearl from his pocket and rubs it hard. A flicker of a flame appears. The path’s light is ready to go out. The pearl glows brighter. The path’s light is gone. He carefully maneuvers around the dancing needles. He pulls his arm away. Blood trickles down. He continues. He reaches the center by the pearl’s light. On the ground there is a green circle. He places his palm on the circle. He turns his hand clockwise. Click. Turns it again. Click. Turns it again. Click. Turns his hand counter clockwise. Clang. Turns it again. Clang. Turns it again. Clang. The green circle shakes. A green pedestal rises from the ground. An open circle in the center of the pedestal sits empty.

      “Where are they?”
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        * * *

      

      Linus carries Emily to the bed inside the Brittlewaters’ house. “Where are these fairies?”

      A man and a woman enter the bedroom. “We came as fast as we could,” Mr. Brittlewaters says.

      “Who are you?” Mrs. Brittlewaters says.

      “Linus. I am a citizen of the kingdom Kell.”

      “The human kingdom sends an assassin to the fairy city. Are we to be your targets?” Mr. Brittlewaters says.

      “No, no it’s not like that. I came here with Princess Andrea but we got separated down in the tunnels. I came here with my sister, my friend, to heal her from a poison that only your family can heal.”

      “I always hated knowing that those tunnels were under our kingdoms. Unfortunately we can’t open them from above. And try finding the goblin that digs them to let you into his holes,” Mrs. Brittlewaters says.

      They look over Emily’s body. “Rabble flower. Assassin, you have used this poison before. This is not easy to treat,” Mr. Brittlewaters says.

      “I know. I hoped that I would find someone who could though.”

      “There is someone. But he’s in trouble,” Mrs. Brittlewaters says.

      “Who?”

      “He’s in the dungeon.” The husband holds onto his wife.

      “Noah. I will go into the dungeon and rescue him.”

      “Assassin, if you are caught, the council leader will have your head. He has become so ruthless. He has lost his way in the light. It has infected him with a strange evil.” She looks around as if someone might be listening in on them.

      Linus puts his hood over his head and leaves the flower shaped house. He slides underneath it. There are vines that connect to the other homes. He pulls himself across, swings from one vine to the next. Pulls himself to the next set of vines to swing once more. He jumps to the ledge and climbs up. He hides behind the fairy court wall. The throne room is just ahead. It’s going to be tricky going around that since it’s a sphere. There are no sides to grip. The ledge around the court is small but he is able to get his footing. He takes out his daggers and stabs the wall. He makes his way around the fairy court by hanging onto his daggers and taking careful steps. His feet slip as he is close to the throne room. He hangs by the daggers. He swings his body to the left and then to the right. As he builds up momentum and swings to the right, he pulls out both daggers and quickly puts them back into the wall. He loses a couple of inches in height. He repeats his actions until he gets around to the throne room. Now the tricky part.

      “All this for a woman. Shit, Linus, you’ve gotta work on your charms.”

      There is no ledge whatsoever around the throne room. He looks up. Down. He reaches into the small leather pouch attached to his belt. Berries from the bush in Coral Gardens. “Hello there.” He smears the berries along his entire chest. “I sure hope they stick.” He makes one good jump and lands on the sphere. He slides down a bit, then stops. “Hah.” He carefully slides his body across the sphere. He can see a ledge connected to a pathway. “Slow and steady.” He wiggles his body around, hoping that the berry spread holds on long enough. As he approaches the ledge, he slides down a little. He wiggles some more, getting inches away from the ledge. As he attempts to jump, he misses the ledge and falls. He lands on something soft. All around him are fairy children laughing. He feels underneath him. A giant mushroom head. He laughs. He gets up and jumps from the mushroom head to the nearby ledge. The children scatter. He quickly runs for the ramp that takes him to the tunnel that leads to the dungeon.

      He enters the dungeon. Swords are drawn on him.

      Grole comes from behind the guards. “And what is an assassin doing in my dungeon?”

      “Look, I need Noah released.”

      “A human demands a fairy to be released from a fairy prison. Explain.”

      Linus is losing his patience. But he is horribly outnumbered. “My wife is dying. I need Noah to heal her. You people signed an agreement that if we needed help we could come to you. You aren’t going to honor this agreement? I’ll take it to the king and queen.”

      Grole motions for the guards to ease up on their weapons. “Very soon, we won’t need to worry about agreements being upheld.”

      “Look, either kill me or let me go. I am not in the mood for your crap.”

      “He is very feisty. What do you say, Jegorgon, should I let him go?”

      Linus’s heart just drops. The laughter of the goblin king makes his blood boil. “You did this to Emily.”

      Jegorgon kicks Linus down. “I think she’s improved. If you just give her a little blood, she’ll be fine.”

      “Let’s you and me work out our differences.”

      “Let me kill him, goblin king.”

      “Hold on.” Jegorgon presses his foot down on Linus’s chest. Inspects the daggers. “Ah, so I was after the wrong assassin.”

      Linus reaches up and cuts Jegorgon’s arm. The goblin king growls at him. Linus jumps up. “Let Noah go or I will do more.”

      Jegorgon snaps his fingers and a cage breaks open. He wiggles a finger and Noah is thrown in front of Linus. “There he is.”

      “Glad that you can be reasoned with.”

      Jegorgon covers his wound with his other hand. “Get out.”

      Linus leaves with Noah.

      Jegorgon grabs Grole by the throat and squeezes. The fairy’s body goes limp. He throws the body into a cage. “Everyone around me disappoints me.”

      The fairy guards back away from him.

      “Why isn’t it healing?” He turns his head slowly. “You want to play games, I shall play one of my own.”
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        * * *

      

      Linus runs through the fairy city with Noah to Noah’s parent’s house. He lays Noah on the floor and goes to Emily’s side.

      “The poison is growing,” Mr. Brittlewaters says.

      Noah barely says hello to his parents. He gets to work examining Emily. “What happened to her?”

      “She was poisoned.”

      “By the flower or by Jegorgon?”

      He checks her veins. They are bloated.

      “Noah, can you save her?”

      Noah feels around her veins. “If it were the flower I’d say possibly. But if it was by the Scarlet witches, then most likely no.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “The Rabble flower is of course lethal if ingested. If the poison is slowly administered, it takes longer to kill. If only a bit gets ingested, then it is an easy turnaround. If the poison came from one of the witches, then it has been tainted by magic. That’s trickier to cure.”

      “There’s no chance then.”

      “I’ve only ever done it once and it was a miracle. The little girl ate one of the flowers. Before the poison spread throughout her body, I was able to heal her. It was very painful to watch and very painful for her.”

      “Noah, you must try.”

      “Mother, Father, can you please go get me two Aloe vera plants.”

      “Yes.” His mother runs out of the room. She brings her husband with her.

      “I have tried to improve my healing abilities but I am still a novice.”

      “Andrea is a novice assassin and she is already half as good as me. And Emily, she is my equal.”

      “Goodness, all you people falling in love. Who falls in love with me?”

      “I am not in love.”

      “You’re in love with Andrea. She may not remember you saying it, but I do.”

      “Enough talking.”

      Noah’s parents come in with the Aloe vera plants. Noah grabs one of the clippers on the nightstand and takes a piece of the plant. He squeezes it. He clips another piece from the other plant.

      “What do you have to do?”

      “I have to transfer the poison from her to the plant. Don’t worry, the plant will heal itself.”

      “I am not worried about a plant dying.”

      “You should respect the plant. It’s going to save your girlfriend.” Noah takes the clippers and pinches a piece of Emily’s skin.

      “What about the stab wound?”

      “That’s the only thing keeping her alive. The poison is slowed down by any wounds. It likes to inflict its own damage so it stays clear of infected areas of the body.”

      The skin around the cut bubbles.

      “It’s coming. It senses the plant. It’s like an aphrodisiac.”

      The poison spills out of the cut. A blackish-red liquid. Noah grabs one of the Aloe clippings and presses it firmly over the cut. The poison travels inside the clipping. The rest of the poison in Emily’s body travels through her veins to get to the cut. After all the poison has been extracted, Noah puts the other clipping on the cut. He takes the infected clipping and places it inside the soil of the plant it came from.

      “It’s important that the clipping go back to the plant it came from.”

      Linus watches Emily’s cut heal up instantly. Her stab would heals up and a scar forms.

      “You can rub more Aloe on that scar and it will fade.”

      Emily starts moving but doesn’t open her eyes.

      “She’ll come around. She had a lot in her.”

      Linus looks at the infected Aloe vera plant. It went from green to black. But the black is fading. He lays next to Emily and puts his hand over her heart.

      A commotion outside gets everyone’s attention.

      “What is it?” Linus asks. He gets up and goes outside.

      Everyone is cheering and surrounding someone. Linus moves around the people.

      Cornelius nods to everyone. He looks more like Wesley this time around.

      Arianna and Thomas come out of the throne room and rush Cornelius.

      “We warned you. What are you doing?” Arianna asks.

      “I’ve come for my wings.”

      Thomas goes to his people and raises his hands. “Your prince has returned.”

      Everyone opens their wings and flies up. The fairy dust that sprinkles down from them covers the floor. It shines and sparkles.

      “Come, son,” Thomas says.

      Cornelius is taken into the throne room.

      Linus goes back inside to be by Emily’s side.

      Noah walks over to the throne room. The guards block his entrance. “Tell Prince Cornelius that Noah Brittlewaters is here for an audience.”

      The one guard opens the doors and goes inside.

      Noah taps his foot. The guard comes back out. He moves out of the way to let him in. “Consider yourself fired. Holding me back.”

      The family is sitting on their thrones.

      Noah walks over to them and bows.

      “What can we do for you, Noah?” Thomas asks.

      “I am here to speak with Cornelius.”

      “It’s all right, Father.” Cornelius steps down.

      “Cornelius, I have many questions.”

      “Nips, how about we catch up later? I have to discuss a few things with my parents.”

      “Just tell me that Wes is okay.”

      “He is safe. There is actually something that you can do for me.”

      “Sure.”

      “Bring Linus before me, at dusk.”

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea places Krill’s body in a pool of crystal clear water. Childlike creatures surround her. Their pure white faces and bodies with giant blue eyes are eerily welcoming. They appear as male but their faces are more feminine. “You will take him to where he belongs.”

      They nod as they press down on his body. He disappears underwater. She looks for him. The water is clear enough to see down to the bottom, yet she can’t see his body. She can’t see the creatures either.

      One of the creatures comes to the surface and helps Andrea out of the pool. Brings her to the path leading to the pools. It presses its head against hers.

      “What is it?”

      It runs back to the others. They all group together and start wiggling their bodies.

      “What?”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius gets lost inside the glassy place. Everywhere he looks there is glass and his reflection. “Jack?”

      “Get out, fairy prince,” a woman’s voice says.

      “What is this place?”

      A figure forms out of the glass. A womanly shape and walk. Cornelius draws his sword. The figure lowers his sword with her hand.

      “This is the price for breaking a vow.”

      “I am sorry that I couldn’t get Andrea to listen.”

      The figure walks away. Separates, then blends into the rotating glass shards.

      “Can you give me the human Jack?”

      A ball of shards floats over to Cornelius. He sees Jack trapped inside it. Jack is screaming and pounding on the glass.

      “You don’t belong in here,” the woman says.

      “Did the goblin king open this, whatever it is?”

      “All he did was activate the relics that hold us together.”

      Cornelius looks down at his sword. “Not all of them.”

      “He had enough to do it.”

      “Figures he’d open the two most dangerous ones first.”

      “We are not one of the vales.”

      The glass shards whip around him.

      “You show us things that we don’t want to see.”

      “Like your true self?”

      Glass shards form a mirror. Cornelius doesn’t see himself. He sees the reflection of Wesley.

      “We don’t hide the truth here.”

      “That can drive someone crazy.”

      “It usually does. Not everyone likes to see their true self.”

      He thinks he has it now. “The goblin king saw his true self in here, didn’t he?”

      The mirror breaks apart and the shards join the others.

      “Yes. He saw. He was not happy. If this were one of the vales, he’d be trapped here forever. There are few who can escape their true self.”

      “What did he see?”

      “We do not see what we reflect.”

      “I thought by coming in here that I could find a way to defeat him.”

      “You can defeat someone even if you don’t know their true self. Because when they have seen their true self, they will forever be on guard. He will start making mistakes which will lead to him failing. He doesn’t even see it coming. He is too preoccupied with trying to change who he is.”

      The glass shards split apart, creating an opening. Cornelius grabs the glass shard ball and leaps through.
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius lands on black sand. The glass shard ball tumbles down the dunes. Cornelius chases after it. Grabs it. Smashes it with his sword. Jack tumbles a few feet.

      “You have no idea what that felt like in there.”

      “You will be safe here. We are at the human city. It’s like Manhattan, but in my land. Like I told you before about it being split.”

      “Hold on. Is Wesley okay?”

      “I hope so.”

      Cornelius walks over to a dock where a line of boats sit.

      Jack walks over to the water. He looks out in the distance at a small piece of land. “Fire Island?”

      Some girls run by in bikinis. “Hey,” they say.

      “Hi.” He runs after them.
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        * * *

      

      It happens so fast, Andrea can’t process it. The pull is so strong. She walks up the path, out of the valley.

      She walks down the road. She veers off the road, into a garden full of butterflies and wildflowers. The fountain glows. She sits down on the base. She rocks her head side to side.

      Coming around from the back of her neck is a black gloved hand. Jegorgon lightly kisses her neck. His other hand goes around her waist. She nuzzles against his chest. He bites his bottom lip as he tightens his grip on her waist. She puts her hand against his cheek and brings his mouth to hers.

      “Andrea!”

      She comes out of the trance and looks upon the goblin king’s face. Jegorgon grabs her and drags her off.

      Cornelius runs after them. He whistles and a white stallion gallops alongside him. He jumps on. “I am coming for you, goblin king!”

      Jegorgon runs around the trees with Andrea. She punches him repeatedly. She bites his hand. “I just proved that any man can seduce you.”

      “Let me go!”

      “You can’t get away from me. Because you want me. As much as I want you.” He kisses her.

      Cornelius rides up. Draws his sword. “Let her go.”

      “You don’t have your wings, fairy. You would not last in a fight against me.”

      “I’ll take the chance.” He slides off the horse.

      “She wants me now.”

      “I will not hear your foul words.”

      “Cornelius? Oh, my God, Wesley. Where is Wesley?”

      “See, Cornelius, she is in love with Wesley. Not you.”

      “Shut up! We are the same person. Therefore she loves me.”

      “But where is Wesley?” He releases Andrea. “Maybe it’s time that we had this fight. We’ve always come close but never connected. This looks like a good place. Recognize it?”

      Andrea looks around. “It’s the forest from Coral Gardens.”

      “It’s just an illusion.”

      “Is it? Let’s see how badly an illusion can hurt you.”

      Cornelius and Jegorgon crash through a tree. Cornelius gets up and shakes off the bark. Jegorgon sends the shards of bark at Cornelius. Cornelius brings his cloak around and it takes the brunt of the damage. Jegorgon comes at Cornelius with waves of wind. Cornelius stands his ground by putting his sword into the ground and holding on tight. Jegorgon comes at him with Emily’s daggers. Cornelius blocks the attacks.

      “Emily’s daggers,” Andrea says.

      Jegorgon blasts Cornelius with an energy wave. Cornelius smacks against a tree. “You can’t defeat someone who has ascended beyond fairy magic.”

      “Why does he have those daggers?” She looks at the horse. “Why am I asking you?” She mounts the horse. “Come on, boy.” She rides off.

      Cornelius watches her ride off. Jegorgon hits Cornelius with a fire wall. Cornelius screams as the fire penetrates his skin. He swings his sword at Jegorgon but he twirls into the air. Cornelius aches as his skin starts healing.

      “Well, that is new,” Jegorgon says.

      Cornelius motions for the goblin king to come down to him.

      “Another time.” Jegorgon disappears.

      Cornelius sits down. “Wesley, you’re killing me.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea rides up to the fairy city. She asks each fairy she sees for directions to Noah’s house.

      The fairy guards move from their posts around the fairy court and form a large circle in the middle of the city.

      Cornelius walks over to them. Andrea spots him. “Cornelius?” She almost goes to him but something is different about him. He is acting more regal in his gait and hand movements. Not to mention she just saw him fighting the goblin king. “This is definitely an illusion.”

      She finds Noah’s house. She knocks on the front door. Noah answers it.

      “I can’t believe you still live with your parents.”

      “Princess Andrea, come in.”

      She enters. “You aren’t going to make some joke about me still living with my parents?”

      “But you do.”

      “Cornelius is here. First, I thought Wesley got rid of Cornelius for good? And second, I just came from a fight between Cornelius and Jegrogon. There is no way he got here before me.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Get rid of Cornelius or fight the goblin king? I mean, I got rid of that other me. He wanted to do it too.”

      “That’s your misfortune.”

      “What is wrong with you? There’s no jokes coming from you. And you aren’t saying perverted things. Did Emily get healed?”

      “The human has been healed.”

      “Where is she?”

      Laughter comes from outside. Andrea goes to take a look. She sees two people in the middle of the circle of guards being thrown up and down. She walks over.

      Linus and Emily are naked.

      Andrea pushes a guard out of her way. “Stop this!”

      “Grab her,” a guard says.

      A guard grabs Andrea and starts pulling at her clothes. “Let go.”

      Cornelius grabs the guard’s hand. “We do not treat royalty like this. Let her go.”

      “Yes, my prince.” The guard releases Andrea.

      She falls into Cornelius’s arms. She looks into his eyes. “You’re not Cornelius. You’re not Wesley.”

      “I am Cornelius. I decided Cornelius was better equipped to deal with the goblin king than Wesley.”

      Noah walks over and joins the guards and some other fairy citizens in tossing Linus and Emily into the air.

      “Where is Wesley?”

      “He’s taking a nap.”

      “Cornelius, take me to him.”

      “No.”

      “Why don’t we go on an adventure then?”

      “Yes. I would like that. I’ll be right back.”

      Cornelius goes over to the stables and pulls out a white horse with a black mane and tail.

      “Linus?”

      “Andrea, get out…” Linus goes up into the air.

      Cornelius comes back to Andrea with the horse. “Cornelius, can you please have Linus and Emily released?”

      “Why? They are assassins.”

      “Emily is still my handmaiden. She is all that I have left.”

      “You can elect new women to be your handmaidens.”

      “But I want her. Please. Royals have their right to choose who serves them.”

      “You are right, Andrea. Guards, release the assassins.”

      “Really?” a guard asks.

      “Do it.”

      The guards let Linus and Emily down. They stand by Andrea.

      “Are you okay, Emily?”

      “I am healed. I am fine. I’m dizzy.”

      “Same here.”

      Andrea straightens up. “I order you both to go back to Kell at once. Stay there until I decide how to punish you.” She winks.

      “Yes, your Highness.” Linus bows.

      “Yes, right away.” Emily bows.

      “Cornelius, they will need horses and clothes.”

      Cornelius signals to a guard. “Get these assassins two horses and clothes.” He turns to Linus and Emily. “I expect these horses to be returned. You may keep the clothes.”

      “Of course,” Linus says.

      The guard comes over with two brown horses. Another guard comes over with a green silk dress. Green silk pants and white silk top. Also Linus’s daggers and belt. The assassins get dressed and then mount up.

      “I expect to see you as soon as I return,” Andrea says.

      Linus and Emily ride off.

      “Now we can go on our adventure.” Cornelius lifts Andrea up and puts her on the white horse.
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      Andrea almost forgets that this Cornelius isn’t the same Cornelius that shares a life with Wesley.

      Cornelius runs around looking for Andrea.

      Andrea is hiding behind the waterfall. “I need to think. What should I do?”

      Cornelius stomps around in the water. “Andrea, you aren’t playing fair.”

      She controls her breathing. Her nerves are rattled.

      Cornelius climbs up onto the rocks above the waterfall.

      “Where can I go?”
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        * * *

      

      The real Cornelius arrives by boat to one of the two seaports of the dwarf city Montego. He is greeted by the dock hands who are much burlier than the other dwarves running around the seashore town. A dwarf woman with long, red-haired pigtails swings her muscles back and forth on her way to meet him.

      “Your Highness, I heard that you called us dirty rat catchers and good for nothing but ale.” Her accent is a bit Scottish and a bit German.

      “I have had a rough couple of days. Don’t start yelling at me.”

      “I have my eye on you, fairy prince.”

      “I need your help, Gretchen. I have to get into the Scarlet Vale.”

      “Why in all that is good and yummy do you want to go into that vale?”

      “Someone released the Scarlet witches.”

      “Jegorgon.”

      “He has two relics. Two of the most powerful ones. The last five will be more of a challenge.”

      “This is bad news.”

      “Will you help me get into the Scarlet Vale?”

      “You’re going after the Grand Scarlet witch?”

      “If she is still controlling the three sisters, then yes. I fear she is dead. I think the goblin king killed her after she resurrected the builder. The fountain didn’t grow by itself. She deals in more than spells.”

      “I am aware of it.” Gretchen brings Cornelius into the tavern. “I can’t get you in there until morning. That’s when the door can be opened.”

      “What am I to do until morning?”

      She winks at him.

      “I am not doing that. I am still Wesley.”

      “And your love for Andrea will not allow you to enjoy another’s company.” She slides a goblet to him. “Drink one round with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea climbs up the tiers of the fountain to get to the man on the top. The statue looks so much like the goblin king. “You have always been there with me.”

      “I found you.” Cornelius climbs up. “You’re next to hide.”

      “Cornelius, let’s have a real adventure.”

      “Where to?”

      “How about whoever saves me from the dragon, marries me?”

      “What dragon?”

      “I am going to lock myself away in a tower and someone must come to rescue me.”

      “There are no towers here. And the dragons have been gone for a while. So what do you mean a dragon?”

      She climbs down. He jumps down. She puts her arms around him. Starts kissing him. He kisses her back. He puts his arms around her back and pulls her closer to him. She puts her arms around his neck. He backs her up against the fountain. She sits down and he sits next to her, leaning in to keep kissing her. He kisses down her neck. She breaks from him.

      “I say we forget the adventure with the tower and dragon and do something else.”

      “Like what?” She needs a minute to gain her composure.

      “Come back with me to the fairy city and spend the night with me.”

      “We can’t. We are not married.”

      “I can order my parents to give us a quick wedding.”

      She brushes her hair away from her face. “It’s such a long way back.”

      “Then let’s forget about my bedroom, about getting married, and make love right here.”

      It’s an idyllic scene for such a thing. She walks back to the horse. Gets on. She can’t lose sight of the fact that this is not really Cornelius. It is not really Wesley. This manifestation is the work of evil. Cornelius grabs the mane and gets on behind her. “We are closer to my city, aren’t we?”

      “If you prefer to make love in your bed, then I can oblige you.”

      “Yes. I do prefer that.”

      He kicks the horse into a gallop.
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        * * *

      

      Linus and Emily walk into the assassin training area. “Thank you for saving me.”

      “Noah saved you.”

      “But you brought me to the fairy city.”

      “You are a fellow assassin and we don’t abandon our own.” He opens his chest to search through his things.

      “It’s okay if you like me. I like you.”

      “I like… many things.”

      She almost wants to kiss him. The bell rings once. A few seconds of silence. It rings again. “A royal is here.”

      “Let’s go and see who then.” He throws on a tan linen shirt, puts his daggers in the chest, locks it, and then walks away.

      She doesn’t have a chest yet and doesn’t have her daggers, so she just grabs a yellow dress and throws it over her assassin’s clothes. She lazily follows Linus.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea and Cornelius ride through the gates to the castle door. Her parents come out to meet her but stop when they see Cornelius walking by her side.

      “Why do you look so displeased? Is it not your wish that Cornelius and I get married?”

      Her mother and father look at each other searching for an answer, then they turn away and go back inside.

      “Come, Cornelius.” Andrea leads him into the castle.

      “Are we to go to your bedroom now?”

      “After a meal. I’m hungry.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea paces around her bedroom. A knock on the door disrupts her. “Who is it?”

      “Emily.”

      “And Linus.”

      Andrea opens the door. “Quickly.”

      The assassins come inside and Andrea shuts the door.

      “Please tell me that we are hearing a false rumor about Cornelius being here,” Emily says.

      “No. He’s here. Wesley is still in the other land. I never should have left.”

      “It’s my fault. I should have remained with him,” Linus says.

      “Everyone needs to stop blaming themselves. It’s my fault. It always is.” Andrea sits down on her bed. She’s exhausted from everything.

      Linus stands close to her. Emily feels the sting of jealousy. She knows deep down in her heart that Andrea is in love with Wesley, and that Linus does flirt with every woman, but there is more than flirting here. Linus pays Andrea much attention that she doesn’t need.

      “I should leave you two alone.”

      Their eyebrows shoot up.

      “If you know that this Cornelius is not Wesley, then if we were to pretend that you are cheating on him, this imposter will show his true colors.”

      “That could work,” Linus says.

      “How would I establish that I’m cheating on Wesley? Having Linus in my bedroom does not imply anything. The guards and everyone else is aware that my close friends come to see me here.”

      “We can have Linus tucking in his shirt or putting on his shirt as he leaves. Maybe adjusting his pants.”

      “That will not work. What man is going to wait to do all that?”

      “A man that is hoping he will be caught,” Linus says.

      Andrea walks over to Emily. “I appreciate your help, but no one will believe it.”

      Andrea goes over to her closet and looks through the various dresses.

      “They will believe it if we are caught in bed, naked.”

      Emily shoots him a contemptible glare.

      “What? I have the reputation to back it up.”

      “I suppose it would be your first royal.”

      “No, but why are you so angry about it? You suggested it.”

      “Andrea is my dear friend. I don’t want you compromising her love for Wesley.”

      He takes Emily’s cheek into his hand. “It’ll be pretend.”

      “Right.” Emily leaves the bedroom.

      “She is very strange. I suppose almost dying does change you.”

      Andrea smiles. “She may be in love with you. And I gather that you may be in love with her.”

      He walks up to Andrea. “I admit that I like her. I am not in love with her. I professed my love to you once. You don’t remember. But it was before I became an assassin. It was announced that your kingdom wanted to be connected to the fairy kingdom, and in order to do so, you would need to wed Wesley. I knew that the two of you grew up together, seeing that your parents were the best of friends. But you and I also hung out a lot. And I fell in love with you as a young boy. And it continued to grow.”

      Andrea is shocked. Speechless even.

      “Despite me being of noble birth, I knew that your parents would never allow us to be together. So when I was a bit older, I started seeking the company of others to satiate my desire for you.”

      “Is this really true?”

      “Just because I’m an assassin, doesn’t make me a liar.”

      “But why tell me this now? Why didn’t you speak this before?”

      “Would it have made a difference?”

      She bites her lip then licks it.

      A knock on the door disrupts them. She opens the door and finds her mother there. “Yes, Mother?”

      “Who is that in there?” She opens the door more and sees Linus. “Are you having a secret meeting? About this imposter?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your father and I suspect that it is Jegorgon. But we must tread carefully. Assassin, I can expect you to give your life for my daughter if need be?”

      Linus walks over and puts his one arm around Andrea and the other against the door. “We are trained to kill, not ever give our lives. But seeing that Andrea was always a friend of mine, I will do what I must to keep her safe.”

      “Good. Assassins are not usually welcomed in the castle. Even though you disguise yourselves in regular clothing, but I am giving you full reign to go wherever you please. Since only the guards are aware of our assassins’ guild, I can trust you to be discreet with the other citizens.”

      “Of course, your Majesty.” Linus bows.

      “Good. Good. Carry on with your meeting. I shall make excuses to the guards as to why Linus is in your bedroom. Though it’s doubtful that they will ask why.”

      The queen walks down the corridor. Andrea shuts the door. “This could work.”

      “Sure it could.”

      “Stay with me tonight. I will make an excuse to Cornelius that I have been summoned for a political meeting. He will understand that it is a royal duty. He seems to be very adamant about keeping up with royal duties.”

      “Why am I staying with you tonight? We only need a few minutes of exposure.”

      “Because I want him to see you coming to the meeting. I want him to wonder why you would be summoned as well. And then I will make sure that he sees you leaving my bedroom in the morning, all disheveled.”
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        * * *

      

      The real Cornelius settles into his bed. The room inside the inn attached to the tavern is full of warmth, laughter, and good times. “I wonder how much I have tainted my soul by entering that realm or whatever it was. I wonder how my body is doing inside that protective shield. It’s not going to last forever.” A knock on the door makes him sit up. “Hello?”

      “It’s just Susie, your maid.”

      “Oh, I am already in bed. No need for your services right now.”

      “I insist, your Highness.”

      “Alright, come in.”

      The door opens and the prettiest little dwarf ever walks in. Her blonde hair done up in a braid-bun. Her white ruffled top shows a bit of cleavage. Her leather corset shows that she has a very nice womanly shape. Her arms aren’t too muscular.

      Right away Cornelius recognizes that she must be from the dwarf city itself. The dwarves bred up there are more humanlike when it comes to body shape and overall appearances.

      “I don’t know what you can do since I am already in bed and I require no change of clothes or washing of them. I am staying here but one night.”

      She starts taking off her clothes. As her breasts are freed, he gets out of bed immediately. His naked body causes her to blush. “You need to stop.”

      “Why? Am I not beautiful to you anymore?”

      “You are a lovely girl.”

      “Why do you not want me?”

      “I am in love with Princess Andrea. You will find that I am not aroused by any other woman.”

      She looks down. “Nothing is happening.”

      “I told you.”

      “Maybe if I just touch you like I did before.”

      “No. It won’t matter.”

      “Even men in love can be aroused by another. You are a strange man. How are you not aroused by a naked woman? You were aroused before without issue.”

      “I find it hard to understand as well. I have always known that I would be with Andrea when we grew up. It’s all I ever wanted. It’s all I was ever sure about. I would have left the fairy city for her. I would have lived in that other land with her.” He turns away. “I’ve even risked my soul to be here now.”

      She touches his shoulder.

      “Please, don’t try. And why do you keep saying before like we have been together already?”

      “I understand your feelings. I should explain but I am very confused. Because I am sure that you made love to me a few nights ago.”

      “Are you sure that it was me?”

      “Yes. That is why Gretchen told me to come to you. She had you as well.”

      Cornelius throws on his clothes. “Put your clothes back on.”

      She starts dressing.

      “This version of me that you had sex with, was it different in any way?”

      “Different?”

      “When fairies make love to someone, whether it be human, dwarf, fairy, or one of those horrible serpent witches, we often feel things on a deeper level than any other species. So when… I, the version of me, came to his…”

      “Oh, I know what you mean. It was a bit frightening at first.” She sits down on a chair. “He insisted that he keep his daggers on.”

      “Daggers?”

      “Assassin daggers.”

      “Go on.”

      “When he reached his moment, the daggers glowed. I thought he was about to kill me. But then afterwards, he got up, dressed, and left. Gretchen said the same thing happened with her.”

      “Right there proves that it wasn’t me. I’ve only ever been with Andrea and she can’t speak for herself right now, but I can tell you that when I reach my moment, my wings will pop out and my body glistens.”

      Seeing his discomfort in telling this, Susie smiles. “I think you are very cute, fairy prince.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But then who did we have sex with?”

      He can only think of one person. “The goblin king.”
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        * * *

      

      Andrea has to make sure that her parents are still her parents. Her father is looking over a map of the Vale and her mother is going over the new strategy behind the upcoming war with their general.

      “May I have a talk with you?” Andrea asks.

      “Come here, Andrea,” Michael says.

      Andrea looks down at the map. “I should have had one of these before. It would have come in very handy.”

      “Unfortunately it wouldn’t have shown you to the core.” He uses a red feathered quill to draw an X over different spots. One of them is on the goblin city.

      “What do you think about me marrying Cornelius now?”

      “I’d say you need your head examined. You know that is not Cornelius. Wesley made sure to get rid of that part of him. Unless you have a plan that I don’t know about.”

      “What about Mother and your general? Are they still them?”

      “I have noticed a few of our people have been acting strangely. I have kept a close watch on your mother and my general. General Lane, come here a moment.”

      Lane and Melanie come over together. “We believe we have agreed on our next city to invade,” she says.

      “Mel, we are not invading everyone.”

      “The dwarf city, Montego. We can set up base in one of the towns. Maybe one of the two seaports.”

      “I agree with the queen. It’s a smart move, my king.”

      “Yes, I know we need to secure the dwarves. Without their help, we will be cut off from a lot of our food supplies.”

      “I intend to send a small envoy there first. A few of my most trusted soldiers.”

      “If I may, why don’t we send one of the assassins and have them remain there as a spy. It’ll be less threatening if we just send one or two soldiers and an assassin disguised as an ambassador,” Andrea says.

      Michael rolls up the map and ties it off. “I agree. But we already have an ambassador. We will send an assassin along disguised as a servant to Hans.”

      Andrea raises her hand. “I’ll do it. I can disguise myself. It’ll look better if the servant is a woman.”

      “Absolutely not. You’re the princess. The dwarves aren’t that stupid. They’ll recognize you,” Melanie says.

      “Your friend, Emily.”

      “She’s been through a lot. We can’t ask anymore of her right now.”

      “I will ask her. As her king, I will determine if she’s fit enough.”

      “Then may I speak of another plan that I talked over with Linus about?”

      “Speak,” Michael says.

      “I am going to expose this Cornelius as an imposter. But I need the help of Linus.”

      “I think I should speak with Linus about this.”

      “I have arranged everything, Father.”

      “Alright. If you are sure that you can handle this, Andrea, then I will support you.”

      “Thank you, Father. All I need is you to say in front of Cornelius that you must discuss some things with Linus. We will have dinner tonight and Linus will be our honored guest.”

      Emily leans against the doors to the private chamber.

      Cornelius is coming towards her.

      “They are talking about things. I’m afraid you can’t go in.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Cornelius opens the doors and walks inside.

      “Cornelius? You can’t be in here,” Andrea says, rushing to his side.

      “I grow tired of this promised moment of passion between us that hasn’t happened yet.”

      Michael walks over. “I know I must be keeping Andrea from you, but we do have an upcoming war to think of.”

      Cornelius examines each face in the room. Andrea hates his looks. She wishes she could find out who the imposter is. She’s already considered it being Jegorgon, but why would he continue this long pretending to be Cornelius? If he is to strike, why delay it?

      “Father, let us prepare for dinner.” Andrea leads Cornelius out of the room. Shuts the doors behind her.

      “I don’t want that man near my daughter anymore.”

      “My king, say the word and I shall slay him.”

      Melanie holds onto her husband. “We must be sure that it is Jegorgon. If it is one of our allies, even one who is traitor, it can still be bad for us to kill him.”

      “Your queen has spoken, Lane. We must wait a little longer.”
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        * * *

      

      The king and queen sit at opposite ends of the table. Andrea sits at her father’s right while Cornelius sits at her father’s left. Linus sits in the middle opposite General Lane. A grand feast is before them. Turkey, fruit, breads, and wine.

      “We are missing one person,” Michael says.

      The doors open and in comes Emily wearing a pretty floral dress. Her hair is down and curly. Linus almost drops his turkey leg. Cornelius looks at her as well.

      “Emily, you look beautiful,” Andrea says.

      Emily sits down next to Andrea. She can feel Linus staring at her but she gives him no response.

      “King Michael, may I ask why we have two assassins at our dinner table?”

      “Prince Cornelius, I have business with these two. As soon as I am done with my meal I must speak to them in private. It was necessary to have them nearby so I asked for them to join us.”

      “Business? About the war?”

      “Yes. It’s no surprise that we use our assassins for spy missions or…”

      “Assassinations?”

      “Let us not talk about unpleasant things at the dinner table.”

      “I want to be married to Andrea tomorrow.”

      “As you wish.”

      Cornelius stares at Andrea with uncertainty.

      Andrea leans in to Emily. “You are not okay with Linus doing this for me. Don’t deny it. I can see the way he is looking at you.”

      “Andrea, you are mistaken.”

      “Nothing will happen. He is just meant to be found in my bed by Cornelius. You’re going to help me there. You need to tell him of your suspicions that Linus desires me and has come to my room to bed me.”

      “I know my job.”

      “After this is over and we hopefully find out who Cornelius really is, you and Linus - -“

      “There is no me and Linus. I liked him for a time but that is gone now.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily walks back and forth down the corridor where Andrea’s room is. “Come on, what is taking so long?”

      “Emily?”

      “About time,” she says under her breath.

      “I am concerned about this mission that the king has put you on. Why are you pacing the hall?”

      “I am conflicted.”

      “About?”

      “About Linus. You see, I overheard him telling one of the new recruits that he is madly in love with Andrea.”

      “You love Linus?”

      “I like him and thought he liked me.”

      Cornelius looks past her. “And what does Andrea say of his desires for her?”

      “I believe she feels the same. I saw them laughing and the way she looked at him—I know that look.”

      He looks at Andrea’s room. “Maybe I should go inside and have a talk with her.”

      “What would you say?”

      “If Linus is in there, then I shall cut him down.”

      Emily looks from side to side. She is frozen in her thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Andrea prepares the bed. Linus is in the closet. “You don’t think it wrong that we are in your parent’s bedroom?”

      “No. It’ll be more suspenseful if Emily can convince Cornelius to go to the king. The guards have been instructed to say that the king has gone to lay down, so when Cornelius comes, he will bust open the door and find us in bed.”

      Linus comes out of the closet wearing just his leather pants.

      Andrea can’t help looking. His body is impressive. And with him only wearing leather pants, somehow he is even more attractive.

      “You like what you see, Princess?”

      She blushes and gets into bed.
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        * * *

      

      Emily stands in the way of Cornelius. “Let me in that room.”

      “I’m afraid of what you will find. That last anyone saw of Andrea was with Linus.”

      Cornelius moves Emily out of the way and goes in. “They aren’t in here.”

      Emily smiles but quickly frowns. “They must be somewhere else in the castle.”

      “I am going to her father. No one insults me this way.” Cornelius storms down the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      Linus gets into bed. “You need to take off your clothes.”

      “I am suddenly scared.”

      “May I help you? It’ll put you in the mood. You want to have an honest face of pleasure rather than a false one.”

      “An honest face? What does that mean?”

      “It means, “he slowly takes down the side of her dress, “that I want to see you satisfied. I want to serve you properly.” He leans in to kiss her.

      She puts her hand up in front of his mouth.

      “Andrea, this isn’t going to work if you can’t try to pretend that you like me a little.”

      “I do like you.”

      “Stop thinking about Wesley.”

      “You’re right. I am not even married to him.”

      “You’re not even dating him.”

      She grabs his face and kisses him. It takes him by surprise but he reacts by grabbing the back of her neck and kissing her down her face, her neck, and onto her shoulder. He grabs the other side of her dress with his teeth and pulls it down. The dress settles just above her breasts.

      “I will not take advantage of the situation and compromise your virginity.”

      “I am not a virgin.”

      “How many men have you had?”

      “Only two. I had dated one man for a short time. And the other was Wesley. But at that point we thought we’d be married.”

      “So I only have two men to compete with. Lovely.” He kisses her passionately. So much so that she can’t help but grab his hair and pull herself closer to him.

      “Don’t hold back.”

      “I don’t intend to.”

      He pulls her dress down, exposing her breasts. He begins kissing down her chest, taking her breasts into his hands. He pulls her dress completely off and tosses it to the side. He kisses down her stomach but stops. He pulls down his pants and tosses them onto the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Emily chases Cornelius to the corridor where the king and queen sleep. Cornelius stops in front of the king’s bedroom. The guards block it with their axes. “I demand to see the king.”

      “The king has gone to bed.”

      “It is of great importance. It involves his daughter.”

      Moans come from inside.

      “It doesn’t sound like the king is sleeping.”

      “Let him in. Your princess’s life is in danger,” Emily says.

      The guards move away.

      Cornelius opens the door and goes in. Emily hesitates at first but then gathers her nerve.

      They find Linus on top of Andrea just ending his thrusting. Emily looks away. Cornelius walks over and grabs Linus by the throat and pulls him out of the bed. Andrea covers up.

      “Go to your princess’s side,” Cornelius says to Emily.

      “Forgive me, Emily.”

      “You ask for her forgiveness? What about mine?”

      The guards come in. Then the king comes in. “Unhand him. He is one of my citizens.”

      “This assassin has defiled your daughter’s body.” His grip on Linus tightens.

      “Has he defiled you, Andrea?”

      “No, Father. We did not make love.”

      “Liar! I saw him on top of you and he was…”

      “You came in before we could.”

      Emily smiles. She goes to Andrea. “Thank you.” She walks into the closet and gets a robe for Andrea to put on. “I believe her. They did not make love. Andrea loves Wesley.”

      Cornelius’s body shakes.

      “If she loves Wesley why is she in bed with another man?” Michael asks.

      “What is going on here?” Cornelius asks.

      “Release Linus,” Michael says.

      Cornelius lets Linus go. He hurries in putting his pants on. Cornelius notices the daggers. He reaches for them.

      “Why do you want them?” Linus asks.

      “Give them to me.” Cornelius’s voice is deeper.

      “Fine, have them.” Linus cuts Cornelius’s arm.

      Cornelius screeches and hollers like a banshee. He skin starts melting away. A flock of ravens appear. They squawk and then fly out the window.

      “Ravens. That is definitely Jegorgon,” Linus says.

      “Lane, we need to gather everyone in the main courtyard. We need to find out who has been changed and who hasn’t.”

      “I’m on it, sire.”

      “Well done, daughter.” The king leaves the room.

      “Thank you, both of you.” Andrea kisses Linus and then hugs Emily. She runs out of the room.

      The awkwardness becomes too real.

      “Were you really going to have sex with her?”

      “I told Andrea how I feel. I am in love with her.”

      “So you would have had sex with her.”

      “Yes. I wanted to. But I will not cause her pain.”

      “Doubtful that it would be painful.”

      “She is in love with Wesley. I have to push my feelings down once more.”

      Emily goes to leave but he brings her back. “Stop it. I don’t want you. I will not try to persuade a man to want me.”

      “You look beautiful. I have to push down my desires for you too.”

      “Desires?”

      He nods.

      “You desire me but you love her.”

      “I cannot stab my heart to rid myself of these feelings for her.”

      “If Wesley dies, consider yourself happy.”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius looks out at the sea. Gretchen walks over with a fishing net. “You heading out?”

      “Yes. You still want a ride to the Scarlet Vale?”

      “Yes.”

      “Follow me.”

      Cornelius follows her down the boardwalk. A small marina sits with tons of boats ranging from fishing to cruising. Gretchen gets into a fishing one. The fishing boats go from small to large, but mostly small because they are usually meant for one person. The cruising boats are always large and can accommodate at least twenty people. Cornelius jumps down. She grabs the oars and brings the boat out.

      “You’re lucky that it’s my turn to go fishing.”

      “I appreciate this, Gretchen.”

      “I talked with Susie last night. You refused her. I can’t believe I slept with the goblin king disguised as you.”

      “He’s going to pay for his deceit.”

      Gretchen’s powerful arms take them swiftly down the lake then enter into the river. The water is rocky with the current getting stronger by the second.

      “When we reach the lake that is in the territory of the Scarlet Vale, make sure that you don’t look at the water. Keep your eyes focused on me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jegorgon watches his flock of ravens coming towards him. “They better have good news.”

      They land in front of him and do their bird talk.

      “What do they say?” a woman dressed in a red hooded cloak asks.

      “No!” One of the ravens catches fire. “No!”

      The raven is drenched in water. Once the fire is out, it shakes off the water.

      “You have allowed the goblin race to be almost extinct, and now you want to rid yourself of your most prized possession.”

      “Those birds are a menace. They can’t do one damn thing I ask.”

      The woman walks over to the birds and caresses their heads. “They are looking for kindness. Something you used to have.”

      He pulls on the woman’s hood and slams her onto the ground. She brings her hand around and he goes flying into the air. Her face exposed, she is the most beautiful woman ever. Her auburn hair is like fire. Her eyes are like the sea after a storm.

      “Let me go.”

      “When you have learned your place, goblin king. I did not give you aid to be disrespected by you later.” She puts her hood back up.

      He is lowered. “I’m a little tense here.”

      The ravens hop along to him. He sits down and they hop onto his lap, pecking at his clothes. He rubs their heads.

      “You failed. Accept it.”

      “Accept failure as you have?”

      “I chose to be exiled. Makes it simpler to control things.”

      “You have exposed your throat by choosing exile.”

      She pushes him back and sits on top of him. “Return to the other land. There is nothing that you can do here. Andrea will not bend to your will. But, if you were to find Wesley, and if you could break the protective shield that keeps him safe, then you would have something to bargain with. Andrea will do anything to keep Wesley safe.”

      “You’re right. I’ve been going about this all wrong.”

      “Yes, you have.” She eases off him.

      He stands. His ravens take flight. “But I’ve tried this before.”

      “You had Cornelius. You never had Wesley.”

      His eyes light up. The blue becomes extremely bright. Haunting. “How am I going to break the protective shield?”

      “You’ll think of something.”

      He looks up at the ravens. How he envies them.
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon looks out from the swampland. The makeshift home that the few goblins who remain built for him is hurting his pride more than he wants to let on. He has not kept his word to rebuild the goblin society or their numbers. He has made no attempt to reclaim the goblin city. One of three grand cities in the Vale. His failed attempts at seducing Andrea completely weigh in heavily.

      He hops over the small land masses around the swamp until he reaches the main road. He can do it. He can leave and not be found. Behind him comes his new goblin general. He can’t leave yet.

      “My king, the lady wants to know when you will be ready to leave.”

      “Tonight. Can you bring me my pack?”

      “Yes, my king.”

      “We’ll see how well you can boss me around when I collect the other relics and you become powerless, you little bitch.”

      He waits nearly twenty minutes when the general comes back with the backpack. “Took you long enough.”

      “The lady is sniffing around and watching us. I had to be sneaky.”

      “Goblins are known for being excellent with sneaking around.”

      “You’re leaving us?”

      “I am going to make sure that I can have a future for us all.”

      “I will come.”

      “No. That will raise suspicion. She can’t control you. Only I can. You will be safe. I shall come back for you when I have acquired the means to win this war.”

      “I shall wait for you my king.”

      Jegorgon starts down the road.
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        * * *

      

      Linus sits on top of a boulder in the assassins’ training area. His trainers climb up to him.

      “I am surprised that you aren’t going on this mission the king has requested,” the female trainer says.

      “He wants a woman to go.”

      “Emily is still young in the art of assassin. It should be you,” the male trainer says.

      “I am going to be a bodyguard for Andrea.”

      “What has he got planned for you?” she asks.

      “We are going to the fairy city to find out who can be trusted. Jegorgon has spread some plague across the Vale that has turned people to his side.”

      “Hold onto those daggers,” he says.

      “Yeah, why does the goblin king want these daggers?”

      “They used to be his,” she says.
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      Gretchen brings the boat to the tip of the lake, when the water in front of them creates a huge wave that overtakes the boat.

      Gretchen and Cornelius fight to stay above the water. The boat is sucked into the lake and smashed to pieces. They swim against the pull towards the land.

      “I can’t hold on anymore!” she says.

      “I wish I could fly but I can’t.”

      Cornelius grabs Gretchen’s hand and grabs onto a tree that is growing over the river. He pulls himself up.

      “I’m slipping. Cornelius!”

      He loses his grip and she floats into the lake. She screams until there is silence.

      “No. Gretchen!”

      The wave comes again. But he manages to hang onto the tree. He fights against the water’s pressure to pull himself along to the land. When his feet touch ground, the river calms. “I am sorry, Gretchen.”

      He walks towards the lake. He smacks into an invisible wall. “Oh, this is so unfair.”

      The invisible wall fills in with a red hue. He just realizes that he can’t see anything different on the other side of the wall. He sees only the lake which looks like an ordinary lake.

      “It’s blocked. Now it makes sense. The glass was a vale, but I can’t get in.” Now he gets it. “This has all been an illusion. My body, it’s not safe at all.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon enters the cave inside the forest of Coral Gardens.

      “Hey, who are you?” Abbey asks.

      He snaps his fingers and snaps her neck. He continues walking until he comes upon Wesley’s body encased in the protective shield. The tiny lights that surround him form a white shimmering wall that blocks Jegorgon from coming near.

      “Your power will wane. I can wait all day.” He holds his hand out. A stream of white comes from his hand and smacks into the wall.
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        * * *

      

      Emily and the Kell ambassador Hans mount their horses. General Lane and one other soldier accompany them as they ride down the main road.

      “We should reach Montego by nightfall,” Lane says.

      “I want to thank you, assassin, for taking on this dangerous mission.”

      “It’s not dangerous. And get used to calling me Emily, because I am meant to be your servant.”

      “Yes, of course.”
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        * * *

      

      Linus and Andrea mount up and ride out for the fairy city.

      “We can’t trust anyone right now. Not even our friend Noah. I don’t know how to break this curse that people are under.”

      “I am starting to think that it wasn’t Jegorgon who cast this curse. He doesn’t have that kind of power. He doesn’t possess magic.”

      “He is after my daggers. He says they are his. Jegorgon was never an assassin. I have read every single piece of paper about the assassins’ guild. It lists every name.”

      “Back in the other land he went by the name Jonathan, Dr. Gorgon, and Jacob. He could have used a false name. Maybe Jegorgon isn’t his real name.”

      “It is. It comes from his mother and father’s names. His mother’s name was Jegorna and his father’s name was Grogg.”

      Andrea looks around them. The valleys they are passing are all lit up with the same color. Red.

      “I wonder if his mother was someone very powerful. They say that the female of the species is always more powerful than the male. Andrea, what is it?”

      “Why are all the valleys lit up red?”

      He rides off the road to check out one of the valleys. “Where are the swinging vines? This is the valley of the swinging vines. It’s one of the dangerous ones because the vines will come alive and strangle anyone who enters here. But the vines also produce some of the sweetest fruit in the land. Because of that it is very expensive and the very rich love to eat it.”

      “Who has done this to the Vale?”

      “I’m starting to believe you. Jegorgon didn’t do this.”
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        * * *

      

      The red hooded woman creates a giant bonfire in the middle of the swampland. She speaks a foreign language that makes the fire spread further into the sky. The goblins surround her. Ready their spears.

      “Put your weapons away. Without your king, you cannot attack. And you don’t own this land. No one owns the swampland.”

      The goblin general raises his mace. “I’d like to smash your skull in.”

      “But you can’t. I could turn your insides to your outsides with a wink, but I can’t. Don’t think that makes me powerless though. Your king has to return. He is duty bound to return to his goblins or he will die.”
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        * * *

      

      Emily and company stop at the only seaport that separates the dwarf city from the rest of the Vale. “You’re up, Hans.”

      Hans gets down from his horse and walks over to the ferry man. “I’m the ambassador for Kell and request passage to Montego.”

      “It’ll be ten gold coins.”

      “No problem.” He searches through his coin purse.

      “Per traveler.”

      “Right. Hold on.” Hans walks back to the rest of his group. “Ten gold coins per traveler.”

      “You have a lot of money.”

      “The king only gave me enough for passage between the land and for one week’s stay at the inn in Merrybrook. I don’t have enough for everyone to come.”

      Emily looks at Lane and the soldier. “We can go the rest of the way without you.”

      “Our orders are to follow you and stay with you. We can’t risk sabotage.”

      “A general and a solider will not be enough to keep us safe anyway. This is meant to be a spy mission. I am the spy.”

      “The king will not like this.”

      “You have the misfortune of explaining it to him.”

      Lane and the solider ride off. Emily goes over to the stable master. “How much?”

      “For how long?”

      “A week.”

      “That’ll be seven gold coins, miss. One gold per day.”

      “Very well.” She goes into her backpack and takes out a small brown leather pouch. She takes out seven gold coins.”

      “What about me?” Hans asks.

      “Look, we are from the kingdom of Kell. We have important business over in Montego. Can you please waive the additional fee to stable the ambassador’s horse?”

      “Oh, the ambassador. No fee for him.”

      “Lovely.”

      Emily walks over to the ferry man. Hands him ten gold coins. “I am going with him.”

      “Ready when you are, miss.”

      Hans hands over his horse and then gets onto the boat.

      The ferry man makes his way over to the other side.

      “You are very good at getting things done, assas… I mean Emily.”

      “I am a woman. We know what we want when we want it.”

      “When are we to part ways?”

      “We will enter the inn together so that we can achieve the appearance we are going for, then later I shall sneak out and begin my mission. I will return at daybreak.”

      “You know that I will need to seek an audience with the king soon after landing.”

      “Delay it a day. Tell them that you are tired from travelling and wish to sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon loses his strength. The white stream fades. “What is it that is keeping you safe?” He slams his fist down on the protective shield. He takes out the pearl of Gresha. He rubs it a few times and it lights up. He puts it next to the protective shield to give off enough light to see around. He takes out Emily’s daggers. He tries to cut into the protective shield with them. Nothing.

      “I am so close, Wesley. The daggers are with Linus. You have kept the sword but you never knew its true purpose. Shall I tell you its purpose? Oh, what the hell, you are stuck in there. Your sword is meant to break through the Scarlet Vale. Linus’s daggers, they are meant to break through the illusion that the Shattered Vale provides. You know how I know these things? I have been to the core of the Vale. A brief moment. There is one relic that I cannot find any information about. I do not know its whereabouts at all. It’s a spyglass. I wonder where it can be.”
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        * * *

      

      Linus and Andrea stop at the foot of the fairy city. The luster of the crystal walls has faded. The magic of the fairies has changed. Linus looks through his spyglass and sees fairies being taken captive and taken to the dungeon. “I think I have found out who is the corrupted and who is still normal.”

      He hands the spyglass to Andrea. “This is horrible. These poor people.”

      “We can’t just walk in here. But I don’t know how we are going to sneak in.”

      Fairies fly over them.

      “Quick, hide.” Linus and Andrea dive into nearby bushes.

      The three fairies land. “They haven’t gone far,” one of them says.

      “I don’t have my daggers,” Andrea whispers.

      “Here, borrow one of mine,” Linus whispers back.

      The one fairy comes over to the bushes. Linus grabs him by the head and brings him down. Chokes him out.

      The other two bombard the bushes. Andrea cuts one of them deeply across the abdomen.

      Linus cuts the other’s knees. “Now, fairy, are you for Wesley or Jegorgon?”

      “What?”

      “We know that either the goblin king or someone else has put a curse on this land. Which of you three are infected?”

      “I think this one is dead,” Andrea says.

      “Then you killed one of the infected. I have been pretending to be infected but I am very much on your side.”

      “How can we trust you?” Andrea says.

      “I found out what marks us as infected.”

      “Show us.”

      The fairy lifts up the dead fairy’s right arm and lifts up his sleeve. A red clover mark is on his forearm.

      “That’s the mark of the Scarlet witch.”

      The fairy lifts up his own sleeves. “No mark.”

      “Take off all your clothes.”

      The fairy and Linus eye her curiously.

      “We need to make sure that the mark isn’t somewhere else on your body. Now take them off.”

      “I can’t stand. You’ve hurt me bad.”

      “Help him up, Linus, and I will take off his clothes.”

      Linus does as she says. She proceeds with taking off the fairy’s clothes. She checks every inch of his feet and legs, then goes around his waist. Up and down his back. Behind his hair. Checks his head. Checks under his arms, around every part of his chest.

      “I am uncomfortable with holding onto a naked man.”

      “Maybe you just need more interaction,” the fairy says.

      “Hurry up, Andrea.”

      “He is clear.”

      Linus helps the fairy put on his clothes. “What about your friend over here?”

      “I haven’t been able to check him yet.”

      “I will do it,” Linus says.

      “Did you actually see the Scarlet witch?”

      “No one sees her. She uses her three witch sisters to do her bidding. Whatever nasty things she conjures, they do her bidding as well. She never encounters anyone for fear of them learning her weaknesses.”

      “What weaknesses?”

      “No one knows, because no one has encountered her.”

      “Then how do you know there are weaknesses?”

      Linus puts the clothes back on the knocked out fairy. He grabs a piece of the bush and hands it to the injured fairy. “You are a healer. I can tell by your eyes. Healers are known for having more green in their eyes.”

      “Thank you.” The fairy presses the leaves against his wounds. Does a swirl of his hands and the leaves shine. “The reason we know there are weaknesses is because when our king and queen went to see the goblin king and asked him about helping to seal off the Scarlet Vale from the rest of the land, the goblin king said that all we needed to do was learn her weaknesses and we could defeat her.”

      “Thomas and Arianna believed the goblin king?” Andrea asks.

      “Not at first.” The fairy is able to stand. “We confirmed it with the dwarf king. Since the Scarlet Vale is so close to Montego, someone there knows more than any of us do.”

      Linus sits the knocked out fairy against a tree. “He’s clear by the way. But if the dwarves know her weaknesses or at least knows of someone who does, then why haven’t we learned them?”

      “That’s a question to ask the dwarf king.”

      “Good thing that we have one of our own going to Montego. Now we just have to send a message to her letting her know about this.”

      “I will be happy to do it.”

      “You?” Linus is surprised and worried at the same time.

      “You could have killed me.”

      “We were going to but then thought we need someone to torture. I mean interrogate,” she says.

      “Take care then, fairy.”

      “My name is Tippin.”

      The fairy takes flight.

      “What are we going to do with this one?”

      “Just leave them. We are wasting time.”

      “Lead the way, Andrea.”

      “You lead the way.”

      “You like looking at my ass? I get it, it’s a fine ass.”

      She smiles as she follows him around the outside of the crystal wall.
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius drags his feet behind him as he is making his way back to the seaport. A flock of ravens flies high overhead. He can take cover behind any tree but if they come down, they’ll find him. He decides to pick up the pace. He almost falls coming out of the forest and almost lands inside the lake. The seaport is right on the other side. A cruising boat is passing.

      “Hey!”

      The dwarf captain stops the boat. “Look, a fairy.”

      “It’s the fairy prince,” a little girl says.

      “Please, may I catch a ride with you back to the docks?”

      “Alright, get on.”

      “You have to pull in closer to the land.”

      “Your wings are wet?”

      “Just pull in closer.”

      The dwarf captain is a ruddy man with a long black braided beard. He pulls the boat closer and Cornelius jumps on. Girls start touching him. Smelling him.

      “He smells lovely,” a girl says.

      The dwarf captain pulls the boat close to the dock and Cornelius jumps off. “Thank you.” He walks into the town and sees Emily. He recognizes Hans. They go up to the innkeeper who is shaking out rugs.

      Fishermen, both male and female, are bringing in their catch. They slam the nets onto the docks. Fish guts spill out from damaged pieces.

      “Is Merrybrook shut off?” Hans asks.

      “Yes. There was an attack on it earlier. We are waiting for our king’s soldiers to arrive here. Monta is all that we have left.”

      Hans and Emily enter the tavern. “Whew, it smells of dead fish, live fish, and cooked fish,” Emily says.

      Cornelius makes his way towards the tavern but gets distracted when he sees Susie crying up the stone path that leads to the city. “Susie?”

      “Oh, you. Thought you were leaving.”

      “I decided to come back. Gretchen is still out fishing.”

      “She will be all day.”

      “Susie, can you get a message to the king?”

      “We have the captain of the guards who comes here every afternoon. He can just take you to the king.”

      “Okay, I’ll wait.” Cornelius goes into the tavern. He sees Emily sitting at a table while Hans is at the bar.

      Susie comes up behind Cornelius. “I’ll get you a goblet.”

      Cornelius sits down opposite Emily. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so.”

      “Wait. What is wrong?”

      “I am not falling for this. We know it’s you, Jegorgon.”

      “It’s me Cornelius. I mean it’s Wesley. Why are you here?”

      “I am going to expose you for the fraud that you are.”

      “Emily you need to stop. I don’t know what you’re talking about. My body is inside a protective shield back in Coral Gardens. Inside the cave. I fractured my heart creating this. I tried to get into the Scarlet Vale but it is closed off. So I came back here to try and talk to the king. I don’t know what you are talking about so, now it’s your turn.”

      Susie places a goblet in front of him. He downs the ale.

      “There was an imposter that looked like you. He has changed the fairy city by placing a curse on it. He came to Kell. Andrea knew it wasn’t you so she decided to have Linus get into bed with her to have sex with her and make you catch them.”

      “Linus had sex with Andrea?” He becomes enraged.

      “No. They didn’t. They were naked together.”

      “She got naked with him?”

      “Point is, we found out it was Jegorgon’s ravens. His attempt to seduce Andrea never stops. But you should know it was no stretch for Linus to get into bed with her.”

      “Of course not. Linus is known for being promiscuous.”

      “He’s also in love with Andrea. Has been since he was little.”

      Cornelius grows sad. Every second he is away from Andrea, he is losing her.

      “But she is in love with you.”

      “Not if I fail again.”

      “I’ve been poisoned. Almost died. I joined the assassins’ guild because I thought I could be more useful this way. We are all making decisions that backfire on us. All we can do is hope for the best. It doesn’t matter what road we take now.”

      “Where is Andrea now?”

      “She’s with Linus. Sneaking into the fairy city. They want to save those that aren’t infected. Whatever curse was put upon people, it doesn’t infect everyone.”

      “That’s good. It means it isn’t as strong as its conjurer wishes it was.”

      The bar gets a little rough. Dwarves drunk, mixing with the different breed of dwarf, causes all kinds of arguments and fights.

      Hans sits down. “Prince Wesley?”

      “Just Cornelius for now.”

      “You should not be here.”

      “What are you two doing here?”

      “We are here to secure our allies. Merrybrook has been taken.”

      “Then we need to get it back.”

      “We don’t have soldiers. And we can’t be sure that the dwarf king isn’t corrupted.”

      Cornelius looks down at his sword. “I’m afraid that I can’t be of much help. This sword isn’t the real one that Wesley has laying with him.”

      “What does that matter?” Emily asks.

      “That other sword is made from the Vale. It was a gift for when Wesley, when I was born. Man, I really need to stop creating Cornelius.”

      Hans waves his hand at Cornelius.

      “Were you hoping that I was an illusion?” Cornelius asks.

      The innkeeper comes over and drops a piece of paper on the table.

      Hans looks the paper over. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Let me see it,” Emily says. She checks it over a few times. Then takes it over to the fireplace. She puts it up to the flame but keeps it away from catching fire. Black writing appears.

      

      The entire tavern and inn is full of the infected. You will do well to leave Monta. Don’t delay. I’ll be waiting for you around the back of the inn. Look for the green hooded woman.

      

      “Right.” Emily goes back over to the table. “We have a friend. You stay here while I check this out.”

      “No, we are going too,” Cornelius says.

      “No. This message was coded for me.”

      Emily leaves the tavern. She puts her hood up. Comes around to the back of the inn. She gags from the smell of rotting fish. A dagger to her back.

      “If you think I am caught off guard, you are mistaken.”

      “You haven’t got your daggers, assassin, what could you attack me with?” The green hooded woman pulls her dagger away and lets down her hood. “I am Greer. I am the…

      “The daughter of King Hyrul, the mightiest of the dwarf kings.”

      “How did you know?”

      “We have a list of every single assassin’s name. Even those outside our kingdom.”

      “My father doesn’t know that I am an assassin. We don’t even have an assassins’ guild.”

      “Then how are you one?”

      “Linus.”

      “You slept with him?”

      “Yes. Is he yours?”

      “No.”

      “Have you slept with him?”

      “Definitely not and never will.”

      Soldiers come down the stone path. Greer takes Emily into the shadows of a storage shed.

      The soldiers line up outside the tavern.

      “We better get your friends out of there.”

      The back door of the inn opens and out comes Hans and Cornelius.

      “No need.”

      “We figured you were gone long enough,” Cornelius says. He looks over the dwarf woman. Her red hair and green eyes with a very well-defined chest and slim hips. “Princess Greer.”

      “Prince Wesley.”

      “Your Highness, we must see your father.”

      “Impossible. Father has shut himself up in his throne room. We were the first to discover that something evil came over our city. When we saw our people turning, we decided to secure whoever we could. Those that are not infected serve the king still and are locked up in different parts of the castle. Unfortunately there are those that are infected running wild around the castle as well. I came down after word got around that we had the fairy prince in Monta. But I was delayed in meeting him because I had to kill two of my father’s guards.”

      “We need the security of your alliance in order to defeat Jegorgon,” Hans says.

      “Jegorgon? But he isn’t behind it.”

      Emily grabs Cornelius. “If they find you, they will discover that you are here because Wesley isn’t. They’ll know that Wesley is vulnerable.”

      “But he is safe. Unless Jegorgon goes back to Coral Gardens.”

      “Where is Coral Gardens?” Greer asks.

      “It’s in the land - -“

      “No time to explain. Where can we hide him?” Emily asks.

      “Hold on. I am not hiding. Does anyone even know where Jegorgon is?”

      “There is no city close to us.”

      “Yes there is. The human city.”

      “Kell is a long way from here, fairy prince.”

      “No. The other human city. It’s called Manhattan.”

      “Never heard of it,” Greer says.

      Cornelius’s eyes grow large. “Oh, no.”

      “What?” Emily says.

      “Jegorgon opened a doorway to there. He has been spying on us with those ravens. He isn’t in the Vale. He is going after Wesley.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon looks over Emily’s daggers. “You know there is something familiar about these daggers.” He throws them up into the air. They spin. He uses the pearl to illuminate them. “Oh, I see. I think you were a mistake.” The daggers come down to him. “A happy mistake.” He takes the pearl and touches the tips of the daggers to it. A white light comes over them. As he pulls the pearl away, the blades glow. He takes one of the daggers and stabs the protective shield.

      Wesley’s body twitches.
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius stumbles going up the stone pathway.

      “We must hurry before more soldiers come,” Greer says.

      “Hold on. What is it, Cornelius?” Emily asks.

      “Where are your daggers?”

      “Jegorgon has them. But they hold no special power.”

      “How were they given to you?”

      “They were given to me by the trainers.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I can’t remember. But I know that Linus’s daggers used to belong to Jegorgon apparently. He was once an assassin but there is no record of it.”

      “Your daggers were given to you by your trainers.”

      “Yes. There was five other people present. We went out to this tree door and went down a staircase.”

      “Emily, he is using your daggers to break the protective shield.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon stabs at the protective shield again. Wesley’s body twitches more.
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        * * *

      

      The red hooded woman looks over at the goblin general. “He has three relics.”

      “I do not know.”

      “The daggers.”

      “I think those daggers are still with the assassin.”

      “Not the male assassin. He has the sister blades.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon stabs again and again. The protective shield is breaking apart. The tiny white lights that surround it try their hardest to pull the daggers away from Jegorgon. “Go away, you pests.”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius stumbles all the way up the stone pathway. Greer takes them behind the barracks. “Hans, since you are the ambassador, you can go up the rest of the way. No one is going to hurt you. The infected are very strict about following royal protocol and receiving those of high status.”

      “What about you three?”

      “We have to get in this way.”

      Hans goes out in the open. Guards immediately surround him. “I am Hans Denbook. I am the ambassador for Kell. I was sent by King Michael.”

      “Welcome to Montego, ambassador,” the captain of the guards says. He’s a handsome dwarf with a red and white beard that is trimmed and neat. He stands at almost five and a half feet.

      Greer leads Emily and Cornelius along the grassy wall. There are guards inside the barracks playing cards and drinking ale. “Good thing that most of us are alcoholics.”

      She takes them over a small hill and they huddle by a drain pipe. “We have to sneak in through the pipes.”

      “How are we going to fit through here?” Emily says.

      Greer takes off one of the screens. “It’s a little tight when you first enter but it gets larger as you go. It will leads us straight into my father’s bathroom. There’s no direct line to the throne room.”

      “Who’s afraid of getting dirty?” Cornelius says.

      Cornelius goes first. Followed by Emily. Greer climbs in and puts the screen back up. Greer takes lead. The pipe does get larger as they move. Enough that they can walk side by side. The ceiling is a few inches above their heads. They look out in front of them. Their pipe is extremely long. They pass a few connecting pipes but Greer hasn’t signaled to turn yet.

      Rats climb out of the connecting pipes and scurry along the floor. Emily squeals. “What?” They give her funny looks. “I can be a woman and an assassin.”

      Greer laughs. “It’s just up here.”

      They come to the pipe they must climb up.

      “How are we getting up there?” Cornelius asks.

      “Hope you both have strong legs.” Greer grabs hold of the sides of the pipe and climbs in. She puts both of her legs out to the side and puts both of her hands palms down against the wall of the pipe.

      Cornelius and Emily watch her climbing. “Should be easy,” Emily says. She climbs in and mimics Greer.

      Cornelius shakes his head and does the same.

      Halfway up, Emily starts to feel the burn in her legs.

      “Thought assassins train hard with their bodies.”

      “We do. I am still new and haven’t even done the trials.”

      “And what about you, fairy?”

      “If I could fly I would.”

      Greer laughs. She stops. “End of the line.” She opens the screen and pops through.

      Emily increases her climb. Cornelius ends up right behind her. Greer helps Emily out then helps Cornelius.

      Greer walks out of the bathroom and finds her father lying on his bed. “Father, you awake?”

      “Something doesn’t feel right here,” Emily says.

      “You’re right.”

      “Father!”

      Women’s laughter comes.

      “It’s the sisters. I’ve fought them before,” Emily says.

      “Fought us and lost,” one of the women says.

      Crawling out from under the king’s bed are the three sisters.

      Cornelius draws his sword. “Does the Scarlet witch still control you?”
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        * * *

      

      Hans stands in the throne room and waits to be seen. Guards fill in the empty spaces around him. “You’ve come at a bad time,” the captain of the guards says. He raises his long and fat sword and plunges it through Hans’s chest.
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        * * *

      

      The three sisters surround Emily and Cornelius. “Answer his question, sisters,” the rainbow-haired sister says.

      “We have broken from her chain,” the black-haired sister says.

      “Why did Jegorgon take my daggers?”

      “He wanted to find the other daggers. Yours is the sister to his,” the rainbow-haired sister says.

      “Linus’s daggers?”

      “Yes, and yours are his too,” the black-haired sister says.
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon reaches down inside and pulls Wesley out. “Wake up, Wesley.”
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius grips his chest.

      “What is it?”

      “He’s found me.”

      The sisters cackle.
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon shakes Wesley.

      Wesley’s eyes open. Takes a breath.
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        * * *

      

      Cornelius falls down and falls apart. Nothing remains. Emily bursts into tears.

      “Aww, the poor fairy,” the sisters say.

      Emily glares at them. “I’m going to kill you.”

      Greer holds onto Emily. “We will kill them.”

      The sisters jerk to the side. “Ugh, sisters, away,” the rainbow-haired sister says.

      They crash into the stone wall and disappear.

      The king wakes. “Greer!”

      “I am here, Father.”
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        * * *

      

      Linus and Andrea sneak into the dungeon. “Okay, hopefully we don’t run into any problems.”

      “I’ll watch your back. You go and release everyone.”

      “Be careful, Andrea.”

      Linus hurries to each of the glass cages. Andrea doesn’t see any guards. That worries her.

      Linus cracks open each cage with his daggers. “Come with me. We are getting out of here.”

      Sounds come from the tunnel leading to the dungeon. “Linus?” Andrea runs down the tunnel. “Shit.” She runs into the dungeon. “Linus, the guards are coming!”

      Linus runs from cage to cage, releasing the rest of the prisoners. He finds Noah’s parents. “Where is Noah?”

      “He is not our son anymore,” Mr. Brittlewaters says.

      “We’ll find him and bring him. I am not leaving behind a friend.”

      Andrea turns around and finds Noah. “Andrea.”

      “Noah, please, don’t give in to this hate and evil.”

      “Guards, take care with the future queen of the fairy city.”

      Guards grab Andrea.

      “Linus!”

      Linus runs over. “Don’t care about how many fairies I have to kill to keep Andrea safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon releases Wesley. “Get up.”

      Wesley gets to his feet. “Do I even want to know what you’ve been up to?”

      “A little of this and a little of that.” He eyes Wesley’s sword. “Give me the sword.”

      “Why? You’ve got enough power.”

      “Don’t make me take it from you.”

      Wesley keeps his hand on the sword. “Cornelius has the real sword.”

      “I am not stupid. And Cornelius is gone, forever.”

      “I realize that. But that doesn’t change the fact that the real sword is in the Vale.”

      Jegorgon steps back. Contemplates it. “You might be telling me the truth. Shall we go then?”

      “Where? I can’t go back in there.”

      “You’re going to take me to where the sword is.”

      Jegorgon drags Wesley out of the cave. He goes over to the lake. “Gresha! Open your damn waters and send us back.”

      Gresha walks out of the water in her human form. “I can’t. Not without my pearl.”

      Jegorgon takes the pearl out of his backpack. “If I give this to you for you to open the doorway, will you return it to me?”

      “No. But you can have a fun time trying to get it back.”

      Wesley laughs. Jegorgon kicks at his back.

      Gresha touches Wesley’s head. A warmth comes over him. She closes her eyes.

      “What are you doing to him?”

      Gresha opens her eyes. “Ensuring that he can’t return. That protective shield he put around himself weakened the power the Vale has on him. But now I returned the power of the Vale.”

      “So you were always powerful without your pearl? I bet you can open a doorway without your pearl.”

      She slinks back into the water. Jegorgon throws a dagger. It nails her on her leg. She screeches and pulls out the dagger.

      “Make the doorway or I’ll throw the next one at your head.”

      She tosses the dagger at him. She goes under the water and turns back into her serpent self. The water turns over itself. The water in the middle is sucked down.

      “Sorry, Wes, you’ll have to sit this one out again.” Jegorgon runs into the water and jumps down.

      Wesley runs after him but the doorway closes. “Damn you, Gresha!”

      Gresha comes out of the water in her human form.

      “You can show your true face, I don’t care.”

      “This is my true face. The curse that I bear is one that I must. Because of my pearl, I’ll wear the serpent’s face.”

      Wesley lays back in the water. “I give up.”

      “I lied to the goblin king.”

      Wesley swims away, lazy and not a care in the world.

      Gresha swims out to him. “I said I lied to the goblin king.”

      “About what?”

      “I lifted your banishment. You can return to the Vale.”

      Wesley turns over. “How?”

      “For the services that I provided the Vale years ago, I was owed a favor. I asked for the favor to be your banishment lifted. The Vale granted it.”

      Wesley hugs Gresha. “Anything I can do for you, name it.”

      “I do get lonely.”

      “Anything but that.”

      “You have to stab the core of the Vale. Seek the Scarlet witch and you will defeat the goblin king. That’s all I can tell you.”

      Wesley swims to the land. “I have no way of getting back.”

      “Your sword. You’ve done it before. You’ve sliced a hole in the Vale to get here.”
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        * * *

      

      Jegorgon shows up at the swampland. The red hooded woman walks over. “Where have you been?”

      “You have my army.” He raises the daggers. They glow red. The woman is encased inside a red ball. “You shouldn’t have reached so high, my dear.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jegorgon raises his hands to the trees that grow over the road.

      Coming down from the treetops is a man in a black hood and poncho. “Goblin king. Turn around.”

      “Move aside, keeper. I am here for the sword of Wesley Darsmin.”

      “I can’t let you beyond here.”

      “You let that fairy. How else did he get the sword here?”

      “He didn’t bring the sword here.”

      Jegorgon balls up his fist. The trees come crashing down.

      “Wesley has the sword.” The hooded man puts both of his hands in front of Jegorgon. He forces the daggers away from him. He takes the pearl out of his pants pocket. He breaks the pearl in half. A crystalized light comes out of it and encases the goblin king in a crystal ball. “I told Andrea that if you became a problem, I’d fix it. If it became a mistake to give you what you have, I’d correct it. Now, you and your lady in red, are going to have a nice vacation inside the Shattered Vale.”

      Jegorgon tries to break free.

      “Goblin king, you have disappointed us. Relinquish your title and throne.”

      Jegorgon sits down inside the ball. “I will not.”

      “Though we can’t force you because you willingly took the position, we can use other means to persuade you to give it up.”

      Jegorgon waves him on.

      “Perhaps if I just keep you hidden for a while, you can think it over.” He crushes his hands together as if molding something. The crystal ball gets smaller. And smaller. Until it is the size of a marble. The hooded man picks it up and puts it into his pants pocket.

      The hooded man lets down his hood. Grey hair sprouts through his young locks. “Elaine, forgive me.” He goes down the road. The trees spring back up and cover the road. He walks towards a mountain covered in white and black snow. He walks up the mountain trail. To the very top. He looks over the other side of the mountain. Coral Gardens sits below. Vines grow around him. They creep down the mountain.

      
        
        To be continued
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        Continue The Twin Land series in book two, The Scarlet Vale.

      

      

      
        
        www.jenniferannschlag.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer Ann Schlag lives on Long Island, New York. She is the writer of the Damien Calla series, The Goval series, and The Life of Rose series.

      

      
        
        Read more from Jennifer Ann Schlag and subscribe to receive the most current news

      

      

      

      
        
        Jennifer Ann Schlag.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dragonwar

          

          Mirren Hogan

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dragonwar © 2019 Mirren Hogan

      

      

      All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organisations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Warning: the unauthorised reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dragonwar

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Choose your side.

      

      

       

      In the four kingdoms of Dargyn, war is looming.

      

      As a dragonrider, Laynin is increasingly anxious about the part she and her dragon may have to play.

      

      When news of an invasion to the south reaches the Dragonhall, it brings with it unease. The leader of the dragonriders is determined they will take no part. As war draws near, it becomes clear the dragons may have to go into battle.

      

      Laynin will have to choose between obeying her leader, and fighting a menace which could enslave them all.
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      The dragon's egg cracked.

      At first there was nothing more than a hair near the base of the shell.

      The egg rocked. The crack traveled upward bit by bit, tantalisingly slow. The egg stilled and the crowd held their collective breath. They let it out in cries of surprise as the egg tilted and rolled onto its side.

      "It won't be long now," Zannis Darg remarked, sounding excited. As draakin to Refa, she had good reason. Dragonets hatched rarely, and her dragon, Refa, was dam to these. Her eyes shone with pride.

      Laynin Laithorn tore her eyes away from the eggs to grin at her friend before quickly looking back. Both of the eggs had been wobbling for a while now, but Laynin had been too young to remember the last hatching. She didn't want to miss a moment of this one. Nor did anyone else. The whole Dragonhall had turned out to watch, from the oldest draakin to the youngest of the kitchen staff.

      A chunk of shell broke away from the first egg. The second toppled over. Laynin gasped as a clawed foot appeared, then another. They kicked about in the air, clenching and flexing as if trying to find something to grab hold of.

      Zannis' dragon, and dam of the hatchlings, stepped over to the egg, slow and careful for a creature of her size, and nudged it with her muzzle. The egg rolled and the tiny claws found some stability on the leafy nest where they'd spent the last month.

      Laynin's eyes swivelled up to Risper, who stood on the roof of the annex to the Dragonhall. Her dragon—and sire of the dragonets—was looking on with great interest. Even if they hadn't been his, Risper was curious by nature, as were most of the dragons. Apparently even at a few hundred years old, there were still things to learn and enjoy.

      Any bets on their sex? she asked, her eyes back on the eggs.

      I fear I have nothing to wager, dear Laynin, he replied, his voice in her mind sounding amused.

      Oh, are you worried you'll lose, she teased. He was a telepathic dragon, he could easily look into the minds of unhatched dragons and find out. Come to think of it, he'd probably known for a month. That wouldn't make it a fair bet anyway.

      He merely responded with a thought of amusement and leaned down further into the wide courtyard. A few of those gathered below gave him a nervous glance, but their attention was soon drawn away. An awed gasp accompanied the shattering of one of the eggs.

      Until now, this one had been the least active, but the egg broke into dozens of shards and the dragonet burst out before falling onto its chest in the leaves. It let out a sad little moan and flapped wings too small and wet to be effective.

      As if that was a cue, the other egg split neatly and its inmate stepped clear. Head raised, it waddled a metre or so before tripping over its unwieldy feet and stumbling.

      Zannis picked up a wooden box of whole chickens and set it beside her dragon. She gave Refa's neck a quick scratch before moving back to let her choose and offer birds to her young.

      Laynin was accustomed to the eating habits of dragons, having been a draakin for some five years, but those who gathered in the hope of bonding one of the newly hatched dragonets weren't so conditioned. More than one let out a groan as the dragonets tore into their first meal.

      Zannis chuckled.

      Laynin glanced at her, then swept her eyes across the row of draakin—dragonriders of Dargyn—settling for a moment on their leader, Ara Lucretia, before moving on to the hopefuls. Most were young, mid-third decade like her, but others had been at the Dragonhall for years, hoping for the opportunity. Every time a draakin died, their dragon chose a new human to bond with. Every time, many were left disappointed. Some left altogether, but others either didn't want to give up, or had no alternate lives to return to. That choice was their prerogative, dragons had been known to bond someone in their fifth or even sixth decade.

      Although the hopefuls worked, some draakin complained about their continued presence. The Dragonhall was so heavily populated, the need to build the annex for extra accommodation had arisen some fifty years prior. Being newer, and only single level, Laynin preferred it to Dragonhall, as did many of the younger draakin and hopefuls.

      Today, however, there was little room to move.

      Her eyes settled on a man, a bard, if she recalled correctly. Travil? Tavin? Travin. His unruly, dark hair all but covered one eye, but the other was intent on the dragonets. His lips moved as if he were singing, or perhaps praying one of the dragonets would want to bond him.

      The dragons themselves didn't look like they had any intention of making a decision until they'd eaten their fill. One pounced on a chicken and happily started to crunch on it, feathers and all.

      "I thought they'd be less… ugly." Zannis remarked.

      "They're adorable." Laynin frowned at her. "Just because they have chicken blood and feathers on their muzzles—"

      Zannis smirked.

      Laynin shrugged and looked away. The first dragonet finished eating and started toward the hopefuls. Travin hadn't moved a muscle, as far as she could tell. His eyes looked just as intense, but his lips moved more quickly. She leaned forward, trying to catch a word.

      "Please, please, please…"

      She smiled. Do you think that will work?

      It cannot hurt. Risper sounded just as amused, but I suspect it will not unless the dragonets are receptive already. If desperation and entreaty were all it took, then each dragon would bond many draakin, to appease them all.

      You can't bond more than one person, she pointed out.

      Indeed not. Two boys.

      I beg your pardon?

      You wanted to know their sex? They're both male.

      At this age it was impossible to tell without say-so from the dragons, or the dragonets once they bonded. Later, the males grew to a slightly larger size than the females, but that was the only outward indication of sex.

      That's what I thought, Laynin replied,

      Oh really? I thought I heard you think that they would be one of each.

      It's so unfair that you can do that, she grumbled good naturedly. She could hear the thoughts he sent, but that was all, while he could see her innermost thoughts if he chose to.

      It's fortunate we didn't wager.

      Because you're a cheater?

      I admit to an unfair advantage, he replied, it seems that one has chosen.

      The first dragonet cocked its head at one of the older men, Vurn Karjala, from Eritsa, to the north. His skin was a few shades darker than Laynin's. Brown eyes smiled over a mouth grinning with unfettered delight.

      Refa named that one Zeld, Risper supplied, Karm has yet to decide.

      Karm took his time, looking over the hopefuls, searching each, sniffing at some as though scent played a part in his judgement. He stopped at the young man whose eyes and voice pleaded so eloquently, but he moved on to a small Aarlish girl with golden hair.

      He has decided on Marlia Gul. They will bond their chosen in the morning. This pair was decisive. It took me hours to chose my first bonded. Sleep beckoned, as it does for this pair.

      Laynin smiled. Does it matter how long it takes?

      It does not seem so, but perhaps they didn't wish to keep the hopeful waiting for too long.

      That's very kind. Laynin's smile faded at the look of dejection on the faces of the hopeful whose dreams had been dashed for now. Travin pushed the hair off his face and gave the dragonets a last longing look before he turned away.

      "He's handsome," Zannis remarked, nodding at his back. "Maybe you should go and console him."

      "Before you do?" Laynin teased.

      Zannis shrugged, but gave her a knowing look. "I just might. But first, I'm starving."

      Laynin chuckled. "Me too. Want some help cleaning up the shells?" The nest would be cleared out later and washed down by the remaining hopefuls, but the draakin whose dragon laid the eggs generally removed the shell. Some liked to keep pieces as a memento; several were on display in the Dragonhall.

      "I've heard people pay good braids for ground dragon shell," Zannis said, crouching to pick up a handful of pieces. "They think it's an aphrodisiac."

      "Is it?" Laynin asked with a laugh.

      "No idea, but this will keep me in new clothes for years. The powder other people are trying to sell is probably just chicken eggs, or maybe duck. This is the real thing."

      Laynin hefted a shard in her hand. It was thicker than a chicken egg, almost enough to bore a hole in and wear it around her neck. She turned it around to admire the mottled creamy texture on the outside. "Maybe dragon shell pendants would be worth a braid or two."

      "They might at that."

      Laynin glanced over her shoulder to see Ara standing behind her. Tall and fair, Ara was older than her by at least two decades, but her hair was largely untouched by grey. The lines around her eyes hinted at the burden of responsibility, but Laynin had never known her to shirk it.

      "Would you like this piece for one?" Laynin asked, offering the shard.

      Ara waved it away. "Thank you, but I'll leave that to you. Although, you may leave some for our two new draakin. A piece of their own dragon's shell is to be cherished." She gave a wistful smile, although her own dragon, Nehko, was also hundreds of years old.

      Laynin tucked the piece into her pocket and went on gathering others before putting them in the now empty box that had contained the chickens. It stank of the birds. She wrinkled her nose and moved aside to let Ara toss in some shards before dusting her hands.

      "I think perhaps we should have a celebration following a successful hatching," she declared.

      Laynin grinned at Zannis. The draakin loved to celebrate, and no one was better at organising one than Ara. All of the town of Tsaisa came to these events, leaving a collective hangover in the morning that few people minded.

      "Yes ma'am," Zannis agreed enthusiastically.
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      By the time they'd finished, the shadows were long and the shards safely stowed in Zannis' room. Laynin knew she'd be pressed into service grinding them down, but she'd insist on a portion of the takings. Zannis would argue, she always did, but she'd agree in the end. The woman could be difficult, but she was the only other draakin of Laynin's age. As such, they'd developed a firm friendship over the last few years.

      "Thick as thieves," Ara called them, but in her indulgent, almost motherly way. Their leader had never had children, so she treated the other draakin as her dysfunctional offspring, even the ones closer to her age. No doubt she'd be busy mothering the two newest for the next year or so, while their dragons grew.

      A woman carrying a basket of cloth smiled and stepped out of their way. Her back dipped in an approximation of a bow. Laynin smiled back and the woman hurried on.

      "It would have been easier for me to move out of her way," she remarked, "she could barely see over the top of her basket."

      Zannis shrugged. "We're draakin," she said as two men made way for them. She tilted her chin up and walked by, back rod-straight.

      "I know, but—" Laynin caught a flash of red through the crowds, moving up and down the street. The priests and priestesses of the Cult of Euru favoured robes a few shades darker than blood. They wore matched expressions, always disapproving of those who didn't believe in their beloved Euru.

      A woman stopped in front of them and bobbed a curtsey. "May you please bestow your blessing upon my child?" In her arms she had a babe only a few months old.

      "Of course friend, the faithful are always welcome." The priest, a tall man with a long face and a short nose raised his hand to the baby's forehead and smiled. "I foresee a long life for this young one."

      Zannis snorted and rolled her eyes. "I'd bet the shards of both eggs they're not magin," she said loudly. "Do they look like they can really do magic?"

      Laynin elbowed her in the ribs, making her yelp, and smiled at the priest who scowled at her.

      "What did you do that for?" Zannis rubbed her side.

      "In case they are magin." Even being connected mind to mind with a dragon, Laynin found the idea of using magic disconcerting, if not intimidating. Some magin only had the ability to see the future, which wasn't particularly deadly, but others could control objects and people by singing. Others could do the same by touch. Doing so against a person's will was, of course, frowned upon and was a punishable offence in some cases. Most magin were harmless, but Laynin preferred to deal with things she could see or feel.

      The woman looked conflicted, but gave the priest a wan smile. "Thank you, friend," she said before scurrying away, her shoulders hunched.

      He made to call out something after her, but she was lost in the crowds. He turned a deepening scowl to Zannis.

      "Those who do not believe—"

      "Will not be reborn," she finished for him. "Save it for someone more naive."

      The priestess gave a sniff. "Arrogance isn't becoming of the draakin."

      "At least dragons are real," Zannis retorted.

      "That's enough," Laynin hissed. "Come on, I thought you were hungry?"

      "I am." Zannis looked at the pair like she wouldn't deign to waste more time, and stepped around them.

      Laynin thought she saw the man's hand twitch and pushed Zannis past a little faster. She managed an apologetic smile, which was met with a pair of stone walls of hostility. If either were magin, they were holding their anger in check well enough. No doubt they met with vocal non-believers on a regular basis. They'd have had to learn to curtail their responses. She gave them credit for that, even if she did think they were wasting their time.

      "What was that about?" Zannis asked, once they'd moved a safe distance.

      "You don't have to be rude to everyone," Laynin said with a sigh.

      "I'm not," Zannis replied, "just to people who deserve it. I'm not rude to you, am I?" She put a hand on her hip and shot Laynin a challenging look.

      "Not today," Laynin agreed. She held her friend's eyes until Zannis' expression dissolved into a smile and laugh.

      "Lighten up, we're celebrating, remember?" She hooked her arm through Laynin's and tugged her toward the ironically named Dragon's Shell, the only tavern in Tsaisa. "I need a drink."

      Laynin released her arm and reached into her pocket. Beside the piece of dragon shell, she had several of the new coins commissioned by the king of Marth. Each was shiny, round. One side bore strands of metal skilfully braided in a circle. The other bore a stamp in the shape of a crown.

      The man serving behind the bar eyed the coins. "One'll keep you all night," he said with a nod.

      Laynin handed one over. "Thank you, but it's not worth that much, and we're thirsty."

      The man took the coin and examined it before dropping it into the box along with the rest of the day's takings.

      "You never know when I may need a ride somewhere, good draakin," he said, respectful although he was at least twice her age.

      "Risper and I would be happy to fly you," she replied. She would take any excuse to be airborne, and if it involved virtually free drinks all night, then she was winning twice over.

      "Ale?"

      "Yes please."

      "Make mine wine," Zannis said, lounging against the bar.

      The barman shot her a look, but poured hers and slid it to her. She took it and sauntered away.

      Laynin gave her second apologetic look for the day and followed Zannis to a table.

      "It really wouldn't hurt you to be polite."

      "Why?" Zannis squinted at her. "Laynin, we ride dragons. For that reason alone, we deserve respect. Did Risper decide to bond anyone else here?" She spread her hands to either side. "No, he chose you. And Refa chose me. People come to us for rides, for help keeping predators from herds. We put out fires, we search for lost people, or people who have escaped the king's constabulary. No one can do what we do. They need us."

      "Without him, you wouldn't have that glass of wine," Laynin pointed out, sipping her ale.

      "I'd get it myself."

      "You'd be locked away for stealing."

      Zannis laughed. "If you're going to be such a killjoy, I'll find someone else to sit with. You know what I think?"

      "No," Laynin ventured cautiously, "but I'm sure you'll tell me."

      "Yes, I will. I think you need to release some tension. Maybe you should find that man from that hatching. Or some other man. Or a woman. Whatever. Just someone."

      "I think I need to find Ara," Laynin replied.

      Zannis looked at her in surprise. "Well if that's how you—"

      Laynin rolled her eyes. "Not like that. I need to tell her you're being a brat and might benefit from a year or so of cleaning." She smiled behind her tankard. "Raking out the midden perhaps."

      "Oh you!" Zannis swatted her arm. "I mean it, find someone to bed. I know I am." She smiled at a man who walked past.

      "Here are some of the others." Laynin gestured toward the door.

      Fanad Hardin, his expression as serious as ever, led the two chosen inside.

      "Speaking of killjoy," Zannis said.

      Laynin had to agree with her this time. She couldn't remember having ever seen Fanad smile. His customary expression was one of disapproval, no matter who he was looking at. He might have been good looking, but a perpetual frown had created lines on his face.

      Deciding not to let him ruin her evening, she smiled warmly at the other newcomers and beckoned them over. Both looked overwhelmed. Tomorrow they'd bond dragons and become draakin, unless tonight they changed their minds. Doubtless Ara would send them back to the Dragonhall after a short time, to prepare and rest, but in the meantime, they could enjoy themselves.

      "Drinks all around," she said happily. Maybe tonight they'd get Fanad to indulge and see if the man knew how to have fun.
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      Travin Honsan kicked a rock out of his path. The look of elation on Varn and Marlia's faces should have filled him with elation on their behalf. Instead, he pushed away the flash of envy. He couldn't suppress it altogether. He'd wanted to be a draakin so badly. All his life he'd admired the great dragons, harboured a desire to bond one.

      He'd travelled to Tsaisa and applied to join the other hopefuls, expecting he wouldn't be selected. The successful had to be fit, smart and strong. Everyone around him had devoted years to training just to be allowed to try to bond. A dozen had been turned away after the first few days of testing. He and three others had succeeded. None of them had been chosen by a dragonet today.

      "Next time, no?" A clap on his shoulder made him turn to see Orun, another of the hopefuls, his expression as disappointed as Travin's.

      "Dragons hatch so rarely," Travin groaned, letting his self-pity win for a few moments. "I'll be an old man the next time there are eggs." There was another way, but he wasn't going to mention that. They both knew a draakin would have to die before they had a real chance of bonding. No one would wish for that. At least, no one a dragon would find suitable.

      "Then we have a good excuse to drown our sorrows." Orun said, grinning. "Say, were you trying to sing a dragon to you?"

      Travin chuckled. "I couldn't if I wanted to, I'm not a singer. Well, not in the sense that my singing is magic." He had a pleasant voice and some skill as a bard, but his talent as a magin wasn't in his voice.

      "I don't suppose it would work, or all of the draakin would be singers. Or touchers." Orun gave Travin a sidelong look.

      Travin responded with a shrug. He rarely had much use for his ability to control others whilst touching them. If he couldn't convince them with words, or a song, then he'd let the matter be. The skill was useful in a fight, but he preferred to avoid those.

      "A toucher would have to get close enough first, and hope the dragonet didn't mistake him for a chicken," he said drolly.

      Orun let out a hearty laugh. "He would at that," he agreed. "That'd make a right mess. Although, I never did hear of a dragon eating a person. First time for everything though."

      "Not raw, anyway," Travin agreed. When Orun gave him a questioning look, he added, "Isn't that why they breathe fire? So they can cook their food first?"

      Orun laughed again. "They might well."

      Travin smiled. To the best of his knowledge, dragons ate their food raw, and preferably freshly killed, if not still moving. "All this talking is eating into valuable drinking time," he pointed out.

      "When you're right, you're right," Orun remarked.

      "Um, all right." Travin followed him to the tavern, and hoped the owner wasn't expecting him to work tonight. He'd sing, and loudly after a few ales too many, but he wanted to enjoy himself, to take the sting off the hatching.

      Of course the first people he saw as he stepped foot in the tavern were the two who had been chosen. Part of him wanted to sidestep the pair and get right to the bar, but manners impressed upon him by his mother made him stop and give them a nod.

      "Congratulations, you must be—" Thrilled? Delighted? Over the moons? "Um, happy." The bard under who he'd apprenticed would be disappointed at his poor use of superlatives, but it would have to do.

      Marlia gave him a shy smile. "Thank you. We are. It's a great honour." Judging by her tone, she'd said that several times already today. She'd say it all night, all day tomorrow and for weeks to come. He'd bet a year's worth of braids she wouldn't mind. Having a dragon would be worth all the platitudes and tedium.

      "I'm sure you'll more than live up to it," he said politely. "Uh, please excuse me." He gave a shallow bow and stepped away.

      To his relief, he spotted a familiar figure leaning against the bar. "They still let you in here?" he teased.

      Gallia stuck her tongue out at him. "I could say the same to you." She looked down around his feet. "No dragon in tow?"

      He winced and pressed a hand to his chest. "Ouch. Stab me through the heart, why don't you?"

      She smiled. "You're a big boy, you can take it."

      He dropped his hand and sighed. "It's not like I have a choice."

      "No, you don't." She patted his arm lightly. "I'm sorry. Those dragons don't know what they're missing. Look on the bright side though, you don't have anyone reading your mind while you're having dirty thoughts about me." She grinned.

      "Mmmhmm, keep telling yourself that." Travin gestured for the nearest tavern worker to fix them drinks. While Gallia paid for the first one, he sipped his. She was a good friend, and a drinking buddy, but nothing more.

      "Oh I will. It's good for my ego." She grinned, but her eyes were on something over his right shoulder. "Don't look behind you."

      Travin turned, immediately curious.

      "Trav," she hissed, "All the gods…"

      He spied a woman of around the same age, empty glasses piled high on her arm. She must be new; he hadn't seen her here before. Judging by her light hair and freckles, she was from Aarle.

      "Is it me," he said, turning back," or do Aarlish women always have bigger… smiles?" He chuckled at the expression on Gallia's face before she swatted his arm.

      "Don't think I hadn't noticed," she said wistfully.

      "You could go and talk to her," he pointed out. He gestured for another round of drinks and passed over a braid. "She doesn't look like she bites."

      "What do I say? I mean, after last time…" Gallia sighed.

      "You could start with hello," he suggested, but he did remember the last time she'd summoned up the courage to speak to a woman she fancied. The woman had made it all too clear that she didn't share her preference. The horrified look on her face had spoken more loudly than words. While most people didn't much care who did what with who, there were always people who took exception to being approached.

      "That's innovative," she said dryly, "maybe you should take your own advice some time."

      He grimaced. For a man who made a living with his words, he wasn't good at using them on anyone he found attractive. "Can I help it if my tongue ends up in knots?"

      "Probably," she said lightly.

      "So," he said slowly, "she has empty arms now. Go and talk to her before someone else does. If she doesn't like girls, you could send her my way."

      "You're dangerously close to having a drink upended on your head," she said, laughing.

      "That would be a waste of perfectly good ale."

      "It would be worth it." She raised her glass.

      "All right, all right," he put up a hand, "I surrender. I'll be good. But if she wants to share…" He ducked as she dipped her fingers in her drink and flicked them toward his face.

      "You're reprehensible. Lucky I like that in a friend. Oh, her shift is finishing."

      Apparently given permission to look this time, Travin glanced back to see the woman untying an apron from around her hips.

      "If you don't talk to her, I'll go on your behalf," he said with mock magnanimity. "Don't worry. I'll only say nice things."

      "You will not," she grabbed his arm before he could move. "I'm going, all right." She took a breath, pushed a smile onto her face and walked away.

      "Good for you," he said under his breath. Not wanting to pressure her further, he looked away and took in the rest of the room. He knew most of the people present, but many only in passing. He spotted a group of disappointed hopefuls sitting at a table, one shuffling a deck of cards.

      "Got room for one more?"

      Saldr, an older man with ears like trumpets, waved him to sit down. "If your braids are good and your nerves are strong, Killun'll deal you in."

      "Why not? I might get some good luck for a change." Travin sipped while Saldr explained the rules.

      "Four dragons beats all. Three dragons beats all but four, and so on. Draakin are second highest, then queens. Kings after that." When Travin raised an eyebrow, he added, "Queens got king's balls in their hands, so they hold the real power." He laughed loudly. "Then generals, swords, shovels, hoes, brooms and finally sticks. Sticks are worth nothin' 'cause they're useless."

      "Unless they're pointy," Killun said, dealing four cards to each player. "Don't go tryin' to draw a point on a stick though, it don't count."

      Travin chuckled. Of course he'd played Dragon Match before, but each game had its own rules. In most, the king was worth more than the queen, as was the general. Some counted the draakin as worth more than the dragons. He found that somewhat silly, but as long as they gave him his winnings, he wouldn't be troubled for long.

      He picked up his cards. A queen, a general, a hoe and a stick. Eighteen. It wasn't the best hand he'd ever had. The trick was to convince his opponents his was better than theirs.

      He shrugged and pulled a copper braid from his pocket. He placed it in the centre of the table and watched the faces around him.

      "I'm out," a flat-faced woman opposite him groaned. She placed her cards on the table. A stick, two hoes and a broom.

      "Bad luck, Yallah." Killun placed a silver braid on the table and smiled, looking smug.

      "Ain't no way you have that good a hand," Saldr declared. He too placed a copper braid on the table and sat back.

      "Do too," Killun declared. He added a copper braid to the pile.

      "I'm out." Saldr presented his cards.

      All eyes turned to Travin. He pulled out a silver brain and a copper one, sure Killun was bluffing.

      Killun growled. "Upstart." He dropped his cards onto the table. Two sticks and two brooms.

      Saldr chortled. "That was worse than Yallah's!"

      Travin smiled and drew his winnings toward himself.

      "I guess I'm buying the next round."

      "Aye, good lad." Saldr beamed. "I don't mind losing braids if I get them back in ale."

      "Either way, it all goes to the tavern." Travin waved for drinks and picked up his second hand of cards.
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      Travin staggered a few steps through the darkness. He swung his arm and connected with something hard.

      "Ow." A tree, although it took his ale-addled mind a few moments to realise. He'd almost walked into it. Instead he leaned against it, trying to orient himself. He'd left the tavern a few minutes earlier and headed roughly in the direction of his lodgings. In the dark, and drunk as he was, his current whereabouts eluded him.

      Footsteps crunched toward him. He must still be close to the road.

      "Hello?" he called out, weaving a few steps away from the tree. "Who's there?"

      The sound of a knife drawing free of a scabbard was loud in the still of the night.

      "I don't mean you any harm," Travin said quickly, "no need for that."

      "Give me your braids." The voice that spoke was rough, gravelly, and definitely male.

      Travin blinked as one of the moons came out from behind the clouds. The man was bigger than him. A long blade glinted in the moonlight. Even drunk he knew if he could see better, so could the man. Sober, he could probably outrun him. As it was, he'd be lucky if he didn't trip and fall flat on his face.

      He raised his hands. "I don't want any trouble. I don't have any braids, I swear."

      "You were playing Dragon Match and winning," the man said, "don't try to make a fool of me."

      "I wouldn't dream of it." Travin cursed to himself. This brigand must have followed him with the intention of relieving him of the proceeds of a night's gaming. "Did you see me paying for drinks all night?"

      The man grunted. "You got plenty left. Give it here or you'll feel the pointy end of my blade."

      "You don't want to go doing that," Travin replied. Sweet Euru! He didn't feel like being stabbed tonight. Well, this morning if the glow to the east was an indication.

      "I don't care one way or another. Braids!"

      A sensible man might have just handed over the bag of coins. A sober one even. Travin just got angry and backed up a few steps.

      "Keep going, friend. Find someone else to steal from. Or better yet, get honest work and make your own braids."

      The man lunged.

      Travin ducked and barely managed to stay on his feet. He staggered back a few steps and righted himself. Where was the brigand? Too late, he felt a slice across his arm and the heat of blood flowing freely.

      He twisted and reached out with his left hand. He caught the man's wrist. It was slick with sweat, and meaty, but bare.

      With a snarl, Travin drove his magic into his would-be attacker, forcing the man's body to stiffness. Teeth gritted; he let his anger overflow like a flood.

      The brigand gasped, then began to rock back and forth, desperately trying to breathe. He sagged.

      Travin pulled back his hand and let the man fall to his knees.

      "I told you to leave," he said softly, although his stomach twisted at what he'd done.

      "Gods forsaken magin," the man growled. He climbed to his feet, rubbing his throat.

      "I did try to warn you." Travin gingerly touched his own shoulder. The gash was long, but not so deep that a healer couldn't fix it. At worst, he'd have a handy scar from it. The guilt at hurting another person, even a thief, settled heavily. "Be on your way before I tell the constabulary. Or finish the job."

      At the last, the brigand turned and lumbered away down the road. Mercifully, he headed away from Tsaisa. He might well have alerted the authorities himself, and claimed Travin had accosted him. If not for the gash, they might even believe the man.

      Travin stepped back into the trees, braced himself against the nearest trunk, and bent over to be sick on the ground. He didn't know how much ale he'd drunk, every drop came up now, along with the meal he'd eaten while playing cards. He vaguely recalled the draakin supplying food and a round of drinks for everyone present. Something about celebrating the hatching.

      "Commiserations," Saldr had said, before downing a nip of liquor in a gulp.

      The idea of alcohol made Travin sick again. "Never… Drinking… Again," he muttered to himself.

      He moved a safe distance from the puddle he'd created and slumped down against a trunk. His gash still bled, but once down he couldn't force himself back to his feet.

      The eastern sky was brighter now, the stars starting to fade. The chosen would bond in a few hours. Maybe he should get up and go, in case a dragonet changed his mind and wanted Travin instead. He snorted at the idea. To his knowledge that had never happened, and with his luck it wouldn't happen today.

      Movement on the road drew his eyes and he thought for a moment the man had come back to finish the job. By the sound of it, he'd brought friends. Travin readied himself to get up and run, when a troop of King Drexin Sheid's men rode into view.

      What were they doing here? Perhaps they had come to secure Tsaisa before a draakin brought the king in to attend the bonding. Of course, things must be safe for important people. Meanwhile Travin could have died not an hour ago.

      Snorting softly, he closed his eyes and let weariness overcome him.

      "You there."

      He opened his eyes a crack. Two men, both in leather armour and bearing swords, stood over him.

      "What's your business?"

      "I'm just a bard trying to get some rest," he replied. Perhaps he should be more polite to men with weapons, but he'd had enough of them for one night.

      One of the men looked at Travin in disgust and muttered something about drunkards. Travin started to take exception, but remembered they had swords. After the run-in with the brigand, he should keep a low profile for a while.

      "Keep out of trouble," the first man said. "There's plenty of it around these days. A man up the road claimed to have seen a ghoul of some kind, hereabouts. Claimed it tried to take over his body." He smirked.

      "Sounds like he needs to drink less," Travin said. Of course the man had made up the tale to cover his part in it. If he admitted a magin had done anything to him, they might start to wonder why. Doubtless he carried any number of stolen items on his person.

      The first soldier chuckled. "He might at that. Smelled like he soiled himself."

      Travin didn't bother to hide his grimace. "I'd do that too if I saw a ghoul. Luckily I haven't. Just the bottom of too many tankards." Euru, he just wanted to sleep.

      The second man grunted and stepped back toward his horse. The first gave Travin a nod, which he responded to with a wan smile.

      The sun slipped above the horizon as they rode on, bridles clinking, hooves crunching over the dirt of the road.

      Travin realised he must be further out of Tsaisa than he'd thought. He curled up at the base of the tree and let sleep claim him.
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      Laynin left the celebration relatively early, just after midnight. Zannis had long since disappeared with some man or other and left her sitting alone. She could have joined a table of Dragon Match, but decided against it, although she'd spent a good few minutes watching Travin beat his table-mates. If he was disappointed about the hatching, he seemed to have recovered quickly. Perhaps he was simply the kind to try his luck with the dragons, but who had no real interest in riding one.

      One of the first back at the annex, she was one of the first to rise in the morning. Only a few kitchen staff were up and working to make breakfast when she arrived. Ara, of course, was there already, and almost finished eating. Laynin had long suspected the woman slept sparingly, if at all. She gave her a nod before ducking into the kitchen for bread and tea.

      Even this early, a dozen loaves of bread sat on cooling racks on a bench and a huge pot bubbled with water for tea. Others contained the beginnings of stew, soup or something equally tasty. A spit outside the kitchen would have a roast on it, with the older children assigned to take turns rotating it. Before bonding Risper, Laynin had spent hours doing the onerous task. The result was always delicious, but the work was tedious.

      She grabbed a knife and sliced up a loaf of bread that was almost cold. She took two slices for herself and put the remaining slices on a plate for whoever came in after her. Other draakin might just take a slice for themselves and leave, but she liked to be considerate of the kitchen staff.

      One gave her a smile of thanks and handed her a bowl of fresh butter and a clean knife to spread it.

      "Thank you." Laynin worked to fix her food and pour tea from a ladle into a mug so she could get out of their way.

      As she stepped out of the kitchen, she froze.

      Two men in armour walked in through the same door she'd used, and stopped at Ara's table. While it wasn't unusual to see the king's men in Tsaisa, the expressions on their faces suggested they weren't here for the bonding.

      She chewed her lip. The polite thing to do would be to retreat to the other end of the dining room, where she couldn't overhear. The problem was, she did want to overhear. At least she could avoid being obvious about it. A few steps took her to the nearest table, where she slid into a chair and placed her food down as quietly as possible.

      A surreptitious glance toward Ara showed the woman either hadn't noticed, or wasn't concerned. Laynin let out a soft sigh and sipped her tea while the taller soldier spoke.

      "Draakin, we are under orders to inform you of events taking place to the south."

      "You had better sit down then." Ara waved for one of the kitchen staff to bring food for the men. She looked as unruffled as always, but the soldier's tone chilled Laynin.

      Rather than elaborate straight away, he and his companion sat and took a mouthful of bread and a sip or two of tea first. By then Laynin had almost finished hers, and excuses to linger were diminishing.

      "So, you have news?" Apparently even Ara's patience had its limits.

      "Yes, draakin. You'll be aware of King Tarlu Rosharias?"

      Laynin suppressed a snort. Even the youngest children knew. Learning the names of all the kings and queens on the continent was almost as important as learning those of the dragons and the draakin. Some would argue it was more so, but she'd agree to disagree on the point. At any rate, the coup in Aarle, and his subsequent seizure of the throne some sixteen years ago, was well-known.

      "Certainly," Ara replied, her eyes showing a hint of pique at the suggestion she was so ill-informed, or forgetful. "I understand the economy of Aarle has been sound, and indeed growing since he seized power. In spite of his dogged devotion to Euru, I gather he's popular with most Aarlish folk."

      The soldier shifted in his chair. "Yes, well, that's accurate. Or it was."

      "Ah. Is King Tarlu dead then?" Ara asked. "His heirs are fighting over the throne?"

      "What? No." The soldier cleared his throat. "King Tarlu has invaded Alvarios."

      Laynin almost choked on her last sip of now cold tea.

      "Ah." Ara nodded as though she'd known all along. "Well that's unfortunate."

      The soldier gave her an odd look before continuing. "He marched all the way to Thanthaltra, either undetected or at least unstopped. He took the capital in a matter of days, and has laid claim to the entire country. He's declared himself king of both countries."

      "How long?" Ara asked.

      "Two months at least. We received word in Karmale a month ago. General Sandvaal ordered a dozen of us to get word to the king, and to the draakin."

      Ara nodded. "He's assuming I'll offer to fly you to Tharay, or to Paryos to warn King Percier in Paryos?"

      The soldier looked embarrassed. "That was mentioned, yes. Indeed, I'm to ask if you don't. Sandvaal was most insistent."

      Ara drew the corners of her mouth back. "Was he? Well, lucky for him I think this is important enough to warrant a dragon being sent. Did you hear any forewarning of Rosharias' intentions?"

      "None." The soldier who had yet to speak, did so now. "Took us all by surprise. To be honest, we're concerned by what we've heard from people fleeing Alvarios. We've only met a few, but they're spinning a similar tale." He pursed his lips.

      "And?" Ara prompted.

      "They're saying he executed the king of Alvarios and his entire family. A bloody coup this one."

      "So they say." the tall soldier said. "Those fleeing are fearing for their lives. We can't discount the possibility that he's planning something bigger than just taking Alvarios."

      "You think he'll invade Marth next?" Ara asked.

      The second soldier shrugged. "Can't discount the possibility. Some men can't handle just a little bit of power."

      Ara looked over to Laynin, suggesting she'd been aware of her presence the entire time. Of course she had. The woman missed nothing.

      "Laynin, once you're finished with your cup and plate, would you kindly go and fetch Luthin for me please?"

      "Yes, Ara." Laynin got to her feet and picked up her crockery. She gave a half bow and hurried away while the soldiers looked her over like men who hadn't been alone with a woman for some time.

      She stepped into the kitchen, slipped the bowl and cup into a sink full of warm water and gave them a quick wash. She set them aside to dry. Being helpful was one thing, keeping Ara Lucretia waiting was another.
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      Luthin's room was situated near the top of the Dragonhall. Laynin could have asked Risper to pass a message on to Sala to ask Luthin to come down but no doubt this was Ara's way of getting Laynin out of the dining room so she could ask questions she didn't want overheard. She probably had Nehko on alert if Laynin shirked the task, leaving her no choice but to trot all the way to the top.

      Panting, she tapped on the door and waited a few moments before it swung open.

      "Ah, Laynin, lovely one. Let me guess." Luthin Maralos lounged against the doorframe. "You remembered our time together and couldn't resist coming back for more?" He gave her a lopsided grin. He was tall and swarthy. When he smiled, it was with an easy, attentive charm, as though the person he bestowed it on was the only other person in the room.

      "As tempting as that is…" And it was. She had no regrets about that night, even knowing he'd shared many a night with various women and men from the hall, and Tsaisa. Neither expected a commitment of any kind, just mutual pleasure, and he was a skilled lover. "It will have to wait for another time. Ara needs to see you in the dining room."

      "Any time." He winked, then his expression turned serious. She told him what she'd heard. He listened carefully, then clicked his tongue. "We shouldn't keep her waiting then." He closed the door behind him and followed her down the stairs. His long legs soon had him overtaking her, so he had to stop and wait for her to catch up.

      "I suspect we may miss the bonding," he said on the second landing.

      She stopped for a moment. "I'd forgotten about that. How awful to have their moment overshadowed by something like this."

      "I'm certain they won't let it bother them for long. It's not every day a person bonds a dragon."

      "Well that's true, but people will be thinking about Rosharias and whether or not Marth will end up at war."

      "Possibly. Come on, we should hurry." He held her hand and helped her down the last flight of stairs. Just before they stepped into the dining room, he let it go.

      Ara was still seated at the table, her head bent, deep in conversation with the soldiers. Luthin cleared his throat and all three looked up, startled.

      Laynin hesitated at the door, uncertain if she should step inside until Ara waved them both over.

      "Luthin, Laynin, I have tasks for you both. These men require a ride to Tharay. From there, we'll be conveying word of Rosharias's actions to Paryos."

      Laynin's heart leapt with excitement. She'd take any excuse to fly, and she hadn't been to Paryos in a long time. Her heart sank when Ara continued.

      "Luthin and I will be going personally. Laynin, you'll stay here and oversee the bonding, and the ensuing feast."

      Laynin's lips drew back, ready to form the word "but". It died unsaid as Ara gave her a stern look.

      "Unless you don't feel up to the task?"

      If there was anything which would make Laynin comply, it was the suggestion that she doubted herself. She straightened her back. "I can do it. Thank you for the honour." She didn't miss Ara's smirk. The woman knew her—and her pride—far too well.
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      Varn and Marlia wore identical masks of nervous excitement; a stark contrast to the hangovers of most of the others gathered.

      Laynin wrinkled her nose at the smell of stale alcohol and noted the absences as well as those present. Zannis wasn't here, as well as another draakin her friend liked to spend her nights with on occasion.

      Laynin signalled for the hopeful carrying a box of meat scraps to toss them to the dragonets. Uncurling from where he'd spent the night beside his dam, Zald spread his small wings and leapt at the first scrap. He caught it neatly and started to chew. Karm joined him a moment later, and it became a game for the hopefuls to see who could throw high enough to make the dragonets leap skyward for the morsel.

      One, a red-headed girl with abundant freckles, threw a piece which rose almost to the height of the annex's roof. With a warble, Karm leapt, wings beating frantically. He lunged before the meat started its downward plunge, grabbing it in his mouth before landing gracefully. His adoring audience gave him a rousing cheer.

      Apparently not wanting to miss out on his share of the attention, Zald nudged him and spread his wings, ready for his turn. The same girl threw another piece, not quite as high as the previous one. He did a little leap sideways, stuck his neck out and caught it a handspan from the ground. He too got a clap from those gathered.

      The meat gone, Laynin beckoned the chosen over and picked up a deep blue robe from where it sat, neatly folded, at her feet. One of them, according to Ara, had been made before she'd bonded Nehko, and worn by her for just that occasion. It looked a little faded now, but was still in good repair. The other robe was a little older, and looked as though the time to replace it was coming. Laynin made a mental note to speak to Ara about it.

      She handed a robe to each of the chosen. "Put those on over your clothes. Wearing these is a tradition which goes back to the first bondings."

      Was there a purpose to them? she asked Risper.

      I believe it was prestige. Blue was a difficult shade to dye cloth. An enterprising person brought goris to the four kingdoms. Their blue berries work as a dye as well as a salve for pain in the body. The tradition remains.

      Blue fabric is still the most expensive.

      As you say.

      Laynin stepped back to give them space to slip the robes over their heads. Varn had to shake his out, and grimaced, but didn't say a word. Laynin bit back a smile. The robe fell almost to his feet, and did look a bit like a dress. Still, he had the sense to know bonding a dragon would be worth being naked for. Luckily that wasn't the tradition.

      "What did I miss?" Zannis said in Laynin's ear, making her jump.

      "Nothing yet. Except to clean your teeth." Laynin waved a hand in front of her face.

      "Sorry," Zannis said, not looking apologetic at all. "I did hurry to get here."

      Her choice of words was clearly intended to breathe more of her morning breath onto her. Laynin elbowed her friend. "If you don't stop that, I'll feed you to Risper."

      Zannis grinned. "He wouldn't eat me, he likes me."

      "You hope." But Laynin smiled back. She shook her head and turned back to the waiting chosen.

      "Who's going first?"

      They looked at each other in mute surprise.

      "We could let the dragons decide?" she suggested. When she'd agree to oversee this, she hadn't expected to play nursemaid to two dumbstruck chosen. Fortunately she had a little more patience left.

      "She can go first," Varn offered. Perhaps he was being chivalrous, but he looked about ready to wet himself.

      "Um, all right." Marlia looked paler than usual.

      Zannis laughed. "They're not going to bite you. Stop being so scared. Come on." She grabbed Marlia by the arm before Laynin could stop her, and pulled her over to Karm. At least she knew which dragonet had chosen who.

      Laynin had no choice but to follow. "Put a hand on his neck. Yes, like that." Marlia's hand was shaking, her eyes wide.

      Karm is speaking to her, Risper supplied. He is reassuring her that he really doesn't bite, and that he liked what he saw in her mind. The bond will deepen in the next few days, but it is done.

      Laynin gestured Varn forward. He walked with a gait that suggested he'd be running for the latrine as soon as he was able. Maybe she should send him off to go now, but he'd already touched Zald and the bonding commenced.

      "See? Easy," Zannis declared. "Now, let's eat, I'm starving." She looked around, but waited until she and Laynin had taken a few steps away to ask, "Where's Ara? She never misses important events like this."

      Keeping her voice low, Laynin explained, not sure how much she was allowed to share, but telling her friend most of it.

      "So she's gone to deliver people and messages. That's no big deal." Zannis shrugged.

      "You don't think war is a big deal?" Laynin asked.

      "It's not like it's our business," Zannis replied. "You know Ara doesn't like to involve the draakin in other affairs if she can help it. Or course she'd want to warn everyone, so they can be ready, but we don't need to worry."

      "I suppose so." Laynin turned back to the two new draakin, both smiling blissfully. "I'll need to get the robes back from them before we can start the feast."

      "You'd be in trouble if they spill food on them." Zannis grinned.

      "Only until I made them wash them," Laynin growled. "Or one of the hopeful."

      "As if you'd trust them to anyone else."

      Laynin sighed. "I hate it when you're right. Especially if it means I have to launder them. I better get them back now, before it comes to that."

      Zannis patted her shoulder before starting toward the dining room.
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      Even hangovers didn't deter too many draakin from indulging again before noon.

      "Scale of the dragon," Zannis said. She raised a glass of wine. The deep red liquid shone in the sunlight that poured through a nearby window.

      "Dragons don't bite people," Laynin reminded her before taking a sip of her own wine.

      "It's just an expression," Zannis retorted. "If you eat—or in this case drink—the scale of the dragon that bit you, the pain will go away."

      "That makes no sense. Why not just say to drink more alcohol to cure a hangover?"

      Zannis shrugged. "Why not find a magin healer to take the hangover away?"

      "See, now that makes sense."

      "Not everything has to make sense," Zannis said. "Look at Fanad. How is it that a man never smiles? He really needs to find a bedmate for the night."

      Laynin grimaced. "Not me."

      "Why not you? You can be serious together."

      "That sounds like the least fun thing I've heard of since spit duty."

      Zannis giggled. "Maybe he'd relax a little."

      "Why do you care?" Laynin asked.

      "Oh I don't." Zannis waved a hand. "I wonder if Varn is any fun."

      "I don't know if he'll be thinking about anything but his dragon for a while now."

      "That's what I'm hoping." Zannis grinned.

      Laynin snorted. "I mean the one with four legs and wings."

      "Sure you did." Zannis waggled her eyebrows. When Laynin didn't respond, she pouted. "All the Gods, Laynin, is Ara rubbing off on you or something?"

      "I'm just thinking about Alvarios. What if there's more to this than we know? I'm not sure Ara told us everything."

      "All the more reason to relax and enjoy yourself. Who knows what tomorrow will bring?"

      Laynin didn't, and that was the problem. She was uneasy. Zannis was right, delivering people and a message weren't usually tasks undertaken by the most senior of the draakin. Why then, had Ara gone herself instead of sending someone with Luthin?

      "I suppose so. We'll find out soon enough."
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      The sun had passed its zenith and descended toward the horizon by the time Travin awoke. He opened his eyes and wished he hadn't. His head pounded, eyes burned from the light. His mouth tasted like the inside of a beer keg, dregs and all. The sharp smell of warm vomit reminded him of the events of the morning.

      His shoulder was stiff and caked with dried blood. The recollection of why he'd slept here, instead of seeing a healer, was vague, as was his oath not to drink again. He smiled. There was always a next time, but maybe not to such an extent.

      Movement above and to one side caught his eye. Two dragons soared just above the tops of the trees. Sweet Euru, they were magnificent.

      He couldn't make out who rode them from here, just a silhouette of a pair of draakin. Travin suppressed a stab of envy. Whoever they were, they were lucky.

      Travin's gaze followed as they winged toward the beach. It was a short flight from the Dragonhall. Truthfully, it wasn't a long walk either, but why use feet when you had wings? He thought about following so he could sit on the beach and watch them swim. He decided against the idea. What he needed now was a wash and an ocean of drinking water to help with his hangover.

      He stretched his muscles and started back toward town. He half expected to find people lying about in various bushes, but saw none. They either had more discipline than him, or a better sense of direction. Maybe that was why neither dragonet had chosen him; they didn't want to get lost.

      He smiled to himself. Dragons knew where they were going, with no help from their riders. If he lived to be several hundred years old, he'd probably find his way better too.

      He'd just finished that thought when he tripped over a root hidden in the grass and had to windmill his arms to keep from falling.

      "I bet they don't do that either," he muttered. Even the hatching dragonets had more grace. Well—almost.

      He reached the road and waited for a horse and cart to roll past before stepping out. The road was wide enough for both of them, but the sound of clopping hooves hurt his aching head.

      The short walk to the boarding house included a stop to take a look at the ocean, spread out to the west of town. While he enjoyed looking at the vastness of the blue, and daydreaming about places across it that he'd like to visit someday, he really just hoped the horse would move on more quickly.

      "Ale bad," he muttered.

      "I beg your pardon?" Another traveler stopped to give him a funny look.

      "Nothing." He smiled, which made him wince, and resumed walking.

      The boarding house was quiet. Most of the people who lived there worked during the day and came home when he left to sing at the tavern.

      Fortunately, today was no exception. He stepped through the front door to be greeted only by Whil, the owner of the house. He was at least a hundred years old, sporting wrinkles to match, and a face all but made of leather. He eyed Travin, who nodded to him, but he said nothing. He always wore that expression of disapproval, but he took braids readily enough, and asked no questions. That was all Travin wanted. That and a comfortable bed.

      He stepped into his small room and closed the door behind him. He could walk to the opposite side in four steps, but the bed was nice and firm and the table under the window was sturdy, as was the chair. When Travin had first come to Tsaisa, and sought out lodgings, Whil boasted that he'd made them himself, before he got the bone ache in his hands.

      Given the size of his swollen knuckles, Travin understood that was some time ago, but the craftsmanship was excellent. He hadn't heard more than half a dozen words at a time from the man since. That suited Travin. He sang and talked all night, most nights. During the day he preferred solitude and silence.

      He rinsed his face with water from a jug on the table before pouring water into a cup and drinking it in a gulp. He poured another and sat, a sheet of paper and a writing implement in front of him. He wanted to write a song that captured the essence of the hatching, but the only rhythm he felt was his pounding head.

      He picked his guitar up from the corner and strummed a few chords. Something a little discordant to suggest the wobbling of eggs, the cracking of the shell, the protrusion of clumsy legs. He wanted to keep it light, for listeners to tap their toes to. His job was to entertain, not inform. People in distant Aarle wouldn't care about when the dragons hatched, but they might like to feel the sensation of being there watching.

      He scribbled down a few chords, and words that might work as lyrics. For him, the tune always came first, the words afterward. The inclusion of some, however, were a given: shell, dragon, egg, draakin.

      He chewed the end of his writing tool and added chosen to the list. He put the tools down and strummed a few more chords.

      "From shell, you fell," he sang softly. "Uh, maybe not. The eggs they rocked back and forth. A little better." He wrote the words down.

      He glanced up at the window to see people filing from the annex to the Dragonhall and down the street. He'd missed the bonding, and the ensuing feast, but the festivities would continue for as long as the excuse remained. The crowd at the tavern tonight would be big, and still ready to hear about dragons.

      "They never get boring," he muttered to himself. "A crack, a rent, a leg kicks for all it's worth." Forth and worth didn't rhyme as well as he'd like, but he added the words to the page. "A shatter and a wing…"

      Voices from outside drew his attention. "Did you see the draakin just drag the girl over?" one said, laughing. "I thought the girl would wet herself on the spot."

      His companion laughed. "Tasty piece, that draakin. I hear she likes a bit of…" They passed out of earshot while Travin wondered who they were referring to. Some of them might be described as tasty although he wouldn't be so crude. Would they be surprised to know he'd learnt all their names? He'd studied each every time he was at the Dragonhall. He'd even written songs about some of them, although he'd left out their names. He'd written several about draakin in general, but listeners preferred other songs. They either were draakin, or they worked for them, or served them in their shops. They didn't idolise them to the extent people in other parts of the four kingdoms might.

      No, listeners preferred songs about buxom maidens, extraordinarily well-endowed men, water dragons, fierce battles and heroes, both male and female. They liked to hear about kings and queens of old, and the favourite—the tale about the woman who rescued a prince who was locked in a tower by a wicked weaver who made cloth from his hair. He doubted a night passed without him being asked for that one. He could probably play and sing it in his sleep, regional variations and all.

      With a sigh, he bent back to his work. He only had a few hours to write the song and get a quick meal before he had to work. Hopefully his head would have stopped pounding before that. Otherwise it would be a long night. Could any magin use magic to write songs? He smirked, but pushed the idea away. Even if they could, he couldn't.

      He'd just have to do it the hard way.
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      Travin's back ached from sitting bent over for so long. Absently, he rubbed it with both hands. His stomach growled. At some point over the last couple of hours his headache had receded to a dull, but tolerable level. The song was finished; just in time by the look of the low-hanging sun. The tune was a good one, maybe one of his best.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor outside, and people talking low. The other boarders must have finished work for the day. One was the gravelly voice of Falix, the baker, and the higher pitch of Gauran the stonemason. They had come to Tsaisa separately, but had become firm friends. Travin suspected they might be more, but that was none of his business. If he asked no questions of those around him, then they did the same for him.

      Travin folded the completed song and tucked it into a pocket. His guitar, he placed carefully into its leather case, which he closed before setting it aside to make room to get changed. It wouldn't do to appear at work in the same clothes as the night before. He might not be the only messy one, but bards had a reputation of fastidiousness bordering on foppishness. Travin didn't consider himself that bad, but he liked to take some care with his appearance.

      He pulled on a clean pair of dark trousers and a white shirt that tied at the front. A leather jerkin and his usual boots completed the outfit. He combed his hair and remembered Gallia's suggestion that he get a big hat with a feather in the brim.

      "Perfect for a bard," she'd declared, "no one would miss you."

      "I think I'd want to punch myself in the face if I wore a hat like that." Or someone would do it for him. Needless to say, he left his head bare. He preferred to let his singing speak for itself, not his flamboyance, but he knew bards who liked both. He wouldn't judge them for doing so, as long as they gave him the same courtesy.

      He grabbed his guitar and headed toward the door. Hearing no one speaking, he opened it slowly, making no assumptions about what he might see out there. A glance in either direction showed an empty corridor. The creaking of a bed further up suggested where the two men had gone.

      Travin kept his footfalls light, not wanting to disturb them, and headed out into the town.

      At this time of day, Tsaisa was bustling with people heading home after work, or starting jobs like his, that kept them up all night: tavern staff, healers, guards and the like. Many a face looked to have awoken not long ago. Still others looked to be going out for a night of fun. He hoped they were in a jovial mood, and feeling generous with their braids. His boots were getting worn and he was a few braids short of a new pair. A good night should help with that.

      At the rear of the tavern was the worker's entrance that led directly into the kitchen. Travin sniffed, inhaling the delicious scent of freshly baked pies and the ubiquitous tavern stew. He'd never been to a tavern which didn't offer it. For the first year he had eaten it almost every night, but now the idea of it palled. The pies, on the other hand, were just what he needed right now; hot and full of meat and vegetables, and covered with flaky pastry.

      He tossed a copper braid onto the bench and scooped a pie onto a plate, scalding his fingertips in the process. He cursed softly and blew onto his fingers while Targya, the cook, looked on and laughed.

      "Serves you right," she chuckled. For a woman who spent her days making and tasting food, she was remarkably slender and dainty. She was quick with the wooden spoon if anyone tried to take food without permission. She gave Travin a discount, but technically he wasn't employed by the tavern, so he threw braids her way now and again to cover the cost of his meals. The boarding house had a small kitchen, but Travin's cooking was limited to boiling water. Even that was hit and miss; more often than not, he'd forget about it until it had boiled away. Was it his fault his mind was bursting with ideas for new songs?

      "Thanks," he said sarcastically, "you're all heart."

      "Of course I am." She offered him a fork which he accepted and used to lever open the top of his pie. A burst of hot steam and the smell of meat caressed his face.

      "Venison?" he guessed. It might be worth burning his mouth just to get a taste of it.

      "Of course. Came in fresh this morning." Targya nodded and turned back to her work.

      They were lucky to get it then. The Dragonhall often had first choice after a hunt, but if the tavern keeper, Borvin, got in quickly, he could secure good meat. Between hatchings, bonding and hangovers, the hall must have been too busy to send anyone. Their loss, his gain.

      He skewered a piece of meat with his fork, blew on it and popped it into his mouth. It was tender and juicy.

      "You've outdone yourself," he said, still chewing.

      "Don't talk with food in your mouth." She waved her spoon at him.

      He swallowed and resisted the urge to poke his tongue out at her. The one time he'd done that, she'd threatened to put it in a pie.

      "Sorry, but this is good." He went on eating, while stepping from the kitchen into the taproom.

      The crowd was small this early; most sat with plates of food and tankards of ale or glasses of wine. The idea of drinking either turned his stomach. He spotted the woman Gallia had made eyes at the night before sitting alone at a table, eating a meal of her own.

      "Do you mind if I sit?" he asked.

      She looked up at him curiously before waving toward the opposite chair. "Help yourself." Her eyes didn't leave him as he sat. For a moment he was confused, then he grimaced.

      "Gallia didn't say anything bad about me, did she?"

      "What makes you think we talked about you?" She stuck out her hand. "I'm Sami."

      He shook it. "Travin, and I think that because of the look you just gave me. Don't believe everything she says."

      She laughed. "All she said was that you're friends, and nothing more. Is she right?"

      "Very much so," he said. "She's not my type."

      "Funny, she said you're not hers."

      "That works out then, doesn't it?" He looked sideways at her. "You know why though, don't you?"

      Sami flushed slightly. "She said she prefers women to men."

      "Right."

      He contained his curiosity for a moment, but couldn't hide his relief when she said, "So do I."

      "You could do worse than her then," he said nobly, "but I advise you to ignore her taste in headwear." He laughed. She gave him a funny look and shrugged.

      His pie had cooled sufficiently for him to eat without having to stop and blow on every mouthful. While he ate, he watched people enter. The place would be full before long. He recognised most of the faces, but his eyes were drawn to one in particular.

      Laynin looked preoccupied, but for once she was alone. Most of the time she was in the company of Refa's rider, Zannis. Travin didn't think they were more than friends, but Zannis was flighty and pushy; traits he preferred to avoid. She'd offered him her company once, but he'd politely declined, making some excuse about working. Not ten minutes later, he'd seen her disappear with someone else. It wasn't that he judged her for her preference for having many partners, but it wasn't his way.

      "She's cute," Sami commented, drawing his attention to the fact he'd been staring.

      He flushed. "It's not like that. She's a draakin, they're…"

      "Just people?" she suggested.

      "People with dragons." He sighed, thinking back to the hatching. "I doubt I'd even have anything to say to her." Nothing she'd be interested in hearing anyway. What would a bard and a draakin have in common? They both currently lived in Tsaisa, but that could change the moment he got itchy feet again and wanted to move on.

      "Well you'll never know if you just sit here with me," Sami said, giving him a look which reminded him of Gallia. Thank Euru they weren't both here, or he'd be hounded all the way to Laynin's feet.

      "I don't know." Laynin leaned against the bar, staring off in front of her. "She looks like she wants to be left alone."

      Sami twisted around in her chair. "No, that's the I have something on my mind and would like to talk look."

      "How can you tell?"

      She shrugged and turned back. "A woman knows these things. Besides, if she didn't want to talk, there's seats in the corner she could have sat in."

      "That's very perceptive." She was right; Laynin could have avoided being bothered had she sat there, away from everyone.

      The timepiece on the wall said he had another hour before he was expected to sing. What could it hurt?

      "You don't mind?" he asked. He had asked to sit there. Leaving so soon might be construed as rude.

      "Of course not. Besides, I have to start work anyway." She jerked her thumb toward the bar.

      He took a few moments to gather his courage, then rose and walked toward the draakin before he changed his mind and fled.
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      Laynin toyed with her ale. She'd taken a sip, then put it down on the bar and twisted it slowly this way and that. After almost spilling it, she settled for running her thumb up and down the smooth, damp glass. Every now and again she'd remember she had it and take a sip, but it was going flat and getting warm.

      "Evening, draakin."

      She hadn't noticed Travin approaching until he stood in front of her. He smiled, but for some inexplicable reason he looked nervous.

      "Good evening. Travin, isn't it?"

      He looked pleased she remembered his name. "Yes it is."

      She started to offer her hand, but instead bumped her tankard. Ale spilled all over the section of bar.

      "I'm sorry, I—"

      "Here, let me get that." He smiled and reached over to grab a cleaning cloth. "I'll give it back," he said to the young woman behind the bar. Laynin vaguely recalled seeing them sitting together when she'd entered. A handsome man would have an attachment of some kind.

      He wiped the bar while she held her glass up out of the way.

      "There, that's better. Sami, catch." He tossed the cloth to the woman who caught it neatly and placed it aside before bustling off to serve another customer.

      "Can I buy you a fresh drink?" he offered, eyeing her now half-empty one.

      "You're not—" Laynin gestured toward Sami.

      Travin grinned. "We literally just met, but no, she's into a friend of mine."

      "I see." Laynin pushed her ale away. "I don't think this is what I need tonight."

      "Do you want to talk about it?" he asked "I'm a good listener."

      She hesitated for a moment and almost declined. Perhaps a friendly ear would help. She gestured to a free table in the back corner and made her way over, sidestepping people standing about here and there. She flopped into a chair.

      "You missed the bonding," she stated, trying not to sound accusing. What he did with his time was his business after all.

      He looked down at the table. When he looked back up, his expression was sheepish.

      "I fell asleep," he said.

      "Ah." There was more to the story than that, she saw it on his face, but she didn't know him well enough to ask. No doubt he'd be forthcoming if he wanted to. Instead, he changed the subject.

      "The bonding went well then?"

      "Uh, yes, I suppose so. The dragonets and their draakin seemed happy enough." All the Gods, this was awkward. "I'm sorry one didn't choose you." The small talk filled the silence.

      He sighed. "Yes, I was hoping." Smiling wryly, he added, "I suppose that's why they call us hopefuls."

      "Yes, I suppose it is." She toyed with a knot on the tabletop with the tip of her finger.

      "It's better than hopeless," he quipped.

      Her head jerked up. "Just because a dragon didn't choose you this time, doesn't mean one won't. And it doesn't mean you're a bad person. It just means…" What did it mean?

      "They found someone they like better?" he suggested.

      "I suppose so. Or maybe just a person who is right for them at the moment. Risper said I felt right, that's why he chose me. He won't tell me any more than that. Maybe he doesn't know." She waited for the dragon to interject, but he didn't. Perhaps there was no more to say.

      "Who can question the wisdom of dragons?" he said, sounding poetic.

      "Not me." She smiled. "Especially the older ones. The things they've seen and done…" Her mind returned to the news from the south and her expression fell.

      "You looked troubled when I saw you walk in," Travin said, "you look more so now. Are you ready to talk about it?"

      Was she? She licked her lips. "I'm not sure I'm supposed to talk about this, but—" She told him about the invasion of Alvarios, while he sat with brow furrowed, lips apart.

      "That's terrible," he said once she'd finished speaking.

      "There's more," she said softly. She glanced about to make sure no one was listening. "I didn't want to mention this to anyone, because they all have enough to worry about, especially Ara, but I have family in Alvarios. That's where I came from. My parents, my sister. They're closer to here than they are to Thanthaltra but I'm worried about them."

      "Why not go and check on them?" he suggested.

      "Technically Alvarios is at war," she replied. "I don't think Ara would appreciate if Risper and I crossed the border, especially without her consent."

      "What about without her knowledge?" he pressed.

      "You mean just—" She stopped, eyes wide. "Just go?"

      "Why not?" He shrugged. "You said yourself they're far from the troubles."

      "From the ones we know about," she replied. "All the Gods, what if…" She felt sick.

      Rosharias had taken the capital two months ago. Who knew what he'd accomplished since? For all she knew, her parents were dead, her sister— She couldn't bear to think about it.

      He startled her by putting a hand on hers.

      "If you're so worried, I really think you should go. Would Risper mind?"

      Would you?

      It means much to you. You will not rest until you're assured of their safety.

      That's true.

      She blinked at Travin who was staring at her, looking expectant. "Sorry, I was talking to Risper. I should talk out loud with other people around, I suppose."

      He opened his mouth to say something, but seemed to think better of it.

      "He doesn't mind," she supplied. She dreaded to think what Ara might do if she found out, but she couldn't ask permission. She was certain of one thing. She'd never be allowed to go. Their leader might even ground her and Risper for suggesting it. If she tried anyway, in spite of that, she'd be locked in a cell.

      "I can come with you if you like?" he offered.

      She looked at him sidelong, at first assuming he just wanted to ride on Risper's back. Most people didn't refuse the chance to ride on a dragon. However, he seemed sincere.

      "It might not be safe there," she said after a moment.

      "I can't think of a safer place to be than on the back of a fire-breathing dragon," he declared.

      She raised an eyebrow at him. "They're not invincible, you know."

      "I know, but they're the closest thing I can think of." He squeezed her hand and withdrew his. "Besides, you look like you need someone with you for this. For support. I'm good at that, ask any of my friends." He spread his hands wide, to encompass the entire tavern.

      In spite of having just met him, she found herself liking him. And he was right, she could use some support.
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      Laynin tossed and shifted about on her bed, her thoughts keeping her from sleeping. Every now and again, she would open her eyes to see if the sun had risen. At some point, while it was still dark, she drifted off, only to awaken at dawn.

      She stretched, and rolled off her wide bed. Her toes curled as her bare feet touched the cold floor. She shivered.

      A visit to the latrine and a splash of clean, frigid water on her face from a jug beside the sink woke her fully. She wiped her face dry and returned to her room to change.

      She tossed her nightclothes into a hamper and glanced at the door before sitting on her bed to pull on a pair of knee-length boots. If Travin wasn't on time, she and Risper would leave without him.

      Just as she finished lacing and grabbed her jacket, she heard a tentative knock on the door.

      She unlocked and eased it open. Travin's face looked back at her.

      "Oh good, I got the right room." He stepped back and smiled.

      "I said I'd meet you in the courtyard," she replied, closing the door behind her.

      "I waited there for a while, but when you didn't come, I was worried you'd left without me," he said. "But then—" He pointed toward the annex roof. "I realised you'd have also left without Risper. Assuming you don't have wings, I thought maybe you got held up. So I asked around. Oh, and I brought you this." He handed her something warm wrapped in a piece of muslin.

      She opened it. The scent of warm spices rising from a sweet roll tickled her nose.

      "Thank you." She took a bite and savoured the taste of dried fruit and nutmeg.

      He nodded and started on his own roll.

      "Are you sure about this?" she asked around mouthfuls.

      "I said I'd come, didn't I?" He raised his eyebrows at her.

      She shrugged with one shoulder. "You might get into trouble if you come with me. If Ara finds out, you might not be allowed to even try to bond a dragon again. She can be tough." Perhaps Laynin was being harsh. Ara was always fair, even if it didn't feel so at the time. Still, venturing into a potential war zone and endangering a dragon might be a step too far. She couldn't take Risper away, but she could make Laynin's life unpleasant.

      "I want to go," Travin insisted. "You might need my help."

      She waited, but he didn't elaborate. Of course, there was no way to gauge what they might find down south. For all she knew, her family would be safe and well, and her fear was for nothing.

      "Besides," he said, breaking through her thoughts, "I may never be chosen by a dragon. This might be my last chance to ride on one."

      She smirked at him. "If that's the only reason, really—"

      He hastily held up a hand. "It's not. I admit I'm curious to know what's going on down there too. Rumours are one thing, but really knowing—"

      "I suppose so." Laynin sighed. "You can come, but only because I don't have any more time to argue." Just because she hadn't seen Ara yet, didn't mean she wasn't around somewhere. Laynin wanted to be gone before she had to try to lie about her destination.

      She gave Travin a sidelong look.

      "Do you know how to put a saddle on a dragon?" She'd grabbed two pairs of flight-goggles from her chest of drawers. She tossed him a pair now.

      His eyes widened in surprise. "No, but I would like to learn."

      "Of course you would. Risper?"

      I am coming.

      He barely opened his wings before leaping from the roof to land beside her. For such a large creature, he could be graceful. After all their years together, she still admired him; the great wings, large head, catlike slitted eyes, claws the size of her hand. Her love for him swelled her heart until it almost hurt. She couldn't imagine feeling this way about another living being.

      "I'll get it. You two get acquainted." She stepped away and glanced back over her shoulder. Risper snaked his head out close enough to snort at Travin. While some might have found that disconcerting, the bard grinned. He reached out to touch the dragon's cheek, palm pressing onto scales.

      She smiled softly. Risper was difficult to resist, especially if the person wasn't afraid of him. She reminded herself they were in a hurry and trotted to the small room designated for storing saddles and straps. Rispers' hung over a stand with his name engraved in it. Although the straps didn't differ in length, the saddles were made to fit each dragon. Nehko, being the biggest, would be uncomfortable in Refa's; the female dragon being a metre smaller in length and girth.

      Laynin hooked her arms under either side of the saddle and slid it off, ready to take the weight when it slipped free. The leatherworkers made them as light as they could, but given several people could sit on it to fly, they were always going to be heavy.

      "I should work out more," she muttered, hefting the saddle out of the tack room to her waiting dragon.

      "Let me help with that." Travin hurried over to take the saddle. She didn't miss how his muscles took the weight, straining against the short sleeves of his shirt.

      "Risper, if you will."

      The dragon lay down on the paved ground, wings tucked back, flattened out as much as he could.

      "Now you just have to throw the saddle over and he'll stand so you can fix the girth." Although Laynin spoke lightly, the doing took some practice. When she had first tried, she'd been scared she'd hurt him, only to have the saddle slide right off the other side.

      I am tough, Risper reminded her.

      She smiled. You are. I wasn't.

      Travin raised the saddle and hefted it over Risper. He stood on his toes, gave a jump and a shove and pushed it into place.

      "Nothing to it." He turned and grinned.

      "Mmhmm." While he'd been celebrating, Risper rose, almost dislodging it. Travin grabbed the saddle at the last moment and moved it back, then ducked under the dragon to grab the other side of the girth.

      "Does he mind having this on?" he asked.

      "No, it protects him from scared passengers wetting themselves," she said dryly.

      When he scratched his head and inspected the leather for staining, she laughed.

      "Don't worry, that rarely happens. The saddle is really just so we feel secure. Once you're in the sky, it feels like a long way up. And down. It's nice to have something to hang on to, especially if he does barrel rolls."

      If she thought he'd be worried about those, she was mistaken. He grinned even more broadly now.

      I suppose we can throw in some of those on the way back, she thought. But that would depend on what they found when they got to Alvarios.

      Risper sent thoughts of pleasure and excitement back to her. He did love his aerobatics.

      She stepped forward and checked the tightness of the girth. Her hand fit between the leather and the warm scales, but just enough.

      She gave him a satisfied nod. "You've ridden horses?"

      "A time or two," he replied.

      "This is nothing like that," she commented, her expression guileless.

      "Are you trying to scare me?" Was he teasing her?

      "Just a warning. Now, you can get up without help, I assume?" He'd thrown down the gauntlet, now she wanted to see how far he could take it. It wouldn't hurt if anyone saw them and thought they were joking around. They might assume she was taking him away to be alone. Let them think it, it would do no one any harm.

      "I think so." He grabbed the saddle, put his foot in a stirrup and pulled himself up with a grunt. He settled into place and pulled the safety straps around him. The moment he started to grin, Risper lowered his belly to the ground, allowing her to mount much more gracefully.

      "Sorry, I might have forgotten to suggest you wait a minute," she said over her shoulder.

      "Draakin," he drawled, "I don't think you're sorry at all."

      She responded with a laugh and pulled her goggles over her eyes. "Hang on tight."

      Risper rose to a crouch, then leapt as if he bore no weight at all. As the ground fell away, Laynin’s thought was the same one that she always had—she was thankful he'd chosen her. Her stomach fell, but it was always exhilarating, in spite of just having eaten.

      Behind her, Travin let out a groan, followed by a laugh. "Is it always like that?" he asked.

      "Every single time," she replied, "isn't it great?"

      "I'm not sure yet," he called back, "I'll let you know when my stomach goes back to the right place."

      The wind carried her laugh as they soared higher.
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      Travin's heart raced harder than he could ever recall it doing. He'd seen and done a lot in his relatively short life, but nothing compared to this. He was both exhilarated and further disappointed that a dragonet hadn't chosen him. To ride a dragon daily, the dizzying heights, the feeling of the magnificent creature, wings beating to keep them airborne—the experience was so incredible he found himself blinking away tears.

      The wind whipped Laynin's hair back toward him, forcing him to turn his head while he clung, arms around the draakin. She was only slightly less impressive than Risper. She'd done what only a handful of others had, she'd bonded a dragon. That alone made her special. The fact she was lovely didn't hurt, but that was a minor detail to him. Not that he stood a chance with a draakin, even one as approachable as her.

      He released one hand, raised his goggles and wiped his eyes. An inadvertent glance down made him grab hold again quickly. Euru, it was a long way to the ground. He swallowed hard and pushed down rising panic. The wind whipped past, its biting fingers making him cold. He shivered.

      Part of him wanted to close his eyes, but as Risper banked into a current, he saw Tsaisa laid out below them. From here, even the Dragonhall and annex looked tiny. The tavern looked deserted, but people the size of little bugs, wandered the streets. Out to the west he saw the long expanse of beach stretch for kilometres in both directions. Beyond that was the vast, blue ocean, rippling before it disappeared over the horizon.

      He heard laughter and realised it was coming from him. He was free, like a bird, like the sound of notes soaring from a trained voice.

      "This is incredible!" he shouted into the thermal as they flew. He felt Laynin shake, and knew she was laughing too, a low, husky sound.

      "Thank you for letting me come."

      "You're welcome," she replied.

      Risper dropped a metre or so, losing one current and gaining another. Travin's stomach fell and rose with the movement. Would his magic work on dragons? Maybe he should try touching him, just to see if he'd turn a little. No, it might endanger them if it worked.

      Could Risper read his thoughts? He expected so. Just in case, he closed his eyes, screwed up his face and thought, Thanks for the ride.

      He got no response.

      "Where are we going?" he called out over the sound of rushing air. The noise was greater than he'd expected. On windy days, the wind blew loudly, moaning and shoving at buildings and people, but this was a constant roar. A cacophony, as though the sky was being forced apart so they could fly through it. The higher they rose, the more it protested.

      "Koo," she shouted back. At least, that was what it sounded like. He pictured a map in his mind and nodded. The small town was on the coast, a few days south by foot, if one was walking quickly. For someone like him, who might be inclined to stop at every farm or hamlet on the way, it could take weeks.

      "We're almost at the border," she added.

      "Already?" He looked back down in surprise. "How can you tell?"

      "Risper told me."

      "All right, how does he know?"

      She didn't reply for a moment, then shouted, "He said he just does. Maybe he knows the landmarks."

      The land below was laced with hills and roads, fields dotted with the occasional farmhouse. Travin too would learn the lie of the land if he overflew it often enough. The fact they'd covered so much of it so quickly was incredible. Tsaisa wasn't far from the border, but far enough that it would take hours if they'd walked.

      "Risper says you're welcome by the way," she added, surprising him further. "He likes you."

      "He has good taste."

      "Yes, he does." Her laughter faded quickly. She pointed diagonally downward.

      "What?" He squinted in the direction she'd indicated.

      "Oh."

      There, just ahead, was the first sign of where the border was. Men in leather armour stood on, and to either side of the road. Their presence wouldn't stop anyone who decided to skirt around them, but no wagon could pass without going this way. Judging by the handful lined up down the road, none had been allowed through this morning.

      He hung on more tightly to Laynin as Risper veered to the east and dropped rapidly. They flew just over the tops of the trees, close enough to touch them.

      "Do you think they saw us?"

      Laynin shook her head. "I don't know. We're hard to miss, but I didn't hear anyone shouting, or see anyone pointing, did you?"

      "No." But he hadn't been looking out for either. Would the dragon ducking away so quickly have been construed as threatening if they had been noticed? If he was a guard, he'd find it extremely suspicious. But then, the very presence of a dragon might be considered so. Either way, it couldn't be helped now.

      Risper flew inland for a few minutes, then banked and headed back south, before winging west, toward the coast. They stayed in sight of the ocean, but far from the road. An occasional track passed below them, but with no one on them. If anyone was going around the border checkpoint, they weren't going this way. Or, Travin mused, they were hiding as Risper passed overhead.

      With that in mind, he squinted downward, looking for signs of anything which looked out of place. He thought he caught sight of a flash of red, but they were over it and gone before he could be sure.

      For the first time, Laynin's warning about the potential danger of coming here sunk in. Another king had invaded this kingdom and killed people. And he, Travin, had come here to satisfy his curiosity. He grimaced.

      "Maybe we should turn back," he suggested.

      He felt her stiffen.

      "You can go back," she said over her shoulder. "I can drop you off here, but it might be a long walk."

      "Just a bit," he agreed. "Ara might be right though. It may not be safe."

      "I'm not leaving without seeing my family," she replied. He saw her chin jut out, determined.

      "All right, all right." He'd have thrown up his arms had he not been holding on. "It was just a suggestion."

      For a moment she didn't respond, but then her body relaxed. "I'm sorry. I'm just worried."

      "I know." He hadn't thought she had much cause to, but he'd since revised that assumption. The reach of Tarlu Rosharias was clearly further than they'd guessed. His army had reached the border with Marth. How long would it be before his eyes turned that way too?

      "Risper needs a rest," Laynin said. "I know a place. It should be deserted."

      He heard what she left unsaid. Nothing had been as they supposed. This might not be either. His palms and underarms prickled with sweat, in spite of the cold wind, a sure sign of his anxiety.

      Riding a dragon might not be much consolation if he died today.
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      "There." Laynin pointed toward the ground. Rising up out of the trees was a structure made of stone. Not a natural landmark then.

      "It looks like—" As Risper descended and landed neatly, Travin saw exactly what it was. Or rather, had been. "Another Dragonhall?"

      He undid his straps and slid down before turning with the intention of helping Laynin. She arched an eyebrow at him and dismounted unaided. Risper trudged a few steps and plopped onto the ground under a tree.

      "Apparently, hundreds of years ago, there were dozens of them all over the continent," Laynin said, picking her way toward it. "This one is only visible from the air, which is fortunate."

      "People would take the stone and use them to build fences," Travin said with a nod. While leaving it here might be considered wasteful, it was a piece of history. History, he soon discovered, which was covered in animal dropping and dirt. Some sections still stood three stories high, stones curving where stairs had long ago crumbled away. One side had collapsed entirely, letting in the rain and the surrounding forest. Trees grew in the centre of the structure.

      "Kaylis is a few kilometres from here," Laynin said, stopping beside him. "The draakin must have been more isolated than we are."

      "There must have been a lot more dragons then too," he said, nudging a free stone with his booted foot.

      "So they say, yes." She looked wistfully toward Risper.

      "What happened to the rest?" he asked softly.

      She twitched and her eyes glazed over. He reached out a hand, but stopped short of touching her.

      "Laynin?" His voice shook.

      "She is here, but she is allowing me to speak to you." Her mouth moved, but her voice was deeper, her tone more formal. For a moment Travin was confused, his mind flicking back to the soldier's mention of a ghoul. It had seemed funny then, but now…

      Then he understood. "Risper." He was aware that dragons sometimes spoke though their draakin, but he'd never seen it. It was disconcerting to say the least.

      "Yes. I apologise if I concerned you. You asked what happened to the dragons, I thought I would answer."

      "All…all right." Travin lowered his arm. "So—"

      "They died," Laynin-Risper said. "Dragons breed so rarely, we can't keep up. We bonded our servants, but—"

      "Wait, your what?" Travin blinked hard.

      "Oh yes, people served dragons, brought food, guarded our eggs. They saw us as a kind of… deity, if you will. Others saw us differently. They threatened our young. In order to communicate with humans, we had to bond them. In time, we had no choice but to bond. Alas, our numbers dwindle."

      "I see."

      Laynin jerked, blinked twice and then sagged.

      "That was about a thousand years of history in a matter of minutes," she said, giving Risper a rueful look.

      "Is that—" Travin hesitated. "Did that hurt, or…"

      She shook out her arms as if shaking off the effects and smiled. "Risper would never do anything which caused me pain. It's unsettling, but that's all."

      She sat down on a fallen stone that lay with a flat side upward. "I know what he's saying as he says it, and I can think for myself, but I have no control over my own body. Every time he does that, I try to move, or speak, just to see if this time I can. I'm never able to, though."

      He chewed his lip and sat beside her. "So, he has magic?" He'd never given it much thought, but magic explained both the bond and this.

      "Of sorts," she replied, "Ara once suggested they have all three magics, at least to some extent."

      He nodded slowly. "So that was his version of touching? Only, without the touching." He scratched his head.

      Laynin chuckled at his confusion. "I think the bond serves as a kind of touch. The bonding itself is a bit like singing, but done with the mind. It's—" She frowned. "It's like using words to control the mind of someone else. Singers need a tune. Dragons just… do it." She shrugged.

      "And he's a seer too?" Travin eyed the dragon.

      "Not in terms of getting visions of the future, no, but dragons know a suitable person to bond, from one who might cause them problems. They're usually not wrong."

      "So, you think they see the person the hopefuls will become, and choose accordingly?"

      "Something like that, yes," she agreed. "Risper told me once that a man wasn't chosen and died that very night. But then, he got drunk and fell off the roof of the Dragonhall, so perhaps that was coincidental."

      Travin gave a short laugh. "Maybe the dragon saw that he drank too much?" He thought back the night before last. It seemed like long ago already. Could the dragons have seen that in him? He didn't drink to excess often. Even as he had that thought, he heard Laynin laugh.

      "Have you seen how much some of the draakin drink? I don't think the dragons are too judgmental there. Although sometimes I do wonder if they should be."

      "You don't seem to indulge too much," he remarked.

      She cocked her head at him. "Oh, have you been watching me?"

      He blushed and had to take a moment to avoid speaking with a stutter. "I make note of all the draakin. I thought if I was lucky enough to be one someday, I should pay attention. Besides, I'm a bard. It's my job to watch people. How better to write a song about them?"

      She shook a finger at him. "No writing songs about me," she said, her tone scolding. "Ara, certainly, maybe Luthin. They're far more interesting than me."

      "I disagree," he said. He hesitated for a moment. "Can I ask you something?"

      "I don't know. You have me worried now, about what you might want to know." Her eyebrows rose in speculation.

      He tried to ignore his body's response to her and didn't help himself by asking, "Have you ever been touched?" He blushed. "I mean, by a magin. I mean… Oh, All the Gods!"

      She laughed. "You mean under their control, like with Risper? No, never. Unless it happened without me knowing, and that would be rude."

      He nodded his agreement. "It would."

      "You're a toucher?" she guessed.

      "Yes."

      "You're wondering if what you do feels the same as what he does?"

      "I suppose so." He itched to know.

      She looked toward Risper. "He needs a few minutes more, so I suppose we have time to find out." She licked her lips. "Just promise you won't ask me to do anything I won't like. If you do, we'll leave you here."

      He believed her.

      He held up his hand, palm outward. "I swear." Tentatively, he reached out and touched the back of her hand. Her skin was soft and warm, but trembling slightly. Was that because of him or concern over her family? If having to stop was chafing her, she hid it well. Although, it stood to reason that Risper would come first with her, always. Even before her family.

      "Raise your other hand," he said softly, letting magic flow from him, into her.

      Her hand rose a few centimetres.

      "Wriggle your fingers."

      She wriggled them.

      "I'm going to ask you to stand, but try to fight me." Keeping his hand on hers, he stood slowly. She moved with him, although her brow furrowed.

      His hand dropped and he stood back. "Well?"

      She lowered her hands and looked at them as though she thought they weren't hers.

      "That was just as disconcerting. I was trying hard to stay sitting, but my body wouldn't respond at all. But it was different too. You weren't in my head. I had no idea what you were going to ask, except what you were telling me to do. Can you do that without speaking?"

      His fingertips lightly rested on hers. Shake your head.

      Her head moved slowly from side to side, but it moved.

      She looked disconcerted, so he stepped away, sensing her need for space and time to process what he could do.

      "That felt very odd," she said. "No offence, but I think I like it better when Risper does it."

      "None taken." He pressed a hand to his chest and bowed, just a tilt forward, while his eyes never left her face. "I swore I would never make you do anything you didn't like, and I meant that."

      "Good. We should continue on." She turned away and he wondered if his curiosity had destroyed a potential friendship.
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      Laynin watched the ground as Risper flew low over the trees. The stop had unnerved her. Not just because of Travin's magic, but because the idea that her family might be suffering while she hid out near a crumbling relic itched at her. She couldn't blame Risper; carrying two people for a period of time was wearing, especially if he couldn't fly high enough to glide. At this altitude, he had to rise and fall, and weave around treetops. They couldn't risk flying much higher. They were already visible enough.

      We are approaching the road again.

      She squinted. The wide expanse of coastal road unwound before them. They'd avoided Kaylis, veering away from the town before resuming their southward journey. She estimated their location to be halfway between there and Koo. Close enough for her heart to flutter with anxiety.

      The road bears many travellers, Risper remarked, but I suspect they do not travel for leisure, or indeed, for work.

      "Are there soldiers?" she asked, speaking aloud for Travin's benefit.

      I see none. Many men, women. Many children. Their minds are fearful.

      "He said they're refugees," Laynin said, surmising from the dragon's description. She chewed her lip.

      "Do you want to talk to them?" Travin called out, his words drawn away by wind, but audible nonetheless. "They may have news."

      She wanted to refuse, to go on and find her family. Rationally, she knew the moment Ara found out where she'd been, she'd want details. Anything they could learn here might be pertinent.

      "I suppose so." People fleeing for their lives were unlikely to stop and tell soldiers a dragon dropped by. At least she hoped that would be the case.

      Risper back-winged and landed on a patch of dirt beside the road, causing a group of refugees to startle. A baby started to cry and several small children hid behind their parents.

      One of the men carried a pick he looked ready to use.

      You should stay on my back, Risper warned, they're scared and angry.

      I can see that. She spoke softly over her shoulder. "Don't unstrap. I'm not sure why they think we're a threat, but they do."

      "Risper is big," Travin whispered back.

      She couldn't disagree.

      "Good day," she called out politely. "We mean you no harm, we're simply seeking news of the—the troubles in Alvarios."

      "Troubles?" The man with the pick spat on the ground. "Is that what you northerners are callin' it?"

      "Steady, Yallif," an older woman said, stepping forward and resting a hand on his shoulder. "Good day, draakin. The troubles have been many these last months." She pursed her lips before continuing. "Indeed, they go back further. There has been unrest—"

      Yallif snorted loudly, but she ignored him.

      "—for a good year or two. First whispers, then rumbles, then soldiers."

      "Whispers and rumbles of what?" Laynin asked.

      "And they call us ignorant," Yallif began. The woman hushed him with a wave of her hand.

      "War," she stated, "but more than that. King Tarlu is an ardent follower of Euru."

      Laynin waited for her to elaborate. When she didn't, the draakin said, "I've heard the Cult of Euru is popular in the south."

      "More than popular," the woman said, "compulsory."

      The word hung in the air for several moments.

      "He's insisting people follow Euru?" Travin sounded disbelieving.

      "He's forcing people to abandon their gods and believe in Euru. His soldiers, many of them magin, have killed people who refuse."

      "Whole families," Yallif interjected.

      Laynin's stomach turned. Apart from invoking all the Gods at opportune moments, her family had never held much faith in any deity. Her hand rested on Risper's neck, comforted by his warm presence.

      "We prefer to choose who we worship," the woman stated, tilting her chin up proudly.

      "Of course you do," Laynin replied, "as is your right." She didn't approve of anyone telling others who or what they could or couldn't worship, but another aspect of this was much more pressing.

      "You said magin are killing people?" She glanced over her shoulder at Travin. He looked as perturbed as she felt. Having experienced the kind of power he had, she felt chilled. For those few moments, she'd been solely in his power. Her thoughts had been nothing more sinister than having him make her touch his manhood. Now, that seemed laughable. He could, had he wished, have told her to stop breathing.

      She would have had no choice.

      "Aye." The woman nodded. "Singers, touchers. Sometimes with magic, sometimes with a rope."

      "Made old Faffi hang herself, they did." Yallif said bitterly. "Sang while she knotted the rope, stepped on a box and jumped. Could do nothin' to stop herself."

      "All the Gods," Travin whispered. "This is worse than I'd thought."

      Laynin had no idea how bad he'd suspected it might be, but it was certainly more horrendous than anything she'd been expecting. If Ara punished her for coming here, she'd take it. They needed to know all of this, however awful.

      "Is anyone in Alvarios trying to fight back?"

      "Against magin?" The woman asked, shaking her head in disbelief. "Those who try won't get too far. They're pulling no punches. They think they have Euru on their side. Who is to argue with them?" She scowled. "No god I follow would want people to die in their name."

      "Just a chicken once in a while," Yallif growled.

      "That was one time, and during a drought," the woman retorted. "It worked, didn't it?"

      He grunted in reply.

      Laynin doubted that killing a chicken would really bring rain, but it seemed like a harmless thing to believe. As long as they didn't start sacrificing dragons. "I can't believe a god would want people dead either," she said diplomatically.

      "Don't know if they do," Yallif said. He lowered his pick to the ground and leaned on the handle. "That's what King Tarlu has decided. Maybe it's the magin that want us dead."

      "I'm sure it's just some of them." Travin sounded nervous. Laynin didn't blame him. They might decide the magin in front of them could represent the rest of them, and take their fear out on him.

      "Aye," Yallif agreed, "well I ain't seen them killing magin who didn't believe in Euru."

      "We don't know any," the woman said, giving him a scathing look to match her tone. "For all we know, Faffi was one. She sure had good sense about the weather."

      Yallif shrugged and turned away. "We should keep going."

      "The border is closed," Laynin said to his back. "King Tarlu has men on the road. If you skirt around, you should be safe."

      For the first time, the woman smiled. "Thank you, draakin. We've been traveling for days. We wouldn't want to get there only to be turned back."

      "Or worse," Yallif called out behind him.

      "Aye," she said softly, "or worse."

      Laynin nodded her thanks and Risper moved back a few steps to give them room to pass.

      Before they walked on, a little girl of maybe five or six years old ran up to Risper. With a shy smile, she held up her hand to Laynin. She opened it to show a flower she must have picked on her travels. The stem was squashed, but the petals were still a vibrant yellow.

      "Is that for me?" Laynin asked. She leaned down and held out her hand.

      The girl nodded, handed her the flower and darted off.

      Laynin lifted the flower to her nose. It had a soft, sweet fragrance, like honey.

      "Thank you," she said to the child's back. She tucked the flower into a pocket and watched the group move on. Some of the adults spoke in low voices as they went. Their hand gestures suggested they were considering her advice, but trying to ascertain the best route to take if they left the road. On the way back, she'd seek them out and see if they were all right. There was little more she could do for them.

      "Do you believe all of that?" Travin asked, speaking in her ear. "I mean, I know the followers of Euru are devoted, but killing people who don't follow… It sounds extreme."

      "It does," she agreed, "but that doesn't mean it's not true."

      "I know, but—"

      "Is that what's bothering you?" she asked, more tersely than she intended. "Or is it because they spoke of magin killing people?"

      "You don't find that disturbing?"

      "Of course I do, but I'm not magin. If they mentioned people on dragons flying about killing people, I'd be worried they'd blame me for it."

      "I'd never kill anyone," he said.

      "I know that, but they said what they said." She shrugged. "All right, let's keep going. We still have an hour or two of flying ahead of us."

      His only response was to grunt. She was too accustomed to Zannis and her moods to let it bother her.

      He was scared. So was she. He may regret coming down here, but he was here now. He'd just have to hang on tight until they got back to Tsaisa.
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      They stayed within sight of the road the rest of the way. Every few kilometres Laynin spotted travellers. Some looked like refugees, others were traders with carts and wagons full of goods. On one occasion, they had to veer around trees to avoid being seen by a contingent of soldiers. They gave no sign they had seen the dragon or his passengers, but her heart was in her mouth more and more with each sighting.

      Koo is just up ahead, Risper said, sounding as calm as ever.

      Laynin nudged Travin with her elbow and pointed.

      "We're nearly there."

      "I thought it would be bigger," he remarked.

      "Why?" she called back, giving a nervous laugh.

      "I don't know. I suppose I just can't imagine you coming from a small town. You seem—"

      "Yes?"

      "I don't know."

      She waited for more, but he must have decided to stop before he offended her. It was, after all, a long walk back to Tsaisa from here.

      Smiling to herself, she kept her eyes on the ground as Risper banked, circling the small town. It was little more than a few dozen houses, a tavern, a couple of businesses and a dock for the fishing boats. The fleet was moored in a small harbour, where it spent the day before venturing out before sunset. The ritual was one she knew well. Her father had worked on one of them since before she was born, and later owned one of them. She couldn't tell which from here. The entire fleet was built the same way, more or less, only newer masts here and there suggesting differences between them.

      The town itself was quiet. Not a single person walked about or was working. Only a tendril of smoke from the blacksmith's suggested any sign of life.

      "We're going to land and check it out," she said, turning her head only enough to be heard. "Be ready to leave again immediately if we need to."

      "Do you think that'll be necessary?" Travin asked.

      "I have no idea, just be ready," she snapped.

      "I'm sorry. Of course." He sounded contrite, but she had no time to make up right now. Her heart was in her mouth, and it raced. There were a dozen reasons why the town might look deserted, but she could only focus on one at the moment.

      Risper landed neatly on the edge of town.

      "Maybe you should stay here," she said, unbuckling her straps.

      "I'm coming with you," he said firmly. "Don't argue."

      She sighed. "Fine. Then stay close." Her boots thudded as she hit the ground. She grimaced and shrunk down a little, but chided herself a moment later. If there was anyone here, they'd have noticed a dragon long before the sound of boots alerted them to their presence.

      Travin's feet made less noise as he dropped down beside her.

      "Which is their house?" he asked, his voice low. Again, she knew it was silly. They might as well shout.

      In spite of that, she pointed and spoke softly. "The one at the end of the lane." She hadn't been back for months, but the small cottage hadn't changed at all. Flowers in neat rows decorated the outside, most in full bloom. The lack of weeds suggested they'd been tended recently.

      Before she got within a few metres of the house, the door creaked open. A form darted out and threw itself at Laynin.

      "Scruffy." She knelt to scratch the head of the excited terrier. He wagged his tail and jumped up at her knees, panting with excitement. "Wherever you are, Reeka must be."

      She looked up to see her sister standing in the doorway. At eighteen, she was a few years younger than Laynin, but the resemblance was obvious. They both shared the same dark hair, brown eyes, the same shaped face.

      "Nin." Reeka stepped out and hugged her as Laynin straightened up.

      "Squirt," Laynin said with a smile.

      Her sister grimaced. "I'm taller than you are now," she retorted.

      Laynin smiled. "You'll always be my baby sister. Are Mother and Father here?"

      "Just in back." Reeka jerked a thumb over her shoulder and moved aside.

      "This is Travin," Laynin said briefly.

      Reeka nodded at him. "Welcome. Any friend of Nin's and all that."

      "Thanks, it's nice to meet you."

      In back meant the sitting area to the rear of the cottage. Nothing inside looked out of place, as usual. Her parents liked to keep the house tidy, with everything neat on shelves and in cupboards.

      Her mother was seated at the table they used for meals, darning a pair of trousers. Father was sitting nearby, working on a fishing net.

      "I was wondering when you'd come by." Kaisen Laithorn looked up from his work as though he'd waited for his daughter to appear at any moment.

      Javena murmured her agreement while threading a needle.

      Laynin pulled out a chair and sat. "Where is everyone? The town looks deserted."

      "They're keeping inside, out of the way," Kaisen said.

      "Of what?" Travin asked.

      Kaisen and Javena exchanged glances.

      "Rosharias' men," Kaisen said with a grunt.

      "We saw people fleeing." Laynin told them about the refugees.

      "Mmmhmm, some left from here too," Kaisen said, "but our livelihoods are here. And if we have to say we believe in Euru, then that's what we'll do." He'd always been a practical man.

      "Father said it's all right to lie at times like this," Reeka said from near the doorway.

      "It saved your hide, missy." Javena shook a finger at her.

      Laynin shrugged. "I'm just glad you're alive. I thought when we were flying over, that…"

      "It'll take more than threats to bother us," her father scolded. She looked at Kaisen, who nodded and lifted the net.

      "Reeka, go and take this to Juvis. It's fixed now. Tell him I said to be more careful."

      "But—" she started to argue. "Yes Father." She took the net and walked out, Scruffy trotting at her heels.

      "Your sister is magin," Kaisen said, his voice a gravelly whisper. "She's a singer. Rosharias' men, they were looking for them. Said if I knew any, I should tell them. Well, I'd rather pretend to worship their god than tell them about my own daughter."

      "Goodness knows what they'd do to her," Javena added, her face pale.

      "You did the right thing," Laynin said, giving her mother's arm a pat. "But you should come to Marth with us. You'll all be safer there."

      "That dragon of yours hold five, can he?" Kaisen said, looking toward the window.

      "I can call for help," Laynin said uncertainly. Who could she call for who wouldn't get into just as much trouble with Ara as she would? She didn't dare ask Ara herself to come.

      "I could take Reeka and come back for you." It would be a long day for Risper, but he'd manage. Assuming Ara didn't catch her and prevent their return to Koo.

      Kaisen put an arm around her and pulled her to him. "As long as we keep our mouths shut about her, we'll be fine. All of this will settle down soon enough. Most people don't care who rules Alvarios, as long as taxes aren't too high and they don't pass laws against drinking ale and whatnot."

      Laynin nestled into her father's shoulder and smiled.

      "I don't think people would like that much," she agreed, "including the soldiers."

      Kaisen chuckled. "Indeed not."

      "Still, I'd feel better knowing you're safe."

      "We're perfectly safe," Javena assured her. "You know us. We're tough as dragon's talons. Where do you think you got it?"

      "I did suspect," Laynin sat up. "But don't think I won't come back as often as I can to check on you."

      "You had better," her mother scolded, "you don't come home nearly enough." She shook her needle at her.

      Laynin decided to try one more time. "If you lived closer—"

      "You're as persistent as your father," Javena said with a smile, "but you inherited stubbornness from us both, worse luck. We're not leaving."

      "All right, all right." Laynin held her hands up in surrender. "Take care of each other. And Reeka."

      "That we will. That rascal of a pup of hers warns us if anyone comes close."

      "That's good." Laynin wished he was big enough to defend them if need be, but he was better than nothing. Although if Reeka could sing, she might do some damage of her own. That thought should have given her comfort, but she felt more unsettled now than she had before.
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      Travin tried to relax and enjoy the flight back to Tsaisa. The food Laynin's mother had prepared sat heavily in his stomach. In the back of his mind he was aware of Risper banking inland and avoiding roads and tracks, or anywhere they might be seen.

      For the most part, his mind was turned inward, thoughts about what he'd seen and heard warring to make sense. He narrowly missed getting a face full of Laynin's hair as the wind blew it backwards. He liked her, wanted to trust her, but now he was second-guessing his decision to tell her he was magin.

      Up until now, it wasn't something he'd thought too much about. He compared it to his being male, or his preference for men or women. It was just a fact about him, and nothing he needed to announce to people. Even as he thought that, he gave himself a mental shake.

      Being a man was one thing, the ability to control people just with touch was something else. The first time he'd done it, he'd scared himself and his mother.

      Although he hadn't thought about it in years, his mind wandered back to that day. He hadn't been more than five or six at the time. His mother took his favourite toy—a wooden dragon—because he'd done something or other wrong.

      "You'll get it back tomorrow, when you've learnt your lesson," she said, giving him a stern look.

      "But Mamma!" A tear rolled down his cheek and his hands curled into small fists of anger. "Want my dragon!" He grabbed for her wrist, wishing all the while that she'd change her mind and give it back.

      Her eyes slightly glazed, she reached for his other hand and dropped the dragon onto his palm.

      He pulled both hands back, clutching the precious dragon to his chest. "Thank you Mamma!" He turned and went to skip away.

      "Wait a minute." The tone of her voice made him turn back, a little fearful that she might have changed her mind again.

      "Yes Mamma?"

      "I had no intention of giving that back until tomorrow." She looked distant. "I should have known this day would come. After all, your father—" she blinked a few times and looked at him sternly. "Do you understand what you just did?"

      He took a step back, scared and confused all at once.

      "I'm sorry," he said; the default response when he had no idea what he'd done wrong. His voice wavered, eyes filled with further tears. Travin was almost certain he was in big trouble, maybe big enough that Mamma might put his dragon on the fire. She'd threatened to do that once, but he had never seen her so angry she might actually do it. Now, she didn't seem angry, at least not in the shouty way she got sometimes. No, this was different and it made his body shake.

      "I didn't mean to." That seemed like the thing to say. Perhaps he could defuse the situation if he was apologetic enough.

      She confused him further when she smiled at him. "Of course you didn't. I should have told you that you might be magin."

      Magin. He knew the word, had some basic understanding that it meant someone who could do magic. He frowned. He hadn't done anything extraordinary, he'd just wanted his dragon back.

      "I'm sorry," he ventured again.

      She gave a soft laugh. "I should scold you, but I don't think you're even aware of what you did."

      He smiled and shook his head. Evidently he wasn't in trouble anymore. That was good. Now, if he could just go and play—

      "Come and sit down with me. I need to explain to you what you can and can't do now that we know you're a toucher."

      "But—" Suddenly losing his dragon for one night didn't seem so bad. Now he was stuck listening to one of her talks. "Yes Mamma."

      By the time she'd finished, he understood that he had a power he wasn't to use because of something called free will, and something else called consent. She'd looked distant when talking about the latter.

      "So what can I do with it?" he asked.

      "You may use it to sooth angry animals. Even angry friends, as long as they agree to it. You may have to speak to your friends beforehand."

      "How will I know they're about to get angry?"

      She laughed. "Speak to them when they're not angry. Get their permission to help them when they are. Then you'll know it's all right."

      He understood, but couldn't imagine holding such a conversation.

      "Can I go and play now?" he asked.

      She sighed. "Yes, just be careful with what you do."

      He hopped up from where he'd sat on her lap. He took a step away, then turned back and held out his hand, the toy dragon on his palm.

      "I was naughty. You should take this until tomorrow," he said, his face solemn.

      She took the dragon and put it on the table beside her chair. "He can sit there until then, keeping an eye on you."

      "Like real dragons?" he asked, imagining his toy many times larger, catlike eyes blinking slowly as he observed the small boy.

      "Just like that," she agreed. "Dragons are always looking out for people and keeping them safe."

      Travin didn't know how she knew such a thing, but she was his mother, therefore it must be the truth.

      "Go and play now, we have worship in an hour."

      "Yes Mamma." Euru was too abstract a concept for a young boy, but he got to sing at worship and that was his favourite thing, second only to dragons. It was—if other adults were to be believed—something he was good at. He didn't know about that, but he liked the praise. Maybe if he sang well enough, Euru would let him have a dragon someday.

      He blinked and returned to the present, mildly surprised to remember he was sitting on Risper's back. The memory lingered in the front of his mind. Understanding the implications of his mother's words had taken a long time. Now they were mixed with the refugees' account of people being forced to convert to Euru.

      He'd never given much thought to religion. His mother had wanted her son to share her faith in Euru, but had never tried to impress it onto anyone else. As a boy, he'd played with friends who had all sorts of beliefs, and some had none. It hadn't seemed to matter any more than the colour of anyone's skin, or if they preferred pink flowers to yellow ones. Truthfully, Traven's yardstick for friendship was how obsessed someone else was with dragons. The more, the better in his eyes, although he'd had a friend whose passion was swords. All she'd wanted to do was fight with sticks, and pretend she was a soldier.

      "Why would you want to be a soldier when you could be a draakin," he'd asked.

      "I don't want to be a draakin," she'd said, and danced away to parry with a tree.

      He smiled, although he couldn't recall her name anymore. Had she become a soldier? Women sometimes did, although it wasn't common. If she had, he hoped she worshipped Euru. Of all the gods in the four kingdoms, Euru was the only one who promised to return people to a new life after death. The rest simply offered an end. Why learn a lifetime of lessons only to have nothing to show for it? Granted, the priests had never said what happened to a person's memories after they died, Travin had long ago decided that some of that must stay with a person as they were reborn. Otherwise, what was the point of rebirth?

      "We're almost there." Laynin's voice, spoken suddenly after at least an hour of silence, startled him.

      He looked down, surprised to see the road heading north into Tsaisa beneath them. Ahead, he made out the towering Dragonhall and the town nestled at its feet. He imagined it crumbling like the one in Kaylis and grimaced. Such a grand structure deserved to be taken care of. He couldn't imagine a day when the hall wasn't bustling as it was now, dragons coming and going, people hurrying about on a variety of tasks.

      "Is Nehko there?" Travin asked. If the great creature was, then the chance that Ara was waiting were increased.

      "Yes." Laynin sighed. "Risper says Ara wants to see me immediately."

      Travin's heart sank. He wasn't sure knowing her family was safe would be much consolation for whatever she might be facing now.

      Risper winged toward the courtyard and landed neatly. Travin expected to see Ara herself standing there, tapping her foot and glaring. It wasn't until they'd released their straps and Laynin removed Risper's saddle that the draakin leader appeared.

      Travin saw her step through a doorway and licked his lips. It might have been easier had she looked furious, and straight away begun to shout.

      Instead, Ara's face was calm, almost expressionless, but for her eyes. Those looked like chips of ice, flashing with lightning upon seeing them both standing there.

      Wind from Risper's wake ruffled his hair as the dragon leapt and headed for the roof. Good for him, he could make his escape. Travin was only able to stand and try to keep from looking down at his feet.

      "Travin," she said cooly, addressing him first. "Laynin, where have you been?"

      "Good afternoon, Ara," Laynin replied, her voice almost matching her leader's for evenness. Only the rise in pitch as she said the woman's name betrayed her nerves. "We went south seeking information."

      The look Ara gave them said she knew perfectly well where they'd been. She listened as Laynin told her about their journey, leaving out only any mention of Travin's magic. She spared him a glance once or twice, so he knew the omission was deliberate. Under the circumstances, it was probably wise.

      Once she was finished speaking, Ara turned back to him. "I'm having a difficult time understanding why you should remain as a hopeful. Do you understand the stupidity of endangering a dragon?"

      "Yes, draakin," he replied politely, looking at Laynin. "I thought perhaps it would take two to keep him, and his draakin, safe."

      Laynin snorted. "We weren't in any danger. But Travin's right, he did come to help me. However, it was all my idea."

      He opened his mouth to protest, but she gave him a stern look and he fell silent. Perhaps she assumed Ara would only punish him lightly if she took the blame. That didn't sit right with him, but he saw her determination.

      "I assume you have a mind of your own," Ara said curtly, "however Nehko has spoken to Risper, who assures him that your intentions were noble. You're very lucky you weren't in danger, or worse, killed."

      "Yes, draakin," he agreed.

      "We know more now than we knew before," Laynin said.

      "To what end?" Ara replied, "it's not our business. Now, Travin, I'll ask you leave us now. I'll consider your status as a hopeful, although I'm sure it won't matter any time soon. I advise you to reconsider before you undertake any future foolhardy journeys."

      "Yes, draakin," he said, looking as contrite as he could. At least he got to ride on a dragon. He glanced at Laynin.

      She grimaced and said, "Thank you for coming with me."

      He nodded to her, gave Ara a bow and headed toward the door. He felt bad for leaving, but as Ara started a tirade aimed at the younger draakin, he couldn't help but feel slightly relieved. Hopefully he'd have a chance later to make it up to Laynin for having hurried off and letting her face the music alone.
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      The Tsaisan temple dedicated to Euru was small, just a single story, maybe half the size of the tavern. Gallia joked that it was smaller because more people wanted to drink than worship a god. Travin wasn't sure she was wrong. At this time of day, the tavern would be packed, or close to it.

      The temple, on the other hand, contained a handful of worshippers and a priest standing before them, delivering a sermon in a soothing tone. It was much more what Travin needed right now.

      He pulled a cushion over from where they were stashed in a corner and sat cross-legged, his hands on his knees. His mind tossed and turned, but he closed his eyes and focused on the priest's words and his own breathing.

      "Friends," the priest said, "do you believe in love? Love is one of the strongest forces in our world. Stronger than the sword, stronger than the fist. Stronger—" his voice rose "—than the blood of kings."

      Travin noted, with some amusement, that he didn't claim it to be stronger than dragons. Perhaps in a town full of draakin, it wouldn't be considered wise. He forced back the smile and returned his mind to the priest's words.

      "Euru sees into your heart and knows your heart and your mind. Euru wants you to feel love. Love for each other, love for yourself, and overall, love for Euru. In return, Euru loves you.

      "In every moment of every day, Euru knows what you are doing, if you're being kind and understanding. Euru sees you sharing the word, and smiles."

      Travin smirked. Sharing the word of Euru hadn't been high on his list of priorities lately. Or ever. Perhaps he should have taken the time to speak to the refugees. They might have understood that Euru was a far better option than fleeing their homes. In spite of the twinge of guilt, Travin would never try to coerce anyone like that. Besides, it was Rosharias' men they were fleeing from, not Euru. In time, they would come to see that.

      "There are those who proclaim that Euru beckons believers to their death," the priest declared. The congregation rumbled with annoyance.

      "We know better," he continued. "Euru doesn't seek your death. Euru wants you all to live a long life so you may pass on the word, and then Euru will bring you back in a desirable form."

      As a child, Travin wanted to be a dragon. How long would he have to preach to come back as one of those? Fortunately, his dreams were more realistic now; he just wanted to bond one.

      He sighed to himself. Thanks to his reckless curiosity, he might not even get the chance to do that.

      "Go forth friends, share the word and love of Euru with your friends, family, strangers. Your generosity will be rewarded." He nodded to them and the congregation rose and began to leave.

      After a couple of minutes, Travin became aware that only he and the priest remained. As the temple never closed, and worshippers or potential worshippers were always welcome, he didn't hurry to leave. Instead, he sat with his eyes closed, listening to the quiet and trying to relax his turbulent mind.

      "Is all well, my friend?" The priest's voice startled him into opening his eyes. The man sat on a cushion a metre away, his face full of concern.

      "In a manner of speaking, friend," Travin replied, "I've seen and heard some things today which I found troubling."

      "Euru always listens to those who speak and seek guidance," the priest said, "and doesn't share with others what was said."

      Travin nodded. Euru might not, but he wasn't sure the priest was as trustworthy. At any rate, he told him about the day he'd had and how scared the refugees looked. The priest looked genuinely surprised, and troubled too.

      "I cannot condone killing in the name of Euru," the priest said, his brow deeply furrowed. "However, do you not think it best if everyone understood, and followed the true path to rebirth? Would you condemn them to eternal sleep and darkness?"

      Travin rubbed his face. "No, of course not. Just dying seems like such a waste."

      "Indeed it is," the priest agreed.

      Remembering his thought of maybe an hour earlier, Travin asked, "Friend, are our memories reborn with us?"

      The priest looked uncertain for a moment, then replied, "Only the ones Euru deems worthy."

      That seemed like a very diplomatic answer, but likely the only one Travin would get. It wasn't his place to question Euru anyway, he supposed.

      "So what do we do?" he asked. "I know it's best to worship Euru, but shouldn't it be up to each person to decide that for themselves?"

      The priest laughed. "Not always," he replied to Travin's surprise. "It's not up to us to choose the path Euru puts us on, that's Euru's decision. To ask if people have a choice is to suggest we know better than our god. Is that something you think you believe?"

      Travin snorted, although he didn't much like the priest's accusatory tone. "Not at all. I'm just a humble bard."

      The priest looked at him through half-lidded eyes. "Then your path is clear, friend."

      "It is?" Travin wondered where this was headed.

      "Indeed it is. You must sing of Euru, and share the word that way. People listen to bards, they heed your words. Song is a powerful medium in which to build trust and understanding,"

      "I…suppose so," Travin replied uncertainly. "Tavern goers usually don't like being told what to think."

      "Then you must work with subtlety," the priest replied easily. "For the sake of Euru, and all the people of the four kingdoms—" He hesitated. "Three kingdoms. For everyone's chance at rebirth, you must try. Euru will thank you for every person you save. Think of your next life, and how grand it might be."

      Travin knitted his brows. So much for preaching love. He'd never thought of rebirth into wealth, but apparently the priest had. He supposed there were greedy people wherever one went.

      Doubtless Euru had a plan.

      "I suppose I could try to write a song of some kind," he conceded. "I'm not sure any words rhyme with rebirth. Except girth."

      The priest chuckled. "Dearth?" he suggested. "Mirth? Although that may not be suitable for a serious song. And it must be serious. These are serious times. Music for enjoyment is all very well, but bards have a duty to make people think."

      Travin doubted people having a night out at the tavern, full of wine or ale, would agree with that assumption. They wanted to unwind, to forget their woes, not to be preached at. Still, maybe he could write something thought-provoking but subtle.

      "Worth might work." he said, his mind composing a tune already. "I should get started on writing it."

      "Go with love, friend." The priest rose and gave a shallow bow.

      "And you also, friend." Travin got to his feet and placed the cushion back on the pile. His mind was in as much turmoil as it had been, but he had some direction and a measure of excitement.  The latter, he always felt when he had a new song forming in his mind. It itched at the side of his head, urging him to let it out, to make it into something more than just an idea. His mother would have said that it came from Euru, and that the god was flowing through him. Sometimes it did feel like that— like the song wasn't his, he was just a bridge to bring it across from Euru's plane to this.

      Whatever the case, it made his steps faster as he walked toward his lodgings. Judging by the sun, he'd have to work quickly or he'd have no time to catch some sleep before work.
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      "What in the name of All the Gods were you thinking?" Ara demanded, her hands on her hips, eyes furious. Her face was flushed in a way Laynin rarely saw. That look was usually reserved for times of high emotion.

      "I was—"

      Evidently the question was rhetorical, as Ara didn't give her a chance to answer it.

      "Alvarios was invaded only a couple of months ago. Do you grasp what that means? People died. They died because they were killed by invaders."

      "I know, that's why I—"

      Again, Ara cut her off. "Has Risper told you nothing of past conflicts? There's a very good reason why we stay out of the business of the rest of the kingdoms. Even Marth." She whirled away, took a few steps and turned back. "The last time, dragons died. The draakin made the choice to get involved and dozens were killed. Dozens! Can you imagine that happening again? There would be none left."

      She rubbed the tip of her nose with her thumb and forefinger as she did when agitated.

      "I just needed to check on my family," Laynin argued, finally getting a word in. "No one in the area was fighting. The only armed people we saw were on the border."

      "Because you got lucky," Ara replied. "You had no idea what you might find down there, did you?"

      "No, but…" Laynin swallowed. "We were alert for any trouble. For the most part, we didn't see anyone."

      "As far as you know," Ara pointed out, her tone scathing. "Can you guarantee you weren't seen by Rosharias' men? Can you assure me, with absolute confidence that your presence wasn't perceived as a threat? Or an act of war?"

      Laynin's mouth dropped open. She started to stammer a reply, but realised she didn't really have one. At least, not one which would satisfy Ara.

      "No, I can't," she said finally. Her shoulders sagged. All she'd thought about was her family, and how nice it was to fly in the company of someone else who appreciated dragons as much as she did. "I was just worried about them."

      Ara sighed. "I appreciate that, but it is entirely beside the point. Had Risper come under attack, we might have lost him. If he managed to land, you might survive, but what would your life be without him?"

      Laynin blinked back tears. "I don't want to imagine it."

      "Of course you don't." Ara's tone was softer now, but still laced with steel. "But you need to. Anyone who would attack a dragon isn't going to hesitate to hesitate to kill you. Or worse."

      Laynin recoiled at that idea. She knew none of the kings permitted the violation of women or men, but during wartime, such things occurred more often. It was unlikely she'd live long enough to bear witness against any attackers.

      "Furthermore," Ara continued, "you took this ill-considered jaunt while I wasn't here, because you were well aware that I would never endorse such a thing. That might be the most difficult aspect in all of this. You knew I'd say no, so you took off behind my back. I thought better of you. Why, after all, would I have entrusted you to oversee the bonding? I thought you were one of my more reliable, mature draakin. Then you go and do this." She threw her arms up to either side.

      "How am I to ever trust you again?"

      Laynin's mouth went dry and she looked at the ground. She'd fully expected to be reamed, but not this. Ara was right. She'd always been the reliable one, the one people turned to when they had a problem because they knew she'd listen and not run off to tell the entire town their business.

      "I'm sorry," she muttered.

      "You let me down, Laynin. You let yourself and Risper down as well." Laynin glanced up as Ara looked toward the roof. "He should have known better as well, but he was only doing as you asked." She frowned and then sighed. "I have no choice but to ground you."

      "Yes, Ara," Laynin said, hoping her meek tone might translate to a lessening of the sentence.

      "Until further notice," Ara added, to Laynin's chagrin. That could be days, or months, if not longer. "This extends to both of you."

      Laynin groaned.

      Ara ignored her. "You may bring food here for Risper. He may not hunt. Nehko will reinforce that order, in case you choose to defy it. He may, however, fly a short distance to relieve his bowels. There's no point in punishing everyone." She smiled faintly.

      "However, you will assist the new draakin to clean up after the dragonets until they're old enough to fly a reasonable distance."

      "Yes, Ara." Laynin grimaced. Dragon droppings were rarely something a draakin had to deal with, and that was fine with most of them.

      Ara tapped her nose with her finger. "After that, you can help the kitchen staff with cleaning and drying dishes. You seem to enjoy doing that. I'm sure I'll think of other tasks which will keep you suitably occupied."

      Laynin nodded and started to turn away.

      Before she could, Ara called, out, "How are your family?"

      Laynin turned back. "They're fine for now, but I'm worried about them. Alvarios was invaded after all," she said ironically.

      Ara smirked. "Indeed it was. I hope they remain safe."

      "So do I," Laynin replied softly. "So do I." She shrugged off her jacket and slung it over her arm before heading for the stairs which led directly to the roof. On wet days, they became slick and treacherous, but since it hadn't rained for days she was able to trot up to the top.

      Risper lay curled up, his head resting on his forelegs, eyes half-closed as he regarded her.

      I am sorry, he said, blinking slowly.

      "What are you sorry for?" she asked, flopping down on the stone roof and leaning against his leg.

      I could have spoken to Nehko before we left. He would have stopped us from going. Then you would not be in trouble.

      She shrugged. "It's nothing I can't handle. Besides, you know I would have asked you to take me anyway."

      You would have asked and I would have complied, unless Nehko ordered otherwise.

      "And then we would disobey, go anyway, and I'd be grounded for the rest of my life," she finished. "It's better this way. At least she might let me off in a year or two."

      Risper snorted softly. I'm sure it won't last that long. She will cool down eventually.

      "I hope so." Laynin sighed. "I feel bad for letting her down." She chewed her lip. "No, that's not quite right. I feel bad because we got caught. We did what we had to do and I don't regret that. I had to go."

      She rested her head against the warmth of his scaled skin and inhaled his scent. A combination of earthy scent and spices filled her senses. Every dragon smelled unique, but to her mind, Risper smelled the best.

      "Ara asked if you'd ever shown me the past, in which dragons came under attack," she said, eyes closed, weariness from a long day washing over her.

      He exhaled softly. You know I have not. The past is difficult. Also, you never asked.

      "I didn't know to ask." In truth, she preferred to see the memory of his hatching to other, sadder memories. Even happy days with previous draakin were tempered with his sadness at their loss. He'd been connected to and lost dozens of minds before being bonded to her. Showing each was like sharing memories of a child, or a lover. After the first few, she'd stopped asking.

      Perhaps you should see.

      "Only if you want to show me."

      The annex roof dissolved and she found herself looking down from another roof. This one was higher up, and the ocean further away. Kaylis, she decided, but the Dragonhall was still intact. Several hundred men had gathered at the base of the structure. Even from here, she noted their odd clothes. They were attired in kilts, mostly in browns and black. Over those, they wore leather armour which looked like dragon scales. Each was armed with an axe, or a curious, wicked-looking fork.

      Behind them was a contraption made of wood. Several people bustled around it, attaching what looked like a large spear to a section at the rear.

      A voice from amongst the men gave a shout and the spear was flung from what Laynin now saw was a catapult.

      "It'll never reach," someone said.

      Perhaps not this time, Risper replied.

      The spear clattered against the wall of the Dragonhall, metres too low to hit anyone standing above. The draakin laughed derisively. That stopped when the attackers launched another spear, this one narrowly missing a dragon, who was forced to leap out of the way.

      "They're here!"

      Risper-Laynin turned to see a flood of men coming from the stairs leading from the interior of the hall. One swung an axe at a dragon before anyone else could respond. The weapon buried deep in the creature's chest, sending a spray of greenish-yellow blood across those present.

      With a scream of rage, several draakin ran at the man, driving him back and off the side of the hall. He fell with a flailing of limbs and landed out of sight.

      The dragons flamed the remaining attackers into cinders, but not before another spear was hurled, this time taking a draakin in the back.

      Laynin's nostrils were full of the smell of blood and ashes, mingling with the scent of fear. Even in a memory, the smell was vivid and distinct.

      She heard a horn sounding the kilted men's retreat before the scene faded and she was back on the annex of her own Dragonhall.

      "All the Gods," she whispered. War against people with magic might be so much worse.
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      Laynin touched the knife to the neck of the sheep. Her hand trembled. The sheep blinked at her. She lowered the knife.

      She should take the animal from the pen, up to Risper and let him dispatch it before eating.

      Risper's memory of the dragon dying stuck in Laynin's mind. She fell asleep thinking about it, dreamed about it, and it was uppermost in her mind when she awoke.

      In the memory, Laynin-Risper had been close enough to see everything. The significance shocked her and left her anxious. Risper could just as easily have died that day.

      The idea of killing any living thing after that turned her stomach.

      The sheep bleated and made to move away. She grabbed onto it, one arm slung over its back. It bleated again, a higher sound.

      Fearful, Laynin realised.

      Her dithering was making it scared. Even if she could heft it into the hard-cart without it running away, it would be terrified of Risper. It might just be an animal, but it didn't deserve to be scared more than it was.

      With a swallow, she found the sheep's neck and drove the knife into it. Blood spurted onto her hand, hot and sticky. She grimaced and lowered the dying sheep to the ground.

      "I'm sorry, I was hoping it'd be faster than this," she told it. The animal writhed around for several minutes before lying still, red staining its fleece pink.

      "I may never eat meat again," she muttered. Or anything, since her breakfast threatened to depart her stomach. At least Zannis hadn't come out to laugh at her.

      She rose and dragged the sheep by its back legs up and into the hand-cart.

      How hungry are you? she asked, eyeing the remaining sheep.

      Very, Risper replied. At least three sheep worth. He sounded apologetic.

      Laynin sighed. Of course. You know, chickens would be easier. I'd just— She mimed breaking their necks.

      I feel like sheep.

      Do you, or did Nehko tell you to say that? she asked.

      When he didn't reply, she snorted. "So he's punishing me too, is he?"

      He is doing as Ara has asked. But I really do feel like sheep. I like the way their wool feels when I swall—

      "All right, I don't need to hear any more," Laynin replied out loud, making a disgusted face. I think I may suggest to Ara that they shear the sheep before you eat them. It's a waste of wool.

      Where would be the fun then? he asked.

      Exactly. She chose another sheep at random and started toward it.

      The second and third proved easier to kill than the first, but felt heavier as she moved them into the hand-cart. Her arms ached by the time she shoved the last one into place.

      "All right you three," she told them, "no falling off." She took hold of the handle and lifted the back end of the cart so it could roll on its wheels. The load was heavy and unwieldy, making the going slower.

      "Do you need some help?"

      Travin's voice, speaking suddenly, made her startle and almost tip the cart on its side. She rolled it to a stop and straightened up to wipe her brow and rub her back.

      "I didn't see you coming." She glanced around but no one was watching as far she could see. "You'd better not. I'm sure Ara would think of something worse than this if I try to shirk my duties."

      "I wouldn't want to make it worse for you," he replied, his expression rueful. "I feel bad enough leaving you to face her yesterday."

      "She didn't give you a choice," Laynin pointed out.

      "I could have tried to argue," he said uncertainly.

      "No you couldn't. She might not throw her weight around too much, but she's the most powerful person in Tsaisa. Some may say in the kingdoms. She's not a person you want to cross. Be glad she didn't make you leave Marth. If she wanted to, she could."

      "Why didn't she?" he asked, cocking his head and frowning.

      "I suppose she decided you weren't a threat, you just went along with me." She shrugged and then smiled wanly. "Did your mother never warn you about bad influences?"

      He grinned. "All the time. I never paid much attention. The bad influences were always the most fun."

      That drew a laugh from her. "I suppose that's true." With a sigh, she picked up the end of the hand-cart and resumed pushing.

      "Are you sure I can't do that for you? It looks heavy." He fell in beside her and gestured toward the cart.

      "I'm supposed to do this by myself," she replied, "but after that I have to help shovel dragonet dung. Since you're a hopeful, I'm sure she won't mind you doing that with me." She smiled at his grimace.

      "All right," he conceded, "it's the least I can do I suppose, after yesterday."

      "I suspect Ara might get some enjoyment out of watching you do it too."

      "I have a feeling you're right. I'm going to have to work hard to show her I really want to be here, aren't I?"

      "Probably," she agreed. "She'll be watching us both. Speaking of watching, she didn't say you couldn't talk to Risper or me. Do you want to see him rip these poor sheep apart?" She gave a savage smile. Killing them was one thing, but once they were dead, she didn't mind watching her dragon consume them. Truthfully, there wasn't anything she wouldn't watch him do, except perhaps mate. That went on for hours, with much squealing on the parts of both dragons. She preferred to leave him to it.

      "I can't think of anything I want more," he replied. "Well, maybe a couple of things."

      She chuckled and pushed the cart toward the annex, under the archway and into the courtyard.

      "Hopefully he won't leave too many bloodstains. I don't fancy spending the rest of the day washing them out of the paving stones." Laynin tipped the cart, upending the sheep onto the ground.

      "I'm starting to feel sorry for those sheep," he remarked.

      She replied lightly, "It's a little too late for that." She wheeled the cart back out of the way and pointedly stood picking blood out from under her nails.

      "Would you like a knife for that?" He moved to stand beside her, his expression as teasing as his tone.

      "I'm not that bad," she said with a laugh. She liked to be independent and had never been overly feminine, but she wasn't quite ready to clean her nails with a blade.

      He chuckled. "That's good, because I don't have a knife."

      "What sort of bard are you then?" She shielded her eyes and watched Risper unfurl his wings.

      "The kind who is a lover, not a fighter," he shot back.

      "Touché."

      Risper's landing whipped up wind, sending her hair every which way.

      "You might want to step back a bit." She took her own advice as the dragon grabbed hold of the first sheep in his jaws. His teeth closed over it, snapping bone with a crunch similar to a raw vegetable. The squelch which followed made Laynin grimace before Risper began to chew, grinding the front half of the animal before the rest fell free.

      "Well, no one said eating was pretty," Travin remarked.

      She looked over at him and grinned. "You can leave if it's too disgusting for you."

      "No, it's… Yes, it's disgusting, but in a fascinating way. I've never been this close to a dragon while they ate before. It's amazing." His face was a mask of utter fascination.

      "I'm starting to think you wouldn't mind clearing up dung, just so you can be close to the dragons," she said.

      He gave a theatrical sigh. "Guilty. Are you saying you're any different?"

      "Not at all," she replied, "but dung is never pleasant, no matter what it came from."

      "That's—" He stopped short and recoiled as Risper bit into the sheep's head. "I may not eat mutton again."

      She murmured her agreement.
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      One of the few bathhouses in any of the kingdoms, Tsaisa's was old and decorated with chipped and fading frescos. Once open spaces with baths all visible from anywhere in the interior, had long ago been walled off to allow privacy. Men bathed in one section, women in another. Parents with children used a third.

      Travin shared the men's space with only one other man, who seemed determined to pay him no attention. The lack of interaction was fine with him. He had no desire to make conversation. Rather, he was occupied with getting the stink off his skin with cleaning oil. Shovelling dung was not glamorous; he hadn't expected it to be, but the smell clung to his skin. The oil, scented with subtle spices, was certainly preferable.

      He dribbled a small amount onto his palm. Smooth and slick, the smell tickled his nostrils, threatening to make him sneeze. He sniffed the sensation back and started to rub it into his skin.

      His thoughts wandered to Risper and Laynin. The dragon had happily eaten his fill and waddled off to sleep, leaving only fistfuls of wool lying about here and there.

      "Now for the fun part," she'd said, pulling a face.

      Travin was glad his response to thinking about her was hidden under the water. He quashed the sensation by thinking about Ara, and the way the woman had walked past while they'd worked. As Laynin suggested, she had indeed seemed pleased he was undertaking the chore.

      She'd walked away and he turned to see Laynin smiling at him.

      "What?" he asked.

      "Nothing." She shook her head and chuckled to herself.

      "Come on, tell me what's so funny," he insisted, "don't make me dump this all over your boots." He swung the shovel over her feet.

      She snorted. "You wouldn't do that."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Are you five years old?"

      He hesitated. "Maybe."

      She burst out laughing again. "I'm laughing because you looked scared of her."

      He lowered the shovel slightly. "Scared of who, Ara?"

      She nodded, eyes shining.

      "And you're not?" he asked before tipping the dung into the handcart and leaning on the handle of the shovel.

      "Scared? No. Intimidated, probably. I admire her, without a doubt. Most people do if they know what's good for them."

      "I have that much sense," he said. "Can I ask you something?"

      She eyed him warily. Fair enough given they hardly knew each other. "I suppose so."

      "I know your family doesn't believe in Euru, but I'm just wondering what you believe? Do you worship anyone or anything? Apart from dragons," he added to lighten the tone before the conversation got too serious.

      She shrugged and bent back to her work. "Not really. I mean, when you think about it, it seems like every town has its own gods, or version of the same god. Tsaisa has, what, three temples? Four maybe. How would anyone even know which of those is real?"

      "I suppose that comes down to belief," he said. "You believed you'd bond a dragon before you did, didn't you?"

      "I hoped I would," she replied, "I didn't dare go beyond that. I mean, I wasn't going to assume. I've a copper braid you feel the same way."

      "You'd win, so I won't take that bet," he admitted. "But I have faith that if it's meant to be, it'll happen."

      "That's all any of us can do," she said. "I prefer to worry about today and let the rest sort itself out."

      He gave a short nod. "That's probably a good idea." In theory. Perhaps he was naive or misguided, but he still preferred to let Euru look out for him and his future. He suspected she wouldn't be coerced, at least not now.

      He had dropped the subject and went back to shovelling.

      The man sharing the bath climbed the steps, wrapped a towel around his waist and left. The sounds of other bathers in the bathhouse echoed, reminded Travin that he wasn't entirely alone. Still, it felt nice to have the room to himself. He leaned back and submerged his hair while in his mind's eye, he pictured Laynin sharing the bath with him. He rinsed out his hair and shook his head to clear his mind. Thoughts like that only led in one direction, and he suspected that would be frowned upon here.

      He pushed the thoughts and response away and rose to grab his own towel.
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        * * *

      

      "Hey stranger, we were starting to think you left town." Gallia greeted Travin as he entered the tavern.

      "I think your words were, "got driven out of town by a jealous husband," Sami said helpfully.  "Or wife."

      Gallia rolled her eyes playfully.

      Travin pulled out a seat and sat beside them. "Thank you for having so much faith in my judgement," he said dryly, "and discretion."

      "Any time." Gallia lifted her glass in a toast and sipped. "What are friends for?"

      "Some days I'm not sure," he retorted. He grinned when she stuck her tongue out at him. "Euru will snip it off," he said, as his mother used to when he did the same thing.

      "They'd have to catch me first," Gallia replied. "So, where have you been? What have you been doing? Or should I say who?"

      "Alas, there is no who. At least, not yet." He told them about the flight he'd taken to the south, and the time he'd spent with Laynin. "She's not like anyone I've ever met."

      "That's what they all say," Gallia said, but she twined fingers with Sami and gave her a soft smile. Both women were smitten with each other, that was clear to see. He was happy for them.

      "That doesn't make it untrue," he said, "but why would a draakin bother with me?"

      "Why wouldn't she? You're nice, not too bad looking and mostly, you don't stink." Gallia's eyes shone with mirth.

      "Well, when you put it that way." Travin put his hands on the table, palm down, ready to stand and get a drink. He froze, hearing another draakin, Luthin if he recalled correctly, speaking from the table beside theirs.

      "Aye, it's true. The king of Marth said he'd take refugees. Seemed genuinely concerned about them."

      Travin couldn't make out what his companion said, but Luthin nodded in response.

      "He's already mobilising troops and sending them to the border. Some are going east, but some'll come to Tsaisa. Ara is none too pleased, but said as long as they keep out of her way, she'll keep out of theirs. King of Eritsa is sending troops south too."

      "Eritsa and Marth, fighting together?" Luthin's companion asked, sounding incredulous.

      Travin ventured a glance. The speaker was a grizzled man whose skin had seen a lot of sun, and had tanned until he looked like dried leather. His eyes suggested he was younger than he appeared.

      "They're usually too busy with their border squabbles to bother with doings down south."

      "They're worried about Rosharias." Luthin shrugged. "Enough to put that behind them for now."

      Travin looked to Gallia and Sami and frowned. Luthin's friend was right to be sceptical. Border skirmishes between the two kingdoms had taken place on a more or less regular basis for as long as anyone could remember. Taking part was a rite of passage for young cadets, and those who lived in the border towns. Although they rarely escalated into full-blown aggression, people were killed every few years. Things would go quiet for a while after then, until something would spark trouble again. For the two to put aside a long history of animosity gave Travin a shiver he struggled to suppress.

      "You really think this is something to worry about?" Gallia whispered, her expression uncharacteristically serious.

      "You heard him," Travin whispered back. "Laynin said he and Ara went north to speak to the kings. If anyone knows what's going on up there, it's them." Luthin didn't seem the sort to lie. If anything, Ara might have told him to downplay the danger they were in. She wouldn't want to incite panic, even in the most dire situation. No—Ara would want it contained.

      Travin slumped back in his chair and risked a sidelong glance at the draakin. His face looked grave. Judging by the stubble on his chin, he hadn't shaved in a handful of days. That wasn't like him. He'd never seen Luthin look less than immaculate.

      "Maybe we should get out of Tsaisa," Sami suggested. "Leave while we still can."

      "And go where?" Gallia asked. She cocked her head and gave her lover a quizzical look.

      Sami shrugged. "Somewhere further north? I hear it's always hot in Paryos."

      Gallia looked uncertain. "Maybe we shouldn't jump too soon. For all we know, nothing will come of any of this. I mean, how often do we hear talk of war, but then it just dies down and gets forgotten? Or it's isolated to some other part of the kingdoms."

      Sami nodded slowly. "You're right, I suppose. In a week or two we'll probably laugh about this whole conversation." The furrow in her brow smoothed and she managed a wan smile.

      "Of course I'm right," Gallia said brightly. "Now who wants a drink?"

      "I could use one," Travin replied. He wasn't sure he could sit by and wait, and wasn't convinced nothing would happen. What could he do if war did find them here at Tsaisa?  He may join in the fight if it came to that. What he didn't know was which side he'd fight for. He was a northerner, but he was also a magin and a follower of Euru. Whatever he decided, he could potentially end up fighting against friends.

      No wonder, he added to himself as he looked back to Luthin, the draakin stayed out of conflicts. It was easier than having to choose sides.
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      Laynin threw her clothes onto the floor near the door and grimaced. "I hope that smell comes out," she muttered, "that was my favourite shirt."

      I am certain it will become clean again, Risper said, his sleepy tone suggesting he'd just woken in time to know what she was referring to. There are worse smells than dragon feces.

      "That's easy for you to say. You don't have to shovel it." She picked up a stray sock from beside her bed and added it to the pile.

      I do have to do it, he pointed out, sounding huffy. I don't find it too offensive.

      "Most people seem to think their dung doesn't stink," she said dryly. "Some more than others though."

      Oh, to whom are you referring?

      "No one in particular, I suppose," she admitted, "just an observation." She pulled the towel from around her hair and threw it onto the pile with the dirty clothes. Her hair was damp, but smelled of oils scented with a woody fragrance that reminded her of Risper. It was her favourite, although she rarely bothered to try others.

      Zannis had once insisted she try hers, only to have Laynin smell like sickly sweet flowers for days.

      She grabbed a comb and started running it through her hair. "Do you ever think about the future?" she asked. "Apart from what I have to kill for your next meal."

      At times I do. If events are uppermost in the mind of my draakin, then they will also be in mine.

      "Is my worrying bothering you?" She couldn't stop thinking, but he didn't have to listen if he chose not to.

      Not at all. Your concerns are also in the minds of Nehko and Sala, because it's in the minds of their draakin. Even were you not troubled, I couldn't avoid it.

      "How worried are they?" Laynin paused before attacking a particularly tight tangle

      Varying degrees. Nehko more so, but that's usually the case for him. He takes his draakin's responsibility seriously.

      "That doesn't surprise me. So, if you think about the future, what do you think? Do you make plans, or imagine what may happen?"

      I don't make plans, as people do, Risper replied thoughtfully, beyond what I might prefer to eat the next time I do so. I remember things which happened in the past and recall parallels to the present. I muse about whether the same outcomes might occur, or if they'll be different. Generally speaking, both are correct. Situations often have similarities to other situations, as well as differences.

      "Oh? How so?"

      In war, people kill or are killed. This remains unchanged. But borders move. Alliances are made and broken. If a conflict occurs, the kingdoms may shift again.

      "But people will die." She sighed. "Is Ara very worried?" She should speak to her directly, but for now it was safer to stay out of her way.

      Nehko says she is concerned, but determined that the draakin, and the dragons will not get involved under any circumstances.

      "She made that clear enough," Laynin said. She put down her comb and started to dress. "But I don't know how she will feel when people are dying all over the kingdoms. I know, people aren't dragons, but—"

      No life should be taken lightly, he said, his tone a gentle scold.

      "I know that," she said hastily, "I'm just not sure Ara does. I can understand her putting dragons before people, but sometimes things aren't so simple." She stopped and gave a short laugh. "Here I am, giving a lecture to a dragon several times my age, who has probably seen conflict over and over until it all but loses any sense of meaning other than silly human squabbles."

      Risper was silent for a while. I have seen much, he said slowly, and yes, sometimes it does seem like a repeating cycle, but each time there are grievances on both sides, which couldn't be resolved by other means.

      "Are you justifying war?" she asked, incredulous.

      Not at all. I'm simply suggesting it's the way of people, and has often been the only way to break free from tyranny.

      "I suppose so." In this, she agreed with Ara. She'd prefer to avoid conflict if possible. Surely people could just sit down and talk? She wasn't naive enough to think that when faced with hundreds of armed men, the response wouldn't be to arm and fight in defence.

      Dragons fought once, he added, surprising her. When there was a lot of us, and food was scarce. Several died, or so the tale goes. It is passed down from dragon to dragon to remind us that we are no longer animals.

      "Dragons are smarter than humans then," she said with a smile.

      Well…

      She laughed and pulled the door open. She'd see to her dirty clothes later. Right now she wanted something to eat which wasn't sheep.

      "Evenin'." Luthin walked down the corridor toward her, weaving a little on unsteady legs which suggested he'd come from the tavern. By the look of him, he'd been there a while.

      "Are you lost?" she asked, giving a soft laugh. "Your room is in the Dragonhall, remember?"

      "I know, but it's nice in the annex, don't you think?" He grinned at her. "Fewer shar…sht… stairs." He finally got the word out. "So many shtairs in the hall." He waved an arm in the wrong direction.

      "There are a few of them," she agreed. "You look like you need to find somewhere to lie down and sleep it off."

      "I think I do," he said, squinting at her. "You want to sleep it off with me? I mean, after we make wild love." He gesticulated in her direction.

      "Um, as tempting an offer as that is, I need to eat and I really think you need to sleep. By yourself."

      "Don't look so worried," he said. He leaned against the wall and almost missed. He saved himself at the last moment before he fell flat on his face. "Everything is under control."

      "Under whose, yours?" she asked, "Maybe I should be more worried."

      He threw back his head and laughed so loudly it echoed up and down the corridor. "You always were so funny!"

      She raised an eyebrow at him. "You really are drunk, aren't you?"

      "War is coming," he said, his eyes wide, suddenly serious. "Why not enjoy every moment while you can?"

      "If that's another ploy to get me into—"

      He grasped her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. "Be careful," he said earnestly.

      "What are you up to Luthin?" Zannis' voice made them both jump. Luthin staggered back, hands and fingers outstretched to keep his balance.

      "Ah, the lovely Zannis. I was just telling Laynin she should relax and enjoy every moment of life. She was just about to let me in to share a few hours of pleasure."

      Laynin rolled her eyes. "No I wasn't. I told you to go away."

      "You know, there's three of us now, we could have some fun—"

      "Go away, Luthin."

      He huffed and gave her a sulky look. Something in his eyes suggested he wasn't as drunk as he was making out to be. There was more there as well, something which gave her a chill. He was scared. Whatever he'd seen up north was far more than he or Ara had told anyone.

      "I'm sorry. I wasn't trying to be a bother."

      "I'm sure you weren't." Laynin gave him a smile, although it was slightly forced after his persistence. "No doubt you'll find another way to pass the time."

      "Or with someone else," Zannis said, interrupting the awkward conversation with her light tone. "I'm not busy just now."

      Luthin turned, looking more his usual self, a smile gracing his wide mouth. "Oh, you're not? Well then, would you care for some company?"

      His words were formal, as were his gestures as he offered his hand, but Laynin knew they'd spent nights together before. It was none of her business then and she didn't want it to be now.

      She melted back toward her room and let them walk away, both already having forgotten her. She rubbed her face and wondered as she had a couple of times before, if maybe draakin needed more to occupy their time.

      The door clicked shut behind her as she closed it and headed in the opposite direction.
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      "You smell better." Laynin remarked as Travin moved to stand beside her. The tavern was full, but a somber air permeated as though the whole place had caught her mood.

      "So do you," he replied. "No blood either."

      She raised her hands and admired her fingernails. "Only if you don't look too closely."

      He laughed softly, but she noticed the troubled look in his eyes.

      "You too?" she asked with a sigh.

      "I overheard Luthin before he staggered off."

      "Ah."

      "You probably know more than I do," he ventured.

      "I can see you're fishing, but you won't catch anything here." She leaned her elbows on the bar, only to remove them and grimace as they came away damp. "I probably know as much as you do, or as little. I know Ara wants to stay out of it, but I'd like to know what's going on."

      "You're still worried about your family?"

      "Is it that obvious?"

      "It's logical. Do you want a drink?"

      She sighed. "Actually, no, thank you. I need to eat though." She nodded to the man behind the bar who leaned toward the kitchen door to give a shout.

      "Care to join me?" she offered.

      "I could eat," he agreed. "Then I have to work. I hope you'll stay and hear me sing. I'm told I'm not too awful."

      "I'll be the judge of that," she replied teasingly. She'd heard him sing before and found his voice pleasant, but she didn't need to tell him that, not yet anyway.

      "Challenge accepted." Travin took the plates of stew and bread as they were handed over the bar and led her to an empty table. "I'm going to have to sing my best tonight to impress you, I can tell."

      She sat and pulled a plate toward herself. "Why would you need to?"

      He opened and closed his mouth, then flushed. "No idea, I'm sure," he muttered.

      She smiled and started on her meal. It was hot and thick, the flavours strong as they often were when stew sat warming in a pot for a while. The meat, she assumed, was beef. Even if it wasn't, she decided to pretend it was. The memory of the sheep looking at her flitted through her mind, but she shoved it away. She'd never been squeamish before, she didn't want to start now.

      She mopped up her sauce with her bread and glanced up to see him watching her.

      "What?" she asked.

      He shook his head and looked toward his plate. "Nothing."

      "It must be something," she pressed. "Or do you just like to watch people eat?"

      "I was thinking." He looked up and met her eyes.

      "About?"

      "I know you have a lot on your mind, but you look so calm."

      She started to protest, but stopped and gave him a wry smile. "It's easier than falling apart, I suppose. Besides, I have Risper to help me keep it all together. What about you?"

      He looked thoughtful. "I suppose my music gets me through hard times. If I get angry, I can write a song about it, for example."

      "Oh?" She laughed. "Do you have many angry songs?"

      He grinned. "None."

      "Really?" She raised an eyebrow at him.

      "Yes, really. I write them, and then I burn them. Trust me, there's things in those I don't want anyone to see."

      "Such as?"

      "That would be telling." He stood and picked up their plates. "It's time for me to work."

      She nodded and sat back, arms crossed over her chest, eyeing him as if she was prepared to deliver judgement. The smile he gave her made it hard not to do the same in return. Instead, she gave him a smirk and gestured with her fingers for him to hurry.

      He walked away chuckling and returned a few minutes later with his guitar and a stool. He set the latter to the side of the bar and started to tune his instrument. Every few moments, he'd glance up at the crowd. Gradually, they started to notice his presence and the chatter died down.

      He strummed a few chords and then launched into a sprightly song about the dragonet hatching.

      After a few bars, Laynin found herself tapping her foot on the ground in time with the song. The words took her back to that day. He'd captured the mood of the moment perfectly. The last few bars were lower, she assumed representing his feeling at not being chosen, but rose at the end in a higher, triumphant sound which resulted in cheering from his listeners.

      Laynin clapped.

      When his eyes found hers, she clapped a little harder. He gave her a brief grin and started on another song.
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        * * *

      

      "Did I meet with your approval?" he asked, reclaiming his chair and rolling his shoulders.

      "You might have," she replied. The crowd seemed to enjoy it, and the bar was kept busy supplying drinks as he sang. She'd given in and settled for a glass of water to wet her throat, dry from singing along to the songs she knew.

      He pouted. "You're a tough one to impress."

      Laynin laughed and decided to take pity on him. "It was very good. Especially the one about the hatching. I guess everyone liked that. How many times did they ask for it? Three?"

      "Four," he replied, looking unconcerned. "What can I say, some people like dragons. A lot."

      "They do," she agreed, "but I think they liked your song. It has a nice tune."

      "Thank you, but I don't think they'd like it as much if it was about—potatoes."

      She laughed. "Why not? Who doesn't like potatoes?"

      "They're fantastic, and very versatile, but they can't fly."

      "That depends on how hard you throw them."

      It was his turn to laugh. "Is that what draakin do in their spare time?"

      "Yes. That's why so many people want to be one." She struggled to keep a straight face.

      He clicked his tongue. "Such a waste of perfectly good vegetables."

      "At least they make less mess than tomatoes. Or dung."

      "I know a rhyme about that," he said brightly. "There once a girl name Brit, who loved to fling—"

      She socked him on the arm. "All right, I get it."

      He rubbed his arm. "Throwing potatoes made you strong. Or maybe it was the sheep."

      "Don't remind me." She grimaced. She downed her water. "Have you finished for the night? Maybe we could go for a walk. I could use some air."

      "I could use a bit myself," he agreed. He rose and held out his hand. She looked at it for a moment, then pushed herself to her feet and took it. The callouses on his fingers from years of playing were rough on her skin, but mostly she felt his warmth. It coursed into her and around her body.

      They walked to the door and slipped out into the night. Outside was several degrees cooler, and immediately quieter, like the sound of talking was locked away in a box.

      "When I was a little boy, I used to lie outside, look up at the stars and wish for a dragon to fly me up to them," Travin said, his face turned toward the sky.

      "I always wanted to go to the moons," Laynin replied, looking up at the tiny, twinkling lights. "Imagine my disappointment when Risper told me he couldn't fly that high." She expected him to laugh, but he gave her hand a squeeze instead.

      "At least we can admire them from here." He pointed. "My mother used to call those stars there the twins, because those five, and those five, look so alike."

      Laynin squinted. "I can see that. My mother would have called them the lovers."

      "I like that," he said softly. "They seem to have a lot in common."

      "They do," she agreed, her heart pounding.

      "Do you think stars like dragons?"

      "How could they not?"

      "No idea."

      "Travin."

      "Yes?"

      She faced him, put a hand on his shoulders and pressed her mouth to his. He felt soft and warm, and tasted of the stew he'd eaten for dinner. His lips parted slightly, responding to her unspoken demands.

      After a moment, he drew back. "Are you trying to tell me to stop talking?" he asked.

      She laughed softly. "In a way. But only because I can think of something better you could be doing with your mouth?"

      "Oh really?" He kissed her lightly.

      "Really." She kissed him again.

      "Like what?" His arm went around her waist and he drew her closer.

      "It's not far to my room," she said. "Maybe you should come and I'll show you."

      "That sounds like an offer I can't resist." In spite of that, he kissed her again, long and soft, but becoming firmer and more urgent by the moment.

      Her hands tangled in his hair, locks curling around her fingers. His body pressed against hers and she felt his response against her leg.

      "We should go."

      He murmured his agreement, stepped back and took her hand. "Good idea. I don't want to rush anything with you."

      "Neither do I," she replied. With others, it had just been a bit of fun, but with him, she wanted to get to know every part of him, to enjoy every moment and make it last until time ran out.
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      Travin stretched and yawned. His first thought was that his bed felt more comfortable than usual. His second was that it smelled different. He inhaled deeply, recognising the scent as that of Laynin's hair. He could happily lie there and breathe it in all day.

      "Morning."

      Her voice brought a smile to his lips. He opened his eyes to see her lying beside him, leaning on her elbow. The sight of her, still naked, made him smile. His body responded, even after the hours they'd spent exploring each other the night before.

      "Good morning." He rolled onto his side to kiss her, while his hands wandered down her body. "This is a nice way to start the day."

      She murmured her agreement as she kissed him back and wound her legs around him. "I should get us breakfast."

      "I have all I need here," he said, sinking into her.

      "Mmm, me too." She rolled him over and straddled him.
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        * * *

      

      Panting, he wiped his brow with the back of his hand. He'd had his share of lovers, but none as energetic and giving as she was. He couldn't remember having felt so comfortable and satisfied in his life.

      He was vaguely aware of her rising and moving around the room. He picked his head up off the pillow and saw her pulling on clothes. Not, he hoped, the ones from yesterday afternoon.

      She looked over at him. "Sorry, I have to go. Risper needs to bathe."

      "Can I help?" He'd never bathed a dragon before, although he'd watched them swimming in the ocean often enough.

      "I should do it by myself," she said, looking regretful. "Ara will want him washed out of a basin of water. It's going to take ages."

      "I'm sorry." He sat up and stretched. "I should go too anyway. I have an idea for a song about some stars which are really lovers."

      Laynin smiled. "That sounds nice. Better than an angry song."

      He laughed. "I'll play it for you when I'm done."

      "Deal." She pulled a shirt over her head and leaned down to kiss his cheek. "Thank you for last night, it was lovely."

      He turned his face and kissed her lips. "It was. We should do it again some time. If you like." He realised then he'd assumed there would be another time. Perhaps that wasn't her intention at all. The draakin was free to do as she pleased, apart from her punishments from Ara. She was certainly not tied to a mere bard.

      However, she smiled. "I'd like that." She straightened up and started toward the door. Once she closed it behind her, he lay back and exhaled. He could easily go back to sleep, but he was mindful that this wasn't his room or his bed.

      With a sigh, he rose and gathered his clothes from where they lay scattered on the floor. As he pulled them on, he looked around the space. He'd always thought draakin must live in luxury, but apart from the larger bed, it wasn't much different to his lodgings. Instead of four steps, he might have to take five or six to cross this, but the table looked to be the same age as his, as did the chair. The chest in the corner might have seen as many draakin as Risper.

      Having a dragon had made the draakin seem like something more than human, but the reality was they were just like everyone else. What would Ara think if he wrote a song dispelling the assumption about them? Perhaps it would be better if he didn't find out. That might end any chance he had of being allowed to try for another dragon.

      He slipped out into the corridor and smiled at two draakin who passed as he closed the door. They didn't look concerned at seeing him there, but one gave him a knowing smile. He responded with a shrug and a grin and headed toward the exit.

      The air outside was fresh and cool, and helped to wake him further. He remembered then that he'd left his guitar at the tavern. No doubt it was safe, but he'd need it if he was going to write anything.

      He changed direction and headed toward the Dragon's Shell, a smile on his face, but a rumble in his belly. He might have to grab some food while he was there.

      To his surprise, several people were already in the tavern when he arrived. He recognised the priest of Euru from the temple. He was addressing a handful of others, including two more in the red robes of the cult.

      "Euru seeks only your eternal existence!" he declared.

      The crowd muttered their agreement.

      "Euru wants us to spread the word of Euru's love and desire to give to all people. All anyone need do is accept the reality of Euru. Take Euru into your heart, and your life will continue beyond death!"

      ""Say it friend!" A man shouted.

      "Embrace Euru!" The priest's voice rose. "Love Euru!"

      "Embrace Euru, love Euru!" The crowd echoed.

      The priest took a breath and stepped aside while those gathered talked amongst themselves. He smiled at Travin and nodded, approaching him with an outstretched hand.

      "The bard, as I recall?"

      "That's right." Travin shook his hand and returned the nod.

      "Did you do as I suggested and write a song to praise of Euru?"

      "I did, but—" Travin glanced around uneasily at those gathered. They looked at him eagerly. "I'm not sure it's ready yet."

      "Euru placed you here today, so you can sing this marvellous song for us," the priest said. "Euru could not be wrong in this, do you not agree?"

      Travin wasn't sure. He thought he might be here now because of his night with Laynin. The idea that a god planned that was unsettling.

      "Of course," he said awkwardly, "I'll just get my guitar."

      "Excellent," the priest smiled broadly. "We'll await your return with great anticipation, as will Euru." He gestured upward.

      Travin glanced up, but only saw the stained ceiling. "I won't be long." He ducked behind the bar and into the back.

      "They're not getting rowdy out there, are they?" Targya asked, glancing over her shoulder as she kneaded bread.

      "No, just enthusiastic." Travin picked his guitar up and snagged a fresh roll from where they sat steaming on a rack. It was hot enough to burn, but he bit into it, regardless.

      "See that they don't." She waved a flour-covered finger at him. "Borvin will be along shortly and you know how he feels about people making trouble."

      The owner of the Dragon's Shell, Borvin was a hard-working man who took no nonsense from anyone, and gave none in return.

      "I know," Travin said between mouthfuls. "They just want me to sing. What could happen?"

      She fixed him with a stern look, which he responded to with a disarming smile. In turn she rolled her eyes at him, but smiled.

      He finished the roll and stepped back out to the taproom. Everyone was seated and his stool was already in place. Judging by the look on the priest's face, it was his doing.

      Travin sat, and tucked his feet up under him. He strummed a few notes, as he always did to get the attention of listeners, then began to sing.

      A handful of men entered the tavern after the first verse and stood scowling at him. As he launched into the second, one of them stalked forward.

      "Oy, your Euru nonsense ain't welcome here," he declared, arms crossed over a hefty chest.

      Travin faltered and stopped mid-word.

      "Friend," the priest rose, "Euru is welcome everywhere. Open your heart and let Euru clear the haze from your eyes."

      "I'll give you freakin' haze!" The man swung at the priest, who managed to duck to avoid the blow.

      Travin jumped up, put his guitar back in a corner, and moved the stool in front of it for protection. He held his hands to either side and spoke in what he hoped was a soothing tone.

      "Come on, now, let's not let this get ugly."

      "You!" The man poked a finger in his direction. "Spinnin' lies our children might hear. People trust bards, but you're as bad as them." He waved in the direction of the priest and the other two cult members. His companion grunted their agreement and all three started toward Travin.

      "I don't want any trouble." He retreated, but one of the congregation tripped the man in the lead. He staggered a few steps, then turned and punched the man squarely in the face.

      "Why you—" Another man leapt to his feet and launched himself at the man.

      A woman let out a squeal, picked up a chair and swung it, the legs connecting with men on both sides. The original agitator let out a howl, grabbed the chair and smashed it across a table.

      The woman ran for the door, as did several others.

      Travin found himself face to face with an angry man with small, protruding eyes and thick lips.

      "There's no need for—"

      The man's fist connected with the side of his face and he was sent reeling back toward the bar. A sensible man might have pretended to be out, but Travin forced himself to stay on his feet and lunged at the man. He drove his shoulder into the man's chest and pushed him back toward the tables. He slammed into them with a crash and a scrape of wooden legs on floorboards.

      The man let out a growl, put his hands on Travin's chest and shoved. Travin grabbed his arms and dragged him back with him. They fell to the floor and the man kneed him in the leg. Travin rolled over and landed a punch on the man's chin.

      "What's going on here!" a voice bellowed over the uproar.

      Travin caught a glimpse of Borvin, face red, clutching a rolling pin in his hand. It must have been the first thing he found on his way through the kitchen.

      The man Travin had fought pulled away and stood, as did his companions.

      "Them's been speaking about Euru." The first agitator pointed at him, the priest and the other two in red robes, one of who had blood dripping from his nose. "They sympathise with the invaders from down south. We don't want none of their trouble here in Tsaisa."

      Borvin gave a curt nod. "Agreed, we don't. Out." He waved toward the door. "Take your fake god nonsense and get out of my tavern. If you know what's good for you, you'll leave Tsaisa too."

      "My apologies friend. I was simply trying to enlighten—"

      "Out!" Borvin roared.

      The priest gave him a bow and hurried out, followed by his congregation.

      "You too."

      It took Travin a moment to realise he was addressing him. "Me?" he asked, incredulous, "I was only singing."

      "About Euru," the man he'd been fighting only moment ago interjected.

      "You folk started the fight," Travin argued.

      "I said out," Borvin growled. "Take your guitar and go. You're not welcome here any longer."

      Travin gaped. The words sank in slowly. He decided against arguing further. "All right. I'm sorry. I meant no offence either." He dragged the stool aside and picked up his precious guitar. Thank Euru it hadn't been damaged. He clutched it to him, and sidestepped Borvin and his rolling pin. It wasn't much of a weapon, but it would damage his instrument.

      As he passed the men, he heard one said something about the haze being over his eyes. He didn't bother to try to see which one had spoken. The other man was the fool. The hazing fool. Travin smirked. The word seemed appropriate.

      Some day his eyes would clear and he'd see that Euru was the one, true god.

      He headed for his lodgings, his mood dark now. If he wasn't welcome here in Tsaisa, maybe he should think about going somewhere he was.

      Maybe somewhere down south, with other believers, and other magin.
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      "What happened to you?" Laynin asked. She rose from the log she'd been sitting on and moved closer to him. She inspected his face, her brow creased with concern.

      After leaving his guitar in his room, he'd stalked off to the beach. In spite of the day becoming increasingly warm, he'd run the length of Tsaisa beach, from the sand dunes nearest the town, to the cliffs of the headland to the north. With legs aching, he'd rinsed in the ocean, caught a wave or two and then trudged out to lie under a tree and look up at the leaves shifting in the breeze.

      After an hour or two, he realised his anger wasn't going to dissipate. Those men had started the fight, and he'd taken the worst of the blame for it. He'd lost his job because they'd had a problem and wanted to use their fists to handle it. All he'd done was to sing a few bars of a song he'd been asked to perform. Wasn't that the point of being a bard? He was hurting no one. He wasn't insisting anyone adopt his beliefs. The priest had tried to be persuasive, true, but only because he was passionate.

      Borvin's response, Travin decided, was unwarranted. The tavern owner was angry over the fight, which was fair, but he should have tossed out the perpetrators, not him. Or at least, thrown everyone out until they had cooled down.

      Travin rose and kicked a foot full of sand into the air. And another. After a few more he stopped and laughed at himself. Taking out his anger on sand was silly, but it made him feel a little better. At least he didn't need to punch people to feel good.

      He started back toward his lodgings, only too aware that without braids, he'd be sleeping under bushes and picking fruit from trees to eat. He'd lived like that before, and could do so again, but he'd been comfortable in Tsaisa.

      He scratched his head and wondered if he dared to approach Ara for help. The sinking sensation in his belly told him he'd be lucky if she didn't have him escorted from town and sent on his way. She certainly had no obligation to help a hopeless hopeful.

      He was almost to his lodgings before he saw Laynin. He smiled and kissed her mouth, then winced at the pain it caused his face.

      "Would you believe I walked into a dragon?" he asked, giving her a guileless smile.

      She laughed. "No. It's hard to miss seeing a dragon." On the last word, her expression turned serious. "That answer makes me think you don't want me to know. Please tell me you had nothing to do with the brawl at the Dragon's Shell."

      He groaned. "You heard about that?"

      She put her hands on her hips and fixed him with a steady look. "Do I need to tell you what Ara thinks about hopefuls getting into fights?"

      He almost rolled his eyes. He was getting tired of hearing about Ara-hazing-Lucretia. Apparently using the latrine was against the rules without her permission.

      "What do you think about them?" he asked. That was much more to the point.

      Her eyes narrowed. "I think they're ridiculous, unless you have a very good reason," she replied carefully.

      "The other man swung first," he said. "He did this." He pointed to the bruising on his face. After a moment's hesitation, he added, "I might have retaliated."

      What she lacked in a verbal response, she made up for with her eye-roll. "Of course you did. What was it about anyway?"

      He sat down on a patch of grass and drew her down with him. After a moment of resistance, she leaned against him and let him stroke her hair. He told her the whole story, not leaving out anything, although he may have embellished the size of his attacker just a little.

      "That doesn't seem fair," Laynin said, after he'd finished speaking. "It's almost time for dinner.  Come on, let's go and see if Borvin has cooled down a little."

      He hesitated, but rose and took her hand. It might not hurt that he was in the company of a draakin but he didn't expect her to speak on his behalf, or try to coerce Borvin. Her presence might be enough to make the man see reason.

      "Can I ask you something?" she asked.

      "Anything," he replied, hoping she wasn't about to ask something he couldn't answer.

      "You're a magin, right? And you believe in Euru."

      "Yes, I suppose so," he agreed.

      "So, if Tarlu Rosharias and his army marched on Marth, and tried to have his magin convince people to convert to Euru, what would you do?"

      "What do you mean?" He turned his face to regard her while they walked.

      "I mean, if you had to fight, which side would you be on?"

      "The right side?" he ventured.

      She snorted. "That's no answer. Which side is the right one?"

      He drew in a breath, then exhaled loudly. "To be honest, I'm not sure. If people think like Borvin and those thugs, then I might not be welcome to fight on the side of Marth and Erista."

      She looked horrified. "I'm sure those are exceptions. I've heard the king of Marth is a reasonable man. Anyone with sense isn't going to turn down a soldier who is young and strong."

      "You might be right," he agreed, "unless they see anyone who believes in Euru as the enemy. I might be executed on the spot."

      He felt her hand tighten around his. "I'm sure it won't come to that," she said quickly.

      "I'd certainly prefer it didn't," he said, grinning. "I plan to do my best to avoid it."

      "Would you stop worshipping Euru?" she asked.

      He hesitated. "It's not as simple as that." He searched for the words. "That would mean giving up my next life just to save this one. In the short term, it makes sense, but in the very long term, I don't think I can."

      "So, you'd die for it?" She looked at him sideways. She didn't understand, that was clear, but she was trying.

      "You think that sounds ridiculous?" he asked.

      She hesitated. "I don't believe there's life after this, so I would do whatever it took to stay in it."

      He nodded slowly. "Do you believe that Risper has life after you? That he'll bond again?"

      "Of course."

      "And you'd do whatever it took to keep him alive, even give your own life?" he ventured.

      "Yes, but I know he can bond again. It's what dragons do."

      "What if you'd never seen a dragon bond with someone after his draakin died, would you know it then?"

      "What do you mean?" She frowned at him.

      "I mean," he said, "that if you haven't seen it, you only know it happens because you've been told it does."

      "You're saying that just because I can't see people being reborn, doesn't mean it's not happening?"

      "Exactly," he said. "If a draakin died, you'd make sure to find someone for the dragon to bond, rather than assuming he or she can't. That's how I feel. I was raised to think a certain way and I'd prefer not to take the chance that my mother and the priests are wrong."

      "But I have seen dragons bond again."

      "That's why we need faith to believe in some things," he said reasonably.

      "We might have to agree to disagree on this."

      "I agree with that." He laughed, but felt uneasy. What they had was so new and fragile, and he wondered what they had in common apart from a love of dragons. He hadn't given Euru all that much thought until recently, but now he had, he wasn't going to compromise. People could think as they wished, and he would do the same.

      "Are those the men?" Laynin asked, breaking through his thoughts.

      Travin's head jerked up. Sure enough, the three men were leaving the tavern and heading in the opposite direction. He let out a sharp breath, relieved he wouldn't have to deal with them again so soon.

      "Did you give that one a black eye?" Laynin nudged him with her elbow.

      "I might have done." He tried to suppress a smile. "Just remember he started it."

      "What are you doing back here?" Borvin's voice boomed out from just inside the door. "I told you you're not welcome."

      "Tavern keeper Borvin." Laynin let go of Travin's hand and stepped forward.

      "Kindly stay out of this, draakin," Borvin said, polite but blunt. He gave her a shallow bow before turning to Travin. "I made myself clear, did I not?"

      Laynin, visibly annoyed at being told to stay out of it, said, "We'd hoped you'd calmed down enough to see reason by now."

      Borvin's brow furrowed so deeply his forehead seemed to fold into itself. "Now see here—"

      "This is nothing to do with her," Travin said, stepping between them. "The man I was fighting threw the first punch. They'd turned up just to make trouble."

      "Aye, and they wouldn't have, had you and your kind not been there stirring the pot to begin with."

      "My kind?" Travin echoed. "I've worked hard entertaining your customers for over a year. Some of them come here to hear me sing."

      "Not anymore they don't," Borvin said firmly. "Don't think I can't find someone else." He shook a finger a centimetre from Travin's nose.

      He was sorely tempted to swat it away.

      "You didn't have a bard here for a year before me," he said instead.

      "And still people came to eat and drink." Borvin replied, stepping back. "They'll do that with or without you."

      "You still owe me for last night," Travin pointed out.

      Borvin growled, but reached into his pocket for a handful of braids. He pushed it all at Travin and turned to reenter the tavern.

      "That was unpleasant," Laynin remarked, stepping around him and glaring at the door as it closed. "I wonder if he realises how many draakin would stop coming here if I asked them to."

      Silence fell for a moment before Travin said, "None of them?"

      She sighed. "Probably. They do like it here. But I can stop coming."

      "Don't do that on my account." He looked down onto his palm. Borvin had given him enough to keep him comfortably for a few weeks. "In fact, you should go and eat. I just remembered there is something I need to do." He glanced down at his worn boots and shrugged.

      She looked as though she was going to argue, but closed her mouth. "All right. I'll see you around then." She leaned in to kiss him, but he turned his face so she caught his cheek instead.

      "Yes, I'll see you later." His blasé tone was deliberate, even though seeing the hurt look on her face filled him with guilt. He'd made his choice. A clean break was the only fair thing.

      "Right. Bye then." She lingered for a moment longer, then nodded, turned and walked away, hips swinging.

      He almost called out after her, but literally bit his tongue to keep from doing so. This was the right thing to do, whether he liked it or not. He cursed Borvin and those men, but tucked the braids into his pocket and started toward his lodgings.
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      Laynin ate sparingly, casting looks in Borvin's direction. He pointedly ignored her. He might have asked her to leave had she not been draakin. Both of them were aware of it, that was obvious from his stiff back every time he passed her table. He did that more times than could possibly have been necessary. If he was hoping she'd leave, she'd disappointed him for an hour or so.

      Sami, who smiled warmly and took her empty plate with a thank you, was still welcoming. Or perhaps Borvin didn't confide in his staff. They'd notice soon enough, when Travin didn't turn up to perform.

      Laynin shot Borvin a long look before heading out the door. The idea of confronting him was tempting. Between Travin brushing her off, and the further punishment she might receive if Borvin complained to Ara, she decided against it.

      She might be a draakin, but Tsaisa was still a relatively small place. Like it or not, that meant not making too many waves. She preferred not to have people be polite to her from behind clenched teeth, and she didn't want to end up having to kill sheep for all of the dragons, or whatever punishment Ara might decide upon.

      In many ways, humans have not changed since I was a dragonet, Risper remarked.

      Because some of us try to avoid trouble? she asked.

      While others seek it, he said. Anger and misunderstanding have fuelled many a battle. The worst is the desire to avoid seeing the perspective of others.

      She huffed her agreement and looked back toward the tavern. Some people have narrow minds.

      Indeed, he agreed, and some fuel the fire of other people's fear.

      That's true. She imagined that was what the leader of those three men had done. He'd found scared friends and goaded them into taking on the priest and his cohort. And then she'd jumped to take Travin's side out of concern for his safety, as well as his job. At least she didn't come out swinging as they apparently had.

      Are you suggesting I stay out of Travin's business?

      Whether you choose to involve yourself or not is your choice. You have ever done as you please. He sounded amused, rather than scolding.

      But? she prompted.

      Borvin is scared. He seems unlikely to change his mind.

      You were watching that?

      You were agitated, I thought it prudent to listen in.

      She considered this for a moment. I suppose that's fair enough. Travin won't change his mind either, will he?

      It seems unlikely. He is almost as stubborn as you are.

      She laughed. That is saying something.

      Indeed, he agreed, with no hint of malice at all.

      Have you ever—  She stopped mid-thought, seeing Travin step out from behind an old house, a bag on his back, another looking like it contained his guitar over one shoulder.

      "Going somewhere?" she called out, trotting to catch up.

      He shrugged with his shoulder which wasn't supporting his instrument. "I thought my time here was done. I might as well not hang around longer than necessary." His eyes didn't meet hers as he spoke.

      Her heart skipped. "Just like that?" she asked, incredulous. "Were you going to say goodbye?"

      She stopped and thought back to their moment outside the tavern. "You already did. That's what that was, wasn't it?"

      "I thought it would be easier that way," he replied. "On everyone," he added before she could speak.

      "I see." She'd been a fool to think the night before had meant anything to him. All the Gods only knew how many times she'd spent a night with someone she didn't care deeply for. She drew in a breath to try to still her mind. There weren't really that many, certainly less than Zannis or Luthin.

      "I could speak to Ara," she said softly. "Maybe she'd give you some work at the hall. You're still a hopeful, after all."

      He gave a short laugh. "I think we both know she'd be happier if I was gone. I don't think the fight would help my cause much anyway. There are plenty of candidates for draakin who are more worthy than I am."

      "That's not up to you to decide," Laynin said. "The dragons choose."

      "I can choose to leave," he said curtly. "I have that right still, don't I?"

      She leaned back, surprised at his curt tone. "Yes, you do. You're free to do as you please. I just thought…"

      "Thought what?" he asked brows knitted.

      "I thought you wanted to bond a dragon more than anything," she said quickly, in case he assumed she was suggesting he cared about her. He evidently didn't. Perhaps she'd been nothing but a bit of fun. For all she knew, he'd planned to move on anyway.

      "People change," he said. "I've come to realise there are more important things in life than dragons."

      She gaped at him. "Like what?"

      "Like my soul. And my freedom. I can go anywhere. I'm not stuck in Tsaisa."

      "You have a short memory," she said dryly. "Remember that flight we made down south? I can go places too, with Risper."

      "Is the blood out from under your fingernails yet?" he asked. "Or have you forgotten you're grounded because of that journey?"

      "As if I could forget," she said sourly. "I can go north any time."

      "I don't believe you. I think Ara has you tied here, bound to Tsaisa as you are to Risper."

      "I don't regret a moment of it," she retorted.

      "Maybe not now, but some day you might."

      She clenched and unclenched her hands. "This isn't about me. It's about you running away because things are a bit rough at the moment."

      She ignored his snort. "They'll settle down. Borvin might calm down and if he doesn't there are alternatives."

      He took a step closer. "You don't understand," he said slowly. "Tsaisa isn't my home. It was never intended to be. The idea of bonding was a nice dream, but it was a silly one. It was never going to happen. I have accepted that, and now I'm moving on."

      "You're going south, aren't you?" she asked, cocking her head and challenging him to deny it. "You're going to fight on their side."

      "You mean, on the side of my kind?" he said bitterly. "I might just do that. Maybe I'll meet those men again. This time with a sword in my hand. Or my magic."

      For a moment she was breathless with surprise at his anger.

      "You could die," she said eventually. "It's not too late to change your mind and stay. It's safer here than down there. Mostly," she added, taking in his bruises. "There must be other things you can—"

      "I'm leaving," he said firmly. "Nothing you can say would change my mind. Give my regards to Risper and excuse me." He stepped to the side and made to move around her.

      "All the Gods, Risper was right," she snapped.

      "Risper talked about me?" For a moment he looked like the dragon-obsessed man he'd been the day before.

      "He said you were stubborn," she replied. "I don't think you want to leave, you're just doing it to spite Borvin."

      He raised his eyebrows. "Am I?"

      "Yes. Do you really think he'll care that much?"

      "I don't expect he will," Travin replied. "I don't expect anyone will."

      "So you're going to go and get yourself killed because you think people in Tsaisa don't care? Have you got sea mist inside your head?"

      "Maybe I do, but I'm not staying, so you might as well save your breath. I don't care if you think I'm a… a hazing fool. I'm going south, come what may."

      "A hazing—" she shrugged. The word would do as well as any. "You think Euru will keep you safe?"

      "In this life or the next," he replied.

      She was out of arguments. If he wanted to go and get himself killed, there was nothing she could do about it. She could have Risper detain him, but what would that achieve? More ire from Ara and from him. He wouldn't thank her for it, even if he lived to see the end of whatever was to come.

      "All right." She threw her hands in the air. "If that's what you have to do, I suppose I'll wish you well. Goodbye." She turned and started away.

      "Laynin," he called out after her.

      She turned back, hands on her hips. "What?"

      He took a moment before speaking. "I'm sorry. Last night was nice. I…I don't want you to think it was just a bit of fun. It meant something. I mean, to me it did."

      "Not to me," she lied, "it was just one night, nothing special. I've practically forgotten it already." The expression on his face gave her a stab of guilt, but she walked away and forced herself not to look back.
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      "And then he just left," Laynin said. She flopped down onto Zannis' bed and exhaled gustily. "Over something so silly." She understood where he was coming from with his beliefs. Mostly. But she was frustrated they had made him feel as though he had to leave.

      Zannis made a rude noise and kept brushing her hair. "You know what I think? I think it's his loss. Forget about him, there are plenty more men in Tsaisa, much less the kingdoms. Or women. Maybe you should try that some time." Her reflection in the mirror grinned.

      "Maybe I should stick to Risper," Laynin said with a sigh.

      "If that's your preference," Zannis said, shrugging and resuming brushing her hair.

      "Zannis!" Laynin laughed and shook her head. "You know what I mean."

      "Do I?" Zannis feigned innocence.

      "Will you be serious for just a few minutes?"

      Zannis lowered her brush and turned around. "I'm sorry. He was handsome and seemed nice enough. I'm sure he could have been a great draakin, but he's not worth crying over. He's gone. Now, let's go and get something to eat. I can smell bread baking from here."

      She sniffed the air and looked pointedly at Laynin. "Come on, you can't mope forever."

      "I know." Laynin surprised herself by needing to wipe a tear from her cheek. "It's just the last few days have been difficult and…" She found another tear sliding down her face.

      "Oh, don't cry." Zannis was beside her and pulling her into her arms. "I know you're worried about your family, and the problems in the south, and then this, but don't cry, please."

      "I'm not crying," Laynin insisted, holding back a sob.

      Zannis patted her back and muttered soothing words while Laynin's body shook. She didn't make a sound, she just let her distress flow down her face and soak the front of her friend's shirt.

      Finally, she drew back, pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her face.

      "I'm sorry," she said, sniffing. "I didn't mean to dump all this on you."

      "What are friends for?" Zannis asked, smiling brightly. "I know I'm not a good friend some of the time. I get caught up in my own things, but I'm here for you, all right?"

      "I know." Laynin nodded. "Let's go and eat. That bread does smell delicious."

      As she rose, Zannis asked, "Was he good?"

      Laynin frowned. "Who?"

      "Travin. I heard he spent the night with you. Was he good?"

      "That's none of your business," Laynin replied tartly. She lifted her chin and walked out the door.

      "So, he was that good. No wonder you were crying."

      "I wasn't crying."

      "The wet spot on my shirt says otherwise. Speaking of those—"

      "Zannis, I'm not telling you anything. You're incorrigible."

      Zannis linked arms with her. "That's why you love me so much," she declared.

      "Interesting theory," Laynin teased, "it's as good as any I suppose."

      "You wound me," Zannis laughed.

      "Excuse me," a voice interrupted their banter. "A have a message for Ara Lucretia. Where may I find her?" The carrier was red-faced and looked weary. He must have ridden from the way station at the next town over, to the Dragonhall. For urgent messages, delivery on horseback was the only option for people without a dragon.

      "I'll take it to her," Laynin offered.

      The messenger looked doubtful for a moment, but handed her a rolled scroll of paper and nodded his thanks.

      "I'm sure she won't mind if you eat before you leave," Laynin said. "Zannis can show you where."

      "Thank you, I think I will." He looked relieved. Whoever he'd come from, he'd likely been riding for some time.

      Zannis tucked her arm through his arm and smiled. "This way then. I'll save you something," she told Laynin over her shoulder.

      "All right." Laynin headed off toward Ara's office in the Dragonhall. Thankfully, it was on the ground level, not far from the kitchen.

      She knocked on the door and pushed it open. Ara sat at her desk, a pile of paper in front of her.

      "A message came for you." She handed the scroll over and stood with her hands behind her back, watching Ara unroll it and frown.

      "Is it about the troops coming west?" she asked.

      Ara's frown deepened as she looked up. "You're not supposed to know about that," she said, sounding more resigned than angry.

      Laynin shrugged. "Sorry. Good news travels quickly."

      "Good news," Ara repeated, snorting softly. "It's far from that." She tossed the scroll onto the desk. "Since apparently you already know, King Drexin wants to house troops in Tsaisa and use the dragons to carry messages."

      Laynin remembered the messenger's weary face and nodded slowly. "It makes sense. Dragons are faster than anything else at getting around."

      "Except gossip," Ara said dryly.

      "Except that," Laynin agreed. "So, are you going to let them stay here?"

      "I can't keep the king out of Tsaisa," Ara replied, "I don't have that kind of power. But as long as all we do is deliver messages, then I can't see that would hurt." She seemed to make up her mind as she spoke.

      Laynin eyed the scroll and wondered if the king had given her any choice. All the Gods knew kings could be pushy. Borvin, on the other hand, was going to be ecstatic. The influx of people to Tsaisa would keep the Dragon's Shell hopping for weeks, maybe months if they were here that long. The king might bring a handful of bards with him too. Either way, Travin might have been out of a job.

      "So," she said, trying to keep a sly smile from her lips, "does this mean I'm not grounded anymore?"

      Ara gave her a wry smile. "I suppose not. We're going to need you. Well, Risper," she added before Laynin could respond.

      Laynin grinned. "I'm all right with that. I know he's the important one here."

      "If it wasn't for your reckless behaviour the other day, I'd give you a lecture about how important draakin are. However, you still have my ire, so perhaps it's better that you go on putting Risper a distant first. Maybe then you won't take ridiculous risks with his wellbeing."

      "Yes, Ara." Laynin managed to look suitably contrite. "I really am sorry about—"

      "Yes, yes." Ara waved a hand at her. "I've heard all of that. Now, I have a job for you."

      Laynin suppressed a groan, assuming it'd be something horrid. "All right," she said tentatively.

      Ara arched an eyebrow at her. "I was going to ask you to take a message to Tharay for me, but if you feel so strongly against doing so, I'm sure I can find someone else."

      "Oh! No, I'd love to," Laynin said quickly. "Please. Risper and I could do with a good flight."

      "Only to Tharay and back," Ara said firmly. "If I find you've gone anywhere else, kings be damned, you'll be grounded for the rest of the year."

      That was a long time. A few hundred sheep worth of time. "I swear on Risper's egg," Laynin said earnestly. "I'll even have him send updates to Nehko so you know where we are at all times."

      "That won't be necessary, but take someone with you. Refa and her rider perhaps. I understand you're friends?"

      "Yes, we are. I'm sure Zannis would love to go." The woman loved nothing more than meeting new people. And bedding them, but there would be time enough for that when the troops arrived. Haze, just wait until she heard about this. She'd be over the moons.

      "One more thing," Ara added, looking down her nose "Stay away from anyone who takes part in tavern fights."

      "You heard about that?" And she suggested I listened to gossip, Laynin thought.

      Ara gave her a faint smile. "I know a surprising amount about the goings on here. More than you might imagine. But yes, I heard about that. I suspect most of Tsaisa has by now."

      "Tavern fights aren't rare," Laynin pointed out carefully. They might not be a nightly event, but maybe a weekly one. Occasionally someone was even killed, although she'd only once been a witness to that. Two men had spent all day drinking and playing Dragon Match. One accused the other of cheating and pulled a knife. Before anyone could intervene, or call the constabulary, one man was dead.

      Ara's reply drew her out of her morbid thoughts. "They are when they involve priests of Euru and the local smiths."

      So that was who the men were. For all the good the information would do now.

      "As far as anyone is concerned, we—and by that I mean Marth—are all but at war with the Cult of Euru. An incident like that is but the first of many. I don't want my draakin involved, or worse, killed."

      "Neither do I," Laynin replied hurriedly, "but if it's any consolation, Travin has left Tsaisa."

      "Ah, well that's for the best," Ara said with a nod. "Then we can forget about him and his actions. He is no longer a hopeful, or welcome here."

      "Consider him forgotten." Laynin might if people stopped talking about him. Of course, that included herself.

      "Very well. I'll write the message. Be ready to fly in an hour."

      "Yes, Ara."
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      The journey east was remarkably different from the one Laynin had taken south with Travin. She and Zannis skirted the Marth range, flying over country dotted with farms and tiny villages. Instead of having to avoid them, they glided over the top, waving back at people who waved at the dragons soaring overhead. When they stopped at the worker's cottages, built to house those hired to construct a dam over the Hoza river, they were welcomed with warmth and plentiful food.

      The small settlement only consisted of a handful of buildings abutting fields for crops, but it was bustling. The building of the dam itself had only just begun, but it looked to Laynin like treacherous work.

      "I wonder how long it'll take to ask for dragons to lower materials down there," Laynin remarked. The incline leading down into churning water was steep, the flow of the river fast.

      Zannis leaned over so far Laynin was worried she'd topple in. "Rather them than me," she remarked. "The women who gave us the food said two people had already fallen in. She said it's going to take years to build, and doubtless someone will die here."

      "That's terrible," Laynin said. "It would be nice up here without all the people. A person could hide out here for years and no one would know. All you'd hear is the river flowing past."

      "Which it wouldn't be, because there would be a dam. And tending the crops would take all of your time."

      Laynin grimaced. "Well, that's one bubble burst."

      "You're welcome," Zannis grinned.

      Laynin rolled her eyes. "What would I do without you?"

      "You'd be oh, so bored," Zannis replied.

      "Possibly. Has Refa rested enough yet?"

      Zannis hesitated, her eyes glazing. "Refa would like to stay out here and lie in the sun, but she's rested enough to make the next leg of our jaunt."

      Are you ready? Laynin asked Risper.

      Ready. Indeed eager, I have not been to Tharay for many years. I look forward to seeing how much it has changed.

      I'm sure you'll tell me every detail, she replied.

      Only the interesting ones, dear Laynin. I mean only to inform and entertain, not to bore you.

      You could never bore me, she assured him. She sent thoughts of love while she started toward him. He was, as often happened when visiting places like this, surrounded by children. They patted his head, his legs, his tail, whatever part of him they could reach.

      "We don't get many dragons stopping here," a woman remarked, presumably the mother of one or more of the children. "He's beautiful." She gave a wistful sigh.

      Laynin smiled. "Thank you. He is at that. And doesn't he know it." Risper's eyes followed the children, but were half-closed, enjoying the attention and caresses.

      The woman laughed. "I'm sure I would too if I was—"

      The sound of another woman's scream tore apart the serenity of the moment.

      Laynin spun in time to see a small boy tumble off the side of the incline where she and Zannis had stood only moments before.

      "Risper!" He pressed himself down as she ran at him and vaulted onto his back. She grabbed the riding straps hard, there was no time to do them up.

      The children gathered around the dragon scattered as he extended his great wings and leapt skyward. Flying at no more than a metre from the ground, they reached the edge and dropped toward the river so fast it left Laynin's stomach behind.

      "Where is the child?" She looked around wildly. The incline showed signs of disturbance where he had rolled. He must have landed in the river.

      Risper banked sharply and glided over the water.

      There. I see a head.

      The water had drawn the boy away quickly, but Laynin caught sight of dark hair bobbing ahead of them. Risper surged forward.

      Can you drop us into the river just ahead of him? Laynin asked.

      Indeed. Risper's reply suggested he was concentrating. His wings beat and they passed over the boy. His legs came down hard and they all but skidded across the surface.

      He comes.

      Laynin wound the straps around her hand once, twice and leaned down as far as she could. She stretched out her arm and waited.

      The boy's eyes were on her, big, blue and terrified.

      "It's all right," she shouted over the river, "I'll get you. Put your arm up."

      The boy did as he was told, raising his arm, fingers splayed.

      It looked like a tiny target.

      He bobbed closer, then floated to the side a little as the current wound around the paddling Risper.

      "Come on," Laynin said under her breath. "Just a little further." She waited until he was close enough, then lunged down to grab his arm. It was slick and cold.

      "I've got you." Holding hard to the straps, she pulled him toward her. The current, apparently determined not to give up so easily, tried to drag him away.

      His face terrified, the boy looked on the verge of panic. He started to kick against the river, almost sliding his arm out of Laynin's grasp.

      "Hold still," she shouted. Gritting her teeth, she drew him up onto Risper and wound her arm around him. "Hang on to my arm, we're going to fly."

      Can you launch yourself from here? she asked.

      I will have to try. Risper's wings hit the water, sending it over his passengers in a cold, wet torrent. The boy let out a squeal, but hung on tighter than before.

      "Good boy, you're safe now; just keep holding on."

      Risper's wings worked harder, splashing, but bringing them up, clear of the water. He gave a shake of his head, sending droplets flying, before banking and heading back to the settlement.

      They landed amid a rousing cheer, and tears of relief and gratitude from the boy's mother. He was wet and cold, but none the worse for wear, as far as Laynin could tell.

      "Thank All the Gods you were here!" one of the women exclaimed.

      The children looked at Risper and Laynin with huge eyes. If they were adoring before, they were enamoured now.

      "I'm glad we could help," Laynin replied, trying to keep her voice from shaking as her body started to tremble. Part of it was from cold, and part from what they'd just done. At no point did she believe she or Risper were in any danger, but that little boy would likely not have survived had they not acted. Seeing him now in his mother's arms, while someone wrapped a blanket around him, she couldn't help but wonder if it was coincidence that brought them here, or something else.

      Perhaps it was simply luck, Risper suggested.

      Whatever it was, I'm glad it happened. Are you all right?

      Perfectly fine. He trudged a few steps away and shook, wetting anyone nearby with river water. A few of the children laughed and tried to catch the drops, as if water from a dragon might somehow contain magical properties.

      "Excuse me, draakin." Laynin turned and found herself face to face with the boy and his mother.

      "How is he?" she asked, tilting her head to look the boy in the eyes. He offered her a smile, which she returned.

      "He is well, thanks to you. However can I repay you?" She looked so earnest Laynin reached out to give her shoulder a gentle squeeze.

      "Just keep him away from the edge," she said gently.

      "I will, draakin. I won't let him out of my sight ever again."

      Laynin believed her. She leaned in and spoke to the little boy in a loud whisper so they could both hear. "You do as you mamma says, all right? Stay away from the edge. And eat all your vegetables."

      He pulled a face that made her laugh.

      "He will," the woman said sternly. "Thank you again. I should get him warmed up." She curtsied and hurried away.

      "Laynin the hero, eh?" Zannis asked, moving to stand beside her.

      "Where were you?" Laynin asked, teasing lightly.

      "Stopping the others from falling over the edge while watching you," Zannis replied, unruffled. "That was some impressive work, I have to say. Even Ara would be proud."

      Laynin flushed. "I didn't even think. I just acted."

      "Lucky you think faster than I do. I was still standing there in shock as you were scooping the boy out of the water."

      "I thought you were holding people back."

      "If anyone asks, that's what I was doing," Zannis said with a smile.

      Laynin shook her head. "I won't tell anyone the truth."

      Zannis gave a dismissive wave of her hand. "No one will care. They'll just want to hear about what you did. The bards might even write a song about you. Laynin, the hero of Hoza."

      Laynin responded to that with silence, then said, "I need to get changed, I'm freezing."
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      Tharay, as capital of Marth, was bigger than Tsaisa, but Laynin had expected it to be more grand. Had there been a Dragonhall dominating the skyline, she might have thought Tsaisa had grown overnight. The buildings all looked more or less the same—stone and wood, mostly single level structures.

      Only the King's Palace stood apart from the others.

      Larger and fortified with a stone wall, the palace was easily the largest structure in Tharay.

      The palace is approximately two hundred years old, Risper supplied. The draakin were invited to witness the first inhabitants moving into it after its construction. It has weathered well. It was King Jarrick who ordered its construction, if I recall correctly.

      Don't you always?

      Recall events correctly? For the most part. My memory is not perfect, however. For example, I cannot remember the name of his queen. Risper sounded perplexed.

      I don't suppose it matters now, Laynin replied, she'd have become dust a long time ago.

      I would presume the matter is of interest to her descendants, although people are often not interested in the past, especially in times of turmoil.

      People are worried about the present and the future, Laynin mused, the past is, well, past.

      Indeed. However, the philosopher Tsurias Gart opined that we should study mistakes made by others, so we can learn from, and not copy, those errors.

      How often does that happen though? Laynin asked. People usually seem to make their own mistakes, regardless of what other people have done. I mean, they see someone get punched and jump into the fight. Then they get punched. If they learnt anything, they'd walk away.

      You're thinking of Travin?

      A little bit. But I'm thinking of myself too. I made the mistake of letting myself care and start to think we had a future together. I won't do that again.

      She had Risper. She didn't need to be attached to another person to be happy.

      She looked across to Zannis. From the way her lips moved, she and Refa were speaking to each other as well. Zannis must have sensed Laynin looking, because she turned and gave a wave, then gestured to the ground, which was coming up fast. She looked as carefree as ever.

      Maybe Laynin should try to be more like her, and worry less about every little thing. They were in Tharay. She should be excited to be here. If she was lucky, she'd get to meet the king himself.

      She smiled as they landed in the castle forecourt and people came running. She was a draakin, it was time to embrace that and everything it meant.

      She undid her straps, slipped her goggles onto her head and slid down.

      "I have a message for the king, from draakin Ara Lucretia," she declared, a scroll held in her fist.

      "Then you had best give it to the king," a man said as he approached.

      The crowds stepped aside quickly, giving him room to pass. Between their deference and the obvious quality of his clothes, she was looking at King Drexin Sheid himself.

      He wasn't what she'd consider handsome, but he had a look of authority in his expression and the way he held himself. His back was straight, shoulders squared, his eyes smiled with warm confidence. No doubt he was accustomed to getting what he wanted. Even so, with a sword hanging from his hand, and sweat shining on his forehead, he looked to have come from practice.

      No layabout then, she decided.

      "Would that be you?" Zannis drawled.

      Laynin didn't even need to look to know her friend had a predatory expression on her face. She knew her well enough. She'd remind her later that the man might be a king, but he was also married. Whether that would deter Zannis or not was another matter.

      "Yes, draakin—" He gestured toward Zannis with his free hand.

      "Zannis," she supplied. "Draakin to Refa. And this is Risper's rider, Laynin."

      Drexin bowed and then handed his sword to a man beside him. "Please, do come inside. I'll send for some food and refreshment. May I enquire as to the dragon's needs?"

      "A trough of water should suffice," Laynin replied. People were already hurrying to remove the dragons' saddles and put them aside in a nearby tack room.

      "Refa would love a sheep if you have one handy," Zannis said.

      "Ah. Would Risper also care for a sheep?" If he found the conversation peculiar, the king gave no indication.

      Yes please, Risper supplied.

      Laynin passed on his comment and several people hurried away to secure suitable beasts while Laynin and Zannis followed the king to the castle.

      If she'd expected a display of wealth or ostentation, the interior had neither of these. In fact, it was quite the opposite. The furniture looked well made and strong, designed to last, rather than look pretty. The walls were undressed stone, adorned only here and there with tapestries of battles or dragons. They looked old enough to have been in place during the reigns of several kings.

      Drexin led them to a functional looking office to the side of the door. The room was large and long, possibly designed to greet supplicants and make them anxious as they waited. Like the rest of the castle, it was furnished sparingly with a table in the centre and well-used chairs around the perimeter.

      Laid out on the centre of the table was a map of the kingdoms, weights holding down the corners. Wooden counters were placed in various locations on the map.

      "War map?" Zannis asked, peeking over at it.

      "Basically, yes," Drexin replied. "Organising the distribution of troops with my general, Sandvaal. He's elsewhere at present, but I expect you'll meet him soon enough."

      Zannis nodded, looking disinterested, but Laynin took in the placement of the counters.

      "This is where Rosharias' men are?" She pointed to the counters in the southern part of the kingdoms.

      "We believe so, yes," the king replied.

      "I can tell you they're not there." She indicated the counters near Koo. "At least they weren't four days ago."

      He raised an eyebrow, but nodded. He leaned over the map, pressed his palm to the table and tapped the bottom of his finger on a counter. "Any idea where they are?"

      She thought for a moment. "Some soldiers are patrolling the south side of the border. Maybe a hundred of them. I didn't see any more."

      He nodded and slid a counter to the border. "Anything else?"

      "No, but people fleeing from his men are scared."

      He smiled without humour. "That's a given. If half of what we've heard is true, then the situation down there is terrible." He straightened and gestured toward a woman who appeared at the door, a tray in her hands.

      She stepped inside and set the tray on a table to the side of the room. She gave the king a nod and hurried out.

      "Please sit and eat while I look at the message of yours." He unrolled the scroll, his eyes scanning the paper before a genuine smile graced his face. "Ah, very good." He didn't look surprised. Clearly he was expecting Ara to agree to his demands.

      Laynin sat and poured tea for the three of them while Zannis reached for a small cake.

      "Do you really think Rosharias will invade Marth?" Laynin asked, passing a cup to the king.

      "I believe so." He sat in the chair opposite them. "It seems he's spent the last sixteen years waiting and planning. And gathering magin and zealots."

      "Euru worshippers?" Laynin's thoughts returned to Travin again.

      "Those too. According to my sources, he's stirred everyone up with the belief that Euru is the one true god, and the magin should rule the kingdoms." His mouth tightened. "I suspect he'd be happy if those who believed as he did are all who are left when the dust settles."

      Zannis made a rude noise. "He can't make people worship nonsense."

      "He can kill them if they don't," Laynin replied.

      Drexin murmured his agreement. "I'll do my utmost to ensure that doesn't happen," he said firmly. "He won't get past us or your dragons."

      Laynin had a sinking feeling he'd work hard to convince Ara that the draakin couldn't stay out of the conflict. He and Ara were going to butt heads, she could see it now. Which of them would prevail remained to be seen.
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      The rocking of the wagon lulled Travin, but he sang nonetheless. He kept his voice low, just loud enough to be heard over the clip-clop of hooves. The trader hummed along from time to time, if he knew the tune. At the end of the song, Travin fell silent and took a few sips from a water gourd the trader had offered to share with him.

      "It's right pleasant to have some music on my travels," the trader remarked. He'd introduced himself simply as Quil, and agreed to let Travin ride with him on his wagon in exchange for a few songs, and any news the bard had to share. He'd been singing ever since.

      "It's kind of you to let me travel with you," Travin said, swallowing to help relieve his dry throat.

      "There are days when it's best not to travel alone," Quil said. "I've heard talk of the king's men seizing wagons and their goods for the soldiers."

      "Which king?" Travin asked.

      Quil grunted. "Doesn't matter. They're as bad as each other, I reckon. Take your braids and spill your blood with their war without a thought for the families left behind." He leaned out of the wagon and spat on the ground.

      "Lucky I'm a singer," he added, to Travin's surprise. "I ain't got the voice for it, mind you, but I can do it if I need to." He looked around as if there might be someone within hearing. "I almost killed a man who tried to steal from me. Didn't mean to, just got angry he'd pull that stunt. Dropped to his knees, blood comin' out his nose. Stopped right quick, I did. I bet he never touched a man's goods after that."

      He gave a bark which could have been a bitter laugh. "I ain't sung since. Scared myself silly doin' that."

      "I'd imagine you would," Travin agreed, thinking back to the vagabond who had tried to rob him while he was drunk. He hadn't thought to use magic in the tavern, thank Euru. If he had, he might have killed that man, and been executed shortly after. He rubbed his neck as though the rope was tight around it, pressing in, cutting off his air.

      He sucked in a breath and forced his hand down, although suddenly, leaving Tsaisa didn't seem so bad. At least he was alive.

      "So you travel these roads often?"

      "Aye. Up to Phido and down to Port Jaret. Takes the better part of the year to make the trip, but in Jaret they pay good money for Eritsan silk. Before Rosharias, I could have sold them to the rich Aarlish folk. Now I sell to the traders who ship it out to other kingdoms. Probably raise the price one, two hundred times, but what can I do? I can't afford a ship." He gave his barking laugh again.

      "Neither can I," Travin replied with a wry smile. "I probably couldn't afford passage on one."

      Quil chuckled. "Aye, why leave here anyway? I hear say there are prettier places, but I like it here just fine."

      "So do I, and there is still much of the four… The kingdoms I haven't seen yet."

      "You're barely old enough to be off your mother's teat," Quil said, "there's time a plenty to see the rest of it." He nodded ahead. "We're comin' into Koo now. You sure you want to stop here?"

      "There's some folk I'd like to check on." He owed Laynin nothing, but he wanted to be sure her family was safe, and maybe ask them to send word to her.

      "Suit yourself." Quil shrugged.

      They fell into silence until the wagon rolled into Koo and Quil drew the horses to a stop.

      "I'm going on. You're welcome to come if you can catch us up."

      "Thank you." At the speed the wagon went, Travin could trot for an hour or two and catch it up even if he spent a good deal of time here. He reached for his bag and guitar and jumped clear before the wagon rolled away.

      He passed a few people who gave him a nod before hurrying on. They weren't as furtive as the last time he was here, but the village still felt on edge. Perhaps it was just him. Those people he saw looked occupied, if the loads they carried or pushed in hand carts was an indication. They had no time to stop and talk to strangers, even if they were inclined to.

      He hurried toward Laynin's parents' cottage. The first thing he noticed as he approached were the flowers under the front windows. They were wilted. Not enough time had passed for weeds to grow, but they looked unkempt.

      He tapped on the door and waited. No response. He knocked again, then peered in the front window. The house looked deserted.

      "There's no one there," a young voice called out from behind him.

      He turned to see a young woman standing in the street, a basket laden with apples held in her arms.

      "Do you know where they are?" he asked, noting her wary gaze and standing still.

      "No idea. They left the night the king's men came through."

      "When was that?"

      Two…three nights ago," she replied.

      Just after his and Laynin's visit. Had their warning encouraged them to leave or had something happened with Rosharias's men?

      "I see. Do you know anyone who might know which way they went?"

      She pointed toward the village's simple docks. "Arram," she said simply, then was gone, hurrying away.

      Presuming Arram was a person, Travin headed in the direction she'd indicated.

      The small fishing fleet had arrived back from the night's trawling a short time ago, if the bustle of men and nets was any indication. The place was redolent with the smell of fresh fish and ocean air, honest toil and grease.

      Travin stopped the first fisher he saw and asked, "Where might I find Arram?"

      "Cap'n Arram's on the Fin," the man grunted and trudged off, arms laden with the night's catch.

      Travin's gaze skimmed the ships for their names. Scale, Sea Draakin, Sea Fire… Dragon Fin. It was an odd name for a boat, especially since dragons didn't have fins, but given the figurehead at the prow looked half dragon and half fish, he supposed it made sense to someone.

      "Captain Arram?" he asked, dressing an older man as he stepped off the deck.

      "Aye, who's asking?"

      "Uh, my name is Travin, I'm a bard. I was looking for some friends of mine; Kaisen and Javena Laithorn. They have a daughter named Reeka."

      "I know 'em," he grunted. "They left." He turned to tend to a rope tied around a bollard on the dock.

      "I know they have, I was wondering if you knew where they'd gone."

      Arram sighed loudly. "Why do you want to know?"

      "I'm friends with their daughter, Laynin," Travin admitted, although he wasn't sure they were even that now. "I know she's worried about them, so I wanted to check in on them on my way past."

      Arram considered him for a moment. "I don't know for sure, but talk has it they went with the king's men. Might have been by choice, might not." Whatever he thought of that, he gave no indication.

      "And where might the king's men be?" Travin asked.

      "Rumour says they're in and around Fledros," Arram replied, "to the south east. You don't want to be going there. They don't take kindly to folks who aren't like them."

      "Magin?" Travin asked. Had they taken Laynin's family because they'd discovered Reeka was magin? He knew the family wouldn't tell them unless they were under duress. Perhaps someone in the village had mentioned it by accident. Or to avoid casting suspicion on themselves.

      "Them and those who follow Euru. You're not welcome here if you think people have to believe—"

      "Oh, I don't," Travin replied hastily. "People can worship however they choose."

      "Mmm. Well, you'd best go anywhere but Fledros. Word is they're preparing to invade Marth. You go there, you'll end up sword fodder. Unless that's what you want."

      "No, not at all," Travin replied with a nervous laugh. "I plan to live for a long time."

      "Right. Well turn around and go back north. Kaisen can take care of his family. Tell his daughter they're fine. Now, if there's no more questions, I have work to be doing."

      "Of course. Thank you." Travin found himself smiling at the back of the man's head. He couldn't blame him for being gruff. The king's men had been through the village a time or two, less than gently by the sound of it.

      He felt a dozen eyes on him as he walked away from the dock. He considered his options. He had three of them: go back north as Arram suggested, head south and catch up with Quil and his wagon, or head south-east and find Rosharias.

      He cast another look at the Laithorn house, disappointed that he couldn't offer Laynin any answers she'd like. He may find them when he found the king's men.

      Squaring his shoulders and pushing the strap of his guitar bag back into place, he found the east road and started off toward Fledros.
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      The closer Travin came to Fledros, the more people he encountered. They traveled in both directions, some leaving the town, some headed there. Mostly the latter.

      Some were soldiers, but many were traders, or those who wanted to be camp followers. While some might only want to cook or help with daily tasks, he was sure many of the women and men had braids in mind, in return for bed favours. He couldn't blame them. They would eat and most likely be treated well. There were worse ways to make a living.

      "And so, friends, Euru beseeches you," a voice declared from up ahead, "to hold your heads up and remember—" The voice dropped so Travin couldn't hear the words.

      He hurried up the road and found a congregation of people seated beneath a tree. A priest of around Travin's age stood in front of them. His robes were dusty, and there seemed to be mud on the hem, but his listeners were enraptured.

      Tired from hours of walking, Travin lowered his belongings to the ground and sat in the shade beside them to listen.

      "Ask not when you can be reborn, or what you can become in the next life," the priest said, his accent a southern drawl, "praise Euru, you will be reborn."

      "Praise Euru," the congregation repeated. Travin echoed them a moment later.

      "Remember friends, what you do in this life will help you to become incredible in the next."

      Travin frowned at the contradiction, but no one else seemed to mind.

      "Euru will decide the path for you. Go forth and praise Euru."

      "Praise Euru."

      "Spread the word of Euru."

      "Spread the word."

      "Euru loves you, friends."

      "And you too, friend."

      With that, the priest gave a bow and stepped aside as his listeners rose.

      Comfortable for the moment, Travin grabbed his bag and pulled out a chunk of bread. As he bit into it, the priest flopped down next to him.

      "Good afternoon, friend," he said cheerfully

      "Good afternoon," Travin replied.

      "I'm Kial," He held out his hand for Travin to shake.

      "Travin."

      "It's nice to meet you." Kial smiled, showing a dimple in his right cheek. "Did you stop to eat, or to worship?"

      "Both," Travin admitted. That earned him another smile and a flash of even teeth.

      "Praise Euru you found us when you did, then," Kial enthused. "There aren't many temples out on the road. I've been stopping when I can, so people can worship before they continue on their journey. Where are you headed?"

      "Fledros," Travin replied. He watched the other man's eyes, waiting for his reaction. Would he, like Arram, warn him to stay away from Rosharias?

      Instead, Kial smiled broadly. "Me too." He reached for his own bag and pulled out an apple. "Would you like to travel with me? I could use the company."

      His response was a welcome change from the negativity of so many others in the last few days. Kial certainly seemed harmless enough, and truthfully, he was a handsome man. His charm probably got him a long way with people.

      "All right," Travin replied, after a few moments. "That would be nice. Maybe you can tell me what it takes to become a priest of Euru." He wasn't sure where the idea came from, but once he'd said it, it made sense. Maybe that was why he was here, to cement his beliefs and help spread the word amongst those actually willing to listen.

      "I'd be happy to." Kial said. "Euru always welcomes new devotees, or those willing to spread the word." He fell in beside Travin. "Most training takes place in the temple, but I can give you guidance as we go. If nothing else, it'll help you decide if that's what you really want. The road isn't always an easy one. I've been chased out of some towns because their minds aren't open enough."

      "I know how that feels," Travin replied ruefully. He told Kial about Tsaisa, mentioning Laynin only as a friend.

      Kial gave a heavy sigh when Travin finished speaking. "I'm sorry you endured that. It seems to be the way of those in the north. They pass judgment on things they know nothing about, and won't listen to attempts at enlightenment. And yet some of them believe in gods who insist they dance around naked under the full moon." His expression changed from chagrin to a smile. "Fortunately Euru doesn't mind if people do that."

      Travin chuckled. "It sounds like you're speaking from experience."

      "I most certainly am. The soul may have many lives, but each life is short and should be enjoyed."

      "So how do you feel about people fighting in wars, then?" Travin asked. "They don't look like much fun."

      Kial held up a finger. "There are always exceptions. When something is right, we must fight for it and know Euru is watching, ready to help us to the next life. Besides, have you never heard of men who love to fight?"

      Travin thought back to the men in the tavern. He suspected they got some enjoyment out of it, as he might get some out of exacting revenge on them. Kial had a point. When you believed in something, you should stand up for it. Laynin wouldn't have let anyone disparage the dragons. Borvin stood up for his tavern. Both of them should have better understood his viewpoint. Neither had tried to do that, and that was maddening.

      "You're right," he said finally. "I think that's why Euru is leading me down this road. I didn't back up my beliefs well enough before. It's time for me to do that now."

      Kial clapped him on the shoulder. "Good man. I can feel Euru's pride in you. Can you?"

      Travin wasn't sure if he felt anything, or merely imagined it, but he nodded. "I think I can. Thank you for showing me the way."

      "I did nothing," Kial replied, tossing his apple core into the trees and rubbing his hands on his robe. "I'm just following my own path, which has intersected with yours. Perhaps we'll intersect a little more when we reach Fledros." He winked at Travin, who blushed.

      "I'd like that," he replied softly.
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      If he only counted buildings, Fledros was about the same size as Tsaisa. However, if Travin counted the current residents, it would be several times larger. The town centre and outlying fields overflowed with tents, cook fires and people. A large space had been set aside for weapons practice. Perhaps a dozen men were making use of it as Travin and Kial walked past. They stopped for a few minutes to admire their skill before Kial led him past and into the town itself.

      "I'm sure you'd be welcome to stay at the temple." He gestured toward a simple, low building situated on its own piece of land, which was noticeably free of tents.

      "That would be great. Not that I mind sleeping on the ground, but a bed would be a nice change." Travin rubbed his back, where a stick had dug in when he rolled over the night before.

      Kial chuckled. "That it would. I've been sleeping by the side of roads for weeks now. I miss pillows, and the company of other believers. Of course, everyone here in town worships Euru, but only those at the temple have devoted their entire lives to our god. I can be myself around them. Y'know?"

      "Like minded people are always easier to deal with," Travin agreed. He would feel safer surrounded by those who shared his beliefs. He couldn't discount the possibility some here in town were coerced, or feigning devotion because they wanted to fight or make braids. That made him uneasy. He wasn't sure he was ready to embrace Kial's level of dogma, but he had no cause to doubt his earnestness and that of his peers. In the temple, he might be able to relax for the first time in days.

      "Good. Come, let's put our belongings down, then there's someone I'd like you to meet."

      Kial nodded to several priests and priestesses as he led him into the temple. In spite of more or less living in the middle of a war camp, most looked serene, unworried. They reminded him a little of Zannis. Nothing much seemed to worry her either.

      "Catla," Kial greeted a heavily pregnant priestess with a smile. "Are any rooms to spare?"

      "Kial." She leaned to kiss his cheek. "There's one in the back, but you'll have to share." She gestured toward a corridor which led to the rear of the building.

      "We're big boys, we can manage." Kial gave Travin a wink that made his heart skip and palms feel damp. Either Kial was a flirt with everyone, or he wanted to share a bed with Travin.

      The idea made his heart race a little faster. It wouldn't be his first time with another man, but none were as good-looking.

      He admonished himself for his thoughts. He was in the middle of a camp of people who may very well be planning to invade the north in the near future. He had more to concern himself with than intimacy. And yet, as Kial gave him a slow smile, he found his face heating and body responding.

      "The door should be open," Catla was saying. "Put your things down in there. You know where spare blankets are, and when meals are held."

      "Yes, and what chores are expected of us," Kial said, "I'll be sure to keep Travin here on time."

      "And on his toes too, I'm sure." She gave them a knowing smile and waddled away, back straight.

      "Don't mind her," Kial said, starting down the corridor. He stopped in front of the only open door and disappeared inside.

      Travin followed him into a small room. Single beds sat to either side, separated by a table. A tiny window overlooked the fields and a gallows. Thankfully, no one hung from it today, but it was a timely reminder to watch himself.

      Kial had put his bag on one bed, so Travin chose the other.

      "Come, I'm eager for you to meet the king." Kial beckoned him.

      "You know him?" Travin asked. He set his guitar down against the wall in the corner and rubbed his shoulder. Carrying it for days on end had taken its toll on his muscles. He'd be glad to rest for a while.

      "I have met him, yes. He likes to get to know the priests and priestesses as well as he's able." He looked in the direction Catla had gone and smiled.

      "Oh, I see." He wouldn't pass judgement on any woman for bearing a king's child, or any man's, without being married, but he knew how much his own mother had struggled. At least Catla had the support of the temple.
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      Travin had expected the king to have a tent amongst the others, but he'd taken up temporary residence in a large farmhouse. Standing at two stories, it was the biggest building in Fledros, and easily the biggest residence Travin had seen apart from the Dragonhall.

      Built from stone, the farmhouse sported thick timber windowsills and windows edged with intricate lead-lighting. The front doors were huge and ornately carved.

      "Ostentatious, isn't it?" Kial asked, sounding disgusted.

      Travin thought he was referring to the display of wealth until the priest added, "I hope some day the temple can move here. Euru is deserving of this kind of structure. Homes should be more humble. Unless the king is living there, of course."

      "Right," Travin replied. "As palaces go, this is relatively simple, but for a farmer—"

      "Precisely," Kial agreed. He trotted up the front step, past two heavily armed guards and through the open doors. Evidently, his robes gained him admission without question.

      The guards eyed Travin and one made to speak until Kial stuck his head back out and said, "He's with me. His majesty will want to meet him without delay."

      The guard considered for a moment, then stood back and nodded for Travin to pass.

      "Thank you," he said, giving what looked like a sharp sword a glance before stepping past.

      The interior of the farmhouse was as ornate as the outside, but any decorative furniture had made way for functional ones, piles of leather armour and weapons.

      Soldiers as heavily armed as the guards lined the room, all attention on the two men.

      Seated at a table to the far side was an older man with golden hair, cut short and neat, as was his beard. He looked up and took them in as they approached. He smiled. Laugh-lines deepened around his mouth and blue-green eyes. His expression radiated warmth, even though as he rose, his posture exuded power.

      "Welcome." Rosharias held out a hand to each man in turn. His was rough, but warm. "What brings you here, Friend Kial?"

      Kial beamed.

      "I brought my friend Travin here to meet you, your majesty." Kial replied, giving the king a low bow. "He's eager to take his place amongst the beloved of Euru."

      "Is he now?" Rosharias' eyes turned to take in Travin. He was nothing less than amicable, but Travin sensed an undercurrent of danger to the man. He'd likely smile while driving a knife into the heart of anyone who crossed him.

      "Tell me, friend, are you magin?"

      The blunt question was one Travin expected. "Yes, your majesty, I'm a toucher."

      "Ah, that's most fortuitous." Rosharias showed no hint of surprise, but was clearly pleased. "Well then, show me what you can do." He held out an arm.

      "On you, your majesty?" Travin's mouth went dry. Doing the wrong thing could mean he'd meet Euru sooner than he'd expected.

      Rosharias chuckled at his horrified expression. "Certainly. I'm not concerned about threats here. You're surrounded by guards, and friend Kial here likely has a knife he'd drive through your ribs should you attempt me harm."

      The message was clear. The king was absolutely certain he'd be defended, and even a friend would put Rosharias' life above Travin's.

      "I do," Kial said softly, "but I'm certain I'll have no need to use it."

      "He won't," Travin replied. He put a trembling hand on Rosharias' arm. The king's fingers began to wiggle. Feeling a little bolder, he made the man lift his arm and scratch his head. He took a step forward, then another, before Travin removed his hand.

      "Nice work," Rosharias said, his eyes firmly on Travin's. "I personally am a singer, which is much less unwieldy than touching. However, it's still more useful than foresight. Sometimes I wonder if giving anyone the gift of seeing was a flaw on the part of Euru."

      Kial gave a sharp intake of breath. "Your majesty, surely—"

      Rosharias cut him off with one raised finger. "The flaw is with us, naturally, as we clearly haven't established Euru's plan for seers. However, young Travin, you're welcome to join my righteous cause and make it your own. I ask only that you swear obedience to me and Euru."

      "I swear it, your majesty," Travin said fervently.

      "Good. Now, it's time for the evening service. Come along and join us. I think you'll feel at home here, amongst others of our kind. We all acknowledge the superiority of magin, and are ready to take our places as the rightful ruler and leaders of a united Dargyn. The rest of the kingdoms will kneel at our feet."

      Travin felt a slight chill, but put it down to the open window nearby.
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      Either everyone in Fledros was devout, or when Tarlu Rosharias called for a service to be held, all of Fledros attended it. Travin had never seen so many people gathered in one place at the same time. Men and women, soldiers, crafts folk, and of course members of the temple all gathered beside the war camp. A makeshift stage graced one end of the space. Travin recognised it as part of a gallows. If that idea bothered him, it didn't seem to trouble the king or his guards, nor the priests and priestesses who joined him there.

      Travin had planned to sit with Kial, but the man gestured for him to be seated at the base of the stage while he joined his fellows.

      A hush fell over the gathering as Rosharias stepped forward. Travin expected him to speak, but instead he began to sing. His voice was a pleasant baritone which might have held the crowd anyway had it not been laced with magic.

      Travin had never been under the influence of another magin, at least that he was aware of. At first he fought it, instinctively wanting to keep control of himself. Unable to do so, he relaxed and savoured the feeling of calm which washed over him, from the top of his head to the tips of his toes. His eyelids felt heavy, but he kept them open, eyes focused on the king.

      An idea came into his head, but he wasn't sure it was his, or if Rosharias had put it there. He found he didn't care. The king was all powerful, answerable only to Euru. He was the voice of the god and knew all the god's deepest desires. His wisdom was unequalled anywhere in the kingdoms. The kingdom, his mind corrected. Dargyn would be one, united under Rosharias and Euru. Such was the desire of Euru.

      So it must be.

      The king stopped singing and the crowd let out a breath as one.

      The feeling of wellbeing lingered in Travin's mind and body, like the warmth of a glass of wine. Enjoying the languid feeling for a while long, he considered the message he'd been sent.

      The words, the ideas had come from Rosharias but it was as though he'd channeled the wishes of Euru. Euru only wanted people to be happy and live productive lives before their rebirth.

      So simple, so attainable.

      The message and the delivery were heady. Travin took several minutes to clear his mind and shake his body out of the somnolence which made him feel heavy and sleepy. The enthusiasm of the crowd, which slowly resumed, took him with it, energy infusing him.

      When a priestess stepped forward to speak to the congregation, he shouted and cheered as loudly as anyone there.

      Every now and again, Travin's eyes flicked toward the king, his mere presence mesmerising. Near the end of the service, Kial moved to stand beside him and spoke to him briefly, his eyes finding Travin before looking away.

      Whatever he was saying, the king nodded, approval on his face. Finally, Kial stepped away and the congregation cheered the priestess' last words before they rose to leave.

      Kial trotted down the couple of steps to the ground and stepped beside Travin, looking pleased with himself.

      "Now you see why so many follow him?" the priest asked.

      "I do," Travin agreed. "He's quite something."

      "He is." Kial agreed, but his dark-eyed gaze was all for Travin. "I told him about you and your contacts in Tsaisa."

      "You talked about me?" Travin started to frown, but caught the king staring at him in the corner of his vision.

      "He's very interested in you knowing draakin," Kial replied.

      "Oh." Travin's mind returned to Laynin, but with regret rather than his previous anger. He should have tried harder to make her understand. A thought flashed in the back of his mind before he could stop it. He was magin, he could have forced her to understand, just as Rosharias did with the congregation. She might have been angry with him at first, but once she let the message sink in, she might thank him. If nothing else, he could have used words. He was a bard, for Euru's sake. What was the point of having skills if not to convince people to see the truth?

      He resolved that if he ever saw her again, he'd try harder to make her believe. In the meantime, he'd make the most of being here.

      "What can I do?" he asked.

      "The king was hoping you would ask. He wanted to speak to you again. He's invited us to eat dinner with him." Kial bounced on his toes, clearly excited at such an honour. "We should wash and change first."

      Travin looked down at his travel dusty clothes and nodded. "Good idea."
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      Washing consisted of using a jug of water and a cloth to clean himself as best he could, but Travin did it quickly and changed into his nicest clothes. By the time he was done, Kial was ready and waiting for him in their room.

      They barely exchanged a word as they walked back to the farmhouse and passed different guards to step inside. Travin had expected to see a few people, but to his surprise, Kial led him through into a small room containing only the king and his guards.

      "Please, sit. Food will be delivered shortly."

      "Thank you, your majesty." Kial sat and nodded for Travin to do the same.

      With a start, he realised he'd frozen in the doorway. He cleared his throat and flushed before hurrying to take a seat. "Thank you, your majesty," he echoed, muttering the words.

      "Friend Kial tells me you're from Tsaisa," Rosharias said without preamble.

      "Not from there, but I was there for a time," Travin replied.

      "The draakin trust you?" The king gestured for Travin to wait while a woman brought in plates piled high with roast beef and vegetables. Another brought glasses and a bottle of wine. The women curtsied and ducked back out.

      The king looked at Travin expectantly while Kial poured the wine.

      "Some of them, your majesty. I might have displeased their leader." He found himself telling the man about his jaunt south on Risper's back. The man's expression didn't change, but his eyes flashed with annoyance. Travin thought it was directed at him, until Rosharias spoke.

      "What a shame you and she didn't stop and speak to my men. They would have directed you here. Once she saw the truth, your draakin might have convinced the others. Magin and dragons working together and the word of Euru would spread across all of Dargyn by the end of the year." His voice rang with confidence that it would be that simple.

      Perhaps he was right. Magin and dragon fighting on the same side would be virtually unstoppable. Add the support of Euru to that and Rosharias would be formidable.

      "I apologise," Travin said, "I should have tried." He caught the look of disappointment on Kial's face, but the king reached over to pat his hand.

      "The way was not revealed to you then," he said in a soothing tone. "But now it has been, I believe there's a path for you. For both of you." Rosharias nodded toward Kial as well. "I think you're sufficiently contrite that you could return to Tsaisa."

      Travin frowned, but remained silent, willing to hear him out.

      "Once there, I'd like you to repair your friendships, make amends. Resume your place there. The temple will give you board; I'll see to it. Once there, I want you both to encourage the draakin to listen when you speak of Euru. I know they may be less than receptive, but I would like you to try.

      "In addition, I want you to listen, look and learn all you can about the draakin and their plans. By the time I reach the border, I want either the draakin working with me, or to know what they intend."

      "You want us to spy," Kial said, his expression one of glee.

      "The word is somewhat crude, but it will do," Rosharias replied. "Between you, you could stop a good deal of bloodshed with the right words or actions. Get the draakin to join me and we've already won."

      "What if they continue their policy of staying out of the situation?" Travin asked, his mind turning over with a tumult of thoughts.

      Rosharias wrapped one of his hands over the other and brought them to his lips. He was silent for a moment before saying, "That would be unacceptable. Dragons are children of Euru, just as the rest of us are. Their very lives, in which the bond is reborn with every new draakin, is a symbol of the continuation of life. They are sacred to us. They must be made to understand, or their next lives will." His eyes glittered.

      Travin nodded slowly, comprehension dawning. If the draakin didn't listen, Rosharias would kill them. He had to make sure they listened, for all of their sakes.

      "We can do it," Travin said, more certain than he felt. "I'll make them listen."

      He'd start with Laynin and her friend Zannis. Once they understood, they'd help him to work on the rest. Even if he had to use his magic to do it.
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      The view from the roof of the Dragonhall was stunning, even on a cloudy or rainy day. Today the sky was clear and Laynin could see for kilometres in every direction. Right now, her attention was on the north, and the columns of people traversing the road toward Tsiasa. Some had arrived already and begun to set up camp.

      A glance toward Ara showed her leader's face tight, her mouth set in a line. Her entire body was so rigid she looked ready to snap. Past her, Luthin's expression was one of interest, even though there was something guarded in his expression. Zannis stood beside him, looking indifferent, even bored. She toyed with the end of her hair, twirling it around her finger, letting it go and gathering it up again.

      Without warning, Ara turned and started toward the stairs which led down into the Dragonhall.

      Laynin took a step to follow her, but Luthin grabbed her arm gently and held her back.

      "Give her time," he said once Ara was out of earshot. "She needs to let this sink in."

      "She's had the last month or more," Laynin replied, but she sighed and stepped back beside him. "I don't think she'll be over their presence until they're gone." Even so, she had agreed to this.

      "She had no choice," Luthin said, as though he'd read her mind.

      "I know, but they're here now."

      "Yes they are," Zannis said, suddenly looking enthusiastic. "There's a few hundred soldiers filing into Tsaisa, all strong and fit, and a long way from home."

      Luthin rolled his eyes so only Laynin could see, although he was probably thinking the same thing. Maybe she should take a leaf from their book and have some fun for a change.

      "We should go down and make them feel welcome," Zannis said, bouncing on her toes.

      "Perhaps you shouldn't be in a hurry to besmirch the good name of the draakin," Fanad said, appearing at the top of the stairs.

      "Really? Who uses words like besmirched?" Zannis said with a laugh.

      Fanad glared at her for a moment before turning away. "You know what I'm saying. Draakin don't need to act like whores."

      "It's very high up, Fanad," Zannis replied cheerfully, "Don't slip and fall, will you?"

      His face turned red. "Are you threatening me?" he asked.

      "No," Zannis replied. "I'm simply suggesting you should stop trying to shame people because they enjoy intimacy more than you do. Maybe if you took the stick out of your—"

      "Zannis," Laynin interrupted, "we get it. We're all different, and we shouldn't be fighting with each other. We're not the enemy here."

      She turned to the south and wondered where Travin was. Thinking about him no longer hurt, but she worried about him as she'd worry for any friend who had wandered off into dangerous territory. For all she knew, he was dead, killed by Rosharias' men.

      "I apologise if I caused offence," Fanad said, "but people think of draakin as something above other people."

      "Well, technically—" Laynin gestured toward the lines of troops who were still coming.

      Zannis gave a short laugh. "Good one. Also, I like to be above as often as I can."

      "That wasn't what I meant," Fanad said, frustrated.

      "We know what you mean," Laynin said gently, "but there's no more wrong with being… loving than there is in being monogamous, or even disinterested." She noted his flinch at the last word. Was that what troubled him? She would have to try harder to make an effort with him in the future. Draakin should support each other.

      "That looks like the last of them," Luthin commented, drawing Laynin's attention back down to the ground. True enough, the end of the line was visible, three or four teams of horses pulling wagons, presumably full of provisions. War looked like a tedious, expensive exercise.

      "I'm going down there," Zannis declared. "Someone should give them a warm welcome."

      "I'll come with you," Laynin said, linking arms with her.

      "I as well," Luthin agreed.

      Laynin's attention swung over to Fanad. "Are you coming?" she asked gently.

      He shook his head. "I'll stay here a while longer." He sounded sullen, but didn't appear as though he wanted to be talked out of his decision.

      "All right. Risper can pass a message on if you want to talk later."

      The scathing look he shot her almost made her regret making the offer, but she forced a smile and turned away.
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      The Dragon's Shell was almost full to overflowing. Only by a group of men giving up their seats to draakin had they actually gained a table to sit around. Laynin was grateful for the gesture. Standing all night would hurt her feet, and she was determined to enjoy herself while the ale flowed. Luthin had left hours ago, accompanied by a young man who had looked shocked that a draakin had taken an interest in him.

      "All the Gods, it's loud in here!" she shouted for the third time, after Zannis couldn't hear her the first two. Between the chatter and the group of bards who had come with the army, the volume was barely tolerable.

      "It is!" Zannis yelled back, nodding her head vigorously. "He's handsome." She gestured with her glass as she had several times already that night. "He's looking at me."

      "Most of them are," Laynin replied, "you're draakin, and lovely." She lowered her voice, suddenly aware the bards had stopped for a break, lowering the noise level substantially.

      "You think I'm lovely?" Zannis asked, smiling, eyelashes fluttering.

      Laynin rolled her eyes. "Go and talk to him before his eyes pop from his head from all the staring."

      "Are you sure?" Zannis asked. It was the same thing she said every time, just before she darted off.

      "Go." Laynin waved at her. "I'll be fine."

      "You're the best." Zannis patted her arm and sauntered away through the crowds.

      "Is this seat taken?" Laynin turned and looked into the bluest eyes she'd ever seen. For a moment, she couldn't breathe.

      "Yes," she replied without thinking. Her face heated. "I mean no. I mean, you're welcome to sit there."

      He was older than her by a decade, with tanned skin and a smile on the corners of his mouth. Stubble on his chin suggested he hadn't had time to shave since arriving.

      Her eyes travelled down his muscular body to take in his neat uniform. It showed signs of having spent time folded in a bag, but it was clean and well-made.

      "Thank you." He sat and offered his hand. "My friends call me Nar. I gather by your emblem that you're draakin." He gestured toward her breast.

      "Yes." She shook his hand, finding it calloused but firm. "I'm Laynin, Risper's rider."

      Nar nodded. She got the impression he'd memorised all of the dragon's names before arriving, if not their riders. "They're magnificent creatures. I look forward to seeing one up close. It's been quite some time. How are the new dragonets growing?"

      Laynin blinked in surprise. "You're well informed," she said.

      He shrugged with one shoulder. "I like to know who I'm dealing with," he replied easily. "But it's hard not to be interested in dragons. After all, it's much better to believe in things you can see and hear, don't you think?" He raised a glass to his lips, his eyes questioning her over the rim of his glass.

      "I agree completely," she said, her heart racing. She took a sip of her own drink to wet her dry mouth.

      "What is it like to ride a dragon?" he asked. He held up a finger as the bards started singing again, drowning out her reply even as she started to give it. He pointed toward the door. "Maybe we can talk outside?" he shouted.

      She considered for a moment, then decided she'd quite like to be alone with him. She nodded, finished her drink and rose to put the glass back on the bar.

      The air outside was cooler, refreshing Laynin's heated skin. The stars looked huge, twinkling at her as though the sky was winking. She found the lovers straight away and exhaled softly.

      "You asked what it's like to ride a dragon?" she asked, facing him.

      "I did."

      "It's like nothing else," she replied. "It's magical. Unless you're scared of heights." She shot him a challenging look, to which he responded with a chuckle.

      "Not at all. Maybe you can show me some time." He paused before adding, "How far can dragonfire go?"

      She frowned, thinking carefully. "About fifty metres, give or take."

      "Give or take what?" he asked. He slipped his arms through hers and they walked slowly while she responded.

      "If they've just flamed, the next one will be shorter. The next shorter still. It never seems to run out, but the first is always the longest.

      "So they need to replenish?" he asked.

      "Something like that, yes."

      "Interesting. Does it matter how long ago they've eaten before they flame?"

      "It doesn't seem to," she replied, "but I've never tested it. There's seldom a need for Risper to flame anything. I could ask him, but he's asleep."

      "Maybe in the morning then," he suggested. "I really am interested."
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        * * *

      

      Laynin had just awoken before Risper spoke.

      I'm sorry, but Ara has called a meeting, he hesitated. Nehko says the king called the meeting, but Ara says you're to be there.

      All right, I'm on my way.

      Laynin yawned. She hadn't slept for long, having been up late, walking around Tsaisa with Nar and just talking.

      "A draakin's life is always busy, I'm sure," Nar had said.

      "Uh, yes," she'd replied ruefully. That wasn't always the case, but lately it had been. Just relaxing in the company of someone interesting made for a pleasant change. "As is a soldier's, no doubt."

      "I cannot argue with that." He shot her a disarming smile that made her pulse race. She told him about her childhood, and life as a draakin. Once in a while, she'd asked about him, but he'd steered the conversation back to her, always listening attentively to the answers she gave to his questions.

      An hour or two before dawn, they'd ended up back at the Dragonhall.

      "I should get some sleep," she said, reluctant, but becoming weary.

      "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have kept you up so late, but dragons are fascinating."

      She smiled. "Yes, they are." She had never met anyone outside the draakin who wanted to know every detail about the creatures, not even Travin.

      "Well, good night." She put a hand on the doorknob, ready to turn it, but wanting to draw out the moment for a little longer.

      "Good night," he whispered. Before she could step inside the annex, he stopped her with a hand on her arm and leaned in to kiss her.

      "Thank you for a memorable night," he said softly.

      "You're welcome." She kissed him back before she turned and hurried inside.

      The memory of that kiss lingered as she walked towards the meeting room, making her smile to herself. She pressed her fingertips to her lips and sighed.

      Nehko says to hurry please, Risper supplied.

      I'm almost there.

      Ara had been tense enough without being upset by Laynin's tardiness, so she quickened her steps. The woman was pacing back and forth across the room when Laynin entered. Luthin was already seated, as was Fanad and several others. Ara paused in her pacing to give Laynin a nod of greeting.

      Is she all right? Laynin asked as she slipped into a chair.

      Nehko says she is on edge.

      Yes, well I can see that,

      Zannis entered the room, a smirk on her face. Laynin knew she hated things like this, but if Ara called, she'd come. Because she had to. She sauntered in and flopped down beside Fanad, who scowled at her presence.

      "Ah good, it seems you're all here," King Drexin entered the room, followed by a handful of guards, including Nar. The king gave her a nod of recognition, while Nar slid into the seat beside her.

      "Would you join me for dinner tonight?" he whispered as the king got seated.

      "I've love to," she replied, "but why are you here?"

      He put a finger to his lips and sat back in his chair, a smile on his face.

      She gave him a chagrined frown, but poured herself a glass of water from a jug on the table and sipped.

      King Drexin's eyes scanned the table. "Thank you all for being here. For those who haven't met me, I'm Drexin Sheid. I'm not much on formality, especially in times like these. We need to be united now. I'm relieved to be able to count the draakin as friends and allies."

      Laynin's eyes swung to Ara and took in her scowl, but she didn't speak.

      "This is General Narick Sandvaal," Drexin added, "my right hand and a man I'd trust with my life."

      "And have," Narick remarked.

      Drexin flashed him a smile.

      Laynin gave Narick a sharp look. General? All the Gods. She should be surprised, but she found she wasn't. He wore confidence like a second skin. She would bet he got his way more often than not.

      He arched an eyebrow at her and she responded with a sardonic smile. That made him give a silent chuckle.

      She was as drawn to him now as she had been the night before. She also knew why he wanted to know so much about dragons; it would be the job of a general to know about all the weapons at his disposal. Ara might not agree it would come to that, but Laynin didn't think the king would come down here, and bring so many men, if he wasn't sure the dragons would be useful for more than relaying messages.

      "Yes, I have," Drexin said, breaking the silence. "And would do again."

      "Not if I can help it," Narick told him with a growl.

      "As you can see, my general has assumed the role of my mother," Drexin said easily.

      Narick snorted. "You seem to be digressing, your highness."

      "Indeed I am." Drexin nodded. "I believe the dragons will be invaluable during this conflict, for a variety of reasons, all of which will, ultimately, keep the loss of life to a minimum. That, and the defeat of Rosharias is my goal, as it should be for everyone here."

      Narick grunted his agreement.

      Ara rose then and waited until everyone in the room was looking at her. Her expression was stony.

      "I formally welcome you to Tsaisa, and to the Dragonhall." She paired her emphasis with a narrowing of her eyes. Her meaning was abundantly clear. She may be addressing the king and his trusted general, but she held the authority over the draakin and the dragons.

      "We agree the threat from the south must be neutralised with as little death or disruption as possible. To this end, the dragons are at your disposal in reconnaissance to ascertain the whereabout of the enemy and their numbers. Before any flights over, or toward, the border with Alvarios, I must be informed via Nehko or directly."

      Her gaze settled on Laynin for a moment before moving on to the king. Drexin looked unperturbed and no less determined. If he was planning to argue the point, he said nothing now. Doubtless meetings had, and would continue to take place where Laynin could neither see nor hear them. Part of her understood the need to keep matters between the leaders, but she itched to know what they discussed, especially if it impacted her and Risper.

      "Thank you, draakin," the king said smoothly. "Your orders are noted. We will, of course, do our utmost to follow them." Was he being facetious? He exchanged a glance with Narick and something passed between them. They weren't displeased, but she could almost see their mutual decision to keep trying to change Ara's mind. Clearly they didn't know her well. Pressure from them wouldn't make her budge.

      Laynin wasn't sure what would.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Do I have to ask Ara's permission to ask you to take me up on Risper?" Narick asked, speaking into Laynin's ear. His breath tickled her skin.

      "Maybe, but you do need to ask mine," she replied tartly.

      He smiled. "Well in that case, will you?"

      She pretended to think about that for a moment. "All right, I suppose I could. You want to take a look at the enemy, don't you?"

      "I do." He took her arm gently and led her around the corner, out of sight of the king and other draakin. His arm snaked around her and he pulled her to him. "Don't worry. I don't want to do anything to risk you or your dragon." He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her until she was breathless.

      "We will win this war," he added. "Rosharias will never get across the border."

      She believed he believed what he was saying, but fighting against magin might prove more difficult. The late king of Alvarios had had no luck, although he'd been taken unawares by the sound of it.

      "If that's the case, we should go right now." She drew back from him, albeit reluctantly.

      "Yes we should, but I still want to have dinner with you." He gave her a last kiss before letting her go. "Work first." He nodded to himself.

      Risper, please ask Ara if we're allowed to go, she said, heading toward the courtyard.

      Done. She says we may, but to be safe and stay out of trouble.

      Don't we always? Laynin grinned.

      She says no, we do not. I have assured her this time we will.

      Laynin snorted and grabbed Risper's saddle from the tack room.

      "You were talking to your dragon?" Narick asked, looking curious.

      "I was. Just following Ara's orders," she said wryly.

      "Fascinating. He's thinking straight into your mind?"

      "You could say that, yes. And I think back." Her mind wandered for a moment, recalling she and Travin having a similar conversation. Where was he now? She blinked, realising Narick had spoken.

      "I'm sorry, what did you say?" she asked, blushing slightly.

      "Can he speak to me?" Narick asked. He looked hopeful rather than annoyed at her lack of attention.

      "Dragons can hear anyone they want to, but they don't speak to anyone but their draakin."

      "Oh. They can't or they won't?" Now he looked irritated.

      "I'm not sure," she admitted. "I've asked Risper but he just says dragons never do it. They can be stubborn."

      "So it seems. Do you need any help?"

      "No, thank you. Oh, here's Risper."

      Nar raised a hand to shield his face as the great dragon landed in front of them. When he lowered it again, his expression was a mask of awe.

      "Magnificent," he breathed.

      "Isn't he?" she said lightly. She threw the saddle into place, fastened it and gestured for the general to climb up. He did so with surprising agility and did up the straps.

      "Hang on," she said, climbing up and doing her own straps. His arms went around her, firm and solid.

      Ready.

      Risper leapt skyward and they headed south.
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        * * *

      

      The journey was shorter than Laynin had anticipated. From the sharp intake of breath in her ear, Narick was equally surprised. They'd barely crossed the border into Alvarios before catching sight of Rosharias' army, amassed in a large war camp. By the look of the people erecting tents on the southern end, they hadn't been there long, perhaps only a day or so.

      "There's a lot of them," Laynin called over her shoulder.

      "Several thousand at least," Narick replied.

      Have you ever seen anything like this? she asked Risper.

      On occasion, but not recently. This army is at least twice the size of King Drexin's.

      Yes, but once the soldiers from Eritsa reach Tsaisa, we'll have more. Laynin swallowed uneasily. If they arrived in time. Rosharias could attack long before that happened, then sit in Alvarios waiting, or march on Eritsa.

      She shivered.

      "Can we—" Narick's words were cut off with a curse as something soared past them.

      Another arrow followed the first, then a dozen. Most didn't even come within a metre of them, but one or two were within a hair of hitting one of Risper's wings.

      Laynin let out a growl of anger. Risper's wings beat, taking them higher, out of reach of the archers.

      "Can you wheel around again?" Narick asked. "Stay high, I just want to look at something."

      Laynin scowled, but as long as they stayed out of range, Risper would remain unhurt. "Just once," she called back, "then we're getting out of here."

      "Agreed."

      Risper banked and came around over the camp. Archers took aim again, but this time their arrows fell way short.

      As they glided over a row of tents, the camp resounded with a new sound. Low at first, it began to build and Risper writhed uneasily.

      Singers, he said.

      Let's get out of here. Laynin felt sick.

      "Wait, I haven't—"

      "We've seen enough," Laynin snapped. "They're trying to use magin against Risper. I won't risk him further." She thought Narick might argue, but he fell silent.

      They banked and flew to a safe distance before heading back north.

      Please tell Ara what just happened.

      I am. Nehko is upset.

      So am I. Laynin was trembling. Narick must have felt it. He gave her a gentle squeeze and rubbed the back of her hand.

      "We'll need a drink when we get back," he remarked.

      "A big one," she agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Ara was waiting for them when they landed, King Drexin beside her.

      "Are you unharmed?" she demanded the moment Laynin slid down.

      "We're all fine," Laynin replied, "just. They seemed determined to attack us. Risper at least."

      Ara's face turned red, then white. "Attacking dragons…" She shook her head. "It seems we have no choice," she said, half to herself. "Like it or not, the draakin have no choice. We are at war."
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        * * *

      

      Will Laynin survive the Dragonwar? Will Travin find the peace he seeks? Will Risper continue to be wise? Find out in book 2 of the Dragonwar trilogy, Dragonwings.
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        Portland has a water problem.

      

      

      

      Seventeen-year-old Brian hates his father. The man became a monster five years ago. Suddenly, he wants to creep back into the family. Over Brian's dead body will that man ever lay another finger on any of them.

      

      When a mysterious musician sends Brian on a bizarre quest, he discovers magic isn't just dragons on TV, saving Portland from an impossible fate. He never dreamed he'd join the family business, and it'll show him a world he never knew existed.

      

      Knight Submergent takes place in the same version of Weirder Portland as the young adult urban fantasy SPIRIT KNIGHTS series.
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      This story starts with a dog chasing me through Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge on New Year’s Day. I, a senior at Grant High School, a solid member of the varsity football team’s offensive line, and an all-star midfielder for the lacrosse team, ran like a little girl up an asphalt path to escape a loose mutt the size of a German Shepherd.

      Why? It said it wanted to eat me. In English. Then its eyes flashed red.

      This is how horror movies begin, and I’m not stupid.

      I ran up the asphalt path where I’d gone to escape my house. Leafless trees lined the left side of the path. Through the trunks, I could see the dark blue Willamette River. A chain link fence separating the path from railroad tracks lined the right. Beyond that, I could jump into a bog.

      Even though I know better, I glanced back to check on the dog. Dark fur, slavering drool, and wild eyes still followed me at high speed. The thing must’ve crawled out of Hell to come for me, but I had no idea why. Whatever I’d done, I wanted to repent.

      Then I ran into something because I’m dumb enough to look back while running for my life. I hit the ground on my hands and knees and saw shoes attached to legs. Great, I’d run into a person. My lungs burned as I gasped for breath. Whatever had let me keep going for that long dissolved, leaving my limbs weak and trembling.

      “Get out of here!”

      For a second, I thought the guy meant me. If it meant surviving this nightmare, I’d scrape myself off the ground to obey.

      The mutt whimpered. I checked, and it stood on the path with its tail between its legs and head ducked. “I just want to--”

      “Enough. Leave now or I’ll drown your vessel.” The guy had a musical tone, like he ought to talk about lofty things in elegant places while wearing a tailored tuxedo and sipping expensive wine with an upraised pinky.

      I saw my savior in profile. My belly flopped. Which made no sense, because I’d never had that kind of reaction to anyone. For no reason I could identify, I wanted to touch his dark hair and find out if it felt as silky and soft as it looked. I wanted to touch his tanned cheek for the same reason.

      To be clear, I’m not gay. I don’t like girls, but I’m not into guys either. I mean, I like to appreciate a body like anyone, and I have lots of chances in the locker room, but I’m not gay at all. That the shape of his nose and chin, combined with his blue-green eyes, made my whole self dizzy confused the heck out of me.

      No one bothered me like that.

      Ever.

      Except that one time with Gabriel, but that didn’t count. Fourteen-year-old me hadn’t known my ass from a hole in the ground.

      Anyway.

      In fairness to me, I should mention that I’d been stuck in my house for most of previous two weeks to recuperate after waking up in a hospital bed a few days before Christmas. I don’t know what happened to me that night because I can’t remember anything, nobody told me, and none of it gave me new scars. My dad, the worst human being to have ever lived, claimed I’d suffered a magical attack.

      Sure. Magic. Right, dad. Go back to your asshole den and come up with a real answer next time.

      Staring down an angry, English-speaking dog with red eyes, of course, gave me a new perspective on that answer. Really, he hadn’t given enough specifics. I mean, I might’ve believed him if he’d said a mutant bug attacked me, like the ones that had destroyed buildings downtown over Thanksgiving, but “magical attack” sounded like a cop-out to me.

      The dog skittered down the path, away from us. Like a four-legged spider fleeing a giant shoe.

      “Good.” The guy turned to me and smiled. He offered me a hand. His other hand, I noticed, held the weirdest violin I’d ever seen. The body had been made from green material reminiscent of seaweed. Instead of strings, it had long, thin, fish-like fins. Along with it, he held a long iridescent blue feather that maybe served as the bow.

      Who carried a bare violin loose in the middle of winter? I thought cold exposure damaged stringed instruments. Not that Portland winters are frigid, but thirty-five degrees still sounds bad for a violin.

      “Are you okay?”

      I blinked at him like a moron. Point for me, though, because I took his hand and his help to stand. The thought that I wished I wasn’t wearing gloves flickered through my mind. Then I would know how his bare skin felt. Which I didn’t want to know, except I did. But I really didn’t. Or did I?

      Like I said, 100% confused.

      “Thank you,” I gushed at him like a halfwit fanboy.

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled.

      I melted. Why? I don’t know.

      “I can see you need to catch your breath. Let’s take a seat. Some of these roots are actually quite comfortable.” He draped an arm around my shoulders and guided me into the trees.

      My entire body forgot how to walk. I stumbled and tripped over everything. This guy had to think me a complete moron. Which didn’t matter. Why should it? It didn’t.

      “I’m Nick,” he said as he eased me into a hollow made of gnarled roots.

      “Brian.” Another point to me for remembering my name.

      “That dog won’t bother you in the park again. It probably won’t range far from here, so as long as you live at least a few miles away, you should be fine.” He sat across from me, on another root jumble. The everpresent Portland clouds parted to grant him a beam of sunshine to bask in.

      “Yeah.” Behold my amazing conversation skills. “Cool.”

      Nick chuckled and raised his violin. “Relax.” He set the feather to the fins and played a melody.

      Whatever brains I had dissolved as I listened to the music. The melody sounded familiar, like I knew the song but had only heard it in a different key. The tune conjured memories of the park from better times.

      Years ago, my father used to bring my little brother, Matt, and me to ride our bikes up and down the path. We’d come on Tuesdays after school. Dad did all his paperwork that day every week, which meant he always came home on time, unlike every other day of the week. We’d stop by the water and catch fish to throw them back, chase frogs or squirrels, or feed stale bread to ducks. Back then, we had a dog, and we’d bring her too.

      The song ended. So did the happy feeling in my chest.

      “Did it remind you of something you’ve lost?”

      Nick’s voice startled me, breaking something fragile that had held me in place.

      “What?”

      He lowered his violin and smiled. “Nothing. It’s nice to have an audience. Do you like music?”

      I had to think for a moment to handle a simple question. “Sure. Does that song have a name?”

      “Probably. My mother used to hum it to me. I never asked what it was.”

      “My mom did that too.” I’d asked her to stop tucking me into bed when I turned twelve. When I’d wanted it again because of Dad, I hadn’t known how to ask. Not that I’d admit it, but I missed her soft voice wishing me a good night, her warm arms giving me one last hug, and her love planting a kiss on my forehead.

      “We ask them to stop because we’re grown men, then spend the rest of our lives trying to find someone else to step into the void she left.”

      I squirmed for a lot of reasons. “Do you play out here often?”

      “Often enough.”

      Sure. “Right.”

      Nick laughed. The sound wrapped around me like velvet. “From your perspective, my answer is probably yes.”

      The squirming gave way to shivers. I wore gloves, a coat, a scarf, a hat, jeans, and hiking boots, and I shivered like someone had doused me with a bucket of ice water. For no reason.

      “Goodness.” Nick set his violin aside and reached for me with both hands. “You must be freezing. Let me help.”

      “What?” My teeth chattered, of course.

      I felt like I had a glass inside of me that could only hold so much insanity. When it overflowed, bad things happened. Like uncontrollable shivering.

      Nick knelt in front of me, unzipped his coat, and engulfed me in a bear hug. Heat pressed against me. He touched his cheek to mine and breathed on my ear. His other hand cupped my other ear.

      My mind shifted from coping to flailing. “Get off me,” I whimpered.

      “Ssh. Your ears are frozen. The rest of you isn’t much better.”

      A guy who made me feel things I didn’t understand crowded me. If my buddies saw me, they’d never trust me in the locker room again. I panicked.

      “Get off me!” With all my strength, I fought against him. I threw him off and struggled to my feet. “Jesus, you’re a fag. That’s gross!”

      I ran and didn’t look back. When I reached my car, I dove inside and locked the doors. Out the front windshield, I saw that dog. It watched me with a rope of drool hanging from one side of its mouth. My keys fell to the floor as I tried to mash them at the ignition.

      Nothing could hurt me so long as I stayed inside the car, right? Reaching down, I patted the floorboard until I found my keys. When I checked on the dog again, it had moved ten feet closer. Gulp.

      On my second try, I got the right key into the hole and started the car. My piece of crap car, manufactured a decade before I was born, sputtered to life. I shifted it into gear and slammed the gas pedal to the floor.

      The dog skittered to the side. I left. If I never returned to Oaks Bottom, it would be too soon.
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      Halfway home, I regretted shouting at Nick. Twelve-year-olds said things like that. I knew better. If not for that creepy dog, I would’ve gone back to apologize. The next time I saw him, I hoped he’d understand.

      Wait. The next time?

      Stopped at a red light, I rubbed my face. I had no reason to return there or see Nick again. The dog’s red eyes haunted me. Nick’s warmth haunted me. My own words haunted me.

      At half past three, I pulled my car into the garage next to Mom’s minivan. By then, I felt drained. Getting out of the car took too much energy. It only happened because I forced myself. On my way through the house, I passed the living room, where Mom sat with a magazine and Matt sat with his laptop.

      Both noticed me trudging past, heading for the stairs.

      “Brian, what happened?” Mom tossed aside her magazine. I blinked and she stood next to me, holding her wrist against my forehead. “You’re burning up.”

      “I’m fine.” Even to me, I sounded like a dirty liar.

      She turned me around and steered me to the kitchen. “You said you were going for a drive.”

      “I did.”

      “And...?” She pushed me into a chair at the kitchen table.

      I hit the chair hard and gripped the table to keep from falling to the floor. “I took a walk.” So far, no lies.

      Mom hmhmmed at me. “You’re supposed to take it easy for another few weeks.”

      A doctor’s note in my backpack barred me from gym class and all extracurricular sports until the end of the month. Mom had asked for that wording so I couldn’t attend some other sport’s practice instead of lacrosse. Of course, I had to give Coach Rollins the note. If I never did...

      If I never did and I kept feeling like this, I’d probably kill myself by accident.

      My head spun. I leaned forward and closed my eyes. The next moment, Mom nudged me and shoved a thermometer into my mouth. A small mug of chicken broth steamed in front of me, and I held a spoon. Did I lose time or pass out? Since Mom hadn’t lifted my head, I thought I’d blanked.

      Shock made people do that, or so Coach had warned us.

      “Did you hear me?”

      I turned and blinked at Mom. The thermometer beeped. She took and checked it. What she saw made her frown.

      “It says normal, but you’re not acting normal. Have that and go to bed. Maybe you’re just dehydrated. I’m not sure you should go to school tomorrow.”

      Until the morning in that hospital bed, I hadn’t noticed how much gray Mom had in her dark hair. Since then, I couldn’t stop seeing the wear and tear of the last few years on her. She’d done her best to shield us from Dad and keep things as normal as possible, and that effort had taken a toll.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “Now I know you’re sick.” She kissed my forehead and tapped the spoon. “Eat.” Setting a stack of saltine crackers in front of me, she patted my shoulder. Then she breezed out of the room.

      I frowned and picked up a cracker. When had I last told her that? Too long ago, apparently. “I mean it,” I murmured.

      The broth and crackers tasted really good, like weirdly amazing. Once I forced myself to start eating, I devoured it like I hadn’t had lunch two hours earlier. When I stood, I wobbled and had to lean on the table to avoid falling over.

      Had the dog or Nick messed me up? Did it matter?

      Using the wall for support, I stumbled to the stairs. Matt set aside his laptop and stuck his scrawny self under my arm to help me climb up to my room. He’d done it before. My first few varsity games had ended with me so exhausted I couldn't see straight. After that, a few long slog games had done the same.

      “Dumbass,” Matt muttered.

      I didn’t argue with him. Fifteen counted as old enough to know when his big brother acted like a moron. “Have you been out to Oaks Bottom lately?”

      “No. Is that where you went?”

      “Yeah.”

      Matt snorted. “Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He opened my bedroom door and walked me to the edge of my bed. “Just because Dad was kind of cool at Christmas doesn’t mean he’s suddenly a good guy.”

      With his help, I took off my shoes. “I listen to Wendy too.” We all saw a therapist every week. All of us except Dad, of course. At Christmas, he’d said he’d had his first appointment with her the week before. Three years after the divorce, he must’ve hit rock bottom.

      “Act like it.”

      “I didn’t go because I believe him. I went because it’s a good place to jog.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s the only reason you picked that place.” Matt pushed against my forehead, knocking me over. “And I know the doctor said not to jog for at least another two weeks, moron.”

      As he left, I struggled to get my feet onto the bed. “Hey.”

      “What?” Matt stopped at the door.

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded and shut the door.

      I lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling in the waning afternoon light. My body didn’t want to move but my brain didn’t want to sleep. For a while, my mind gave me bland, empty static. Nothing in particular filled my head other than vague, half-formed thoughts of how I should’ve stayed in the car or walked around the neighborhood.

      If I hadn’t visited Oaks Bottom, I wouldn’t have seen that dog. It wouldn’t have forced me to half-kill myself running. Jesus, I ran from a talking dog with flashing red eyes. Why hadn’t anyone called animal control about that thing?

      Nick seemed to have understood it, so I knew I hadn’t made up any of it in my head. With that coherent thought, tingling flooded my whole body. I pictured his fingers playing that weird violin. They moved with delicate grace, creating haunting beauty. Those fingers had touched my ear. Warmth had poured from his fingertips like an array of tiny, intense furnaces. If I hadn’t freaked, maybe he would’ve run those fingers through my hair.

      This guy had done a number on me. The music he’d played had messed with my head. That explained everything. Like everyone kept telling me, I still needed time to recuperate. I’d imagined that dog. Nick had humored my delusions so he could try to take advantage of me.

      My stomach tightened. What he wanted, I wouldn’t give. Like with Dad. Every time he’d tried to break me, I’d refused. Because of Mom and me, Dad had never laid a finger on Matt. He never would. I’d kill him first.

      Wendy had suggested trying to count prime numbers anytime I noticed myself spiraling into dark places. She said the brain couldn’t do something rational and irrational at the same time.

      I closed my eyes. One, two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen, seventeen, twenty...three? Yeah, twenty-three. Then came twenty...no, thirty-one.

      When I opened my eyes, my room had turned dark. I had a vague sense of unease, like I’d dreamed something distressing but couldn't remember it. Raising my hands to rub my face didn’t feel like trying to lift lead, so I sat up. Taking my time to stand worked fine.

      Had everything with Nick and the dog happened in a nightmare? I stepped to my window without knowing how to tell.

      Light from the living room and kitchen glowed on the lower branches of the cedar and sycamore trees marking the boundaries of our backyard. Matt carried a garbage bag across the patio to the bins, a job I hadn’t done since the attack. He kept his brown hair long, like Nick.

      Maybe I’d taken some of my brother’s features and mixed them with some other guys to craft Nick. Brains did freaky stuff during sleep. More than once, I’d dreamed about myself as a girl. Nick as a figment of my imagination made a lot of sense. I didn’t get all flustered like that around anyone, guy or girl, celebrity or classmate.

      I checked my phone and saw I had a few notifications for my social media accounts. On one, the team quarterback had posted a photo from the night before. He and his girlfriend had gone to some New Year’s party. Chad wore a tux. Amy wore a tight little black dress. She stood with her back to the camera, looking over her shoulder while she leaned against Chad. His hand rested on her ass with his fingers curling under the hem of her dress.

      The rest of the team had already left comments on it asking for details about what she’d done for him in bed. One guy had tagged me wanting to know about my night because I hadn’t posted about it yet. If I didn’t say something, the entire team would climb on my back about it for the rest of the school year.

      None of them knew about the attack or my hospitalization, and I wanted to keep it that way. Telling them the truth wouldn’t help.

      I stared at the comments for a long time before tapping my reply--I don’t remember her name.

      Tomorrow at school, they’d laugh, slap my back too hard, and ask for details. By then, I’d have a story ready. Like I always did.

      My stomach tightened and I wanted to throw up, telling me everything had returned to normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      On my way to the kitchen to forage for soothing food, the doorbell rang. I was closest, so I answered it.

      Homicide Detective John Avery of the Portland Police Department stood on the front porch in his usual classy suit and trench coat with his hands in his pants pockets. Once, Mom had mentioned that look as the reason she’d let Dad take her on their first date. He reminded her of Humphrey Bogart.

      I hadn’t understood until we’d watched The Maltese Falcon. Bogie looked damned fine in that movie.

      “Brian, hi.” Dad flashed a tentative smile. The monster wanted me at ease so he could rip off my arms and legs.

      Mom had asked Matt and me both to not slam the door in Dad’s face anymore. She wanted us all to give him a second chance. Over my dead body would he get inside the house again. If I’d had the strength on Christmas, I would’ve tossed him out on his ass. Instead, I’d laid on the couch during a strained, awkward dinner.

      He hadn’t given any of us gifts for the holiday. Instead, he’d told us all that he’d started therapy with Wendy. If he stuck with it for a few months, I’d call it a decent present.

      “What do you want?”

      Dad raised a hand. In a weird miracle, he didn’t act like he meant to hit me with it. Instead, he seemed to ask for patience. “I know I’m not supposed to just show up. There’s a crime scene a few blocks over, and I wanted to make sure everyone is okay.”

      Apparently, he’d grasp at any excuse to torment us. “A crime scene.” My voice sounded dull and flat. “And you couldn’t use the phone.”

      He raised his other hand in surrender. “You all have my number blocked. Which I understand and deserve. But it means that no, I can’t use the phone.”

      Of course he wouldn’t send a random flatfoot to check on us either. That option probably never occurred to him. “We’re fine.” The sooner he left, the better we’d all be.

      “Good.” He flashed another tentative smile. “Make sure you lock up tonight, including the windows, and don’t walk around after dark for the next couple of days, okay?”

      “Sure.” Like we didn’t already do those things because of him. I started to shut the door. My other option? Laughing in his face.

      “Wait.” Dad shifted, making his trench coat flap against his legs. He wanted to stick his foot in the door, I could tell. But he didn’t do it.

      “What?”

      He wouldn’t meet my gaze. I glared at him, willing him to spit out what he wanted.

      “I was wondering...” He straightened and directed his gaze to his polished black shoes. “There’s a boxing gym I go to. I’d like to take you and Matt there sometime so we can all hit things.” Raising his chin, he added, “If you want. You don’t have to.”

      Wild fantasies of punching him in the face without consequences danced in my head. I wanted to watch his eyes widen in surprise and fear, then his head snap back. Blood would spray from his nose and he’d fall to the floor to beg for mercy.

      “Yeah, I’ll go. When?”

      “Great.” He smiled again.

      The predator I knew he harbored didn’t show itself. Why? Mom had said he seemed like he’d crawled out from under a cloud, or freed himself from a monster. I didn’t believe it could happen like that. That crap didn’t switch off like a light.

      “I’ll see about arranging it with Mom. Maybe we can do that through Wendy.” He nodded and turned to leave.

      “How about right now?” The words blurted out of my traitor mouth before I could stop them. I didn’t understand what made me say them. My chest tightened and I braced for yet another broken promise.

      “Don’t you have school tomorrow?”

      “It’s not even six yet.”

      He pulled out his phone and checked it. His brow raised. “Huh. So it is. You’d think we’d all get used to the early dark in the winter, but no one really does. It’s about half an hour from here. If you’re feeling up to it, I’ll meet you there in forty-five minutes.”

      Part of me stood and blinked like a moron. Not only had he committed, he’d offered to let me drive myself there so I could leave whenever I wanted. Even if I didn’t think I could handle it, I wanted to see what would happen.

      “I’ll be there.”

      He gave me the address and left with a small wave. I shut the door and stared at it. This day could stop throwing me curve balls anytime.

      Turning around, I found Mom watching me with a half-empty glass of wine in her hand and a crocheted blanket draped over her shoulders. She leaned against the wall and smiled.

      “That was brave of you.”

      “I guess.” I shrugged. My chest tightened and my palms broke into a cold sweat. What had I done? If I could hit Dad without consequence, he got the same freedom. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Rubbing my hands on my jeans, I wanted to run and hide.

      “I’m not going to stop you. If you’re not feeling up to it, though, you can stand him up. God knows he’s done it to you more than enough times. He deserves it.”

      Nothing would stop me from taking the coward’s way out. Except my dignity and desire to hold the moral high ground. Showing up when I said I would made me the better man.

      With a shrug, I climbed the stairs. “I’m fine. If he’s going to try, I should let him, right?”

      She followed me. “You don’t have to. I’m not going to do anything alone with him until he proves he’s worth giving a chance.”

      At the stop of the stairs, I stopped and waited for her because I needed to catch my breath. Did I have the energy to go trade blows and barbs with Dad? Probably not. Would I go anyway? Yes.

      Facing Mom, I saw the tiny wrinkles around her eyes and wished I could take away her pain and worry. She hugged me. Her warmth would get me through this stupid night.

      “Watch yourself. Matt will go if you ask him.”

      “He hasn’t earned Matt,” I growled. Myself, I’d risk. Not Matt. Never.

      Mom kissed my cheek. “No, he hasn’t. Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      Leaving her there, I headed into my room and dug through a drawer for workout clothes. If I proved myself enough tonight, I’d accidentally-on-purpose forget to give Coach Rollins my doctor’s note in the morning. If it beat the hell out of me, I’d hand it over.

      As I changed into sweatpants, I thought about going to school in the morning. Matt and I would drive over together. The moment I shut off the car, we’d separate. We had different friends. His preferred spending lunch indoors so they could draw or read despite the weather. Mine always wanted to lurk wherever they could spend the most time checking out girls or harassing JV players.

      Personally, I preferred the latter over the former. We didn’t do anything really awful, though. Everything we did to those kids had happened to all of us as freshmen and sophomores too. Chad called it team building and a tradition.

      Football season had ended at school, of course. We’d won the district this year, then lost in the last round of state finals. Two guys had gotten scholarships. I hadn’t expected one for football. Lacrosse, on the other hand, held a lot more promise. If I didn’t get at least a partial ride for that, I had to go to Portland Community College.

      Pulling on my shoes, I forced myself to breathe a few times. Dad didn’t deserve to know anything about me. I’d go to this gym, beat the crap out of him, and leave. No talking. He didn’t deserve to learn anything he could use against me. I didn’t want to hear his excuses or apologies.

      Whatever he said, I would keep my cool. We didn’t need Dad. After he left and gave up trying, everything changed for the better. Nothing he offered could help us.

      I slid into my car thinking about ways to deflect any questions he might ask. Did I have a girlfriend? None of his business. How’s Matt doing? Fine. Is Mom okay? Yes.

      No problem. I could do that all day long.
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      Dad had transformed into his casual self with sweatpants and a Portland PD T-shirt. I remembered him like that on Sundays. In the morning, he’d wrestle with the ancient lawnmower, a relic he’d refused to replace with a newer model. Then he’d mow the lawn and fix things around the house. When I got old enough, he’d showed me how to change air filters and light bulbs. Later, we’d dredged rotting leaves out of the gutters and pruned the trees together.

      The boxing gym had a bunch of other guys in the same kind of shirt. They beat on punching bags with fists and feet. Two men sparred in a boxing ring, wearing protective gear and bouncing more than swinging. Ceiling fans whirred and the front door stood open to the outside chill. Despite that, the place stank of sweat. Humidity clung to my flesh. I had no trouble leaving my coat in a cubbie with my shoes and socks.

      I faced a hanging punching bag, the kind tall enough to practice any sort of fist or foot attack. Faded red boxing gloves confined my hands. Beside me, Dad tugged on his own pair.

      “Have you ever used these before?”

      Shaking my head, I prodded the bag. “They feel weird.”

      “You get used to it.” Dad turned to his bag and raised his gloves. “They keep your hands safe so you don’t break fingers or bleed all over the place.”

      If I took my eyes off him, did I have to worry about him hitting me instead of his bag? I didn’t know. My gut churned while I waited for disaster.

      Dad stared at a spot on his bag and hit it with swift strikes. His gloves thumped it in the same spot over and over. I remembered that precision and strength directed at me.

      For my tenth birthday, he’d given me an aluminum baseball bat, but not to play the game. Instead, he’d shown me how to use it as a weapon. My car emergency kit included that bat.

      The next time I visited Oaks Bottom, I’d carry the bat with me. That dog wouldn’t know what hit it.

      Shaking off thoughts of the dog, I focused on my bag. Dad seemed intent enough on his that I didn’t worry about a sucker punch. I still edged to the side so I could keep him in my field of view.

      Hitting the bag distracted me from life, which counted as a positive. Like on the field, lots of things didn’t matter. The ball mattered. Winning mattered. Lines on the ground mattered.

      “How’s Matt?”

      The questioning began. I didn’t let Dad distract me. My little brother had straight A’s, a girlfriend Mom and I both liked, and solid art skills. Whenever someone asked me about him, I wanted to gush about how great he was.

      “He’s fine.” Nothing more for Dad.

      “And Mom?”

      All the relief I should’ve gotten from exercise evaporated. My stomach clenched and my jaw tightened. “Also fine.”

      Dad thumped his bag a few more times before asking, “How about you?”

      I don’t know what, but something inside me snapped. “Two years, three months, and six days without you giving me a new bruise. So I’m pretty good.” My face burned, my gut roiled, and my head hurt.

      He stopped. His gaze stayed on his bag, and he had something in his expression I didn’t recognize. Something like regret or resignation hunched his brow and turned down the corners of his mouth. Dad started to say something, but stopped before he made any noise.

      Then he took off his gloves and tossed them aside. With his bare hand, he patted his cheek. “Go ahead. If it’ll help, do it. I won’t block, resist, or fight back.”

      “What?” Had I heard him right? No, I couldn't have. The monster I’d known for the past four years would never offer that.

      He breathed in and out and didn’t look at me. “I’m your father, and I hurt you. I never--” Shaking his head, he cut himself off. “This is my fault, and no one else’s. For once in your life, hit me back.”

      “This is a trick.” I hadn’t meant to say that aloud. The words tumbled out of their own free will.

      “No. It’s not. Take off your gloves and hit me. I know you’ve fantasized about it. Do it and see if it compares.” He tucked his hands behind his back.

      How did he know me so well after not seeing me for so long? Queasy and dizzy, I tugged off my gloves and raised my fists.

      I’d hit people before. On the field, my body crashed into other bodies all the time. Off the field, I got into fights like anyone else. Faced with the chance to inflict the same damage on this man as he’d inflicted on me, I didn’t hesitate.

      My knuckles slammed into his cheek. His head snapped to the side. He staggered a step. Righteous glory sang in my veins. Something was off, though, because he didn’t bleed. I hit him again, in the kidney. He grunted. I hit him across the jaw. He hunched over. This didn’t go like in my fantasy. Until he bled, I would keep hitting him.

      I remembered him backhanding me because I’d forgotten to take the compost bin to the curb. He’d dragged me outside with his hand around my throat and shoved my face in the bin long enough to gag on the stench of rotting food and yard waste. Then he’d slammed me against the bin and let me fall to the ground.

      Getting up meant more punishment. I’d stayed down. Some lessons didn’t take long to learn.

      “You were supposed to protect us,” I snarled.

      No matter how many weights I lifted, he always stayed stronger. No matter how hard I trained, he always hit harder. No matter how much I ran, he always moved faster.

      Someone grabbed me from behind and lifted me off my feet. Voices clamored for attention. The fog of memory cleared and I saw my father on the floor. Blood spatter glistened on the mat and stained his shirt. He held his nose and stayed down. More blood smeared my knuckles.

      What had I done?

      “I’m fine,” Dad said, his words slurred. “It’s fine.” He blinked a lot.

      When I didn’t struggle against the man holding me, he let go. I didn’t know what to do. Seeing my dad like that... How did I feel? I didn’t know. This should’ve made me feel good, like serving justice. Other voices in the room sounded distant and strange. The ground beneath me rolled like an earthquake.

      I ran for the door. My pulse thumped. Someone shouted my name. Low-pitched buzzing filled my ears.

      Before anyone could stop me, I unlocked my car, slid inside, and started it. The blood on my hands smudged the steering wheel. Not until I reached the first red light did I realize I’d left my shoes and socks behind.

      Broken, battered Dad swam in my vision. How many times had I dreamed about that moment? I was supposed to declare a righteous victory and step on his quivering form to leave him behind forever. Instead, I wanted to throw up. If those men hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve beaten him to death.

      Not sure where I’d driven, I stopped the car in darkness. The headlights showed me the empty parking lot for Oaks Bottom. At least I hadn’t autopiloted to a police station or Dad’s apartment complex.

      In the backseat, I found my locker room shower bag. Mom had packed it for me and put it in the car, maybe while I’d slept this afternoon. It always had a small towel and pair of flip-flops, among other things. I used the towel to wipe my hands. Did I need to destroy the bloody thing, like evidence? Why did I feel like I’d murdered someone? What would Wendy say when I told her about this?

      Wendy didn’t need to know.

      Pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes, I berated myself for thinking that. Of course I’d tell her. Dad saw her too. When he showed up to his session with a dozen cuts and bruises, and tape over his broken nose, she’d ask and he’d tell her.

      What did it mean that I wanted to kill him to keep him from talking to her?

      It meant I needed to clear my head so I’d stop thinking stupid-ass stuff.

      I slipped on the sandals and rummaged through the trunk for gloves and a hat. My hand tapped the baseball bat. No, I didn’t want that. Yes, I did. No. Yes. For the dog, I’d bring it. And for self-defense, because who knew what kind of deranged psychopath roamed a wildlife refuge in the dark.

      In flip-flops.
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      Stupidity clung to me like mosquitoes on a bug zapper. Jesus, what the hell was I doing in a wildlife refuge after dark on January first wearing flip-flops? A sane person would’ve stayed in the car, let myself breathe for a few seconds, then driven home and gone to bed. This moron had to walk for twenty minutes to figure that out.

      As I stopped to turn around and get out of there, I heard music. Nick played his weird violin nearby. Did I want to see him?

      If I didn’t, I’d sure picked a weird place for my evening stroll. Even I could admit that.

      Following the melody took me off the paved path. Earlier, I’d stumbled in hiking boots. Sandals didn’t make anything easier. I placed each step with care and didn’t rush. My bat made a passable walking stick.

      Ten paces toward the river, I saw his outline against the dim glow of the moon on the water’s rippling surface. As before, he scraped a discordant note and noticed me.

      “Ah. It’s you.” He lowered his violin.

      The disappointment in his tone crushed something inside me.

      “Did you come here to beat me up?”

      How did he know what I’d done to my dad? Wait. I had a metal baseball bat. He could probably see it in the moonlight.

      “No. The dog. I didn’t know-- I mean--” Every word out of my mouth sounded dumb. My stomach clenched again. If I’d eaten anything, I might’ve thrown up. “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t have enough patience to deal with you.” He stood and disappeared behind a tree.

      “Wait. Please. I’m really sorry.” Why did I beg him? I didn’t need Nick for anything. He had nothing I wanted.

      “Oh, well, in that case,” Nick taunted. He hadn’t left yet.

      I reached for the nearest tree so I wouldn’t lurch forward and try to touch him. “I shouldn’t have said what I said.”

      “And you believe that’s what you did wrong. Using some harsh words.” He sounded closer, like he circled behind me and prepared to pounce.

      “Isn’t it?”

      Nick appeared beside me so suddenly that I squeaked. Warmth radiated from his body. Part of me wanted to melt into it.

      I gulped.

      His breath heated my ear. “What do you think?”

      My head spun. I leaned against the tree. At once, I wanted him to back off and come closer. “What’s wrong with me?”

      Something soft and smooth brushed the edge of my ear. The tip of his nose, maybe. I shivered.

      “You’re cold,” he whispered. The way he said it, I didn’t think he meant temperature.

      Nick left, taking his warmth. I hugged myself and curled into a ball at the base of the tree. My whole body shook. Bark ground against my forehead and heels. Sharp things dug into my back where my sweatshirt had raised and exposed my flesh.

      Sobs wracked my whole being, and I couldn't guess why. I emptied until I felt hollow, like a discarded shell.

      After an eternity, Nick crouched beside me. “Do you want help?”

      I raised my head and met his gaze. The meager light made his skin glow and eyes gleam. Though I tried to say that I didn’t know, my mouth didn’t work and I mumbled.

      He smiled. “Before, I would’ve offered you help for nothing more than the pleasure of your company. If you want it now, you have to earn it.”

      Like Dad, I’d screwed up and had to prove myself. “I’m sorry,” I managed to whisper.

      “I know.” He laid a finger across my lips. “Now you’re going to stay quiet while I tell you the story of that song which calls to your heart.”

      At his look, as if to ask if I’d behave, I nodded. The simple contact with his finger made me crave more. Or less. Or something else. My stomach churned and my head spun. Whatever he’d done to me, I wanted it undone. Or I wanted more. I couldn't tell which. No, I could, it just made me want to drown myself in the tantalizingly close river.

      “Good. A long time ago, a man and his wife decided to hate dragons, unicorns, shapeshifters, and anything else they didn’t feel met their standards of human. They hunted these beings, no matter how sentient, and murdered all those they found. But that wasn’t enough. They didn’t think they could find all the non-humans, so they crafted magical seals to bind these beings and scattered them across the world.

      “The seals cursed each type of being differently. Dragons became tiny. Unicorns lost their horns. Shapeshifters could no longer take nonhuman forms. And so on. For each kind of being, five seals bound them for eternity. That way, even if some of the beings survived, they posed no threat to humanity. And even if some of the seals were destroyed, the magic would hold.”

      Nick sounded like he considered the story factual.

      If I hadn’t seen a dragon on TV a few weeks ago, I would’ve laughed in his face.

      “Dragons aren’t tiny,” I murmured.

      “No, they aren’t. Not anymore. Someone broke their seals.”

      Though he hadn’t said as much, I knew what he wanted from me. Why else would he tell a story like that? “Where are your seals?”

      In hindsight, I wish I’d thought to ask some other, more important questions.

      He smiled and kissed my forehead. The contact felt so much different than Mom’s, though both made me feel wanted. “Crater Lake. I can feel them. I know they’re there. But I can’t leave Portland, so I can’t deal with them myself. You see, that’s the other part of the curse. All of us are bound in place, with a small area where we can roam.”

      Closing my eyes let me think. Sort of. All these creatures, stuck in one place for their entire lives... I could relate. Portland seemed like a prison to me, at times. But I could leave and go to college. Failing that, I could leave after college. I had that option. Nick didn’t. From his story, a lot of people didn’t.

      Even if I had no other reason, I wanted to help. “If I go get them for you, you’ll do what?”

      “I’ll give you what you need. And, while I’m at it, take care of your dog problem for good.”

      “What do I need?”

      His thumb swiped my cheek. “I think you know the answer to that question.”

      Did I? Maybe. Could I get it somewhere else? Probably, but where? How? “How do I do it?”

      “Dive to the bottom of the lake and focus your will on finding them. Each seal is encased inside a buried shell. You’ll have to unearth the shells and bring them to me. I can destroy them. You cannot.”

      None of that sounded feasible. I opened my eyes, intending to tell him that his plan sucked. He touched the tip of his nose to mine. His breath smelled crisp and clear, like ice water except hot. And cold. And hot.

      I closed my eyes again so I didn’t have to see him so close. “How do I do any of that? I’m not a great swimmer. I play field sports.”

      “Your strength will be a great help. When you leave me tonight, you’ll be able to breathe underwater and not feel the cold for twelve hours. ”

      Twelve hours from when I left him tonight meant he expected me to collect these terrible seals by six in the morning. Which meant I had to jump in the car and move fast as soon as he did it.

      “All you have to do is kiss me.”

      My heart stopped. I snapped open my eyes again and stared at him. “What?”

      Nick grinned. “Magic is like that.”

      Shame flooded me and I couldn’t look at him anymore. The feeling didn’t make sense, though. I hadn’t done anything to be ashamed of. Other than beating my dad almost to death, I mean. Nothing I’d done to Nick should’ve caused me shame. Except calling him a fag and shoving him.

      “I’m not gay.” Bravo, great way to rail against...something?

      “I don’t make the rules.” He shrugged. “If you want my help, you have to kiss me. That’s the only way I can grant you these abilities.”

      No. I couldn't do that. Not even for a safe harbor in this storm. “Let me go.”

      He touched a finger to my chin, though he didn’t push or prod. “What are you afraid of?”

      Everything. Nothing. Something? “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “Then don’t.” Nick let go and stood.

      I thought he ripped out a piece of me. Gasping for air without understanding why, I surged to my feet. “Wait.” My feet wobbled on the roots and I fell forward.

      Nick caught me. His arms held me close. We stood together for a long, short time. I wanted this. He offered me something real, and I didn’t know how I’d lived without it.

      Then he kissed me.

      Warmth spread across my body. A few times, I’d kissed girls to appease the guys, and I’d never felt anything but awkward. With Nick, I wanted to climb into his skin and never leave. I could’ve drowned in him and died happy.

      If he’d asked me to jump off a bridge or murder anyone for him, I would’ve done it.
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      I kissed a guy and liked it. Driving down I-5 in the dark, I kept repeating those words in my head and out loud. They didn’t make sense. I couldn’t be gay.

      Nick had done something to me. He’d used magic to chase away the chill. Who knew what else he could do to a guy. Like make him enjoy a weird, gross kiss. I didn’t like guys. That one other time didn’t matter. Two times didn’t mean anything. How many times meant something?

      Three. Because it wouldn’t happen a third time.

      Firm in my convictions, I tried to worry about other problems instead. The drive took about four hours. I knew that from trips to Crater Lake in the past. Dad had taken us camping there a few times.

      He’d tasked me as his navigator. I’d sat in the back seat with a stack of regional maps. Matt had wanted to help, so I’d taught him how to read the symbols.

      How did that kid grow up to kiss a guy and like it? Normal guys had girlfriends. My little brother had one. Why not me?

      No. I had other things to worry about. Four hours to the closest parking area I knew, then four hours back. I’d have to get to the lake itself, which would probably take me an hour of walking without light. Finding Nick’s seals would probably take at least two hours. Plenty of time for the water breathing.

      That meant about twelve hours total for the trip. Calling it thirteen seemed reasonable.

      Thirteen hours from when I left put me returning to Portland at about nine in the morning. School started at 8:30. Maybe finding those seals would take less time than I thought, but I couldn't count on that.

      I hit the gas harder, pushing my speed up to ten over the limit. An extra five miles per hour over four hours caused some complicated math I couldn't do in my head. The end result, though, should mean getting to school on time.

      Without sleep. My timing didn’t allow for sleep. I’d have to stop and grab coffee to make it all the way, and then through the day. Tomorrow would suck. After school, I’d go see Nick.

      Thinking about him made a shiver wriggle down my spine.

      Nope, not thinking about it anymore. Not thinking about his hands or his breath on my ear. Also not thinking about how he tasted. Nothing else quite matched his peculiar flavor. In a way, it reminded me of jumping into the river on a summer day after a long, hard jog.

      My pants got uncomfortably tight. Again.

      I squirmed in my seat and adjusted myself. Thankful no one could see me, I turned on the air conditioner. The stupid thing blasted non-cold air onto my face, which didn’t help. Because, of course, Nick had made me immune to cold.

      At least I knew he hadn’t lied to me. No drowning tonight.

      The mileposts flashed past too slow for my tastes. To pass the time and make my brain stop thinking, I turned on the radio and searched for something that wouldn’t put me to sleep. I would’ve preferred to listen to the music on my phone, but I didn’t know where it was. Had I even brought it with me to the gym? Maybe not. I didn’t remember moving it from my jeans pocket to my sweatpants pocket.

      Halfway there, I had to stop for gas. My dumb self didn’t think to check for my phone. By then, the problem had faded into the back of my mind. Five minutes down the road, I remembered. Typical.

      I left I-5 behind in favor of route 58, heading east. The radio helped me keep static between my ears. Soon, I climbed hills. Snowbanks reflected my headlights on both sides of the two-lane road. For the next hour, a total of three cars passed me, all headed in the other direction. My route took me over a pass, then to the south, then back to the west.

      When I hit route 138, I saw a sign I didn’t want to see. The direct road to the lake had a big, fat, yellow “closed” tag slapped beside it.

      Because in January, it snows in the mountains. Way to go, dumbass.

      I’d never reach the lake. At best, I’d have to park so far from it I might not finish before dawn. Great. The water breathing magic would wear off before then.

      If I hadn’t already driven three hours, I would’ve turned back. Since I’m stupid, a fact I’d established several hours earlier, I kept going and took the long way. I knew if I left, I’d wonder if I could’ve just taken care of this. I’d whine about the gas I’d wasted to get this far with nothing to show for it.

      Maybe that’s a dumb reason, but in my defense, no matter how hard I tried not to think about Nick, I kept picturing his hands and feeling his breath on my neck. That kiss had messed me up in more ways than I could imagine. I’d left rational thought behind. Far, far behind.

      The detour added an extra hour to my drive. When I reached the south park entrance, I stopped for the bar across the road. Even at one o’clock in the morning, someone monitored the path.

      I rolled down my window and tried to smile at the woman leaning toward me. A warm yellow glow bathed her from above.

      She raised an eyebrow. “This is the entrance to Crater Lake National Park.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I know. I’d like to go in.”

      “I don’t see a pass. Have you already set up at a campground?”

      Right. Visiting a national park cost money. I pulled out my wallet. “No, ma’am. How much is it for a day pass?”

      “Thirty dollars.”

      I coughed. My wallet had two tens. “Is there a half-day pass?”

      She sighed. I recognized pity when I saw it. “Are you meeting someone?”

      If a tiny lie would get me in and save me twenty bucks, I’d tell a tiny lie. “Yes, ma’am. I’m picking someone up to take them home early.” Sort of true? In a way? My pulse ratcheted up as I scrambled to concoct fake details to add to my fake excuse.

      “Go ahead.” She waved me through with a shake of her head. “If anyone asks, tell them you lost your pass. It happens.”

      “Yes ma’am. Thank you.” I nodded and drove under the gate as it lifted, hoping she wouldn’t see the depth of my relief. Politeness had probably paid my way.

      Another half an hour up a road with snow banks so high it felt like a tunnel got me as far as I could get in my car. Rim Village had a parking area, and I recognized the cluster of buildings from previous visits. Lights blazed, glinting off the dozen or so other cars.

      Signs warned about the weather, the snow, the paths, everything. Don’t stray, don’t take chances, don’t do anything without precautions and training. Above all, don’t venture past this point.

      I stepped into the frigid night without feeling the cold. My breath puffed in thick clouds. Since it didn’t matter and sandals wouldn’t help, I left them in the car. Looking down at myself, I thought about the return trip. Wet clothes would suck. No matter how ridiculous I felt about it, I yanked off my clothes and left them in the car.

      Since I couldn’t guarantee I’d keep a grip on my keys, I locked the car and tucked them under the front bumper. My mom had taught me that.

      Wearing only my boxer briefs and still not feeling the cold, I padded to the snowbank on the lake side and climbed onto a hard, icy crust.

      As far as I could tell, no one noticed me. If they had, I think they would’ve tried to stop me or sent a rescue party to fetch the idiot.

      Past the sign I wasn’t supposed to pass, I saw nothing but a dim white slope downward with evergreen treetops scattered across it. Getting to the lake from here wouldn’t take much effort. Returning, on the other hand... I had a long, hard slog ahead of me, and it would come after I spent time swimming and digging.

      Never mind that. I took a deep breath and stepped off the edge. My foot broke through the snowy surface and I sank to my knee. So much for an easy slide to the water.
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      Pushing through snow barefoot and practically naked feels weird when you don’t sense the cold. Everything my brain knew about snow involved the temperature. Since I couldn’t feel it, I had a hard time deciding how to explain it. A few steps in, I gave up trying to use the surface and broke a path with my knees.

      I reached the water and stopped to catch my breath. The surface didn’t move and the water made no sound. It could’ve been a sheet of black ice. Except I knew the lake didn’t freeze. Crater Lake stayed liquid because of some physics stuff. Matt could probably have explained it.

      Time for a leap of faith. Sort of. I knew better than to dive into water when I couldn't see the bottom, so I walked.

      With my first step, I felt the water on my foot. Like the snow, it felt weird. Wet, yes, but also neither warm nor cold. I waded deeper. Five steps in, my foot didn’t find a bottom and I dropped underwater with a surprised squawk. Gentle pressure engulfed me. So did complete darkness. What meager light I’d adjusted to disappeared.

      Water rushed into my mouth before I shut it. This also felt weird. Nick had said I’d breathe water, and I did. The liquid slid down my windpipe, circulated in my lungs, and streamed out again. Like air, only wet.

      How the hell would I explain this to Wendy?

      Short answer--I wouldn’t. She didn’t need to know the details. Our next session would probably focus on the kissing thing.

      No, I would not think about kissing Nick. Underwater in the caldera of a dormant volcano in the middle of the night, I had other things to worry about. Like the specific kind of stupid that put me in that position. On second thought, a different kind of stupid had taken me this far without knowing how the hell to accomplish the goal.

      Find some stones buried at the bottom of a huge, deep lake in the dark, he’d said. Sure, I’d said. No problem. Who couldn't do that?

      My idiot self should have swam to the surface, climbed out, returned to my car, and gone home. Even better, I never should’ve left Portland. If I’d gone home instead of to Oaks Bottom like a reasonable, sane person, this all could’ve waited until never o’clock.

      Why did I go there? I was upset, of course. Anyone should get upset about beating another person half to death with his bare hands. That I’d done it to my dad complicated everything more, not less.

      I supposed I’d gone looking for something I didn’t think I could get from Mom or Matt. Maybe I’d needed to apologize to anyone but Dad.

      Instead of doing the rational thing, I swam deeper into the lake. My muscles, already taxed from plowing through the snow, screamed and protested. I gasped for breath. Water. Whatever.

      What else had Nick said? Focus my will. Whatever that meant.

      Then again, I kind of knew what that meant. Keeping track of the ball at all times took plenty of focus. Looking for the seals with single-minded determination might somehow help.

      No more thinking about Nick, Dad, my stupidity, or anything else aside from those seals and the unknown shells containing them.

      Did anything in the lake make shells? I tried to remember what I’d learned on previous visits. They didn’t talk much about aquatic creatures in the lake. At least one or two kinds of fish lived in the lake because I remembered fishing with Dad and Matt on one of our camping trips. With luck, I wouldn’t have to sift through a thousand different types of shell to find the ones I needed.

      If I wanted to bury things in shells, I thought I’d pick a variety that could close on its own, like a clam or oyster. Why didn’t I ask what the seals looked like? I didn’t even know the size. Searching for a shell the size of my pinky finger presented a much bigger challenge than finding one the size of my head.

      I hadn’t asked any of those questions because Nick kissed me.

      A guy kissed me and I liked it.

      No, none of that. Shells. I had to find shells in the dark at the bottom of the lake. Step one, find the bottom of the lake.

      Because I’m only a special kind of stupid, I swam with the side of the caldera nearby. Keeping a hand on that kept me oriented. I swiped my fingers through the collected silt as I descended and had no clue how I’d search the entire lake in four hours.

      There had to be a trick. Nick had told me I wouldn’t have any trouble. He’d thought one day would cover it. That meant one day could cover it, which meant I needed to stop letting myself get sidetracked.

      Seals inside shells at the bottom of the lake. When I brought them to Nick, he would kiss me again. Which I didn’t want, except I did with a gnawing ache.

      No. Focus, dumbass.

      Finding those shells wouldn’t happen with my eyes because I couldn't see anything. That left my hands, and I supposed, my gut. Instinct might guide me.

      Dad once told me instinct boiled down to lessons learned so deep you no longer needed to think about them. Instinct, he said, made me edge away from a cliff because I’d learned early that falling hurts, and falling more hurts more.

      In the absence of anything to see in the inky blackness, my mind filled the void with images of Dad lying on the floor after I’d beaten him. This version made it clear I’d killed him. His blood pooled and his glassy, empty eyes stared at nothing. The fantasy meshed too well with reality. Dead men couldn't do anything to us anymore, and I wanted that relief.

      Everyone said a man like that didn’t deserve a second chance. No one would have blamed me for killing him.

      And yet...

      When I looked him in the eye, I saw the worst of him. I remembered the sting of his belt, Mom crying on the floor, and Matt shivering in the dark. When I stared at his corpse, I saw the best of him. I remembered the camping trips, Mom laughing with him, and Matt getting piggyback rides.

      How did one man go from the best dad to the worst? Could he go back again? What had happened to him?

      Maybe I needed to think about these things, but not in the lake tonight. I’d have five hours of driving home to consider that subject, plus my next session with Wendy.

      Seals. I wanted to find the damned seals so I could go back to Nick. No, so I could go home. Focus, dammit.

      Finally able to get myself to think about that one goal and nothing else, I dove deeper in the lake. My brain obliged by picturing the few kinds of shells I imagined would hold the seals. They’d lie on the lake floor, buried by silt created by centuries of pollen, dead fir needles, and other crap dropped by birds. I’d never find them if I didn’t think about this harder.

      The man and woman who’d created the seals couldn’t have deposited them in a place that didn’t exist. From Nick’s story, though, it had happened long enough ago for us to consider dragons and unicorns creatures of myth instead of fact. If the lake had already existed when they dropped in the shells, those shells would’ve tumbled to the deepest point in their path.

      The lake had an island on one side, called Wizard Island. It had risen after the initial collapse from volcanic activity. Even if it had partially existed at the time of the seals, it had grown since then. I decided to bet on the crafters putting their highest priority on hiding the seals, and to assume lava would destroy them. In that case, these people would’ve avoided the island.

      Someone powerful enough to create these seals could probably fly, but I had a hunch they’d stopped at the edge and thrown the seals in. Reaching them under these conditions sounded hard enough that they wouldn’t have necessarily felt a need to bother scattering them. If I found one by itself, I’d reconsider that point.

      No matter where the crafters threw them in, except beside the island, the seals should have slid to the center of the depression. Even if they’d gotten caught someplace, enough earthquakes had rocked the region to dislodge them.

      Reducing the search area helped. I kept swimming, determined to find the damned things if it killed me.

      Sharp pain exploded across my head. I heard a weird, muted crack. Stars danced in my vision. My body flipped and landed on a stone surface.
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      Lying on my back, I opened my eyes and regretted it. Harsh white light battered my brain. Cringing and groaning, I raised a hand to shield my eyes. As far as I could tell, I’d gone from everything dark to everything light.

      “Great. I brained myself on a rock and now I’m dead.”

      Someone laughed. “You’re not dead.” With those three words, he rubbed me the wrong way, like someone making a rude joke at my expense. “Not yet, anyway.”

      The light dimmed as I sat up. The area around me became a vague interpretation of a summertime pine forest from the ground up, the scenery filling in as I watched. Trees consisted of brown swishes with green slashes to the sides. Muddy swirls of brown, yellow, and green formed the ground.

      Matt would’ve gotten a kick out of standing inside a painting. I wanted to return to the lake.

      “Then where am I?”

      “A forest.”

      “Thanks. That’s really helpful.” To my surprise, I wore jeans, my football jersey without padding, and the hiking boots I’d left at the boxing gym. “Am I dreaming?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Checking around me, I didn’t see anyone else. Trees everywhere, but no people. “Where are you?”

      “Look up.”

      I did. On a brown line above me, a fat, readheaded squirrel with coppery claws swished its bushy tail. It waved.

      “Hi.” I returned the wave. I also braced myself, ready to jump to my feet and run. The last animal I’d met who wanted to talk to me had also wanted to eat me. “I’m Brian.”

      “Nice to meet you, Brian. I’m Tamor.”

      “Do you want to eat me?”

      Tamor stared for a long beat and cocked his head to the side. “I’m not fond of the taste of human, no. Not even the magically active kind.”

      The way he’d worded that made me gulp and use the closest tree to help me stand. “Good to know.”

      “I sense you’re focused on finding something important.” Tamor scampered down his tree and stopped a few feet in front of me.

      “You could say that.” I noticed the scenery gaining definition. The green refined to needle-like strokes, and the brown developed bark contours. “Can you help me find them?”

      “Multiple things? Are they magic?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then yes.” Tamor waved for me to sit again. “You have to activate your power so we can fix this mess. You’re in a state of--” He waved his claws like he didn’t know how to explain. You and me both, squirrel-guy. “Chaos or something.”

      Activate my power? I squinted at Tamor. Hitting my head must’ve knocked a marble loose. Probably, my body floated in Crater Lake, waiting for my brain to decide to stop the hallucinations and get back to work.

      I had no reason not to obey a figment of my own imagination. “How do I do that?” I asked as I made myself comfortable against the tree.

      “The same way you do anything else--work, struggle, pain.”

      “Good thing it’s easy.”

      Tamor stuck out his tiny pink tongue at me. “If it was easy, you would’ve figured it out on your own, without crossing the barrier between your world and mine.”

      Sure. I’d crossed some magical barrier. Obviously. “Are you going to give me any other brilliant hints, or should I go jogging until I trip over a key or something?”

      “You’re not really taking this seriously.” Tamor crossed his tiny, furry arms.

      I laughed at him, because that meant laughing at myself for having such a weird dream.

      If a squirrel could scowl, I think he would’ve done it. “Fine. Figure it out on your own.” He leaped out of sight.

      My brain had some strange ideas. Why had I hallucinated about a talking squirrel instead of something more relevant, like Dad telling me I’m a terrible person?

      Never mind. I’d have plenty of time to think about that after I retrieved the seals.

      Shaking my head, I pushed off the tree and started walking. On the off chance I needed to focus on the the seals in the forest for some reason, I forced myself to do that.

      The forest seemed neverending. I picked up my pace, jogging through the trees as they gained more and more detail. My boots crushed pine needles, releasing their fresh scent. After an eternity, something finally changed.

      Ahead, the trees parted to reveal a huge stadium. The building had no markers identifying it as belonging to any particular city or team. Its front doors stood open, so I stepped inside. The carpet of pine needles ended at the doors, replaced by concrete. As soon as I crossed the threshold, I smelled hot dogs, popcorn, and spilled beer.

      Once, I’d loved soccer. The four of us had gone to at least one Timbers game a month. I’d dressed as a soccer player for Halloween four years in a row. Miracle of miracles, Dad hadn’t ruined it for me--the players had. I got a chance to meet a few of the best on the team, and every one of them had told me to pick some other future. Great thing to say to a twelve-year-old kid with stars in his eyes.

      Later, when I heard the same things for football, I realized they hadn’t meant what I thought they’d meant. Every player needed a fallback option in case it didn’t work out. In one agony-filled second, a sports future could evaporate. Scouts overlooked talented guys all the time. Earning praise and titles at high school level didn’t equate to good enough for college or pro.

      I didn’t have a pro sports career ahead of me, and I’d already accepted that. College sports would help me pay my way, but lacrosse didn’t have a lot of professional options.

      As I walked through the concrete concourse, the layout reminded me of Providence Park, where the Timbers played. Since I hadn’t visited any other major league stadiums, that made sense.

      How would I activate my powers in a sports arena? What did that even mean? How and why did I have powers in need of activation? What kind of powers?

      If only I hadn’t screwed up yet again and said the wrong thing to Tamor.

      Wait. Tamor wasn’t real. My mind had made up that red squirrel, so if Tamor knew what to do, then so did I. Unless my brain only taunted me so it could reveal that I knew nothing, in which case I hated my stupid brain.

      The question of why my mind picked an copper-colored squirrel had no answer. Considering everything I’d dealt with lately, I would’ve thought a mangy dog with red eyes made more sense.

      I climbed a flight of steps to emerge in the middle of the seating. Curved rows of hard plastic folding chairs marched in both directions. Overhangs protected spectators from the weather, but didn’t cover the field. In its current configuration, it had an oblong field marked for soccer.

      With no clear idea what to do, I picked a seat near the center line. Putting my butt in the seat changed nothing. I waited. And waited.

      “This is a great game, isn’t it?”

      Tamor scared the crap out of me. I yelped and jumped out of my seat. Go me, the great warrior.

      The squirrel glanced at me from the next seat and shook his head. “Kinda jumpy for a knight.”

      I patted my chest and fought a fierce blush. “I’m not a knight. I’m a general.”

      He snorted. “Way too jumpy for a general. Young for that too. What are you a general of?”

      “What? Nothing. That’s my school mascot.” Anytime my brain wanted to wake up and get me out of this stupid dream, it could do that.

      With a delicate sniff of derision, Tamor turned his attention back to the field. “At least the game is good.”

      Should I take that as an insult? “What game?”

      Waving a claw, Tamor gestured to encompass the field. “The one you’d be able to see if your dumb ass could accomplish anything worthwhile. Honestly, I’m not sure why I chose you. Pity, I guess.”

      I stared at the squirrel.

      Tamor huffed a melodramatic, over-exaggerated sigh that rippled across his entire body. “Your problem is you can’t find the things because you can’t see them, right? So you’re here to learn to see magic things. I figured this way wasn’t harsh. I mean, I could drill into your eyeballs with spinning razors if you’d rather.”

      “Uh, no.” I rubbed my eyes and tried not to imagine that drill. “There’s something wrong with you.” Which meant there was something wrong with me, of course. Never mind that.

      “I know. I should just strap you to a chair and get the drill, but here I am, being nice because I’m a fool.”

      “You have a weird definition of nice.” Resigned to the squirrel’s presence, I took my seat again.

      “I’ve heard the human mind doesn’t handle that kind of trauma well, so I’d say my definition is a pretty solid one.” He reached over and patted my knee. “If you want to see magic stuff, you have to learn to attune yourself to the magic in the world. Unfortunately, it’s pretty much everywhere, so you also have to learn to filter out the unimportant stuff.”

      My rock-solid conviction about the nature of this situation frayed around the edges. Where did this crap come from?

      Not me.

      Yikes.
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      “Breathe,” Tamor said. “Slow and deliberate. With feeling.” He hopped to my lap and leaned both claws against my chest. “In and out.”

      A squirrel sat on my lap, telling me to breathe. “Am I bleeding to death in the lake right now?”

      Tamor rolled his eyes. “Does it look like you’re in a lake?”

      “No?” Did I trust what I saw? Not really.

      “Bravo. Good job noticing the obvious. Now breathe.”

      “I’m already breathing. Am I bleeding to death someplace else?”

      “You’re kind of obsessed with bleeding to death.”

      “I hit my head in the water!”

      Sitting on his haunches, Tamor crossed his furry little arms over his furry little chest. “If you ever want to be a knight, you’re going to have to learn how to suck it up and deal. The ghosts and things aren’t going to sit around and wait while you panic.”

      “This is insane. I’ve lost my mind and now I’m--”

      Tamor slapped me. His tiny claws stung against me cheek. “Get a grip. Do you want to find your magic things or not?”

      Rubbing my cheek, I considered knocking Tamor to the ground and running. “Yes.”

      “Then shut up and do what I tell you. Breathe with purpose and feeling. Stop thinking so damned hard while you’re at it. This is about connecting with your inner self.”

      “What does that--”

      He shoved against my lower chest, forcing the air out of my lungs. “For the last time, it means shut up and breathe. In, out, repeat.”

      I shut up and breathed. Tamor glared at me.

      Several inhales later, he pointed at the field. “There are two teams playing football. I’m going to describe the situation and you’re going to visualize it. I’d leave it at that, but you’re so damned jumpy. At some point, you’re going to start to see with your eyes instead of your mind. Don’t panic. We clear?”

      Not sure if I had permission to stop breathing long enough to speak, I nodded.

      “Good. Start with the ball. It’s round with black and white spots.”

      He’d said football, but he meant soccer. Check. I pictured a soccer ball.

      “It’s rolling across the grass near the center line. Two players are chasing it. One has red shorts, white socks, and a red and white shirt. The other has white shorts and green socks and shirt with white and gold bars.”

      The New England Revolution played the Timbers in Portland. We didn’t go to games anymore, but Mom still watched them on TV, and I caught enough to stay on top of the US teams. Maybe Tamor picked international teams, but if I had to picture it, I chose US teams.

      “The red team is driving the ball. The green team is tired, but they have an excellent goalie.”

      In my head, I saw full people, a ball, and fans cheering in the stands. On the field, I saw flickering smudges of red and green drifting over the grass. A streak of white shot toward the goal. Like the forest, the players gained more detail as I watched.

      “What’s happening to me?” I whispered.

      Tamor patted my arm. “Good job, kid. You need to keep breathing, though.”

      I sucked in a breath. The game gained more definition until it snapped into focus with an audible click. Then it seemed so real I could taste the sweat and churned earth. Strength flowed into my limbs, which didn’t make sense because I hadn’t felt weak.

      Except I’d struggled to recover from everything since then, including the attack itself. Running had winded me much faster than normal.

      “Good thing you don’t have to sort everything in your life to do this or it’d never work for anyone.”

      “This is...” I groped for words to express wonder and incredulity at the same time.

      “Something you need to be able to conjure a lot faster to be useful on the other side. Take note of everything you sense right now, at this moment. There’s something like a switch inside you to turn it on and off. On the other side, it’ll feel just like that, like flipping a switch.”

      “Okay. Why would I want to turn this off?”

      “So it doesn’t blind you if you happen to look at something really powerful, and it makes you glow like a star to anything else magically active. Also, it’s distracting while you’re driving or talking to someone. But right now, you have what you need, so get back to the lake and find your magic things.”

      Tamor shoved against my chest again. This time, I flew backward and spun underwater.

      Instead of the pure darkness I’d swam through before, something glowed white in the distance.

      Had that thing with Tamor really happened? Maybe?

      I headed for the glow. My arms felt lighter, more like me before the attack. Muscles complaining only five minutes ago clamored for more. Like at the end of a game on a drive toward the end zone with less than two minutes on the clock and we only need one touchdown to win. No matter how tired I got, those moments cranked me up to eleven.

      But I’m not stupid. I set myself a reasonable pace, one I thought I could keep up for a while. The glow grew brighter and larger.

      Sharp, white hot pain punched me in the back.

      “Welcome to our domain, knight,” an androgynous voice said, battering my ears with malice.

      An arm or something like it wrapped around my neck before I could do more than grunt. My body flipped and the arm-thing dragged me much faster than I could swim. I gripped the arm-thing and discovered smooth flesh. The moment I tried to kick against its grip, more arm-things wrapped around my legs.

      No, not arm-things. Tentacles. I could see them. They didn’t quite glow blue so much as appear different and distinct from the darkness. Unable to move much, I craned my neck to try to glimpse my captor.

      Crater Lake had squid bigger than me.

      Of course Crater Lake had man-sized squid. What else would you expect to find in a body of fresh water with no connection to the ocean? Whales would be ridiculous, after all.

      I did not panic.

      Okay, I panicked a little. Alone, practically naked, and trapped, I had no idea what to do. Did squid eat humans? Since it didn’t kill me outright, I hoped this one wouldn’t. I still wriggled and flailed, trying to free myself.

      More tentacles wrapped around me. No escape for me. Not this way, anyway. Resigned to my fate, I tried to watch for something else to see.

      Between one heartbeat and the next, light flared so bright it hurt. I cringed from it. My captor swam into it. Even with my eyes closed, it burned with the intensity of a thousand suns smashed together. Pressure rippled against my skin in a wave from my head to my toes.

      As soon as the wave passed over my nose, the light dampened. I opened my eyes to a world of nothing but clear, perfect blue sky. The squid kept swimming, but the water felt more like air. It ceased to press against me, and I could tell I didn’t breathe water anymore, except I did.

      This world gave the impression of water, the idea of water without the wetness. Imaginary water?

      After my time in the forest with Tamor, I suspected we’d passed into a similar sort of alternate realm. Tamor’s had mimicked Earth. This one...did not.

      Here, my squid had a purplish cast, setting it apart from the environment. In the distance, a swarm of more squid waited for us. Great. Tons of squid. Did squid have a proper collective term? Probably, but I didn’t know it.

      Had this one brought me to serve as a buffet?

      “Hey.” With the tentacle still wrapped around my neck, I couldn’t speak above a hoarse rasp.

      “Quiet, knight.” The squid flicked its tentacles, waving me through the water.

      I grunted and considered throwing up. I also wondered how it swam if it didn’t have to use its tentacles for that. The thing jetted forward as if it had a propeller on its nose.

      Tamor had called me a knight, and now a squid did too. What kind of a knight searched for submerged magic shells in his underwear in the middle of the night after kissing a guy and liking it?

      Actually, come to think of it, the shells part kind of sounded like something a knight might do. Not the rest of it, though. Knights wore armor and carried swords.

      Knights rescued damsels and carried them off to marry them.

      I’m not gay.
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      We met the rest of the squid army by merging into the mass. Tentacles writhed everywhere, like I floated in a squirming, purple forest. The army vibrated. Thumping battered my ears. My squid released me.

      As much as I would’ve liked to escape, more tentacles slithered around my limbs. This time, multiple squid held me spread-eagle. If they pulled a little harder, they would tear me apart.

      I’d heard of drawing and quartering as an execution method. This situation struck me as distressingly similar. On the plus side, they didn’t hold my neck, so I could breathe properly again.

      “Knight,” a booming voice said. The word echoed in every direction, and I had no idea which squid spoke.

      “I don’t think so?”

      Silence. Just when I decided I should add something, the big voice spoke again. “Knight. Why have you invaded my domain?”

      Invasion sounded bad. They could’ve used a word like “entered.”

      I doubted they’d accept ignorance, but I tried it anyway. The worst I could expect was death, right? No matter how hard I didn’t want to die, once I reached the point, nothing else mattered much.

      Some part of me, I noted with distress, kind of longed for that release. No more dealing with Dad, no more fighting the weird, gross feelings that I totally didn’t have, no more trying to fake it with girls.

      “I didn’t know anyone considered this their domain.”

      The speaker snorted so loud I expected my head to explode. “Typical knight. Why are you here?”

      I wanted to lie, but had nothing ready and couldn’t imagine another reason to explain myself. “I’m looking for five shells radiating magic.”

      “These objects are known to us. Why do you want them?”

      “I was asked to retrieve them.”

      The disembodied squid voice said nothing for a long time. All the tentacles holding me tightened around my limbs, and I thought I’d given the wrong answer. The air-water vibrated again, hurting my ears. Maybe they did that to have a rapid conversation I couldn't understand.

      Unexpected squid hovered on the brink of killing me, and I could only think about that kiss. Did squid feel...uncomfortable thoughts about other squid? Did squid have genders? Did they agonize over that fact?

      “I pledged to do it because...because I think I might kind of l-” I stumbled over this lie because it hit too close to the truth. Did I love him? No, of course not. I’m not gay. I felt strange, gross things for him that happened to cause me discomfort in my pants. If I had pants. Since I didn’t, I got only the unusual tingly rush of heat Nick inspired where no one else had.

      Right. One other person had given me that reaction, but never mind him. He didn’t matter because he played soccer. There might have been more than one reason I chose the football team. Gabriel Avenatti graduated this year too. His last name put him next to me alphabetically, which meant we’d sit together at graduation. I hoped it meant that, anyway.

      No, I didn’t.

      Yes I did.

      Still not gay.

      “We will deliberate on this subject. In the meantime, keep him out of trouble.”

      Deliberation sounded good. Keeping me out of trouble sounded bad.

      My squid keepers yanked on my limbs, fortunately all in the same direction. We flowed out of the mass. Tentacles brushed over my skin all along the way as if in greeting. Or maybe they wanted to taste me in case the head squid chose execution after all.

      How long ago had I eaten? I kept returning to that thought of becoming food.

      A smudge of darkness appeared in the distance. As we approached, it grew larger and more defined. I wondered if this place worked like Tamor’s and filled in the details as needed. Did the head squid decide the realm needed a prison and start building one the moment they made the decision to thrown me inside it?

      The smudge resolved into a cage. Algae and seaweed clung to the bars, waving in a current I didn’t feel. I’d seen this kind in movies, holding one or more skeletons. This one held nothing. Yet.

      Bars on our side rippled and bent, creating a hole. My captors flung me inside. Moving still worked as if I remained underwater. By the time my flapping and paddling turned me around, the bars had returned to their places, straight as arrows. The squid receded. Within a few seconds, I couldn’t see them anymore.

      I floated alone in a cage, in some all-water alternate realm, a prisoner of intelligent squid.

      Sure, drive down to Crater Lake and fetch some magic shells. No big deal. I’ll be home in time for school if I hurry.

      Rolling my eyes at myself, I checked every single bar. All seventy-two of them. Each resisted my efforts to bend or wiggle them. They’d used a smooth, dull metal, like unpolished steel. As I tested them, I noticed the cage didn’t wobble or bounce. It remained fixed in place.

      Settling to wait in defeat, I thought over my exchange with the head squid. Did I think they might let me go, either with or without the seals? I didn’t know what the shells or seals meant to the squid. Heck, I didn’t even know how these giant squid had managed to evade notice from divers, park rangers, and boaters. Crater Lake was deep, but it wasn’t that deep.

      What did the squid eat? Stories about missing park visitors suggested the answer, but why let me live? Because I didn’t drown? Maybe they only ate people who drowned. In that case, I had less than four hours before I became squid food. Probably closer to two hours at this point.

      If I, as a non-squid being unaware of squid priorities, had some magic thingies, and someone came looking for them, the situation offered two main options. One, I could not care and let them take the thingies and leave. Two, I could kill them. Letting them go without the thingies struck me as stupid. Anybody who came once would come again with more firepower.

      I didn’t know where I might get more firepower. Nick probably had ideas and options.

      Which made me wonder why I hadn’t asked him more questions. Had he known I’d find squid in the lake? No, of course not. He would’ve told me. Sending me without that knowledge or a weapon, or something, would’ve amounted to sending me off to die. Even if that didn’t somehow motivate him, my death didn’t gain him freedom.

      In the end, I should’ve thought about the possibility of finding hostile creatures in the water. Magic objects probably attracted magic creatures. That couple who’d created the seals might’ve even picked the lake because it had magic squid.

      Did I think the squid might let me take the shells and leave? Their words and actions so far didn’t lean in that direction. That left the other option of my death. Preventing it rose to the top of my list of priorities.

      To survive, I had to escape the cage, leave the air-water realm, and get out of the lake. One of those things sounded a lot more plausible than the other two. The cage had no door or weak points. How the squid had brought me to this realm, I had no idea. Either of those problems on its own was enough.

      I needed a miracle.

      Even knowing magic existed, I didn’t think miracles happened. Heroes didn’t swoop out of nowhere to save people from inescapable fates at the last moment. People didn’t resist temptation. Happiness didn’t last.

      I had to save myself because no one else would do it.

      Nick had said to focus my will. Tamor had harped on focus too. Following their advice might’ve helped a lot if I hadn’t noticed dark purplish shapes in the distance, getting bigger. The head squid had made a decision, I figured. A swift decision.

      Gulp.

      Wait to hear it or try to escape? They might have decided to let me have the shells and go. And I might also have become the Queen of England in the past five minutes.

      Not that kind of queen.

      Way to stay focused.

      Escape. If I escaped the cage, the squid would recapture me because this stupid place had nowhere to hide. No surface, no seafloor, no reefs, nothing and nowhere to blend with the scenery and escape detection.

      Might as well ring the dinner bell.
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      I wanted the bars to open for me so hard I thought I might burst a blood vessel in my head. The squid drew closer and nothing happened to the cage. My focused will made no difference.

      They arrived and I remained inside those bars. Tentacles reached through. The bars parted after they had me secured. Not even a tiny sliver of opportunity offered itself.

      Once again, they dragged me through the air-water. We merged into the squid swarm, though this time, my four captors kept hold of me.

      “We have deliberated. Because of your honesty and reasons, we offer you a choice. First, you may accept the honor of a swift death.”

      My chest tightened. I could already feel the squid straining to rip me into five pieces.

      “Second, you may leave this lake and never return under penalty of a slow, torturous death.”

      “The second one. I pick the second one.” Like I needed to think about it. Sure, I couldn’t do what Nick wanted. He’d probably reject me for this, and that sucked. But I got to live.

      “Remove him.”

      Yes, remove me. Throw me out of the lake. I’d learned the valuable lesson of not messing with things I don’t understand. The next person to ask me to do something with magic things would get a barrage of questions in their face, and I wouldn’t go do it until I’d had a chance to sleep on it and think of more questions.

      My captors released me. Tentacles slithered across my body and held me without squeezing. We darted away, leaving the swarm. A few heartbeats later, we crossed a barrier between light and dark. I didn’t feel the rippling sensation from entering, which seemed odd, but maybe it only happened in one direction.

      The squid dragged me through the water at high speed, then threw me. I flew through the water. My head broke the surface. It had brought me to the place where I’d started. Clear starshine showed churned snow leading upward from the shore and disappearing into the trees.

      I climbed onto the shelf near the shore and waded out of the water. At the edge, facing a long trek uphill followed by a long drive home and a long day at school, I decided to sit and regroup. Five minutes wouldn’t make much difference.

      The last time I’d failed this hard at something had happened so long ago I couldn't remember it. A younger girl had beat me up once, and I’d never lived that down, but it had become a joke on her, not me. The guys had decided she cheated and deserved way more punishment than she’d gotten. If she’d ever showed at school again after her suspension, they would’ve ganged up on her.

      “This is a strange place to find you.” Dad’s voice scared the crap out of me.

      I yelped and lurched to my feet. The head squid’s warning rang in my ears, keeping me from jumping into the lake. Wary of his reaction, I clamped down on a few unpleasant words before they exploded from my mouth.

      “Nice to see you too.” Dad grinned. He wore his suit and trench coat, and somehow hadn’t damaged his polished shoes on the way down the snowbank.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I think the more critical question is what are you doing here in just your underwear?”

      My cheeks burned. I wished I had a blanket or his trench coat.

      As if in response to the thought, Dad shrugged off his coat and offered it to me. He wore a sword on his belt, which I never remembered him doing before. That hip normally carried a holster for a gun he didn’t bring into the house.

      Funny how I’d never thought about the oddity of that. Not once could I remember him bringing his gun into the house. Weird.

      “It’s, um...kind of a long story.” I took the coat and draped it over my shoulders. Even now, when I matched him for height, it still seemed bigger than I could ever hope to fill.

      The faint scent of his aftershave and sweat took me off guard. Memories of Dad threatened to overwhelm me. Years ago, he’d taken me to as many of my soccer games as he could. After a game in the rain, he’d always let me wear his trench coat to get back to the car so I wouldn’t get too cold from all the sweat. Then I’d wear it like a blanket on the way home.

      “Does it involve a girl?”

      “No.”

      He put his arm around my shoulders. “Come on, it’s a hike to get back to the car.”

      I froze. “Wait. I beat you into next week. I thought I might’ve killed you. How are you okay?”

      Dad sighed and shook his head. “I kept hoping you’d run across someone else who’d explain this to you so I wouldn’t have to. You think I’m just a cop, but I’m actually a knight. I have a duty to protect people from magical creatures and the disasters they cause. I have a few magical powers to help me with that duty, and one of them heals my body faster than a normal person.”

      The piece of me that hated him, the big one that wanted revenge and had pummeled him earlier wanted to tell him about the squid in the hopes he’d decide to go try to get the shells. Death by squid meant no body, and they’d definitely kill him. Even with a sword, he couldn't fight off that many of them by himself. Someone would eventually discover his car sitting in the parking lot and my cut path to the water’s edge.

      On the other hand, beating him hadn’t solved anything. When I’d thought him dead, I could only remember the good times. Besides, he’d let me beat him, because I knew he could defend himself. Why hadn’t I realized that earlier? I wanted him dead, then I didn’t, and he wasn’t, and I didn’t know what to think anymore.

      “You seem upset.” He touched my hair. “Were you in the lake? Did something hurt you there?” A strange fierceness overtook him. At the thought of someone else harming me, he turned into a bold protector.

      I almost laughed at the absurdity. “No, they let me go.”

      Stupid. Saying that invited more questions.

      “Who let you go?” He stopped and forced me to look at him. “What happened in the lake?”

      Shaking my head, I wanted the whole night to go away. “I tried to get these magic shells for someone, and there are squid guarding them. I’m fine. They didn’t hurt me.”

      Dad glared over my shoulder. “If you need those magic shells, we’ll get them.” He let go and drew his sword. “Your mom likes calamari, after all.”

      I’d never heard him say anything that ridiculous. And I’d made a decision not to send him to his death. He didn’t need to press me on it. “No, it’s fine. They just want to be left alone. I’ll live without the shells. It was just a thing I was doing for a-- For someone I like.”

      His brow rose. “So this does involve a girl.”

      “Yeah.” Better to lie and sort it out later than deal with the wretched truth while standing nearly naked in the snow. “And it’s not a big deal. Nothing’s worth the price of those shells.” Not even an easy fix for several of my problems.

      “You don’t think I could defeat that many creatures, do you.” He didn’t ask it like a question.

      I snorted. “Nobody could. I mean, maybe you could kill a bunch and take the shells, but they don’t deserve that. I’m fine, the girl can find some other option than those shells, and you don’t need to risk drowning.” Yes, I absolutely meant a girl.

      “If you’re sure?” Dad gave me a weird look, one that didn’t suit him. I wondered if he got that look at work when he’d discovered the final, critical clue to a murder case.

      “I’m sure. They’re not a danger, just guardians. Anything with guardians that serious probably shouldn’t be disturbed anyway. The girl maybe didn’t know what she was asking for.”

      Dad nodded and sheathed his sword. “You have a good head on your shoulders, son. And a good heart beating inside you.”

      His flesh burst apart and purple tentacles spilled onto the snow.

      I screamed.
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      A moment later, I felt stupid for screaming. The scenery melted around me until I floated in the air-water again, surrounded by squid. I hadn’t left the swarm. All the tiny moments that hadn’t seemed right added up to the obvious conclusion that the squid had gotten into my head.

      “Congratulations, knight, you have proven yourself worthy. You may take the shells and leave our domain in peace. We trust you will not inform anyone else of our presence or use the shells for ill intent.”

      I blinked at the wiggly tentacle forest surrounding me. None of the squid restrained me, which I counted as a blessing.

      The ability to determine reality from non-reality seemed like an important skill to develop. If I ever saw Tamor again, I’d ask him about it.

      “Uh, thank you. I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Assist him.”

      A squid wrapped tentacles around me in an embrace reminiscent of a friendly handshake. We sped from the swarm. This time, when I passed from light to dark, I felt the change ripple over my body. The squid dragged me through the water, scooped up five things glowing like tiny stars, and deposited me and them on the shore.

      I watched the tentacles slip under the surface in the starlight. The last tip to disappear waved at me.

      The previous moment with Dad hadn’t had enough bizarre in it. That alone should’ve told me not to trust it.

      At my feet, five small stars glowed. I crouched and prodded them. Each glow concealed a hard shell. If I carried these things to my car, would someone notice the light? Would the park ranger at the gate notice?

      The chill in the air made me shiver. Crap, I’d cut it close with the time. I looked at my feet and knew I’d feel nothing below my knees before I reached the car. My entire body needed clothing and heat. The climb down had taken at least half an hour. The climb up seemed impossible.

      Nothing for it but to try. I scooped the shells into my arms and struggled up the hill. My feet sank deeper into the snow than before. Water clinging to my hair and underwear helped nothing. Icy needles sliced my feet for at least five minutes before I lost enough feeling not to care. The shells did nothing to keep me warm, the bastards.

      I shivered so hard my teeth chattered. On the plus side, my strength seemed to have returned for good.

      Keep going.

      A tree dumped a load of snow on me. The powder shocked my shoulders and neck. I squealed and urged myself to take one more step.

      One more step.

      Keep going.

      Frigid wind blew from the side as I lifted the numb lump of frozen meat attached to the bottom of my leg. The unexpected gust knocked me over. My body sank into the snow. Renewed cold contact with my torso reminded me I couldn’t feel anything else. I dropped the shells.

      Numbness encased my entire self, from head to toe and inside my skull. The wind blew snow over me. I could’ve laid there forever. Nothing hurt or mattered anymore.

      Except I knew if I let myself, I’d freeze to death. Hypothermia worked like heat exhaustion, right? You didn’t know you had it until too late, then you fell over and died.

      Halfway up the hill, lying on top of the stupid shells, I’d die for not forcing myself back to my feed. What an idiotic way to go.

      That thought propelled me with singular focus. I would not die on this hill. Another day, I’d die on some other hill, but not this one. Pure, dogged determination lifted my head. It moved my clumsy, useless hands to scoop up the shells.

      Stiffness in my hips and knees conspired with the unstable snow to punish me more.

      One more step.

      Keep going.

      Don’t die.

      This idiot should’ve planned for this possibility and left my clothes by the river. Of course, my flip-flops wouldn’t have helped much. Would I lose toes from this stupidity? That would cut down my options for the future.

      What could I do without toes? Almost everything except play college-level sports. How about fingers? Ears? A nose? Calves? Arms?

      My brain needed to stop thinking about that. I thought about one more step instead.

      Keep going.

      Don’t die.

      Light from the parking area confused me, then I tumbled onto the frozen pavement.

      Get up.

      One more step.

      Keep going.

      Don’t die.

      There’s the car.

      Go back for the shells in a minute.

      I plodded to the car, swinging my arms. How did I make it? A miracle.

      My numb hands batted at the handle, trying to open the door. Wait. I’d locked the door. The keys...I’d left them someplace safe.

      To the east, I noticed the pink glow of pre-dawn on a strip of thin clouds. I stared at it like a moron.

      No, dumbass, find the keys. Get in the car. Start the heater.

      I put the keys where Mom told me to. The hiding spot. Under something. A bumper. Yes, there, the front bumper.

      Forcing my body to kneel beside the front bumper took so much more thought than it should have. Everything creaked and strained. I thought my legs had frozen solid. Then I had to stick my hand up there and find the damned keys.

      The only way I managed it involved lying on my back so I could watch my arm move the frozen sausages attached to my wrist until they batted the keys to the ground by accident. If you have the opportunity to try this, I recommend against it.

      Since my fingers couldn’t mash the button to unlock the doors, I bit the remote. Don’t laugh, it worked. Suffice to say that opening the door, folding my frozen body into the driver’s seat, and mashing the keys into the ignition took a long time and some creative effort with my teeth.

      Cold air blasted me in the face because of course it did. I used my knuckles to turn the dial to heat. While I waited, I wondered how much damage I’d done to myself. Maybe I’d earned a helicopter ride to a hospital. That would change Mom’s reaction to my idiocy.

      The air took a minute or two to turn warm. In that time, I regained enough feeling to hurt like hell. Sharp knives stabbed me everywhere. Yes, even there. And there too.

      Every injury I’d ever endured before, from scraped knees to broken ribs and everything in between failed to come close to comparing to the pain caused by my body defrosting.

      I endured it for a thousand years before I screamed.

      The pain dulled to a livable level, at which point I could move again. With clumsy but moving fingers, I pulled on my shirt and pants, then found my flip-flops. The blast of cold air while I scooped up the shells made me cringe.

      As I put the car into gear, half-expecting Dad to pull in beside me at any moment, I noticed thin, weak glowing lines wriggling away from the crater at ground level. Tamor had mentioned that. The sight he’d taught me to use caused it. He’d recommended not using it most of the time. I blamed the lack of sleep and insanity of the night for making me forget.

      After shifting the car back into park, I took a deep breath and recalled the feeling I’d had when I switched it on. Inside my chest, something clicked with a snap that seemed audible to me. The glowing stopped. I could see the shells too. They looked like large clams.

      Victory for me. Again! Wow. I’d gone from prepared to die in a cage to dying in the snow to driving home in the sweet glory of success. Everything looked good for a smooth sail home. I got the car moving.

      Once home, I’d have to explain to Mom why I hadn’t come home last night and didn’t show up at school this morning. Which sounded awful. Except she’d spend her day at work, so I wouldn’t see her until the evening anyway.

      If I ran home, changed clothes, and dashed to school, I’d only miss... I checked the time--7:15. Five hours of driving, plus a stop for gas and coffee, put me home after 12:30. No, I had no reason to bother with school today. Besides, teachers didn’t expect much from anyone on the first day back from two weeks of vacation. If I could get there fast enough, I’d go in for the half day.

      Convincing Mom she should call in an excuse for me either way sounded like a challenge, especially since Matt and I went to the same school. She might buy that I’d done something stupid for a girl. Matt had done stupid things for girls before. None of them had made him miss a day of school, though. And I’d never done anything like that before.

      Crap, I’d forgotten to check for my phone again.

      With my luck, it sat in an evidence bag at the downtown police station. Wait, I could think of a worse option. Dad had recovered enough to pick it up and call Mom to tell her I’d beaten him. Goodbye, car keys, freedom, and lacrosse. No, I didn’t think she’d take away my best option for a college scholarship. The rest, though, I could expect to live without for the foreseeable future.

      Since I had nothing else to lose, I decided to go see Nick before heading home. I pictured the moment. With the shells cradled in my arms, I walked up the paved path until I heard that unearthly music again. My flip-flops thwacked against my feet with every step.

      When I found him, sunlight would glimmer off the water, throwing a golden halo around him. He’d stop playing to turn and smile at me. The moment would stretch to eternity. Then he’d set aside his violin and tell me how he knew I’d succeed. He’d never doubted me for a moment.

      Before doing anything else, he’d kiss me. I could feel his lips against mine and his arms holding me close.

      The fantasy kept me going until I could get a cup of coffee. Which I did when I stopped for gas three hours later in Eugene.

      Not ten minutes up the road after that, red and blue lights flashed in my rearview mirror. Gosh, I really needed a traffic stop to make my day. Night. Morning. Whatever.
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      Because I’m not a complete moron, I pulled over. Once I stopped the car, I popped open the glove box and retrieved my registration and insurance card. By the time the state trooper knocked on my window with his knuckle, I had everything ready for him.

      “Do you know why I pulled you over?” He sounded like he did this five hundred times a day and found the whole process tedious. Me too, officer.

      I squinted against the glare of early morning sunshine on my car’s hood and kept my hands on the steering wheel. “No, sir.” No matter how I felt about my dad, I knew to follow his advice for dealing with cops.

      “The speed limit through here is seventy. I’ve got you clocked at eighty-seven for over a mile.”

      “Sorry,” I said. I meant it. This unscheduled stop didn’t help my timing. If I could’ve kept from bothering this Statie, I would have.

      Though it annoyed me to do it, I pulled out my get-out-of-speeding-ticket-free card. “My dad always says to use the cruise control on the freeway, but I guess I’m kind of mad at him right now.”

      “Your dad sounds like a smart man.”

      “I guess so. He’s a homicide detective in Portland.”

      “Is that so? What’s his name?”

      “John Avery. He works out of the downtown precinct.” Dad had told us all a long time ago to name-drop him. I’d never tried to use it before. The only time Mom had, they’d given her a worse ticket than they otherwise would have.

      The Statie lowered his light. “Stay here.”

      “Yessir.” Did he think I’d drive off without my license? Maybe he did.

      I waited like a good boy while he trudged back to his car. The sitting and waiting, even after coffee, threatened to put me to sleep.

      An eternity later, the Statie returned and handed back my papers. “I know it’s tempting to go fast along an empty stretch, especially when you’re headed home, but keep it closer to the limit, Brian. If your plate gets called in for speeding again today, your dad could be the President of the United States and we’ll still give you a ticket.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you. I’ll watch my speed better.”

      “You do that. You can go.” He patted the roof of my car.

      I nodded, rolled up my window, and took exaggerated care while returning to the freeway. So much for getting home early. After setting the cruise control for the speed limit, I did the math as close as I could manage. Maybe I’d slide in around noon. Not good enough to bother with school.

      In my weary state, I made the questionable decision to go see Nick first. Anticipating the visit kept me alert all the way to Oaks Bottom. I parked the car without paying much attention to my surroundings.

      To carry the shells, I wrapped them in the blood-smeared towel. A half-baked idea about leaving it behind to forget things bubbled in the back of my head. Damn, I wanted my hiking boots or regular shoes. In this weather, I would’ve taken cleats over sandals.

      I tried to jog. My body refused and settled into an easy walk. Almost dying for the second time in as many weeks had taken its toll on me, and I needed to respect that.

      Five minutes down the path, I had to stop and deal with the inevitable result of slamming a large coffee. Another five minutes down the path, I wondered why I didn’t feel like I’d had an influx of caffeine. Each step dragged, and I felt like I hauled two hundred pounds of potatoes instead of muscle.

      At the point when I considered giving up to get some sleep, I heard the first lilting notes from that queer violin. My everything melted and strengthened at the same time. I’d longed for those notes so hard they almost knocked me over.

      Still unable to run, I shambled toward him. Thank goodness I carried those shells in that towel, because I tripped over four different tree roots and would’ve dropped them every time.

      Then I saw him. My breath caught. I froze.

      Midday sunshine glimmered on the river’s surface, painting a golden halo around Nick. He drew the feather across the fins of his violin, creating an unearthly note. When his feather reached the end, he lifted it and saw me. His smile made me want to do lunatic things.

      “Welcome back.” Nick set aside his violin and bow.

      I leaned against a tree. Without the sturdy trunk, I would’ve fallen over. “Hi.”

      He smiled and approached me. His body moved with liquid grace. “Did you get them?”

      Answering his smile with one of my own, I raised the towel. “Yeah.”

      His smile broadened. “You’re amazing.” He held out his hands.

      For the towel, not me. He took the towel and cradled it in the crook of his arm. His smile turned odd. A shadow crossed his face even though the sun hadn’t shifted. While I basked in the glow of his praise, he turned his back on me.

      To the side, he said, “Go ahead. You can have this stupid kid.”

      Wait. What?

      I snapped my head to the side and saw twin flashes of red. The dog jumped at me from the undergrowth. Sparks of panic shot through my body. Exhaustion only let me stumble back a step. The dog pounced and knocked me to the ground.

      Nick dropped to his knees and let the towel fall open. He picked up a rock and smashed it on the shells. The crack echoed in my skull.

      “Hey, you’re on dry-” Tamor squeaked in high-pitched surprise.

      “Brian!” Where the hell had Dad come from?

      The dog flinched sideways. Tamor threw himself at my chest like he meant to protect my heart.

      Dad sprinted toward me with his trench coat billowing like a cape. He drew his sword, catching the light with the steel of the blade. I watched in mute, helpless wonder as he leaped over a gnarled root in his suit and polished shoes to skewer the dog before his feet hit the ground.

      Straightening, Dad flicked his sword with nonchalant grace, as if he’d done nothing more momentous than stroll through the park. Wisps of white mist flowed from the end of his blade and dissipated.

      “What did you do?” Tamor shrieked.

      How could I have been such an unbelievable idiot? This guy comes along and promises the world, and I go half-kill myself to earn it? Hadn’t I learned anything from my parents? I wanted to scream and rage.

      My eyes burned. I wanted to roll over and die.

      “Brian, what’s going on?” Dad took a knee beside me. He touched my shoulder with the gentle strength I remembered from years ago and none of the more recent anger in his eyes. No sign of my beating lingered on his face. He didn’t even have a hair out of place.

      “I’m sorry,” I whimpered.

      “What were the magic things?” Tamor asked. “Why didn’t I ask before? Dammit, I’m a moron. I should’ve asked. This is my fault.”

      “Brian.” Dad helped me sit up and lean against a tree. “I’m not angry, I swear. No matter what you say, I won’t get angry. Just tell me what happened.”

      The whole story hovered on the tip of my tongue, waiting to burst free. Except Nick had his seals, and he probably intended to destroy them as soon as possible. Whatever else my dad did or was, he’d killed that dog to protect me.

      Lifting my arm took so much effort. I pointed at Nick’s dark silhouette. “I brought him his seals.”

      Dad’s eyes widened. He glanced at Nick, then back to me. “You,” he pointed at Tamor, “guard him.” Then he surged to his feet, his sword in hand, and bounded through the trees like a gazelle in a trench coat.

      “I have to help.” My best effort pulled me half an inch from the tree, then I thumped against it again.

      “Stop it,” Tamor snapped. “You need a tall glass of sleep before you can do anything else.”

      “You’re real.”

      In the distance, Dad crashed into Nick. They fell into the river. Both men jumped to their feet in shallow water. Nick brandished his feather like a weapon. Dad blocked the thrust with a sweep of his sword.

      “Yes, I’m real, you idiot.” Tamor climbed onto my lap and pressed his copper claws against my chest. “He’s a knight with obvious experience, so I’ll let him explain things.”

      “That’s my dad.” I watched the fight, wondering when Dad had learned to use a sword.

      Dad danced through the battle like he didn’t know how to give up. His blade met Nick’s feather with effortless ease. Each contact created a muted thwack like the feather was made of hardened wood.

      Nearby, the dog lay on the ground, sides heaving. Blood stained the earth around it. The eyes, once red and demented, now appeared brown and soft. Looking to me, it whined and I heard nothing but a dog noise.

      “The dog.” I wobbled my head in a feeble attempt to nod at it.

      Tamor sighed. “It was possessed. The sword killed the ghost inhabiting it, and now the ordinary dog is dying. There’s nothing we can do for it.”

      The dog, I thought, was lucky.
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      While I watched, Dad punched Nick in the face. Nick fell into the water with a splash and didn’t get up. Then Dad squawked and fell. He contorted and avoided pitching into the water.

      Dad scrambled to his feet and held up his sword. “You’ll take my son and the rest of these seals over my dead body!”

      He put me first. Did he think he owned me, or did he mean to protect me? I didn’t know. I couldn't tell.

      I did know that Nick had lied to me. He’d used me. Like a dumb puppy, I’d done what he asked. Why? Would screaming help?

      Tears tracked down my cheeks. Everything I’d felt was a lie. Nothing would ever feel good or right again. Not that anything ever had, except that one bright, shining moment with Gabriel.

      A blur of blue and heavy force knocked me onto my side. Tamor squealed and skittered out of the way. Nick shoved me to my stomach, grabbed a fistful of my hair, and wrenched up my head. The feather touched the flesh of my neck. It felt like cold steel.

      Chilled water soaked my shirt and dripped onto my back. He smelled clear and crisp, like he had when he’d held and kissed me.

      “Hand over the seals or he dies.”

      Dad stood at the river’s edge, backlit enough that I couldn't see his face. For a long few heartbeats, he did nothing.

      “Brian, stay really, really still. Knights know how to handle these situations.” Tamor held up his claws and circled in front of me. “With me this close, you can heal so fast that he’ll have to cut your head all the way off to kill you. So this isn’t as scary as it seems. Water Asshole here might not realize I’m yours, so we have a good chance of survival.”

      If I could have, I would’ve gulped. Did I trust Tamor? So far, he hadn’t steered me wrong, and Nick didn’t seem to hear or understand him. Trusting him sooner would’ve saved everyone--especially me--a lot of pain and trouble.

      Nick pressed the feather harder against my skin. “Make your choice, knight.”

      The blade stung. If I hadn’t experienced a thousand times worse pain a few hours ago, fear would’ve kept me still. Instead, bolstered by Tamor’s assurance, I thought very hard about exactly what I needed my body to do.

      “Fine.” Dad crouched to pick up the shells.

      I waited. Acting on my own would never work. Dad needed to come close enough to do something once I did my part.

      Three of the shells in his hand, Dad stalked toward us. When I finally saw his face, the hard, cold cast surpassed anything he’d ever directed at me. I would’ve given up if he had.

      Nick didn’t seem to falter. After he’d faked me so hard, that didn’t surprise me. “That’s close enough. Drop the sword first.”

      Dad didn’t look at me. He probably didn’t expect me to do anything at this point. I’d become a damsel in distress to him.

      I tried to warn him by clenching my jaw. With every last ounce of strength in my being, I yanked my head forward, slicing my throat open, then launched myself back. My skull cracked Nick’s nose. Fire burned across my neck. Dad dropped the shells. Nick shrieked.

      Holding my neck with one hand, I reached for freedom with the other. Dad threw his body at Nick. They tumbled to the ground. Tamor disappeared in a flash of burnished copper. Warmth flooded my neck. I turned to see Dad struggling with Nick.

      They tangled like they matched each other in both strength and skill. Dad needed one more surge of effort from me.

      Fourth down, fifteen yards to go, twenty seconds on the clock, and down by five points. A field goal wouldn’t cut it. We needed a touchdown.

      The adrenalin rush hit me like a ton of bricks. I thought I’d used everything I had a moment earlier. This time, I threw my entire body into a kick that punched Nick’s back so hard he grunted.

      Dad didn’t hesitate. He stabbed his sword through Nick’s belly and out the other side. Bluish, watery liquid gushed out the hole.

      Nick screeched an unholy wail as fiendish as the music had been heavenly. Dad wrenched the blade sideways. More ichor flooded from Nick’s body. With one swift, sure stroke, Dad beheaded Nick.

      Dad stood over the mutilated corpse, ready and waiting for Nick to spring to his feet and keep fighting. Clouds or leaves moved to bathe him in a ray of sunshine. For the first time in a long time, I saw him as a heroic savior, as a noble, shining knight-protector.

      The moment passed. My gaze slid to Nick’s head. His blank, glassy eyes stared at me.

      “Good job, son.” Dad stepped to my side and crouched over me. “I couldn't have beaten him without your help.”

      I collapsed in every way imaginable. Dad dropped his sword and gathered me into his arms. We sat together, with me weeping, for a long time. He made soothing noises and rocked me, like he had a long time ago whenever I’d had a nightmare.

      Nick had used me. He’d used my stupidity, my fear, my uncertainty, my confusion, and my shame. The hurt burned in my chest. If I could have, I might’ve jumped in the river to drown myself.

      After a while, my sobs subsided to sniffles and hiccups. I met my dad’s gaze, not sure how to interpret the pain in his eyes. “Dad, I--” I braced for rejection, for anger, for something horrible. “I think I might be gay.”

      He cracked a bemused smile. Did his eyes glisten with tears? “Okay. We can talk about that if you want, but at the moment, I’m really much more concerned about what happened here and where you’ve been all night.”

      The lack of rebuke or threat confused me. “Not about me pummeling you?” Now that I knew a knight could survive a sliced throat, it didn’t surprise me he’d recovered already.

      Dad snorted a soft laugh. I felt it in his chest. “No. I understand that well enough. Tell me your story from last night and I’ll tell you mine from five years ago.”

      In the face of his acceptance, I let the words stream from me, starting with the dog chasing me and meeting Nick. He listened and only stopped me twice to ask a quick question. When I finished pouring out my soul, he squeezed my shoulders.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Tamor. When we get back to the parking lot, I’ll introduce you to my car, Stirin. Before that, though.” Dad sighed and patted my arm. “I have to tell you a story about a man who made the wrong choice.”

      He related a tale starting with the death of a friend and ending with him under a kind of magical compulsion. Some of it didn’t make sense to me, but I listened and didn’t interrupt. From what he said, it sounded like falling under the compulsion had been his fault. Or, at least, he blamed himself.

      “I tried not to let it make me do the worst I could imagine. In a way, it was kind of like being an alcoholic. That’s how I explained it to your mom, because she doesn’t understand much of this magic crap. A couple of months ago, some friends freed me of the compulsion. I’ll introduce you to them later. Since then, I’ve been trying to start making up for what I did under that influence.”

      His weird, abrupt re-entry into our lives suddenly made sense. Everything made so much sense. If only he could’ve told us and we could’ve believed him. A deep, dark wound inside me felt like it had finally stopped bleeding.

      “I don’t expect you to forgive me just for knowing all of that. You and me, we have a lot to figure out still. I can get someone else to teach you how to be a knight so we won’t have all this crap interfering.”

      “I’m a knight.”

      “Yes.” He helped me clamber to my feet.

      I could barely stand, let alone walk. Dad ducked under my arm and shouldered most of my weight without complaint. “Tamor, bring those shells.”

      “I suppose he has his hands full,” Tamor muttered.

      We shambled down the path. Dad smiled. I hadn’t seen that smile in a long time, the one that suggested contentment and calm. My face felt kind of weird too.

      “How did you know to come here?”

      “I got the call about your traffic stop in Coburg. Your mom was already worried about you, so I abused my police powers a tiny bit to have the GPS in your phone tracked. Once I discovered which direction you headed, I just had to wait until you stopped someplace.”

      Apparently, my phone lurked on the floor of my car after all. If I’d remembered it even once while stopped, I might’ve caught a call or voicemail from Mom that might’ve shaken me back to reality. Bravo, me. Way to go.

      “What do I do?”

      “About what?”

      Good question. I supposed I had plenty of options for where to take this conversation. The fact I wanted to ask Dad anything seemed like a huge weight off my shoulders. So to speak.

      Though I wanted to understand this knight business, I didn’t think I could handle that conversation at the moment. It seemed like it would involve too much of the stuff between Dad and me. It also seemed like it would require a lot more attention than I could pay to something in my condition.

      “The boy thing.”

      “Ah. I may not be the best source for advice on that front, but from what I understand, the first step is coming to terms with it. The next step is finding a suitable boy you like and asking him out on a date.”

      Gabriel came to mind. I had no idea if he was gay or not, but I could give a shot at kind of asking without asking.

      Dad cleared his throat. “I’m going to suggest that you have Tamor scrutinize your next prospect before pursuing him.”

      I laughed, and it felt so good I never wanted to stop.
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        A doomed relationship. A fated choice. A fairy queen in a trailer park.

      

      

      

      Grace Ann Bryant, the exiled daughter of Oberon, signs her life away to the Sanhedrin. A group of zealots who had hunted her all of her life. She connects with a local lawyer in a small town in Alabama only to find out that he’s lied to her from the moment they met.

      

      As the story of her life goes, Grace runs away from her problems to a new home in Shady Grove, Alabama. For the first time in her life, she puts down roots deeper than those that touch the realm of her father. There is a child who needs care, dog to keep her company, and a handsome sheriff to keep her out of trouble.

      

      Two out of three ain’t bad.
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      Sitting in our booth while sipping a whiskey neat in a rocks glass, I watched the door waiting for my lover to arrive. When the ice rattled, I decided I’d had enough. Enough to drink. Enough of him. I’d discovered that he was lying to me. It was even worse that his wife was the one that told me.

      As an Unseelie fairy, I didn’t really care about who I rolled around with in the sheets. However, the contract on my head dictated that I keep my activities to the supernaturals of this world. The Sanhedrin, who weren’t like the ones in the Bible, nor were they religious, would skin me alive if they caught me with a mundane human. I’d recently made a deal to get them off my back after they had hunted me for hundreds of years.

      Remington Blake was the answer to a deprived fairy’s prayer. If I prayed. Which I didn’t. He was a member of the First People’s Star Folk. Gorgeous and debonair. I’d fallen for him the moment that New Orleans twang rolled off his sexy and very useful tongue. He gave off the air of a refined gentleman with his expensive suits and cars. He was a lawyer by trade in the real world, and he looked the part. In the bedroom, it was a different story.

      He had a penchant for fine suits and custom leather shoes. He always smelled wonderful. He was a high-profile lawyer in Louisiana with a few clients in Alabama. I wasn’t sure how all of that worked, but I knew that he practiced law in both places.

      It was hard enough finding a fairy to fuck, but finding one that you really liked, was a rare occasion for someone like myself. Remy and I were made for each other in bed. It had been too many years since I’d found someone that could keep up with me. Partially because I had been on the run for most of my life.

      “Fuck all of them,” I muttered in my frustration.

      Remy swaggered in the door, saying something sweet to the bartender to make her blush. He turned to me and his eyes lit up like they always did when I saw him. Or when he saw me. However, they quickly darkened, and he slowed his approach.

      “Gracie, what’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Sit down, Remy,” I replied.

      He sat down as the bartender brought him a glass of cognac. “Thank you, Judy,” he said politely to her. Immediately he turned his attention back to me. Remy was a flirt, but I knew, rather I thought that he only had eyes for me. I was completely wrong.

      At the moment, I couldn’t stand the sight of him, but I wasn’t allowed to make a scene. Stupid rules. Stupid Sanhedrin.

      “I’ve never seen you look so dark, Grace. Talk to me, honey,” he said. Usually, he sat down beside me, but his instincts were on point. He looked at me across the table with questioning eyes. I also saw fear in them.

      “Don’t honey me. You sorry, good-for-nothing,’ son of a biscuit eater,” I growled.

      “My momma was never fond of biscuits. Tell me what’s got you all riled up,” he said, trying to humor his way through my wrath.

      “You are a liar through and through. I thought because you weren’t exactly one of us that I could trust you. Boy, was I wrong?” I said. I almost got choked up. I didn’t know why this bothered me so much. I’d loved ‘em and left ‘em before. Remy was no different.

      Only he was. The prospect of having to stay in one place was rough, but without someone to work on certain frustrations sounded like torture. I should have known better.

      “Alright now. I’m not playing games anymore, Grace Ann Bryant. What has happened?” he asked.

      “It was bad enough finding out that you are married, but it’s so much worse when your own wife was the one who told me. I felt like a dirty, trashy whore,” I hissed at him across the table.

      His handsome face fell as he leaned back in the booth. But a spark of fire burned in his eyes. “If you would allow me to explain,” he started to say.

      “There is no explainin’, Remy! You’re married! You can’t pull some slick talking lawyer shit on me,” I said, jumping up from my seat. “I don’t want to ever see you again. Do you understand me? You keep your lying self out of my business from now on.” I marched out of the bar, and he followed quickly on my heels.

      I hit the door to the parking lot as he folded out cash for the bartender. I noticed because I was watching him over my shoulder. His reaction meant something to me. Lies are lies, but what I felt was real. I was almost in my truck when he managed to stop me.

      “Grace, you will hear me out,” he demanded.

      “I don’t have to hear anything. I should have known better than to trust anyone, but myself. After so many years, I thought maybe, just maybe, I could fall for someone like me.” I spoke mostly to myself because he was intent on getting his word in edgewise.

      “What? Fall for me? Grace, are you in love with me?” he asked astonished.

      “I didn’t say that. I said, maybe. Now let me go,” I huffed through my hissy fit.

      “No, my wife and I have been separated for over fifty years. She won’t divorce me. She’s a damn witch, and I’m stuck with her for now. I have never, ever been in love with her much less slept with her. I got myself in a bad way, and she bailed me out. The price was marriage. Grace, honey, you are the best thing that has ever happened to me. We click. It’s good with us because we are good together. You see that right?” he said.

      “No, I see a liar,” I said. “If she meant nothing to you, then you should have just told me the truth.”

      “Most women don’t like to hear that the man they have designs on is married,” he said. “Much less to a witch. She only shows up to run off any potential I have for happiness.”

      “There were no designs. It was sex. It was good. It’s over,” I clipped off at him as I climbed into the truck. “I can get good sex anywhere. I don’t need to get it from you.”

      “It was more than just sex. Grace, I swear, you are all I’ve ever wanted since I laid eyes on you. Look in your heart. You know it is true,” he said.

      “Too bad for you, I don’t have a heart,” I growled. It hurt so much. Perhaps I did have a heart. At the very least, I cared. “I guess you should have thought about that when you were lying to me.”

      “Please. I’ll prove it to you,” he begged.

      “Beggin’ is not attractive, Remy. I meant what I said. Leave me alone,” I said with force.

      He stepped back from me with wide eyes. I looked down at the tattoo on my right arm. It was a ruby heart-shaped jewel surrounded by a sexy filigree. I lifted the ink from the Sanhedrin, and it had its own magical properties. The heart pulsed with power that I kept stored in it from the Otherworld. I wasn’t allowed to go there, but I could borrow power from trees with deep roots which touched the edges of that realm. My father’s realm.

      I watched Remy standing in the parking lot in my rear-view mirror. The dust from my truck surrounded him. Even in pain, he looked handsome.
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      Leave it to me to fall in love with the most insufferable fairy this side of the Mason-Dixon line. I shoulda stayed home in N’awlins with all the sweet tushes ripe for the pickin’. But nope, I had to get tangled up with a fairy queen.

      Grace wasn’t just any fairy queen either. Her father, Oberon, ruled the Otherworld. At least, the Unseelie side of it. Here in the human realm, the Sanhedrin policed the exiled fairies. Most of them couldn’t keep their noses clean long enough to keep from being executed by the bastards. I hoped that Grace wouldn’t do anything to draw their ire now.

      I stood in the parking lot watching her roll away in that monstrosity of a truck and tried to think of a way to make things right with her. Her stubborn streak that I once found attractive got in my craw and started itchin’.

      “Bless your heart, Grace Ann Bryant,” I muttered, as I dug out my keys to get in my car. The thought crossed my mind to go inside and pick out some sweet thing to take home, but if I wanted any chance with Grace, I needed to leave this bar.

      “Evenin’, Remy,” an older male’s voice said behind me.

      Turning around I locked eyes with one of the rat bastards in the flesh. “Hello, Jeremiah,” I grumbled.

      “A little trouble with your lady friend?” he asked.

      “Jerry, I’m not going to pretend that you don’t know what the hell is going on, so why don’t you cut to the chase?” I prompted.

      He chuckled as he rubbed his greying beard. “Remy, she’s a difficult woman. Surely you knew this wouldn’t last with her.”

      “You are the one that told me not to discuss my wife with her. Don’t stand here and treat me like a fool. I don’t have a contract with you,” I reminded him.

      “No, you don’t. But she does, and I don’t want her riled up. I’ve got some ducks to get in order before I make my next move with her,” he admitted.

      “What move?” I asked.

      “Since you are no longer a speck on her horizon, I figure you don’t need to know.”

      “Asshole.”

      “That’s not very nice,” he said with a smile.

      “I don’t care to be nice to you. You’ve roped her into one of your damn contracts. I hate contracts unless I draw them up,” I replied.

      “Well, what would you do to get her back?” he asked.

      I started to say anything, but that was exactly what he wanted me to say. “Depends on your terms, Sanhedrin.”

      “I just need you to keep her entertained until I can move her to Shady Grove,” he said.

      “No! Why are you taking her there?” I said. I knew of the city nearby where the Sanhedrin kept their misfits. I didn’t understand why some were allowed to live while others were executed. It was a death sentence to move there.

      “He wants her there.”

      “He?”

      “Her father,” he said.

      Leaning back on my car door, I contemplated the reasons why the King of the Unseelie would want his daughter in Shady Grove. The place had been cursed since it was formed. It used to reside in a forest in France, but when the New World began to settle, the Sanhedrin had the cursed city moved here. For the life of me, I had no idea why they wanted a bunch of fairies living in the middle of Alabama. If I had been smart, I would have gotten in my car and hauled ass back to New Orleans.

      “I’m an idiot,” I mumbled.

      “What was that?” Jeremiah grinned.

      “She isn’t interested in seeing me,” I said. “I don’t know how to get her to listen.”

      “You won’t. I will take care of it. Meet me at her trailer in an hour. She won’t remember your wife at all. After that handle it however you want, but I warn you, I will not dabble in her brain more than I have to. Don’t put me in the position to starting this cycle over,” he warned.

      “And when you are ready for her to move to Shady Grove?” I asked.

      “You can either go with her or break up with her,” he said.

      “You and your kind are the biggest horse’s asses this side of the Mississippi. You know that?” I argued.

      “I am aware,” he smirked. “One hour, Remy.”

      “One hour,” I repeated as he faded into the darkness.

      I’d just made a deal with the devil for a woman. She was worth it, but I knew better than to trust the devil. I’d have to make a backup plan just in case he tried to double cross me. In fact, I was counting on it.
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      Finishing off the bottle of Crown, I leaned back on my couch and closed my eyes. Alcohol-induced tears streaked my cheeks. That was my story anyway. The trailer park sat just outside the college town of Tuscaloosa in the center of the Deep South, Alabama. The closest small town was Reform. For once, the neighborhood seemed to be at peace. This wasn’t like my last trailer park in Arkansas where everyone treated each other like family. The natives never rest here. Gunshots. Meth deals. Hookers.

      Jeremiah claimed he had nowhere else to put me for now since I insisted on living in a trailer. The time approached when I would break my contract with the Sanhedrin and take my chances on the road. I’d run all my life. Why stop now? Remy’s wife had done me a favor by telling me about his lies. I had become too comfortable and too willing to let someone be a part of my life. It was a fairy tale, and I might be a fairy but this was never going to be a happy ending.

      I faded in and out of my drunken coma only to be disturbed by someone pounding on the door of the trailer next to me.

      “Shut up!” I screamed. “I’ve got a headache.”

      The banging continued.

      “I swear to the goddess. I am going jerk a knot in someone’s tail,” I muttered, trying to find my feet. Stumbling to the door, I opened it to find Jeremiah Freyman standing there. “Good! You are here. Go tell those idiots next door to stop banging around.”

      “Grace, I was knocking on your door,” he said, lifting a bushy eyebrow. At least his weren’t as bushy as his boss’.

      “Oh, well, by all means, come in, but I offer you no hospitality,” I smirked, turning my back on him to make my way to the fridge. Grabbing a few cubes of ice, I dropped them in my empty glass. Contemplating drinking myself to death, which wasn’t possible, I stared at the liquor cabinet anyway.

      “Water,” he said.

      “Fuck off,” I growled.

      “You are just a ray of sunshine today, Grace,” he laughed.

      “What part of Unseelie do you not understand?”

      “I dunno. There are days when you are quite tolerable,” he smiled. “I mean that in the best way.”

      “Sure, you do,” I said as I filled my glass with water. “What do you want?”

      “Grace, you need to forgive Remy,” he said.

      “Get out.”

      “You listen to me,” he said hardening his tone.

      “Remington Blake has nothing to do with my contract, so you can’t order me around when it comes to my relationship with him,” I said.

      “I am aware of that; however, I did advise him not to tell you about his wife!” he fired back.

      “Oh! So, you knew he was a lying, cheating bastard!” I returned.

      “It’s not like that. He’s tried for years to divorce her. She won’t sign the papers,” he explained. “She’s a witch and he’s not a fairy, so the Sanhedrin couldn’t dictate the situation.

      “There are ways to do it. He’s a lawyer,” I said. “He knows all those legal tricks.”

      “The human laws aren’t the problem. He made a deal. There are consequences for breaking it,” Jeremiah said, turning his tone down to try to reason with me. I was beyond reason.

      “My head is pounding, and I’m going to bed,” I told him.

      He groaned. “Do you mind if I sleep on the couch?”

      “Only if you promise not to talk about Remy in the morning,” I said.

      “I promise,” he replied. “Get some rest. You will feel better in the morning.”

      “I doubt it, but okay,” I smirked as I slammed the door to my bedroom. Eyeing the tiny bathroom, I thought about my bathtub in the Otherworld. A giant roman style bath with steaming waters. It was so big you could swim in it. The closet shower in this mobile home didn’t do it justice. Instead of washing my pain away, I decided to sleep it off. Crashing on the bed, I blocked out Remington Blake from my mind. It was done. It was over. I wasn’t going back to him. Ever.
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      When I arrived outside of Grace’s trailer, Jeremiah was still there. His beat-up land yacht looked like it belonged in the park, but my Mercedes stuck out like a sore thumb. I listened for movement inside, but it was quiet. Before I could knock on the door, Jeremiah opened it. I stepped inside of the quaint abode wondering how in the hell a fairy queen had become comfortable living in these types of homes.

      “What’s going on?” I asked quietly.

      “She’s sleeping off the alcohol. Look, when she wakes up, she won’t remember that your wife contacted her. She won’t remember anything about tonight. She’s going to feel a little groggy. You should be here when she wakes up,” he explained.

      “Okay. But what do I tell her?” I asked.

      “Use your imagination, Remy,” he said. I wanted to punch him in the face, but I wasn’t the fighting kind. Unless it came to fighting for my woman. The problem was Grace wasn’t my woman. I doubt she would ever totally be mine. She had a heart of gold, but the soul of a gypsy. My craving for her had led me here, but I knew in the back of my mind that one day, she would be gone. I just needed a little more time with her. Whatever I could get.

      “I’m going to head out. There are pills on the counter for a headache. The coffee pot is ready to brew, just hit the button on the front,” Jeremiah said, giving his last instructions.

      “I know how to make coffee,” I replied.

      “I’m sure you do. Oh, and you probably want to lock the doors in that Mercedes or it’ll be gone in the morning,” he laughed.

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s a rough neighborhood,” he said. I looked toward her bedroom wondering if she was safe here. Then it hit me. Heaven bless the fool who tried to cross Grace Ann Bryant. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Jeremiah?”

      “Huh?”

      “What if I’m in love with her?” I asked.

      “I suggest you keep that wife away from her,” he replied. I nodded my head not knowing how in the world to do that. She stayed away from me, but she found plenty of time to locate my girlfriends. Not that I had that many. Well, a few over the years, but none like Grace. If something happened to her, I was sure her father no matter how estranged he was, would find a way to end me.

      Tiptoeing into Grace’s room, I admired her sleeping form on the bed. I longed for that body to be wrapped around mine. Even if I wasn’t in love, she enthralled me in the bedroom. Sex had never been dull with her.

      I settled into a chair to watch her sleep. A street light illuminated the room so that I could make out the rise and fall of her breast as she breathed. As I tried to situate myself in the chair, I had to convince my cock it wasn’t getting any tonight. It took a while, but it finally gave up.

      So, I waited and dozed in and out until she opened those dark brown eyes. I knew the color wasn’t real, but they reminded me of dark chocolate: a little sweet and a lot bitter.

      “Remy?” she muttered.

      “Hey,” I said, stepping across the room to the bed. Sitting down on the edge, I pushed the hair out of her face.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. I knew then, that whatever Jeremiah did to her had worked. She didn’t know anything.

      “You had a little too much to drink, and I brought you home,” I lied.

      “Oh, I don’t remember,” she moaned. “Oh, my head.”

      “I’ll get you some medicine and start the coffee,” I said.

      “Okay,” she groaned as she pulled the covers over her head.

      A little lie. It was just a small one, but it was already eating at me. Not telling her about my wife never bothered me. I never expected her to show up here. But this lie. Erasing her memories felt wrong even though I wasn’t the one who had done it.

      In the end, I knew once she found out, she would never forgive me, but I decided between now and then, I would make it worth it.
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      Remy started the coffee pot in the kitchen while I tried to remember last night. My whole head felt fuzzy. I’d always drank a lot of whiskey but never had I had such a night that I couldn’t remember what happened. It was almost like I was under a spell.

      I opened my eyes to my fairy sight and looked at myself. The deep blue aura associated with winter glowed around me. I was still me with no spells. When I sat up in the bed, the room spun around me.

      “Holy crap,” I said.

      “Usually shit isn’t religious,” Remy teased as he re-entered the room.

      “Ha, ha. You are so funny, Remington Blake,” I said. Heck. I couldn’t even remember if he and I had sex last night, and I wouldn’t normally forget that kind of thing. “Did we, um, do something last night?”

      “Why, Grace, I am offended. No woman has ever forgotten when I’ve taken them to bed,” he smirked.

      “Damn it, Remy. Something is wrong with me,” I said. For a moment, I saw a flicker of worry on his face, but he quickly recovered.

      “No, Grace. We didn’t do anything. You were too out of it. I don’t take advantage of women. I have no need. They usually beg me for the privilege,” he said with a grin.

      “Oh, please. Just bring me a cup of coffee. Maybe that will clear my head,” I said.

      “Coming right up,” he replied.

      “Don’t you have work today?” I asked.

      “No. I called them and told them I was taking a personal day,” he said from the other room. He’d never taken the day off for me before. Perhaps there was more to this relationship than I thought.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I insisted.

      “When was the last time you had a hangover?” He raised his eyebrow.

      “Right. Next to never,” I replied.

      “Exactly. You need me,” he smiled.

      “I’ll let you keep thinking that,” I laughed. “I need to get out of this house though. Get some fresh air.”

      “Alright. Where do you want to go?” he asked.

      “Anywhere as long as I don’t piss off the Sanhedrin,” I grubbed.

      “Yes, let’s avoid their ire for a while. Why don’t I take you to my house?” he asked. He had never invited me to his house.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll give you a tour,” he said. “Get your lovely ass up and get dressed.”

      “Okay,” I said somewhat reluctantly. If I didn’t know better, Remy was up to something. Or hiding something. Maybe something happened last night and I had embarrassed him or myself. I just couldn’t put my finger on it. Not yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Remy

          

        

      

    

    
      While Grace showered, I made a few phone calls. One to my good friend in New Orleans, Niles Babineau. We were from the same stock. Native American Star Folk.

      The First Peoples had worshiped us from the beginning of time as they remembered it. Some interpreted the stories to be representative of aliens. I supposed in some ways it was the truth. We weren’t of the earth but above it. No different than Grace being from below it. The Star Folk’s power waned with the introduction of theology to the New World. I could conjure a few tricks, but nothing like what Grace or her kind could do.

      The phone rang, and Niles answered with a deeper New Orleans accent than I had.

      “Babineau,” he answered.

      “Niles, it’s Remy,” I said.

      “Well, hello, Remy. How is that new girlfriend of yours?” He asked.

      “She’s awesome, but I need a favor,” I said.

      “Uh-oh. Time for a little adventure?” Niles asked.

      “Yes, we need a distraction for a few days. Do you think you could help me out?”

      “Certainly. My normal fee applies,” he said.

      “I wasn’t asking for a freebie,” I smirked.

      “No. You weren’t, but I know you, Remington Blake. It was implied,” Niles teased.

      “I am not a cheapskate,” I protested.

      “No, you just spend all your funds on women. This one must be a keeper,” he said, knowing very well that I never had a girlfriend for long because of my wife.

      “She is, but I don’t think I’ll get to keep her.”

      “Now don’t talk like that, Remy. You are a good-looking man. What more could she ask for?” he said turning softer.

      “She’s a fairy queen. She could ask for a lot,” I sighed.

      “Fairy Queen! Remy, you better watch yourself with that one,” he warned.

      “It’s too late for that,” I said.

      “God bless it,” he said then hung up the phone.

      If I was going to spend the rest of my time with Grace in a lie, it might as well be a fun one. Niles Babineau and I had been on a lot of adventures together. So much so that he started his own company where he built adventures for his clients. He also built houses, but that was just a side job. Among others.

      Taking Grace to my house was a risk. Once we got inside, it would be safe from my wife. She couldn’t get past the wards that I paid another witch to raise for me. They specifically targeted my wife so that she couldn’t get inside. Niles would start our adventure from there. He would also drain my bank account for it. It didn’t matter. I wanted to make the rest of our time together memorable. Then, she could hate me. And she would.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Why do you keep looking behind us? You seem so antsy. We don’t have to go to your house, Remy,” she said.

      She sat next to me in a tight pair of jeans and a tank top. So plain. So fucking gorgeous. Her lips twisted sideways with a smile. She knew I was admiring her. I loved that she knew what she had and wasn’t afraid to flaunt it. Some men would be afraid of such confidence. Most women hated it and called her all sorts of names. But she paid no attention to any of them. She marched along to the beat of her own sexy drum.

      “Just nervous taking you to my house for the first time,” I said, as we drove back toward town. My house sat on the bank of the local lake. It was grand by most scales. I didn’t want her to be intimidated by it. Lawyers are expected to have fancy homes. Just part of the prestige and stereotype that I didn’t mind. We had all sorts of bad connotations following us around, and most of them didn’t bother me. I wasn’t in it to make money. Most of the time I ended up taking the case of a wayward fairy or other supernatural that got tangled up with human law enforcement because very few non-special lawyers would understand. Plus, it was better that I help them than allowing them to make a deal with the Sanhedrin. I wish I had known Grace before she made her deal with them. I was afraid of what they would do to her when she slipped up.

      “Why would you be nervous?” she asked.

      We turned into the drive leading up to my house. Two iron gates opened for us as they sensed the mechanism in my car. She stopped breathing for a moment, then gasped as the house came into view.

      “What the hell, Remy?” she asked.

      “I’m a lawyer. I have a nice house,” I shrugged.

      “That is a freaking mansion,” she exclaimed.

      “No. You just live in a trailer, so it seems like it. It’s a perfectly normal 4 bedroom, 3 and a half-bath house,” I said.

      As we pulled around to the garage, she added, “With a three-car garage.”

      “I have three cars,” I sighed. I had hoped she wouldn’t look at all of this and think it was me. It was just the role I played. I would be happy in a house in the suburbs or even in a small cabin on a farm. I don’t think I could manage a trailer in that comfort zone, but if Grace was in it, I could imagine it.

      “Rich as fuck,” she said.

      “Language,” I scolded.

      “Like you have virgin ears,” she scoffed.

      “I’m pretty sure I don’t have virgin anything,” I said.

      “Me either,” she smiled.

      “Come inside, and I’ll show you around.” I climbed out of the car, beckoning her to come with me. She took my hand and we stepped inside my heavily warded home.
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      One thing was for sure. The wards on the house were extremely powerful. I felt them reaching out to me with tendrils of power, caressing over my skin looking for certain attributes. Obviously, I wasn’t what Remy was keeping out. I didn’t question it, because beings like us who lived on this earth for so long made lots of enemies. I could only imagine the kind of enemies that a lawyer would have.

      I needed a ward to keep Jeremiah and his brothers out of my trailer. It would piss him off which would delight me greatly. Making a mental note to look into it, I walked with Remy into a gigantic kitchen with granite countertops and rich honey wood colored cabinets. I’d never seen anything like it. I didn’t frequent the houses of the rich and famous in this human world.

      “This is beautiful, Remy,” I said in awe.

      “Thanks. Come with me,” he said, tugging me along to a great room the size of my bedroom back in the Otherworld. A stone fireplace rose to the ceiling. A plush sectional sofa surrounded it.

      I took two steps down into the living area admiring the decor as well as the view out of the windows to the rear of the house. The lake shimmered in the sunlight just beyond a deck and very green yard. What was it with rich people and perfectly green yards? It was as if they all had Summer fairies tending to their grass. I’d settle for a hot guy with a lawnmower. I didn’t care if the grass died.

      My senses tingled. Instinctively I stepped toward Remy as he tensed.

      “What the…” he muttered as four forms emerged from different parts of the room. “Who are you?”

      “We aren’t here for the woman. Just you,” one of the men said. Each one wore a black hoodie shrouding their faces in shadow. Flicking to my sight, they glowed a deep green indicating that they were Summer fairies, but on the darker side. Apparently, they didn’t know who I was.

      “Look, guys. Who sent you?” Remy asked.

      “And how did you get past the wards?” I asked. Remy looked at me with surprise. As if I hadn’t detected his wards. It occurred to me then that the ward was very specific and it wasn’t to keep me or the Summer fairies out.

      “Our boss wants to have a few words with you,” the spokesman said.

      “Who is your boss?” Remy asked.

      “You know who he is,” he replied.

      “If I did, I wouldn’t have asked,” Remy snorted.

      “Perhaps smart-ass remarks aren’t your best option, Remington Blake,” the leader said. The others stood silently as this one continued the conversation. “Now, you can come with us the easy way or the hard way.”

      “He’s not going anywhere with you,” I said as the tattoo on my arm flared to life with the power of the Otherworld.

      The leader’s eyes shot to the tattoo on my right arm. He trembled for a moment then proceeded to front.

      “Looky here, boys. We’ve got us a bonafide winter fairy queen. Last time I checked there was only one of those. I’m pretty sure there is a bounty on your head, too. Take them both,” he ordered.

      The other three rushed us. With his hand, Remy motioned toward one of them. Glittery powder flipped out of his hand smacking him in the face. He squealed as the glitter blinded him. He grabbed at his face trying to regain his sight.

      I turned to another unleashing a blast of winter power. The rush of wind and freezing snow smacked him in the chest, forcing him to tumble backward.

      The third hit Remy squarely. They tumbled across the floor, and I was afraid to blast them. I didn’t know what my power would do to Remy.

      “Get off him, you bastard,” I screamed. Then I realized the leader was watching the fight. Turning to him, my power flared. My hair turned from brunette to platinum blonde. He took two steps back from me as I moved quickly toward him. Before he could run, I wrapped a cold hand around his neck. “I am Gloriana, daughter of Oberon, King of Winter, and you will let him go!”

      The command shook the house. I heard the two men behind me stop their grappling for control.

      “Grace,” Remy muttered.

      “I’ve got this, Remy,” I said, squeezing the Summer fairy’s neck. He was starting to turn blue.

      “Gracie, let him go,” Remy urged in a light tone as he stepped into my peripheral vision. “They will leave now.”

      “You are going to leave?” I asked the leader. He nodded emphatically.

      When I released him, he scrambled away from me along with his still conscious friend and the blinded man. The one I had knocked out was lifted by his comrades as they hustled out of the house.

      “Grace,” Remy urged touching my cheek with his hand.

      “What?” I snapped. The power I’d used had me keyed up.

      “Let it go, baby,” he coaxed.

      I looked down at the glowing tattooed stone on my arm, and I realized how close I was to the darkness of my power. Shaking my hands violently, tears rolled down my cheeks.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered.

      “Gracie, you were protecting me. That was a good thing, not a bad one,” he assured me.

      I didn’t feel assured though. It had been years since I called power to myself to hurt someone.

      A cold darkness lurked inside of me, fighting to get out. Seeing Remy in peril triggered that power. Perhaps Jeremiah and the Sanhedrin were right. Having a long-term relationship was a bad idea. Who knows what I would do to protect someone that I loved? If I was even capable of love.

      As the power in me melted, I felt his strong arms around me where I hadn’t noticed them before. I refused to allow myself to lean into him.

      “Who were they?” I questioned. My voice came out dry and quiet.

      “I’m not sure. I’ve got enemies just like you,” he said, looking into my eyes. “I’m glad you were here.”

      “You could have handled it.”

      “I would have had to go with them to handle it. I have a few magical tricks, but my power isn’t anything like yours,” he said.

      “Use your magical tongue to get out of it?”

      “You should know.” He grinned like a possum eating a sweet potato.

      “Oh, I do,” I replied.

      “Sure you don’t need a reminder?”

      “I could probably use one.”

      “I’m happy to oblige.”
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      After reminding Grace of my tongue skills along with a few others, I watched her sleeping in my bed. I never imagined I’d ever have her here in my house. Now that she was here, I didn’t want her to go, but I knew the moments were numbered. It was only a matter of time before she would find out about my wife or find out about my game. She might even remember Jeremiah erasing her memories.

      I needed to call Niles and tell him to tone it down a bit. The last thing I wanted was for her to dust one of his guys. They looked pretty scared when they left last night. It was enough to get me aroused looking at her go after them. Knowing that she wanted to protect me. Perhaps that made me a weak man, but I didn’t give a fuck. She was sexy as hell.

      She curled her body toward me, and I wrapped mine around her. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement.

      I jerked up in the bed. She moaned.

      “Who is there?” I asked.

      “You are paranoid,” she said.

      “He is not,” a woman’s voice hung in the air.

      “No,” I muttered. “No, no, no.”

      Grace raised up on one elbow. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “She is here,” I rasped, grabbing my pants as I jumped out of the bed. I started searching the house, but my wife was nowhere to be found.

      Grace stood outside my bedroom door wrapped in a blanket looking confused.

      “I’m sorry. After yesterday, perhaps I am jumpy,” I admitted.

      “Are you coming back to bed?” she asked.

      “No, I’m up now,” I said.

      “I’ll get you up,” she quipped.

      I sighed because, with just the tone in her voice, my dick jumped to attention. “I need a drink,” I muttered as I walked back toward the kitchen.

      She followed me, so I poured her a glass too. She took a sip and grimaced.

      “What is this?”

      “Brandy,” I said.

      “You would drink alcohol named after a woman,” she smirked.

      “I love women,” I admitted.

      “Have you never settled down?” she asked.

      “No,” I said quickly. This was a conversation I did not want to have.

      “Me either,” she said. “This is awful. Give me whiskey.”

      It just so happened that I had a bottle of her favorite. Fit for royalty even if it was Canadian. I slurped down the last of the brandy in her glass, then poured the whiskey.

      She hummed as she sipped it. “Much better.”

      “How do you make everything sexy?” I laughed. “Even drinking whiskey.”

      “It’s a talent,” she laughed.

      “It’s a gift,” I said tugging on the blanket wrapped around her. She didn’t say a word, just lifted her eyebrow. So, damn sexy.
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      At first, I thought he’d lost his mind searching the house earlier, but then I heard it.

      “I can’t believe you are doing this to me, Remy,” a female voice echoed through the house.

      “Go away!” he yelled.

      “Remy?”

      “It’s a witch. She drives me crazy,” he huffed as he climbed out of the bed again. He jerked on his pants and pulled a t-shirt over his head. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

      “Witch?”

      “Grace, please. Get some clothes on. I never thought I’d hear myself say that, but yes, please. It’s time to go,” he said.

      “The wards are for her,” I surmised.

      “Yes,” he muttered.

      “But she can get her voice through it?”

      “Apparently. She’s powerful. Please, Grace, let’s go,” he pleaded. Exasperated, he stood with his hands on his hips waiting for me to get out of the bed.

      “What did you do to her? Love her then leave her? Witches are a nasty business,” I said. I’d run into a few over the years. None of them were nice, and they always seemed like they had something to prove.

      “I don’t want to talk about it, Grace,” he groaned.

      I could be a pain in the ass, but there was something in his tone that warned me away from smarting off to him or making this difficult. This witch had done a number on him. Made me wanted to show her real power. Once again, my darkness flared with the desire to protect what I…

      …what I cared about. I cared about him a lot.
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      We pulled up in front of my trailer in his Mercedes. Jeremiah was sitting on the steps of my trailer with a scowl on his face.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite zealot,” I teased.

      “Afternoon, Grace. Remy,” he said dryly.

      Remy didn’t respond.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I need to talk to Remy,” he said.

      “You just assumed he would be here?” I asked.

      “Let’s get this straight, Grace Ann Bryant. You have an agreement with the Sanhedrin. I know where you are at all times. I know who you are with. In fact, I know you are wearing black panties. There is nothing you do or say that I don’t know about,” he growled.

      “Asshole,” I said shoving past him into the trailer. I hated it not because he was mean. I hated it because he was right. They owned me, and I had allowed it to happen.

      Living on the run had begun to wear me out. Looking over my shoulder. Never staying in one place for very long. The only peace I had found was living in a trailer park before this one. A nice neighbor adopted me like I was one of her own children. I’d never had a parent show so much love and kindness to me.

      Mrs. Sharolyn taught me things that I never thought necessary in my life. She made me want to settle down and stop running. She was the reason I approached Jeremiah about a deal. He quickly jumped on the idea and I signed my life away to the Sanhedrin in my own blood.

      Outside I could hear Remy and Jeremiah talking in muffled tones. Pulling on my power, I tuned out all the world around me. I focused on the two men only to hit a brick wall of magic. Jeremiah didn’t want me hearing what they were saying.

      I slumped down on the couch and resolved to tell Remy that we needed to move on with our lives away from each other. Deep inside of me, I felt an ache that I’d only felt once in my life. I wasn’t in love with Remy, but the promise that I could have a normal life shattered before my eyes. It was a lie I had told myself, and it hurt to the depths of my soul. Sharolyn had ruined me by giving me hope. Making me feel when I shouldn’t.

      Remy’s car rumbled to life. I jumped up to look out of the window as Jeremiah came inside uninvited.

      “He said he will call you later,” Jeremiah explained.

      “Probably best if he didn’t,” I sighed.

      “You breaking up with him?” Jeremiah asked.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “You were right,” I mumbled.

      “Well, those are words that I never thought I’d hear, but why don’t you explain yourself,” he pushed.

      I slumped back down on the couch as tears formed in the corners of my eyes. I refused to cry. This wasn’t a crying moment. I was admitting to myself that I was wrong.

      “I can’t have a long-term relationship. I guess you know that I used my power yesterday.”

      “I do, but you did it to protect him,” Jeremiah said as if it were a good thing. Questions must have filled my gaze because he continued. “Grace, I’ve never wanted you to not be who you are. Yes, you have to keep your power in check. Yes, I think a long relationship with one person is a bad idea, but I admit that it’s nice to see you happy with him. It’s nice to know there is a part of you that is willing to break the rules to protect someone you care about. It means there is a heart in there somewhere.”

      “I’m not a cold bitch,” I snarled.

      “No, but you can be,” he said. “Either way, I’m not telling you what to do about Remy. Do whatever you want, but I warn you now, this won’t end well.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I just can’t, Gracie. It’s not the way of your world,” he said.

      “I hate my world. My world kicked me out,” I huffed.

      “They are worse off for it,” he replied.

      “Huh?” That statement surprised me.

      “I think your father would have you come home if you wanted.”

      “Have you spoken to him?”

      “Not lately.”

      “Jerry, you never told me you know my father.”

      “Grace, everyone knows the King of the Otherworld. He wasn’t happy about our agreement, but you signed it in blood. There is nothing he can do about it,” he said.

      “He wanted to change it?”

      “He wanted to nullify it.”

      “Why?”

      “I suppose it’s because he loves his daughter,” Jeremiah said.

      “Bullshit,” I laughed. “My father is the main one that kicked me out. He was the king. He could have overruled them all. He does not love me.”

      “Perhaps he thinks he made a mistake,” Jeremiah suggested.

      “You are a comedian, Jerry. My father doesn’t love me. If he did, no oath to the Sanhedrin would stop him from taking me home. He gets what he wants,” I said.

      “I suppose,” Jeremiah admitted. “Just the impression that I got from him.”

      “What were you and Remy talking about?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t concern you,” he said.

      “You can leave now, Jerry,” I said.

      “Grace, I have another trailer prepared for you in Shady Grove whenever you are ready to go. Just let me know and we will make the move. It’s nicer than this one, and the town is great. It has a diner and a bar. You will like it,” he said.

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll let you know,” I said, feeling defeated. I just wanted him to leave. After the emotional day with Remy, the last thing I needed was Jeremiah Freyman talking about my father.

      My father, Oberon. The one who cursed and banned me from my home. I wasn’t forsaken, but I was thrown out which was almost as bad. Nothing Jeremiah said made me believe my father had changed his tune. I hadn’t seen him since I left that world ages ago. He was the king of his realm. If he wanted to talk to his daughter, it wouldn’t be very hard. He could appear before me right now, and no one would know. There was nothing Jeremiah could say to make me think that my father still loved me.

      “I know you aren’t interested in your father, but he is and always has been interested in you. Granted, he hasn’t been a very good father, but I have no row to hoe in that measure. But that is neither here or there. This contract will prove to be good for you in the end. The Sanhedrin no longer want to kill you. Since you signed the paperwork, they trust me to keep you in check,” he explained.

      “Jeremiah, right now, I don’t care. Just go away,” I said.

      “Grace, you deserve some happiness in this world,” he said.

      “I don’t need your condescension, Jerry.”

      “It’s truth, Gracie. Just truth.”
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      “More?” Judy asked.

      “One more,” I replied. I’d been drinking since I left Grace and Jeremiah. He’d given me the ultimatum. He was moving Grace to Shady Grove as soon as possible. Either I could go with her or let her go.

      “Where’s your girl?” Jenny asked.

      “At home,” I replied.

      “Wanna talk about it?” she asked.

      “I love her,” I said.

      “And that’s a problem?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “She deserves better. She has to go,” I lamented.

      “Go with her,” she suggested.

      “I could, but it wouldn’t work out. I have too many secrets.”

      “We all have secrets, honey. I’m sure she has a few,” Judy offered.

      “Not like mine,” I said, slinging back another shot. “Another.”

      “I’m cutting you off, Remy. Go have your pity party somewhere else. You come in here all flirty with me and every other woman, but we always knew she was the only one in your eyes. Now you are going to give her up. Just like that? Then it wasn’t real in the first place, and you are a fool. So, get out,” Judy said.

      I dug money out of my wallet leaving Judy a hefty tip.

      “Thanks, Judy. You are a sweetheart even when you are fed up with me,” I muttered, then walked out into the cold night.

      It was time to choose. I’d have to give up my entire life establishment to follow Grace to Shady Grove. It wasn’t a good place for a fairy or the like to end up. A curse rested on that town and its inhabitants. If I stepped into that town, I’d be cursed too. Forever.

      I needed to see her. Even if it was just one last time, but I needed a little more courage. I hoped that the other bar on the county line was open. Liquid courage.
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      Settling back into my recliner to watch the television, I sighed trying to decide what I wanted to do. After Jeremiah left, I thought perhaps I needed a fresh start. If I stayed here with Remy, then my enemies would more than likely come after him. That was just another reason I shouldn’t have a boyfriend.

      Looking down at my tattoo, I watched the power make the inked jewel sparkle with life. I had gotten the tattoo on a whim, but it proved to be a perfect implement to store power from the Otherworld. It also kept me off the radar of the fairies. Only an occasional blip when I would pull magic through the nearby trees.

      My eyelids fluttered as I drifted off to sleep. Only to be awakened by a knock on the door. I stumbled to it half-asleep.

      “Alright. Alright. I’m coming,” I fussed at the door knocker.

      Slinging open the door, I found Remy leaned over bracing himself on the door frame.

      “Hey, Beautiful,” he slurred.

      “Are you drunk?”

      “I didn’t think I was when I left the bar, but then I went to another bar and another. Maybe I am now,” he said.

      “What do you want?”

      “You. I just want you, Grace,” he muttered.

      “Lord have mercy! Remy, you don’t even know what you are saying.” I reached out to steady him, and he leaned on me stumbling through the door. I had no choice but to lead him to the couch where he plopped down unconscious. “Well, dammit!”

      I lifted his feet placing them on the couch and removed his shoes. After a quick trip to the bedroom, I returned with a blanket. Laying it over him, I listened as his snores filled the room.

      “Goodnight, Remy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A long groan from the living room woke me up the next morning. I rolled out of bed, then wrapped myself up in a plush robe. Walking through the kitchen, I punched the button to start the coffee maker.

      “I swear to the gods that I will never drink alcohol again,” Remy muttered.

      “That’s a shame. I particularly like alcohol, but have fun with that,” I said.

      “Grace!” he exclaimed, bolting up on the couch.

      “Morning, Sunshine,” I grinned.

      “How did I get here?” he asked.

      I laughed because this was a rare moment of confusion for him. He generally was the kind of guy who had everything in order.

      “All I know is the part from the door to the couch. The rest you will have to remember yourself,” I said. “But if the cops come looking for you, I want nothing to do with it.”

      He groaned laying back on the couch pulling the blanket over his head. I giggled at his despair. I’d never been in his position. Alcohol had never affected me that way. I’d played drunk a time or two when I dared to escape an unwanted suitor.

      “Coffee?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he groaned.

      “I didn’t know you could get drunk.”

      “I can. It just takes a lot,” he murmured. “A whole lot.”

      “Why did you drink so much?” I asked.

      “You don’t want to know,” he replied.

      I sat down next to him on the couch. He lowered the blanket to look at me with bloodshot eyes. Pushing up from his prone position, he took the cup of coffee from me.

      “I know what you said when you got here,” I probed, hoping he would remember something about his night before he got here.

      He sipped the brew quietly without responding. Finally, after a few painfully silent moments, his deep green eyes met mine.

      “I’ll go with you,” he said.

      “Huh?”

      “To Shady Grove. I want to go with you,” he repeated.

      “You have your law practice,” I objected.

      “I will quit,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.” I retreated across the room from him. I had decided to go without him. We needed to break up, so I could move on with my life. The urge to run hit me hard and fast. “No, this isn’t how it’s supposed to go.”

      He sat the coffee cup down on the table. “Grace, I thought it over, and I’ve spent my whole life running from my past. I won’t do it anymore. Neither should you and if that means moving to Shady Grove with you, then that is what I want.”

      My head shook involuntarily. “No,” I muttered. “I have enemies. I have secrets. You can’t go.”

      “I can’t go?”

      “No.”

      “Grace, I know this scares you. You’ve never committed to anything in your life, and I’m not asking you to marry me. I just want to be with you,” he pleaded.

      “I have committed to…” I exclaimed, then stopped myself. That was something I couldn’t explain, so there was no point in going there. “I’ll get tired of you, Remy. Just like all the others. There is no sense in you going.”

      “I should have known you were going to be difficult,” he laughed. “I’m going with you, Grace.”

      “No, you aren’t!” I yelled.

      He crossed the room gingerly. I felt power move in the room, and suddenly the colors of the world around me melted and swirled into a soup around us. The sky turned dark as stars twinkled in the sky. We stood on a fluffy cloud. I gasped looking at the world around us.

      “Gracie,” he said in a scolding tone.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “This is my world. Land of the Star Folk. I wouldn’t suggest looking down. It will make you dizzy,” he said.

      I focused on him. Around his head, a crown of stars floated like planets around the sun. The age he normally showed in his life on earth had melted away with my trailer. He looked younger than me. Radiant with the glow of a celestial being. He looked almost angelic.

      “Remy?”

      He laughed. The laugh I knew.

      “I know I look different here,” he said.

      To be honest, I liked him better the other way. This way he seemed too good. Too perfect. Which was why I wore the glamour that I did. I hated my true form. It made me stand out in a group of humans, and I’d spend my entire life just trying to blend in.

      “Why are we here? It doesn’t change anything,” I said.

      “I wanted to show it to you. Have you ever been here?” he asked.

      “Most certainly not,” I replied.

      He swept over to me like he wore wings. I started to step back, but he grabbed me. “Easy there. You wouldn’t want to fall,” he said. Across the clouds, I could see other beings walking around with crowns of stars.

      “Is that possible? To fall?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t let you fall, Grace. Unless it’s for me,” he said.

      “Remy, this doesn’t change anything,” I repeated.

      “Change for me,” he said.

      “What? No,” I said.

      “Please,” he said, brushing my cheek with his lips.

      “Remy.”

      “Grace Ann Bryant, stop being a pain in the ass and change for me,” he coaxed.

      I dropped my glamour not because he asked, but because I wanted this to end. I was beyond my comfort threshold.

      “You have things you keep hidden. I have things I have kept hidden, but we are the same. Two beings that don’t belong in either place. Here or there. I need you, and you need me,” he explained.

      “Remy, you said yourself that you don’t have a lot of power. I have enemies that would use you to hurt me. It’s best if we part ways,” I said.

      “You were going to break up with me,” he muttered.

      “Yes,” I said.

      He hung his head. The stars faded, and the clouds dissipated. We stood facing each other in my trailer.

      “I don’t care about any of that, Gracie. I just want to go with you,” he said.

      I shook my head refusing to give in. “No,” I whispered.

      “Moving to Shady Grove isn’t an easy move for me. I will give up my law practice. Perhaps I can open one there. I don’t know what I will do, but it won’t matter because I’ll be with you,” he continued.

      I shook my head in disbelief. Something inside of me wanted him to go with me. A commitment to him in a way that I’d never allowed myself to admit. That hope of being normal. That spark needed to die. Right here and right now.

      When I was younger, a gypsy fairy by the name of Fordele captured my interest, but I ran from him at the worst possible moment. Never once did I consider staying. I ran in fear. Here I was once again, presented with a choice. Run or stay.

      “I need a drink,” I said.

      “I’m not touching alcohol,” he snorted.

      “You are a bad drunk,” I laughed.

      “I am. I admit it wasn’t an easy decision, but I came back to the same answer every time,” he smiled.

      “To be with me,” I said.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Alright.”
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      I almost fainted. It wouldn’t have been very manly of me, but I gasped for air when she said it. So simple. So Grace.

      “Alright?” I asked.

      “Alright,” she repeated.

      I placed my hands on her cheeks, leaning into her forehead. My lips met hers. I felt the hesitation in her, but despite it, she had given in to me. I couldn’t believe it. I had prepared myself for the worst.

      “Thank you, Grace,” I said.

      “You look like you need a drink,” she suggested.

      “I might. A celebratory drink,” I agreed.

      Taking her hand in mine, I lead her to the front door. I hoped Judy would serve me after last night. When we stepped out into the darkness, several figures emerged from the shadows.

      The men approached us from all sides, wearing dark clothing and hoods over their heads. I pushed Grace back inside the trailer, but she refused to go. Stubborn woman.

      “Who are you?” I asked the men. I had called Niles and canceled the wild goose chase, but these men looked like his types.

      “Just want to have a few words with you Mr. Blake,” one of the men said.

      “You need to move along. I called Babineau and canceled my order,” I protested as they inched closer to us.

      “We don’t work for Mr. Babineau,” he said.

      “Who is Babineau?” Grace asked.

      “A business partner,” I muttered. “Then what do you want?”

      “We represent an interested party. You need to come with us,” he said.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I protested.

      He snapped his finger, and I felt Grace lean into me. I turned just in time to keep her from hitting the deck of the trailer.

      “Grace!”

      “She’s just sleeping. I’ll wake her once we arrive at our destination,” he said.

      “Leave her here and take me,” I begged.

      “Nope. She’s coming too,” he insisted as a giant, black SUV pulled up at the end of the drive. “Let’s go. Do we need to carry her?”

      “Don’t you touch her!” I growled.

      “Have it your way, lawyer boy,” he taunted.

      I lifted Grace’s limp body. What kind of power did this guy have to put her to sleep? I’d never seen anything like it. I didn’t have the same kind of magic sight that she did. I only felt a wide-field of disturbance around him indicating that he could do more than he appeared.

      Awkwardly placing her into the vehicle, I climbed in behind her. The men got in on the other side of the backseat with us, then another got in the front. I didn’t see where the other men went before the SUV took off into the darkness.

      It wasn’t long before I realized we were going to my house. I held Grace close to me. I felt her heart beating and the faint breaths from her nose.

      “I’m sorry, Gracie,” I muttered.

      The spokesman sitting in front of me snickered. “She won’t forgive you after this,” he said.

      “She’s there?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “I beg you to leave Grace out of this,” I pleaded.

      “You had your chance to leave her out of it,” he said.

      We pulled into the drive of my home. My wife stood on the front steps waiting for us.

      “Don’t do this, Phoebe,” I begged my wife.

      “Drop the wards,” she demanded.

      “Let her go!” I screamed back.

      She laughed as she lowered the red hood from her cloak. “Now, Remington Blake, my loving husband, why would I let you get out of this? I warned you. I warned her. Now I do as I wish with both of you,” she snarled.

      I turned around to get Grace, but the man already had her limp body in his arms. He walked toward the house. Phoebe opened her arms, and he gave Grace to her.

      “Drop the wards or I walk through with her. Whatever happens to me will happen to her,” she said. She didn’t hesitate, facing the door.

      “Adasdelvdi,” I muttered the Cherokee word for protect which released the wards around the house.

      Phoebe marched in carrying Grace. Her minions followed her into the house. A house that she and I had never shared. We had never shared a bed. The marriage was only because I was an idiot once and needed a witch to get out of it. I had no idea she was a fairy witch at the time. Now she owned me, and she had the only woman I have ever cared about in my house.

      I followed them into the house. She had laid Grace’s body on the couch. I rushed over to her. Grabbing her hand, I kissed it gently.

      “I’m so sorry, Gracie. I’m so sorry,” I muttered.

      “You are ridiculous, Remy,” Phoebe taunted.

      “Shut the hell up! Do whatever you are going to do. Get it over with,” I yelled.

      “Wake her up, Lisette,” Phoebe said.

      The man that had approached me melted into a small-framed woman with deeply tanned skin. Her dark eyes fixed on me with scorn and laughter. Her long, kinky black hair swept down around her face. She was exotically beautiful. I felt the power move in the room, and she snapped her fingers before stepping in the shadows of the room with my wife’s other protectors.

      Grace moaned next to me. I placed my hand on her cheek as her eyes fluttered open. She jolted up on the couch staring at the people standing around us.

      “Remy!”

      “Hi, honey.”

      “Who are these people?” she asked in fear.

      “They won’t hurt you,” I said, looking at the tattoo on her arm flaring with power. I just hoped that whatever she was building up wasn’t going to be used on me.

      “Tell her who I am,” Phoebe said.

      “She’s my wife,” I admitted.

      Grace’s hands which were resting on my shirt turned to fists grasping at my shirt. “Your wife!” she screamed.

      She shoved me away from her.

      “Let me explain.” I don’t know why I bothered. It was over.
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      My head was spinning. From the spell to the revelation that Remy was married. I didn’t know which way was up or down.

      “What have you done to me?” I yelled making my head pound worse.

      “I love ya, Grace. This isn’t a marriage. It’s blackmail,” he said, trying to explain.

      “You made me an adulterer. I’ve been with a lot of men, but I’ve never taken another woman’s husband!” I turned on him.

      He held his hands up in defense as my head began to throb in pain.

      “Grace, I know it looks bad, but you’ve got to understand. I’ve never even fucked that woman,” he said.

      “It doesn’t matter. A marriage is a pact. It’s protected by magic and laws. You made me break that,” I yelled.

      “Don’t act like you aren’t a whore, Gloriana,” the wife said.

      “I don’t care who the fuck you are or how you know my name. I want out of this house right now,” I said.

      “That’s too bad because you are right. You broke a marriage pact and now you owe me,” Phoebe laughed.

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t know. I don’t owe you anything,” I said.

      “I think you forget that my apprentice can put you to sleep with a snap of her fingers,” she warned.

      “She won’t do it again,” I growled, pulling power from my tattoo. My hair turned platinum blonde and my eyes flashed a turquoise blue. The air in the room turned colder.

      Remy exhaled, and his breath floated in front of him as a frozen cloud. Only instead of begging me to stop, he nodded his head. There was no way in this world I was going to give him the satisfaction of killing his wife for him.

      “Your cold doesn’t scare me,” Phoebe ranted. “You are nothing. Nearly forsaken. All but forgotten, Gloriana.”

      “Jeremiah,” I growled.

      A flash filled the room, and suddenly we were joined by four robed figures. One stepped forward next to me, lowering his hood.

      “Good evening,” Jeremiah said.

      “We have no quarrel with the Sanhedrin,” Phoebe fronted. She clearly feared the robed men. Her pale skin, ruby lips, and black hair reminded me of the fairy tales of Snow White. Any woman that truly looked like that wasn’t natural.

      The younger woman standing behind her hid in her shadow like an apprentice. She kept her head tilted down so that I couldn’t get a good look at her. I called Jeremiah because I knew he would get me out of here. My agreement with the Sanhedrin sucked, but it also meant that they had to protect me.

      “See, that’s the thing, Sweetheart. Grace has a contract with us, so unless you want to buy it from us, then she and I will be leaving,” Jeremiah said. I grinned, then saddled up next to Jeremiah. I shook with anger, but I played my vixen role.

      “What is the price?” she asked as if she could pay it.

      “Your apprentice, plus 100 years,” Jeremiah said.

      She laughed, but I knew she wouldn’t pay it. 100 years of service to the Sanhedrin. There was no way.

      “No fairy queen is worth that,” she said.

      “Well, then, we will be going,” Jeremiah said wrapping his hand around my arm.

      “Wait!” Remy exclaimed running up to me. “Please, Grace, you have to know that I didn’t want this to happen. I wanted to tell you. I wanted…”

      He stopped mid-sentence realizing he wasn’t swaying me.

      “I told you, Remy,” Jeremiah said with a slap to Remy’s shoulder. “Tough luck, Ol’ Chap.”

      “Fuck you, Jeremiah,” Remy growled. “I love you, Grace.”

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      The colors of the world faded around us, and when they cleared again, I stood in the judgment hall of the Sanhedrin. Their leader, Caiaphas, stood in his white robe surrounded by his brethren. Jeremiah stood next to me.

      “For once, keep your mouth shut and let me handle this,” Jeremiah muttered.

      “If you want to live, listen to him,” Caiaphas said.

      The witch didn’t really scare me, but in this room, I was like a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. I could get my tail broke in an instant.

      “Well, fuck a duck.”
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      “Well, that was unfortunate,” Phoebe said. “Did you really think that Oberon’s daughter would be forgiving?”

      “It didn’t matter,” I muttered, then slumped down on my couch. “You won. Now go away.”

      “Why? So you can drink yourself into a stupor again? Remington, my dear husband, why must you do this to yourself? Wouldn’t it be so much easier to just consummate our marriage?” she asked.

      “No, Phoebe. I’ll live like this or die like it. It doesn’t matter now,” I groaned. “Just go away.”

      She sauntered across the room, taking a seat next to me. She ran her cold hand up my thigh stopping right before she got to my crotch. I dared her to keep going. She would see very quickly that I wouldn’t even be able to get hard for her. No matter what she did.

      “I don’t get it. Am I not pretty?” she whined.

      “You are beautiful, but your heart is black. My people can see the heart,” I said.

      “Oh, really, and I suppose the fairy queen had a golden heart?” she scoffed.

      “No, her heart was cold as ice,” I replied.

      “She would have never loved you,” she said.

      “Probably not, but she has the capacity to love,” I said.

      Phoebe sighed, “Yes, she has loved before and it got her banished from the Otherworld. Scorned by her family. Hunted by the Sanhedrin. Love is death, and if she finds it again, it will kill her. I can’t wait.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power to stop you,” I growled.

      “What? You gonna throw stardust at me?” she giggled.

      “I’m putting the ward up in five seconds. Five…”

      “Remy…”

      “Four…”

      “Please, let’s talk about this. It’s hell for me, too,” she protested.

      “Three…”

      “Well, fuck. Come on, Lisette. You have a demon to summon,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” she replied.

      “Two…”

      They walked out the door followed by her men.

      “One…”

      I didn’t bother putting up the ward. It didn’t matter anymore. Nothing mattered except finding a way to get back into Grace’s life.

      Just as I convinced myself to get up, two hulking men followed by a man I never thought I’d ever see walked into my living room. I knew exactly who he was.

      “You shouldn’t leave your door open, Remington Blake,” Tennyson Schuyler said.

      He wore a bespoke suit with shiny black shoes. Tattoos covered his hands and stretched up his neck just above his starched white collar. His dark eyes pierced through me.

      “Mr. Schuyler, to what do I owe the honor of your presence?” I asked. He was a Boss. Capital B. His holdings covered the South, the East Coast, and the old country. His dealings with the First People had always been generous. Despite his line of work, he handled business in an honorable way. I knew better than to cross him. I stood up to offer my hand to him.

      Reaching across to shake mine, he smiled. “I have a job offer for you,” he said.

      “I’m not in your line of work,” I replied.

      Tennyson sat down on the seat across from me, nodding to the couch.

      “Could I get you a drink?” I asked.

      “No, thank you. I couldn’t help but notice your recent company,” he said.

      “The witch is my wife,” I groaned.

      “That’s too bad,” he said. Sounded like he meant it. “I was referring to the fairy queen.”

      “Grace,” I said.

      “Hmm. Yes, Gloriana,” he said. “I know her father.”

      “Who doesn’t?” I replied too quickly.

      “I know him very well,” he added.

      I had no idea what ties that a mob boss would have to the King of the Otherworld, but I supposed in many ways they were close to being the same kind of person.

      “I see. Are you here to ask about her? She isn’t coming back. The Sanhedrin are moving her to Shady Grove,” I said.

      “Interesting,” he purred, stroking the large gold watch on his wrist. “A vacancy just appeared in the state prosecutor’s office. I think you would be an excellent choice for the job.”

      “I’m a resident of Louisiana,” I said.

      He waved his hand. “Something easily remedied.” He motioned to one of his goons who walked across the room and laid an envelope next to me.

      Opening the brass tab, I pulled out paperwork that apparently, I signed that showed me to be a resident of the state of Alabama, and this house was my current address.

      “I’d heard you were good,” I said.

      “I am,” he said, pulling on his lapel. “It will keep you close to her, and I promise if something arises that will allow you to help her, I’ll make sure you get your chance.”

      “I’ll do it.” I didn’t hesitate. I knew that my path would cross Grace’s again, and I would make this up to her even if she didn’t forgive me.

      He smiled, then said, “I have one other request.”

      “Alright,” I replied. In for a penny, in for a pound.

      “Your friend Niles Babineau has many businesses. Correct?”

      “He does,” I confirmed.

      “He finds people,” he said.

      “Fairies,” I replied. “He can find the ones that cannot be found.”

      “I’m looking for a grindylow by the name of Jenny,” he said seriously.

      “I would think a man with your influence could find whomever you wanted.”

      “I can. Unless that person knows as much about my organization as I do,” he sighed.

      “A grindy knows your operation?” I asked.

      “It is a private matter,” he retorted sternly.

      “I will call Babineau,” I replied.

      “Tell him I will pay any price to find her. I appreciate your time, Mr. Blake,” he said, offering his hand again as he stood.

      I mimicked his move and shook his hand again. “My friends call me Remy,” I said.

      “It remains to be seen if we are going to be friends, Mr. Blake,” he said.

      “Um, okay,” I replied. “Mr. Schuyler.”

      “We will see our way out. Put up your wards, Mr. Blake,” he instructed.

      “Yes, Sir,” I replied. It occurred to me that I might be working for the mob now, but I didn’t dare ask. One of his men shut the door behind them as they left. I gave the command, and the wards popped back up in place.

      I hurried to my office to make the necessary calls to end my law practice in Louisiana and my cases here as well. Just a few small steps that I needed to make in order to get back in Grace’s favor.

      “I’ll do better this time, Gracie. I swear,” I muttered.
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      I’d stood in this room once before when they had presented me with my contract. The first time scared me. This time I was just as scared, but desperately wanted this little meeting to be over.

      “Jeremiah, you took responsibility for Grace’s case. It seems that there has been more than one magical disturbance over the past twenty-four hours,” Caiaphas said.

      “Yes, there has been. However, Grace only protected herself as needed. She had the opportunity to strike out, but she did not in a way that would harm anyone permanently,” Jeremiah explained. I grunted, and he growled at me.

      “So you say. It remains to be seen what will happen to Remington Blake. He is a respected member of the bar in this state as well as in Louisiana. He has many powerful friends. He also made an alliance this evening that was unexpected. But I know for a fact that he will not give up on making his way back to Miss Bryant,” the headman said.

      Jeremiah sighed. “I have a home prepared for Grace in Shady Grove. She has agreed to move there immediately.”

      Caiaphas’ bushy eyebrows shifted on his face to surprise. “She agreed?”

      “She did,” Jeremiah said.

      “I did,” I affirmed.

      “Interesting,” he said. “So, it is time.”

      “It is,” Jeremiah said.

      “Very well. Make the move now,” Caiaphas instructed.

      “Come with me, Grace,” Jeremiah said, holding his hand out to me. The world swirled around us once again. This time we reappeared in a new trailer. “Welcome to Shady Grove.”

      “Is this mine?” I asked, eyeing the shiny new trailer.

      “It is,” he smiled. “Do you like it?”

      I held up my finger, then ran to the bedroom. I opened the door to the bathroom and stared at the bathtub. Jeremiah moved in behind me.

      “Best I could do on short notice,” he said.

      “Better than a shower,” I replied with a smile.

      “I thought you would like it. Look, Grace, the same rules apply here as they did in the other trailer,” he said.

      “I know, but you don’t have to worry. I’m done with men totally,” I replied.

      He smiled, then sat down on the bed in the bedroom. It was a queen-sized bed with a soft comforter. I plopped down next to him with a giggle.

      “You don’t have to hide it from me.”

      “Hide what?” I asked.

      “This thing with Remy hurt you,” he said.

      “No, it reminded me of who I am. I loved once. I’ll never love again. I’m not even sure why I tried,” I sighed. “As long as I get laid occasionally, I’ll survive.”

      “Occasionally?”

      “With your approval, of course,” I groaned.

      “Of course. You will like it here. When you get ready, go down to the diner and introduce yourself to Betty. She works the counter and her husband, Luther, cooks. They are good people,” he said as he got up to walk back into the main room. “Everything you need is already here. Do you want anything from the old trailer?”

      “No,” I replied. “I don’t want anything there.”

      Walking out the front door, I heard him stop outside. I stepped out on to a small wooden deck with a lawn chair to my right. In the driveway, my black pick-up truck sat waiting for me.

      “Except the truck,” he smiled.

      “Except the truck,” I agreed.

      A commotion across the street drew our attention.

      “I tol’ you it would get stuck!” one of the men said.

      “Help me, Tater,” the other man yelled.

      They wore overalls with no shirts and no shoes. If the one called Tater was an inch taller, he would be round. The other was lanky, and he had a clear container stuck on his head.

      On closer inspection, the label on the can said cheese balls. “What the hell?” I muttered

      “Cletus and Tater,” Jeremiah grumbled. “They are good guys. But they are idiots.”

      “I see,” I replied, as I watched in amazement.

      Cletus laid down on the ground while Tater put his feet on his shoulders and grabbed the can pulling up while pushing downward with his legs.

      “Ow! That hurts!” Cletus wailed.

      “It’s not comin’ off,” Tater grunted as he pulled harder.

      “Yer gonna rip my ears off!” Cletus yelled.

      “Don’t matter. You can’t hear a damn thing anyway,” Tater replied.

      I giggled at the nonsense. Jeremiah shook his head.

      “I suppose I could help them,” Jeremiah said.

      “With magic?” I asked.

      “Yeah, they will never know,” Jeremiah said. With a wave of his hand, the container popped off Cletus’ head, sending Tater flying backward and tumbling across the ground.

      I died laughing.

      “Good job, Tater,” Cletus said, jumping up to help the other man. It was only then that he noticed us across the street. “Well, I’ll be damned. There’s Jeremiah.”

      “I don’t see, Jeremiah,” Tater responded. “I do see a mighty fine wo-man.” Emphasis on the “wo.”

      “Hello, Cletus and Tater. This is your new neighbor, Grace,” Jeremiah said introducing me.

      Cletus spit on his hands, then rubbed them on his pants. An orange hue spread from his fingertips to his pants. He offered the hand to me. I barely grabbed his fingers and shook.

      “Nice to meet ya, Grace. Welcome to the trailer park,” he grinned. I wasn’t sure how many teeth he was missing, but it was enough to whistle Dixie without moving his lips.

      “You’re pretty,” Tater said staring up at me.

      “Hi, Tater,” I said. He blushed, then took a couple steps back.

      He took his ball cap off his head, revealing a mostly bald head. “Howdy, ma’am. If you need anything, you just call on Cletus and me. We know everyone around these parts.”

      “That’s very nice of you,” I responded.

      I heard a baby crying from their trailer.

      “Oh, my. That’s Winnie. I’ve got to go feed her,” Cletus said, then ran back to his trailer.

      “How did he get that thing stuck on his head?” I asked.

      “He loves those cheese balls. He says the best part is the cheese stuck to the sides of the bottle. He decided to stick his head in to lick it off and it got stuck. Sounds stupid now that I think about it,” Tater said.

      I laughed. “You two are going to blow something up one day,” Jeremiah said.

      “That sounds like fun,” Tater said, as he ran off to the trailer.

      “Which one of them has a baby?” I asked. Some humans shouldn’t procreate. My first impressions of those two were that they were included in that group.

      “Neither. The baby belongs to the woman that lives with them. She’s a working girl,” Jeremiah said.

      “Working girl?” I asked.

      “She’s a prostitute,” he replied. “She has a good heart, but her addictions drive her need for male companionship and the money that comes with it.”

      “What about the baby?” I asked.

      “What about it? You don’t me that you care about a baby,” he scoffed.

      “Maybe I do,” I replied.

      Jeremiah made a strange face and shook his head. “Grace, this is your last chance. No magic. No human men.”

      “Whatever,” I brushed him off. I was already making plans to run. I just had to figure out how they were watching me. It wouldn’t take long. When I turned back to look at him, he was gone.

      I stood in front of my new trailer with a smile, but heaviness in my heart. I wondered if Remy had made it out of the situation with his wife in one piece. He deserved whatever he got, but it didn’t mean that somewhere along the way I’d given him a piece of my heart. Never again.
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      For the first time in a long time, I slept deeply. The low thrum of Jeremiah’s wards on the trailer lulled me to sleep. Only to be awakened by someone pounding on my door. I felt like I was in a repeating episode of some time travel show on television.

      “I swear to all that is good in this world, if that is Remington Blake, I’m going to jerk a knot in his tail,” I muttered.

      Opening the door, I found a haggard young woman holding a bundle of blankets.

      “Um, hi,” she said.

      “Hello,” I replied.

      “I know it’s late,” she stuttered, looking over her shoulder at a car idling in front of her house. “But I need some help.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Well, I have a friend here, and we have a business meeting. My daughter is just a baby. She’s asleep. See?” She moved the top blanket to the side to reveal a brown-haired little baby.

      “Yea?” I knew what was coming. At least she had the decency to get the kid out of the house while she conducted her business.

      “Could you watch her for about an hour?” she asked.

      “Only an hour?” I asked back. Quick one.

      “Um, yea. She’s a good baby,” she said looking down at the sleeping child. For all the hard times this young woman had seen, I saw a light in her eye when she looked at the child.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” I replied, taking the bundle from her.

      “Thank you so much. I saw you with Mr. Jeremiah. He’s a nice man, so I know you must be a good person,” she said trying to convince herself that she was doing the right thing by handing her child off to a complete stranger.

      “What’s her name?” I asked, looking down at the baby.

      “Wynonna. I’m Bethany, by the way. Sorry, I should have introduced myself, Grace. Cletus and Tater told me your name,” she said. “I call her Winnie.”

      “Winnie,” I replied, staring at the beautiful child. My heart thumped for a different reason. This human baby deserved all the best. The things her mother couldn’t possibly give her.

      “Okay. So, see you in a little while,” she said. She leaned over to kiss the baby on the cheek, then ran back across the road.

      I managed to shut the door without waking the child. I didn’t bother to turn the lights on in the trailer. Instead, I made my way to the recliner. Leaning back with the baby in my arms, I felt something stir inside of me. A power I didn’t know and had never felt. Protecting a human was a very fairy thing to do, but it would bind your heart to something fallible and mortal. Guaranteed heartbreak.

      “Story of my life,” I whispered.

      Winnie’s lips crinkled and made a sucking noise. I sure hoped she wasn’t hungry because I didn’t have anything to give her. She continued to smack her lips. She was definitely hungry. I wondered what kind of life she would have considering her mother’s profession.

      At that moment, I decided that I would do like Mrs. Sharolyn had done for me all of those years ago. She made me a part of her family. I decided that Winnie would be my family.

      My father turned his back on me. I hadn’t seen my brother in ages. I had no family until I met Sharolyn. Now Winnie was family.

      Making my way to the kitchen, I opened the fridge to find three baby bottles sitting in the door filled with a white substance. One of them had a sticky note on it.

      Grace, Winnie is old enough to drink whole milk. These bottles are for her. I’m sure you will need them. - Jerry

      “That old coot,” I exclaimed quietly.

      I took the bottle out, pressing it against her lips. Her big, brown eyes shot open, as the nipple slipped into her mouth. She sucked hard on it, pulling the milk out quickly.

      “Easy there, little one. Your Uncle Jerry left you three bottles. No need to drink them all at once,” I smiled. Her eyes twinkled when I talked to her.

      We found ourselves back in the recliner. I watched her finish off the bottle, then I sat her up to burp. She did it with no prompting. Then giggled. I figured she had to be almost one. Most babies don’t drink milk until then. However, she was small in my opinion. I hoped to the goddess that her mother hadn’t done drugs while she was pregnant, but Winnie seemed perfectly normal despite being tiny.

      She smiled at me as she sat in my lap. It was the most adorable thing I’d ever seen. Tomorrow I’d go into town and buy a few things for her to play with here at the house. I had a feeling that she would be here a lot in the coming year.

      It wasn’t long before Bethany reappeared at the door. She looked frazzled.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Fine. How was she?” she asked.

      “She’s an angel,” I replied.

      “Thank you, Grace,” she said, taking Winnie from my arms.

      “Anytime. She is welcome to come over anytime,” I said without hesitation.

      As they walked back across the street, Winnie lifted a little hand and squeezed her fingers in and out to wave good-bye. It was the sweetest little thing.

      Sweet enough for me to stay put for a little while.
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      I woke up the next morning hungry, but not in the mood to cook. The perfect situation to ride down to the diner and grab some food. Jeremiah had said I should meet the owners. I looked forward to it. Since Sharolyn, I hadn’t really met my neighbors. Maybe that was what I was missing. Something to keep me in one place.

      However, that thought scared the shit out of me. Making ties. I thought back to the big, brown-eyed baby in my arms last night. I had already made ties there without knowing it. That child needed someone to look after her since her mother seemed to be lacking in that area.

      The drive to the diner didn’t take long. It was just down the street from the trailer park. In fact, as I drove, it appeared that everything in this little town was just down the street. I passed a grocery inside a small strip mall. A sign pointed past it which said city hall and community center. Just in the distance, I could see the elementary school.

      Pulling into the lot in front of the diner, I smiled at the small place. It was straight out of a different era. The Grove Diner sat just in front of the grocery, but along the roadside. Its shiny silver walls with a touch of neon beckoned me to come in and try its greasy offerings.

      When I stepped inside the door, the few patrons who sat along the single service bar stopped talking and stared. I looked down at my cutoff jeans and tank top. I didn’t feel out of place, but I supposed I caught their attention because I was new.

      “Come on in, honey,” the white-haired woman behind the bar said inviting me in.

      I took a seat on the opposite end from the other people. The waitress wore a baby blue dress with a starched white collar and cuffs on the short sleeves. Her name tag proclaimed her name in a simple script, Betty. She offered me a menu, and I took it with a smile. There was something about this woman that I immediately liked. Her smile was genuine.

      Behind her, an African-American man moved around in the kitchen. I could see him cooking through a small service window. He looked over his shoulder at me for a moment, and a large smile crossed his face. He nodded at me, and I returned the gesture.

      “Luther, are you flirting with this pretty woman already? I swear I’m going to have to lock his philandering eye up!” Betty exclaimed.

      “I believe it was just a friendly greeting,” I said in his defense.

      “Whatever. Luther loves the ladies. You watch out or he will be after you,” Betty said. “What can I get for you?”

      “Um,” I said, looking over the menu. “I’m new, so what do you suggest?”

      “It’s all good, honey. Why don’t you start with some gravy biscuits?” she suggested.

      “Sounds perfect, and coffee please,” I requested.

      “Coming right up,” she said. She turned and placed an order slip on the carousel hanging at the window, then yelled, “Biscuit and gravy for your new girlfriend!”

      “Betty,” Luther growled from the back. “Woman, I can hear you without all that yelling.”

      “I wouldn’t know it by the way you tune me out at home,” she protested.

      I laughed at their flirty exchange. For a couple of older folks, they seemed to enjoy themselves and each other. She turned and winked at me before grabbing a coffee pot to refill cups on the other end of the counter.

      After refilling the other customers, she brought me a fresh cup.

      “Cream or sugar?” she asked.

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      “You like it stout?” she asked with a questioning tone instead of a statement.

      “Um, yes,” I said.

      She leaned across the counter, and said, “I like a stiff drink from time to time, too.” She turned around with her elbows on the counter, to watch Luther place my biscuits in the window.

      He grinned at her, smacked the bell at the window, and yelled, “Order up!”

      “Luther! No need for all that yelling,” she scolded.

      “You go ahead and show out for the new lady, Betty,” he laughed.

      “I think I will,” she said, placing the biscuits in front of me. They looked fantastic. “So, you are new here.”

      “I am. I have a trailer in the park down the road,” I said.

      “Lord have mercy! You just moved in across the street from Cletus and Tater. Bless your heart. Those two are a mess,” she said.

      “I’ve noticed, but the baby is sweet,” I said.

      “Winnie? You met little Winnie?” she asked.

      I took a bite of the biscuit, and it melted in my mouth. I groaned with approval. Luther caught the noise from behind the window, then smiled with satisfaction.

      “My goodness, you’re goin’ to drive the men crazy here,” Betty said. “What’s your name?”

      “Grace. Grace Ann Bryant,” I replied.

      “Welcome to Shady Grove, Grace Ann Bryant. Happy to have you here. It will be nice to share the good-lookin’ men in this town. I’ve got too many as it is,” she laughed.

      She made me giggle with her outlandish statements. “I’m not really in the market.”

      “You will be, and when you get ready, you just ask me. I’ll point out the good ones,” she said.

      “I appreciate that, but it will probably be a while before I consider such a thing,” I offered.

      “Got your heart broke?” she asked.

      “No. Just disappointed,” I admitted.

      “That’s rough. You’ll be ready sooner or later,” she smiled. “But you can’t have Luther. He’s mine.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

      “Oh, you can dream. I’ll allow that much, but he goes home with me,” she smirked.

      I laughed again. I wasn’t sure I’d found anyone else funnier in all my days. I liked Betty. Maybe, just maybe, having a friend wasn’t a bad thing.
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      Curiosity got the best of me after a couple of days, and I decided to check out the Hot Tin Roof Bar.

      I wasn’t going there to ensnare a man, so I wore jeans and a nice top. Nothing fancy. I pulled my hair back in a ponytail to emphasize the fact that I was there just for a drink.

      Instead of driving the truck, I decided to walk down to the bar. Cletus and Tater were sitting on their front porch drinking beer.

      “Evenin’ Grace,” Tater called out to me.

      “Evenin’, Boys,” I said.

      “Men. We are men, Grace,” Cletus said. Tater slapped him across the head.

      “You can call me whatever you want, Grace,” Tater said. I laughed.

      I could hear them arguing with each other halfway down the block. The sun was sinking in the west, but the heat remained. The Katydids sang a loud song as the stars began to twinkle. The diner had a couple of customers, but it was almost closing time for Betty and Luther.

      Once I made it to the bar, I took a deep breath filled with courage and walked through the door.

      An old jukebox played country music from the corner of the room. There were close to twenty people in the bar. Only a couple sat at the bar itself. Some sat at tables while the center of attraction seemed to be the pool table.

      I made eye contact with the bartender, and his jaw dropped open. He had been wiping out a glass with a white towel, but he froze in place when he saw me. I turned around to see if he was staring at someone behind me, or if I had caused this reaction. No one was behind me.

      He realized he had stopped his chore, then quickly returned to it as I approached the worn wooden surface of the bar.

      “What will it be?” he asked without looking up at me.

      “Whiskey on the rocks,” I replied.

      “Coming right up,” he said as I took a seat at the bar. He had my full attention because something affected him when I walked into the bar.

      “Thank you, Sir,” I said with a smile as he sat the drink in front of me.

      “Would you like to start a tab?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Are you Nestor?”

      “I am,” he answered.

      “I’m Grace. I just moved to town,” I offered. Most bartenders were chatty. I got the impression that Nestor was the sit back and listen kind of guy.

      He nodded as he picked up another glass to dry with his white towel. “Jeremiah told me you were moving to town,” he said.

      “Oh, you know that old coot,” I laughed but wondered if he knew Jeremiah or if he knew Jeremiah.

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t drink much. Mostly comes in for a cup of coffee,” Nestor said.

      “Coffee in a bar?” I questioned.

      “It’s damn good coffee,” Nestor replied. He finally broke a smile.

      “He tell you bad things about me?” I asked.

      “Nope. He said you were a little down on your luck and his organization was helping you out. But that’s all he said. Nothing bad. We all get a little down from time to time,” he said.

      “That we do,” I replied.

      A couple of young men entered the bar. They pointed at the pool game, but then approached the bar.

      “Evenin’, Nestor,” one of the men said.

      “Howdy, Deputy Maynard,” Nestor replied.

      “None of that, Ness. I’m off duty,” Maynard replied. “Give me a couple of beers. We gotta go show these youngins over here a thing or two about pool.”

      Nestor popped the top off of two bottles of piss water. It didn’t matter what kind it was, beer was piss water. I refused to drink it. Any of it.

      Maynard dropped a few bills on the bar, then joined the other men at the pool table. They welcomed him and his friend.

      “Deputy?” I asked Nestor.

      “Yeah, he works for the sheriff’s office,” Nestor replied.

      “Good guy?” I asked.

      “Absolutely, but I hear we are getting a new sheriff,” Nestor said. Sounded like he was fishing for my reaction.

      “Oh, what happened to the old one?” I asked.

      “Corruption in the ranks,” Nestor replied.

      I grunted in response. A new sheriff. Right after I moved to town. Was that a coincidence, or was I right to be paranoid. I paid Nestor for my one drink, then headed toward the door.

      A young man stepped in my way just before I got away.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hello,” I replied.

      “Wanna dance?” he asked. He had had quite a few drinks because his breath reeked of alcohol.

      “No thanks. I came for a drink. That’s all,” I said.

      He grabbed for my arm and tried to tug me toward him. “Come on. Just one dance.”

      I pushed my magic down. This human man couldn’t hurt me unless I let him. Right now, I needed to let him. No one in this room knew what I was.

      “Get your hands off her,” Deputy Maynard said from across the room. The customers silenced at his commanding tone. The jukebox continued to play. The man did not let go of my arm.

      That rush of power that automatically overwhelms me whenever I’m in danger, bubbled up to the surface, but I refused to let it take over.

      Maynard sat down his bottle and walked toward us. “Tifton, you heard me. Get your hands off her. I’ve warned you before. You wanna go down to the jail?”

      “Naw. Me an’ this pretty lady are just have in a conversation,” Tifton replied. I felt his sweaty fingers wrapped around my arm.

      “Let me go,” I growled through gritted teeth.

      “Your loss,” he said practically slinging my arm away.

      Maynard rushed him, pinning him against the wall. My eyes went wide as he twisted the man’s arm around behind him. “You and I are going for a ride,” Maynard hissed.

      His friend joined him with a pair of cuffs. He snapped them on Tifton’s wrists, but Maynard kept him pushed against the wall.

      “I told you that you weren’t going to manhandle the women in this town anymore. I keep my promises,” he said to Tifton. “Put him in my car. I’ll take him down to the jail.”

      “You sure, Troy?” the other man asked. “I can take him down. You stay here and cool off.”

      “Fine,” Troy replied, releasing Tifton to the other man who drug him out the door. “I’m sorry about that ma’am. He’s been too forward with all the ladies lately. He’s been warned. Once you told him no, he should have backed off.”

      “Thank you, Deputy,” I said.

      “You are Grace, right?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “I’d heard you moved into the trailer park. If you ever need anything, just give me a call,” he said, handing me a business card.

      “Troy Maynard. Antique vehicle restoration and repair,” I said reading the card.

      “Yeah, that’s my cell phone on there. I fix-up old cars on the side. Mostly for fun,” he explained.

      Troy Maynard’s muscled frame filled out the plaid shirt and jeans he wore. His daring green eyes didn’t linger on me as most men would. He searched the room like a hunter. I immediately liked him. I wasn’t always the best judge of character though, and he was law enforcement. I’d had several tangles with the law over the course of my life. I had to remain wary of everyone. Even this man who helped me out of a bad situation.

      “Thank you, Deputy Maynard,” I said.

      “When I’m not on duty, you can call me Troy,” he said finally smiling.

      “Are you ever off-duty?” I asked.

      He huffed. “No, I guess not.”

      “Have a good evening,” I said with a smile.

      “You too,” he replied, then turned back to his friends.

      I stepped out into the warm night. The town outside the bar was quiet except for the chorus of critters.

      As I walked home, I watched a possum cross the road not too far from the trailer. I hoped that Cletus and Tater didn’t see it. They were chasing a possum the other day so they could cook it. Being good neighbors, they had already brought me a container full of fried frogs’ legs which were still in the fridge.

      This town wasn’t like my previous trailer. Nor was it like the one near Mrs. Sharolyn. But it would do for a little while.

      When I made it back to the trailer, a small plastic crate sat on the porch. Inside a small black and tan dog stared up at me with pleading eyes.

      “What the hell is this? Who brought you here?” I asked, picking up an envelope on top of the crate.

      “His name is Rufus, and he needs a home. Please take good care of him.” I read the note out loud. I shook my head while moving the crate so I could open the door to the trailer.

      After getting the door open, I pulled Rufus and his crate into the living room.

      “What am I going to do with you?” I asked. He nudged the gate. “Alright.”

      I bent down and unleashed the puppy. He ran out wildly. Perhaps I should have let him go outside. I opened the door again, and he pressed his nose against the screen door. Before I could barely move it, he darted out the front door and squatted in the nearest patch of grass. Once he finished, he came back up the steps.

      “You ready to go inside?” I asked. He wagged his tail. “Yeah, I bet you are. I don’t know who dropped you off here, but I’m not sure you are staying. I don’t need a dog.”

      He harfed at me, so I let him back inside. He followed me around the room and into my bedroom where I changed into something more comfortable.

      “Rufus, let’s get a few things straight. No pee in the house. No poop in the house. No humping legs. If you can do those things, I might let you stay,” I instructed him. He wagged his tail as I talked to him.

      I’d made another bond. With a dog. At least if I decided to run, I could take him with me. I couldn’t take Winnie though. I mean, I suppose I could. Fulfill that myth about fairies taking children. I would just have to stay in Shady Grove for a bit.

      “Ready for bed?” I asked. He barked at me again. I found a small throw blanket in the closet. Placing it on the floor, I patted it. He took the signal and laid on it. “Night, Rufus.”
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      Almost a whole week had passed when Jeremiah reappeared at my door.

      “Come in,” I said inviting him into my trailer.

      Winnie sat in the floor playing with some blocks. She looked up at Jeremiah and gave him a big smile.

      Rufus backed away from him and hid under the kitchen table. Some guard dog he was turning out to be. Jeremiah eyed the dog.

      “Where did he come from?” he asked.

      “He just appeared on my doorstep in a crate with a note which said his name is Rufus,” I replied. I had tried to figure out who would give me a dog, but I gave up. Nobody I knew would give me a dog. Perhaps he belonged to someone else, and his appearance was an unfortunate mistake. It would be tough to give him up. I kind of liked the furry beast.

      “That’s it?” he asked.

      “That’s it,” I assured him.

      “Well, hello, Miss Winnie!” Jeremiah said. Winnie looked up at him with a brilliant smile. “She’s adorable. Isn’t she?”

      “I like her,” I said. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “No, thanks,” he said.

      “Suit yourself,” I said while cracking open an orange soda. I took a sip and savored the burn as it rolled down my throat.

      “Not alcohol?” he asked.

      “No. So I ask again, wanna drink?”

      “Coke,” he said.

      “That I can do,” I said, pulling out a can from the fridge and offering it to him. “What brings you to town? I’ve been good.”

      “I know you have. You have only been to the Hot Tin once,” he said.

      He already knew I had visited the Hot Tin. He probably knew about the altercation with the man when I left, but he didn’t mention it. I wondered if Deputy Maynard spied for him. Or perhaps the bartender, Nestor.

      “Just once. I’ve got a mess of frog legs in the fridge if you’d like,” I offered.

      “Cletus and Tater,” he chuckled.

      “Yeah. I’m not big on eating slimy things,” I said.

      “They are fried, aren’t they?” he asked.

      “Yes, but they were slimy at one point,” I reminded him.

      He laughed. “You are happy here,” he said.

      “For now,” I said. “For her.” I nodded to Winnie who played quietly in the floor.

      “Somehow I knew that you would like this little one. You like Betty, too,” he said.

      “I do,” I replied.

      “Good.”

      “You came here for a reason. What’s the bad news?” I asked.

      “Why does it have to be bad news?” he protested.

      “Because Jerry, you haven’t been here since you dropped me off. I figured something was wrong when I saw that beat up land yacht pull into my drive,” I said.

      He sighed, then took a seat on the couch. I’d only offered him basic hospitality. I didn’t intend to offer him anything else. He more than anyone knew the consequences for crossing me. Hospitality wasn’t needed.

      “The Sanhedrin,” he started.

      “You talk about them like you aren’t one of them,” I said.

      “We think we need an added layer of protection while you are here,” he explained. “We have decided to bring in a man who specializes in detecting supernaturals. I know your ability to do it isn’t the best, but he’s good. He will be here to look out for anyone coming after you.”

      “Liar. He is coming here to keep an eye on me!” I growled. Winnie looked up at me with concerned eyes. I lowered my tone. “This isn’t necessary. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “Grace, you are right. You don’t, but you aren’t the only one who will be in trouble if something bad happens here,” he said.

      I caught his meaning. He’d stuck his neck out for me, and if this experiment of his failed, then they would hold him responsible.

      “What will they do to you if I slip up?” I asked.

      “You won’t,” he reassured me and himself.

      “What if I do?” I asked.

      “I’ll be forsaken by the Sanhedrin,” he said.

      “Forsaken,” I muttered.

      “It doesn’t mean the same thing as it does in the Otherworld, but it’s almost as bad,” he said. “So, please, Grace, stay put for now.”

      “This man coming here, is he human?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Jeremiah said without hesitation.

      “And a human is supposed to control me?” I asked.

      “Not control you. Just keep an eye on things,” he replied. “If he needs your help with anything, you help him.”

      “What?”

      “He’s going to be the sheriff. If a supernatural case comes up, and occasionally they will especially with you here, you help him. Do you understand me?” he demanded.

      “I’m not your child,” I countered.

      “You are mine! You signed the contract. You will help the sheriff!”

      “Bite me,” I growled because I couldn’t think of a better comeback. I didn’t really want him to bite me. Sometimes that kind of thing is fun, but not with Jeremiah. Ew!

      He sighed, “Grace, whether you believe it or not, I want you to be happy, and if you just hold on a little longer, you will be. I’m certain of it.”

      “Can you see the future, Jerry? No, you can’t,” I said, answering for him.

      “Do you even care how Remy is doing?” he asked.

      I did. “No,” I replied.

      “Well, he’s got a new job, and he misses you like crazy,” he said.

      “He knows where I am,” I said.

      “The Sanhedrin are keeping him away,” he replied.

      “They think I’ll kill him,” I surmised.

      “No,” he said.

      “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what happens to Remington Blake,” I said.

      “You’re the most stubborn woman I’ve ever known,” he groaned.

      “Fairy,” I corrected him.

      “That too!” he exclaimed. “I’m done here today. Dylan Riggs will move into town tomorrow. Please, Grace, be nice to the man. He’s a good man, and you will like him if you give him the chance.”

      “Winnie and I will try to like him. Won’t we?” I asked her. She clapped her hands like she agreed. Jeremiah shook his head. I could tell he regretted his decision to pair me with the child. I would be a terrible influence.

      “Later, Grace,” he said.

      “Winnie, tell Mr. Jeremiah bye-bye,” I said.

      “Bye-bye,” she said. Adorable. Even Jeremiah had to grin at her.
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      The thought of a man coming here just to keep an eye on me infuriated me, but it also intrigued me. Perhaps I could play a few games with the human watcher. If he had the talents that Jeremiah claimed, then he probably had a patron from our side of the lot. It also meant he knew about fairies, and probably about fairy queens.

      We could be very seductive if we wanted to be and I wanted to be more often than not. I’d seen a few good-looking men in town. Once Jeremiah turned me loose, I might try a few of them out for size.

      Most human men were up for a roll in the hay with no baggage which was the only way I’d do it. One time. No repeats.

      I needed to go to the store and pick up more milk for Winnie. She had finished off the jug yesterday. The poor thing always seemed so hungry. Bethany was bringing her over more often. I wanted to have a talk with her about Winnie’s future. Every time she left her daughter with me, I knew that she might not come back to get her. The life of a prostitute was dangerous. Any of her suitors could strangle her or kill her if they didn’t have the money to pay. Then what would happen to Winnie?

      I could call Remington to set something up so that I could become her guardian if she didn’t have any other family, but it was something that I needed to discuss with Bethany before I made a move.

      A light tap on the door caught my attention. My senses flared. Whoever was outside the door had power. I looked through the wall with my fairy sight. I could see the being on the other side glowing in a deep blue color. Winter.

      I opened the door to a very dark-skinned man. He smiled brightly as he met my eyes.

      “By the goddess, it has been ages since I saw you, Gloriana,” he said. He wore a nice suit and carried a leather briefcase.

      “Don’t use that name here, please,” I said.

      “Ah, yes. Grace, it is,” he said. He put me at ease with his smile, but I knew better than to trust any fairy.

      “What can I do for you, Sir?” I asked not recognizing the man.

      He held a business card up between us. A deer skull with large antlers stretched across the back of the card. My father’s symbol in the Otherworld.

      “I’m here to give you this,” he said, holding it out for me.

      I trembled at the sight of the card looming between us. Forcing my hand to take it, I turned it over. Surprisingly, it didn’t have my father’s name on it.

      “Demetris Lysander. Attorney at Law,” I read from the card.

      “He sent me here to provide for your needs,” he said.

      “He,” I repeated.

      “He,” he said, nodding at the back of the card.

      “Oberon,” I said.

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t ask those kinds of questions, Grace. I do what I am told,” he said which I knew to be true. My father’s absolution was undeniable and unquestionable.

      “I don’t know what I’d need you for,” I said.

      “I believe he wanted you to avoid any further entanglements with other lawyers,” he explained.

      “Oh,” I said. My father didn’t want me around Remington Blake. “Alright. Well, thank you for bringing this by. I’ll call you if I need anything.”

      “You are welcome, Grace. Don’t hesitate to call,” he said with a fake lawyer smile. He strode back to his black BMW and gave me a wave just before he got in the car.

      My father sent me a lawyer. How thoughtful. I still didn’t recognize Mr. Lysander, but of course, that didn’t mean anything. I didn’t remember very many people there anyway. My mother and father. I had many brothers, but Finley was my constant companion. If I missed anyone from the Otherworld, it was him. I was sure that after I left, my father took Finley on as his favorite child since I had disappointed him so badly.
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      The Food Mart sat in the center of a small strip mall in town. It was the only grocery store in Shady Grove, but it had all the essentials.

      I pushed my buggy around the store picking up a few things for Winnie. I’d found that I enjoyed cooking. Most fairy royalty had their own cooks and lavish homes. It didn’t bother me, because they were tied down. I could leave at any moment.

      Turning the corner of an aisle, a woman in a rush smashed her cart into mine. Without a word, she rushed around me.

      “Excuse you,” I muttered.

      She spun around on me. Long black hair and pale skin combined in unnatural beauty. She had to be a fairy. I had no idea that there were other fairies in this town. Looking through my sight, I saw the bright green hue around her. My nose wrinkled when I caught a whiff of peaches and rain. Summer.

      “What did you say?” she growled. I wasn’t sure what it was about Summer fairies. They always seemed so self-consumed. Certainly nothing like the fresh and inviting land where they were born.

      “I said, excuse you. You ran into my cart and didn’t say excuse me. So, I did it for you,” I smirked.

      Her nostrils flared. “I know who you are,” she said.

      “I know who you are,” I said, even though I didn’t. Not exactly.

      “Stay out of my way, Gloriana,” she said.

      “How rude. I had such high hopes that we would be friends,” I said not knowing her from Sam Hill.

      She faltered for a moment before she picked up on my sarcasm. “You think you are cute. Go back to your trailer, Trash.”

      “Well, I see you’ve met Stephanie,” Mable, the cashier interrupted.

      “I wish I hadn’t,” I replied.

      “Stephanie, perhaps you could tone down your vile spew,” Mable scolded. “Grace is new in town. You should be friendlier to your neighbors.”

      “Fuck off,” Stephanie said.

      “You are so rude. One day someone will put you in your place,” I warned.

      “It won’t be you,” she grinned. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have pressing matters.”

      She disappeared around a corner, and I looked at Mable.

      “Don’t let what she said bother you. She’s always been rude,” Mable said.

      “They usually are,” I said. I hadn’t met a Summer fairy that I liked. Ever.

      “They?” Mable asked.

      “You know the type. Too pretty and she knows it,” I said.

      “She’s beautiful, but her heart is black,” Mable said. “I hope she didn’t upset you.”

      “Nah. I’m fine,” I said.

      “She’s got her eyes out for the new sheriff coming to town. The rumor is that he’s handsome. All she needs is another man in this town in her bed,” Mable said.

      “Oh?” I asked pretending to know nothing about the subject.

      “Have you heard about it?” she asked. I shook my head. “Well, I hear that he was brought in especially by the state because there was corruption in the sheriff's department which isn’t unheard of in these parts. It’s actually pretty common.”

      “Well, maybe he can turn things around,” I said nonchalantly.

      “Good to see you, Grace. I’ve got to get to work,” she said, then headed toward the front of the store.

      I grabbed the few things I needed and checked out in her lane. We chatted about things going on in the town. Mable knew everything. The town gossip. I believed she had a genuine heart. I grabbed my bags, shot her a smile, then ran out into the heat of the day. The humidity slapped me in the face. When I got in my truck, I pulled out to the main road.

      Then, I saw him.

      Dylan Riggs.

      Driving through town in a red Camaro, Shady Grove’s new sheriff was handsome. He surveyed the town as he drove by slowly. I saw him pulling around the corner to the front of the Hot Tin Roof Bar.

      I didn’t realize I was still staring at the bar until someone honked their horn behind me to keep moving.

      At least my plan to flirt with him to throw him off wouldn’t be terribly unenjoyable.
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      Dylan Riggs had been in town a couple of days, and thankfully he hadn’t called on me to help him with anything. Perhaps this threat to have to help him was nothing more than an idle threat.

      Curiosity drove me to Hot Tin Roof that night. I wanted to get my eyes on this watcher. This man who was supposed to contain me. Jeremiah could say whatever he wanted. This man was here because of me. It was about time I looked him in the eye.

      I chose a sexy red dress and heels out of my closet. Standing before the bathroom mirror, I adjusted my glamour trying on different styles of eyeshadow and colors of lipstick. I went with dark smoky eyes and blood red lipstick.

      Rufus stood at my feet wagging his tail.

      “We are not going for a walk,” I said. He ran to the front door. He didn’t understand negatives. All he heard was walk.

      Just before I left, I patted him on the head. “I’ll let you out when I get home.” I actually liked the mutt. He was cute, except when he had an accident. He was a puppy. He was learning. Accidents were bound to happen.

      Normally, I would walk, but with these heels, I decided to drive. Cars and trucks filled every spot in the parking lot at the bar. I drove my truck up on the curb in the grass. I’d seen other people do it when it was busy. If you had a truck, you might as well park it like one.

      One last look at myself in the reflection of the truck. I looked dang good. Taking a deep breath, I focused on my mission. I wanted to meet Dylan Riggs face to face on my terms. I would gain the upper hand because I didn’t know a human man that could resist me. Especially dressed like this.

      “Let’s do it,” I said giving myself one last pep talk.

      My mind toyed with my emotions. Suddenly, I was thinking about Remy and our old booth. The good times. The great sex.

      I noticed the bright red Camaro parked near the door. He was here. This was my chance to get ahead.

      “Where are you going?”

      My tattoo flared with power, and I spun around to find Jeremiah leaning against my truck.

      “I am going to have a drink,” I replied, shaking my hand to release the buildup.

      “Dressed like that?” He lifted an eyebrow.

      “Is there something wrong with how I am dressed?” I asked.

      “Looks like you are trying to catch a lay,” he suggested.

      “No. I’m here to have a drink,” I insisted.

      “You won’t seduce him.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Jerry. You don’t know everything,” I snarled.

      He laughed. “Grace, I’ve known you long enough to know all of your tricks.”

      “If you would excuse me, I need more alcohol now that you’ve ruined my night with your presence,” I said.

      “Grace,” he warned.

      “What?!”

      “No sex. No men. It’s your contract.”

      “I don’t need you to remind me, Jeremiah. I have no intentions of sleeping with anyone tonight. If you haven’t noticed, I haven’t quite gotten over the last screw-up. I’m here for my own purposes. So, go take a long walk off a short pier,” I fussed at him.

      He smirked, then faded away. I hated when he did that.

      I cursed him all the way to the door. When I stepped inside the bar, the murmur of the customers quietened. So many eyes on me. I swallowed hard. Scanning the room, I saw Dylan moving toward the door with Stephanie

      She clung to him like shit on a shovel. She saw me before he did. The edge of her lip curled up in victory. I wanted to tell her that she could have him. Then his eyes met mine.

      Blue like the hottest burning coals in a fire.

      I forced myself to look him up and down. I liked what I saw. Sandy blonde hair. Muscular and lean. Strong hands. Big feet.

      Stephanie leaned into his ear, licking it after whispering to him. Like a dog marking her territory. Bitch.

      He continued to stare at me, and then I remembered Jeremiah’s words. Mr. Sandy Hair was here to monitor me. Not fuck me. More than likely, he had a few tricks up his own sleeve. If he forced me away from here, I’d miss Winnie, Betty, and Luther. I had made ties, and this man could take them away from me. I broke the eye-contact.

      He spoke softly to her as they made their way to the door. I looked over my shoulder as they walked out, and his eyes met mine again. He was leaving with her, but he wanted me. It was better this way.

      After my ordeal with Remy, the last thing I needed was a wild goose chase for Dylan Riggs.

      
        
        THE END
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      Grace’s story continues in the series, Fairy Tales of a Trailer Park Queen. The first book, Bless Your Heart, is available online and in paperback.

      
        
        http://www.kimbraswain.com/trailer-park-series

      

      

      Whiskey in a Teacup is Dylan’s prequel. The free story is found in Kimbra Swain’s Facebook Group, Magic and Mason Jars.

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/KSwainMagicandMasonJars/
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        Fey Spy

        A fey, an ancient artifact and a mission to save her people.

      

      

      

      Serafina Valeon fights to save her people by working in the resistance as a spy, in a world where she could be killed because of who and what she is. Only a sacred artifact, the keystone, can help bring freedom to the fey. Sera must risk her life to recover the stone and venture into the mage city of Elmira. 

      

      Once there she stumbles across her childhood sweetheart, Bastian, who now works for the very people that hunt her race. Sera must find a way to work with Bastian, despite their differences and the forbidden desire between them. Will she be able to recover the artifact without revealing who and what she really is? Will Bastian be able to accept her, or will their love be the doom of her?
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      Serafina Valeon crouched in the shadows watching as the swarm of villagers rushed past the houses. Now what? I don’t need this today. I’m supposed to be starting on my next mission. Her large wings glistened but she pulled them back inside her. No fey dared to show their wings anymore for fear of having them cut off.

      She made sure her glamour remained in place, thankful it would disguise her true appearance. She rubbed the back of her neck, hating whenever she had to keep her wings concealed inside her body. In her vest and black leggings, she no longer appeared fey. Liana would be arriving soon, and she didn’t dare risk blowing her cover before her mission even began. Time to get to work.

      She moved through the crowd of fey, wincing at their tattered clothing and skinny bodies. Despite being a place where fey and mages lived freely with each other, her people were still mistreated.

      A shout rang out, two mage guards dressed in dark red uniforms dragged a bald man with sharp green eyes through the crowd by his arms. Sera winced. Yosef, the village leader of the resistance. Oh no! Her hand went to her pack where she kept her potions and other gear. She wished she could intervene but didn’t dare. You have a job to do, she reminded herself. By the ancestors, why does this have to be so hard?

      “No!” someone cried, and another man lunged at the guard.

      Here goes. She pulled a vial and hurtled it at the oncoming attacker. Smoke exploded as the vial shattered, making the man double over coughing.

      Another guard made a move towards Sera as more shouts rang out. The tension from the crowd grew and Sera feared they’d soon riot – the last thing she needed to happen was for the fey and mages to start having a go at each other again.

      “Stop!” yelled another voice.

      A man pushed through the crowd, dressed in a grey shirt and black trousers, he stood a head taller than the rest of the guards with a mop of brown curls and electric blue eyes.

      Sera’s heart skipped a beat. She’d known who she was supposed to come and meet but seeing him again stirred up a rush of long buried emotions. Get a grip! You’re nothing to him now. The mission will always come first.

      Why him? Why did it have to be him of all people? But she hadn’t protested when Alward had given her this task. They both knew only she was skilled enough to infiltrate the hunter’s guild.

      Bastian Novare, mage prince and renowned fey hunter, commanded respect with his presence. Even the fey fell silent as they stared at him.

      A redheaded woman with sharp emerald eyes and a burly man with long black hair came up behind Bastian. Both wore stunners and knives, marking them as hunters.

      To Sera’s surprise, Bastian pushed his way through the crowd until he reached her.

      She wished her glamour disguised her true appearance better as recognition flashed in his eyes. “Sera?” he gasped. “You’re the…”

      “I’m the potential hunter Liana told you about.” She met his gaze head-on. “But I don’t think this is the place to talk.”

      Liana waved to her, it eased some of Sera’s nerves.

      “How are you alive?” he hissed, still staring at her wide eyed.

      “Bas,” she snapped. “Not now!”

      He shook his head as if to clear it, then took her arm. “You were dead.”

      “Well, as you can see I’m alive.” She knew she should have expected this but part of her had hoped he wouldn’t make such a big deal about her arrival.

      “How?” Bas demanded. “You were…”

      Sera pulled her arm away, scowling at him. “It doesn’t matter. Now is not the time or place for this.”

      “Sir, what do you want us to do with the prisoner?” asked one of the guards.

      “Send him to…” Bas started to say.

      “Let him go.” She gave Bastian a pleading look. “Killing him will break the peace in this place. The last thing either side needs is more bloodshed.”

      Bastian’s eyes darkened. “You want me to spare a fey? They’re the ones who killed you – or at least took you from me.”

      Sera snorted, shaking her head. “I didn’t die now, did I? Now, if I ever meant anything to you, release him.”

      Bastian’s jaw tightened. “Fine, but you owe me an explanation after this.”

      Oh, she knew that well enough. She’d have to have with a damn good excuse too. She’d spent weeks wracking her brains trying to come up with a good excuse. None of them had sounded very plausible.

      “Release him,” Bastian barked to the guards. “But see to it he spends a month down in the mines.”

      Sera breathed a sigh of relief. She hated seeing any of her people suffer but at least Yosef would still be alive. Bastian took her arm and led her away from the crowd.

      Liana grinned when they locked eyes, Sera returned her smile, happy to see her best friend again. “Bastian, this is Sera, the one I’ve been telling you about,” Liana said. “She’d make a great asset to the guild.”

      Sera tried not to wince. She’d never expected to join the hunters, or the guild as they were called, but her mission in working for the resistance now demanded it.

      Bastian’s eyes narrowed as he let go of her arm. “Oh, we’ve met. Although your little stunt back there was impressive, why should I trust you?”

      Because I was your wife and you loved me once, she thought, but doubted that would make a very good excuse. She tried not to sigh. Convincing Bastian to let her into his inner circle would be harder than she’d imagined.

      “I proved I can be helpful,” she pointed out, not avoiding his gaze. “I don’t expect you to trust me – yet. Trust has to be earned. So give me a chance.”

      Bas frowned. “Being a hunter isn’t an easy job. Why do you want to be one?”

      Because I need a good excuse to get into the citadel. I’d never want hunt anyone, especially not my own kind, she thought. “I’m good at adapting to situations and with different magics. I know I can help your team,” she said with more confidence than she felt. “Let me prove myself.”

      Bastian frowned. “Are you going to tell me why disappeared ten years ago?” He motioned Liana and Niall away.

      Sera bit her lip. “It was a long time ago. Why does it matter?”

      “Of course it matters! I thought the bloody fey killed you,” he snapped. “I looked everywhere for you the next morning, but I never found any trace of you.”

      “They didn’t. To tell you the truth I don’t remember much about what happened,” she lied. “There was a fire, then I woke up somewhere else. A healer helped me.”

      “What happened after? Did they hurt you?” The edge in his voice surprised her. “Why didn’t you try to find me again? You must’ve known I got out of there alive.”

      “I didn’t.  I thought even if you did survive, it would be better if we didn’t see each other. We were just kids, Bas, we weren’t ready for marriage and with a war going on I couldn’t come to Elmira even if I wanted to.” She’d longed to come and find him but Alward had convinced it would be safer for everyone if she just forgot about Bas and moved on, so she’d tried to do just that.

      Was this why he’d become a hunter? To avenge her? She hoped not. “I met a traveller and he taught me potion craft,” she said. “I don’t dwell on the past. I look forward to a better future. A peaceful one.”

      Bas gave a harsh laugh. “There can never be peace with the fey around.”

      Sera felt her own anger flaring but pushed it down again. This wasn’t the boy she’d known and spent an entire summer with, then married. This was someone else. “Not all the fey are bad,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

      “You’re a sympathiser then?” he sneered.

      No, he was not at all the eighteen-year-old boy she’d known. But then she wasn’t the girl she’d been then either.

      “I just think there’s a better way. The fey and mages have been at war for centuries. What good has it done either side?” She folded her arms. “Arguing about this won’t change anything. Just because I’m a mage too doesn’t change my belief that all races should be free.” She swung her pack over her shoulder. “If you don’t want me, I’ll be on my way.” She turned to go.

      “You can come but you’ll need to go through some training first,” Bas said, his jaw clenched. “Maybe once we’ve established some trust you can tell me what the hell happened to you.”

      “We can’t change the past, Bas. It’s best left alone.”

      His eyes flashed. “If I’d known you were alive, I would never have stopped looking for you. Hell, I did look for you every time I had to help carry bodies back to the city.” He sighed. “Did you know I was still alive?”

      Sera winced, biting her lip. “I hoped you would be.”

      “Then why didn’t you come back? Unlike you, I told you who I was and where I came from. You could have come here, I would have taken care of you. We might have just been kids, but I didn’t marry you for the fun of it.”

      She looked away then, feeling a rush of feelings best left forgotten, then forced herself to look at him. “We were at war, Bas. With so much chaos I couldn’t just come waltzing in here and expect you to look after me. I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time now,” she said. “Like you said we were just kids, we weren’t ready for marriage and I didn’t want you to wake up one day and realised you made a mistake. So I stayed away and let you live your life.”

      “I never thought of you as a mistake,” he hissed. He stared at her a moment before striding off in the opposite direction. She watched him go, letting out a sigh of relief. Seeing him again felt much harder than she’d expected it to be.

      Liana raced over, hugging her. “Gods, I missed you.”

      Sera smiled, returning her embrace. “It’s good to see you too.”

      “What’s up with you and grumpy over there?” Liana inclined her head to Bastian.

      Sera sighed. “It’s a long story.”

      Sera followed Liana and the others out of the village to where an airship waited for them. Sera’s heart pounded. Although she’d known of mage tech she’d never been on one before since ships were city transport. She flew of course, thanks to her wings, but that was from her own ability, not from mechanical beast. The door slid open, Bastian and Niall headed straight inside, but Liana caught her hesitation. “Come on, it doesn’t hurt,” she said. We used to fly together all the time.

      Yeah, but I’m an Ithereal and you’re a dragon. That’s very different to this thing.

      Rule number one of being hunter, never show fear, Liana told her. That’s Bas’s rule anyway.

      Sera took a deep breath and stepped into the back of the strange machine. You’ll have to tell me more about Bas’s rules.

      The door rose and closed behind her. Bastian glanced back as he sat in the driver’s seat. “Buckle up,” he said.

      Niall sat beside him. There were two more seats in the back. Sera took one and fastened the belt. An engine whirred to life as the ship rose and took off. Sera braced herself, expecting the worst, yet it felt much smoother than expected. Still she didn’t like the feeling of being closed in. The fey felt more at home in nature than anywhere else.

      Relax, ada, Liana said in thought. These things are much safer than they look. The mages are good for some things.

      She smiled. Ada was dragon tongue for “sister”. She reached over and squeezed Liana’s hand. Despite being different races they’d both been orphans and had been raised together by the Sera’s father, Alward.

      I hope I can do this, she replied.

      Of course you can. We spy on the mages all the time. We’re good at it.

      This was different. She hadn’t been married to any of those mages.

      Sera shook her head. No, he hadn’t been hers, not even ten years ago. Now she couldn’t allow personal feelings to get in the way either. She had a job to do and nothing could get in the way of that. If it did, it might mean death to all her people.
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        * * *

      

      The grey stone walls of Elmira ran around the citadel. The place looked more foreboding than Sera had imagined. The citadel had been built on top of the cliff that gave way to the roaring ocean below. The ship – or jumper as Bas called it – flew over the city’s towering walls, landing a few metres away from the citadel. Elmira had been built two hundred years ago during the last great war between the mages and fey. Since then the fey, or Ithereals as they called themselves, had been enslaved to them.

      The jumper’s door slid open, Sera breathed a silent sigh of relief when her feet hit solid ground and swung her pack over her shoulder. People bustled everywhere, mages wearing the robes of the city’s famous mage academy, others wore normal clothes. They were bright and unnatural colours, unlike the cool, earthy colours of her own people.

      She spotted a dwarf pounding away at metal, noticed then a fey girl carrying heavy bags. Both of them were slaves. Sera knew fey here were considered property to mages who thought themselves as the dominant race. She turned away, following Liana and the others through the cobblestone streets as they headed towards the citadel.

      “All potential hunters have to be tested before training can begin,” Bastian told her. “Your test will be conducted tomorrow morning. You can stay at the inn, I’ve arranged—”

      “Why can’t she stay with us?” Liana interrupted. “You have a spare room.”

      Sera bit her lip, seeing Bastian again was one thing, but she didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of living with him. They’d never even lived together as a couple – not that they’d ever had the chance to. “The inn is fine,” she added. “It will do until I can find my own place to stay.”

      “That room’s for the fourth member of our team,” Niall pointed out. “She’s not one of us yet.”

      Sera got the impression he didn’t like her, not that mattered. She was here to work, not make friends. Alward always said friendships were a means of getting useful information, and personal feelings got in the way.

      Working for the Ashran – the fey resistance – didn’t allow much time for a personal life either but Sera loved her work.

      All Ithereals dreamed of one day being free and living in their own communities as they once had. After centuries of war, the fey and mages had formed an uneasy peace, but Sera knew it wouldn’t last forever. The mages wanted dominion over all races, but they feared the fey the most.

      “Let Sera stay with us,” Liana pleaded. “She’ll pass the testing, I know she will.”

      Bastian’s gaze bored into Sera, but she didn’t look away. “Fine, you can stay. Liana will show you where to go.” He stormed off without saying another word.

      “What’s up with him?” Liana muttered.

      “Maybe he knows your friend won’t make the cut,” Niall suggested.

      Liana thumped him on the shoulder. “Hey, be nice. She just got here.”

      “Whatever you say, spitfire.” Niall chuckled and left.

      Bastian’s townhouse had four bedrooms, a large lounge with a flat screen, a dining room and a basement that had been turned into a gym, a study and a small room where the team sometimes performed experiments, plus a small library.

      Li opened the door to the spare room. Inside sat a single bed, a chest of drawers, a table, chair and an empty bookcase. The white washed walls looked stark, giving the room an unlived in feeling, but she’d slept in far worse places than this. She never stayed anywhere long enough for it to feel like home.

      “Me too. I hate not being able to see each other for months on end,” Sera agreed.

      Sera took a small piece of crystal out of her pack and placed it on the table. It hummed with energy and flashed as she activated it to stop anyone from listening in on them. “Alward sends his best. I can’t believe you’ve been here eight months already.”

      Liana shrugged. “He needed someone in the guild to provide intel. But I like my job, I help our people when I can.” Despite not being an Ithereal herself, Liana considered herself one of the fey. “So what did he send you here for?”

      Sera hadn’t been able to give Liana details of her mission when they’d spoken by link a few days prior. They never did openly share mission details unless they thought it was safe. Sera knew her crystals would stop any kind of magic or tech from breaking through. “He believes the mages’ guild has the keystone hidden here in the citadel,” Sera explained. “Most likely in the prince’s house. We know it’s somewhere in the city, but we haven’t been able to track its exact location yet. Alward thinks me being a hunter will help me find it.” Sera ran a hand through her long blonde hair. “I wonder if he knew about my connection to Bastian?”

      Liana gave her a questioning look. “What connection? I wondered why Bas acted so weird earlier. It’s like he knew you.”

      Sera bit her lip. “Bas and I were friends when I spent the summer in Aldrin. I saved him from drowning.”

      “Wow, he’s the boy you–”

      “It was a long time ago. I never told him what I am,” she said. “We were just friends – not that it matters now.”

      Li arched a brow. “Bas seemed to think it does. I’ve never seen him react like that. Maybe now you can…”

      Sera shook her head. “I’m here to find the keystone, we’re different people now.”

      Liana smiled. “I meant you could use it to your advantage.” She chuckled. “He meant a lot to you, didn’t he?”

      Once he had, yes, but now she didn’t know him. “I’ll do whatever I can to find the keystone.” Sera pulled several vials out of her pack. “But first I have to make sure I pass the testing.”
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      Sera woke the next morning, checking her formula once again. She had to pass the testing. Only those considered worthy got to join the guild. If she failed, she’d never get the chance to get close to the guild again.

      Liana knocked on her door then came in. “Ready to go?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” Sera slipped a vial into the pocket of her jacket.

      “Will your potion work?”

      Sera nodded. “I think so. It’s similar to others I’ve created to disguise fey before.”

      “This is different. You’re not walking through a scanner, they’ll be testing your blood. No Ithereal has ever passed testing before.”

      “You did,” Sera pointed out. “And you’re a dragon.”

      “Yeah, but I’m half mage. That helped. You’re full-blooded fey.”

      “I’ll pass.” If Sera had faith in one thing it was her experiments. She’d always been good at making things, especially potions and formulas. Her skill had helped many fey over the years and Alward valued her skill.

      “Do you have a backup plan?” Liana asked. “If something goes wrong—”

      “I can’t risk taking anything else with me. I’ll be searched.”

      “If they find out what you are…” Liana protested.

      Sera squeezed her shoulders. “I may not be a skilled fighter, but I’ll get myself out of there if I have too.” She gave her foster sister a quick hug. “We’re not kids anymore.”

      Liana laughed. “No, but you’re still my sister.”

      She found Bastian waiting for her downstairs. Dressed in black trousers, a grey shirt and a vest with pockets in, she could still see remnants of the boy she’d known. But his body looked stronger, far more muscular and his eyes held a hardness he hadn’t had before. “I’ll take you to the meeting,” he said, expression neutral.

      No, not the smiling, carefree boy she’d known. “I’m ready.”

      Bastian said nothing as she followed him through the city through the hustle and bustle of people and the whir of ships passing overhead.

      Sera felt out of place among the chaos and coughed at the smoke-filled air but she forced herself to stay calm as they moved. She wanted to talk to Bas more but didn’t know what to say. He didn’t seem keen on conversation either, so she focused on her surroundings. She’d need to know all possible escape routes. In all her years of spying for the resistance, she knew plans could go wrong and had done so previously. But she’d never give up her mission to see the fey free.

      The mage’s high council led by Prince Anton and different mage leaders had governed Elmira and the country of Amana for centuries. They created the law and the hunters enforced it.

      “Why are you doing this?” Bastian stopped outside the doors to the guild’s chamber. “You’re not a fighter. You hated even killing bugs.”

      Sera’s eyes widened. “I’m not a girl any more. Between Li and Niall, I doubt you need another warrior.”

      “No, but I need someone who knows how to take care of themselves. Being a hunter isn’t sitting around reading books, it’s physical, mental. One decision can mean life or death.”

      Sera crossed her arms, annoyed that he’d question her abilities. “Bas, if you remember anything about me, you should know I can take care of myself. As I recall I saved your life, not the other way around.”

      “Why you want to be a hunter?”

      I don’t. Hunting people is wrong, but I have a much more important job to do here.

      “Because I believe I can do some good here,” she admitted. “Give me a chance. Didn’t I prove I can be helpful yesterday?”

      “One angry crowd of fey is nothing compared to—”

      “Nothing you say will change my mind. So either jump on board or get out of my way.” She clutched the vial in her pocket for support.

      They’d bickered like this as teenagers too and the memories brought up feelings best forgotten. To her surprise, Bastian smiled. It lit up his handsome face, making him look like the boy she remembered.

      “The tests aren’t easy,” he told her. “You will be assessed for both physical and mental strength.”

      The mental part didn’t worry her and the physical one she hoped she could overcome. It was the scanning and blood tests which caught resistance members out. Only mages could become hunters and live in Elmira. Anyone with fey blood disappeared. Sera suspected they were either imprisoned, or more likely killed. But she knew her formula would work and keep her true identity a secret.

      Bas led her down the hall past the rich tapestries depicting battles of mages on horses and later in airships as they swarmed over winged creatures below. Sera ignored the pictures of her people being slaughtered, glancing instead at the armoured statues. Some of them held real weapons that had been stuck in places. The mages loved to show their military strength, but Sera preferred not to use violence unless she had to.

      Sera noted all the possible escape routes from doors to windows, along with anything which might help.

      “Answer all the questions honestly,” Bastian hissed. “They will sense if you lie to them.”

      “Why would I lie?” she said, keeping her voice level. Although, lies were part of her life, her work, her world. Lies were a necessity that kept her people alive.

      “Just be careful.” Bas touched her shoulder. “The council are becoming much stricter. The fey will strike at us in any way they can.”

      Can you blame them after everything the mages have done to us? Sera shook away such thoughts. War and violence never solved anything. Peace was the only way forward.

      Sera took a deep breath as they stopped outside the double doors to the council’s meeting chamber. These next few moments would change her life forever. She could feel it. This didn’t feel like any of her other missions.

      “I will be.” She shrugged off his touch, disliking the tingling sensation it had caused.

      “I’ll be watching from the balcony,” Bas said, then paused. “For what it’s worth, I hope you can stay here.”

      The thought that he wanted her to stay made her heart skip a beat. Stop it, she told herself. You’re here to work, not to behave like a lovesick teen.

      Sera nodded and headed inside. She felt her heart pounding as the gazes of the mage leaders of the high council all fixed on her.

      Prince Anton, Bastian’s father sat in the centre. With his mop of brown hair, dark intense eyes and military bearing, he looked different, harsh compared to his son. Sera met his gaze head-on, she wouldn’t look away from the man who’d slaughtered hundreds of her people.

      Next to him sat McGregor, the chief of the hunters. He enjoyed torturing the fey and had a sadistic reputation. Her wings fluttered inside her back as they did whenever she felt nervous. But she couldn’t afford to show fear. Pride wouldn’t let her.

      The others were Dantalia, McGregor’s rumoured mistress and chief alchemist, Layana, the chief healer and Lohan, the chief of history and culture. Sera had learnt everything she could about each of them when Alward had tasked her with this mission.

      “This is Serana Leon. Bastian has recommended her to become a hunter,” McGregor announced. “Step forward, girl.”

      Sera made her way up to the podium, feeling the heat of their gazes. With her long blonde hair, green eyes and lanky build, she knew she’d never look like a warrior. Alward often said she looked too pretty to be taken seriously. But looks could be deceiving. No one ever viewed her as a threat which often gave her an advantage.

      Prince Anton laughed. “You can’t expect me to believe this petite young thing wants to be a hunter. She’s just a girl.”

      I’m twenty-six. Hardly a girl.

      “I assure you, my lord, I do intend to become a hunter,” Sera spoke up.

      Anton’s eyes widened as if shocked she’d dare answer him back. She regretted her mistake, opened her mouth to apologise.

      “Looks can be deceiving.” Dantalia played with a lock of her long, luscious raven hair. “Let’s find out. There are too few women in the guild.”

      “That’s because the guild is no place for women,” McGregor snapped.

      “It was agreed that would change,” Layana argued. “You have some fine women in the guild.”

      “And your numbers are diminishing,” Lohan pointed out.

      McGregor glowered at him. “That’s because those blasted fey keep killing my people. I told you we need to take more forceful measures to —”

      Anton cleared his throat. “Step forward, girl. State your name, age and race.”

      “I am Serana Leon, twenty-six and a mage.” Sera’s heart rate slowed. She’d learnt to keep cool so their scanners wouldn’t detect any signs of deceit.

      Dantalia glanced at her scanner, nodded then rose. “The testing should begin now,” McGregor said. “Your life will change from this day forward, should you become accepted. If you have any doubt, leave now.”

      Sera didn’t budge and Dantalia held up a scanner. “To complete the first test, I must scan you, then take a sample of your blood.”

      Sera nodded, unmoving. She felt a prickle against her skin as the mage raised her scanner. It bleeped as she stared at it. “It says she is a mage. No signs of enchantments,” the chief alchemist announced. “Hold out your hand.”

      She held out one hand and with the other pulled out her vial and gulped down its contents. “Drink,” was all she said when the other woman’s eyes narrowed.

      Danny pricked her finger, placing a slide in her scanner. It bleeped again. “Interesting,” Danny remarked.

      “What?” McGregor shot his feet, hand on his stunner. “Is she fey?”

      “No, she passed the test. She is a mage – at least one half.” Danny’s dark eyes fixed on Sera, making her uncomfortable. “What is your gift?”

      “I can manipulate air.” That was one thing she hadn’t been able to prevent them from seeing in her blood. “A little.”

      “Show me.”

      Sera’s eyes widened. She hadn’t expected to have to show anyone her magic. Raising her hand, the papers on the table in front of them flew into the air, then landed again in a jumbled mess.

      Danny smirked. “Rare to find an elemental mage.”

      Elemental magic was common among Ithereals, some could even control more than one element.

      “Onto the next test,” McGregor barked and rose, holding a wooden staff. He threw it at Sera. She caught hold of it, almost dropping it in the process. McGregor sneered. “Hunters must be able to master all weapons. The fey are cunning and use many tricks against us,” he said. “You won’t last long if you can’t fight, girl.”

      She held up the staff. “I can do this,” she muttered.

      He raised his own staff and lunged towards her. She parried the blow. Physical strength wasn’t one of her gifts. Instead she watched his every move, blocked and parried. Spotting an opening, she hit him in the stomach.

      He grunted, glaring up at her as he doubled over and then lunged at her again. Sera skidded out of the way, moving whenever he was about to strike. Tiring a stronger opponent was the easiest way of weakening them.

      McGregor grew angrier, his blows becoming unfocused. Sera saw her opening, hit the back of his knees. McGregor crumpled to the floor, cursing. A rumble of laughter echoed from the balcony above. Sera looked up to meet Bastian’s gaze.

      Next came another test, the simulation one this time. The room around her faded as she appeared in a darkened forest. Sera saw the black, twisted shapes of trees all around her. An owl hooted, making her jump. It’s just a test, she told herself. It’s not real.

      A shadow moved behind her, making her spin around. Sera stood her ground, she’d survived attacks and battles, she wouldn’t scare so easily.

      Mist formed in a shadowy silhouette. Still she didn’t run, instead she grabbed a fallen branch, and muttered something. The branch flared with fire, she swung the torch around as the creature came at her. It burst into flame.

      Light blinded her as the hall shifted back into focus.

      “Impossible,” McGregor boomed. “No one could have escaped the simulation so fast.”

      Danny gave her a smile. “You used your mind, not physical strength. Impressive. Most hunters try to fight the creature – and fail.”

      “Strength can fail,” Sera replied. “I passed the tests.”

      “Indeed you did,” Anton agreed. “Well, I suppose the guild can find a use for you but perhaps you’d be better suited to the alchemy division.”

      “No, I want to be hunter,” Sera insisted.

      McGregor glared at her. “Your fighting skills leave a lot to be desired, girl. You can’t outwit every opponent like you did earlier. I need warriors in my guild.”

      Bastian hurried down the steps and stopped beside her. “I need a fourth member of my team – it’s been months since you’ve given me a recruit who shows any potential,” he said to McGregor.

      “You want another girl on your team?” McGregor scoffed.

      “A girl who kicked your arse,” Bas shot back.

      Sera bit back a smile.

      “I want her on my team,” Bas added. “Sure, her fighting skills need some work, but I can change that.”

      Anton’s jaw tightened as he rose and walked straight up to Sera, cupping her chin. “There’s something strange about you.” He turned away from her to address the others. “I think we should send her away. I don’t like strangers in my city.”

      Bas crossed his arms. “Father, she passed the damn test. I choose who comes on my team, not you.”

      Anton continued to stare. “Very well, son, but she is your responsibility. If she screws up she’ll be out of my city and shipped off to…”

      “I won’t screw up,” Sera assured him.

      Sera didn’t breathe again until Bastian led her out of the room. “You did good in there,” he told her. “Love the way you stood up to them. You’ve got some balls.”

      “Thanks,” she muttered.

      “You don’t seem happy. You seemed so damn determined to pass,” he observed.

      “Oh, I am. I’m just… tired,” she lied.

      “Let’s go tell the others the good news.” He turned on the transporter to teleport them back to his house.

      Niall and Liana sat on the sofa waiting for them. Liana shot to her feet. “How did it go?”

      Sera forced a smile. “I passed.”

      “Yeah, I knew you would!” Liana hugged her. “I promise you, Bas, you won’t regret this.”

      Niall didn’t look so impressed as he grunted something and headed out of the room.

      “Li, go and find some wine. We’ll celebrate tonight,” Bas told her. “First we have to get work.”

      “Right.” She headed off towards kitchen.

      “I saw your test results,” Bas remarked. “Your energy signature is strange. Were both your parents mages?”

      She nodded. “Yes, but they died when I was very young. I don’t like to dwell on the past.”

      “Sera, we were friends once, I hope we can be again.”

      “We will.” She nodded. “But I hope you know that’s all we can be. Just friends, nothing more.”

      “I didn’t—”

      An alarm sounded, making them both jump.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “It means we’re on duty now. Grab your stuff and meet me outside in the ship. Hurry!” He rushed off.

      “I’ll be right there,” she called.
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      Bastian commanded the ship to take off. He interacted with it using his mind as if he and the machine were one being. He glanced back to see Sera settling into her seat. It was odd seeing her there with his team, but it still felt good having her back in his life.

      “What’ve we got?” asked Niall, dragging Bas’s attention away from Sera.

      Bastian looked at his data tab. “Don’t know yet. We just received a report there was an attack just outside the city. No further details were sent.” He wished the guards would learn to submit more intel. He hated going into a situation without knowing what the hell they were up against. But sometimes it had to be that way.

      Bas tried to get his mind focused on the mission and drag his gaze away from looking at Sera to see if she was real or not. But it proved more difficult than he’d expected. Part of him wondered if he were dreaming and would wake up to find out he’d imagined it all. Worse still, he’d be dragging her into a potentially dangerous situation without the chance to train her. Yet somehow he knew she’d handle herself. She proved herself capable from what he’d seen so far.

      The ship flew over the city with its towers of stone and headed out to the lands that fell under Elmira’s domain.

      Bas landed in a small clearing. The guard station was a couple of miles away, but the trees were too dense for him to land the ships there. “Gear up,” he told the others. “We’re close to the border and this area is common for fey attacks.” He clipped on his stunner and weapons belt as he headed out. He checked his tab again but still found nothing new.

      They moved through the dense woodland. Bas noticed no sounds of wildlife around, even the wind seemed silent as it rustled against the leaves. It made him uneasy. “The guard station isn’t far from here,” he said. “We should split up. I’ll go up to the guardhouse with Sera. Niall, you and Li check the surrounding area. I don’t have a good feeling about this place.”

      Liana pouted. “Why am I stuck with him again?” she grumbled.

      Niall smirked at her. “Come on, spitfire, you love me really.”

      Li scowled at him. “I’d like a blow to the head better than you.”

      “Cut it out,” Bas snapped. “Li, stop pouting. I know you want to hang out with Sera, but this is a mission, not a social.”

      Liana arched an eyebrow as Niall headed off. “Sure you don’t just want an excuse to hang out with Sera more yourself?” she hissed at Bas.

      Bas rolled his eyes. “She needs training. Last time I checked I’m still in charge.”

      Liana groaned and headed after Niall. Bas sighed, he knew the pair enjoyed winding each other up but their bickering irritated him at times.

      Sera said nothing, he guessed she’d overheard everything.

      “Sorry about that,” he muttered.

      She shrugged. “Li and I have known each other a long time. I’m used to her.”

      Bas continued along the trail, Sera followed behind him. Dressed in black trousers and a blue tunic with her vest and pack on she looked out of place among them. He couldn’t decide if it was her long blonde hair or pretty complexion, but she didn’t look like a hunter. As the others had said, she looked too pretty.

      She looked different from the girl he’d once known; her figure had filled out and her eyes held wisdom beyond her years. Those same green eyes held secrets behind them, secrets he’d love to learn.

      Bas wanted to question her more. What had happened the night he thought he lost her? What had she done since then? But he knew answers wouldn’t come so easily. She’d been guarded as a teenager but now even more so.

      Branches caught against their clothing as they moved but she didn’t complain. A vast improvement over Liana who always complained when her clothing got messed up. Still that girl could fight better than half the hunters he knew. Bas glanced at Sera again. He hadn’t trained a new hunter for a while and most of them asked questions about everything — to a point he had to tell them to shut it.

      Sera’s silence felt strange to him.

      “Er… you don’t have any weapons,” he observed. No hunter went anywhere without carrying some kind of weapon.

      “I can take care of myself,” she replied.

      Somehow he didn’t doubt that. Despite her lack of physical strength, he suspected she could handle herself. She always had, even the first time they’d met when he almost drowned.

      Bas pulled out his backup stunner. “Here.” He held it out to her. “Hunters aren’t issued their own weapons until they’ve completed their training, but I want you to keep this.”

      She eyed the weapon but took it and slipped into her belt.

      “Don’t be afraid to use it.” Bas added. “Keep it on you at all times too.”

      She nodded, again saying nothing. Silent and observant. He should have liked that; new recruits were usually a pain in the arse and he wasn’t much of a conversationalist either.

      He sighed. “Sera, hunters have to protect themselves. You can’t be shy about using weapons or you won’t last long.”

      “I’m not shy about using weapons. I’ll do whatever I must to ensure everyone’s safety.”

      “Good.” Bas shut his mouth, unsure of what to say next. Up ahead he spotted the small stone building. The door to the guard house stood open. He drew his stunner. “Stay behind me,” he ordered. His eyes scanned everything as he crept inside.

      “There’s no one in here,” Sera hissed.

      Bas gave her a hard look. “How do you know that?”

      “I can’t hear anyone.”

      Bas opened his mouth to speak, then swore when he saw the bodies of two men lying on the floor. Both had their eyes frozen open. Their skin had turned pale and wrinkled. He knew they were dead but bent to check for pulses just to be sure.

      “What the hell caused this?” He’d stared down at death countless times but had never seen anything like this.

      Sera knelt beside the other body, examining it. She pulled open the guard’s shirt. “There are a few puncture marks here. Look.”

      Bas opened the other man’s shirt and saw the same tiny pink incisions. “Must be a new fey trick.”

      “Why are you so quick to blame the fey? There are other forces in this world and not all of them come from the fey.”

      He frowned, surprised by her words. “The fey killed my mother and they took you, don’t expect me to sympathise with them,” he snapped. “They started the wars, too.”

      “There’s blame on both sides,” was all she said. She placed her hand over the marks.

      “What are you doing?”

      “They look like they were made by fingers,” she remarked. “If I can do a few tests I might be able to figure out what made them.”

      “Later. Come with me. I won’t to make sure whatever it was isn’t the still around.” He touched his comm crystal on his vest. “Niall, have you found anything so far?”

      “Not a damn thing,” Niall replied.

      “We’ve got two dead guards back here. Most stations are controlled by three. Look around for the third. Sera and I will keep searching around here.”

      “Right.”

      He and Sera moved through the station. She picked up a fallen data tab. “Looks like someone dropped this.”

      “We’re on the right trail then.” Bas raised his stunner again, his gaze sweeping along the woods and path outside.

      “Do they have a security system?” Sera asked.

      Bas shook his head. “No, the only recording equipment would be in the interrogation room. This place was set up as an outpost to watch the border,” he replied. “I told the council – argh, never mind.” He didn’t have time to complain about his misgivings with the high council and the way they ran things.

      Bas moved through the clearing, tracks were scattered along the trail by only one set of them. He knelt, examining them. “Standard issue boots,” he muttered. “The guard went this way but there’s no sign of whatever chased him. Definite sign of the fey.”

      “Don’t all the fey have their wings cut off?”

      “I wish, but no. There are groups that lived outside our borders. Bloody resistance do their best to thwart our attempts. Flight is one advantage I wish they didn’t have.”

      Sera snorted. “I doubt they can fly as well as your ships.”

      The trail became steeper, the tracks scattered in every direction. Branches had been broken in places. Bas gripped his stunner tighter, prepared for anything. His blood pumped faster. God damned fey, would they ever stop killing innocents? He sped up, from the look of it the guards hadn’t been dead long. Maybe they’d still find the other guard live and could take down the bastard fey who’d killed them.

      “Bas, stop!” Sera called.

      He back at her. “We don’t…”

      “This way.” She took off down the ravine, rocks falling as she slid down into the canyon.

      “Sera, wait!” Bas skidded after her, almost tripping over.

      She moved with a lithe grace, not losing her footing once as she ran.

      Sera? He reached out with his mind.

      Some mages could talk in thought if they learnt how. The comm crystal allowed them to do just that but Sera didn’t have one, nor did she have a tracker on her either if they became separated. Damn it, I should have been more prepared!

      Bas raced after her, surprised by how fast she moved. He staggered down the steep bank, stumbling` until his feet met flat ground as he puffed to catch up with her disappearing form.

      I don’t need to worry about her running away from stuff. He spotted her kneeling by the crumpled body of the third guard. The man’s face looked ashen and leathery, but he still lived. Sera pulled off her pack and took out a small jar. Bas remembered her always carrying strange concoctions when they were kids.

      “Guard, what the hell happened to you?” Bas crouched down as the man’s washed out blue eyes met his. “What did this?” He leaned closer to hear the man’s rasping words.

      “Mist… It came out of the mist,” the man said.

      Sera shoved Bastian back. “Let me work. His wounds need tending.”

      Bas looked down at the man’s weathered form, it looked like something had drained the life out of him. “Can you save him?”

      Sera’s eyes flashed. “I’ll do what I can to help. Go get the ship, we need to get him back to the city to see a real healer.”

      Bas glanced around, there would be enough room to land the ship. Damn, he wished he’d had the sense to bring more travel dust with him, but it wouldn’t be enough to transport them all.

      As if reading his thoughts, Sera said, “Go, dust won’t work. It could injure him more. Hurry!”

      He gave her a look. “You and I are going to have a chat when this is over.”

      “Go!”

      Bas took off, struggling back up the cliff face. “Niall, we found the other guard, how close are you and Li to the ship?” he asked through his comm crystal.

      “We’re about a mile from the guard station. Spitfire thought she saw something, and I had to make sure she didn’t get her pretty self hurt.”

      Static cracked through the comm. No doubt Li probably hit him for that comment.

      “I did see something!” Liana snapped. “It was a mist thing, it had a face and sharp claws.”

      “She may be onto something,” Bas puffed as he climbed to the top of the embankment, then raced back towards the ship.

      “What are your orders?” Niall asked.

      “Keep searching but watch your backs. I want that thing put down,” Bas replied. “I’ll get the ship; Sera and I will drop the guard back to the city and then come back for you two.”

      “You left the new girl on her own?” Niall remarked. “She only just started!”

      Bas gave a harsh laugh. “Yeah, she’s working on the guard. That friend of yours is full of surprises, Li.”

      “Spitfire and I can handle it while you and blondie help the guard. If we don’t find anything, we’ll start doing a sweep of the station.”

      “Blondie?” Liana snapped. “What kind of name is that?”

      Bas disconnected and spotted the ship a few metres away. With its cylindrical shape it would get back through the clearing. He’d get on board and fly straight back to Sera. With the engines at full power it would only take about ten minutes to get back to the city. He could have a healer team ready and waiting for them.

      As Bas made his way to the ship, mist formed around him, giant balls of energy came straight at him. He ducked, pulled out his stunner and fired a blast of red light which passed straight through the mist.

      What the hells? In his decade of hunting fey he’d never seen them do something like that. He fired again, channelling his own magic through the weapon.

      A screech rang out, making his ears ring. Clawed hands formed out of the mist, black hollowed eyes stared out of a face so white it became almost translucent. It made a grab for Bastian’s chest. He rolled out of the way, the stunner falling from his grasp. Damn! He rolled again, this time drawing magic as he threw a strike at his attacker. The blast of light shot straight through it.

      Bas’s heart pounded. Even the fey didn’t possess this kind of magic. He muttered words of power, hitting the strange entity with every defensive spell he could think of but all of them seemed to pass straight through it.

      Bas scrambled up and headed straight for the ship. Maybe once inside he’d be safer. He hated to run from anything, but he knew better than to fight a battle he couldn’t win. He felt ice creeping down his spine as he reached the ship’s door and pressed the panel to open it.

      Another screech, claws cut his back, ripping through his shirt, cutting into flesh. Bas threw himself to the ground, just out the way of the ship’s door as it opened. Scrambling up, he made a run for it. Claws slashed against his back. Bas rolled over to see the skeletal face staring back at him. He grabbed his knife, slashing at his assailant. The blade passed straight through it. Claws came at him again. Bas prepared to fight back. It had to be solid to strike and he’d be ready for it.

      A blast of air sent the creature flying with a loud screech.

      Bas looked up to see Sera standing a few feet away. How did she get here so fast?

      “Move!” she yelled.

      Bas shot up but didn’t move. “What about you?” he called back.

      “Get inside the ship!”

      Bas’s jaw clenched but he ducked inside. Gods, he couldn’t just leave Sera out there. Even if she could handle herself, he doubted she’d stand much of a chance against that thing either. Bas brought the ship online and found Sera on screen. He was surprised when he saw her blasting the creature with her currents of air and it seemed to be working.

      “Sera, get in here!” He used the ship’s comm system. Sera ran towards ship, closing the door behind her. The engines whirred to life as the ship rose off the ground.

      “Stop, you’re hurt,” she said, touching his arm. “Let me tend to that.”

      “We need to find the others and get the hell out of here,” Bas snapped, shrugging her off. “Where’s the guard?”

      “He’s dead. I couldn’t save him.”

      Sera gripped his wrist. “The creature’s gone, let me tend to your wounds.”

      “Sera…”

      She put her hands on her hips, raising her chin. “You can’t fly if you pass out from blood loss.”

      Bas hovered the ship, glanced around. Whatever had attacked them seemed to have vanished. “Fine, patch me up. Then we are going to figure out what the hell that thing was.”
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      Sera sat rubbing ointments over Bastian’s back as she tended to the deep gashes. “Are you done yet?” He sighed, glancing down as she rubbed something else over his injuries.

      “You always were impatient,” she remarked. “Li and Niall are examining the station. This is just as important.”

      “How did you know your powers would work against that thing?”

      “I didn’t, I just reacted,” she admitted. She rubbed more ointment on, running her hands over his skin. It felt odd to be touching him again, but she knew he’d be too damn stubborn to do it himself.

      “What was that thing?” Bas muttered.

      “It looked like some kind of wraith. I remember reading about such things in stories of the old world.” In truth she’d never encountered such a creature either.

      “Must have been a fey creation.”

      Sera frowned, why did everything that went wrong in their world have to be blamed on her people? Didn’t the mages take responsibility for anything? They were the ones who polluted and destroyed things.

      “The fey don’t look like that.” She rubbed something else on and felt a smug sense of satisfaction when he winced.

      “Of course it’s fey,” Bas grumbled. “There’s different kinds, remember?”

      No, there’s not. Only Ithereals are left and even then our numbers are dwindling. Sera pulled her hand away from him, reminding herself to not let emotion get in the way. She had a mission to do.

      Bas pulled on another shirt from out of the storage compartment. “Let’s move. We’ll do what we can hear then get back to the city.”

      “What about the bodies?” Sera put her things back into her pack.

      He rubbed his chin. “We’ll take them back to the city for proper burial.”

      “I’d like to examine them further.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Only black mages do that, and they’re forbidden in Elmira.”

      Black mages used dark magic including blood and death magic. Sera knew she had to be careful, being suspected as a black mage could get her thrown out of the city or worse.

      She crossed her arms and raised her chin. “If I run some tests, I might be able to figure out what that creature was.”

      “The alchemists will do that. You’re hunter now.”

      “If I know what they are, I’ll have a better way of defending against them.” She felt a rush of excitement at the thought of finding out what the creature was but reminded herself not to get distracted.

      “Fine, you can look but watch yourself. You’re not a full hunter yet and there are rules.”

      She smiled. “Since when do you play by the rules?”

      “I just want you to pass your training.” Bas smiled back. “But first, you need this.” He held out a comm crystal. “Don’t lose it.”

      She clipped it onto her vest and nodded.

      “Also, you and I need to be able to talk in thought,” he added.

      Sera hesitated. Speaking in thought came naturally to Ithereals but mages had to form mind links to do so. She’d have to let him into her mind and that was risky.

      Bas held out his hand. “I won’t hear your thoughts if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      She grasped his hand, felt him at the edge of her mind as she closed her eyes.

      Sera?

      Bastian, she replied, surprised how easily their minds connected.

      Good, it will be easier for us to talk now. He let go of her hand and Sera suddenly missed the feel of contact.

      Bas headed back inside the station. Sera could still feel her skin tingle from his touch. She brushed her palm against her trousers and tried to ignore it, reminding herself it didn’t matter as she headed after him.

      “What have you found so far?” Bas asked the others.

      “Nothing on the data or comp units,” Niall answered from where he stood by one of the desks.

      “Those mist things left no trace,” Liana said. “No tracks, no scents either.”

      “How do you smell so much?” Niall wanted to know. “Are you part blood hound?”

      “God knows, given how much you stink! And no, I’m just too much woman for you to handle.”

      Sera chuckled, making everyone stare at her. She knelt by the first guard. “We may learn more from these strange wounds.”

      “Bas, shouldn’t you see a healer?” Niall suggested. “You could be infected by something.”

      He waved a hand in dismissal. “I’m fine. I’ll go and scout round the perimeter then Li and I will bring the other body back here. Let’s go, Li.”

      An awkward silence followed when she and Niall were left alone. Sera focused instead on the wounds. Five marks made by talon-like fingers.

      “Are you a black mage?” Niall broke the silence.

      She stared over at him, shaking her head. “Nope, but I’m good with alchemy.”

      “Why did you join the hunters then? You’d fit in better with the other know-it-alls.”

      Sera laughed. “Alchemists bore me after a few minutes.”

      To her surprise, he grinned. “Me too.”

      Maybe he didn’t despise her – not that it mattered.

      She took a powder from her bag, one used to show energy signatures. She dusted it over the wounds, hoping something would appear.

      “Careful, the council are very picky about what we can and can’t do,” Niall warned. “Going against them is suicide.”

      “Then why haven’t you and the others reported in yet?” She raised an eyebrow.

      Sera had memorised all the guild and high council’s rules, and knew the council enforced its laws too. She thought all their stupid rules were too restrictive, but she’d abide by them whilst working this mission. She’d be careful, but she needed to know what kind of creature had caused the deaths.

      “McGregor only cares if we get the job done,” he replied. “Bas doesn’t force rules on us – except for his own.”

      “So I’ve noticed.” She waited for the powder to change colour.

      “For what it’s worth, be careful around Bas.”

      Her brow creased. “What do you mean?” She hadn’t done anything to Bas.

      “You’re the girl, aren’t you? The one he lost?” He stared at her, as if trying to read her reaction.

      Sera kept her expression cool. “We knew each other once, yes. But we were friends. Nothing more.” She didn’t want to discuss, or even think, about her past relationship with Bastian and hoped Bas hadn’t revealed how close they had been. Don’t think of the past. Nothing can change that. Plus, it’s not like Bas would still have feelings for me.

      Niall frowned. “He cared for you – a lot more than he’ll ever admit. Part of him never got over losing you,” he said. “Losing you affected him more than you know.”

      Sera looked away, feeling an ache in her chest. She prayed Bas hadn’t revealed the true nature of their former relationship. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “You have secrets, I can tell. If you’re not here to stay, then…”

      “I’ll stay. I have a job to do.” Finding the keystone would take time, maybe even months. She’d do whatever she had to do to complete her mission. “As for Bas, I have no control over his feelings. I’m here to be a hunter – he knows that.”

      “Well, just thought you should know.” Niall turned his attention back to his data tab.

      “Odd,” she muttered, frowning at the body in front of her.

      “What?” Niall glanced over.

      “The dust hasn’t changed colour. That creature has no traces of energy.” She did another quick examination just to be sure.

      “Another fey trick no doubt.”

      Sera bit back a retort. She couldn’t change people’s beliefs or how they felt. Only time could do that. She made a quick mental note to be more careful with her experiments. Revealing too much knowledge might give herself away.

      “They have energy signatures,” she corrected. “It’s like the creature was…”

      “Dead?” Niall grimaced. “Couldn’t be. The dead stay dead.”

      “I can’t explain it.” Sera shook her head.

      “We have to report this to McGregor.”

      Sera felt relieved when she didn’t have to be present to tell the guilds leader about the wraith. The way McGregor had looked at her made her skin crawl. Instead she focused on finding out what the wraith had been.

      Over the next few days Sera started training with Bastian and the others. Bas seemed keen on teaching her distinctive magic such as strikes and spell words. Sera had to read a lot about how mage magic worked and had learnt enough over the years to mimic it. She still wasn’t very good when it came to physical defence, nor did she like weapons much, but she knew she’d have to put her feelings aside to pass as a successful hunter.

      Alward appeared in her dreams that morning. “How goes your progress?”

      Sera glanced around the room with its purple glass floor and misty dark walls. “Slow,” she admitted. “I’m not a hunter. I can’t fight the way they can.”

      He chuckled. “No, you’re not. That’s why I chose you for this mission.”

      Sera sighed. “What if I can’t gain their trust?”

      “Since when do you doubt your skills?” He frowned at her.

      “I’ve never had such a mission. Perhaps someone…”

      Alward’s eyes flashed. “You have never backed out of a mission before. What’s changed? Is it Bastian?”

      “No, I’m worried. The creature that killed those guards is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”

      “Another mage creation gone wrong no doubt. The use of forbidden magics and destructive technology is what caused the war.” He leaned forward. “Find the keystone. Get as close to the Novare family as you can, do whatever is necessary. Bastian is attracted to you, yes?”

      “Li and other Ashran operatives may seduce information out of others but I won’t.” Sera folded her arms. Yes, she’d do anything for the Ashran but not that. She’d never be able to bring herself to that.

      “Do you doubt you can find the keystone?” asked Alward.

      “No,” she said without hesitation. “Forgive me – I had a moment of doubt.” Some of the training Bas had subjected her to had been exhausting and made it harder to concentrate.

      “Good, then don’t call me again until you have something useful to tell.”

      “Why do the mages hate us?” She’d wondered that more than once over the years. War seemed so senseless despite this peacetime she knew it wouldn’t last much longer. He probably wouldn’t answer her question. He never liked speaking of mages unless he had to. She suspected because he himself had been tortured during the last war.

      His jaw tightened. “They despise any race who can challenge them. Such is the way of the mages,” he said. “They’ll never change. We will overthrow them or they will destroy themselves.  Either way, their rule will end.”

      Sera woke feeling uneasy. She dragged herself out of bed and headed for the shower. Running water was something she enjoyed about being in a mage city. Living with the Ashran and moving around so much as she often did didn’t allow her such luxuries. The heat washed away some of the fatigue and aching. Fey healed fast but Sera doubted she’d reached full power yet.

      Sera pulled on leggings, a tunic dress and boots. Ithereals didn’t feel the need to cover up their bodies so much but she didn’t mind the clothes. Her back tingled as her wings itched to come out. She felt uncomfortable the longer they stayed in. Bone popped as she let them out, her long wings uncurling, they shimmered as she stretched them, waving back and forth.

      What she wouldn’t give for a quick fly around, but she knew she’d have to remain grounded throughout her stay in Elmira. She wouldn’t risk being seen by anyone unless it was necessary.

      Someone knocked on the door. “Sera?” Bastian called. “Are you up?”

      Her wings shuddered from her panic. “Yeah, just a minute,” she yelled. She ordered her wings to retract. They flashed changing from the usual pink to an almost translucent silver. Her wings reacted to her emotions. The more nervous she became the harder they were to conceal. Go back in!

      “Hurry up, I want to show you something.” His footsteps retreated back down the stairs.

      Yeah, and I don’t want to show you these. Oh, why did I let them out? She flexed her wings, hard, causing papers to scatter over the floor from the currents of air.

      “Sera, do you want breakfast?” Liana yelled from downstairs.

      Her wings continue to flap. What if she couldn’t retract them? No, she wouldn’t think of that. Back, go back.

      “Yes, I’ll meet you downstairs.” Sera scrambled through her pack, searching for something that might help.

      If he saw her wings Bas would kill her on sight. She went into the bathroom, turned the shower back on, ordered cold water. She yelped as icy water range down on her. Bone popped again as her wings finally retracted, and she let out a breath.

      Bas stood waiting for her at courtyard. Sera ran a hand through her damp hair that she’d pulled back into a loose knot. “What are we doing today? More training with staffs?” she asked.

      Bas shook his head. “No, come with me. There’s someone I want you to meet.”
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      Sera still felt her wings fluttering against her spine as she followed Bastian to the mansion lived in by his family. The gleaming white washed walls of the Novare Manor gleamed in the early morning sun. She couldn’t tell if it was nerves or excitement making her wings flutter. Finally, she’d gained access to the place where she might find clues to the keystone – without even trying to. Excitement yes, but nerves too. She hadn’t brought any of her equipment with her.

      “Why are we here?” Sera asked, tucking a lock hair behind her ear.

      “You asked me why I hate the fey so much, so I thought I’d show you,” Bas replied.

      Sera’s stomach knotted, and her wings vibrated against her spine and rib cage. Why had she asked that? Must keep my emotions in check, she scolded herself. Bas led her through the house. Beautiful stone statues, oil paintings and weapons adorned the corridors as he led her upstairs, down the hall and into another room. The walls here were decorated with flowers and a mural of the sun rising over the citadel.

      A girl sat propped up in bed, her skin so pale it looked almost translucent. Her dark hair fell in loose waves and she had the same electric blue eyes as Bastian.

      Bas smiled, bending to kiss the girl’s forehead. “Morning, sweetie.”

      Sera stood unsure of what to do. She could sense sickness racked the girl’s body yet she couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

      “Clara, I want you to meet my friend, Sera,” Bas said. “Sera, this is my sister Clara.”

      Sera smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Clara held up her hand and Sera took it. The feel of disease almost made her draw back. “You’re pretty,” Clara murmured.

      “So are you.” She gave the girl a warm smile.

      Bas sat talking to Clara for a while, then pulled out a game and played it with her. It surprised Sera to see him like that. Gone was the hunter and any trace of him.

      A woman with long grey hair, carrying a tray of food came in. “Now, Bastian, don’t tire her out.”

      “I won’t.” Bas ruffled Clara’s hair. “Silly old Nadia worries too much.”

      Clara giggled, but Sera’s eyes fixed on Nadia – the first Ithereal she’d seen working for the prince’s family. She couldn’t tell Nadia’s true nature by the woman’s appearance, but Sera’s senses tingled in recognition of her own kind. It was disturbing to see how aged Nadia looked. Fey didn’t age the way mages did. What could have caused it?

      Nadia caught her staring and shook her head when Sera gave her a questioning look.

      Sera focused on Bas again as he rose. “Sera and I have to get back to work now.”

      “Will you come and see me later?” Clara clutched her brother’s hand.

      “Of course – if you’re still awake. We have lots of bad guys to catch.” He kissed her forehead.

      “Bas is teaching me to be a hunter like him,” Sera told her.

      “I’m going to be a healer when I’m grown up,” Clara said. “I’ll cure everything.”

      “Sure you will,” Bas said, and Sera caught the sadness in his eyes.

      “Off with you now. The girl needs to eat.” Nadia made a shooing motion and gave Sera a look.

      She can sense what I am. Sera’s heart pounded in time with her fluttering wings. Yet she didn’t feel Nadia was a threat as she stared at the other Ithereal.

      Bas took Sera’s arm, led her outside until they reached a balcony that looked out onto the city. “Clara seems sweet.” Sera didn’t know what to say. She wanted to ask more about Clara but thought better of it.

      Bas sighed. “She is. She’s the sweetest, kindest person. So much like our mother.”

      “Did your mother have the same sickness?”

      Bas looked away. “No, she died when Clara was born. Their ship was attacked by a band of fey resistance fighters. It crashed and sent her into early labour. Clara is lucky to have survived.”

      “I’m sorry.” Sera touched his arm. She couldn’t believe it. Her people would never do such a thing, would they?

      “Now can you understand my hatred for them?” he asked.

      Sera nodded. “Do you think they caused Clara’s illness?”

      Bastian’s jaw tightened. “She has some kind of bone disease. It affected her growth and her body’s ability to heal itself. She gets sick all the time,” he said. “No healers been able to heal her, even the alchemists could only come up with things that relieve the pain.”

      “Do they know what caused it?”

      Bas shrugged. “They’ve come up with all kinds of theories, but I know the fey did something to her.”

      Sera looked away. The Ashran might be ruthless when it came to their freedom, but they’d never do anything like this, not even to a mage child. She felt an uneasy ache in her chest. If Bas knew she what was, he’d hate her just as much. The thought was more painful than she’d imagined.

      “Is something wrong?” Bas asked.

      “No, I’m fine.” She hugged herself. “That woman – Nadia is fey, why do you let her care for your sister given how much you hate her kind?”

      “She used to be fey but now she’s powerless. She’s worked from my family for years. I wouldn’t trust anyone else to care for Clara. Maybe not all fey are bad. It’s the damned resistance who are the evil ones.”

      What would you think if you knew I worked for that very resistance?

      “Clara doesn’t have long left – perhaps a few months. I thought…” Bas’s voice trailed off.

      “You want me to help her,” Sera realised. “I’m not a healer, most of my tricks come from experiments.” She wanted to say she’d help, do everything she could but most of her experiments were tested first on willing participants. She’d never tested anything on a child before, nor would she want to. “Bas, I couldn’t live with myself if I made her worse.”

      “Can you just try something? Anything?” He gave her a pleading look. “I don’t expect miracles, but her pain blockers aren’t helping much now.”

      “I’ll do what I can,” she blurted out before she could stop herself. “No promises.”

      “Thanks, Sera.” He squeezed her hand. “I have a few things to take care of here then we’ll go back to training.”

      Sera let out a breath. What are you doing? she asked herself. Rule number one, never get emotionally involved.

      Bas walked off back to Clara’s room. Sera saw her chance. She cast her senses out, scanning every inch of the mansion with her mind as she moved down the hall, checking to make sure there were no guards around.

      Heavy wards hung around the entire structure, the energy prickled against her skin. Mages employed wards to keep fey and other undesirables out, but Sera had designed away around the wards by using her mental shields to cover her true energy signature. She’d taught it to other members of the resistance too.

      Sera headed up to the second floor until she reached a corridor that ended with no sign of the door. She avoided the house sensors as she moved as well as the cameras. There had to be something here, she could feel the vibration of energy stronger in this area. Sera waved her hand in front of the walls and static charged against her skin. She narrowed her eyes, seeing the different spectrums of light than made up the ward covering a concealed door. Finally, a clue. Sera examined it. She’d need tools to get in there but knew she could do it. Visits to Clara would give her the perfect excuse to do just that.

      The murmur of voices and sound of footsteps made her freeze.

      Diving out the window, Sera perched on the ledge, pulling a glamour spell tighter. It didn’t make her invisible, only camouflaged her body to blend in with her surroundings. Her wings came out, but she flattened them against her back, holding her breath as she froze in place.

      Prince Anton and McGregor came into the hall. “Any word on that strange creature Bastian’s team found?” Anton asked.

      McGregor snorted. “No, I don’t expect them to. They shouldn’t be worried about such things. Creatures come out of the old world on occasion. They should be more concerned about the fey resistance.”

      “It’s been quiet over the past few months,” Anton remarked.

      “Yes, I thought capturing a few fey in Aldwin would stir things up,” McGregor replied. “We’ll need something bigger. This peacetime has to end. It’s time our people remembered why we need the fey gone. I’ll arranged for my men to attack again. We can make it look like a rogue fey.”

      Anton smiled. “Good, that should be enough to break the resistance out of hiding.” A keypad appeared. He punched in the code and the door opened. He and McGregor disappeared inside.

      Sera jumped down from her perch, her heart pounding. She had known forces within the city stirred up trouble between the races, but she hadn’t realised how much. She stepped towards the door, but it swung shut in front of her, barring her entrance. Sera ran back down the hall. She had to find Bas before he came looking for her. But first she had to warn Alward of the mages’ plan.
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      Bas groaned when he checked his data tab and saw another mysterious death had been reported. He looked for Sera after leaving Clara but she’d vanished, so he headed back to his house.

      Liana appeared, her red hair a fiery mess as she came over. “Just got the report, we’ll be geared up and ready to go in five.” From the looks of it she and Niall had been sparring. Niall now sported a black eye and a grim expression.

      “Right – where is Sera?” The was no sign of her in the courtyard.

      “She ran upstairs a few minutes ago,” Niall replied. “Probably brewing something again.”

      Bas bit back smile. One thing he’d learnt about Sera over the past few days was she liked to experiment – especially when she thought no one was looking.

      Liana rolled her eyes. “She’s been doing that since we were kids. Lay off her, moron.” She grabbed her wooden staff and swung it at his head.

      Niall ducked. “Hey! I didn’t say anything bad.”

      Bas headed inside to grab his own gear while the other two bickered and got their own stuff.

      Sera ran downstairs, her nose deep in the book. Her pack was already around her shoulders. “Are we leaving yet?”

      He frowned. “How did you know?”

      She held up the tab he’d given her. “Report came in a few minutes ago. I told the others – they were too busy trying to wallop each other.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, they’re like that. Let’s get moving.”

      This time he let Sera take the front seat beside him. He noticed her grip the armrests as the ship took off. “Don’t like flying, do you?”

      She grimaced. “Flying yes, ships not so much.”

      “Why other kind of flying is there?” He frowned.

      “I meant flying in small ships,” she added. “Bigger airships are safer.”

      “If you say so.”

      Liana and Niall bickered in the back seat, but Bas ignored them, focusing only on Sera until the bickering became background noise. “Have you been on the bigger ships a lot?” he asked. Airships were confined to only the larger cities. Some mages had never even seen his jumper, let alone the large vessels.

      She shrugged. “A couple of times when travelling.”

      Another vague answer. What would it take to get her to open up to him? He wanted to know more and couldn’t understand why she kept holding back.

      She glanced at the tab whilst he concentrated on guiding the ship. “Is it another wraith attack?”

      “You read the report. It just says another unexplained death,” Bas said. He had an uneasy feeling about this mission and the wraith attack. “Have you dug up anything on what the wraith is or where they came from?”

      Sera shook her head. “I’ve been scouring the guild and city archives. I think it might be something from the old world or an experiment left over from the war.”

      The old world was the land outside of the borders of the realm ruled by the mage council. The world outside those lands had become uninhabitable after the last great war between the races. Both sides experimented with both magic and technology to try and destroy each other. The mages had poisoned parts of their world, yet the fey still flourished there.

      Bas suspected the wraith had been just another experiment gone wrong but knew he needed proof first. He’d gone to see McGregor that morning to ask to be able to investigate further but the chief of hunters had refused, saying they didn’t have the time or resources to waste. Their job was to keep the fey in check, not “go hunting for ghosts” as he called it.

      Over the past couple of weeks, Sera seemed to be getting through her training well. She could fight too – but he didn’t understand her aversion to it, or to using weapons. She’d soon be ready to complete the trial and become a fully-fledged hunter. After that he hoped she’d stay in the city and remain a member of his team. At least he’d have her back in his life.

      He landed the jumper in the clearing. There were close to the border again. This time a man had been killed outside his home. “Sera and I will look at the body. You two see what you can find out,” he told the others. “Question the townspeople. If there is a rogue fey, we’ll find it.”

      Liana and Niall wandered off, still bickering. Sometimes he wondered how they got any work done.

      He headed straight to the address and found the local lieutenant there.

      “Sir, I’ve been expecting you.” The guard straightened.

      “I’m Bastian Novare, this is Sera, one of my team,” he said.

      The guard led them inside where the body of a man had been covered up. “We found him a few hours ago.”

      Bas pulled back the cover and held up his scanner to search for any signs of contagion is. The man’s glassy eyes were wide, his mouth hanging open in a silent scream.

      Sera pulled out her kit and started pouring out a powder. Bas didn’t ask what it did, too much technobabble made his head hurt.

      “He has the same marks,” Sera said to Bas. “It looks like all the power was drained from his body.”

      Bas grimaced. “Did you or anyone see anything?” he asked, turning towards the guard. “Anything unusual? Strange mist or the sound of screeching?”

      “No, sir,” answered the guard. “Nothing. I’ve already asked around. No one saw anything.”

      “Okay, you can go back to work. We will take a look around then you can arrange for burial.”

      Bas paced the room, looking for any trace of an attack or struggle. His scanner revealed nothing. Instead he cast his senses out, searching for any signs of fey magic. Hunters were trained to sense and track fey. He lowered his mental shield and let his senses roam free. Energy hummed around them.

      Too bad he couldn’t read the mind of the dead guard but without any magic being left in the body, there would be nothing left to see.

      “I’ll be outside,” he told Sera. Sera nodded but said nothing as she continued to examine the body. It fascinated him to watch her work, but Bas left her to it, knowing not to disturb her.

      Bas moved around the house, kneeling when he saw an indentation on the earth where the body had been. Footprints were outlined, running towards the house. The victim’s no doubt. Bas followed them, keeping his hand on his stunner. Only one set of tracks, just like the other attacks. The killer had left no trace. He cost his senses out, scanning for any traces. Both mages and fey left energy traces wherever they went, hunters could track that.

      An icy feeling brushed his mind. The wraith or whatever the hell it was called must be around, he realised. Bastian’s hand went to his stunner, whilst magic flared in his other hand as he conjured an energy strike.

      Moving out of the town, he entered woodland. Damp leaves and the smell of pine cones filled the air. Yet, no sounds of birds chirping, or animals scurrying greeted him. It felt eerie to have no familiar sounds of nature around him, he had no idea what might have caused it.

      Li, Niall, have you found anything yet? he asked.

      People report seeing strange mist, Liana replied. Nothing much else to go on.

      Keep asking around; then join Sera back at the house.

      Has she found anything yet? Niall wanted to know.

      Not that I know of. You know how she zones out when she’s working.

      Bas shrugged. She’s always been a little strange. But he’d always liked that about her. She didn’t act like most women, and that had drawn him to her in the first place.

      She does that, Liana said. Don’t think she can keep up with her mind either at times. Best to let her get on with it.

      Trees and branches caught on his clothing. Liana came and appeared beside him. “Niall is with Sera, he wants to do his own test. Thought I’d help you track.”

      Bas said nothing, keeping his mind focused as he followed the tracks.

      You getting anything? He asked.

      Yeah, a nasty cold feeling. She shivered. Bas, I don’t like this. We’re so close to the border we’re almost on fey land.

      “They don’t have lands,” he hissed, holding up a hand to silence her.

      Liana raised her crossbow while fire flared in her other hand.

      The cold feeling intensified as a chill ran down Bastian’s spine, making him pull out his stunner, with magic at the ready. White mist billowed out, forming into the shape of a skeletal figure. Bas fired a shot; an energy ball flew straight through the strange creature.

      His holstered his stunner and gripped his knife tighter, magic flaring in his other palm. His mind raced through spells. “Reveala,” he said, muttering a spell to break through glamours.

      The creature let out a high-pitched screech making Bas and Liana wince. It lunged at Bastian, who rolled out of the way to dodge it. Here we go again! He thought and said, Li, this bastard needs to be put down!

      Li threw a fireball, it too passed straight through the creature, exploding a tree behind them.

      Sera, Niall, get up here, Bas ordered. We’re under attack!

      Bas, we can’t sense you, Niall responded. Where…

      Niall’s voice faded away as claws slashed at Bastian, ripping into his arm. Bas ignored the pain, using his free hand to grab the creature’s throat. His hand made contact with cold slimy flesh. “Li!” he gasped.

      Liana threw a fireball, making the wraith howl in agony. Bas used his other hand, brought his knife up, ripping through bone and cartilage as he thrust the blade up through its abdomen. Liana pulled out her short sword, slicing off the creature’s head. Bas felt the icy sensation vanish, but the feeling of another mind had been there too – yet it seemed far away.

      “Bas, are you okay?” Liana lowered her sword, shuddering as she stared at the beheaded wraith.

      “Yeah.” In truth he felt ready to pass out. “That thing took my energy.” He took a few deep breaths. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” Li scowled at the dead thing. “Can I burn it now?”

      “No, I want to know what it is and where it came from.”

      Niall and Sera came running up the track. “Everyone alright?” Niall asked.

      “Yeah, we’re alive,” Bas muttered, clutching his bleeding arm.

      “Wow, that’s the wraith?” Niall grinned. “Good job, spitfire.”

      Sera came over, touching Bastian’s arm. He felt the strange tingling sensation whenever they came into contact. He’d never felt it with another woman. Get a grip, Novare. You’re thinking like a lovesick idiot.

      Bas pulled his arm away. “Just bandage it.”

      Sera’s eyes flashed. “It could get infected. Hold still.”

      Bas waited while Sera patched him up. Her soft hands sent a rush of desire through him. He let out a breath when she finally pulled away. “What is that thing?” He moved closer to the wraith’s body. “It doesn’t look fey.”

      Niall and Liana knelt examining it. “Doesn’t smell fey either,” Liana remarked.

      Sera joined them, pulling out scanner. “I thought I felt the presence of another mind,” Bas told them. “I think someone else controlled it.”

      “Blondie and I will run some tests to see what we can find,” Niall said. “It’d be easier if we can take it back to the city with us.”

      Bas nodded. “Maybe now we can get guild to take us seriously.”
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      Sera felt her wings fluttering against her spine as she sat at the kitchen table. She reminded herself not to be nervous. It wasn’t as if she wanted to be a real hunter. Her loyalty would always be to the Ashran and her own people.

      Liana sat fidgeting beside her. “What’s taking so long?” she muttered. Dragons weren’t patient creatures.

      “Relax, would you?” Sera said. “It’s not important.”

      Li’s emerald eyes flashed. “Not important?” she scoffed. “You need to be inducted as a hunter to stay here, remember?”

      “And I don’t see why I wouldn’t be. Bas taught me well.”

      “Right, but it’s harder for women to get into the guild and even though you’re brilliant with experiments…” Liana poured herself some coffee.

      “Li, would you stop?” she snapped, running a hand through her hair.

      To surprise, Liana grinned, sipping her drink. “See, it does matter. You’re not as cool as you think.”

      Li always said Sera was too cool to show her true emotions, but Sera didn’t agree. She was just good at compartmentalising. She had to in order to get things done.

      I’m going to look at the secret door again tonight when I visit Clara, she said.

      Good. I managed to get you this. Liana handed her a scroll. Memorise this, then destroy it.

      Sera opened it and saw a map of prince’s manor, including the security points. Where did you get this?

      I bribed a librarian in city archives – if you know what I mean.

      Li, you shouldn’t…

      He won’t remember anything. Your memory dust works better than you thought.

      Sera winced. Memory dust erased short-term memories, but it could be dangerous too. I told you not to use it.

      It was important. You needed a way to get in there and find the keystone, now you have one.

      Sera felt a sharp ache in her chest. She hated using Clara an excuse to get near the vault. Clara seemed such a sweet thing, Sera enjoyed spending time with her in the evenings.

      You’re right, thanks. She stuffed the map into her pack.

      Bastian and Niall came in, their expressions unreadable.

      “Well?” Li demanded, almost spilling her coffee.

      Sera rolled her eyes. “She’s more anxious than I am.”

      Bas’s lips curved into a smile. “You’re now officially a hunter in training.”

      Liana squealed and hugged her. “Finally, we can stay together for a while,” she hissed in Sera’s ear.

      Sera returned the hug and forced a smile. “Good.” She didn’t feel excited, instead numbness washed over her. On one hand she liked some aspects of being a hunter. It felt good to be part of a team and have close allies. On the other, she’d have to be more focused on her mission than ever. She couldn’t get distracted by any lingering feelings she had for Bas.

      Alward had been insisting on regular updates and grew frustrated by the lack of progress. She couldn’t understand why he’d suddenly become so impatient. He knew this mission would take time. She couldn’t just go rushing headlong into the vault or she’d only get herself captured and killed.

      “I knew you could do it.” Bas wrapped his arms her, then pulled away just as quickly, looking awkward.

      Sera smiled. “Thanks, I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Good job, blondie.” Niall gave her a squeeze too. “We should celebrate.”

      “We should get back to work,” Bas said. “Has anyone got news to report about the wraith?”

      “There’s been reports of another death,” Liana told them. “Sera and I will check it out.”

      “Hey, what about me?” Niall pouted, pretending to look offended.

      “We’ll catch up with you in an hour or two.” Bas replied. “You and I have a meeting with McGregor.”

      “Is it about the wraith?” Sera surprised herself by asking.

      “Among other things,” Bas answered. “Take the jumper – but be careful with it.”

      Liana beamed. “You’re letting me pilot the ship? Wow, it must be a day for miracles. I can’t wait to see what –”

      “Li, don’t you dare crash my ship,” Bas warned. “I mean it!”

      “I’ll keep an eye on her.” Sera laughed. “I have to get my gear.”

      Liana followed her upstairs. “You’re not coming with me, are you?”

      Sera pulled her hair back in a loose knot. “No, I need a safe place to keep my stuff, it’s too risky keeping everything here. Plus, I want to check through the archives myself.”

      “For security?” Li asked, playing with a strand of loose hair. “Or because you’re keen to dig through the mages’ history?

      “Yeah, security and I need to know more about the wraith. Maybe I can dig up something.” She checked the items inside her bag to make sure she had everything she needed.

      “Careful, you’re starting to sound like a real hunter.” Li grinned. “Good thing Papa Dearest can’t see you right now, not sure if he’d be proud or appalled.”

      Sera tried not to wince. “I’m not though, am I? Neither are you.”

      Liana shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me as long as I know I’m working for a better future for us.” She squeezed Sera’s hand. “Be careful.”

      “You too. Don’t crash the jumper, Bas will never forgive you.” She gave her foster sister a quick hug.

      Li frowned. “Hey, is something up with you and Bastian?”

      “What do you mean?” Sera pretended she didn’t know what Li was on about. She didn’t want to think about Bas.

      “I don’t know – like, do you fancy him?” Li waggled her eyebrows. “He’s not bad looking if you like the dark rugged look.”

      Sera laughed. “How could I? He’s a hunter.”

      “Yeah, he’s also a mage. Our enemy, remember?” Li’s smile faded.

      “You don’t have to remind me,” she muttered. “You don’t have to worry; Bas and I are ancient history.”

      “One of these days you’re gonna have to tell me what really happened between you and Bastian ten years ago. I know you haven’t told me the whole story.”

      Sera headed out through the city, the constant cacophony of sounds and blasts of smoke and steam made her long for the peace and tranquillity of the forest. Ithereals were meant to be around nature, it boosted their own natural abilities. She liked it when the team left to go on missions, but the city also fascinated her too. The mages had come a long way in terms of technology over the past centuries. That both excited and terrified her since most of it would be used against her people.

      She needed somewhere to keep her most incriminating pieces of gear. It would be too dangerous to keep them at the house. Niall had already stumbled onto her things when he’d gone looking through her pack on their last outing together, but she’d managed to brush off his curiosity with an excuse.

      She considered hiding her stuff in Clara’s room but that would be just as risky. Anyone could stumble on her things there. She needed somewhere secret, away from prying eyes. On most missions she hid her stuff inside walls, floorboards or ceilings. Wherever she could find an empty space. For this mission, being more complex and long-term, she would need somewhere else. If she did get caught, she didn’t want anything which might lead back to Alward or the Ashran.

      Sera wandered around, passing the different shops and street lenders but nowhere here could be used. Someone could see her coming or going. In the distance, she saw the ruins of an old guard tower. Bas had pointed it out to her a few days ago and had said neither the hunters nor the city guard used it since they now had better watch towers. She headed towards it, moving out of the city chaos, careful no one followed her. The steps leading up had fallen away in places but the tower itself still formed part of the original wall the mages had built during the great war.

      She scrambled up the broken steps, wishing she could fly up but she didn’t dare run the risk. She almost slipped but kept hold of the grooves in the wall as she climbed. She let out a breath when she got inside. To her relief, it looked dry with only a few gaps that shone splinters of light over the rough wooden floor. Sera set her pack down, glancing around. The circular room had a few small trees growing out of the stones. It felt peaceful there compared to the chaos in city a few metres away. She walked out onto the balcony. Part of it had already crumbled away. She should be able to land there if she flew up to it. Now for the hiding spot.

      She scrambled around on the floor, found nothing and then turned her attention to the walls where she found a small space large enough to hide the scroll, plus some of her crystals and potions. Once they were inside, she hurried out, knowing she’d only have a limited time to scan the archives.

      Liana knelt examining the body of a man when Sera hurried over to her. “What took you so long?” Li hissed. “Bas and Niall will be here any minute.”

      She shrugged. “Sorry, I got distracted in the archives.”

      Li rolled her eyes. “You and books,” she muttered. “Did you find anything?”

      “Maybe, I read a lot about…”

      Bastian and Niall appeared in a swirl of gold dust.

      “Did you use dust?” Liana whispered to her.

      “No, I flew.”

      Liana’s eyes widened. What the hell were you thinking? What if you were seen?

      I used a glamour. Dust is only for emergencies and it was the fastest way for me to get here. Sera knelt by the body.

      “Found anything?” Bas asked.

      “Not yet, but it looks like another wraith attack,” Liana answered.

      Sera examined the wounds, noticing the same pinpricks on his chest as the other victims. Ithereals could sense things but most couldn’t read minds, yet Sera wondered if she could cross that boundary. If mages could learn to probe people’s thoughts, so could she. Natural energies were easy for fey to sense and they spoke to each other in thought or through the use of crystals.

      Bas had taught her how to read someone’s surface thoughts, but he had said it didn’t work on the dead unless they had only just passed. Whilst mages took energy, the fey used their own energy and that of nature. Fey learnt that everything had energy. Even something dead would still retain some energy.

      Sera closed her eyes after checking no one was watching her. She sent her senses forth, scanning the body. Almost all life force had been drained away, yet remnants remained.

      Fear clawed at her, the man had been terrified. A loud high-pitched screech, then flesh tearing, feeling like something had torn him from the inside out.

      Kill, feed, must feed, stray thoughts ran into her mind.

      “Kill him,” a voice commanded. “Bring me his power.”

      Then everything went black.

      Sera opened her eyes to find herself back in her room. She blinked against the bright orange glare from the lamp beside her bed. Outside the window the sun had been swallowed by a blanket of darkness. No, it couldn’t be nightfall. It had only been around noon when she’d flown to Liana.

      “Sera?” Bastian rose from the chair. “Are you alright?”

      Her head pounded. The light stung her eyes, so she turned away from it, covering her face. “No, I’m not. How did I get here?”

      “You passed out; you’ve been unconscious for hours.” Bas reached out to touch her shoulder. “The healer couldn’t tell us why – useless idiot! What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” Memories came back, she’d felt the man’s fear as he lay dying and she’d heard something else. The wraith’s thoughts and – what? Had it been the killers? “Wait, I remember.” She grabbed her pack. “I found something about the wraith.” She pulled out book she’d found at the archives. “Here, it talks about wraith.”

      Bas glanced at the book, eyes narrowed. “Spirit magic? That’s not possible. It was outlawed decades ago. No mages would be able to use it now,” he said. “The guild only keeps records of it. It must be the fey – some new trick conjured by them.”

      “Why must you blame them for everything?” she snapped. “They only want peace, not more death and destruction.”

      His jaw tightened. “How do you know that?”

      Sera winced, realising she’d gone too far. “A fey saved me the night of the fire. He helped me to heal. They’re not all bad.” Alward had indeed saved her that night. Bas didn’t need to know he was her father. “I wouldn’t be here if…”

      Bas sighed. “Fine, never mind, but I can’t see a mage using this.”

      “Fey don’t use it either. Their magic is natural.” She bit her lip when Bas frowned. “I learned quite a bit about their ways.”

      What had she done? Had she revealed too much?

      “Good job with this.” Bas tucked the book under his arm. “I’ll hold onto it. Will you be okay?”

      “I just need some sleep.” She laid down again.

      Bas walked to the door. “Glad you’re alright.”

      She nodded. “Bas, if that book is right, someone controlled the wraith. They could be targeting the council.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Once he’d gone, Sera pulled out her crystal. Ignoring her pounding head, she appeared in Alward’s study.

      Alward looked up, frowning. “Have you made progress on the vault?”

      “No, not yet. I needed to ask you something.”

      “What’s taking so long?” he demanded. “You’ve been in the city over a month, you’re a hunter now. Have you lost access to the prince’s home?”

      “No, I’ve almost figured out the way through the door,” she said. “The wraith I told you about, it’s some kind of spirit from the netherworld.”

      “The netherworld is a myth.”

      “Maybe not.” She told him what she’d seen.

      Alward’s azure eyes narrowed. “You’re using mage magic? Why?”

      “I had to learn it – it’s part of my hunter duties. Could the killer be in a Ithereal?”

      Her father laughed. “An Ithereal would never touch such magic – that’s one thing both sides agree on.”

      “If I can read minds like mages can, who’s to say a fey couldn’t use dark magic?”

      “Sera, why are you wasting time?” he snapped. “Your mission is to find the keystone – an artefact that belongs to our people, not them.”

      Sera folded her arms. “You said I had to blend in, be a hunter. That’s the only way I can access the vault. The mission could take weeks, we both know that. Why the rush?”

      “Because the mages are stirring up trouble. War could break out again.” Alward ran a hand through his hair. “You can’t afford to be distracted.”

      “I’m not. My first priority will be my mission, I promise you.”
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      Bastian rubbed his temples as they throbbed. After four deaths and three wraith attacks he thought he’d be able to convince McGregor to let his team use more of the guild’s resources to track down the killer.

      “Higher magic hasn’t been used in centuries,” McGregor snapped. “The high council outlawed it. No one would even know how to use such practices now.”

      Bas sighed. “The knowledge is still out there, we have it here in the city archives. The council can’t have tracked down every single book or scroll on higher magic.” He spread his hands on the table. “My team…”

      “Should find the real killer and stop this nonsense. The fey are responsible, not mythological beings using outlawed magic.”

      Bas decided to go above McGregor’s head – something he knew the guild leader would make him pay for. That would mean going to see and actually speaking to his father – something he hated doing. He and his father rarely spoke unless they had to. As the second son, Anton had little use for him instead preferring his oldest son, Garrett. Bas didn’t have much love for his older brother either.

      Garrett was a few years older and hadn’t even cried when they lost their mother ten years earlier. Neither Anton nor Garrett paid attention to Clara. Anton had wanted to send Clara away, but Bastian had refused. She’d become his responsibility and he liked it that way.

      Bas knocked on the door of his father’s office, bracing himself.

      “Come,” Anton barked.

      Here we go. Bas headed inside. “Father, we need to talk.” He put on his hunter’s face, the one that showed no emotion.

      Anton’s sharp blue gaze bored into him. “Is it about the girl?” Anton always refer to Clara as “the girl”. Bas suspected he blamed her for their mother’s death.

      “No, it’s about the string of recent deaths. I’ve discovered they’re not the only cases,” Bas said. “Someone is using higher magic to control spirits into killing six people. All of whom were drained of their lifeforce.”

      Anton sighed. “Why are you coming to me with this?” he demanded. “That’s McGregor’s domain, not mine.”

      “He won’t let me investigate further. You need to overrule him. Someone – whether it be the fey or a mage – is using forbidden magic. I don’t see how it could be connected to the fey, most of them are spellbound now.”

      “Not all of them. There are still fey tribes living in the old world,” Anton snapped. “You should be more concerned with them, not this nonsense. No one could use higher magic now.”

      “Father—”

      “Enough. You can’t come running to me every time you want something. If you disagree with McGregor so much why don’t you run the guild?”

      Bastian’s jaw tightened. “I tried, remember? You ordered the council not to let me have the job.”

      “Enough talk. I have work to do.” Anton waved his hand in dismissal.

      Bas stormed back to his house. Sera, Liana and Niall were gathered around eating sandwiches. They sat laughing as something, but they all looked over as he stomped in, their laughter fading.

      “How did the meeting go?” Liana shot up. “Did…”

      He glowered at her. “They say higher magic isn’t possible, and it’s just fey tricks.” His fists clenched. “McGregor ordered me not to look into it any further.”

      Sera frowned. “How can he do that?” she said. “The evidence…”

      “It’s not enough proof. We need evidence showing who and what did it.”

      “Bloody council always has their heads stuck up their arses,” Niall grumbled.

      “So we just do nothing?” Liana scoffed.

      “McGregor said it’s time to get back to our real mission — finding and capturing fey resistance fighters.”

      “It won’t stop the killing,” Sera said. “The wraith has to be stopped.”

      “Right, which is why we’re going to keep looking. There’s been a fey attack in Landon, we’re going to investigate it.”

      “You think it’s a wraith?” asked Li.

      “No, but you and Niall will go look into it whilst Sera and I visit a contact of mine. He might be able to tell us more about the wraith.”

      “That’s more than a hundred miles away,” Sera gasped as she at her data tab.

      “Spitfire and I can make excuses to stay in Landon whilst you’re gone,” Niall said.

      “Sera, get —” Bas said.

      “No, I can’t go.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you disobeying orders?”

      “Yes, I mean, no. I mean, I can’t go. The others might need me.”

      “Oh, how ever will we manage without the brilliant blonde one?” Niall chuckled.

      “Sera, get your gear. We’re leaving within the hour.” Bas headed upstairs to get his supplies. They might be gone a couple of days so he needed to make sure they had enough provisions.

      “I can’t go with you.” Sera appeared in the doorway. “What about Clara? I only just began to try new potions on her.”

      Bas frowned. “Tell Nadia what to do, she’s resourceful.”

      “But I wanted to…”

      “Why are you so insistent about not going with me? You’re a hunter now, and I still lead this team.”

      “I-I hate flying.” They both knew she’d lied.

      “Is there something else keeping you here? Or someone?” Bas gave her a questioning look, unsure whether he wanted to know the answer or not.

      The thought of her being involved with anyone else formed a pit in his stomach and he didn’t know why. There was nothing personal between them – there never could be.

      “No, but you should go alone.”

      Bas ran a hand through his hair. “Sera, just get ready,” he snapped. “Be by the jumper when I come down or I’ll drag you there myself.”

      Her green eyes widened. “Fine,” she muttered, storming out of the room.

      Bas felt a pang of guilt. Damn it, he hadn’t meant to take his frustration out on her. Apologising didn’t come easy to him either. Why had she been so desperate to stay? One more mystery he’d have to solve about her.

      Sera stood waiting by the jumper as Bas walked outside, a bag sat at her feet. She avoided his gaze when he came over.

      I forgot how stubborn she could be! Would she be like this the entire time they were away? He’d hoped he might finally get to know her again. Yet a wall seemed to exist between them, as if she hid her true self behind it and Bas had no idea how to bring it down. She sat beside him in the jumper, pulled out a book and kept her attention on that as they took off.

      Bas sighed. Two days of uncomfortable silence wasn’t what he needed. “Sorry,” he muttered.

      “What?” Still she avoided his gaze.

      “I said I’m sorry,” he repeated. “What’s so important you just had stay in the city for?”

      Silence greeted him when she didn’t reply.

      Bas gritted his teeth, he’d never met a woman who didn’t like talking about herself. But then Sera wasn’t like most women. “I thought you’d be happy.” Bas scowled. “I’m disobeying orders following a lead you found – that’s why I’m taking you – not the others with me.”

      “I never asked you to do that.” She looked up from the book.

      “I’m not doing it for you,” he snapped. “It’s my duty to find out who killed those men.”

      Sera’s shoulders slumped as she relaxed. “You always were a rebel.” She laughed.

      Bas smiled, relieved the tension seemed to have lifted. “Damn right.”

      “Who are we going to see?”

      “My old mentor who I met when I trained to be a hunter. He is knowledgeable about a lot of different magics – he fell out of favour from the council because of it. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of days.”

      “Why did you need me with you?” Sera asked, pushing hair off her face.

      Bas paused and thought, Because I wanted to spend some time alone with you. “You still need training and the experience will be good for you.”

      “Won’t McGregor be angry with you for using outside help?”

      “Oh yeah, going up against him is a bad idea.” Bas chuckled.

      “Then why are you?”

      Bas bit his lip. “Because it’s sometimes the only way to get things done.” It wasn’t the first time he’d gone up against McGregor, nor would it be the last. He hated the bastard, and even the council, at times.

      “Still rebellious, some things don’t change.” Sera shook her head.

      “What about you? Have you changed much over the past decade?”

      Sera’s smile faded. She shrugged, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “Everyone changes as they grow up and find their purpose in life.”

      “What’s your purpose?” he grunted. “Other than being smarter than everyone.”

      The smile came back. “To annoy you, of course.”

      “Hey, you’re less annoying than Li and Niall. It’s like trying to govern children when they bicker.”

      They flew out of the city, passing over the hills and villages. Bas loved flying, all worries seemed to fade away.

      “How do you and Li know each other?” He decided now might be a good time to try to get her to open up and talk about herself and her mysterious past a bit more. “Li mentioned you grew up together but didn’t say why. I gather you’re not blood related?”

      “We were raised together by the same man – he’s dead now. We were both orphans and he took us in,” she replied. “We’re sisters in every way that matters.”

      “Nice when you can choose your family – I can’t stand most of mine.” It felt good to finally learn something about her; would she reveal more? “What happened to your parents?”

      “They were killed during the last great war. They got caught in the crossfire.”

      “I’m sorry.” Bas had the urge to reach out and touch her but didn’t. He didn’t know how she’d react to it.

      Layard lived so close to the border it was almost part of the old world. “My friend Layard is…” He paused. “Eccentric would be one way of putting it. Watch out for him. He likes beautiful women too.”

      Sera stared at him. “You think I’m beautiful?”

      Bas felt at a loss for words. Hell, he never got tongue-tied around women – not that he had to talk to them. Women were always vying for his attention. Either because he had royal blood or when they found out he was a hunter. But Sera was different, she’d been his best friend – if only for a short time before they’d gotten married. The prince thing had never interested her, she’d just seemed to enjoy spending time with him.

      “Yeah, you’re – you know you’re beautiful.”

      She snorted. “Okay, thanks.”

      Bas felt awkward, feeling like the teenager who’d been so eager to impress her.

      He guided the ship down, landing outside a small wooden hut surrounded by acres of open fields. Layard liked being alone and it kept him far from the council’s reach.

      Bas turned to Sera. “Listen, whatever you see him do – just don’t repeat it to anyone else.”

      “Everyone has secrets, Bastian.”

      Ain’t that the truth. You’re the most secretive person I’ve ever known, but I’ll change that. One way or another I’ll break down those walls of yours, he thought. Bastian checked his weapons, headed up to the makeshift front door, knocked once. Static prickled against his skin. Most mages couldn’t afford to put wards around their homes and only skilled mages could conjure them. Layard was both skilled and smart. He didn’t welcome anyone into his home unless he had to.

      They waited by the door, but no answer came.

      “Layard? It’s Bastian,” he called. “Layard, open up.”

      The door creaked open, but no one stood there to greet them. Bas frowned, what was the old guy up to now?

      “Layard?”

      Something flashed out the corner of his eye. He grabbed Sera, knocking her to the floor as energy exploded around them.
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      Sera grunted as she felt the weight of Bastian’s body on hers, wincing from the impact as an explosion shook the air. Her eyes blurred, and ears rang for a moment. What had Bas dragged her into now? She should be in the city, getting into the vault, not wasting time here.

      Bas looked at her and their eyes locked for a moment. “Are you alright?”

      “I will be if you get off me,” she replied.

      “Oh, sorry.” He rolled away from her.

      “What was that?” She scrambled up, rubbing dust off her arms and shirt.

      “Layard!” Bastian yelled. “Get your arse out here!”

      A wiry looking man with a shock of blonde hair dressed in nothing but a loincloth came out, shaking a wooden rattle. “Blessed spirits, what – oh, it’s you.” He scowled at Bas.

      Sera guessed Layard to be in his late forties to early fifties, but it could be hard to tell with mages. Fey rarely aged themselves.

      “Yes, it’s me.” Bas crossed his arms. “What the hell are you doing trying to blow us up?”

      “I don’t like unwanted visitors and I can’t afford to be too careful living so close to the border,” Layard replied with a shrug. “Why are you here? You could have told me you were coming then I would’ve taken down the traps.”

      “I need your help with something.” Bas inclined his head. “This is Sera.”

      Layard’s dark eyes widened as if he’d just noticed her. His gaze felt like it looked straight into her very soul.

      She had her glamour up and it hid her true appearance well. Still his gaze lingered, making her shift from foot to foot. She glanced at the open doorway, figuring she could make a run for it if she had to.

      “Stop staring at her. She’d never be interested in an old goat like you. She’s too clever for that,” Bas snapped. “I need your help.”

      Layard shook his head. “Can’t help it, she has a strong aura. Powerful and pretty. I see why you brought her with you.”

      “Fascinating,” Bas said. “Focus, will you? What do you know about wraith?”

      Layard scratched his chin. “Can’t say I’ve seen many in the last twenty years,” he said. “They are low level spirits. Nasty buggers too, and hard to control. Why do you ask?”

      “Someone used one to kill four people and drain them of their lifeforces,” Sera answered.

      Bas crossed his arms. “I thought you might be able to help us figure out who might be doing it.”

      Layard led them into another room. Two wooden chairs sat beside a stone fireplace. Layard went over to a stove, picked up a kettle. “Tea?”

      “No thanks, we’re fine,” Bas replied. “Back to the wraith.”

      Sera stared at the crystals, books and strange artefacts lying around the room. A large scaly head hung above the fireplace. It looked like a dragon and made her swallow, thinking of Liana. Yet some of the things appeared to be fey in nature. Who was this strange man? Bas had said he’d been a hunter, but hunters couldn’t use fey objects, nor did they look like souvenirs either.

      “Could a fey have done it?” Bas asked, drawing Sera’s attention back to the conversation.

      “Most fey stay away from that stuff,” Layard said. “They believe spirits should be free, part of nature and to use them is to go against nature.”

      He seemed to know a lot about her people too.

      Who are you? Sera thought. My people never give away such information. Most fey would sooner die than tell mages anything about themselves.

      “Is it possible?” Bastian persisted.

      Layard shrugged. “I suppose. The fey aren’t the peaceful race they once were. Can’t expect them to be after everything the mages have done to them.”

      Maybe the creepy man wasn’t so bad, but Sera’s didn’t trust him.

      “Can you help us track the wraith?” Bastian asked.

      “This is a matter for the guild, not an old hunter like me.” He frowned as he poured himself a cup of what looked like sludge.

      “McGregor won’t allow it. He says it’s fey and won’t consider the possibility of it being something else,” Bas said. “I felt the presence of another mind when I got attacked by the wraith. I need a way of tracking who is behind the attacks.”

      Sera’s gaze fixed on some of the devices again, noticing a curved knife called a katal used to cut off Ithereals wings and an agriel, a type of rod that caused terrible pain. Definitely a hunter. She shuddered.

      

      Fire engulfed the room, stinging her eyes and shaking her lungs. Bastian lay on the floor, unconscious from where the explosion had knocked them both out.

      “Bas?” She reached out to him, seeing him as the teenaged boy he had been. “Bastian, wake up!”

      Outside voices shouted, more explosions shook the air as fire started to engulf the room.

      “Bas, please wake up. We have to get out of here.” She gripped his arms, dragging him across the room. Even with her fey strength, he still felt heavy. She pulled him into the next room, slammed the door shut when they reached the bottom of the cellar. If the house burned down, they’d at least be safe down here for a while.

      She rummaged in her pack for crystals. Maybe she’d could grow a tunnel to get them to safety. Once they got above ground, she’d leave him close to the border. Where else could they go?

      War had begun to rage around them, her people would be hunted down once again. Her wings trembled and began flicking back and forth. “Please wake up,” she begged.

      The cellar door blew open. Sera froze, reaching the magic. Then her mind went blank. An energy ball flew at her, knocking her to the ground, pain exploding in her chest from the force. She looked at Bas, felt her fear become replaced by anger. She wouldn’t let him die.

      Silver light formed in her hand; she hurtled it straight at the figure descending the steps. It didn’t matter if Bas or anyone else saw what she was now. A man yelped as he fell down the steps, an agriel in in his hand.

      Hunter!

      “I won’t let you hurt us!” she snarled.

      The man looked up at her, face paling. “Circe?” he gasped.

      Why would he call her by her mother’s name?

      “Stop!” the man ordered. “I’ve come for the boy, I won’t hurt you.”

      “I know what you are, hunter. I know what you do!” she said. “I’ll die before you ever hurt me or him!”

      Layard. She recognised him now.

      “Please, girl, I swear I won’t harm you. I’m Bastian’s trainer. Just let me…”

      “No!” She crawled over, wrapping one arm around Bastian. “You go! Get out!”
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        * * *

      

      Sera blinked, the shock gripping her as the memory faded. Layard knew what she was. Her heart pounded, her hand went to the knife Bas insisted she wear.

      Would he tell Bastian? If so, she needed to get out of there. The jumper would travel faster than her, but would it respond to her commands? She needed to make her escape, since they were close to the border she could fly straight over, ditch the jumper and…

      “Are you going to help or not?” Bastian demanded.

      Layard gulped down his sludgy brew. “Fine, I like a challenge. I’ll help but we’ll have to wait until nightfall to summon the wraith.”

      “See, that wasn’t so hard,” Bas said. “I’ll be back.”

      He headed outside, and Sera made a move to follow.

      “Bastian doesn’t know what you are,” Layard remarked.

      She glared at him, power flaring between her fingers. “Stay away from me, hunter.”

      Layard raised his hands in surrender. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell him you’re fey.”

      Sera frowned, glancing out the door to make sure Bas wasn’t within earshot, power sparking between her finger tips as her magic itched to get loose. “Why?”

      “I have no quarrel with you, girl. Believe it or not, I have nothing against the fey.” He lowered his hands again.

      She snorted. “You’re a hunter.”

      “Ex-hunter,” he corrected. “I still hunt things. There are other things in this world more dangerous than the fey and the mages’ endless squabbles.”

      “Why should I believe you? You have instruments used to torture my people.” She motioned to the weapons.

      “Believe what you like, my loyalty is only to myself.”

      Sera tried to remember what else had happened after the attack.

      “Sera?” Alward ran down the steps, glaring at Layard, power forming in his hands. “Back away, hunter.”

      Layard raised his knife. “You! You’re…”

      “Yes, I am, now get away from her or this will be your last hunt,” her father snarled. “Sera, come here. Now.”

      Layard raised his hand. “I just want the boy.”

      Sera didn’t budge, still cradling Bastian’s head. “He’s hurt…”

      “He’s a mage, let him die.” Alward snapped, eyes flashing in the low light.

      “But I love him!”

      Alward and Layard glanced at each other in disbelief.

      “Mages and Ithereals can’t love each other. The moment he sees what you are he’ll enslave you or worse,” Alward said. “Get up! I won’t lose you because of your own foolishness.”

      Layard moved towards them, lowering his knife. Blood seeped from the back of Bastian’s skull. “He needs a healer, he’ll die soon without one.”

      Tears dripped down Sera’s cheeks. She didn’t want to leave him.

      “Sera, come…”

      Her eyes glowed bright green, energy flashing from her hands as she forced the skin to mend with her magic, making it close over. Sera wiped at her tears. “Please tell him – make sure he knows I cared about him,” she begged Layard. “I know I’ll never see him again.”

      She rose. Alward grabbed her arm and dragged her away.
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        * * *

      

      Sera met the hunter’s eyes then, he hadn’t tried to kill her. He’d kept his promise. She didn’t think he’d reveal her secret now but that didn’t mean she’d trust him either.

      Bastian came back in, frowning. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, we’re fine,” Sera replied.

      Sera couldn’t shake off the memory she’d had earlier. She hadn’t been able to remember much from that night just that she’d been with Bastian, followed by the fire, then Alward had carried her through the flames.

      She had no idea she’d been able to use her powers to heal anyone, but could she still do that now?

      Nor had she remembered ever admitting to loving Bastian. She remembered the time they spent together that summer, he’d been her best friend then it had led to something more. She’d let emotion take control and agreed to marry him.

      “You alright?” Bastian’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

      Night had fallen now, and they stood watching Layard drawing a chalk circle on the floor.

      She nodded, hugging herself. “Yeah.”

      “Don’t worry, Layard knows his stuff – even if he is a bit crazy.” Bas grinned.

      Her mind flickered back to that memory. Had Alward made her forget the feelings that went with it?

      Get a grip, you’re not in love with him now either. It was just a teenage infatuation, she told herself. Followed by us making a big mistake!

      Layard chanted strange words she didn’t understand. Mages didn’t use power words much and it didn’t sound fey either.

      A chill ran through the room, creeping down her spine like icy fingers. Sera shuddered; the feeling of high magic went against nature itself. It felt wrong. A mist formed within the circle curling into the skeletal figure of a wraith. Bastian clutched one of his knives. Layard had warned them not to interfere, but Bas had insisted they be prepared for anything. Sera summoned magic, feeling it flow between her fingers.

      “Stop that!” Layard snapped at her. “Magic will draw its attention.” She let it go, feeling the power fizzle out.

      The wraith’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you summon me?” it hissed.

      “Someone has been using your brethren, I want to know who,” Layard demanded.

      The wraith cackled. “We don’t share secrets, hunter.”

      Layard snorted. “Oh, but I can make you.” He clenched his hand into a fist and the spirit screeched as if it had been caused pain.

      Sera tried not to wince, reminding herself the spirit was a killer. Still, she didn’t like to see anything be tortured. It brought up her own painful memories.

      Kill, must kill. Must take power like my master said.

      Sera gasped, realising she’d heard its thoughts.

      How do I hear it? She stared at the creature, frowning.

      The creature’s gaze locked with hers. Help me.

      Not likely. Oh no, it knows. Can it read my thoughts too? she wondered.

      Suddenly the wraith shot out of the circle and lunged straight for Layard.

      Layard raised his hand, muttering words of power. The wraith hesitated, then raked its claws across the man’s chest.

      Bas raised his knife and flung it at the creature. The blade passed straight through it, then it lunged at Bastian, passing into his body. Bas’s eyes widened in shock then flashed with an eerie light.

      “Bastian!” Sera cried, making the move to go to him.

      “Don’t,” Layard warned, grabbing a rod from the array of items on the table. “I have to force it out of him.”

      Bastian’s now black eyes widened, and a maniacal grin spread across his face. “This one is strong,” he hissed.

      “You never said they could possess people,” she snapped, raising her hands. Light shot out from her palms, knocking Bas back against the wall.

      The wraith hissed. “I won’t give up this body without fight.”

      Layard grinned and raised the rod. “I hope you’d say that.” He jabbed the weapon against Bastian’s ribs, causing rays of electricity to shoot through him. The wraith screamed as Bas’s body convulsed and writhed.

      “Is there no other way?” Sera asked. “You’ll kill him if you keep this up much longer.”

      “No, better that than letting it use his body.”

      The wraith flung out Bas’s arm, knocking Layard to the floor then marched towards the door.

      “Bas, stop!” Sera said, surprised when it didn’t make a move towards her.

      The wraith didn’t respond. Light formed in her palm, she threw it at Bastian’s back. He slumped to the floor unconscious She knelt beside him, turning him over.

      “Careful!” Layard snapped, grunting with pain. “Wait, perhaps you can force it out.”

      “How?”

      “Heal him, use your power to force it to leave.”

      “I’m not a healer,” she said. “I don’t know how…”

      “You’re an air elemental, your power works by speeding up the body’s natural flow of energy. Try it.”

      Sera held her hands over Bastian, white light flared between her fingers, washing over him. She sensed the race fighting inside him. Out, she thought. You don’t belong here. Mist rose up out of Bastian as the wraith struggled against her power.

      Layard raised his hand, forcing the wraith back within the spell circle.

      Sera shot to her feet, hands still flaring with power. “Tell me who’s been using your kind to kill mages,” she commanded.

      The wraith screeched as Layard locked it back within the circle. “Answer her,” he said. “Or I will force you to talk.”

      The spirit snarled, fangs bared. “The one who seeks to turn fey and mage against each other once more.” It vanished in a swirl of mist.

      Sera lowered her hand, and then bent to check on Bastian but she sensed he was unharmed. “That could mean anyone.” She sighed.

      Layard slumped into a chair and gulped down what smelled like gin. “I’m getting too old for this. Nice work though, girl, you’d make a fine hunter.”

      “I’m not a hunter.” She shook her head. “I never can be.”

      Layard snorted. “It doesn’t matter what race you are. Being a hunter is about justice.”

      Sera got to her feet. “I should go, I can’t—”

      “Bas didn’t see anything. Your secret is safe.”

      “I still don’t know if I can trust you.”

      The old man laughed. “If you’re plotting to bring down the council good for you, I won’t stand in your way,” he said. “Stay, maybe you can learn a thing or two.”

      Sera hesitated. “I heard the wraith’s thoughts, how is that possible?” she blurted out. Layard seemed the only one she could ask since Alward wouldn’t be much help.

      He gulped down more gin. “Some spirits, especially wraiths, communicate with each other by a psychic network. Fey minds are open compared to mages who shield their minds so it doesn’t surprise me,” he said. “Perhaps you can use it to your advantage.”

      Sera glanced at the door, wondering whether to make a run for it, but decided to stay. She didn’t sense any threat and Bas hadn’t seen what she’d done.

      Her secret would stay safe. For now.
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      Bastian’s head pounded so hard he felt like someone had hit him with a hammer, repeatedly. What the hell had happened?

      Light poured in through the window, making his eyes sting from the glare. Sitting up with a groan, he found himself inside the jumper on a makeshift bed of blankets. How had he ended up there?

      Sera lay sleeping beside him, a blanket half covering her and her blonde hair falling across her face. He didn’t remember falling asleep next to her, had they slept together? Judging by his fully clothed state he didn’t think so – which both relieved and disappointed him. He reached out to wake her up, hesitated and sat watching her. Memories of being possessed by the wraith came flooding back then something else.

      Sera lying next to him, smiling as she snuggled closer, holding hands with her as they recited their vows in front of a local judge, then a loud explosion ripping them apart…

      Bas ran a hand through his hair. When he’d lost her a decade earlier it had been a blur and he’d never been able to figure out why. He put it down to grief – that’s what Layard had said. He lost his mother soon after, so it had made sense. He had the urge to wrap his arms around her, but he didn’t. He had no idea how she’d react. They weren’t teenagers anymore and he still felt a wall of secrecy between them. What would it take to break through it?

      Deciding to let her sleep in a bit longer, he rose and searched the storage compartment for a pain reliever. Sera probably had something in her bag of tricks. He found nothing in the compartment.

      He grabbed the bag that lay next to her. Bas hesitated, he couldn’t just go rooting through her things. Yet this headache felt worse than any hangover he’d ever experienced.

      He opened the bag. Inside he found a couple of books, an array of different crystals and a few vials. The vials weren’t labelled so he had no idea what was what. He didn’t understand her fascination with crystals. They were unpredictable and mainly used to store magic. But the fey used them in their own magic.

      Bas shook his head. No, Sera couldn’t be a fey. She passed the test. She might be evasive and sympathise with them, but they didn’t make her one. She just knew a lot about them, Bas told himself.

      Light sparkled around Sera’s body, pouring out from her chest as it caressed her skin. Bas grabbed his knife, ready for an attack as a light carried on glistening around her. Weird, he’d never seen anyone glow like that. When he reached out with his senses, he felt pure magic flowing over her. Why, he had no idea. Another mystery to solve about her. It fascinated him to watch the golden orbs, she seemed unaware of them.

      “Sera.” Bas shook her shoulder. “Sera, wake up.”

      Sera’s eyes flew open and she bolted up. “What are you doing in my bag?”

      “Looking for pain blockers – have you got any?” He clutched his head.

      “I…” She grabbed the bag, checking its contents one by one.

      Okay, maybe I shouldn’t wake her up. Why is she freaking out so much?

      She ran a hand through her hair and then pulled out a small blue vial. “Here, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t go through my things. You could have poisoned yourself if you drank the wrong potion.”

      “Maybe you should label stuff,” he grumbled. “What happened with the wraith? Did it possess me or was that just a bad dream?” He gulped down the potion, grimacing at its foul taste.

      Sera bit her lip as she did when she held something back.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Bas grabbed his water bottle and gulped it down, trying to get the acrid taste from his moth. “Jeez, you could at least try and make this taste better!”

      “They’re supposed to help, not taste good.” She closed her bag again, shoving it behind one of the seats. “Layard sent the wraith away.”

      “Yeah, not before he electrocuted me.” Bas rubbed his aching ribs. “That book never mentioned possession. Did the wraith say anything?”

      Sera pushed her hair off her face, running her fingers through it. “It said the killer is the one who seeks to turn the fey and mages against each other.”

      Bas snorted. “That would include every member of the council and most of the city.”

      “Layard says he’ll try again tonight.”

      He rubbed the back of his head. “Count me out then. Is there a way to stop the wraith from entering my body?”

      A loud banging sound reverberated through the jumper.

      “Hey, you two awake yet?” Layard yelled over his knocking.

      Bastian winced as the sound made his head hurt more. “We are now.” He pressed the panel so the bay door opened.

      Layard arched an eyebrow. “Not interrupting anything, am I?”

      Bas clutched his head. “Don’t be ridiculous, I’ve got the world’s worst hangover.” The potion burned like acid in the back of his throat, but the pain started to lessen.

      Sera’s pale skin flushed. She’s embarrassed? Bas wondered.

      “Ready for some breakfast?” Layard asked. “I’ve rustled up something for us.”

      “Great, first possession, now I get poisoned to death,” he muttered.

      The three of them sat around the fire, eating what Bas hoped was bacon wrapped in bread. “How can I stop that thing from possessing me again?”

      “Did you have your shield up?” Layard smothered something over his own meat wrap. Bas didn’t want to guess what it was either.

      “No, I can’t shield and attack at the same time.”

      “Gods, boy, I taught you better than that,” Layard said. “Fine, I’ll be giving you both lessons today, starting with how to keep a strong mental shield in place.”

      Bas scowled. “I already know how to protect my mind. I’ve been a hunter for almost a decade. I don’t—”

      Layard thumped him on the head with a wooden spoon. “One thing I taught you — you never stop learning.”

      So much for my headache going! Bas rubbed the back of his skull. He looked to Sera for support, hoping she’d back him up and they wouldn’t have to bother with such nonsense.

      “I’d love to learn better shielding too,” she said.
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      Bas and Sera sat cross-legged outside in front of Layard, waiting for their lesson to begin.

      “Now, both of you, close your eyes,” Layard instructed.

      Bas fidgeted. He’d never been one for patience. He wanted to be up doing something. Anything other than this. Sera closed her eyes, looking relaxed and peaceful as Bas glanced over at her. Bas clamped his eyes shut, trying not to sigh at what a waste of time this would be. He knew how to shield, he didn’t need to revisit old lessons.

      “Now imagine a shield. Focus on whatever pops into your head and go with it,” Layard continued.

      Bas imagined a shield of glowing energy, an impenetrable wall nothing could break through.

      Layard grasped Bastian’s shoulder. “Good, my boy. See, not so hard, was it?”

      Bas opened his eyes again, holding the shield in place.

      Layard touched Sera. “A diamond wall. Interesting choice.”

      Sera stared at the old man, her eyes seeming darker. “Nothing’s stronger than a diamond.”

      “Good, both of you stand up.”

      Bas held out a hand to Sera, but she rose with a grin. Somehow this wasn’t a woman who needed anyone’s help.

      “Now hold those shields,” Layard said.

      “Lay…” Bas protested.

      Layard threw a strike, hitting Bas in the shoulder.

      Bas yelped, clutching his shoulder as it burned from the blow. “What was that for?” Sometimes I wonder why I put up with the old goat!

      “You seem to be rusty, boy.” Layard smirked. “Keep that shield up.”

      Bas muttered a curse.

      When lessons were finally over, Sera suggested going for a walk to which Bas was only happy to agree to.

      “Why did Layard stop being a hunter?” Sera asked as they moved through the woods.

      “He retired officially, but unofficially the high council fired him. Layard likes to be unconventional.”

      “What happened?”

      “He suggested we stop using the fey as slaves and work together.” Bas replied. “That we could learn something from them, and we needed work together because something far worse was coming.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      Bas shrugged. “No idea – not sure he even does. He is well-versed in higher magic too,” he told her. “The council haven’t taken action against him. My guess is they are too afraid of him.”

      Sera laughed. “Can’t imagine the council ever being afraid of anything, let alone Layard.”

      Bas smirked. “True, but my father isn’t stupid. He knows Layard would put up bloody good fight if they ever went against him. He was chief of the guild for almost forty years. He taught most of the hunters there, including McGregor.”

      “You like Layard, don’t you? I can see it.”

      He shrugged, rubbing the back of his neck. “He’s been like a father to me – more than Anton will never be. He kept me going after losing my mother and – you.” He searched her eyes for some kind of reaction, watched her tuck a lock of hair behind her ear.

      “That was a long time ago.” She looked away.

      Avoiding me again. When are we ever going to talk about what happened?

      “Why didn’t you ever contact me again?” he blurted out. “Didn’t you think I deserved to know you were safe?”

      There was that wall again. Impenetrable. Never showing her true emotions.

      She still wouldn’t meet his gaze. “The war started again. For all I knew, you could have died too.”

      “I still have nightmares about that night,” Bas admitted. “Every time you were pulled away from me.” He reached out to touch her cheek. “Layard told me you died during the battle, but I still searched for you. I missed you.”

      “What are you doing?” Sera backed away.

      Bas shook his head. Damn good question. He hadn’t been thinking. “Nothing,” he muttered, turning away from her. “Those ruins you wanted to see aren’t far. Let’s keep moving.”

      Bastian stalked off, hands balling into fists. What the hell had he been thinking? Sera was a teammate now, not the girl he’d fallen for as a teenager. Not his first love either. Gods, what had he done? He’d humiliated himself by thinking there might be something still there. Ten years was a long time. She might already have someone. He’d never know given how private she was.

      Getting involved in any kind of relationship now would be stupid. Layard had always warned him that hunters stayed single for a reason. Emotional attachments could be a liability in their line of work. People you loved could be used against you so Bas had never formed serious relationships with any woman.

      Sera had been the first and only love in his life and that hadn’t bothered him. He soon grew bored of any lover. None had interested him the way she had.

      Get hold of first yourself. You’re not in love with her now. You don’t even know her. He wondered why all these emotions had resurfaced. Maybe because Liana and Niall were always there to provide a distraction before. He’d get over this. Sera made it clear she wasn’t interested, and he’d respect that.

      Bas spotted the remains of a stone wall. They were close to the fey border, he knew he’d have to keep his guard up.

      To his amazement, Sera appeared behind him when he turned to look back. He hadn’t even heard her approach. He’d only suggested going there to have a break from Layard because he knew she’d like it.

      “Are these fey or mage ruins?” she asked. She seemed unfazed by their earlier encounter.

      Bas shrugged. “No idea. We can’t stay long.” He inclined his head to the rows of sweeping trees in the distance. Strange, the glimpses of the old world never seemed like a barren wasteland the way the stories described it as.

      Part of Bas had always wanted to explore it but knew it’d never happen. The fey would either kill him or torture him. They hated hunters more than any other mages.

      Sera moved ahead of him. “Looks like an old guard station,” she said. “Maybe left over from the first war.” She shook her head. “Thousands of years of senseless bloodshed.”

      Bas looked around, seeing nothing but a pile of old stones. But Sera had wonder in her eyes. “Yeah, can’t say either side has won,” Bas mused. “I’m surprised the fey haven’t given up by now.”

      Sera scowled. “Would you if you if the roles were reversed?”

      He rubbed his chin. “No, of course not. But the fey are a dying race. They can’t overcome the strength and power of the mages.”

      “Maybe one day that will change.”

      “Why do you sympathise with them so much?” he asked.

      “I told you already.”

      “No, I sense it’s something deeper than that. Weren’t your parents killed by them during the war?” Bas frowned, guessing her connections to the fey went much deeper than he’d first thought.

      “I never knew them or how they died,” she told him. “I don’t blame anything but the war for that. War is senseless, in the end no one wins.”

      Bas smirked. “You’d make a good member on the council.”

      She laughed. “No way, I detest politics. Besides I won’t be in Elmira forever and I doubt your father would ever let someone like me on the council.”

      Bas frowned. “Are you leaving?” he asked, wondering why it formed a pit in his stomach. “Becoming a hunter isn’t something you can just walk away from.”

      She shrugged. “I’m only a trainee and I’m not sure if this life is for me.”

      Bas’s heart twisted. He could lose her all over again. “Do you have a family? Someone to go back to at home?” The idea of her being with someone else hurt more than he imagined, but he reminded herself that was stupid. Just because they might still be married didn’t mean he had any right to be jealous. They’d both moved on.

      Sera shook her head. “No home, and Li is my only family. We moved around too much with our guardian to ever put down roots.”

      Bas didn’t even like most of his own family, Clara was the only thing that kept him in Elmira. “I’ve considered leaving too,” he admitted. “When peacetime ends I don’t want to be walled up in the city, I want to be there on the front lines.”

      Sera sighed. “More war, more unnecessary deaths.”

      “What would you have me do?” he asked. “I can’t sway my father or the council.” He shook his head. “I can’t change the will of hundreds.”

      “No, but you could protect others from the wraith. Isn’t that what hunters are supposed to do?”

      Bas ran a hand through his hair. He’d never thought of it that way before but even getting revenge against those who’d been responsible for his mother’s death hadn’t filled the emptiness. Maybe there was more than just the hunt now. “I guess.” He leaned back against the wall.

      He felt another presence at the edge of his mind and knew they were no longer alone.
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      Sera felt a chill across her senses as a net of magic closed in around them. “Bas, we need to get out of here.” She grabbed his arm, trying to pull him away but he didn’t budge. “Bastian!”

      His hand went to his knife and Sera drew magic with her free hand. Energy prickled against her skin. Bas, we’re trapped.

      I know. He raised his hand, light shimmering in front of him.

      Sera’s heart pounded but she forced her panic down and raised her hands. Air rippled around them as she tried to force the net back.

      “Your magic won’t work,” a voice echoed around them.

      Sera froze. She knew that voice. It haunted her nightmares. Her magic fell away, fizzling out.

      “Sera?” Bas snapped, throwing a strike which bounced off, hitting the floor. “Sera, what’s wrong with you?”

      A bright burst of light knocked them to the ground and darkness closed in around them.

      Sera opened her eyes, then found herself surrounded by darkness. It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust. As a fey, she could see in the dark without the need for extra light. She couldn’t believe it. The past had finally caught up with her. The room had only one door with no windows, nothing but a cold, dirty floor.

      Bastian lay a few feet away, still unconscious.

      “Bas?” She crawled over to him. “Bas, wake up.” She touched his forehead, relieved to sense him unharmed. She cradled his head in her lap. It felt comforting to have someone there with her.

      That web had been a trap set by someone. Was the killer stalking them now?

      She knew now the voice she’d heard had been an illusion. Someone had set that trap for them. How could anyone have known they’d even go here?

      She looked up at the ceiling where they had fallen through. Would anyone even come for them? She remembered when Bas touched her earlier, he’d almost kissed her.

      Sera had stopped it. She knew she couldn’t get involved with Bastian.

      Worse still, it brought back familiar feelings long since buried. She forced herself to forget their relationship a long time ago but being near him made it harder to ignore.

      Sera rested her head against the wall, feeling her left hand stinging. She looked at her palm and gasped. She’d been bitten by a fire vine. A poisonous plant that was indigenous to the old world, fatal to all Magickind, even the fey. With no way out, she’d only have a couple of hours before fever set in. She cursed herself for leaving her for healing supplies back at the lookout tower. She’d have had an antidote in there and could have avoided this.

      Bas groaned as he opened his eyes. “Sera?”

      “Here.” She touched his head to show him where she was.

      “Where are we?”

      “Trapped underneath the ruins. We must’ve triggered a booby trap.”

      Bas jolted up right. “I heard a voice before we fell.” He fumbled for something then conjured an orange orb which illuminated the space in a faint glow.

      “It was an illusion meant to invoke fear. They used these traps during the war to lure in unsuspecting victims – both sides used them.” She winced, feeling heat already beginning to seep through her veins.

      “Really? Because to me it sounded like McGregor.” He rose, eyes scanning the room.

      “It’s part of the trap. It invokes fear to make you move to what you think is a place of safety but that’s what triggers it.” She sighed. “I’ve seen it before.”

      “If it’s a trap, someone will come for us, won’t they?” Bas ran a hand along the walls.

      “Maybe, maybe not. I think the killer set it for us.” She grabbed her flask out of her pack and gulped down some water, wanting to pour it over herself as sweat began to seep down her brow.

      “How could they? They wouldn’t know where we were.” Bas continued examining the walls.

      “The wraith knew we wanted intel.” She tipped some of the water onto her palm and wiped it over her face, breathing hard.

      He frowned. “Why aren’t you helping me to search?”

      “Because there is no way out. I know, I’ve been in a trap like this before.” She put the flask down.

      Bas stared at her. “I can’t believe you’re just giving up.”

      “I’m not; I’m trying to conserve my strength.” Already she could feel cold creeping over her body. The first sign of the fever.

      “What do you mean?” Bas demanded.

      She held up her palm. “I’ve been poisoned. I only have a few hours.”

      Bastian’s face drained of colour. “How?”

      “Fire vine. It causes fever to start, it’ll feed on my magic until it kills me,” she said, shivering. “I can’t use…”

      Bas looked at her palm where a small red burn had appeared. “Shit! Don’t worry, I swear I’ll get us out of here.” His flare fizzled out, making him curse again. “How…”

      “This must’ve been a dungeon. They would have warded it so magic can’t be used.”

      “Maybe that will —”

      She shook her head. “No, it might slow the poison, but I still have magic inside me.”

      Bas wrapped his jacket around her. “If the killer thinks they can leave us to die here, they thought wrong.” He pulled out a torch, laying it on the floor. It used crystal power, so it might last a while longer.

      Bas started examining every inch of the wall. Sera closed her eyes, the more she rested the better.

      “All poisons have a cure, don’t they?” Bas gave up searching, knelt beside her. “Tell me what to do.”

      She shook her head. “You’d need part of the plant. We’d need to be above ground for that.”

      “Damn it, there has to be a way out. How did you escape before?”

      She’d been captured by a mage whilst on a mission. He’d had a fascination with Ithereals and held her prisoner for three days before she’d been forced to kill him.

      “He took me out.” She shuddered at the memory.

      “Who did? What happened to you?” Bas demanded, cupping her face.

      “It doesn’t matter. Focus. You need to figure a way out. Don’t worry about me.” She turned away, shaking her head.

      “Layard, he’s the only one who’d think to look for us.” He grabbed her pack. “Do you have anything in here that we could use to send a message or signal?”

      Sera felt her eyelids drooping.

      “Sera, you need to stay awake.” Bas shook her shoulders. “One thing I do know about poisons is you need to stay conscious.”

      She shook her head, forcing herself to stay alert. “Get out a blue vial. It’s a tonic, it might slow down my symptoms.”

      “Good.” He rummaged around in her bag, pulling out different vials until he found a blue one, then handed it to her. She gulped it down, knowing it wouldn’t do much good and give her a few more hours.

      Bas knelt, going through his own gear, then she explained what each of her potions do. “I’ve got some dragon’s breath in here.” Bas pulled out a vial of red powder that hunters often used as an explosive.

      “No, that could bring the whole place down on us.”

      “Any other ideas then?”

      Bastian spent the next few hours trying different ways of finding a way out of there. First, he tried one of her potions which only succeeded in creating a small hole in the wall. None of the other potions worked either.

      Sera drifted in and out of consciousness as he worked. The full fever had set in and she felt the heat burning through her veins.

      “Sera?” Bastian’s strong arms wrapped around her. “Sera, you need to stay awake.”

      She rested her head against his chest as he hugged her close. “Sorry,” she muttered.

      “For what?”

      “For leaving you behind. I – I couldn’t stay…”

      Bas frowned. “Why?”

      “They came – couldn’t stay…” Her words slurred together. No thoughts would come to her, not clear ones anyway.

      “So the fey did take you?” Bas persisted. “When I lost you they took you, didn’t they?”

      “No, they saved me. Stop hating them.” She winced as the heat from the poison burned its way through her, more sweat dripped down her face but she didn’t have the energy to wipe it away.

      “That won’t be easy.” He dabbed at her forehead with a cloth he’d found in her pack.

      “They didn’t – kill your mother – not their way.”

      Bas sighed. “Stop talking, you need to rest. Save your strength. “

      “I’ve… failed.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You haven’t failed anyone,” he insisted.

      Sera closed her eyes, knew she wouldn’t have long left. She forced her eyes open again, watched Bas placing something on the ceiling. “No…”

      Light exploded, fire flashing as a hole burst through the ceiling. Bas covered her body with his own. Rocks came tumbling down, dust creating a thick cloud. Sera coughed, the dust stinging her lungs.

      Bas got to his feet. “I did it, there’s a way out. Don’t know how far it goes up though.”

      “You have rope. Go.”

      Bas pulled out the harness, flinging it skywards so the line finally connected. “Got it.” He reached down to pick her up. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “That won’t take the weight of two of us. I’m too weak to climb,” she said. “You go without me.”

      Bastian’s mouth fell open. “What? No way, I’m not gonna leave you here. Hunters don’t leave their people behind.”

      “Better if one of us survives than both of us dying.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” he snapped. “Now listen, I’m climbing up, calling for help then I’m coming back for you.” He pulled the rope. With a groan, the ceiling gave way.

      Bas dove out of the way just as the rocks crashed to the floor.

      “Shit! I thought that would work.” He crawled over to her. “Guess neither of us gets out.”

      Sera coughed, swept pouring down her forehead. Bas pulled her back into his arms. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought you up here,” he said.

      “Not your fault,” she said. “Talk about something else. I don’t want to waste my last moments.”

      “It’s not fair!” Bas moaned. “I finally found you, now I’m losing you all over again. I never forgot you. The night we spent together was the best. You were my first.”

      Sera smiled. “You were mine too.”

      Bas reached down, brushed his lips against hers in a soft kiss. Sera returned it then rested her head against him, hugging him back. Her mission didn’t matter anymore nor did the reasons for keeping them apart.

      “I loved you then, I love you now,” she murmured.

      A bright light shone down from the gap in the ceiling.

      Serra didn’t remember much of Layard transporting them above ground or being carried away. When she opened her eyes, she found herself lying in a makeshift bed, fire crackling in the hearth.

      “Good, you’re awake.” Layard appeared beside her, touching her forehead. “You’re lucky your fever’s broken. I almost didn’t reach you in time.”

      “Bastian?”

      Layard motioned to Bas who sat in a chair, head slumped on his chest. “Stubborn as a mule that one. He’s been watching over you for two days now. But sleep finally claimed him.”

      The memory of being trapped came back, the kiss…

      Sera tried to get up. “I need to go.” Panic gripped her, she couldn’t believe what she’d said or done. How could she have been so reckless? She never let anyone know her real emotions, she’d spent years hiding them. Now what would Bas think?

      “No, you need to rest. You’re still weak.”

      “You know I’ll heal. I need to —”

      “Your mission – whatever it is – can wait. You’re in no state to travel,” Layard said, putting a hand on her arm.

      She brushed off his touch, forcing herself up and feeling her stomach recoil in the process. She covered her mouth, swallowing down bile. “I have to go,” she snapped. “I appreciate what you did for me but…”

      “Bas didn’t see anything if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Sera’s eyes narrowed. “Can you be sure of that?”

      Layard lips curved into a wry smile. “He didn’t start screaming or coming at you with an agriel.”

      Sera slumped back against the bed. She’d rest for now, but she’d stay alert when Bas finally woke up.

      Sera and Bas spent the next couple of days practising with Layard on their mental powers before finally travelling back to Elmira when she recovered enough. Bas said nothing about their kiss which she was grateful for. Sera prayed he hadn’t heard her admitting her feelings for him either. What had she been thinking? She blamed the poison. She’d been delirious. Bas mustn’t have heard her.

      Once they were back in the city, she knew she had to focus on the most important thing: her mission. She asked Bastian for a couple of days off, saying she still felt weak and spent the time working on getting into the vault.

      She went to visit Clara that night but found the girl already sleeping.

      “Have the tonics been working?” Sera asked Nadia.

      The fey woman smiled sadly. “She seems stronger but no, it’s only reliving her pain.”

      Sera sighed. “If I could just figure out what’s causing the sickness. Do you have her records?”

      Nadia shook her head, hands clenching into fists. “The prince has them and I doubt it will do much good. He won’t allow healers to examine her anymore.”

      Sera turned to leave. “I should go. I’ll come to see her again tomorrow.”

      When she reached the door, Nadia grabbed her arm. “Why did you really come here?” the other fey asked. “None of our people would want to become a hunter. They’ve killed too many of us. You know what they do to us.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She pulled her arm away. “I have to go. Say hi to Clara for me.”

      “Don’t try to deny what you are. I may serve the mages, but I will always be –”

      “Are you trying to get us both killed?” Sera hissed. “Stop, we can’t talk in the open like this.”

      “This room is warded, Bastian made sure of it so nothing can get to Clara,” Nadia said. “Tell me why you’re here. If you plan on hurting that child…”

      Sera’s eyes flashed. “I’d never hurt her. She has nothing to do with this. Nor can I tell you why I’m here. Now, please excuse me.”

      Nadia turned around, loosening her robe. “This is what they do to us.” Jagged scars covered her back where her wings had once been.

      Sera winced, felt her own wings fluttering against her spine from horror.

      “Watch yourself,” Nadia warned. “If you had any sense you’d leave before they do the same to you.”

      “Someone has to work for a better future,” she muttered.

      Sera hurried along the corridor. Despite her glamour, she dodged the sensors in case they spotted her. She crept along the wall, pressed the buttons to the open outer door. The wall slid open.

      She let out a breath. That had been the easy part. Inside lay a small space with another control panel. Sera placed a small white crystal on it. Numbers began to flash on the screen and a code materialised.

      Nothing happened.

      Now what? She checked the panel. The code was correct, why wouldn’t it open?

      Leaning in close she saw another slot, about the size of a man’s finger. It required blood. Damn it, Anton’s blood would be required. Good thing I came prepared. She pulled out of vial of blood she taken from Clara, put a few drops on her finger then placed it inside the scanner.

      “Incorrect,” a voice announced.

      Sera pulled her hand away, hurried out of the room, the door closing behind her. She ran back to the hall, wondering why Clara’s blood hadn’t worked. As his daughter her blood would have been a close match. Enough to get her inside.

      Would Anton have locked Clara out? No, he wouldn’t perceive a sick child as a threat and Bas kept her under close watch.

      Would the disease have affected it? No, she didn’t think so.

      That could mean only one thing: Anton wasn’t Clara’s biological father.
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      Over the next two weeks, the team were ordered off the wraith case by McGregor and forced onto patrols around the city. Bas grew more and more edgy as the days went on.

      Sera spent the time trying to find a way into the next part of the vault. She’d never been able to get close enough to Anton to get his blood. She managed to get a sample from Bas under the pretence of using it for Clara’s treatment, but it hadn’t worked either. She guessed Anton didn’t trust Bas enough to let him in there either.

      More tests revealed he and Clara were only half siblings. In the end she deduced she needed the blood from Anton himself plus a key to open the inner door which belonged to Garrett. She knew her best chance of getting both was that night when the whole city would be celebrating the spring equinox.

      Anton had invited everyone to a big party and Liana said the equinox was always a big thing for the mages. It was special to the fey too since it was a time when natural magic flowed more freely from the earth.

      Sera sat examining the layout of the mansion that she’d drawn from the scroll Liana had procured for her, noting every possible route and where the guards would be stationed. Bas had given them security plans. They wouldn’t be on duty, but he told them to be vigilant since the fey tended to get antsy during the equinox.

      Someone tapped on the door. She looked up to see Liana there. “Hey, have you got your dress ready for tonight?” Liana asked.

      “Yeah.” She motioned to a flimsy long green gown hanging on the wardrobe.

      Liana’s lip curled. “You can’t wear that. It’s hideous.”

      “I’m going there to work, not to socialise.”

      Her foster sister rolled her eyes. “Sometimes I wonder how someone who looks like you could have no sense of fashion.”

      Sera snorted. “I have more important things to worry about. Plus I’m not you; I don’t really care what my clothes look like as long as they’re functional.”

      “Look, I know you have to get all stealthy but if you want Garrett to notice you tonight you can’t go dressed like that.” Li pulled out a short, flimsy black dress with lacy straps.

      “I can’t wear that,” Sera insisted. “Where would I hide all my gear? I’m flirting with Gareth, not sleeping with him.”

      “You have your things stashed in Clara’s room, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “Good. Then it’s settled. You’ll distract Garrett and I’ll get frisky with Anton, get a little blood then that vault will be ours.” Liana beamed. “Stop scowling. If you want Garrett’s attention, you’ll need to look the part.”

      Sera sighed. “I’m only including you in this because I’m desperate. With riots breaking out, we need that stone more than ever.”

      “What do you think is on it?” Liana clasped her hands together. “The scrolls never said.”

      Sera shrugged. “It could be anything, but the knowledge of our ancestors will help us to get our people out of slavery.” She tucked the scroll away. “Everything is in place. We can be out of the city within a couple of minutes.”

      Liana groaned. “I’m gonna miss this place – or at least I’ll miss Bas. Mage or not, he’s a good man. It’ll be nice to be rid of Niall though.”

      Sera winced. This would be her last day in Elmira. She would never see Bastian or little Clara again. But she knew it’d be for the best, she’d never belong in this world, she never had. That was why she hadn’t ever tried to find Bas after they’d been separated. They belonged in different worlds that would never mix or be part of each other.

      “What about Bastian?” Liana asked.

      “What about him?” She studied her nails, wondering if she should try some varnish.

      “Come on, I know he’s the boy from the Aldon attack. The one you left behind, then you two almost died together again,” Li said. “That must have stirred up some emotions between you.”

      “No feelings. Like Alward says, mages and fey can’t fall in love.”

      “Whoa, who said anything about love?” Li gasped. “You still love him, don’t you?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t. I can’t be in love with him.” Despite what she said she knew it couldn’t be true. We didn’t know each other, not really. They never had. “How could I love him? He can never be with the real me. He’ll never accept me either.”

      “I always wondered why you and Ciaran never got serious. You’ve been in love with Bas all these years.”

      Sera snorted. “Ciaran was just a fling. I can’t get involved with anyone – I don’t have the time.”

      “Sera, you and Bas got married ten years ago. Hell, you could still legally be married to him.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, I never used my real name and it was a mage ceremony. It couldn’t be legal. That was just a stupid teenage thing – it didn’t mean anything.”

      “Sera?” Bas shouted, making Sera jump. “Can you get down here?”

      “I’m sorry, ada.” Liana touched her cheek. “I’d hate to love someone I can never be with.”

      Sera forced smile. “Don’t. I’m not in love with him. Be happy, this time tomorrow we’ll be back with Alward and our own people.”

      Sera met Bas at the base of the stairs. “Are we on patrol again already?”

      “No, time for more training. You’ll be up for the trial in a few days, you can’t afford to waste it.”

      Sera flinched. She’d been so focused on the vault she’d forgotten all about the trial. No that mattered, she reminded herself. She wouldn’t even be there. “I’m prepared,” she assured him. The last thing she needed was to be worn out at the party. She needed to focus.

      “Come on, we’re going to get some practice in.” Bas pulled on his vest. “Grab your gear.”

      “I told you, I’m ready,” she insisted.

      Bastian arched an eyebrow. “Do I need to order you to come?”

      She sighed. “No.”

      To her surprise, Bas led her up to the lookout tower. Her heart skipped a beat. Did he know her secret?

      “Why are we here?” she asked, reaching for a vial in the pocket of her trousers. The stunning powder could stun any potential threat. She’d made it to use that night since she’d need all her magic to help with the escape.

      “I’ve been practising higher magic,” Bas told her. “Layard taught me a few tricks.”

      She let go of the vial. “Oh.” Not what she’d expected.

      “I brought you here because I want you to help me summon a wraith.” He pulled out some chalk and candles out of a bag he’d been carrying.

      Sera bit her lip, feeling nervous. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Look what happened last time.” The last thing she needed was for him to get possessed again. They didn’t have Layard with them and she didn’t know if she could get rid of the wraith on her own.

      “Sera, I know we can do this.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “With all the growing unrest this might be our last chance.”

      “It’s too dangerous. What if you get possessed again?” She put a hand on his arm.

      He shrugged. “You can hold me in place. I’ll force it to talk.”

      “Bas…” she protested.

      “Let’s try now. I’m gonna summon an underling spirit to start off with.”

      Sera bit her lip. This was dangerous work, but she would do it. She wanted the wraith problem resolved. It would bring some closure before she left.

      Bas drew a circle on the floor, muttered words of something.

      Are you sure about this? She asked.

      He nodded. If higher magic is the only way forward so be it. A chill ran down her spine as a thick mist filled the room. Sera called for magic, ready to use in case things got out of hand.

      A skeletal figure formed, not just any sort of spirit – a wraith.

      Bas, send it away.

      Bas ignored her, his mental shield slamming up, blocking her out.

      Tell me who killed the mages, he’s been using you, Bas demanded.

      The wraith hissed. I’ll not tell you anything, mage.

      “Bastian,” she snapped, willing him to listen to her.

      Still he ignored her.

      His brow creased as he tried to force his will on the creature. His hold wouldn’t last long.

      Without thinking, Sera grabbed Bas’s hand, adding her powers his. Their minds opened to each other, power combining. Bastian’s eyes widened as she raised her hand, using the currents to keep the wraith locked in.

      “Tell us,” Bas commanded.

      The wraith snarled, its form writhing as it tried to get free from the spell circle.

      “You won’t find me,” another voice cried. “I am your end.”

      A blast of power sent Bastian and Sera crashing across the floor. She landed on top of him, wincing from the impact. “I told you we shouldn’t have done that!”

      “That was incredible!” Bas breathed. “We had it then…”

      “Something else used its power through the wraith.” Sera tried to pull away.

      “We almost had them.” Bas wrapped an arm around her. “If we come up with better trap, I know we can find the killer. We make a damn good team.”

      She sighed. “I guess.”

      “Why have you been so distant since we got back from Layard’s? Did I do something wrong?”

      She looked away. No, I-I need to go. I’m…”

      Bas cupped her chin, dragging her mouth up for a kiss. Sera’s eyes widened as she found herself melting into him for a moment. Then she remembered Liana’s warning. She pulled away. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “I thought – you let me kiss you before.”

      “That was a mistake.” She scrambled up, grabbing her pack off the floor.

      Bas grabbed her arm. “Hey, you kissed me back. You can’t just run away from this. I know you felt it too.”

      Sera’s eyes flashed. “I felt nothing. I don’t have any feelings for you and never did.” She stormed off, feeling tears sting her eyes.

      What had she done? She couldn’t believe her stupidity. She would be leaving in less than twelve hours. Why? Why did he have to do that? Forget it. You’ll be gone soon, back to Alward and wherever he’s set up the new base.

      You’ll never see him again, she reminded herself and let the tears fall.
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      Given his foul mood Bastian almost sent a message to Anton saying he wouldn’t be at the feast that night. But his father always insisted on his presence at the gathering or he’d pay for it later. It would almost be worth the price.

      But damn it, he felt humiliated after what happened with Sera. He’d been so sure she felt the same way; for a moment it seemed she had. Until she’d run off. Things between them had been off since her near-death experience, but he’d thought it had brought them closer together. Now he didn’t think so.

      What did I do wrong? I knew she wanted it. I could see in her eyes. Was I wrong? Bas ran a hand through his hair, now slicked back to match his black suit.

      The hell with it. If Sera didn’t feel the same, so be it. Maybe he needed some fun. He’d have a few drinks to take his mind off Sera, and women flocked around him at these parties. Maybe he’d find someone who didn’t mind his company.

      “Are you guys ready yet?” he yelled.

      “We’ll meet you there,” Liana called back.

      “You’ll be late.” He crossed his arms, he’d hoped to have spoken to Sera before the party, but it didn’t look like she would appear before then, nor did he want to wait around looking like an idiot.

      “Hey, women need more time to get ready!” Liana called.

      Niall appeared beside him dressed his guild uniform. “God, I feel ridiculous.”

      “I know the feeling.” Bas clamped a hand on his shoulder. “Fancy a night of boozing and gorgeous women?”

      Niall grinned. “Love to, mate. Let’s move. I need some action of the physical kind.”

      Niall moved off and Bas scowled at the empty staircase. Fine, if Sera wanted to avoid him, he’d avoid her too.

      The grand ballroom with its glittering chandeliers and its golden pageantry made Bastian’s head ache. But he took his place flanked by Anton and Garret for pictures, forcing his brightest smile, the one that belonged to prince’s son.

      Prince’s son, ha! He was a hunter, not a prince. The royal side bored him to death. He thanked the gods he’d been born second. Worse still, he’d be forced to spend time with both his father and brother. Bas headed straight to a drinks’ server, grabbing a glass of champagne. He gulped it down, scowling, wishing for something stronger.

      “Try not to embarrass me tonight.” Anton appeared at his side and hissed in his ear.

      Bas ordered a server to get him a beer. “How was I supposed to know she was married?” he demanded, referring to a woman he’d met at the last equinox. “Besides I’ve been good these past few months, remember?”

      Yet, it was hard to think of any other woman with his ex-wife around. It didn’t matter that they’d been married for less than a day before they’d been ripped apart.

      His eyes scanned the crowd, taking in the gorgeous women dressed in their finest. His gaze fixed on a redhead and a blonde woman. Maybe he needed to stop thinking of Sera as his wife and move on.

      Dressed in short, low cut black lace dress with her long hair clipped back, Sera looked ethereal as she moved down the steps with Liana.

      Bastian’s mouth fell open.

      “Well, the blonde is enchanting, isn’t she?” Garrett remarked. “I knew she was pretty, but now she looks…”

      “Stunning,” Bas breathed.

      “You’re not sleeping with her, are you?”

      Bas glared at him. “No, you know the rules.”

      “Ah yes, hunters can’t do other hunters.” Garrett smirked. “Luckily those rules don’t apply to me.”

      Bas gripped his brother’s arm, making Garrett’s eyes widen. “Hey, listen. Sera is…” Is what? He wondered. She’s not mine anymore, not sure she ever was. Not really. There’s always been a wall between us that she’s never going to let me get through.

      “I’d take your hand off me,” Garrett hissed. “Father will make you suffer if you humiliate him again.”

      Bas gritted his teeth. “Stay away from her. She’s not worth the trouble, believe me.”

      Garrett grinned. “I love a challenge.”

      Bastian’s gut clenched at thought of Garrett with Sera. It sickened him. Garrett had a rough reputation with women, he had been accused of rape once before, but it had been swept under the rug by Anton.

      A beautiful brunette in a dark blue halter dress sidled up to him. Bas stood while she chatted away, not hearing a word she said as he watched Sera laughing with Garrett. Oh, for the love of all things holy, she couldn’t be falling for him, could she?

      Bas went in search of a stronger drink but before he could find another server a tall curly haired blonde woman came up to him. With her crystal blue eyes and voluptuous figure, she drew just as much attention as Sera.

      “Mel,” he said, recognising the former prostitute.

      “Bastian, it’s been a long time.” She grabbed the collar of his shirt and smacked her lips against his. “I’ve missed you.”

      Maybe this was just a distraction he needed.

      While Mel chatted away, Bas continued to watch Sera with his brother. Sera had never laughed so much, could she really find Garrett that funny? He sipped his drink, vowing to keep an eye on them the rest of the evening. He wouldn’t dare risk letting Garrett hurt her. That’s all it was, keeping an eye on a friend and teammate. Nothing more.

      “Bas, fancy a dance?”

      He hadn’t heard a word Mel had said, her voice became background noise. “No,” he snapped. “I don’t dance.”

      Mel drew him in for another kiss. “Come.” She grabbed his arm, dragging him out into the hallway away from Sera.

      Bas pulled away from her, straightening his jacket. “I can’t. Sorry but you just don’t do anything for me.”

      Mel’s mouth fell open. “What! You never said that after your father’s birthday.”

      Bas wiped the lipstick of his face with the back of his hand. “Yeah well, once you’ve had it there’s no point in going back for more.”

      Mel slapped him around the face. “You bastard! You’ll be sorry for that.” She stormed off.

      Bas rubbed his cheek. Guess I deserve that.

      A couple laughing moved past him. Sera and Garrett. Her smile faded when she saw him.

      “Something wrong, Bastian?” Garrett arched an eyebrow. “Thought you’d found your bed mate for the night.”

      Bas snorted. “The night is young.” His gaze roamed over Sera, but her face betrayed no emotion as usual. Guess I was wrong about her feelings. He glowered at her. “Don’t be late for the dawn patrol. You’re still in training.”

      Sera’s lips thinned. “I won’t be.” She glared back at him. “Maybe you should find someone else to keep you company for the night.”

      “Maybe I will,” he snarled back.

      Garrett glanced between them, frowning. “Come, Sera. Let’s take a stroll around the grounds. It’s a beautiful night.”

      “Actually, I’d like that drink you offered.” Sera hooked her arm through Garrett’s. “Shall we go? I’m sure Bastian has better things to do.”

      Garrett chuckled. “Indeed. Good night, Bastian.”

      Bastian wanted to charge after them, but Sera had made her choice. He’d have to live with it.

      Sera let Garrett lead her into his room. He made a move to kiss her, but she pulled back. “Shall we have some wine first?”

      Garrett grabbed a bottle. “Was there something between you and my brother?”

      She snorted. “Of course not. He’s insufferable!”

      Garrett chuckled and poured the wine for her. “Indeed.” He raised his own glass. “Here’s to us…”

      Sera screamed, splashing wine all over the carpet.

      “What?” Garrett demanded.

      “I thought I saw someone on the balcony.”

      “I’m sure it was nothing, probably just a shadow.”

      When he turned around, she hit him with a stunning spell. He fell into her arms when she moved in front of him then dragged him over to the bed. Next, she mixed the powder into his wine and poured it down his throat.

      Sera removed the key from his jacket. “Sorry, Garrett. You’re so not my type, and I have much more important things to do.”

      She took off her heels, slipped flat shoes on and hurried out. Speeding towards Clara’s room she was stunned to see Bas there. Damn it, damn it. I shouldn’t have left my things there. Sera muttered a curse, and then headed inside the room.

      “Sera!” Clara cried.

      Bas blinked at her in surprise, jaw tightened. “That was fast. Thought you and Garrett were having a drink?”

      “I changed my mind.” She grinned at Clara. “Hi. Sorry I can’t stay.” She kissed the girl’s forehead. “I just wanted to say good night.” She glanced at Bas who said nothing.

      “Night, Sera. Will you come play chess with me tomorrow?” Clara gave her a hopeful look.

      Sera froze. After tonight she’d never see Clara again. “Soon,” she said. “Bas and I get very busy.”

      Clara pouted at her brother. “You’ll let Sera come play with me, won’t you, Bas?”

      Bas scowled at Sera and said, “If Sera isn’t busy playing with someone else, yeah, of course.”

      Sera curled her fingers behind her back to levitate her bag and fling it across into the hall. It landed with a thud.

      “What was that?” Bas frowned, glancing over his shoulder.

      “Probably a drunk party guest. Night then.” Sera retreated to the hall, hooked her pack over her shoulder, trying to pull a glamour as she went.

      “Sera?” Bas called. “Wait!”

      “What?” she demanded, her glamour falling away.

      “I just wanted to apologise for earlier.”

      “Fine, apology accepted.” She turned to go.

      Bas grabbed her arm. “Did Garett hurt you?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “No.” Please just go away. I need to go, I don’t have time to chat and you’re making this even harder for me to do.

      “Good, because he’s not a good man.”

      Bas, please just go away and shut up!

      “As you can see I’m fine.” She tried to pull her arm away, but he wouldn’t let go.

      “Listen, about earlier…”

      Sera had to do something to shut him up. She pulled his head down, kissing him, hard. Bas’s eyes widened but he pulled her closer, deepening their kiss.

      She pulled back. “Bye, Bastian.” She turned and ran before he had a chance to react, ducking into another passage and pulling her glamour back up. To her relief he didn’t follow.

      Sera checked the hall to the vault, unguarded just as planned. She unlocked the outer door and got to work on the second door. After keying in the code, she added the blood Liana had left for her and turned the key she’d taken from Garret. The door clicked open.

      Heart pounding, she slipped inside. Boxes, cases of jewels and precious artefacts filled the room. She’d kill to look at them all, but she had only moments to stay there. Casting out her senses, she scanned the entire room for the keystone. Energy hummed from the back of the room where a wooden box sat on shelf. She had to hurry, guards still swept this floor.

      She approached the box, feeling static crackle against her skin as she reached for it. Anton would have protective spells in place. This would be the tricky part. Pulling out a vial out, she sprinkled a powder over it, using her air magic to disperse it. The box flashed, not a good sign. She gritted her teeth, muttered mage words of power.

      Nothing.

      She tried again. Still nothing.

      “Any luck?” Liana crept through the doorway.

      “No, the wards are strong.”

      Fire formed in Liana’s hand. “Here, dragon fire can burn through anything.”

      “No, destroying it might trigger its protective spells. Go keep watch outside. I can handle this,” Sera said. “If you hear any guards make a run for it.”

      Liana scowled. “I’m not leaving you behind.”

      “Just go.” She waved her hand in dismissal. Liana nodded and disappeared again.

      Sera tried another spell.

      Sera, guards are coming, get out of there! Liana called.

      Sera grabbed the box. They’d worry about trying to get the stone out later. She yelped as heat seared her hands.

      Sera! Liana screamed.

      Go, get to safety. I’ll be right behind you.

      Hands glowing with light, she shoved the box inside her pack. She ran from the vault, hearing the sound of running footsteps. Leaping onto the window ledge with wings out, she jumped and soared into the night sky.

      Li, I’m out. I’ll meet you at the lookout point. I’ve got the stone.

      Good job, on my way, Liana replied.

      Rain began to pelt down on her, but Sera only felt a rush of exhilaration as she whizzed towards the ruined tower. She’d done it, she had the stone. The mission was finally complete.

      Now she and Li had to get out of Elmira before anyone came looking for them. They’d be hunted but they’d be safe once they reached the Ashran’s base.

      Sera landed on the balcony, brushing her dripping hair off her face.

      Sera, Bas is headed up the steps of the lookout! Liana said. You have to go. Hurry, ada!

      She looked down at her scalded hands. Light glowed over them as she forced them to heal. She shoved her pack into the corner, casting a glamour and a protective ward over it. I’ll distract him, wait for me, she told Liana.

      “Sera.” Bas’s eyes widened as he walked in. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” Her eyes narrowed. “Bas, you can’t keep following me.”

      “I didn’t. I came here to clear my head. What are you doing here?” he retorted.

      She sighed. “I needed to clear my head too.” She pushed past him, moving out onto the balcony.

      “Wait, you can’t keep running away from me.” He took her hand.

      Sera pulled her hand away again, feeling the unwanted tingling sensation again. “Bas, it can’t work between us. You know that. We were just kids who didn’t know what they were doing.”

      Guards are everywhere. Sera, we need to leave now, Liana said.

      “I’m not asking you to marry me…”

      “We already did that, remember?” she muttered and said. “That wasn’t real, we were just stupid kids then.”

      “Were we? Because I…”

      “What, Bastian? What do you want from me?” She put her hands on her hips. She knew she needed to get out of there, why couldn’t he just leave?

      “You. Just you.”

      Ada, I’m about to be discovered. We… Liana’s voice trailed off.

      Go hide. I’ll be right behind you.

      Sera shook her head. “You don’t even know me. You never did, not really.”

      “Then let me.” Bas ran a hand down her cheek. “I heard what you said when you were dying so don’t pretend you didn’t.”

      Sera muttered a curse. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not a hunter, I quit.”

      “What are you talking about?” he demanded. “Sera, for once will you just be honest?”

      A bolt of blue energy hit Bas in the back of the head, knocking him to the floor.

      “Bas!”

      McGregor appeared in the doorway. “You!” he hissed. “Don’t move! Where is the keystone?”

      Sera tried to make a dash for the balcony, but something held her in place. He’d used higher magic, power rolled off him in waves. Way too much power for one person to possess.

      “You’re the one who’s been using the wraith,” she gasped. “You killed those people for their power.”

      McGregor smirked. “Clever girl, I knew you were trouble. I just didn’t realise how much.”

      Sera raised her hands, fingers flaring with power.

      McGregor aimed a fireball at Bastian. “Surrender now or he dies.”

      She glanced down at Bas and lowered her hands.
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      When Bas woke up his head pounded so hard he’d wondered what the hell he’d drunk as he found himself slumped over his dining room table. What the fuck had happened?

      “About bloody time,” Niall said, making Bas wince.

      “No so loud. I feel like I’ve been hit by crane.” Bas clutched his head

      “Bas, the world has gone to shit. Sera has been arrested.”

      Bas shot up, stomach recoiling. “What? Why? When?”

      “McGregor says she attacked you last night after you caught her trying to escape with the keystone.”

      “What! No way, she wouldn’t do that. They must have been a mistake.” He rubbed his throbbing skull.

      “The keystone was in her bag. You were unconscious when McGregor found you,” Niall told him. “Sera is fey.”

      “I don’t believe it,” Bas snapped. “She wouldn’t do this.”

      “I saw her myself when they were leading her to the tower. She’s got bloody wings, Bas.”

      Bas ran a hand through his hair. “Where is Li?”

      Niall shook his head. “Don’t know, they’ve got guards out looking for her. Your father thinks she’s involved too. She’s wanted for questioning.”

      “I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bas stormed off to the tower where all prisoners were taken. He pulled off his tie. He knew he looked like crap but didn’t care. All that mattered was finding Sera and finding out what the hell had happened. His mind racing, Bas headed towards McGregor’s office where a guard blocked his way.

      “Move,” Bas snapped.

      The guard shook his head. “I can’t do that, sir.”

      Bas glared at the other guard, eyes hard. “Last time I checked I’m the prince’s son. Now move the fuck out of my way.”

      “I can’t. McGregor ordered me to not let you in.”

      “What!” Bas shoved the man aside and barged into McGregor’s office. “Where is she?”

      McGregor’s eyes narrowed. “Locked up where she belongs. You’re not allowed to see her.”

      “Last time I checked, I still outrank you, old man.” Bas crossed his arms.

      “The order didn’t come from me, it’s from your father. No one outranks him – not even you,” McGregor snapped. “You’re the victim in this, you can’t be involved.”

      “She’s my teammate, I have the right to see her. She won’t attack me, I know she wouldn’t.”

      McGregor’s lips thinned. “Stay out of this, Bastian. She had the keystone with her and you were knocked unconscious when you confronted her,” the chief said. “She’ll be questioned then—”

      His jaw clenched. “I never confronted her about the keystone.”

      “Then why were you up there with her?”

      “Personal reasons which are none of your damn business.”

      “This is exactly why you’re not to go anywhere near her. You don’t know what kind of magic she’s used on you. You’re emotionally involved.”

      Bas spent the next half-hour arguing with McGregor, who demanded he undergo tests to see what magic Sera had worked on him. What bollocks. Sera wouldn’t have needed to use magic on him. Hell, she’d been so damn resistant. There had to be an explanation to all this. As for her being fey, well, he wouldn’t believe that until he saw it with her own eyes.

      Bas stormed up to the cells, prepared to stun any guard who got in his way. Thankfully no one opposed him. McGregor mustn’t have got the order out yet. He stopped outside the hell, peering through the narrow bars. His heart stopped. Inside Sera sat on a mental metal bunk. Her long hair fell in loose waves, her skin pale. Huge wings stretched out behind her changing from pink to pale blue and back again.

      She’s fey. He couldn’t believe it, he didn’t want to believe it. Now everything all made sense. Everything. All the secrecy, the strange behaviour.

      Bas yanked the door open, still unable to believe his eyes. Sera looked up, her green eyes smudged with dark circles. “So it’s true then.”

      “Bas, I can explain.”

      “Explain what, Sera? You’re a fucking fey!” he thundered.

      She flinched, wings drooping so they almost turned invisible as she nodded. “Yes, I am but I didn’t attack you.”

      “Why should I believe you? You’re a liar, a spy!”

      “I took the stone yes, but I never attacked you. McGregor did.”

      Bas gave a harsh laugh. “Why would he do that?”

      “Because he uses higher magic. He is the one he summoned the wraith. Scan him yourself,” she said. “See. You heard his voice on that trap when we were at the ruins.”

      “Did you use magic to seduce me? Even when we were kids? Was I just part of your plan?”

      “No, I never used magic. I told you it couldn’t work between us.”

      “Guess you were right.” Bas turned to go, avoiding her gaze. He couldn’t look at her, if he did it would mean seeing the sadness in her eyes and that would break him. Anger he could deal with. “You know the price of treason, don’t expect anyone to come rescue you.”

      Bas made his way back to the house, mind still reeling from everything. They had Sera, she wasn’t his concern now.

      He found Liana sitting with Layard in the kitchen. “You’re a spy too, aren’t you?” Bas fumed.

      “Bastian, calm down,” Layard snapped, standing up. “Leave the girl alone.”

      “Why the hell are you here?” Bas glared at the old man. He didn’t want to deal with this, couldn’t deal with it. He’d be losing Sera all over again and he didn’t think he could live with that.

      “I called him.” Liana got up. “We have to help Sera.”

      “Help Sera?” Bas laughed. “She attacked me. She is a spy, she tried to steal a sacred artefact. There’s no helping her. Niall, call the guard. Hell, I’ll take her in myself.” He made a move towards Liana.

      “No one is going anywhere.” Layard stepped between them. “She’s under my protection, don’t touch her.”

      “You’re unbelievable!” Bas’s hands fisted. “Niall.”

      “Hear her out, Bastian,” Niall said. “Let’s all sit and act civilised.”

      Bas glowered at Liana. “Guess you’re fey too.”

      “No.” Her pale eyes turned bright amber, hair luminescent as fire formed in her palm. “Half mage, half dragon – you know those creatures your precious guild killed hunted to extinction.”

      “Enough!” Layard snapped. “Now is not the time to argue about race.”

      “Why not?” Liana said, crossing her arms. “That’s what this all comes down to. Race. Whose better than the other.”

      “We’re here for Sera, spitfire.” Niall touched Liana’s shoulder.

      “Right, Sera, the fey you helped to get into the guild.” Bas crossed his arms.

      “Would you get over yourself?” Liana retorted. “You’re not angry she’s fey; you’re angry because deep down you know she’s a good person.”

      Bas snorted, shutting his mouth when Layard said, “Tell Bas what you saw.”

      “After Sera got the keystone we were supposed to meet back at the lookout,” Liana explained. “But Bas got there before me.”

      “Right, I got in the way and she attacked me,” he muttered.

      “No, McGregor came in and knocked you out. He used higher magic to try and trap Sera.”

      “Then she attacked him.”

      “No, you stupid bastard,” Liana cried, grabbing him by his shirt and shaking him. “He was gonna kill you! Sera surrendered in order to save you. She’s locked up because she saved you. We could have escaped but she had to save you again. Just like she did when you first met her.”

      “Right, you expect me to believe that. Everything about her is a lie. That is just a trick too.” His hands clenched into fists as he shrugged Liana off. It was all a lie, it couldn’t have been real any of it. Maybe she only married me so she could get something out of it too and left when that didn’t work out.

      Liana’s eyes flashed. “Come on, Bastian, we both know you’re in love with her and that scares you.”

      Bas looked away, saying nothing.

      “How are we going to convince the council of the truth without exposing Li too?” Niall asked Layard.

      “There will be no convincing the council of anything.” Bas slammed his fist on the table. “Which part of her stealing the keystone didn’t you all understand?”

      “Bas, she’s still part of our team,” Niall said. “That was real.”

      “Bollocks, it was just part of her cover.”

      “Enough,” Layard snapped. “We can’t let McGregor hurt Sera. She’s Alward’s daughter.”

      “All the more reason to—” Bas started to say but shut up when Liana gave him a murderous look.

      “You know what McGregor will do to her,” Layard said to Bas. “Her being fey never bothered you before.”

      Bastian’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      “I altered your memories of that night you spent together after you got married,” Layard admitted. “You knew she was fey, but I made you forget just as Alward did to Sera. We couldn’t erase much but it made it easier to part you. You wouldn’t leave her when the fighting broke out. You stayed together.”

      Bas rose, mind reeling. “I’ve heard enough. Do what you like with her, but I won’t be involved.”

      Bas stormed out of the house and headed straight towards his father’s home. As he walked memories of being with Sera that night in Aldron came flooding back adding further turmoil to the tornado of emotions churning through him.

      You can’t help her, he told himself. She’d lied, betrayed him in the worst possible way. Having failed didn’t matter. It was the lies. He’d been her mission, nothing else. And despite Layard and Liana’s assurances, he doubted the summer they’d spent together had been real either.

      “Sir!” Nadia came running downstairs when he entered the foyer. “You must come quick. Clara has grown much worse during the night. Her fever won’t break. Sir, I think the end is upon us.”

      Bastian shot up the stairs, reaching his sister’s side. “Clara?” He took her hand. His senses reeled from the sensation of illness and decay. The disease was finally claiming her. “Can’t you give her something?” he demanded. “Call a healer.”

      “They’ve already been. They said there’s nothing more they can do.” Nadia rubbed her red rimmed eyes. “Sera’s potion helped but it’s all gone. I heard they arrested her.”

      Bastian’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe she made it worse.”

      Nadia shook her head. “I checked the ingredients myself. They were all natural things used by the fey.”

      “You knew, didn’t you?” Bastian demanded. “You let her treat my sister, even though you knew.”

      Nadia raised her chin. “The fey know far more about healing than your people do. That child would have been dead weeks ago. At least Sera gave you more time with her.”

      Bas glanced down at his little sister, her skin so pale it looked almost translucent. All anger faded. “I’ll be back soon.” He kissed Clara’s forehead.

      He headed straight for Anton’s study, barged in without knocking.

      “If you’ve come about the girl, save your breath,” Anton said, without looking up.

      Bas gripped the edge of his father’s desk. “Clara is dying. You need to find another way to save her.”

      Anton rolled his eyes. “That child has been dying ever since the day she killed your mother. Let her go. War will soon be here, and I don’t have the money to waste on trying to revive a corpse.”

      “How can you say that about your own child?” Bas demanded, feeling fury burning through him. “She didn’t kill my mother.”

      “Yes, she did. Your mother wouldn’t have had to die if it weren’t one for that girl,” he spat.

      “Why —” Bas gasped. “Clara isn’t yours, is she? I always suspected it but…”

      Anton’s jaw tightened. “No, your mother had an affair. I couldn’t risk word getting out.”

      All the blood drained from Bastian’s face. “The fey didn’t kill her, you did.”

      “I protected our family, just as I always have.” Anton pushed past him. “Now I have to deal with your mess. The council will decide what to do with your fey. You need to decide where your loyalties lie, Bastian.”

      Without thinking, Bastian transported himself back to Sera’s cell using travel dust. To his relief she still sat there, and he knew McGregor would be back soon to start interrogating her. The guard had vanished too.

      Bas unlocked the door, grabbing her hand, then threw dust around them so they teleported out.

      “What are you doing?” Sera asked as they reappeared in Clara’s room.

      “My father killed my mother and blamed it on the fey. I think Clara might be fey too.”

      “She’s not, she’s full mage.” Sera glanced over at Clara.

      Bas’s jaw tightened. “Look I’m not saying I forgive you but – can save her?” he asked. “You saved me once.”

      “You were drowning, this is different.” Sera moved to Clara’s side, frowning when she touched her forehead. “She’s very weak.”

      “I can’t lose her, Sera. I lost my mother, then you – I can’t lose her too. I can’t save you, but I think you love her as well.”

      She nodded. “I’ll do what I can. No promises,” she said. “This will take all my power.”

      “Take mine.” Bas took her hand, feeling his palm tingle as power flowed from him into her. “I don’t know how long we have before McGregor comes looking for you.”

      She placed her hand over Clara’s head, and the other hand over her stomach. White light radiated out from her. Not just from her hands, but from her entire body.

      Bas took a step back. He’d never felt such pure energy before. Sera muttered words he couldn’t understand, her eyes closed. He heard the sound of shouting downstairs.

      Hurry, Sera.

      The white light washed over Clara’s tiny body. Her eyes flew open and she gasped for breath.

      Whatever happens, don’t interfere, Sera warned.

      Bas stepped back, helpless. He couldn’t believe he’d done this, asked a traitor for help. His initial shock had worn off and he knew Sera was Clara’s only hope. Clara continued choking, struggling for breath and Sera’s brow creased. Please let this work, Bas prayed. Please let me have done the right thing.

      Sera’s eyes open. “Clara?”

      Clara grinned up at her. “Sera, you came to visit.” She sat up and wrapped her arms around the fey. Sera hugged her then drew back, swaying.

      Bas caught hold of her. “Are you okay?”

      “That took more power than I thought.” She slumped against him. Bas, that disease wasn’t natural. Something caused it. A spell of some kind, but I broke it.

      “What’s wrong with Sera?” Clara asked. “Is she okay?”

      “She’ll be alright.” Bas helped Sera over to a chair then hugged his sister. “I love you, little sister.”

      “I love you too, Bas.”

      Bas ruffled her hair. “Sera has to go now. This will be the last time you see her again.”

      Clara’s lip quivered. “Why?”

      “She – she has to go away,” Bas lied.

      “Why? Why can’t he stay he was us? She’s family. Family stays together.” Bas winced at her words, but how could he explain what would really happen to Sera? Clara would be devastated if she knew the truth.

      Sera stumbled over to the bed. “We’ll see each other again someday, little one. I promise.” She turned to Bas. “Take me back now.”
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      Sera let Bas help her back into her cell, feeling exhausted. She looked away, unable to meet his gaze. She knew she’d be facing interrogation again, but McGregor would be left disappointed. She’d die before she ever betrayed her people. Sera knew they’d execute her but if she could save one person before then it would be worth it.

      Being with Bas and seeing the accusation in his eyes was worse than anything McGregor could conjure up.

      “Go,” she told him. “I’ll pay for what I’ve done.” She slumped onto the cold bunk.

      “You’re just giving up?”

      “I won’t risk anyone’s life to save mine. I’m glad Clara is okay.”

      Bas turned to leave. “Was any of it real?”

      Sera wrapped her arms around herself. “You know what I’ve done, what I am. What else is there to say?” she murmured. “I told you it’d never work between us.” She felt the heat of his gaze, the anger burning from him.

      “Was I just a mission to you? A job?” he demanded. “You lived and worked with my team. You became part of us, we were friends. Now I wonder if all that’s a lie too.”

      “We were friends. I came to find the keystone, to find a way to free my people. The fey are dying because of what the mages have done to them.”

      Bas crossed the room into strides, grabbing hold of her shoulders. “You are more than a friend to me and you know it.” He gripped her so hard she winced.

      A tear dripped down her cheek, she shoved him away. “What do you want me to say?” She glared at him. “I tried to steal the stone, I spent months planning it. I could have gotten away with it too, but I stayed so he wouldn’t kill you.”

      “Why?”

      “It doesn’t matter now.” Sera pushed her hair off her face.

      “Maybe it matters to me.”

      She sighed. “I fel like I belonged with you – with your team. I’ve never struggled with a mission before, I’ve never felt like I belonged anywhere,” she said. “I get in, I get out. It’s what I’m good at.”

      “If you struggled so much, why stay? Why not get someone else to do it?” He wouldn’t have had to have seen her again then, he would never have known the only woman he’d ever loved had lied to him, had used him all along.

      Sera shook her head. “There’s no one else.”

      “It wasn’t real, I know that now.” Bas gripped the door handle.

      She knew nothing she said would make any difference now. “I’m prepared to die if I have to. All Ashran are.” She watched him walk out, feeling her heart aching. “It wasn’t all a lie,” she said. “I did love you.”

      He paused, then walked away without looking back. “How could I love a stranger?” he said.

      Sera slumped back on the metal bunk, energy spent. She wouldn’t cry, even if it felt like her soul had just been torn in two. She’d made her choice and she didn’t regret it.

      “Sera?” Alward appeared inside her mind when she squeezed her eyes closed. “You failed me.”

      “If you know that why come to me?”

      “Because I want to know why.” Alward thundered. “How could you put one life above those of your people? And a mage at that!”

      Sera shook her head again. “Because I’m tired. This hatred has to end. No one race is better than the other.”

      “War will soon be here, we needed that stone!”

      “War will never end the conflict,” she snapped back. “Only peace can do that.”

      “You’ve given up on all your dreams? For what, him?”

      “I didn’t just do it to save him. If I saved two lives before they kill me then my death won’t have been in vain.”

      “You’ll never know how much you disappointed me, Serafina.”

      She opened her eyes as the door creaked open. McGregor shackled her wrists and dragged her out the to the interrogation room.

      “It must hurt to know you failed,” McGregor said. “Even your own people abandoned you.” He placed the box on the table in front of her. “All for this one little crystal.”

      Her lips curved into a smile. “I bet Anton is furious with you for letting a fey into your ranks. Something you said was impossible.”

      His jaw tightened. “Your kind will soon be extinct.”

      She snorted. “There are hundreds of free fey in the old world. Soon they will all rise up against you.”

      “I want show you something.” He gripped her arm, dragging her downstairs.

      Below she saw dozens of Ithereals chained together mining silver ore. Guards jabbed and beat them with agriels.

      “You’re draining them of power,” she gasped. “You’re using them because they’re the only ones who could withstand the heat. You use them to fuel your own powers.”

      This was why all mages in Elmira were so powerful, their strength came from the fey.

      “Yes, soon your power will soon join theirs.” He dragged her out of the mine down to the very depths of the city. Sera didn’t bother struggling, she had too little strength left.

      “You’re going to tell me everything you know about the Ashran,” McGregor ordered.

      “Not happening.”

      He caught hold of the back of her hair, forcing her to her knees and shoved her head into the water. The river’s iciness stung her face like a thousand pinpricks as he held her under. Her lungs screamed for air.

      He yanked head back out. Sera gasped, coughing up water, her chest heaving as she tried to gulp in air.

      “Tell me or I’ll do far worse than this.” He smiled.

      “Do it,” she hissed. “I’ll never tell you anything.”

      Macgregor pushed her under again. This time she felt him clawing at the edges of her mind, trying to gain entry. Sera imagined her diamond wall of resistance in place. No matter what she’d never betray her people, not even save herself. Maybe she’d die here but she would die free.

      McGregor pulled her up. “You’re resilient, I like that. You won’t last long. You’re weak, I can see it.”

      She glared at him. “Soon all Ithereals will know true freedom.” She wrenched her arm back and punched him in the face, feeling the crunch of bone.

      McGregor clutched his nose, his eyes widening when he saw the blood. “You little bitch. You’ll pay for that!” He prodded the agriel into her ribs, making Sera scream as pain tore through every nerve ending.

      “Tell me where Alward is.” He pulled the rod away.

      Sera gritted her teeth, saying nothing. She prayed it would end soon. He struck her again, dunking her head underwater, using the agriel at the same time.

      Sera clamped her eyes shut, trying to imagine something else, anything but the pain, wishing it was over. She felt cold metal ripping into her wings, slicing away at her very soul.
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        * * *

      

      Bastian froze on the edge of the balcony as McGregor cut into Sera’s wings, slicing through them. “Fuck, we’re too late.”

      His heart stopped, seeing the blood pouring from Sera’s body. He hurled an energy bolt McGregor who yelped and stumbled, causing Sera to fall over the edge.

      Niall raised his crossbow.  Two bolts hissed through the air, hitting McGregor in the chest. Sera vanished into the murky depths.

      “Find Sera, McGregor is mine.” Liana sprang from the balcony, free falling and landing on the ground below, unharmed.

      Bas looked down, unable to see Sera. Damn it, he couldn’t lose her again.

      “Get the jumper.” Bas scrambled over the railing and jumped.

      He hit the water, hard, it felt like hitting concrete, but he ignored the pain and dove under. He couldn’t see anything through the blackness. Come on, Sera, where are you? He flung his senses out like a net as he swam against the raging current. The waves pulled him downstream stream, then he spotted something. Sera lay slumped against a narrow arch where the river flowed out of the city and into the sea, clinging to a hook.

      “Sera, hold on I’m coming.” He paddled harder, desperate to reach her in time.

      “Hurry!” she screamed. “I can’t hold on.”

      Finally Bas reached her just as her fingers slipped from the hook. “Hold onto me.” He caught hold of her arm, wrapping an arm around her, he started to paddle back as the current beat against them. Sera’s eyes kept closing as blood seeped from her back. “Stay awake. Come on, we have to keep moving.”

      A whirring sound and a shadow passed over them as the jumper appeared with a rope attached. Bas grabbed it, using his other arm to wrap it around Sera. She clung to him, resting her head against his shoulder as Niall directed the jumper, pulling them away from the river. Someone pulled him up, Niall grabbed Sera, dragging her inside, then yanked Bas in.

      “How the hell do you fly this thing?” Layard grumbled.

      Niall threw a towel to Bas, but he wrapped it around Sera instead. “She’s still bleeding,” Bas cried, trying to stem the flow. “Niall, take control and land. Layard, help me!”

      Layard appeared, touching her shoulder. “These are nasty wounds. I need to cauterise them.”

      “My wings,” Sera moaned, tears streaming down her face.

      “I’m sorry, girl. Your wings are gone,” Layard said, cutting away what remnants were still attached to her back.

      “Why can’t you heal yourself?” Bas asked but she didn’t respond as her eyes closed. “Sera, listen me, I will not lose you again.”

      “She’s weak, she needs energy, but I don’t think she’s strong enough to take it,” Layard said.

      Bas looked up at Layard. “Take my energy. I’ll give it to her. But show me how.”

      “Place your hand on her back.”

      Bastian did so, and blue light poured from him into Sera. He watched as the slits from where her wings had come from as they closed over, leaving jagged red scars.

      Layard heated the air, drying them both off and wrapping his shirt around Sera.

      Niall landed the jumper and they saw Liana shoving a fireball into McGregor’s mouth. The chief hunter’s eyes bulged. The fire shot through him, burning him from the inside out. His body crumbled to dust.

      Liana headed inside the jumper. “Is she alright?”

      “She will be. We need to get out of here. Now.” Layard answered. “Niall, set the coordinates for my cabin. We’ll land close to the border.”

      “Hang on, ada.” Liana touched Sera’s forehead and joined Niall at the front of the ship.

      “Remind me never to piss you off again,” Niall said to Liana.

      Bas cradled Sera on his lap as they flew.

      “You know things will never be the same after this,” Layard remarked.

      “I know, but she can’t stay in the city,” Bas replied. “Did you know about my mother?”

      Layard’s jaw tightened as he crossed his arms. “I could never prove it,” he said. “When you came of age I knew I could do more away from the council’s reach.”

      “What happens now?” Niall asked.

      “Sera and I will return to the old world,” Liana answered. “Our mission is over.”

      “What about us?” Niall glanced back at Bas. “It won’t take them long to find out McGregor’s missing.”

      “We’ll tell them Liana attacked when she saw him kill Sera and McGregor got killed in the battle,” Bas answered. “We chased Li to the border and killed her. Better if everyone thinks they’re dead.”

      “Will your father believe it?” Liana asked.

      “We’ll worry about that later.” Bas sighed and pulled Sera closer.

      “I’m surprised you’d even want to stay after what Anton has done,” Liana said.

      “I have to. I can keep an eye on things there,” said Bas.

      “We both will,” Niall added and said to Layard, “You better start teaching us some higher magic, old man.”

      Liana punched Niall’s shoulder. “You’ll miss me, won’t you?”

      “Yeah, spitfire, like a bad hangover.”

      Bas smiled. After all they’d been through it felt good to hear them arguing again. “I’m losing half my team.” He sighed.

      “I’ll be around,” Layard said. “War is coming. We knew this uneasy peace wouldn’t last forever.”

      Bas groaned. “I can’t believe I spent all those years —”

      “The past doesn’t matter, working towards a better future is what counts.” Layard patted his shoulder.

      Bas hugged Sera tighter, enjoying the warmth of her body. “Why did you make me forget her leaving?” he asked Layard with a hard look.

      Layard sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Because you wouldn’t have let it go. I promised your mother I’d keep you on the right path and I have.”

      He looked down at his lovely fey, still beautiful even in sleep. “I have to lose her again.”

      “Sometimes we must let go of the people we love and hope one day they’ll return to us,” Layard smiled. “You got her back once. I think fate has more in store for you both.”

      Bas rested his head against seat, then Sera suddenly turned and rolled out of his arms, landing on the floor. “Sera!”

      She lay on the floor, writhing in pain.

      “Sera, what’s wrong?” Liana knelt beside her.

      Sera clutched her stomach, whimpering as she thrashed about. Bright white light enveloped her body, wrapping around her like a blanket.

      “Li, what hell is happening to her?” Bas demanded.

      “I don’t know!”

      Sera screamed as the light flashed spreading outwards her wings reformed, glowing like glitter.

      “Ithereal wings don’t grow back,” Liana gasped.

      “Her body healed itself,” Layard breathed. “Incredible!”

      Bas knelt beside her. “Are you okay?”

      She scrambled into a sitting position. “You saved me.”

      He smirked. “Guess we’re even now.” He wrapped his arms around her, burying his face against her shoulder. “I’m sorry for everything I said.”

      Sera returned his embrace. “I am too.”

      She pulled back and rose. His arms felt empty without her, but he guessed it was for the best. She’d be leaving soon. He’d have to let her go.

      Sera held out her hand white light shimmered forming into a square shaped crystal.

      Bas gasped, staring at it wide eyed. “That’s the keystone. How…”

      She shook her head. “It called to me, guess I was meant to find it.”

      They rode the rest of the way in silence. Bas watched Sera staring the keystone. “No one ever figured out how to make it work. Maybe you can,” he remarked. She nodded, tucking it into her pack.

      Bas took control as they prepared to land to make sure Niall didn’t crash and kill them all. He dropped the jumper down close to the edge of the border and the jumper’s bay doors opened.

      “Can you breathe the poisonous gases in the old world?” Niall asked Liana.

      “It’s not all poisonous, moron. We say that to keep nosy mages like you away,” Liana answered and slung her pack over her shoulder. “Later, boss.” She gave Bas a quick hug. “Nice to know not all mages are bad.”

      “I’ll miss you, Li.” Bas grinned. “I hope we see each other again.”

      Liana turned to Niall. “You I won’t miss.”

      “Aw, you’ll be lost without me, spitfire.” He patted her arse.

      Liana slapped him, hard. “You are such a…”

      “Behave,” Layard scolded them and hugged Sera. “Good luck, girl.”

      Sera smiled. “We’ll see each other again.”

      “I know we will. Give my best to that old goat Alward.” She laughed then hugged Niall.

      “I’ll miss you, blondie.” Niall glanced between her and Bas. “I’ll set the jumper for home.” He headed inside. Layard said his goodbyes too and left the group to go back to his cabin.

      “I’ll give you a minute.” Liana headed over the border, walking off in the opposite direction.

      “We have to walk away from this,” Sera said. “You know nothing can happen between us – it’s why I never tried to find you again. It’s safer for both of us that way.”

      Bas nodded. “I know. Thanks for saving Clara and everything.”

      “Thanks for coming back to me. Take care of Clara.”

      “Always.” He hesitated, unsure of what to say or do. “We’ll see each other again. One day.”

      “One day.” She smiled and squeezed his hand. “This isn’t goodbye.”

      “Technically we are still married,” he added. “Even if you didn’t use your real name, the vows we took are sacred.”

      “Guess you’d better file for divorce then without letting anyone know I’m still alive.”

      Bas shook his head. “No, like you said, we’ll see each other again.”

      Sera turned and walked over the border, vanishing into the mist.

      Bastian stood there, his heart pounding. Damn it, he couldn’t just let her go. Without thinking, he sprinted across the border, the mist parting like a curtain as he ran. Up ahead he saw her. As if sensing him, she turned around. When he reached her, he drew her in for a long, searing kiss.

      “Bas, you can’t be here.” Sera said as she pulled away from him. “The Ashran have eyes everywhere.”

      Bas ran a hand through her hair. “I know, I need you to know I never stopped…”

      Sera sighed. “Mages and fey aren’t supposed to fall in love, remember?” She touched his cheek.

      “I think we moved past that a long time ago. I don’t care if you’re fey. Hell, the wings are kind of nice.”

      “I hated lying to you.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t apologise. I found you again.” He grinned. “If the roles were reversed, I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same thing.”

      Sera pulled out of his embrace. “I have to go. So do you. Hurry back over the border.”

      Bas drew her in for another kiss, not wanting to let her go. “Stay. If they think —”

      “We both know I don’t belong in that world.”

      “Not sure I do either.” He shook his head. “It’s not fair, I just found you, now I have to lose you all over again. I never got the chance to know you.”

      Sera clutched his hand. “There is a way. We can share each other, like sharing minds. You’ll know everything about me and I will about you.”

      Bas frowned. “How long will it take?”

      “Not long.”

      “Do it.”

      White light swirled around them as a rush of emotions swirled through them. He felt her love too. They no longer needed words.

      “We’ll see each other again, I promise.” Sera kissed him.

      “I know.” He turned back, headed through the mist and lost sight of her for the last time.

      
        
        The End

        Continue the Tales of the Ithereal Series in book two, Outcast Fey.
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        Everything is finally starting to fall into place for Amber Khalid.

      

      

      

      She’ll have her graduate degree by May, and with a study system in place, she’s able to excel in her courses. She even has time to spare for dating. Then one day Amber discovers she has been mysteriously endowed with the ability of telekinesis, which could have proven handy except it doesn’t stop there. The powers keep coming and with no way of controlling them she is backed into a corner.

      

      Convinced she must get rid of them, Amber endeavors to retrace her steps to uncover the catalyst and reverse it. She embarks on a search which leads her back to her best friend, Kelly Stowe, from high school. Someone she hasn’t spoken to in years. Leads divert Amber elsewhere, but what goes around comes around, bringing her back full circle to an unexpected homecoming.

      

      Amber presses onward hell bent on extracting the dangerous powers. However, in spite of making connections along the way and moving one step closer to solving the mystery, Amber is unable to think clearly with the overwhelming power swirling inside of her. Even impaired, one thing is for sure: everything isn’t what it seems. Will Amber be able to protect herself and will she find Kelly before it’s too late?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          June 3, 1968

        

      

    

    
      Death was certain. Drained, Marcus gave into the inevitable. He closed his eyes, anticipating his execution. Instead, he felt stillness fall upon him as if in repose rather than converging with the imminent death coming to claim him. Fleetingly he thought, Maybe death comes without pain…but he knew better, he knew what awaited him in his afterlife. For all of his transgressions, a debt was owed, a payment that could only be settled with the exchange of his soul, suffering unspeakable torment for an eternity.

      Time slowed to a crawl, each passing minute seemingly more infinite than the last. Then, at last, he felt it—a jarring, excruciating pain that radiated throughout his entire body. Sharp rocks jabbed at his torso and scraped against every inch of exposed skin. He opened his eyes, capturing a rotating landscape as he tumbled down a rocky hill. He landed hard on his back. Agonized moans cried out in unison, nearby. He was not alone. It took seconds to realize he was back in Wyoming, along with his fallen brethren, and alive.

      Marcus stood up and staggered toward the wooded area. Vanessa reached for his arm, making him stumble backwards. “Where are you going?”

      He yanked his arm away. “I'm done.”

      “So that's it?  You're leaving your people?”

      He jutted an index finger at her. "You don't get to say that to me.”

      “I deserve that,” Vanessa admitted, pointing expansively to their people, “but they don't. You can't leave them, now.”

      “I can't face them, not after what I’ve done. I’ve failed them.”

      “No, you inspired them, and trained them for battle. You gave them something to fight for.”

      “I almost got them killed.”

      “And yet they're all still alive, but would gladly die for you and our cause.”

      “No, I have to go now,” Marcus said, having already made up his mind.

      “Then make me your second.”

      “Not a chance in—”

      “I know you're still angry with me, but our people were loyal to you. You can't defect. Make me your second in command and you can leave. I will remain and lead our people in your absence—until you are ready to return. I'll tell them you were captured. Let me continue what you've started.”

      “Why would you do that for me?”

      “I have no ulterior motives. I only want to honor you for what you've done for us. Defecting will ruin you and tarnish everything you've accomplished.  Let me do this for you.”

      “Done," he said, relinquishing his rank to her.

      “Good, now go before someone sees you. Be well.”

      He nodded in gratitude and fled into the dense forest.
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            September 5, 1997

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a frigid September morning when fifteen year old Kelly Stowe had shown up for school. School had already been in session for almost two weeks, but it was only Kelly Stowe’s second day due to a delay in receiving her immunization forms. She chaffed her arms as she entered the foreign halls of Carrington High. Still unfamiliar with the layout of the school, Kelly pulled out the school map rendering the secretary sketched for her on her first day. She studied the map, tracing her finger along the hallway which led to her first period class. Algebra.

      Tucking the map back into her backpack, Kelly rushed down the hall. The bell gave a final ring just as she’d slipped into the first empty desk she could find.

      Mrs. Pagano stood in the front of the class. “Good afternoon, class. I hope you had a chance to go over chapters 9-10, leading up to the unit review. We’ve got a lot to cover for Friday’s quiz.”

      The students groaned in protest, showing their discontent about studying for the quiz.

      “Settle down, it’s not the end of the world. It’s just Algebra.” She turned around to write on the chalkboard. “Let’s begin with last night’s homework, shall we? Turn to page ninety-eight.”

      Amber pulled out her textbook and flipped through the pages. For once, she had completed the entire assignment.

      “Who would like to explain problem number one?” Mrs. Pagano asked.

      Several hands shot up, including Amber’s. Two rows up, Amber noted the distinctive slouch, of the new girl, all too well as she’d executed the same move many times whenever she came ill-prepared to class.

      “Kelly.”

      “Mrs. Pagano, I didn’t raise my hand.”

      “I know, dear.  Why don’t you answer the question anyway?” Mrs. Pagano glanced down at the page. “How do you solve 3x +12y+42z?”

      Kelly cleared her throat, stalling for time and straightened her posture. “Ummm.”

      Some of the girls in the back row snickered.

      “Sherry, is there something funny you’d like to share with the rest of the class?” Mrs. Pagano asked.

      “Mrs. Pagano, I don’t think she did the homework,” Sherry replied.

      “Be that as it may, I don’t appreciate your interrupting my class.”

      “Sorry, ma’am, I’m only saying if she’d studied, like the rest of us, she’d know you can only find the sum of like terms.”

      “Thank you, Sherry, for your input, but I wanted Kelly to solve the problem.  Kelly, you can solve the next problem.”

      “Mrs. Pagano, may I use the lav?” Amber requested.

      “Two minutes, Amber.”

      Amber walked up the aisle, stealthily dropping her notes on Kelly’s desk.  Grabbing the ladies’ room hall pass, Amber looked in Kelly’s direction. Kelly made eye contact and mouthed thank you.
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        * * *

      

      Dennis Harrison, the supervisor, came out of the main office of Key Furniture Express to start the morning meeting. “Marco, I need you to construct cabinets today. Simmons will box them. Jackson and Baker, I’ve got you two on the loading dock.”

      Mary, from Payroll, had also stopped by to announce that they would be rolling out a new payroll system and to encourage those who had not elected direct deposit to reconsider. She frowned at Marcus a bit before reminding everyone to check their time sheets for accuracy, then headed back to the office.

      Mr. Harrison resumed giving directions, but Marcus continued to stare right past him at Mary’s retreating silhouette. Seeing her again, brought back his guilt.

      It had been a couple of months since he’d been working there, but he was having a hard time finding his place amongst his new co-workers. What to say? What not to say? It was tough to know what to avoid being that he was new and didn’t know anyone. Growing up in a family that didn’t mince words had given him a tough skin. Not much offended him, but these people were different. The slightest change in inflection could set them off.

      Although he meant no harm, he had offended Mary.  She had been gushing over pictures of her newborn son when he asked if she worried about living to see him graduate and start his own family, given her age. A flutter of the eyes and a taut jawline, which was previously dimpled with lines, clued him in that he’d said the wrong thing. At forty-eight she was older to have just given birth to her first child, but women in their forties were healthier, exercising and eating right, making it possible to get pregnant. Who was he to criticize her for wanting a family? He recoiled with chagrin, apologizing but the damage was done.  After that he opted to keep to himself with the exception of his co-worker, Lincoln. He got along swimmingly with Lincoln, but mostly because he was just as unfiltered.

      After the incident, Lincoln advised, “Try it out in your head, first. If it makes you cringe, then don’t say it out loud.”

      “That’s the thing. It didn’t sound so bad in my head when I thought about it…I didn’t think it was rude until I saw that look on her face.”

      “Ancient history, man. She’ll get over it.”

      It was easy for Lincoln to say, not being the object of Mary’s contempt. Admittedly, Marcus should have known better, but he never had this much trouble with being well received.  Everyone, especially the ladies, loved him, but not this one. From that point onward, his statements would be prefaced by careful thought.  He didn’t want anything like that happening again.

      “Marco,” Harrison barked, jostling Marcus out of his deep contemplation. “Did you hear what I just said?”

      “Yes, Mr. Harrison, I’m sorry.”

      “Hit your head pretty hard last week, huh?”

      “Uh, yes, sir, but I’ve been cleared for duty.  I just got lost in thought for a minute.”

      “Okay, Marco, no daydreaming while building the cabinets and operating machinery. That’s how limbs get lost in this line of business.”

      “Yes, sir, I’m focused,” Marcus said reassuringly.

      “That’s what I love to hear, Marco!” Harrison replied, and then exited the workroom to return to his office.

      “Hey, Marcus. When are you going to tell the boss that your name isn’t Marco?” Lincoln inquired. Lincoln Mitchell worked alongside Marcus building cabinets, stocking the shelves with goods, and operating the trucks for delivery runs.

      “I don’t care what he calls me,” Marcus responded, dismissing the misunderstanding about his name with indifference. After all, Marcus wasn’t his name anyway. What did he care if someone incorrectly pronounced his pseudonym?

      “Marcus, I wish I could be as carefree as you. I flip out whenever anyone misspells my name, let alone mispronounces it!”

      Marcus smiled and gave a ‘got to roll with the punches’ shrug. “I guess life is too short to worry about the small things, Linc.”

      “Man, you don’t know the half.”

      Huh, if he only knew.

      Both men took long swigs of their hot hazelnut brews and then stood up to return to their workstations.

      Marcus stared at the empty station across from him. “Where’s Mack?”

      “Oh, you didn’t hear?” Lincoln replied. “He’s out on medical leave. Got a hernia and had to have surgery.”

      “No, I didn’t know.  I hope he’s doing okay.”

      “You wanna send him flowers?” Lincoln asked, holding his hand over his heart.

      “This must be what it feels like to have children.”

      “Oh, my man is on his toes today. Just when I thought you were going soft. You wound me, Marc.”

      They joked but this job really did a number on the body. Even his body was wearing him down. Marcus used to be able to cover a mile in less than five minutes. Now, he was lucky if he could do it in twenty. His breathing was labored now and his joints ached. At this rate, he might end up under the knife, too, if he wasn’t careful. They’d spent days lifting, bending, and twisting. One wrong angle and that would be bad news for him. He never had to worry about it when he was younger, but now was different. This was his bread and butter; he needed to be in decent enough shape to withstand the day-to-day workload.  Not too many places paid under the table. No, he’d have to hang in there.

      “Are you ready to bang out some cabinets, Mar-co?” Lincoln asked cheerily.

      “Funny, Linc.”

      Marcus rubbed his stomach, reminded that it could have easily been him out on leave. Huh, that would have been good. “May I see you’re insurance card, Mr. Pratt?” Not likely. Since he wasn’t technically an employee they couldn’t very well sign him up for an insurance plan. Nope, he’d have to take heed of the proper lifting techniques as outlined in the company’s safety manual.

      Crouching to screw in the cabinet pieces, Marcus felt a sharp pain in his back and cursed to himself. “Hey man, I’ll be back,” he said, walking to his locker. He searched for a small bottle of analgesics, popped the two tablets in his mouth and swallowed half a bottle of water.

      With his back against the locker, he wondered how much longer he could go on doing this.  He hated having to move so often—always changing jobs, always working under the table—but it was necessary. Until he was able to find another solution, this was the way to go. He lasted this long, didn’t he?

      The shooting pain in his back dulled to a minor throb—still painful, but tolerable. That was as good as it was going to get. Securing his locker, he headed back to the assembly line. Keep your head low, don’t complain, and no more stupid comments.  Anymore mistakes might cost him if he wasn’t on top of things.
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      At 12 PM on the dot, the alarm sounded. The students grabbed their backpacks and shuffled out of the classroom, dispersing in different directions. Some of the students headed for their next class, and the others—if they were scheduled for the first wave of lunch—headed for the cafeteria.

      Kelly planted herself at an empty table with her cafeteria issued meal. She aimlessly twirled her fork, in the mush that was allegedly mashed potatoes with no intent of eating it. The chicken, marinated in an equally mysterious glaze, didn’t appeal promising, either. Still, she kept up the pretense, working the potatoes, busying herself, really. Finally she pushed her tray aside, feeling not only hungry but pathetic, because she was sitting by herself and had not made any new friends with the exception of the girl who’d shared her notes in Algebra. What was her name?

      “Hi, I’m Amber Khalid. Is anyone sitting here?”

      Kelly perked up, her beak nose proudly taking center stage, as she swatted her purple-streaked bangs aside, revealing a recent outbreak of acne across her forehead. “Ye-yes. I mean no. Um, yes you can sit here.”

      “Thanks. You’re new, right?”

      “Yes, my dad just got a new job so we had to move. I’m Kelly Stowe, by the way. It’s really nice to meet you. You know, I think you’re the first person who has spoken to me.”

      “Yeah, the kids here are kind of mean, huh? Don’t feel bad. We can be outcasts together!”

      “I’m okay with that.” Kelly laughed, her braces twinkling in the afternoon sunlight pouring into the cafeteria.

      Amber unpacked her lunch and spread it out in front of her.

      “You should move that,” Kelly suggested, pointing at the cherry pie.

      “Why?” Amber asked.

      “Hey Brody, think fast,” Nelson Mayner yelled, throwing a Orange Fizz soft drink to Brody Thomas.

      The girls were seated in the middle of the two jocks and the soft drink fell short, landing in Amber's pie.

      “My bad, Amber,” Nelson said.

      “It’s okay,” Amber grumbled, picking the bottle up with her index finger and thumb. No telling where Nelson's hands had been.

      “Sorry about your pie,” Kelly said.

      “How did you—”

      Kelly shrugged. "Good instincts.”

      “Oh," Amber said, checking the rest of her food. “My sandwich looks okay.”

      “Well, then, you're one up on me,” Kelly joked.

      “You’re not eating?” Amber asked, pointing at the untouched tray.

      “Ugh, no, I’m not sure this passes as edible.”

      “Want half of my turkey and swiss?”

      “Sure. Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcus sat at a picnic table and pulled out a tuna wrap he’d purchased from the truck vendor. Lincoln strolled over and sat beside Marcus as he wrapped up a phone call.

      “What did Grandma say, Leans?”

      “Well, if she already told you no, then, I don’t know why you’re asking me?”

      “Who’s going to be there?”

      “Are you sure it’s just a sleepover?”

      “I’m not going to talk to Grandma if any boys are going to be there.”

      “Okay, I’ll run it by her, Leans, but she’ll probably say no.”

      “Okay, I gotta go. Love you, too.”

      He disconnected the call.

      “Was that your daughter?” Marcus asked.

      “No, my little cousin, Lena, but she’s like a daughter. Ma took her in when her father died.”  He removed a wallet sized photo from his wallet. “We wanted her to still feel like she had family. Sweet kid, but sneaky. Every time my mother tells her no, she asks me. It took a while for me to catch on. Anyway, what about you, man?  You got any kids?”

      “No, but I have a sister just like Lena.”

      “Oh yeah, any pictures?”

      “Uh, no, it all got lost when we immigrated here.”

      “Ah, that’s too bad. Hey, man, we’d better head back. Lunch is almost over.”

      They discarded their trash and crossed the parking lot. Sleet began to fall on their way back to Key Furniture Express. In response to the unexpected precipitation, Lincoln merely slung his hood over his head and kept walking. Marcus, however, flinched as each pellet of ice ricocheted off of his skin. He regarded the overcast sky suspiciously as though nature was staging an affront with him as its target.

      “What is this?” Marcus asked.

      “It’s sleet.  You’ve never seen sleet before?”

      Marcus shook his head.  In his mind, rain made sense. All of the trees and plants alike needed rain to promote growth, but he could not find any purpose for sleet. No, this felt more like a message—a message that they knew his location and were coming to collect him.

      Interrupting his thoughts, Lincoln replied, “It happens sometimes when the temperatures drop—man, I don’t know. Do I look like a meteorologist?”

      “So this sleet isn’t abnormal?” Marcus asked with a self-derisive laugh. He realized he was overreacting.

      “No, you are,” Lincoln said, amused. “It must have been nice living in tropical weather.”

      “Tropical?  Right, yes, it was great.” Marcus must have mentioned residing in warmer climates at some point during one of their many conversations. He’d have to start keeping better track of what he’d said from now on.

      Marcus made it through the remainder of the day without provocation. The spectacle he made over the mundane precipitation was all the humiliation he could take. He kept busy all day, hoping Lincoln would forget all about it, but Lincoln didn’t mention it all afternoon. Maybe he was overreacting. He’d find out soon enough.

      “Can you give me a lift?” Marcus asked, jogging to catch up to Lincoln on his way out. “My car’s still in the shop.”

      “Sure, man, just give me a second to go to my locker.”

      Lincoln returned seven minutes later with his backpack slung over his shoulder.

      Marcus smirked to himself, a private joke playing in his head.

      “Something funny?”

      “As a matter of fact, I find it hilarious that you have so many things that you have a need to carry a backpack.”

      “Shut up, do you want a ride or not?”

      “What do you have in there, anyway?”

      “Food mostly, bananas, water, energy bars.”

      Marcus smile widened.

      “Okay, smart-ass, I’ll remember that the next time you fall out in the back of that hot ass delivery truck.”

      “I’m just kidding, Linc,” Marcus said, reaching for the passenger side door.

      “Oh, no, you can sit in the backseat,” Lincoln retorted.

      “Sure. You wish you were that lucky.”

      Marcus gave Lincoln a series of directions while changing the radio stations until finally settling on some oldies. The car slowed to a stop at a traffic light. Marcus stared absently out the window, his interest piqued at the bus stop vestibule.

      “You know her?” Lincoln asked, hitching his head at a wiry, teenage girl with purple streaked hair. A moment ago, she had been fiddling with the clasp of a necklace that kept coming undone.  Now she sat, holding the turquoise centerpiece in her hand. Then, she zipped it up in the pouch of her backpack.

      The necklace was unique in design. Marcus remembered its previous owner well. “Ah no, she just reminds me of somebody that I use to know.”

      “What, like a woman or lack thereof,” Linc joked, turning up the volume as Bobby Womack crooned on the radio.

      “Hilarious, Linc.”

      “Seriously, buddy, you’ve got to get out more.”

      “Uh huh, take a right at the light,” Marcus instructed, ignoring the unsolicited advice. “I get by just fine.”

      “I hope so. Can’t have you going ballistic on the job, because you’re lonely.”

      “Pull over behind the green Volvo.” Marcus hopped out the car.

      “This is your place?”

      “No, it’s just a stop on the way home.”

      “Oh, dude. I can wait.”

      “No, no it’s no trouble. I’ve got some other errands to take care of and then I’ll hail a cab.”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely. Thanks, man. See you tomorrow.”

      Marcus waved, watching Lincoln merge into traffic. It wasn't until Lincoln's car turned the corner that Marcus crossed the street and entered a derelict building due for remodeling. He climbed a flight of steps and opened the door to a larger abandoned office space. A flute of champagne and a lit candle was set on the table, waiting for him with a note. “In the boardroom.” A joke, Marcus chuckled, scrutinizing the dust motes that settled on the vinyl seats and once white lampshades. He wasn’t sure the small room counted as a boardroom, but he decided to go with it.

      He spied a doorway just beyond the receptionist desk, picked up his champagne, and ambled towards it. One of the doors was missing and the other hung askew, its hinge broken. Marcus gingerly moved it aside allowing him entry into the adjacent room. A woman, captivating to behold, stood by the window sipping champagne.

      “You started without me, Mel,” Marcus said.
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      The day was wrapping up and Marcus was on his way out the door when he noticed a cell phone had been left behind. It was Lincoln’s phone. Just as he was considering whether he should wait until the next day to return the phone, the screen brightened either addition of new entries. Seven missed calls and eight text messages. Then, to tip the scales in Lincoln’s favor, the phone buzzed, and the name, Ingrid, showed up on the home screen. He let it rang a few more times before depressing the ignore feature to send her to voicemail. He learned very quickly not to select ignore prematurely or he would end up on the receiving end of a conniption. Knowing Lincoln had been messaging Ingrid recently and raving about her, he knew Lincoln would be disappointed if he didn’t get the messages. Noting the time, a quarter to five, Marcus figured he had enough time to drop off the phone and still make his appointment. So he asked the main office for Lincoln’s address.

      Recalling the area, he set out for the destination. He took a short cut down the Boulevard instead of driving down Maple Street. Once he arrived, he alighted from his Celica and walked up the walkway to Lincoln’s house.

      Shortly after knocking on the door, a young girl answered the door. This had to be his cousin, Lena. Marcus recognized her from the photo Lincoln kept on him all the time. She looked like she could be fifteen or sixteen with long jet black hair and long bangs falling just below her eyebrows. Stunning green eyes, which were emphasized through heavily applied kohl eyeliner, peeked out from beneath the fringe of her bangs. Oversized clothing engulfed her small frame, hanging shapelessly onto her bony shoulders and hips. Definitely must be a phase.

      “Hello, I’m Marcus. Is Lincoln home?”

      “Sure. Would you like a drink while you wait?” Lena offered, letting him in.  The kitchen was located immediately to their right.

      “Please. Water would be great.”

      It looked as though a wall had been knocked down to give the feel of a larger space. There was nothing to separate the living room from the kitchen aside from a plush gray carpet. It definitely had a more personable vibe without the wall in the way, making it easier to communicate freely while preparing a meal.

      Lena crossed the polished hardwood floor of the kitchen and reached up into the cupboard for a glass, a small area of her forearm was exposed as her shirt sleeve inched back.

      She must have felt his steady gaze, because she self-consciously pulled her shirt down to cover the exposed patches of psoriasis on her lower back and arms. When she turned around to face Marcus, he awkwardly pretended to look at an issue of Vogue magazine, addressed to Yvonne M. Mitchell, on the counter. Although it was nearly impossible to discern underneath all of that mascara and the strategically placed canopy of bangs covering her eyes, he could have sworn she rolled her eyes. Smooth, Marcus. Very subtle.

      “Lena, dear, I just heard the dryer timer go off. Would you please take the load—oh my, I'm sorry. I didn't know we had company.”

      Marcus straightened his posture, trying very hard not to look as uncoordinated and as out of place as he’d felt, but his clumsiness was unequivocal. He fumbled with the grace of an orangutan to place the cell phone on the counter. “Ma'am, I'm Marcus.  I work with Lincoln. He left his phone at work.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Marcus. I’m Mrs. Mitchell, Lincoln’s mother. Thank you for returning the phone. That was awfully nice of you. I hope it wasn't too much trouble.” She depressed a button on the intercom. “Lincoln, darling, there's someone here to see you.”

      “I'll be right down, Ma.”

      A few minutes later, Lincoln came traipsing through the kitchen entrance with that distinctive lackadaisical gait of his. “Hey, dude.”

      “Excuse me?” his mother admonished.

      “Sorry, Ma. Hello Marcus.”

      Lena handed Marcus a glass of ice water and then returned to the cupboards to remove the dinner plates to set the table. Frequently, she swiped unruly tresses out of her face.

      “Oh darling, I wish you'd cut your bangs or pull your hair back with a hair tie. I don't know how you can see anything with all that hair in your face.”

      Lena tugged at her sleeve, securing it through clenched fists. A nervous habit. “Grams, I like it. It's really no bother.”

      “You know what,” Lincoln said, giving the counter a jaunty tap, “I like it and, deep down, I think you dig it, too, Ma.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a stack of photos.

      “Where did you get those?”

      “From the photo album. Look, kiddo, the apple doesn't fall far from the tree,” Lincoln said, winking.

      Lena took the photo and smiled. “Is that you, Grams?”

      “You bet, kiddo.”

      Lincoln's mother clapped a hand over her mouth, giggling like she was seventeen again. In the photo, she had long, thick sepia hair neatly straightened, but she, too, had long bangs draped over her green eyes.

      Mrs. Mitchell playfully slapped Lincoln with the photo. “Mr. Detective.”

      “Come on, Ma. She's not hurting anyone.”

      “Have you seen the youngsters at her school? She's the only one who dresses or wears her hair like this,” Mrs. Mitchell remarked.

      “I'd rather she express herself uniquely than blend in to fit in. Besides, how did you feel when your folks were on your case about your hair and clothes?”

      “Point taken, dear.” She cupped Lena's face. “Be who you are, sweetheart—even if it means covering your pretty face.”

      “Leans, I think that's as good as it gets. Take off before she changes her mind.”

      “Laundry first, young lady. Then, you may resume your great escape.”

      Lena hugged Lincoln and then headed to the basement to fold laundry.

      Mrs. Mitchell checked on her pot roast in the oven. “Would you like to stay for dinner, Marcus?”

      “That would be lovely, Mrs. Mitchell, but I really should get going.”

      “I'll walk you out,” Lincoln offered.

      Once outside, Lincoln mimicked, “That would be lovely...when did you get so proper?”

      “Give me a break, asshole.”

      Lincoln laughed. He scrolled through the call history and whistled. “Ingrid called me seven times. My ass would have been grass if you didn’t bring this. I owe you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “Hey man, to be honest, I’m not even sure if it’s worth it. I mean, getting into anything heavy since I’m enlisting.”

      “That’s another day; today, you enjoy it like it’s your last.”

      “Sage advice, Marc. I don’t care what other people say about you.”

      “Always the comedian,” Marcus tried to deadpan, but couldn’t contain his laughter. Lincoln always made him crack up. “I’ll see you tomorrow, man.”
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      Both Kelly and Amber loafed around Kelly’s house, completely bored. In spite of having homework, they thumbed through various issues of Glamour magazine, styled each other’s hair, and danced to their favorite Green Day songs, blaring through the speakers. Three hours later, they were still messing around, looking for something to watch on television.

      Since it was a school night, Kelly wasn’t allowed to have company but they had a huge Algebra exam the following morning. So Kelly’s dad had made an exception, based on their combined need to study. Studying that would have taken place had he been present to supervise. But, he was working late again, and these were fifteen year old girls who were brazenly well into their rebellious phase.

      “What does your dad do again? It seems like he’s never here,” Amber inquired.

      “You know, I’m not really sure what his technical title is, but he’s a scientist and he works for Prime Technologies,” Kelly answered.

      “Well, it must be cool to have the house all to yourself.”

      “If you say so.” Kelly would have given anything to have both parents around more.

      “Are you hungry?”

      “Starved.”

      “Let’s see what we have in the fridge.” Kelly removed a container with the words, DON’T TOUCH, sprawled across it in bold block letters. “Want some?”

      “Kelly, it says…”

      “I know what it says,” Kelly replied, digging in with a spoon. “My mother bought it for my dad. Nothing says ‘I’m sorry I cheated on you’ like dessert.”

      Amber didn’t know how to respond to that; she just listened intently, allowing Kelly to vent.

      “It’s been going on for a while now, coming home late, the unexplained absences…you know she says she loves my dad, but then she flakes on him at the last minute and says she has to work,” Kelly complained in between mouthfuls. “I mean, she works at a shoe store. Give me a break.”

      “Yeah, lame,” Amber commiserated.

      “You sure you don’t want any?” Kelly swayed a spoonful in Amber’s face, tempting her with custard goodness.

      Amber guiltily accepted a piece, reasoning there was already a gaping hole. What difference did it make to take one more piece?

      “Mmmmm.” Amber relished the dessert, catching some of the custard that slid down her chin and licked it off of her fingers. Then her eyes widened. “Kelly, there’s oranges in this.  Aren’t you allergic?”

      “I thought about that, too,” Kelly replied insouciantly still nibbling on the custard. “I had some earlier,” she confessed, “and my throat hasn’t swollen up, yet. I’m thinking I’m in the clear.”

      Back in the living room after indulging on the forbidden dessert, Amber toggled up and down the viewer guide to find something to watch.

      “Turn to MTV, Road Rules is on,” Kelly suggested.

      “The guide says music videos are on until seven.”

      “Wanna make a bet?”

      “Ten bucks.”

      “You're on.”

      Amber switched stations to MTV and the Road Rules cast were climbing a wall to retrieve their next roadmap clue. “How do you do that and don't tell me good instincts?”

      “I have no idea, Amber. I've just always been good at guessing.”

      Head lights beamed over the living room as a car pulled into the driveway.

      “Quick, where’s your Algebra book?”

      Amber dug through her backpack.

      “Hurry up,” Kelly urged, turning off the television.

      “I’m trying, it’s stuck on something.” Amber struggled to pull it free. They heard the engine shut off.

      “Omigod, I’m so not in a mood for a lecture.”

      “Got it!” Amber flopped the book open and the two of them huddled around it, pretending to concentrate hard on the quadratic equations and slopes.

      Seven minutes passed and Amber got up to see what was holding Kelly’s mom up. She peeked out the window. “I see your mom, but who is she talking to?”

      Kelly jumped up and checked; she instantly recognized the turquoise Celica. “Urgh, it’s her friend, Martin. No, it’s more hoity-toity than that—Marcellus. Yeah, I think that’s his name.”

      “I wonder what they’re talking about.”

      “Who knows? I wish he’d go away.”

      “Kelly!”

      “He’s always around, Amber. If he’d just give my mom some breathing room, she might be able to work things out with my dad.”

      “You really think something’s going on?”

      “I don’t know.” Kelly closed the blinds, rubbing her temples. “Come on, let’s go upstairs.”

      Inside Kelly’s room, Amber perused Kelly’s CD collection. “What do you want to listen to?”

      No response. Kelly was out for the count.  Amber settled on something whimsical and plunked down beside Kelly, shaking the bed in earthquake fashion, but still no movement from Kelly. She must be tired. The bed felt really comfortable and Amber felt herself drifting off, too.
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      Amber closed her locker, dropping off her textbooks in exchange for her lunch. She crossed the hallway to enter the cafeteria. Kelly waved her over to an empty table by the windows.

      “How did the test go?” Amber asked.

      “I wasn't here.”

      “No, why not?”

      “It was weird. The morning after we studied, I wasn't feeling well. So my mom let me stay home. It was awful,” Kelly replied. “You weren't here, either?”

      “Nope. Out sick.”

      Kelly drifted off, Amber could tell she hadn't been listening for the last minute or so. “Earth to Kelly.”

      “I’m sorry, girl.  I was just thinking.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Five by five,” Kelly said with a smirk, reaching in her backpack. “Aha!” Kelly beamed triumphantly dangling a necklace. “I’ve been meaning to give this back to you. I finally fixed the clasp. Sorry, it took so long.”

      “Omigod, you’re the best,” Amber squeaked with delight. Then Amber’s glee vanished, her face ashen as if she might vomit. Amber tugged at the napkin dispenser and shoved a wad of napkins at Kelly. “Kelly, your nose.”

      Kelly took the napkins and pressed them against her nose to stop the flow of blood. “Urgh, thanks, girl,” she said, swinging her legs over the bench to get up. “I’ll be back.”

      Amber fastened the necklace around her neck, watching the cafeteria entrance every now and then for the return of her friend. The nosebleeds were a recent development, but Kelly waved it off like it was no big deal. That was the cool thing about Kelly; she never got hung up about things that were out of her control. Amber wished she could be as carefree as Kelly. She could stand to be less stilted, but she always played it safe. It was hard to feel untroubled when you had a tendency to worry and overthink everything. She stroked the turquoise cat’s eye disk of the necklace, wondering if her mother had the same problem. It was improbable. In photos, her mother appeared optimistic, but phlegmatic, like she didn’t have a worry in the world.

      Amber missed her mother and thought about her often. She wondered what her mother would have been like and what type of advice she would have imparted had she been there in the flesh. Amber longed to be held and reassured that it was okay to be herself—safe and predictable—even if it meant going unnoticed or missing out on adventures that hovered outside of her comfort zone.

      “That’s really nice, Amber,” Eric said, looking over her shoulder at the necklace she held in her hand.

      Amber was stunned that he knew her by name. They didn’t run with the same crowds. She was introverted with a proclivity of fading into the background, whereas Eric was popular and handsome, naturally immersed in the spotlight without even trying.

      “Your name is Amber, right?” he asked, hesitant that he’d called her by the wrong name.

      “Oh, yeah, it’s Amber.” She looked down at her necklace again. “It was my mother’s necklace…She died when I was four in a car wreck during a blizzard.”

      “I heard. Carrington Woods?”

      Amber nodded.

      “That’s awful...I’m sorry for your loss.” He knelt down, mesmerized by the cat’s eye. “It’s beautiful. That shade sort of reminds me of the ocean.”

      “Doesn’t it?” She wondered if that’s what her mom thought of when she’d worn it.

      He smiled and opened his mouth to say something else, but was interrupted by a girl from across the cafeteria.

      “Hey, Eric what are you doing over there?” Sherry screamed before taking a sip of her sparkling water.

      “I guess I should go because I told her I’d have lunch with her.”

      “Oh, right—of course,” Amber stuttered.

      “Well, I’ll see you around,” Eric said, smiling as he turned to walk towards Sherry’s table.

      Amber was ecstatic until she overheard Sherry ask him why he was talking to a weirdo like Amber.

      “No, she’s not weird at all. She’s actually kinda cool.”

      “Whatever, who cares,” Sherry retorted, taking a bite of her grilled chicken salad. Eric looked at Amber wondering if she had heard their conversation. Amber glanced over at Eric and smiled, indicating that all was well. Then, she turned her focus back to her lunch, trying to forget Sherry’s insults.

      “Hey girl, you won’t believe what I just heard.” Kelly stopped, taking in Amber’s sullen face. “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh its nothing,” Amber said, casting a look across the cafeteria.

      Kelly followed her gaze to Sherry.  “What did that bitch say now?” Hands clenched into fists, Kelly started in Sherry’s direction.

      “Kelly, no, really, it’s fine. Nothing I’m not use to by now.”

      “That doesn’t make it right. Besides, I’d love to wipe that smug look off her face. I mean who does she think she is?”

      “The most popular girl in school.”

      “That was rhetorical and not the point. Anyway, I bet I can change that.”

      “How?”

      “Easy. How popular do you think she’ll be with a shaved head?”

      Amber laughed, milk spouting from her nose. Once the bout subsided, she said, “Don’t sink to her level. I’m fine, Kelly.”

      “You’re probably right. Anyway, on to more important developments…was that the luscious Eric Wooley flirting with you?” Only Kelly could go from intensely protective to light and bubbly in two seconds flat.

      “No, he wasn’t flirting. He was just being nice.” Then she added with more conviction. “It was nothing. Didn’t you have some gossip to tell me?”

      “Huh? I don’t know. Who cares?” A tad forgetful, too. Kelly continued, “Eric is hot and he was talking to you for five whole minutes.”

      “What is your obsession with this topic?”

      “Call it a woman’s intuition. You can’t fault me for wanting my friend to be happy.”

      “Yes, but it’s nothing to get excited about because he was just admiring my mom’s necklace.”

      “For five minutes? I think he was just using it as an excuse to talk to you. Do you really think he stayed over here this long to discuss jewelry? I’m telling you, he totally likes you.”

      “I don’t want to read into it. Again, I think he was just being nice.”

      He definitely wasn’t like the rest of his clique, but there was no reason for Amber to go crazy over a short conversation. Still, she smiled to herself considering the possibilities.
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      Eleven years had passed since Amber had last seen Kelly. It seemed the transient lifestyle was not quite done with Kelly. Her father had been transferred, again, this time to a Prime Technologies division in Milwaukee. The two girls, who felt more like sisters than friends, sobbed while promising to remain friends regardless of the miles that separated them.

      Initially they kept in touch, sending each other instant messages, emails, text messages, pictures, and updates. But, as they grew older, the emails slowed down until finally they stopped altogether. They were both leading busy lives, which left less time to stay connected. But if Amber was honest with herself, she’d admit that the disconnection was mostly her.

      Amber had already received her Bachelor of Science in Management, but had gone back to school for her graduate degree. Studying for her Master’s was a different beast. She had no time for sleep and coffee had become her friend. Well, that and Eric, whom she had bumped into a year back.

      Since they had a lot of the same classes, they began spending more time together. And Amber was pretty positive that Eric was the culprit who had come between Kelly and her.  Not really, she couldn’t possibly blame him. He was so sweet, funny, and charming.  No, Amber had gotten so caught up in her new friendship with Eric that she didn’t realize she was neglecting her friendship with Kelly.

      Once she came to her senses, she shot Kelly a few text messages. Hey girl! Long time…miss you. Let’s talk and catch up.

      Unfortunately, her text messages went unanswered. Soon after that, Amber stopped altogether convinced that this was what happened—you grew up and, sadly, apart. The distance was just too much.

      Slowly without realizing it, Eric became her best friend. It felt wrong as if she were replacing Kelly somehow, but it wasn’t intentional. It was a closeness that naturally developed over time as she’d gotten to know him. He made her laugh, annoyed her like none other, and defended her with a passion that was unmatched save for a little spitfire also known as Kelly Stowe.

      “I can’t believe you, Eric,” Amber exclaimed, watching yet another cute guy running away that Eric had scared off.

      “What? The guy is scum,” Eric explained. “He’s so not your type. Are you really angry with me? I did you a favor”

      “Yes, I didn’t need your help and I really wish that you’d stop sabotaging my prospects.”

      “I’m sorry, but you don’t know guys like I do.”

      Amber glowered at him.

      “Okay, okay! I get it.  It’s none of my business.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I just want you to be happy.  You’re my best friend.”

      “Awww, you’re sweet. Annoying, but sweet,” Amber teased as she hugged him.

      She didn’t know when her relationship with Eric had taken on such a familial turn, but she was grateful. Maybe love wasn’t in the cards for them, but she certainly enjoyed his company.

      Oh well. “Well, I have to get going. I’m going to be late for cycling.”

      “See you tomorrow with bells on.”

      “You’re such a nerd sometimes.”

      “Ha ha, I know you are but what am I?”

      Amber rolled her eyes, hustling up Dalton Road to make it to the gym. She needed some time to unwind.
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      Later on during her cycling class, her thoughts digressed back to Eric. What was that all about? He never seemed to like any of the guys she dated. What was it to him?

      “Up, down…up,” the spin instructor said, “C’mon guys. Push it.”

      Amber stood up as the terrain on her cycling program changed, giving her a challenge. Her legs burned, but she willed herself to push through it. Not much of a multi-tasker, she fell behind, finding it difficult to keep up with the cadence of the rest of the cyclists. Thoughts of Eric were all consuming; she just couldn’t get him off her mind. Rolling her shoulders, she directed her full attention at the spin instructor. She could decipher the complexities of her relationship with Eric later.

      After her spin class, Amber crashed hard. She dreamt the recurring dream that she’d been having for months. In this dream, she was flying. The hem of her white dress fluttered against bare feet as she glided across the sky. The moon was gorgeous as she drifted past it.

      Then, all of a sudden, her flight accelerated. No longer floating, Amber soared up into outer space. She panicked.  Of course, there were similar dreams over the past few months, but nothing like this. She’d always been aware and able to wake up at will, but this was different. She wasn’t in control.

      Her stomach heaved the way it did on rollercoasters and she knew what was coming. A hell of a drop. Looking down, she had a long way to go. She plummeted at an alarming rate and prayed for a quick death.

      The impact of her fall was massive. Detritus and rubble exploded everywhere. At the center of her landing, Amber dematerialized and reappeared in the Sahara Desert of Africa. Heat swayed in waves above the ground in the distance.

      What the hell is going on?

      Amber assessed her body, and, to her astonishment, she realized that she’d sustained no injuries. However, she’d somehow ended up on another continent and needed to find a way back home. Shielding her eyes from the sun, Amber searched in all directions for any signs of civilization. There was no one for miles.

      Or so she thought.

      Pain ripped through her and she screamed, turning to face her attacker. A tiger clawed at her and gouged out enough flesh to see the bones of her ribcage. Terrified, she kept her distance, looking for a diversion to escape.

      Then Eric appeared, looking just as confused as she. “Amber?” he said, wiping sleep from his eyes.

      The tiger pranced around to face the newcomer.

      “Eric, run!”

      As the tiger pounced on Eric, Amber swatted it across the desert. When it regained traction, again, it took off.

      Eric murmured in pain, holding his ravaged arm. Meat bubbled out of the bloody claw marks. Amber ran over to him, but he vanished in a blinding light. She opened her eyes to find that the sun was rising and its light seeped through her blinds.

      I knew it was a dream. But it felt so real. She looked at the time, 9:58 AM. She was late for class.

      As quickly as she could blink, she was having lunch with Eric. What is going on?  She had no recollection of the morning.

      I’m going crazy, she thought, fidgeting in her seat. Get it together.

      “Hey spaz, are you okay over there?” Eric asked.

      Amber’s eyes darted erratically from side to side. “How did I get here?”

      “What do you mean? You know that you drove here, like everyone else. What’s with you, today?”

      “I’m losing it.” Amber smirked. “I’m just kidding. You’re so gullible sometimes, Eric.” The last thing she wanted was for Eric to think that she had lost her mind.

      Eric’s face softened. “No, you’re definitely different today.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. Weird,” he replied, his tone timid, but measured, “but beautiful as always.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      Eric rarely said things like that to Amber. He flirted with her, but in the kind of way that was construed as more personality, not an actual desire upon which he wanted to act. Still, he had never called her beautiful. She didn’t know how to process this random compliment, especially since she’d gotten it into her head that their relationship was completely innocent and platonic.

      A wind picked up, flickering the skirt of the tablecloth.  Dark clouds covered the outdoor patio of the restaurant in shadow. Lightning streaked the skies and the smell of ozone was strong.

      “It’s going to rain soon,” Eric announced, packing up his books. “So much for studying. I thought it was supposed to be clear skies and sunny.”

      The wind quickened and the droplets of rain soon transformed into a monsoon. They made a dash for the clearing beneath an awning.

      “Third time this week. I don’t know what’s with this weather.” Water dribbled down his face, his t-shirt clung to his broad chest and shoulders, showcasing the toned curve of his arms.

      “I should get going, anyway,” Amber said.

      “I thought we were going to study.”

      “It’s pouring.”

      “Not here, obviously. We could go to my place.”

      Amber had her back against the glass of the storefront, her palms splayed across the window pane. It was chilly out with the wind sweeping across the rain, but she felt warm. The warmth originated in her belly, the kind that comes after a shot of Bourbon. It coursed through her bosom and undulated down her arms until she felt it tingling at her fingertips. “Rain check.”

      She pushed off of the glass, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. Behind her, fresh twin hand prints were molded into the glass. It glowed a molten red for a moment and then subsided.

      “Shit,” Eric said, kneeling down to take a closer look at the window. “Was it like this before? Are you hurt?”

      He reached for Amber’s hands.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      “Okay.” Eric jumped back, hands up. “I’m sorry. I was just checking to see if you’re burned.”

      “Look, I don’t know how it happened. Okay?” Amber backed away, leaving the safety of the awning. “I gotta go.”

      When Amber got home, she went straight to the bathroom. She decided to draw a bath to calm her nerves. There was no way her bare hands melted the glass of that storefront. No way.

      Amber undressed. Feeling the steam of the bath was inviting, she couldn’t wait to soak in it. She lifted her leg over the rim of the tub and as she dipped a toe, the hot water swayed and shifted away from her descending foot. Testing the theory, she lifted her foot, breaking its affinity with the water. Then dipped her foot again and the water came swooshing back away from her foot. With the growing rift parting the waters, she could see the floor of the porcelain tub.

      She rubbed her eyes. It’s just another dream. I didn’t burn the glass with my bare hands. The glass from the vanity cracked, its break splintered outward in different directions. She shut her eyes tight, willing away the crazy. It’s not real. The water began to boil. It’s not real. She backed up against the corner of the bathroom, sliding down the wall. She rocked herself back and forth. None of this is real.

      A couple of days passed, but Amber was still destroying everything she came into contact with. She feared she had gone mad.

      The phone began to ring. It was Eric…again. He had already left twelve messages in the last few days. On this message, he pleaded for her to meet with him and tell him what was going on.  Now he was knocking on her door.  He must’ve gotten tired of waiting for a return call that would never come.

      “Hey stranger,” Eric said. “Can I come in?”

      “I’d rather you didn’t. What is it?”

      “You. I’ve been worried sick about you. You freaked out on me at the restaurant and you’re not returning any of my calls. What’s going on?” He stared past her at the wreck behind her. It looked like a demolition had been there. Craters and black starburst shaped scorches marred the walls.

      Amber tried to close the door, but he had already gotten past her to examine the fallout.

      A porcupine skittered across the floor. It happened a few days ago. Eric kept calling Amber around the clock until she couldn’t take it anymore. She yanked the phone out of the wall socket and had thrown it to the floor. It sprang up, morphing into a porcupine.

      “Amber, what the fuck?”

      “I’d like you to leave, Eric.”

      “No, I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on. Is someone threatening you? You can tell me.”

      “I SAID GET OUT,” Amber shrieked. Her voice knocked him over and she heard something snap. He was lying in an awkward heap, limbs twisted unnaturally. “Oh God, Eric, I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, get away from me.” Eric croaked through a mouthful of blood. “You’re crazy!”

      “Eric, please, you’re hurt.  I was trying to tell you.”

      “Get away from me.” He tried to push Amber away, but he was too weak.

      Tears sprang from her eyes. “I can’t control it. I really wish you hadn’t come.”

      Her intent was to be sequestered in her apartment until the madness had gone away on its own. The fallen plaster by the sofa and the broken furniture suggested that it wasn’t in her head, but she just wanted it all to stop.

      “Call the ambula—”

      “I’m so sorry.” Nothing had worked so far in terms of controlling her powers, but now she didn’t have any choice. She had to try or Eric could die. She closed her eyes and concentrated on healing him, whispering a short prayer. Her body glowed a fluorescent pink and she laid her hands on his protruding ulna, reversing its break and pulling it back inside of his body. His wounds closed up, too, leaving faint scars.

      Eric propped himself up, keeping his distance.

      Amber’s lip quivered. “I don’t know what to do?”

      He swept her up in his arms. “Ssssshhhh, I’ve got you.”
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      Everything had returned to normal once Eric had fully recovered. Of course, it would take some time to get use to the new metaphysical changes in Amber, but he didn’t mind. The powers kept coming: telekinesis, transmogrification, abjuration, enhanced strength, enhanced hearing, hyper-speed, electrokinesis, teleportation, sonic manipulation, heat manipulation, and water manipulation. It seemed endless, but keeping herself busy helped ground her.

      “We could use a break,” Eric said, setting his Finance textbook aside on the coffee table. “Let’s skip classes today. It’s a nice day to go to the beach. What do you think, Tempest?”

      Amber swatted him with a magazine. “That’s not funny, Eric. I didn’t know I was causing those storms.”

      “It’s kinda funny.”

      “No, it’s not. You know I can’t help it.”

      “Yea, I know. So the beach is out, then.”

      “Uh, yeah, I’m thinking no beach unless you're cool with ending up right in the middle of the eye of a storm.”

      “Right…pass.”

      When Amber explained the bath episode to Eric, they figured out that if she could do all that with bath water, then she could probably control the weather, too. Gaining all of those powers at once put her on the edge, which was reflected in the weather. To test the notion, she made a flood appear in a matter of moments, which was all the confirmation she required. She was unwilling to repeat the experiment. The last thing she needed to deal with was taming a tsunami.

      Throughout it all, Eric stuck by her and tried to help her control her new powers. He was sweet, still telling jokes to keep her mind off of it. But things had not been the same. Suddenly, their routine took on a precarious nature with the addition of Amber’s unbridled strength.

      “Let’s just go to class. I’d hate to get behind for missing a lecture. You know we won’t get any useful notes from anyone.”

      Their Finance professor spoke so fast that it was like listening to an auctioneer asking for bids. It wouldn’t have been a big deal to skip one class, if the exams were based on the textbook. But, there was no rhyme or reason for what appeared on exams, which made not missing class a no-brainer.

      “There’s always the recordings. Someone will it tape it for us,” Eric replied, imitating Professor Turner’s voice.

      “You sound just like him.” Amber doubled over, holding her belly from laughing so hard.

      “Well, it’s true,” he continued in the same voice. “If you go through—”

      “Oh, please. No more.” She howled, jabbing him on the arm. What was intended as a playful “good one” punch to the shoulder, turned into a blow that sent Eric soaring across the floor. “Eric, I’m so sorry.”

      It was becoming more and more difficult to contain herself around him. Even he couldn’t joke his way out of this one. It was written all over his face. She couldn’t relax and be herself, because she always worried about impaling him or covering him in flames. It was a gruesome thought, but always at the forefront of her thoughts.

      “I don’t know why you stick around?” She offered a hand to help him up.

      Instinctively, he flinched.

      “See? You’re scared I’ll break you, again.”

      He fought against his reluctance and took her hand. “It’s a lot to get used to, but I could never let you go through this alone,” Eric said, stroking a stray hair out of her face. “You’re still you.”

      The tension was stretching between them and Eric retracted his hand. Amber, in turned, seized the moment and held his hand, lingering until finally intertwining her fingers with his own.

      She couldn’t look at him; her gaze fell everywhere else except upon him. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      His free hand turned her face so that she had no choice but to look directly at him. “You’ll never have to find out,” he said and leaned in for a kiss.

      Excitement surged through her, disintegrating any anxiety. Her hands twisted in his hair, giving him a start. As she released her grip, Eric said, “I’m sorry. It’s not that I’m afraid of you.  It’s just I have to be careful around you.”

      “But I can heal you.”

      “That doesn’t mean it won’t hurt.”

      “Right, there’s that,” Amber commented, her face falling.

      “But I couldn’t leave you if I tried.” He kissed Amber’s shoulder and her hands found his hair, again. He grabbed her hands, cuffing them with his own, and held them overhead.

      “Eric,” Amber murmured thoroughly impressed by the ease with which he took control.

      Their kiss deepened.
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        * * *

      

      Amber stood on the balcony of her terrace, the evening air felt amazing against her bare skin. She looked over her shoulder at Eric, sleeping soundly amongst crumpled cream sheets.

      Then she heard an anguished cry for help about a block away. Not quite super hearing, but definitely enhanced and pretty darn good. Amber hesitated wondering if she would do more harm than good. She envisioned herself conjuring and shooting throwing stars when her intent was to simply stop the perpetrator with telekinesis. The powers rarely did what she wanted and this time probably wouldn’t be any different. But, could she stand by and do nothing all while listening to the victim’s suffering?

      The answer was obvious.

      She jettisoned herself over the balcony, dropping seven stories. When she landed, her once nude body was covered in custom dark blue leather. A corset twisted around her bosom and waist, lacing itself up. Black leggings and dark blue boots followed and as she sped off in the direction of the call, a dark mask took shape, curving and contorting around her brown eyes. Black, wavy hair billowed in the wind against tanned skin as she ran.

      She arrived soon after and was greeted by a Neanderthal who’d sidled up to her from behind.

      “Hey sweetie,” the man said, slapping her bottom. He had just moseyed out of a bar, spied her in her get up, and thought he’d get lucky. He grabbed her forcefully and pulled her close to him. Amber grinned, causing him to squirm in response to her body pressing against him.

      “You like that, don’t you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I don’t.”

      His smile relaxed, but he wasn’t quick enough to avoid the thrust to his Adam’s apple. He took off, groping his throat and what was left of his dignity, never looking back as he peeled out of there in a rusty pickup truck.

      She smirked to herself, admiring the control she exercised. Well, as much control as she could muster given the circumstances. But, the moment didn’t last much longer. The boy cried out again, reminding her why she was out there in the first place.

      “Please, leave me alone. I don’t have any money,” the scrawny boy implored. He was cornered by some bullies in varsity jackets. Two of them held down the boy’s arms, while the other rifled through his pockets and found some money in them.

      “Twenty bucks. You’re a liar, Henry. I could have made this quick, but now I have to teach you a lesson.” The jock drew back his fist, but never landed a punch. Amber picked him up by the back of his collar and flung him against the brick wall. The others scattered, after seeing how she handled their buddy.

      “Are you okay?” Amber asked the boy.

      “Yes, thank you so much. How did you…who are you?”

      “Um, that’s not important but if you’re okay, I guess I’ll be on my way.”

      “Wait.” He scrambled to his feet. “You never told me your name.” She disappeared.

      What a rush! Every day Amber was becoming stronger, but with each new daunting power it became harder to contain herself. But she’d learned something: she could control it, if she really concentrated, and she’d just proven that by helping the boy. No matter how scared she may be of what was happening to her, she could never stand by while someone got hurt. There had to be a way to rid herself of this maelstrom of powers. Until then, she’d have to buck up and make do.
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      A month had passed since Amber discovered her supernatural abilities, not having much luck with her own hypotheses; she decided to go to her dad to get his take on it. The drive home was an interesting one, seeing it through adult eyes. She hadn’t been home since she’d left for her freshman year of college.

      Driving by the center of Carrington, she took in the shops like the little coffee shop that her mom used to go to for coffee. Amber remembered being hoisted up on her mother’s hip while she balanced Amber in one arm and the latte in the other hand. Amber felt her eyes misting at the thought. Although her memories of her mom were vague, she knew that her mom loved her.

      She gave the car a little more gas to hasten the drive to her dad’s house. Within fifteen minutes, she pulled into her dad’s driveway. Then made her way to the front door and rang the doorbell since she’d misplaced her key.

      “Amber? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” her dad asked as he opened the door. They shared a long embrace and he kissed her on the forehead.

      “I know that I should have called, but I really needed to talk to you, Dad.”

      She came into the doorway and followed him to the kitchen. He asked her if she wanted anything to drink and she asked for a club soda. He opened the cupboard to take a tall glass and set it on the table. He put ice in it from the dispenser and poured the club soda into the glass. Amber thanked him as he handed it to her.

      “Dad, I don’t know how to say this but I need to know.”

      On the whole ride over, she worried about his reaction. Not knowing what to expect, a dozen scenarios fluttered around in her head. Would he be scared or surprised? Would he be disgusted and shun her? Yes, he was her father, but this was different. People generally flee in the opposite direction when you move objects with only the force of your mind. Even if bigotry wasn’t in their nature, their reactions were the same. Petrified.

      Then she heard a dauntless voice, Rip it. It wasn’t her own voice; it was something Kelly used to say all the time. Always the fearless one, and it was her way of saying don’t think about it, just rip the bandage off.

      She made a gesture with her hand and the ice cubes and club soda began to rise out of the cup. Her dad’s eyes widened and he knocked down the suspended pot rack above his head. The pots and pans clattered to the ground, along with jars of sugar and spices. He clambered over the mess, still trying to get to the door. Always the same reaction.

      “Dad, it’s okay. I would never ever hurt you. I need help figuring this whole thing out.”

      “I-I-I wasn’t…how did you? Did you see what you just did?” At least he was talking to her. He no longer had his eyes on the exits. Progress.

      “Dad, please, I need you to focus. Did anything weird happen to me when I was a kid? I’m not adopted, am I?” She suddenly felt sick at the thought of not being biologically connected to the man who raised her.

      “No, we’re blood. You’re my baby girl. I can’t remember anything odd and I would certainly remember you levitating or moving something with your mind.” He said almost indignantly.

      “I’m sorry, Dad. I know that it seems like I’m throwing all of this on you, but I have to know if these abilities can hurt me,” Amber said, placing her hand over his.

      Michael’s eyes softened and the rise and fall of his chest slowed as if her touch had brought him back. He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.

      “Dad, I’m still me.”

      “I know, baby.” He let go of her and left the kitchen.

      Four minutes later, he returned with a broom and dustpan. “First, let’s sweep up the mess. Then, start from the beginning.” His eyes were clear and resolved.

      “Okay.”

      They’d ordered Lugine’s Pizza and Amber went over every detail. Michael brewed a pot of coffee and turned on the television out of rote. A beat later, he apologized, and got back up to turn it off.

      “Leave it. We could use the distraction, wouldn’t you say?”

      Anchorman Bob Reyes was reporting the latest news. “Well, it looks like there is a disturbance at the BankTrust of Carrington. I’m not sure if what I’m seeing is right, but there appears to be a golden-masked woman exiting the vault. This just in, the guard has released a statement that he was hit from behind and although he didn’t see the perpetrator’s face he was able to see that it was a woman wearing all gold. The police have yet to apprehend her. The public should consider her armed and dangerous.”

      Amber moved closer to the television screen. From her peripheral, she saw her dad shift his weight; he seemed uneasy. He stood there for a moment as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t utter the words. Then finally he blurted out what he was thinking.

      “Did you do that, Amber?”

      “No, I would never…I couldn’t do that, Dad!”

      “Amber, I raised you better than this!”

      “Daddy, that wasn’t me. I have been using my abilities to help people not hurt them.”

      His trepidation ebbed along with any doubt when Amber explained her side of things. He could hear it in her strained voice that she was scared; her face, pleading, and her voice fraught with uncertainty and angst. There was no way she had anything to do with the bank robbery.

      “I’m sorry,” Michael said, ashamed of even thinking she’d done it.

      She explained how she had been struggling to keep up with the abilities and how she was starting to acquire them more rapidly. It was beginning to take a toll on her mind and she had been getting migraines a lot.

      Michael suggested taking a blood sample to see if they could find answers there. Since they were both in agreement, they went downstairs to the basement lab. He tried to pull a strand of hair from her head, but had not luck. So he used a cotton swab to get a saliva sample. Michael experienced the same problem trying to penetrate her skin with a needle. Amber pulled out a switchblade and cut her arm. “Quickly, Dad, before it closes up again.”

      When Michael removed the vile from her skin, the area healed itself immediately. He stared in astonishment for a moment and then corked the sample. He also took a blood sample from his arm and set about running the DNA testing. I won't have the results until later on tomorrow. He stopped, interrupted by Amber's yawn. “Let's call it a night. I can look at this in the morning.

      Amber wanted to keep going, but she was exhausted and she did unload quite a bit on him. The least she could do was let him sleep on it. The samples would still be there in the morning.

      Amber slept in the bedroom she grew up in and was pleasantly surprised that her father didn’t redecorate it. The room could have easily been repurposed, made into a gym or a man cave with slat gray walls, plain blinds, and a simple light fixture. Instead, the walls remained its familiar lavender, her feather boa hung lazily across her plum, suede recliner, and all of her CDs and collection of books were as she’d left them. She smiled to herself as she crawled underneath her comforter. It still smelled like fresh lilies so she could tell that he washed it recently. She really should visit him more often. She closed her eyes and tried to piece together what information she did know. This much was clear; her father had nothing to do with what was happening to her.

      She tried to retrace the events of her life to see if there was anything out of the ordinary. Amber thought about the weird dreams she started having a couple of months ago, but she couldn’t connect that to being exposed to anything or eating anything…strange. Kelly’s face flashed by in her mind’s eye. She remembered blacking out years ago when she and Kelly ate the flan with the delicious orange glaze that was so good it had to be demonic. It was only a dessert, but it was the only thing she’d eaten and she blacked out the following day. Her parents had thought she had a stomach bug, but Amber hadn’t thrown up or been feverish.  She just slept for the entire day.

      Then she thought about Kelly’s weird knack for guessing. Kelly always brushed it off as luck, but it was strange how she’d make these obscure guesses, like, knowing when they were having a pop quiz or how she’d randomly hold up her arm to stop Amber and seconds later a group of boys would come barreling around the corner, roughhousing like a bunch of jerks.

      The real kicker was when Kelly could tell when Amber was close by without laying eyes on her. Kelly would be sitting in study hall and she would just suddenly have a feeling that Amber was in the area or outside her classroom. Amber would get a random text just as she was passing Kelly's classroom.

      Hey Amber!  Where are you?

      A little personal, Kelly, but if you must know…I took the scenic route to the bathroom.

      Is it the one by my study hall?

      Yeah, how did you know?

      This boost to Kelly's guessing didn't come until after the blackout. I can’t believe I forgot about this. It was like Kelly's guessing had grown to another level; it was more like predictions which added another level of insanity, but it was all she had to go on. I have to find her.

      She closed her eyes, yearning for a peaceful, normal dream. It had become the norm to plummet into the ground only to find that she had not sustained any injuries. She stood up and looked at the crushed rubble beneath her that she had caused. No joint pain, no splintered shins. Nope, she was perfectly fine as if she’d just jumped from a stool, not the sky.

      All of a sudden Amber heard tires screeching, struggling for purchase on the road. Metal grated against metal, followed by glass breaking and the warping of metal as the car smashed into the ground. Upon impact, the car alarm went off and the car was engulfed in flames by the time Amber found it. Her eyes followed the trail of fire, created by the accident, through the steep underbrush to the highway. Amber flinched with alarm, at the sight of a man standing by the mangled guardrail. He waved his hands at her, desperate to get her attention.

      “Back away, the road is unstable,” Amber shouted, rubble and debris crumbling at his feet.

      The man didn't budge as if he couldn't hear her. He stopped, leaned forward, using the part of the guardrail that was still intact for balance, and yelled something back to her. At least it looked as though he were yelling based on the redness of his face. No matter how much he exerted himself, Amber couldn't hear a word.

      “Get away from the rail, it’s not safe,” she tried to yell to him, but no sound escaped from her, either. She attempted this plea several times before she decided it would be more practical if she sped up there to move him. She ran through the twisted and gnarled underbrush, but when she got there the man had vanished.

      The highway seemed to stretch out beyond her to an impossible distance, but she zipped down its length within seconds. Still no sign of the man, but she now found herself at the edge of an obscure location overlooking the city. How did I get here?  Almost losing her footing, she was forced to take a few steps back. The edge of the cliff disintegrated beneath her, warning her to back away and fast. Once back on solid ground, she tuned into some voices off in the distance.

      The voices started off muffled and then proliferated, rising together all at once. It had to be fifty, maybe a hundred of them. She couldn’t tell, but it sounded like they were cheering. Then the crowd hushed and she could hear two distinct voices amongst them.

      “I almost didn't make it. Has it started yet?” a hushed voice in the audience asked.

      “It just started; the general is about to speak,” replied another onlooker.

      The third voice rose above the other ones and everyone fell silent out of reverence. “I've rallied you all here, because the Quorum wishes to terminate our race. Well, let them come. Let's show them what it means to be united. We fight as one. We die as one. What's the point of possessing incredible abilities if we're not permitted to use them? They may extract our abilities, but they can never change who we are. They will have to pry my power—your power—from our cold, lifeless hands.  We will show them what it means to be …”

      The speech, left unfinished, was lost in the uproar of cheering.

      Then the cheering began to fade, growing fainter, until Amber could no longer hear the voices at all. She felt herself drifting away and then she opened her eyes.
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      She opened her eyes, the dream already fading. Pulling the covers back, she reached for her clothes, got dressed, and ran downstairs. Her dad was already sitting at the kitchen table reading the newspaper with a breakfast spread laid out on the table.

      “Ah, you made breakfast. Thank you, Daddy!” Amber was famished. She buttered a piece of toast and took a sip of her orange juice.

      “I remembered something last night, but it might not be anything.”

      “What is it?” Amber queried.

      “It’s about the night of your conception.”

      “Awww Dad, gross.”

      “I’m only telling you at your behest.”

      “I know, but I didn’t know—”

      “I will keep it TMI free.”

      “Okay,” Amber replied, somewhat undecided, wavering over whether she should keep stuffing her face if what he said next was going to make her vomit.

      “Well, I don’t remember it.”

      Relieved, she shoveled a forkful of eggs in her mouth. “Dad, it’s been twenty-six years. I don’t remember what I was wearing yesterday much less what I did two decades ago.”

      “Yes, but it’s more than that.  I woke up with your mother in my arms—”

      “Dad,” she said with pitched eyebrows.

      “Relax…apparently we made a whole evening of it: dinner at the Bistro, champagne, dancing, more champagne and then…well, you know the rest.  I don’t remember any of it.

      “But you just said—”

      “I’m telling you what your mother told me. We were going through a rough patch, suffering those miscarriages. Your mother had been so closed off for months when we thought we wouldn’t be able to conceive another child, but that night she was different. I saw that spark in her and it was like she was herself again. Laughing as if we hadn’t let the months slip away from us. It was as if we’d never grown apart. I had her back.” He stood up to clear his plate over the trash. “She was so happy.  I hadn’t seen her so happy in a long time. She always talked about that night, reminiscing and reliving it.  It was a turning point.  I couldn’t—I wouldn’t disappoint her by admitting I had blocked it out. I wish I could remember more but I had my wife back. What difference did several hours make when I had just regained a lifetime with your mother.”

      “Did you drink that much, Dad?”

      “According to your mother, I had three, maybe four glasses of champagne.”

      “Hardly enough to make you lose time.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “You were roofied!”

      “Amber, I mean really, at my age?”

      “Do you have another explanation?”

      “No, but you asked me if I could remember anything strange and that definitely ranks high on my list.”

      “Hmmm, what’s the last thing you remember, leading up to that night?”

      “Trying to kiss your mother good-bye when she left earlier that morning to go to town.”

      What a light weight, Amber thought as she dug into her French toast, soaking it with maple syrup.

      “Amber, I’m going to run some test on the samples of blood and as soon as I know anything I will call you.”

      On that note, she took one more bite of her scrambled eggs and stood up to leave. She had forgotten already that she wanted to go to Kelly’s old house to see if she could find any leads.

      “Dad, I have to run, but thanks for breakfast and all of your help,” she said, kissing his cheek and running out of the door.

      It was nice that Kelly only lived a block away. Amber ate the last of her bacon during her short drive down Lancaster Street to Kensington Street, which intersected it. She parallel parked, turned off her engine, and started to open her car door when she picked up a conversation, with her enhanced hearing, from Kelly’s house. It wasn’t the voices of Kelly or her parents. Much to her disappointment, Amber would have to find another way to track down Kelly. Although what did she expect? Of course Kelly's dad would have sold the house. How could he have afforded two mortgages? It was wishful thinking—wanting to hear Kelly’s voice—but Amber was also hoping to pick something up if she had a chance to physically be in the house. Maybe tap into that psychic energy.

      Amber waited patiently in her car for the new homeowners to leave for the day. An hour and twenty minutes later a middle aged couple emerged from the house. A chill danced across her skin, lifting the hair on her arms as she approached the porch.

      “Can I help you?” questioned a woman in the house next door as she opened her living room window.  She had dark raven hair, hazel eyes, and was probably in her mid-thirties.

      Great, Amber thought annoyed that she had almost been caught in flagrante breaking into someone’s house. Amber didn’t even notice her.

      “Oh, hello there,” Amber said startled, “I was actually looking for an old friend. Her name is Kelly Stowe.”

      “Well you won’t find her here; they moved several years ago.  It’s probably for the best.”

      “For the best?”

      “Oh, trust me, they were good people and I hold nothing against them. I was even sorry to see them go, but I can’t say I miss the experiments. There was always so much noise coming from the basement. I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “It was that noisy?”

      “Oh, yeah. Mr. Stowe conducted most of his experiments at home and I had the misfortune of listening to them for years. I’m talking explosions or at least that’s what it sounded like to me. I’m sure his home insurance premium was through the roof with all the damage.”

      “I didn’t realize they were that bad. Do you know what he was working on?”

      “I don’t know; he wouldn’t give me details about his work because of the confidentiality clause.”

      “Thank you, Miss…”

      “It’s Cordelia Morgan and you are?”

      “Amber Khalid.”

      “Well, it’s nice meeting you, Amber. I’m sure that you will find what you are searching for. Just be patient and embrace who you are,” Cordelia said, shutting the window, bringing their conversation to an abrupt ending.

      “Okay, sure…” That was strange. Why did this perfect stranger go into all of that? It felt like an after-school special. Embrace who you are. What the hell did she mean by that?

      She decided to let it go for now, because she didn’t have time to investigate Kelly’s eccentric neighbors. Although it wasn’t much information, it was enough to determine that Kelly’s dad was somehow connected to all of this. Amber hopped back into her car and raced down the back roads. Speed limits be damned, she needed answers like yesterday. Thirty minutes later she arrived home. When she unlocked the door, Eric was lounging on the sofa.

      “Babe, did you see the news?”

      “Yes, I saw it.  My dad actually thought that I was behind it until I explained everything to him.”

      “Seriously? Are you okay?”

      “Yes, everything is fine. He’s actually running tests on my blood, as we speak.”

      “What are you going to do about this golden chick?”

      “I don’t know, she’s fast.  What if I can’t stop her?”

      “You’ve got this, babe.”

      That’s all it took: four words. His confidence in her always empowered her. Amber smiled as she sat down at their computer desk and pulled up Kelly’s high school’s system in Milwaukee. She toggled down to Kelly Stowe’s file and double clicked her mouse to open it.

      Kelly’s grades didn’t surprise her, but her SAT score did. 1570. Who knew?  Kelly had always asked Amber for help her with homework and projects. But Amber never excelled in school, either. She got by with B’s and the occasional C.

      The total number of absences stood out on Kelly’s transcript and Amber wondered why Kelly missed so many days of school. She wasn’t prone to catching colds and she seldom missed a day of school. Well, except for that time they’d both gotten sick from the dessert they’d eaten. But that aside, Kelly hardly fell ill. It was possible that she may have feigned illness at her new school, but it was hard to fathom Mr. Stowe letting that slide. Even though he was rarely home, he was kind of a hard ass and he definitely would have called Kelly out on it.

      Amber printed the transcript and studied it for a few moments longer. It was signed by Kelly’s guidance counselor, C. Morgan, and in the comments, it described an incident in which Kelly was suspended for fighting. Who was this girl? Sure, Kelly was no pushover, but she didn't go around inciting fights, either. What happened to you, Kelly? What am I missing?
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      Since Kelly’s transcript listed Mr. Stowe’s employment as Prime Technologies, Amber figured that was a good place to start. She typed Prime Technologies into the internet’s search engine and looked up James Stowe. The search brought her to the main page, describing the company’s history and overview. “Prime Technologies strives to be the most innovative in their scientific research and discoveries.  Our area of interest is life on other planets and we work closely with a talented group of scientists to examine various specimens submitted to us from an affiliate agency.” Wow, she was completely unaware of the nature of his work at Prime Technologies up until now. She clicked on the Meet Our Scientists link, which redirected her to another page. James Stowe was still employed there and was stationed at the Connecticut location. Amber didn’t know he was back in Connecticut.  So maybe Kelly was in Connecticut, too.

      She and Kelly really had grown apart. How could Kelly not tell her she was back in Connecticut? Somberly, Amber logged off of her laptop.

      “I’m thinking Chinese food, are you up for that?” Eric shouted from the living room

      She wasn’t, but she really did need to refuel. She skipped lunch. “Sounds like heaven, let’s go!”

      So the two headed down to their car and drove into the city towards Lin Cho’s Restaurant. Amber’s mouth was already starting to water as she anticipated eating the delicious General’s Tso chicken. Large chunks of plaster and brick was falling from the building two buildings down from the restaurant when they arrived.

      “I should go take a look.”

      He nodded in agreement and she jogged to the building. On the door read “BankTrust” and she grumbled in aggravation, realizing that the assailant could be the golden-masked woman reported on the news last night. She walked to the side of the building where she changed into her costume and quickly climbed up the building. Once she was on top of the building she saw the mysterious golden-masked woman kicking and punching two guards. The golden-masked woman’s powers seemed to mirror her powers exactly. Amber advanced on the woman and grabbed the woman’s wrist, preventing her from punching the men again. To her surprise, the woman was much stronger than anticipated. The woman shrugged Amber off without much effort and pushed her to the other side of the building. Then motioned with one hand and left Amber suspended three feet in the air.

      “We haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Diem and you are?”

      Amber gurgled.

      “Yikes, I didn’t catch that. Speak up, sugar.” Diem loosened her telekinetic hold just enough for Amber to say her name.

      “Hope.” It was a name Amber had decided to use while in costume. A name that would stay with those she saved, giving them peace of mind that someone was looking out for them.

      “Hope? Really? Why not Grace while you’re at it or Charity? No, wait.  I’ve got it. Mercy.” Diem punched Amber in the stomach, knocking her from suspension. “Not that I’m going to show you any.”

      Diem then pounded on her back with one powerful strike. “They say we’re the same and yet you haven’t been able to land one punch. You’re not special. In fact, you’re bordering on mediocre here. Correct me if I’m wrong, Hope.”

      Diem put a hand to her ear. “What’s that? Sugar, you really should enunciate. Anyway, you rest for a while, you seem tuckered out.”

      Diem paced the rooftop, gazing at the city lights for a moment. “I do have one question, Hope.  Did you think you were the only one?”

      Amber curled up on the ground, writhing in agony. She had become so accustomed to not feeling pain that she had forgotten how excruciating it could be. She stayed in the fetal position, listening to Diem go on and on about how her power was greater than Amber’s. She wasn’t wrong, but boasting about it was in poor taste, and proved one weakness. It was her vanity, something that could be used against her as a distraction. If Amber acted quickly, she could see the monster behind the mask. So Amber reached up and snatched Diem’s mask off.

      Diem punched her in the face and Amber dropped back down to the ground.

      “Kelly?”  Amber muttered.

      “No, it’s Diem. Who’s Kelly?” Diem demanded, perturbed.

      Amber responded to her question with several groans.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Diem said, kicking Hope in the face, “someone needed to take you down a few notches.”

      Diem flung her clenched fists back in an effort to land another blow, but stopped abruptly. Amber looked up at Diem and found that her eyes had glazed over and started to glow a neon green. Diem had fallen into a trance and began to recite some sort of message.

      “A nation will quell in a wave of deviation from disproportionate convention. Balance shall be restored within an abode of harmony.”

      Diem’s eyes returned back to normal and she continued to beat Amber as if she were never interrupted. She picked up Amber and held her over her head.

      “I want to be perfectly clear. I don’t want to see you again. It’s simple, stay out of my way or I will destroy you.” With that being said, she hurled Amber’s body over the bank. Amber fell two stories and hit the pavement hard. This time she felt an enormous amount of pain and it was nothing like what she had experienced in her dreams. She attempted to get up, but collapsed. She mumbled something incoherent before slipping into unconsciousness. Diem glanced down at Amber’s motionless, bloody body and then sped off with a golden light gleaming behind her.

      Amber had been drained of an enormous amount of energy. She could no longer sustain the costume and a faint flicker of light surrounded her briefly before her normal clothes took form over her body again. Eric raced to be by her side and gathered her up in his arms. He had to get her out of sight before someone noticed her. His tires screeched as he slammed down on the gas pedal.

      “Stay with me, Amber, I’m going to get you out of here.” When they arrived home Eric used the back door entrance since he didn’t want to bump into any neighbors. He carried her up the stairs as swiftly as he could, praying that no one saw them. He quickly unlocked their door upon reaching it and gently laid Amber on the sofa. He noticed that she wasn’t healing and he feared for her life.

      “Amber, honey, please wake up. You need to open your eyes…” He begged through a strained voice. He laid his head down on her chest and closed his eyes. He whispered, “I can’t lose you; I’m not letting you go.” Eric stood up again and pulled out their first aid kit. He cleaned and dressed her wounds, placed a throw pillow underneath her head, and covered her with a fleece blanket. Then sat down on a recliner near her and he stayed up all night watching over her.

      Meanwhile Amber was as still as a corpse, but she wasn’t gone. She was actually dreaming. She was sitting in a coffee shop, watching thousands of people running in a race. They were all wearing red.

      Amber stood up and went outside to get a closer look, but once outside she noticed that half of the runners had already disappeared. They were vanishing right in front of her and she wondered what was going on.  She locked eyes with one of the few men left.

      The man stalked towards her in a manner which made her feel as though he meant to harm her. With nowhere to go, she covered her face, and braced herself for the assault. Instead, she felt a firm hand on her wrist. He was so close she could feel the heat emanating from his body.

      His proximity unnerved her, making her take some cautious steps back. No matter how hard she tried to put some distance in between them, he kept reaching for her, urging her to heed his words. Only no sound escaped his lips. His lips kept forming the same words over and over again. A warning: they’re coming.

      He let go of her and like the others he vanished. Amber stood there in confusion, trying to make sense of what the man told her. A pulse of wind forced her to look up. Off in the distance the remaining runners were vaporized by an enormous orb of bright light, obliterating everyone in its path. She tried to outrun the orb, but failed to escape the blast.
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      Amber scowled, crying out in distress as she opened her eyes. It took a few minutes to reconcile that it was only a dream. Once fully awake, she assessed her injuries and got to work on them with a concerted effort focused on healing, rather than maiming. She placed a hand on her broken arm and healed it. It took longer than usual to heal, but she succeeded in healing her arm and her other wounds. Eric heard her cries and jumped up to be by her side.

      “Oh, thank God, you’re okay! He held her closely to him and she was happy to return his affection. “What the hell happened back there, Amber? You looked like you were dying?”

      “She was so strong and fast—too fast. It was like we had the same powers, only she actually knew what she was doing. I couldn’t stop her.” She clutched Eric’s hand, and said, “I’m almost positive that was Kelly, but she kept saying her name was Diem.”

      “It was Kelly?  No, Kelly loved you. Why would she want to hurt you? What happened to her?”

      Amber’s head was spinning. What next? She never felt bad tossing around criminals, but now she had to hurt her own best friend. She ran to the bathroom to vomit.  Purging herself had offered some clarity—maybe Kelly was sick. It was true that both had consumed the flan, but Kelly was an amnesiac, almost like her body was having an allergic reaction, rejecting the powers. Sure, Amber had no control over her powers, but her mind was intact, which indicated she was compatible. There was much to be questioned, but since a civilized conversation between friends wasn’t optional, Amber would have to find Kelly’s dad to fill in the blanks, like where was Kelly? Did the amnesia fit the timeline of the onset of powers? What had Kelly been up to for the last eleven years? Had she changed at all?

      Splashing some cold water on her face, Amber was convinced that the flan was the one common thread, because Kelly had also missed school the following day, claiming she was ill, but she later told Amber she had slept nearly the whole day. So in a sense, she had also lost a day.

      Amber booted up her laptop once more, wanting to look up James Stowe again and typed Prime Technologies into the search engine. This time she took down their main telephone number and dialed it on her cellphone. The telephone rang twice before a receptionist answered with a standard company greeting.

      “Good morning, Prime Technologies, how can I help you?”

      “Hi my name is Jillian and I’m starting an internship with Mr. James Stowe, but I misplaced his contact information.” Amber was becoming quite the liar, but she could think of no other way to obtain the information she needed without leaving a trail.

      “Ma’am, Mr. James Stowe is at the Pinnacle Heights building in East Carrington on the fifth floor and his telephone number is (203) 670-3537.”

      “Excellent, you’ve been so helpful,” Amber said, scribbling down the information on a piece of yellow legal paper.

      Amber’s phone buzzed, indicating that she had a voicemail. She dialed her voicemail and entered her password.  It was her dad.

      “Amber, honey, I looked at the samples again and it’s strange. I’m your biological father, but there’s an impenetrable encasement around your cells. I think it might have something to do with your ability to heal. I need more time to study the samples, but I can assure you that you didn’t inherit this from your mother or me. You must have been exposed to a substance that changed you. I wish I could give you some solid information, but whatever this is…I’m not going anywhere. I love you.”

      Amber was disappointed hearing this news, because he didn’t tell her anything that she hadn’t already figured out herself.  But she wasn’t going to let this stop her. She would never be able to move on with her life without knowing what was happening to her.

      She drove to the Pinnacle Heights location, parked in the visitor’s parking section, used the main entrance, and headed for the elevator when the front desk security stopped her.

      “Ma’am, you have to check in first.”

      “Sure, no problem,” she complied, writing ‘Jessica Norton’ under name and ‘visiting my uncle’ under reason for visit.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” The security guard handed her a visitor’s badge and gave her brief directions to the office.

      Amber exhaled deeply as she walked away. She took the elevator to the fifth floor as instructed and looked for an office with Mr. Stowe’s name on the door. She walked slowly down the hall until she found his office and knocked on the door. Standing there awaiting his answer, she realized there was small chance that he might not be happy to see her, but it was too late to change her mind. The door opened and Kelly’s dad smiled and hugged Amber.

      “Amber, what a surprise,” he said, grinning. “Please, come on in.” When he shut the door he immediately closed the blinds. Amber suddenly felt uneasy. She quailed, caught off guard by his fingers digging into her shoulders.

      “Have you been in contact with Kelly? Do you know where she is?”

      “Slow down, Mr. Stowe.”

      “Have you seen the news?”

      Amber looked at him bewildered and he shook her. “The news, Amber, have you seen the news?”

      “Yes, the golden thief. It’s Kelly. Did you know?”

      “Of course, I didn’t know my daughter had picked up the habit of robbing banks. I thought she was in school, until I saw the news report. I didn’t know, but when I saw the footage, I’d recognize my kid anywhere. Mask or no mask.”

      “Mr. Stowe, how long has Kelly been able to move things with her mind?”

      “I don’t know, your guess is as good as mine. I’m sorry, Amber.  I’m just as surprised as you are to learn about all of this. I haven’t seen Kelly in about a year.  She went to college and never came home. I think she’s mad at me for not being around more when she was younger. Every now and then, she emails me, but I haven’t heard or seen her face in a while.”

      “Do you have a phone number or address?”

      “I do, but all the mail comes back—return to sender. When I tried to reply to her emails, those come back undeliverable, too. She’s completely shut me out.”

      “Mr. Stowe, I know this may seem strange, and you may not even remember since it was so long ago.  But I think it might be important. Back when Kelly and I were freshmen, studying for that huge Algebra exam, there was a dessert in your refrigerator. It was a flan that your wife had brought home. It might have been for your anniversary. Do you remember?

      “Yes, I know what you’re talking about.”

      “Good.  Do you know where she purchased it?”

      “Melinda did bring it home, but it wasn’t from a baker. A friend of hers had given it to her. Spanish fellow, Marciello—I think his name was.”

      “Oh, is Mrs. Stowe home?”

      “I’m afraid she hasn’t been Mrs. Stowe for over a decade now. I don’t know where she is, either.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Mr. Stowe replied. “Have you been in touch with Kelly?”

      “No, I haven’t spoken to her in years.”

      “If she reaches out to you, tell her I love her and I want her to come home.”

      Amber bobbed her head, pitying Kelly’s dad. Divorced and now estranged from his daughter. “I’ll tell her. I’m going to find her, Mr. Stowe.”

      They exchanged numbers and he promised Amber that he would call her if he heard anything. She didn’t tell him that Kelly had amnesia. He was dealing with enough. She wouldn’t call him until she had good news.
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      On her way back to the apartment, Amber had to make a stop at campus. There was far too much going on to add cramming for final examinations on top of everything else. Until she could get her life in order and save her best friend, school would have to be placed on hold for the time being.

      Amber drove to her college campus and walked to the Registrar’s office to fill out the appropriate forms. She watched students walking by with their friends discussing the grueling exams ahead and the epic Phi Beta party coming up that weekend. She missed hanging out with friends and complaining about her demanding professors, pulling all-nighters, picking up the slack from other group project members who failed to contribute their part of the assignments. Okay, maybe she didn't miss that last part.

      She had gotten into a routine of studying hard during the week and then getting plastered over the weekend to decompress. Hell, she even missed the dreaded hangovers that came with too many tequila shots. Most of all, she missed doing normal things and she wondered if she'd ever be able to go back to the days when all she had to worry about was keeping up a 3.7 GPA to keep her scholarship.

      She entered the registrar’s office just opposite of the group of friends she passed all spread out across the lawn. She completed her drop form, placed it down the corresponding chute, and exited the building to go back to the university’s parking garage.

      “Amy Khalid, is that you,” said a vaguely familiar voice.

      Amber turned to face the woman, her eyes alight and wide with forced enthusiasm. It was Sherry Jensen, a woman who attended the same high school as Amber.

      “Hi, my name is actually Amber.”

      “Oh right, I’m sorry Amber. Wow, your skin has really cleared up! It’s amazing what a few years will do.” Amber never had an acne problem a day in her life.  Some things never changed.

      “Yeah, I guess so. Um, Sherry it’s so, um…” Amber responded, not having the energy to correct her nor produce a good comeback.

      “I know it’s great running into each other! So what have you been up to, Amber?”

      Amber would have preferred swimming in a tank full of piranhas over talking to Sherry. Sure, it had been years and Amber could not reasonably hold a grudge against this woman for all of the rotten things she had done to her in high school, but Sherry hadn’t changed at all. She still had the same snarky personality, only now she hid behind subliminal comments and the veneer of a sweet, good-natured persona.

      “Are you married?” Sherry probed. A dig, no doubt.

      “No, but I couldn’t be happier. I’m dating Eric Wooley. You remember him, right? What am I saying? Of course you do. You two were as thick as thieves back in high school.”

      “You and Eric…Wooley are…” The look on Sherry’s face was priceless.

      “So happy, I know, isn’t it great!”

      “Yes, Amber, it’s fabulous. You know, I actually ran into Eric a few weeks ago. And I’m sure it must have slipped his mind, but he didn’t mention you at all.”

      And there it was…defeat rearing its spiteful little head.

      “He didn’t tell me he saw you a few weeks ago.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m sure it’s nothing. Oh and I saw Kelly Stowe, too. I know you were friends with her, but she was pretty nasty to me when I saw her. She called me a tramp and then manhandled me.”

      “Wow, Kelly called you a tramp? That doesn’t sound like her at all.” It did sound like something Kelly would say, but she didn’t have to know that.

      “I know it was so rude, right? Anyway, it seemed like she was on something. I mean she had to be on steroids.” Sherry shuddered. “I still have the hand-shaped bruise on my arms where she grabbed me.”

      “That's awful.”

      “Yeah, I know. Listen, if you see her, I wouldn't approach her. I know she's your friend but she's unstable. She needs help.”

      “Absolutely. I'm going to call her dad.”

      “Good. Well, I should go. Tell Eric I said hello.”

      “Okay, take care.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Amber got home, Eric was fast asleep, ensconced on the sofa with the television on.

      “Babe? Are you awake?”

      Eric opened his eyes and repositioned himself so that he could wrap his arms around Amber.

      “Hey, honey,” he said sleepily.

      “Eric, you won’t believe who I just ran into about an hour ago. Sherry Jensen.”

      “Oh, yeah, I saw her a few weeks ago, too.”

      “I know, she told me and she also told me that you never mentioned me.” Amber felt his body tense up briefly before he responded.

      “Amber, of course I did, you know Sherry. She was probably just trying to get a rise out of you and it looks like it worked.”

      “You know, I think you’re right,” she admitted. She told him about Sherry’s encounter with Kelly. The situation was getting completely out of hand. There were sightings of Kelly all over town and yet Amber couldn’t find her. Kelly was more formidable than expected. Presumably they gained access to these powers around the same time, but Kelly was noticeably stronger than Amber.

      Amber turned on the television, hoping to divert her attention, while leaning against Eric. She was channel surfing when a news updated banner flashed in red across the base of the screen.

      This is the twelfth person who has been placed in the intensive care unit of St. Lucian’s Hospital. The assailant is still at large and should be considered extremely dangerous. The assailant is said to be about female, five feet seven inches, and has been seen in gold.  If anyone has any additional information, please contact our help line at 1-888-950-4627.

      She shut off the television and leaned back against Eric.

      “Amber. Don’t worry. You’ll find her.”

      She gave him an unconvincing smile. “Yeah, I know. I just need to clear my head for a bit.”

      “Okay. Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      Amber grabbed her keys and went for a drive. Then decided to stop at the mall for a smoothie, maybe being on the road wasn't the best idea, knowing how easily distracted she could be when preoccupied.

      The mall was packed with shoppers, carrying on completely oblivious about what was going on.  A skinny teenage girl with twin platinum fishtail braids sat on top of the table opposite of Amber, listening to her music. Heavy metal by the sound of it. Amber could hear it blasting through the teen's earbuds. Across from them, a middle-aged plump woman nibbled on a platter of sushi while reading.

      They weren't bothering anyone, just heedlessly going on with their days as if everything was copacetic. Have they seen the news?  Fear not everyone, as you were, just keep pretending there’s not a crazed maniac terrorizing the city. She scrunched up her face in confusion. Carrington wasn’t in the midst of an apocalypse or covered in fire and brimstone. When did she become so cynical?

      Here, calm down and have some smoothie. As she drank her strawberry banana smoothie and settled down in the food court, the smoothie did its work allaying her negative mood. With her hunger in check, she no longer found the milling crowd’s happiness so cloying. Why should they be denied happiness? She owed it to them to stop feeling sorry for herself and fight back, even if she was outmatched by Kelly. They shared the same powers and it was her burden alone to bear.

      Amber took one last sip and tossed it into the waste basket. When she stood up to leave, she bumped into the goth teen. The girl snapped her head around and screamed, “Watch where you’re going!”

      The woman across from them looked up from her sushi and shook her head at the obnoxious youth. She stood up and started gathering her belongings to leave.

      “Wow, maybe take it easy on the volume,” Amber retorted, tapping her ear. The table where the other woman had been dining was now empty.

      Thinking she had the right idea, Amber also turned to leave the food court. Then she spotted  the woman discarding the remnants of her sushi dinner into the trash near the exit. Amber brushed elbows with her, underestimating the narrow space made even slimmer with the bulk of the woman’s handbag partially blocking the exit.

      “Pardon me,” Amber said, offering a smile.

      A moment ago, the woman seemed to share the same sentiment as Amber, casting a sort of look of commiseration Amber's way. Now Amber was dodging the woman's meaty left hook, which ended up clocking a business man entering the food court. On his way down, the sharp edge of one of the tables sliced through his temple. The ghastly cut would require stitches, but it didn't curtail the surreal chain reaction that unfolded amongst a crowd that was docile not three minutes ago. Amber's fingers barely grazed the man's forearm when he shot up and barreled into a few jocks who just happened to be walking through the food court.

      The fighting forced Amber to take a several steps back to avoid becoming entangled in the insanity. She searched for security, her eyes naturally following the arc of stores bordering the food court. A stocky security guard was stationed at the foot of an escalator. His broad back was turned away from the commotion as he spoke into a walkie mounted on his shoulder. Amber wasn't certain if he was calling for back up, but judging by his lack of urgency she supposed he was just checking in. Whatever the case, he was her only option at the moment to get some help. She hurdled over an upended bench, sprinted over to the security guard, and tapped his arm. It took a second for her to cut her eyes away from the guard to point him in the direction of the fight. She half expected maybe a roll of the eyes since she'd passed him earlier and he didn't seem too keen on the notion of actually having to work. He had been leaning against the information marquee, scrolling through his phone. But his built was solid and he looked as though he could handle himself if faced with a crisis.

      “There's a fight over there—”

      An audible thwack cut her off mid-sentence. The corners of her mouth ached like she'd opened her mouth wide to consume a Jawbreaker. Only it wasn't the sweet candy that filled her mouth. It was a salty bitterness that flitted across her tongue. For a moment, she stared dumbfounded that a man hit her with a closed fist, an officer no less. She spat out the blood and glared at him. Any trace of the dopey, lazy grin that showed every dimple on his face was gone. All she saw now was a hateful snarl as she threw her forearms up to block another punch, and bounded over him to avoid any further battery. 

      Amber weaved through the growing wave of shoppers, finding it impossible to move without bumping shoulders with someone. A bottle smashed into bits and shards just a few inches from Amber's face. She looked behind her to see who'd thrown it. The same reedy teenage girl was winding up with another bottle aiming for Amber. The fighting was contagious; everywhere she turned newcomers were joining the brawl. Somehow she was starting to think she was the cause of it, especially since every person she touched reacted to her with a pugnacious outburst. Otherwise normal bystanders turned querulous with just a brush of her hand in passing. She had to get out of there. 

      After ducking into a side hallway, a safe distance away from the commotion, she wrenched out her cell phone from her jeans, and called for help.

      “911, what is your emergency?”

      “Yes, there’s a riot at Blissview Mall in the Food Court.  We need help now!”

      The operator asked, “Ma’am, can you tell me your name?”

      Amber pressed the end button, immersing herself back into the crowd. This time, she negotiated the incoming swell of people, careful not to touch anyone else.

      Over her shoulder, she peered back at the melee. She felt diffident, fleeing when she was probably the only one who could stop the riot. What more could she do? How could she possibly stop the madness when she couldn't fathom what brought on the bout of discord. She shoved her way out of the mall doors, thinking that her immediate egress was the best thing she could do for everyone.
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      Amber arrived home a short while later and placed her keys on one of the branches of the key tree. As she turned around to hang up her coat, she bumped into Eric.

      “It’s okay, I’m okay. What’s the hurry, Amber?” He asked as he stood up smiling. He picked up the magazines he’d knocked over and put them back onto the side table in an organized pattern.

      She expelled a puff of air, not realizing she had been holding it. Her touch sent others into a fury back at the mall, but it seemed it ended there. Eric was his normal, easy-going self. “I’m sorry; Eric, but you wouldn’t believe what just happened.”

      “Well, why don’t you try me?” His back was still turned away from Amber, but she could hear the irritation in his voice. He stood up and smashed a red lamp onto the linoleum floor. “Amber, I am so sick of you treating me like an invalid. I’m not your lackey or some sort of sidekick. Has it ever occurred to you that I couldn't care less about your problems? I have my own problems like you for starters.”

      “Eric, you don’t mean that.”

      “I mean every word and stop crying,” he said, slapping her across the face. “You know, you’re too weak to have those powers.”

      She rubbed her face in shock. “I’m sorry, Eric.”

      “You’ll be even sorrier when I’m…”

      Amber punched him hard enough to leave him unconscious. Picking him up with one hand, she dropped him on the sofa. On the off chance that Eric would potentially wake up still riled up, Amber locked herself in their bedroom.

      Amber couldn't even begin to explain what had transpired at Blissview Mall, but undoubtedly she knew she was the catalyst of all the chaos.  Still having no control of her abilities, she was at the epicenter of it, causing anyone within a close radius of her to experience a flare up of violence and attack other bystanders.

      At first it was exciting, discovering she could move objects with her mind, but then the powers kept coming and the dynamic changed from awesome to terrifying.  When she wanted to close the door with her mind, she ended up ripping the hinges off the frame.  This last power development—rage inducement—was by far the worst. At this point, Amber exhibited zero knack for managing her powers.  Her powers were in control and she was just riding shotgun.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As per usual, she defaulted to her normal routine whenever she felt overwrought. Hitting the gym always calmed her and helped her think more clearly. Amber pounded on a punching bag, a safe mode of releasing her aggression.

      Containing herself, to the best of her ability, she continued to pummel the bag with a series of jabs and hooks.

      An onlooker whistled. “Well, looky here.”

      She ignored him and gave the bag a side kick.

      “That's right, sweetheart. Pound it. Pound it, hard!” He stretched out the word hard, explicitly laced with a double entendre. When that didn't elicit a response, he walked behind her and slapped her bottom.

      She grabbed his hand and twisted it behind him. “I was obviously ignoring you and your disgusting innuendos, but you had to go the extra mile and put your hands on me.” She applied more pressure on his hands and he yelped. She cackled, deriving pleasure from his pain.

      “Please, lady,” he implored.

      “No, no, I think you had the right idea. I want your attention, but in a different form. I want you to grovel and regard me as your Queen. Better yet, make that Goddess.”

      “Okay, whatever you say. Ow, ow, ow, just let me go.”

      A large, muscular employee rushed over to them. “Ma'am, I'm going to have to ask you to leave.”

      He made the mistake of grabbing her arm. She swatted him away and he went crashing into the stand of dumbbells. As his head connected to the dumbbell, it made a popping sound like a coconut.  This stirred her out of her revelry. She released the misogynist, too, after realizing what she'd done. Gazing down at his still body, she quivered. What have I done? She turned around and bolted through the exit.

      As she gained momentum, she felt herself super speeding. Fear of exposure began to spread throughout her entire body. As she plowed through the parking lot, she jolted upright.

      It was a dream.
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      Amber woke up the next morning, opened her bedroom door, and stood there in the doorway.  Eric looked up at her with remorse as he sat up on the sofa.

      “Are you normal now?” Amber asked with a little bite.

      “Yes, I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I said those things to you.” His eyes were puffy from a restless night and she could see that his apology was sincere.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Eric. I single-handedly caused a riot last night at Blissview Mall just by touching people.”

      “Ah, man. How did you stop it?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t know how to stop it. Once I noticed you were affected, too, I locked myself in our bedroom.”

      He stood up from the sofa and reached for her. She recoiled. “Amber, I’m so sorry.”

      “I know.” She rolled out a small suitcase.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I tried to keep a level head about everything, especially when I thought I was getting a handle on my powers. But, the truth is I still don’t know how to control it. And, I can’t keep putting you at risk.”

      “Not your choice.”

      “It is my choice. If something happened to you that would be on me.”

      “So you’re just going to leave, then?”

      She didn’t dare to touch him for obvious reasons as she rolled the suitcase to the door, sparing only a glance over her shoulder. She couldn’t bear to look him in the eyes. “Yes. Until it’s safe, I have to stay away.”

      “That’s not what I want and you know it.”

      “I know, but it doesn’t change anything. Be careful.” She closed the door behind her before she had a chance to change her mind. Protecting those she loved was the only thing that mattered. His anger was preferable over his death. She just had to stay away long enough to get a handle on her powers. Then, she could return to him and figure out what do about Kelly.

      She drove to the nearest motel with the windows rolled down. It felt good feeling the sun on her skin while enjoying the afternoon breeze. Once she arrived at the motel, she took the key from the ignition. When she gave herself a once over in the rearview mirror, a hand covered her mouth.

      “Hey, sugar, did you miss me?” It was Diem out in broad daylight. She teleported both of them somewhere else and left the car in the Motel Inn’s parking lot. When they appeared in a forest, Amber stared at Diem in bewilderment.

      “You really should work on being stealthier, Hope,” Diem said, a smugness behind her words.

      Amber sat still, realizing why Diem had always made a point of saying her alias. It was always said with snark and a side of sarcasm, but the subtext was so plain now that she was kicking herself for not seeing it sooner. Diem was mocking her—toying with her, even—because she’d known who Amber was from the moment she stepped on the rooftop of BankTrust. Somehow she’d figured it out, but was that really a shocker? It was Kelly beneath all of this, right? Diem was the mask, but Kelly was still in there somewhere.

      “What do you want, Kelly?”

      “First, stop calling me Kelly. Diem’s the name, sugar. Try committing it to memory this time.” She grabbed Amber by the collar and punched her. “Second, I gave you explicit instructions about not getting in my way.  And here you are as defiant as ever. I see listening skills are not your strong suit. Fine by me, it gives me an outlet to let out aggression. Oh and by the way, I’m taking your power.”

      “It doesn’t work that way, Kel—Diem. I can’t just give it to you.”

      “Sure you can. Oh, I see. You’re still having trouble controlling the power, aren’t you? Like I was saying…maybe you’re not cut out for this.”

      Amber trembled as she stood up; she was still scared, but Diem was insane. If Amber didn’t stop her, then Carrington would fall under her rule. Amber couldn’t let that happen.

      “Look at you. What is that a little determination kicking in? I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      “You want my power,” Amber stated, transforming into Hope. “Then you’re going to have to take it. Well, you can try.”

      “Gladly.”

      Plumes of dust and gold flickered around Diem when she charged after Amber. Using her own hyper-speed, Amber seized Diem's lithe arms, rolled backwards, and catapulted Diem over her head. The ground quaked beneath them from Diem's hard landing, forcing her to drag her hands across the ruptured gravel and soil to stop an otherwise endless and brutal tumble.

      Diem bounced up into a somersault and drove all her energy into a roundhouse kick. A stick with the right dimensions of a solid staff soared across the forest into Amber’s open hand. In a fluid motion, she spun it about once and smacked Diem in the gut and jaw.

      Diem took a beat. This time around Amber wasn’t the easy knockout she’d been during their first encounter. Flustered but determined to remain the victor, Diem tapped into her reserve. She held her hands splayed, creating a sphere of light and propelled it at Amber. The light expanded and sought Amber as she bounded over a thicket of bushes to escape it, but it blasted her through the trunk of an old elm tree. 

      Then, out of nowhere, another light appeared. Amber assumed it was another assault from Diem based on the timing of it, but this light glowed as bright as a supernova and enveloped Amber.

      As the blast of light faded, Amber took in her new surroundings. She stared at a full view of the stars in front of her, realizing she’d been teleported to some sort of facility in space. Then, guards gripped her arms on either side of her. This just wasn’t her day. First Diem, now this. She bucked and fought back, managing to free herself for a few moments before they were able to subdue her again with a strength that rivaled her own. Something she hadn’t anticipated. Either way, she kept fighting until one of them punched her in the ribs, which kept her quiet long enough to transport her to an open forum where a magistrate awaited to preside over her hearing.

      “Amber Eve Khalid, you have been summoned to the Quorum for trial.”

      “What are my charges?”

      “Theft.”

      Amber stood there motionless and confused.

      “You are using outlawed abilities, Ms. Khalid. A power source, which was held in our vault until now.”

      “No, I didn’t steal anything and I think that this was done to me. I’m innocent.” Amber was floored. She hadn’t stolen anything. In fact, she would give anything to not have the powers.

      The woman slammed her gavel and the guards returned to take her away. “Wait, that’s it? This is illegal; I’m entitled to a trial,” Amber yelled, but the men shoved her into a small cell, locking it without another word. She sat down on the floor and pulled her knees close to her body. This was a nightmare. Why had they taken her, but not Kelly? They were both using the same powers.

      Then her ears perked up, hearing footsteps in the corridor.

      “Amber, are you in there?” Amber stayed where she was, crouching in the corner. She could hear the door unlatch. When it opened, she recognized the man. As he pulled back his hood, locks of curly dark hair cascaded across his forehead and he had the most piercing green eyes.

      “It's you; I've seen you in my dreams.” Although she couldn't hear his voice in the dream, the one word she was able to make out was that he'd said his name. “Marcus?”

      “Yes, but that's not my real name. Come quickly.”
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      When Amber didn’t move, Marcus stepped inside of her cell to avoid being seen by guards that were bound to return at any moment. Leaving the door slightly ajar, he took a few tentative steps towards Amber.

      “What's going on?”  Amber cried.

      “I know you're scared and confused, but there's no time to explain. I know a way out and I can take you with me, but we need to move now,” Marcus urged, extending his hand, “Do you trust me?”

      Amber nodded compliance and took his hand. Hoisting her to her feet, they scrambled across the hallway. He removed an orb from his satchel, recited a short incantation and they disappeared.

      They reappeared on a cliff. It was familiar—the one from her dreams.

      “You said you could explain,” Amber prompted once she had her bearings.  “Who were those people?”

      “They’re called the Quorum.” Ares paused, considering his next statement. “I think you may have consumed the serum I’ve been working on. It made you more like my people, which is the reason they came after you.”

      “No, I'd know if I'd eaten—”

      “It was poured on a pastry, maybe a custard of some sort.”

      Amber mind flashed back to the forbidden flan she and Kelly devoured. “No, Kelly’s dad said it came from Marciello—shoot, I bet he meant Marcus. How do you butcher a simple name like Marcus?”

      “I used an appellation spell on Melinda’s family. Any time one of them tried to call me by name, another name came out in its place. We couldn’t risk anyone finding out what we were doing.”

      “Clever.”

      Marcus admitted he’d known Melinda and given her the serum for safe-keeping, but later discovered it had somehow ended up on the flan. “I’m sorry this is happening to you. I trusted Melinda, but she must’ve—”

      “It wasn't her fault,” Amber confessed. “We weren't supposed to eat it. We knew it wasn't for us. Melinda all but labeled it off limits. It's my fault.”

      “Sometimes things happen that are beyond our control,” Marcus added.

      Amber made a face at his attempt to soothe her with a platitude. Disregarding it, she said, “I don’t understand. If we took the serum a decade ago, why did it take so long for our powers to manifest?”

      “I don't know; I never had a chance to test it. I can only imagine that your powers must've been dormant.”

      “What should we do?  Kelly ate the flan, too, and she’s lost her mind. She didn’t recognize me.  She doesn’t even know who she is,” Amber said, pausing, “Is that going to happen to me, too?”

      “No, Kelly’s body is rejecting the powers, because she comes from a nephilim bloodline. Nephilim represent the breaking of a most sacred covenant. The Creator would never suffer a union of such immense power. The ambrosial serum is lethal to someone with Kelly’s genetic make-up.”

      “Then, why would Melinda leave it in the refrigerator, knowing that it could kill Kelly?”

      “Melinda and I were working together. She wanted to be able to mask their nephilim essence. She must’ve thought Kelly would be strong enough to withstand the change—that Kelly would be more Elysian than nephilim, given they only had a fraction of nephilim blood in them. But I warned her—”

      “We have to help Kelly. There must be something we can do to help her.”

      “Amber, we have to turn Kelly in.”

      "Wait, what? No, it's not her fault. Can't you just extract her powers?” Amber threaded her hands in her hair. “She, Kelly—she said she’d take my power. Can she do that?  Maybe, I can take her power. Right?”

      “It’s not that simple, Amber. When you took the serum, all of our powers were divided amongst the two of you…” Marcus pursed his lips, shaking his head. “She means to kill you.  That’s the only way she could get your powers. Kill the vessel and the power would default to the last man standing.”

      Amber swallowed. “Okay, a bit harsh, and final, but we still have time?”

      “She has to be stopped, and the Quorum will find her.”

      “They haven't found her yet. Please, give me a chance to find out what happened to her.  She's a good person.  Clearly, she didn't adjust to the change and it's making her crazy. You owe us that much.”

      He couldn't argue there. It was his serum that changed them.

      Amber sat quietly, absorbing it all in. She needed to know everything, soak in every detail. “You said Marcus wasn't your name, what is it?”

      “Ares.”

      “What, like the God of War?” Amber joked.

      But Ares did not laugh; in fact, his expression remained stoic.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Actually, you’re partially right. Your stories depict me as the God of War, but I’m not a God, at least, not by my own proclamation.”

      “Zeus, Hera, Apollo…Ares. That’s all real—Greek Gods and Goddesses?”

      “Sort of. We’re not from Earth; we’re from a planet called Cronus—born in the territory of Elysia—but your people know it as Saturn. We’re Elysians, not Gods. We can live for thousands of years, but we’re no more immortal than you. Humans used to have longer lifespans, too, until the Creator rescinded that perquisite.”

      “Wait, you’re not talking about Adam and Eve, are you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Unbelievable,” Amber marveled. First, the offspring of angels, now Greek mythology. What’s next?

      “Adam and Eve—it’s all recorded in the Bible,” Ares reassured her.

      “I know, but faith is in short supply on Earth,” Amber said, boggled by this revelation. She gauged his expression. He looked remorseful. Good, she could use that to get him to explain more. “So you’re born with these powers?”

      “No, ascension is not given freely. To access it, you must fulfill a condition.”

      “What’s the condition?”

      “I don’t know. No one really knows, but the old ones believe ascension is earned.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because we don’t ascend at the same time, which implies the Elysian has done something to gain access to it. We’d like to think it was something worthy of being elevated.”

      “But, Kelly and I have the power now. How is that possible?”

      “A loophole. The spell allows us to extract the powers from the Quorum’s vault and deposit it into anyone who consumed the ambrosial serum.”

      “Okay. Why are they—the Quorum—after you?” She wanted to keep him talking, find out as much as possible.

      “We have universal cardinal laws enacted to prevent violence. 1) No like entity shall harm another, and 2) No entity shall use its powers to command another. My people broke one of the cardinal laws after we ascended and became Olympians. We used our powers to rule the Greeks and, as a consequence, our powers were taken from us by the Quorum. The powers you possess are specific to my people. Essentially, the Quorum thinks you’ve stolen outlawed powers.”

      “But I’m innocent.  If you turn yourself in…”

      “I’m not turning myself in.”

      “But you admit guilt.”

      “Do you know the punishment for breaking cardinal laws?”

      “I don’t know. Jail?”

      “Death.”

      “I’m sorry; I didn’t know, but if I’m recaptured, they’ll execute me, too.”

      “Which is why I’m going to help you. I created the serum so I could restore my powers and go home, but I’m not turning myself in.”

      Amber bit her lower lip, considering his offer.

      “If you don’t want my help, that’s fine. I will leave and I will never bother you again.” He sensed her misgivings about the situation.

      “No, please, I do want you help.”

      “Good.” He turned to walk away.

      Amber frowned. He’d gotten her all riled up, afraid that she’d be left on her own to fight this Quorum. It felt like she was being manipulated and it pissed her off. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Wait, you’re leaving me here?”

      “No, you’re going home.”

      “Uh, no. I’m not safe there,” Amber insisted. “The Quorum snatched me from the Motel Inn.”

      “No, you’ll be fine. I’m sending you back to your apartment. It’s hard to see you there.”

      “It’s hard to see me there? What the hell is that supposed to mean? No, you can’t just—”

      “Evie, send her home,” Ares commanded seemingly to no one, but Amber was plucked from the bluff and dropped into the living room of her apartment.
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      Although Marcus was the only source upon which Amber could rely for information about her Olympian powers, she felt ambivalent about him. She didn’t know him and, therefore, wasn’t certain he could be trusted. Literally, he appeared out of nowhere. She hated the way he dangled his help in front of her like a carrot prior to ripping it away with an idle threat of leaving her to deal with her problems on her own. But, her options were limited. She would have to stow her reservations about him for the time being, unless he presented a much more substantial reason to distrust him.

      The last time she’d seen Marcus, they parted on bad terms. Although he had admitted guilt, he didn’t deserve to die. To say the draconian practice of sentencing for the offense was grossly unfair would be an understatement. He sensed Amber’s mistrust and threatened to leave her to handle it on her on. It rubbed her the wrong way, but admittedly she’d have the same attitude if the roles were reversed. The truth was: she needed Marcus. All things considered, none of this mattered if she couldn’t find him.

      Amber’s powers were still unstable and unpredictable, but at one point they cooperated without much effort from her. She needed to tap into that again. With some practice, she’d learned how to teleport Eric at will, which was promising. This time, she wanted to find Marcus. And, despite not having an emotional connection with him—like the one she shared with Eric—she hoped that her prevailing desire to find Marcus would be enough to bring her to him and outweigh her inexperience as a new Olympian.

      It was a game of trial and error for about forty minutes or so, sitting still in a meditative sort of way.  She began to fidget; a growing feeling that she was wasting her time ensnared her, taunting her for her ineptitude. Opening her eyes, she stood and paced for a bit. Maybe she was trying too hard. She rolled her neck, side to side, gave each limb a wiggle in an effort to loosen up. Relax. You’ve got this, she thought, bolstering her confidence. Closing her eyes again, she said aloud, “Marcus.”

      The ground vibrated beneath her and, for a moment, she felt imponderous as she teleported. On the other side, she emerged in front of the Argent Hotel. A bit disoriented, she rotated, getting her bearings. Maybe she overshot it. Then not even a minute later, Marcus came stumbling out of a dive bar about a block ahead of her.

      Forgetting her nausea, she jogged after him. He had managed to stagger all the way around a corner before she’d caught up to him. Based on his unsteady gait, she deduced he was inebriated which made what happened next all the more disarming. As she turned the corner, she was yanked into a side alley and shoved face first against the brick wall, her right arm pinned behind her, a knife grazing her throat. The stench of beer wafted beneath her nose. She’d originally pegged him as a jerk and he was proving her right.

      “Holy shit,” Amber shrieked.

      Recognizing her voice, Marcus released his hold. “Amber, I’m sorry.”

      “Have you lost your mind?” Amber asked, fraying her wrist where he’d given her a hell of an Indian burn.

      “Well, you shouldn’t have sneaked up on me. I reacted on impulse.”

      “You could have killed me.”

      “But I didn’t.   Doesn’t that count for something?” he said through an ineloquent belch. He covered his mouth. “Excuse me.”

      “You’re drunk.”

      “It’s been a long day.”

      She turned on her heels.

      “Wait, were you looking for me?”

      “Never mind. I was wondering why you haven’t been in touch, but now I can see you’re busy.”

      “Hold on. You came all this way for help, right? Don’t be stubborn. C’mon, follow me,” he said over his shoulder. Instead of walking haphazardly across an imaginary line to prove his sobriety, his comportment was not only steady, but almost ascetic as he led her, as if on sacred mission, down the alley. This was a man she would follow.

      Marcus led the way down the alley, shimmied between a hole in the chain-linked fence and stopped in front of a warehouse. Lifting the left garage bay, he said, “After you.”

      Immediately entering a side door, they walked down a hall flanked by storage space; each gated and bound with large padlocks. At the end of the hall, they took the stairs up a flight, leading to another hall lined with apartments.

      As he removed a crowbar from his jacket, Amber held her breath, but he surprised her when he unlocked the door to 1B with a key instead of jimmying the lock as she had anticipated.

      Marcus took off his jacket and placed the crowbar on a counter. The apartment had high ceilings, and expansive windows, with an open floor space in the living room, and a small cream sofa tucked in the corner. “This is a safe place. They can’t see us here.”

      “What do you mean, Ares—er, Marcus? I’m sorry, I don’t even know what to call you.”

      “Ares is fine. It’s nice hearing my own name after all this time.”

      “Okay, Ares it is. What did you mean by they can’t see us?” Amber queried.

      “Over the years, we’ve discovered areas out of the Quorum’s periphery, blind spots. This place falls within one of those blind spots.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “No one knows, but no complaints from me. I will take all the help I can muster.” He disappeared down a hallway and returned with something hefty and blue. He unfolded it out in the middle of the floor and she realized it was a mat.

      “What’s this?”

      “You need to train and learn how to defend yourself.”

      “I can crush an opponent with one thought.”

      “You can’t just rely on your powers as you must’ve realized when you fought Kelly. You both share the same powers, but for some reason you’re not equally matched.”

      “Great pep talk. Thanks.”

      “No offense, but you need to hear this. You have to learn hand to hand.”

      He was right, of course. Back there, by the dive bar, he could have easily subdued her and he was plastered. She agreed she needed to train.

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s a shortage of Olympians to partner up.”

      “You’re looking at one.”

      “Look, I don’t want to hurt you. We’re unequally matched.”

      “Right, this is a great opportunity for you to learn to control your strength.  If you do that, it should be a fair fight.”

      “You’d take the risk?”

      “Shortage, remember? Besides, you can heal me if you do some damage,” Ares replied, like it was nothing. “So you can stop by every day to spar, yeah?”

      “Yes,” Amber said, thinking she might have misjudged him. “That would be great.”

      “Go home, get some rest, and come back as often as you’d like and we can train.”

      “No, I’m too wired to sleep, but I could use a bite. Do you think we can start training tonight?” She put on her jacket, “Unless you’re tired.”

      “We’ll pick back up in an hour, okay?”

      “Great, thanks.”
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      Finneus viewed Amber and Ares on the screens, intent on not letting anything else slip past him. The Quorum expected thorough reporting and he couldn’t keep this case pending for much longer without giving a good reason. There were circumstances that prevented the recapture of the Olympians. If not for the Quorum’s directive to restore order amongst the quadrants, the Olympians would have been brought back in years ago. But, the universe was in chaos and the Quorum didn’t have the numbers to end all of the fighting across the galaxy. Wars—most notably, the Troxan and Venetian Wars—took priority over any other open cases. It had taken decades to increase their numbers in the Quorum to end the wars before they were able to refocus their efforts on catching the Olympians.

      Now that they had enough resources, Finneus was expected to deliver results. He sat on the edge of his seat, staring at the bank of screens. Then, Ares and Amber blinked out of the frame again. How could he explain this? There was no more room for error and no excuse to justify his inability to locate the fugitives. Asking for more time was risky, but he wasn’t ready to present his findings. No, he didn’t want to alert his superiors just yet. Not until he had all his ducks in a row. His job was on the line if he didn’t get it resolved.

      In the Quorum, Finneus was tasked with overseeing the fourth quadrant, which housed a multitude of sectors. For the natural, it would have taken eons to search through all of the data. But he was a part of the Quorum, which afforded him the ability to sift through endless volumes of data within seconds with just a thought to initiate the process.

      Within his assigned quadrant was the vast planet Cronus. It seldom made it on their radar, but, as of late, the planet was under investigation. A once peaceful planet had given way to an uprising, but even after years of surveillance it was difficult to ascertain the origin of the insurgency.

      Finneus had observed many life forms, but the Elysians were by far the most clever race he’d ever seen. To keep the planet thriving, their people ascended and as such they used their gifts to help preserve their planet and maintain peace.

      The Elysians also lived for centuries which intrigued Finneus, because he had yet to find another race who could boast about such longevity with the exception of the Quorum. To serve on the Quorum, he was granted a substantially longer lifetime. He wasn’t immortal, but he was as close as one could get to it. It had been a thousand years since he had been selected to take a seat on the Quorum and it could all end over this one planet that managed to go under the radar for so long.

      Was it truly under the radar? Had he missed something, because of his fondness for the people that reminded him of his own family he’d left behind for the mission? Maybe. He wouldn’t say it out loud, but he could admit it to himself. Only because he didn’t think they were a threat. He stood by his gut telling him something was amiss. He’d just have to prove it.

      He drew in a deep breath, knowing he had his work cut out for him. He would have to go through all the data stored for Cronus. But, at least, it was just one planet. Since the Olympians were last in custody forty years ago, he figured that was a good place to start. He circled back to key points of ascension since that seemed to mark the divisiveness amongst the races of Cronus. At one point, they were united in every aspect of their lives. He had to keep studying the records to find something to explain the change.

      To that end, he flickered through some of the older recordings of Cronus, observing the people of Elysia and the ascendant races working hand in hand. He watched their civilization thrive, their combined efforts always serving the communities well. They were a kind and gentle people, supporting one another, pitching in with daily jobs, even if it wasn’t their assigned vocation, every Elysian helped out in any areas that were lacking able bodied workers. No one ever went without sustenance, or shelter. It just wasn’t their way. They took pride in their planet and looked out for one another. Finneus had witnessed years of this until things started to slowly change.

      It had long been tradition that the ascendants contributed to the evolution of Elysia, a territory that was always meant to expand into new territories along with its fast growing population. Until one day, they stopped building and started demanding worship and monuments erected in their image. After centuries of coexisting harmoniously, the ascendant races turned on the Elysians.

      Finneus sifted through the older footage, trying to determine the onset. Something happened to cause the change. He was certain of it. But what?

      His finger halted on some footage of Ares, a young man he’d been observing since he was a boy. He didn’t want to believe it, but Ares was among the first to make such a proclamation. At the time, in 967 A.D., Ares was a new Olympian narrowly missing his chance to ascend, but he unlocked the secrets of ascension within seconds of being pulled into the Underworld. It was inspiring to see him overcome what was deemed almost impossible since so many of their kind descended into the Underworld. He was a promising addition to the Olympian race, but seemed to be causing a raucous within the recording.

      Finneus stopped the recording, unable to move. He wasn’t supposed to get attached, but these people were good people. His finger hovered over the button, afraid to continue, but he had to see how it played out. There might be evidence to pinpoint what happened between the Elysians and ascendants to shift the balance.

      Adjusting his headset, he plugged back in to listen to what was transpiring in the recording: a conversation between Ares and his mentor.

      “All I ask is that you call upon me in supplication,” Ares said.

      Mathis blanched. “You want me to pray to you? And if I don’t?”

      “Well, how will I hear your call, if you don’t beseech me?”

      “I see.”

      “Mathis, it’s just a simple request. Invoke my name in good faith and tell others to do the same in return for my favor and protection.”

      “You want disciples, too?”

      “Disciples, citizens, brave men, all of which are welcome to join my infantry. With the Titans becoming more belligerent we need good men to protect our home. How does one assemble an army without recruitment?”

      “Ares, you’re not yourself. The change has affected your judgment. This is sacrilege, demanding prayers in your name and disciples. Who do you think you are? Do you think you’re God?”

      “I am a God.”

      “No, you’re just a boy who fortuitously stumbled upon the key to ascension.”

      Ares glared at him. “Careful, old man, it is only because of the kindness with which you have treated me that I have not smote you where you stand.”

      “Understood,” Mathis responded, unmoved by Ares sanctimonious comments. “I’m sure you can recall I have a schedule to keep. I trust you can see yourself out.”

      Finneus paused the scene again and removed his headset. Ares was a kind soul; he had always been a hard worker and shown reverence for his elders, but you wouldn’t know it judging by this scene. He had a sneer across his face with an underlying tone of entitlement. It seemed Ares truly believed that Mathis, a man who had been like a father to Ares, should be subservient to him.

      He ruminated, Should I report it?  It was his duty to submit any information about individuals or groups who threatened the continuity of the system. This information was damning, but it would close the case for Cronus. In truth, Finneus should have submitted the record a long time ago. However, Ares was such a good kid.  Finneus had been watching the Cronus sector since Ares was a boy. He’s still finding his way with his new abilities. It would be a shame to see him punished for one indiscretion. With his mind made up, Finneus depressed a button to delete the record.

      “What are you doing?” Adelynn asked from behind him.

      “Adelynn, I didn’t hear you enter the chamber.”

      “I’ve come to relieve you.”

      “There’s no need. I can work another shift.”

      “You need to rest to ensure the utmost diligence as it pertains to auditing the quadrants.”

      Adelynn was a stickler for the rules and Finneus knew not to keep declining her suggestions. “Okay, but let me finish this last transmission.”

      “Don’t delete it,” she said, grabbing his hand.

      “But it’s nothing of consequence.”

      “Finneus, it is not for us to decide. You must submit any and all signs of threats for adjudication.”

      “Yes, of course.” He clicked a button to submit the recording, gathered his belongings, and headed to his quarters. He looked out at the panoramic view of the cosmos. What good is it to watch if you cannot intervene? How does this help anyone? How does this help the system? He dragged a hand down across his face in frustration, wondering if he’d done the right thing. Then he looked up with such clarity: The system is flawed.
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      Amber decided to grab a bite at a twenty-four hour diner, but settled on tea to calm the tumultuous anxiety twisting knots in her stomach. The idea of going home made her nervous at the thought of facing Eric. Things between Eric and her were tenuous after the riot and their bond had been tested by the hurtful things he’d said. She was sure he didn’t mean any of it and he was apologetic the next morning, but those words didn’t come out of nowhere. They had to be floating around somewhere in his mind of things best left unsaid. No, she wasn’t ready to go home. Not yet.

      “What’s a nice young lady like you doing here alone on a Friday night?” A handsome guy probably in his mid to late twenties sat beside her with dark hair and deep brown eyes. He ordered a sandwich and an ice tea with lemon as he looked at Amber genuinely waiting for a response to his question.

      Amber smiled at him, and replied, “trouble in paradise, I suppose.” What am I doing?  Why did I just go into all of that with this stranger? She wouldn’t normally divulge something so personal, but she felt comfortable with this man and a certain familiarity that she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

      “Let me guess, he cheated on you?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Put you down and pointed out all of your physical imperfections?”

      “No, he always tells me how beautiful I am?”

      “Okay, so he’s probably inattentive, insensitive, and unsupportive?”

      “No, he’s always encouraging and empowering me.”

      “Hmmm, I’m stumped.”

      Grasping at straws, Amber replied, “Well, no…there’s the time he…and he also…” He was good, making her see that she was making something out of nothing all on her own. Eric loved her and as always would remain at her side, helping her figure out how to navigate her unruly powers.

      He smiled again. “Go home and give that man a break! Clearly, you’re in love which supersedes any bruised egos or whatever it was that started your argument in the first place.

      “You’re right…I’m sorry I don’t even know your name. My name is Amber,” she said extending her hand to shake his hand.

      He shook her hand firmly and replied, “It’s Que.”

      “You know, Que, you’re really good at this. Is matchmaking or relationships your profession?”

      “You could say that, but I’ve been on hiatus for a while and I’m slowly getting back to my roots.”

      “Well, I’m glad because you’re really good at it and I can’t thank you enough.” Amber stood up and left a few bills for her tea.

      “It’s been a pleasure and good luck, Amber.”

      Amber smiled and walked out of the restaurant and once she stepped outside she felt a chill go up and down her spine. Goosebumps formed on both of her arms.

      Amber turned around and headed back inside of the restaurant, but Que was already gone. She whispered to herself, “Cupid?”
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        * * *

      

      “How did you know he was Cupid?” Ares asked.

      Amber dropkicked Ares in the chest. “I don’t know, he helped me figure things out with Eric and I just had a feeling.”

      “Ah, you sensed him.”

      “Is that what I felt?”

      “Yes. Did he try to hurt you?”

      “No, he was really nice. I just wish he would have told me who he was upfront.”

      “He was feeling you out,” Ares said, throwing a jab.

      Amber blocked.

      “Good.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      “I don’t know. Cupid was a good kid back on Cronus, but those were different times. Just be careful.”

      Amber circled him, plotting moves in her head.

      Reading her mind, Ares said, “Stop thinking so much and just fight. You’re leaving yourself vulnerable. I could’ve knocked you on your ass ten times by now.

      She shrugged it off and leapt forward and he sidestepped.

      “That was sloppy. Try again.”

      She flinched.

      “I can’t go easy on you.”

      “I know and I know I’m distracted. I just…”

      “What is it? Cupid?”

      “No, it’s you. You just look so familiar and it’s really starting to bug me that I can’t place your face.”

      “The dreams; It was dream magic.”

      “Nope, I’ve seen you before and I’m positive of it. What was all that about anyway? That was you, right, sending me those dreams?”

      “It wasn’t all me. I had some help.”

      “Okay, you sent me two—”

      “Two? I’ve been trying to reach you through dream magic since I found out you consumed the serum. I’ve easily sent you at least a hundred.”

      A hundred was a staggering amount in comparison to the measly two that came through. She wondered why she didn’t receive the others. “But I only saw two. What happened to the rest of them?”

      “I don’t know? It works well on humans, because they’re susceptible, but you’re not just human—you’re much more.”

      “Why didn’t you come to me sooner, like, in person? Wouldn’t that have been easier?”

      “Easier, yes, but not safer,” Ares replied. “The Quorum has eyes everywhere, but through dream magic we are afforded a bit more privacy. I wanted to warn you without revealing your existence to them.”

      “Look how well that turned out?” She cupped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I said that.”

      “It’s okay. You’re not wrong.”

      It took eleven years for her Olympian powers to manifest and she’d just learned Ares had been sending her dreams for just as long, but without success until now. What changed?

      He tossed her a bottle of water and grabbed one for himself, too.

      “We’re taking a break?  I thought you didn’t want to go easy on me?”

      “You need to hydrate.”

      “Okay, Dad,” Amber joked. She sipped the water. “Oh, I meant to tell you about the weird blurb Kelly recited when I fought her. She looked like she was in a trance.”

      That caught his attention. “What was it?  Do you remember it?”

      She did. Add photographic memory to the list of powers. “A nation will quell in a wave of deviation from disproportionate convention. Balance shall be restored within an abode of harmony.”

      “I’ve heard this before; it’s a prophecy foretelling the coming of an embodiment that will restore our powers.”

      “Well, how do you know it’s about restoring your powers? It doesn’t sound like that’s what it means.”

      “I don’t, but I’ve had the witches researching it for years. I think it means a person will be the embodiment…and I’m starting to think it’s you.”

      “Me?  Why me?”

      “Because you possess powers that are literally the embodiment of my race.  I think you’re meant to help us.”

      “Ares, I just want things to go back to normal. This was an accident. I don’t think I’m your messiah.”

      He patted her shoulder, “First things first, I’m going to get you exonerated and we’ll deal with this prophecy later. Deal?”

      “Okay, deal,” Amber conceded, finishing her water. “Are you sure you’ve never been to Carrington?”

      “No, I’ve been somewhat of a nomad over the last decade or so, picking up work along the way. I had a friend, outside of all of this, once but he joined the army.  After that, I chose to stay to myself which was fine.”

      “Right, you had to because of the Quorum. That must have been terrible for you never being able to settle down and have relationships without fear of endangering them.”

      “I got by,” he answered, unfazed. “I did what I had to do.”

      “But you have help from Evie, which she’s amazing, by the way. It startled me when she sent me home that day. When do I get to meet her?”

      “You won’t.”

      Amber eyebrows lifted slightly in shock.

      “She’s not in this; that’s the deal. I promised not to involve her and she’d help us.” There was no jocular inflection in his voice; he meant it—back off—and she couldn’t blame him. It actually made him more likable, knowing how hard he fought to protect those he cared about.

      She’d let it go for now.
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      This was Amber’s second day in a row that she sparred with Ares, but it was great. She needed the practice and as long as he was willing and unafraid, she’d take each and every opportunity she could get. She’d only wanted to take a short break, but ended up dozing off on the soft sofa. The sound of the front door unlocking jostled Amber from sleep. She bolted from the sofa, grabbed the crowbar which was surprisingly still on the counter where Ares had left it. The lights were off, giving her the advantage.

      She stood to the left of the door. The door opened and the unexpected caller stepped inside. Amber swung the crowbar, aiming for the gut or groin. It was dark so precision wasn’t on her side. A pained grunt issued from the assailant, which judging by the high pitched cry was a female voice.

      Amber took the crowbar and positioned the curve of it just below the woman’s throat. “You picked the wrong apartment to rob.”

      The woman gurgled, trying to respond, finding it difficult to do so with the crowbar crushing her windpipe. The woman patted the wall, moving upward until she found what she’d been searching for. The lights illuminated the apartment and the woman looked Amber in the eyes.

      It was Cordelia Morgan.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Cordelia pointed to the counter, still unable to speak with Amber’s unrelenting hold.  She pointed more emphatically, now.

      “If you move, I will split your skull. Do you understand?”

      Cordelia responded with some semblance of a nod.

      Amber peered over the stack of mail sitting on the counter. It was addressed to Cordelia Morgan with the apartment’s location scrawled beneath it.

      “This is my apartment,” Cordelia croaked, rubbing her throat gingerly.

      “I’m sorry I—wait, this is your apartment? I thought you were Kelly’s neighbor. What were you doing in the house adjacent to Kelly’s?

      “Looking for you.”

      “Why? And how did you know I was there?”

      “I was there, because I felt you.” Amber gave her an incredulous look as if she did not believe what she was hearing. “I knew you were there, because I felt your bliss. It was stronger than any I’d ever felt before, but I knew every Elysian and you were not among them. So I followed you. I needed to know why I could feel you.”

      Still unconvinced, Amber asked, “What do you mean you felt my bliss?”

      “Hasn’t Ares taught you anything? Your bliss is divine, mystical energy, energy of which each Elysian is composed. It’s what’s needed to accept your birthright of ascension. Whenever an Elysian is near, our bliss affects our body temperature—it drops drastically. It’s how we can sense one another. It’s how I found you.”

      “But I’m not an Elysian.”

      “Leave it to Ares to find a loophole.”

      “So you’re like Ares—an Elysian?”

      “Yes, except we ascended and became the next generation of the ascendant races called Olympians. Elysians, those who have not yet ascended, are also native to Cronus.”

      Amber let out a sigh of relief. “I wish you’d have said something sooner.”

      “I couldn’t, not until I knew what was going on.”

      “So are you two like a thing?”

      “Urgh, God no. He’s my brother.”

      “He’s so broody; I don’t know how you can stand him.”

      “Oh, I’m aware,” Cordelia admitted, recalling his temper when he found out she hadn’t changed her name as he’d advised, claiming it was still a derivative of her true name. “My real name is actually Corday. I guess it is too similar, but I wanted to keep something that felt like mine. Anyway, when he found out what name I’d chosen for myself, he was incensed, and told me to choose another name. I’d never seen him so angry, but that was out of love.” She pulled out a bottle of wine and offered Amber a glass. “He wasn’t always like this,” she said, thinking back to a time when Ares had a gentler side. It was a particular time she had in mind, in 929 A.D. when she’d first met him.
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        * * *

      

      At first glance, Cronus appeared to be composed of mostly gas with unfavorable temperatures, exceeding well beyond the point of freezing. All a part of the ascendants’ promised pledge to protect the planet.  It was the Protogenoi who developed this elaborate glamour, making Cronus appear this way to any travelers passing through or astronauts exploring the planet. The glamour was perennial, set up to give the viewer the impression of a desolate and barren planet. Only those permitted were able to see a true Cronus aside from its native inhabitants.

      The sky, a beautiful soft violet, was filled with the perfume given off by the exotic orchids which covered a majority of the planet. A vast ocean reflected the violet sky, its tides controlled by the planets’ own moon; the other sixty-one moons also a part of the mirage.

      Concrete homes lined acres of Cronus. Not palatial in size, but the structures were sturdy, durable, and abundant so that every native had a home. It was one less thing to worry about. Hence, allowing them to reallocate the resources to protect the planet and ensure each generation rose as an Olympian, guaranteeing a burgeoning civilization.

      Ares walked through the forest and heard the faint sound of footfalls behind him maybe five yards back. He halted, listening carefully, but heard only the animals that inhabited the forest. Pressing onward, he heard the unmistakable snap of a twig.

      He hid under the cover of a tree, its wide trunk concealing him. He removed his bow and arrow from his quiver and came out in the open to scan the forest again.

      The squawk of a sphinx could be heard overhead. In the sky, a sphinx soared, its majestic wings carrying it effortlessly on its flight. He followed the creature with his arrow and when it was directly in his crosshairs, he pulled back his bow, preparing to shoot his prey.

      “Nooooo, you can’t,” a shrill voice beckoned. It was a young girl now standing above the bushes in which she was hiding. She couldn’t have been any older than twelve years old. She approached him cautiously. “It is forbidden to harm any creation of an ascended.”

      “I’m aware,” Ares said simply.

      “But I saw you.  You were going to shoot the sphinx.”

      “I was never going to harm it.”

      “But I—”

      “I’ve seen you before, Lil one. You have a way with animals, always surrounded by them whether you’re stroking one or holding one affectionately in the palm of your hand. I had a feeling it was you following me and I knew you would come out of hiding if you thought I’d hurt a sacred animal.”

      “I wasn’t following you,” she lied.

      “You’re right, terrible display of stealth. I wouldn’t dare call that following.” Ares smiled, showing he had a sense of humor.

      She let out a rippling chortle that swept through the forest.

      “What is your name, Lil one?”

      “Corday Eris.”

      “More like Discord with those pipes,” Ares jested.

      She stifled another cacophony of laughter, covering her mouth. “What’s your name?”

      Ares regarded her warily. “Now, there, you must be a better sleuth than that. You must have learned my name by now.”

      “Ares,” Corday confessed.

      “I thought so,” he said, extending his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, at last.”

      Although Corday would have preferred to bow, she offered her hand and curtsied. “Nice to make your acquaintance.”

      “Now, then, why have you been following me?”

      “You’re brave, impressive with a bow and arrow and swordsmanship.”

      “A nice young lady like yourself? Surely you can find other interests more fitting.”

      Corday shook her head vehemently. “I’m not like other girls. I want to be brave and strong like you.”

      “Come, your mother must be worried. Let’s get you home.”

      Her shoulders dropped in disappointment and before she could argue, he added, “No worries, Corday. I’ll stop by to check up on you from time to time.”
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        * * *

      

      Pulling Corday out of her nostalgia, Amber said, “Wow, it sounds like he really looked out for you.”

      “He did and he still does. He really is a good man; you just have to see past the tough exterior.”

      “Well, I should get home. Eric will be worried.”

      “Let me walk you out. This place is like a maze; it’s easy to go in circles before finding a way out.”

      “Sure.”

      They walked down the hallway and descended the steps together. Corday led the way out the door and showed Amber an alternative route to get back to the main road.

      “Thanks. You’re saving me a half hour I’m sure.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Amber folded back the frayed chain-link fence to crawl under it. “And, um...sorry for you know...”

      “Yoking me up…”

      “Yeah, that…”

      “Already forgotten. You can never be too careful and my door is still open to you.”

      “That’s very nice of you to offer. Really, you’re an angel.” As soon as the words came tumbling out of Amber’s mouth, she regretted it, feeling like a buffoon. She wondered what made her say it. “I’ll see ya.”
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      Finneus smiled down upon them, feeling as if Amber had somehow known she was being surveilled. He wasn’t an angel, but akin to them. Similar to the angels bearing the gifts of healing, the Quorum was endowed with gifts of their own. Ingenuity, both consisting of the natural and supernatural, to bolster them in their most trusted duty to monitor the galaxy and in that way they were all kindred. Both, children of the Creator, entrusted with protecting all of his creations.

      While Finneus could astral project, the Adjudicators were telepathic. Seeing into the minds of the accused proved to be very useful in identifying intent. However, Finneus never thought he’d have to use his powers on his own. After discovering the violation a few weeks ago, he knew he couldn’t stand by and do nothing. He debated opening an official internal investigation with the Quorum, but decided to operate solo until he found something concrete. After all, he was accusing a Quorum member of foul play. This was unprecedented; there had never been a breach amongst their ranks. So he was playing it by ear, handling it with discretion.

      Finneus had discovered the entry in question during his shift. He had been reviewing recordings, going through all entries submitted to date, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Then the display skipped. He twirled his finger to rewind for playback and the screen skipped again. He replayed the submission a third time and, sure enough, it skipped at the same moment.

      It was almost indiscernible, appearing identical except for the rustling leaves that weren't a part of the original screenshot. Someone had deleted parts of the footage.

      Finneus checked the other submissions to see if he could identify any other irregularities and he did spot discrepancies on four other recordings. Initiating an audit trail, he searched for the timestamp. Every Auditor was required to timestamp their work in the event a record was inadvertently deleted or, in this case, quite possibly done in contravention of Quorum guidelines. The records were deleted at the same time, all while the Auditors were changing shifts. A thought occurred to him that whoever deleted the recordings would have covered their tracks by using false credentials. So it was unclear who pressed the command.

      According to the audit trail, it occurred three weeks ago. Corbin had worked the first shift and Adelynn had relieved him. It could have been either of them. Finneus needed a telepath. He could think of only one trustworthy telepath.

      “Hi Miccah.”

      “Hey Finn, How are you?”

      “I'm well. Listen,” he said, dispensing with the small talk, “I know you're busy with your cases, but I need to ask you for a favor.”

      “Anything. As long as it won't compromise my position on the Quorum.”

      His face gave him away, biting his lip and shifting his eyes to the left.

      “Finn, I can’t—I”

      “Even if someone on the Quorum has gone rogue?”

      “Who?"

      “That's why I need you. I've noticed some records have gone missing.”

      “Impossible. There's always a record for evidence,” Miccah insisted.

      “These records are gone; there are no back-ups, which mean someone deleted them.”

      “And you don't know who did it, do you?”

      “Miccah, I have a hunch. I believe the breach is on my team. I need you to give me a read of all of us.”

      “It doesn't work that way. I can't read minds on a whim. I can only see into the minds of the accused that are on trial.”

      “You've never used telepathy on any of us?”

      “Believe me; I'm ashamed to admit I've tried. Call it temptation, but I couldn't pick up cogent thoughts, anyway.” She pointed upward. "Maybe, his way of having a checks and balances for us, too. Besides, it wouldn't be fair if I could see your thoughts. It would be an invasion of privacy, especially since you're not on trial.”

      “But what if we should be on trial? What if one of us has corrupted the system we've worked so hard to protect? Isn't that reason enough to try?”

      “If you're wrong, we may be exiled or worse.”

      “Let me worry about that. I will accept full responsibility.”

      “Okay, I will try.”

      “Great, Adelynn has been in conference for over an hour. Anything?”

      Miccah looked at the door and concentrated on finding Adelynn's thoughts. “Pail...pail"

      “A pail?  Is she thinking of a beach?”

      Miccah shot up her index finger to quiet him. “Finn, maybe I should wait until she she's within closer proximity. Doors and walls act as barriers. It was brazen of me to think I could hear her thoughts through them.”

      Giving her a reassuring smile, he said, “Of course. Let me know what you uncover.”

      “Finn, you never told me you have children?” Without meaning to, she’d glimpse one of his thoughts—a memory, perhaps.

      Bewildered, he replied, “I don’t.”

      “I'm sorry; I assumed they were your children, because of the way you looked after them...I shouldn't have probed.” It wasn’t a clear vision, but she saw two people that she picked up from his thoughts:  a boy and girl. The first couple of flashes showed them younger, but towards the latter images they were older. The same people—she could tell, by the distinctive green eyes and dark curly hair that remained even as the boy became a man. The girl, kept her freckles, but the same hazel eyes peered through long raven hair that had once been just above her slight shoulders. From Miccah’s point of view, seeing through Finn’s eyes, it was from a distance, but it felt paternal. It wasn’t like the quick once over of a passerby who looked out of habit as opposed to the kind of watchfulness that came from someone concerned for their well-being.

      “It's quite alright...no one should be overlooked,” he said, trying to sound neutral, but clearly unnerved by her shrewd observation. If she could gather that much with an amateur’s use of her telepathy, he wondered what she could do with practice. No one would stand a chance.
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      Diamary, one of the best dancers at Charleston Lounge, looked at the roster line-up for the night. Somehow she had been bumped down the list and scheduled as the fourth dancer to perform. “I don’t think so,” she said boldly, crossing her name off and rewriting it back on the first slot of the line up where it belonged.

      “Hey,” Josie said, “you can’t do this. Murphy promised I could go on first, tonight.”

      “Sugar, Murphy says just about anything to a pretty face. It doesn’t mean he’ll actually make good on his so-called promises.”

      Josie finished lacing up her gladiator sandals and stood up. “I’m going on first.”

      Diamary pushed Josie back against the lockers and held her there. “I know you’re new, but let me explain how things work around here.”

      “You’re hurting me.”

      “Sssh, darling, this’ll only take a sec,” she drawled, placing an index finger over Josie’s lips. “It’s called seniority. I have it and you don’t. So that means I’m always the first performer.”

      “Maybe we should see what Murphy thinks.”

      “I would advise against that if you want to keep your job. If you’re not careful, management just might discover they’re missing money from the lock box. And then, surprise…the aforementioned missing money will mysteriously appear in your locker. Hypothetically, of course.”

      Gasping, Josie replied, “You’re a horrible person.”

      “Sugar, I can be the sweetest person as long as you stop taking liberties that you have yet to earn. You’re new, fall in line or you won’t last long here.”

      Once Diamary released her grip on Josie, Josie whipped on her trench coat. Choking back muffled tears, she dashed out of the door. Diamary resumed her seat in front of the vanity mirror and applied blush and mascara. As she dusted on body shimmer, Murphy walked in.

      “Josie, you’re on in five,” he said, giving Diamary a quizzical look. “Where’s Josie?”

      “Oh, she just left. Stomach bug or something.”

      “Seriously, she’s supposed to open,” Murphy said irritably. “Are you up for performing first tonight?”

      “You know me, Murph. I’m always up for anything,” she replied, planting a kiss on Murphy’s cheek before exiting the dressing room.

      She promptly walked up to the DJ to inform him of the change in line up. He nodded, and said, “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the stage…Kandi Cane.”
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        * * *

      

      With a narcoleptic bob of the head, Kelly shot upright. She abashedly surveyed the area to make sure no one had witnessed her public nap. It appeared the coast was clear. She had fallen asleep on a staircase in an apartment. Looking around nothing was familiar. How did I get here? She searched the confines of her memories, but she could not recall how she ended up in this building.

      Two weeks ago, she woke up in a park next to a hobo. The week prior to that, she had found herself on a city bus with no recollection of how she had gotten there. Her anxiety grew as she let her mind wander and worry. She was missing time. What could be causing these blackouts?

      Kelly stretched out her arms behind her as she scaled the wall, inching her way up until she until she was able to stand vertically. Taking in her surroundings, she walked down the hall. The walls had a modern, but simple geometric pattern in a soft teal and pale yellow. The hardwood floors were freshly polished and the tall lush, verdant potted plants gave the building a warm, homely touch. Except, she knew this wasn’t her home.

      Kelly spun around to scan the layout of the floor and instantly regretted it. Her body ached all over, but the pain was most prominent along her ribs. She lifted up the side of her shirt and saw a ghastly bruise along her torso. She swallowed hard, observing the tenderness of her throat, too. Continuing her walk down the hallway, she spotted a mirror and pulled her shirt collar down so she could examine the frog occupying her throat.

      A purplish-black bruise was wrapped around her neck in the shape of a hand, making her grimace. The impression of a hand choking her scared her; she was in danger. Having lost time, she wondered how she could protect herself with the gaps in her memory.

      Kelly made the descent down two flights of steps before reaching the main lobby. There were four rows of copper mailboxes flanked by potted plants. She looked at the labels, on the mailboxes, to see if any of the names stood out. M. Suresh, L. Martin, P. Jacobs, J. Taylor, E. Watson…None of these names meant anything to her.

      Checking the time, she didn’t realize how much time had passed. It was getting late; she needed to find a way home. Since she was unaware of what was triggering the blackouts, she wanted to be home if it happened again.

      It was dark out; she was starting to blackout for longer periods of time now. The last thing she remembered was having lunch at ten of two. As she exited the building, a resident held the door open for her. She thanked him and then searched for the bus stop. She found one on Lexington Avenue. How the hell did I end up on Lexington Avenue? It was only a half an hour away from her studio apartment, but it was still out of the way.

      Ten minutes passed before a city bus came along. She climbed aboard, paid her fare, and found a seat in the rear. The bus was fairly empty with the exception of a few passengers. So it was quiet, giving her a chance to think. She sat back in the seat, allowing the head rest to cradle her head.

      Her mind was in a state of disarray and it had been for months now. She pondered calling her dad, but then she’d have to explain why she wasn’t in California, matriculating at the university. He’d want to know how she could be so irresponsible, flunking out of all of her classes.

      It wasn’t as if the classes were hard. She always had a natural knack with her studies, but then the blackouts began. One moment she was at the library studying, the next she’d wake up amid inebriated college students in a living room littered with beer cans.

      With her blackouts occurring more frequently it became too difficult to maintain her perfect grade point average. Her scholarship was rescinded and she had no choice but to drop out of school.

      She moved back to Connecticut, but she couldn’t face her dad so she moved to a town adjacent to Carrington. She found a job at a local diner to help defray her expenses. With her congenial personality, she made decent tips which afforded her sufficient disposable income. She could have upgraded to a better residence but she decided to save it, hoping to return to school one day.

      In the meantime, she worked, determined not to ruin that, too. After a few months of a regimented schedule of work, she found her blackouts had disappeared. It must have been stress.

      Elated, she started making plans to go back to school. However, it was as if she’d spoken too soon; putting a jinx on herself by daring to imagine a return to normalcy. The blackouts had started up again.
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            May 5, 2008

          

        

      

    

    
      Julian clocked out promptly at five on the dot. Tracing his finger over the elegant, embossed gold script which spelled Argent Hotel on his timecard, he double checked it to make sure his punches were accurate. Satisfied, he placed it back in the timecard holder.

      “Guys, it’s been real,” he said coolly as he took off his blazer, and strode past his co-workers out the door.

      Margie sprinted out of the corner office with the impetus of a jaguar to catch up to him. “Julian, wait.”

      Julian stopped short of the crosswalk and turned to face Margie.

      Slightly winded, she said, “I don’t suppose I could talk you into working a double?”

      “Nope,” he said plainly and depressed the crosswalk button.

      “Jules, please,” Margie implored, “Mason’s only in town tonight and I’ll have to wait two more months before I can see him again.”

      “That’s heartbreaking, really, but I’m exhausted. I’m on no sleep.”

      “I know, hon, I wouldn’t ask but there’s no one else available. You’re my last hope.”

      “Margie, you’re going to have to do better than batting your eyelashes at me.”

      Her eyes brightened as a thought struck her. “Kendra’s working tonight.”

      “She is?”

      “Yes, and it will be a lot easier to get her undivided attention since Tyler’s off tonight.”

      Sensing he was starting to cave, Margie added, “Eight hours would give you two ample time to get to know one another.”

      With a grin, he mulled it over.

      “Don’t even try it. I know you’re sweet on her.”

      “Fine, but you owe me.”

      “Thank you, thank you,” Margie squeaked, jumping up and down while simultaneously hugging him.

      “Breakfast for a week,” he said, trudging back inside the hotel.

      “Of course,” she said as they walked with their arms looped together.

      Once inside, Margie wasted no time clocking out and retreated, but not before kissing him sweetly on the cheek. He supposed she was afraid he’d change his mind, which he was tempted to renege. He could barely keep his eyes open.

      He sluggishly moseyed over to the vending machine for a cup of coffee. Once back at the front desk, he glanced at the security screens and sipped his steaming cup. It was slightly burnt, but at least it was hot. He just needed a little jolt to keep him going for the night.

      The sound of Kendra’s voice drifted across the lobby, drawing his attention away from the screens. She was on the other side of the lobby talking to Tyler. Tyler was off for the night, as Margie had reported, but he’d stopped by to pick up his check.

      Tyler stood with one foot propped up on a chair. He gave Kendra his Casanova smile and she giggled smitten by his irrepressible charm. It was moments like this that Julian wished he could read lips. The best he could do from this distance was observing their body language.

      Tyler leaned in to whisper in Kendra’s ear, his hand boldly around her waist. She moved in closer, too, which implied his close proximity wasn’t unwanted. She doubled over laughing before playfully swatting him away. “I’ll see you later,” she said audibly.

      “Great, the Tyler and Kendra show has finally come to an end,” Julian sarcastically muttered to himself. As if to spite him, Tyler ran back to wrap one arm around her. She hugged him in return before parting for the evening.

      Julian grinded his teeth envious that creeps like Tyler got the girl.

      “Hey, Julian, I guess it’s just you and me tonight,” Kendra said, stirring him from his internal anguish.  He didn’t even notice her approaching the security desk.

      “Yeah, guess so,” he replied with a dopey grin.

      “I thought Margie was on the schedule tonight?”

      “Is this your subtle way of saying you don’t want to work with me?” he asked in a jocular manner.

      “Oh, no, that’s not what I meant at all.”

      “It was a last minute change.”

      “Well, that was nice of you,” she said, giving the schedule another look. “You’re crazy. You’ve been doing doubles all week! Are you going for a record or something?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “Just paying some bills.”

      “No worries, I’ll keep the coffee coming all night. And,” she added, while backing away from the desk, “since I’m in an altruistic mood, I’ll do the first security sweep of the garage.”

      Hey, I’m in no position to decline.”

      “Good, I’ll be back in twenty.”
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        * * *

      

      Julian was still seated, behind the security desk, thumbing through a magazine, and listening to the Rolling Stones when Kendra emerged from the elevator. As Kendra came behind the desk, he laid a tentative hand over the tuning dial anticipating she’d complain about the music.

      Setting down her clipboard, Kendra said, “No, don’t change the station.”

      “You like it?”

      “Are you kidding? This is a classic.”

      “Good, I thought I was going to have to listen to pop music all night.”

      She snorted. “Is that so?”

      He held up his hands repentantly, and said, “No offense.”

      Kendra laughed. “None taken. Actually my taste in music is quite eclectic.”

      She ran down a list of her favorites. Julian whistled. “Wow, I would have never guessed you have such an old soul.”

      “I’m pretty diverse with music. Good music is good music, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I take it; Margie doesn’t share your preference in music?”

      “Um, no, she usually changes the station whenever we work together.”

      “You must have other things in common.”

      “I guess,” Julian replied, wondering where this was going.

      “I mean, since you’re a couple.”

      “A couple of what?”

      “Margie’s your girlfriend, right?”

      He guffawed. “No.  She’s like a sister to me.”

      Kendra took a sip of coffee, perhaps, to find a way to occupy her big mouth.

      “What made you think that we’re together?” He asked, noting how pretty she looked even under the harsh, fluorescent lights.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she said mindlessly flipping through a magazine, avoiding eye contact. “I saw the two of you hugging earlier.”

      “Margie was just being over the top, because I was amenable to working her shift tonight. I work a lot of her shifts.”

      “Oh, and the flowers?”

      He nodded, “Her pit bull died. So I wanted to cheer her up.”

      He could understand how his interactions with Margie could be taken out of context, but he was amused that Kendra had taken an interest in him. Here, he had thought his feelings for her were unrequited, because of all of her flirtatious exchanges with their co-worker, Tyler. But if she was under the impression that Julian was taken, it explained why she never said much to him.

      “Plus, Margie has a boyfriend. That’s why I’m working her shift.”

      Kendra’s soft lips formed a small ‘o’. Clearly mortified, she said, “I’m sorry to pry.”

      “It’s nothing. I’m happy to clarify my status,” Julian piped in. “You’re not with Tyler?”

      “God, no,” she replied. “He loves the ladies.” They shared a pregnant pause, but Kendra was the first to speak. “Well, listen; I have tickets to see the Rolling Stones. I was going to take my sister, but I’d rather go with you since you’re a fan. I mean, you don’t have to—”

      “Yes,” Julian said, nodding emphatically.

      “Yeah, you’ll come? Okay, um, it’s Friday May twelfth and its downtown at the Max Center. I’ll meet you at 8pm?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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            May 5, 2008

          

        

      

    

    
      Diamary sat on a bar stool nursing a cocktail when Josie ambled past her. “Well, look who decided to come back to work. I was starting to think you were quitting on us.”

      Josie hadn’t shown up for work for a whole week, but she was pretty so it was no wonder that she was allowed to return. “Yeah, well, I need the money.  So…”

      “No shame in that, honey. A girl’s gotta provide for herself somehow.”

      “Hey, ladies, can I get some service?” asked a patron.

      Josie nodded and headed towards the patron, but Diamary blocked her path. “There you go again. You gotta look before you leap, sugar.”

      “What is it now?” Josie asked in resignation.

      “Well, that’s Tommy, and he’s one of my best customers. So go shake your ass for some other sap. When in doubt, stick to the frat boys.”

      Josie turned in the opposite direction of Tommy and greeted some boys wearing Delta Gamma T-shirts. She knew when to pick her battles and this wasn’t the time or place. She’d have to abide by the unspoken rules set forth by Diamary if she wanted to continue to retain her employment. She’d already received an earful from Murphy for not showing up for work. So she couldn’t afford to make any more blunders no matter how small. Moving forward, playing nice was her best bet.

      As she gave a lap dance for the boys, she made eye contact with Diamary who had finally decided to tend to her customer, Tommy. Tommy whispered something in Diamary’s ear and the two of them stood to go to a private room. That was where the real money was made, but as they walked with his hand proprietarily wrapped around her waist, she fainted.

      “Somebody help!” Tommy yelled as he struggled to keep her head from smacking against the floor. Tommy had been known to get rough with the girls, but Diamary was the only one who knew how to handle him. She had that way about her.

      “What did you do, Tommy?” Murphy asked, jamming an index finger in Tommy’s shoulder. “I warned you—”

      “I didn’t do anything. I swear, Murph. She just passed out.”

      “Call 911,” Murphy demanded as he checked her pulse and tried to get her to regain consciousness.

      Misty sidled up behind Murphy, and said, “Diamary and Josie were arguing just a few minutes ago. I wouldn’t put anything past Josie.”

      Misty shot Josie a dirty look and addressed her directly, “What did you do to her, Josie? Did you spike her drink?”

      Offended, Josie said, “Of course not. I’d never do anything to hurt her.” Josie tried to move past the crowd, which was quickly forming, but the bouncers stood in her way.

      “Well, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like you to stay until the police get here,” Murphy said.
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            May 12, 2008

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelly had blacked out again. This time she woke up on the park bench on Lexington Avenue across town. With the bus schedules being inconsistent at times, she had to take a cab to get to work on time. When she arrived at work, she wasted no time scrambling out of the cab since she’d paid her fare ahead of time. She ran into the diner and went straight to the time clock to punch in. Then headed to the employee locker room to stow her purse and retrieve her apron. Taking a cursory glance at the schedule, she noted which tables had been assigned to her for the shift.

      She stopped at table twelve. “Hi, what can I get for you?”

      “I’ll have a cup of coffee, black, and a slice of apple pie.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Kelly went behind the counter to pour the coffee. As she took a slice of pie, she noticed a man advancing toward her from her peripheral.

      “I thought that was you. I didn’t know you worked here, too.”

      Kelly smiled, regarding him inquisitively as one does with a stranger. He had mistaken her identity, but she let him continue to talk, hoping he would soon realize she wasn’t the same person he had in mind.

      “Have you always worked here?”

      “Yes, it’s my only job,” Kelly said, placing the pie back in its container.

      “No, I’m your best customer. It hasn’t been the same without you,” he said, with a prurient tone.

      The conversation had gone from innocent to inappropriate and she didn’t want to entertain any salacious ideas he might have in mind. She had to nip this in the bud. “I’m sorry. I think you’ve mistaken my identity.”

      “No, I never miss a show. You’re actually the best dancer they’ve got.”

      “Now, I’m positive we’re not acquainted. I’ve got two left feet. I’d be the laughing stock, I’m sure.”

      He looked at her warily. “I was sure it was you. You look just like her—you’re not just saying this because you don’t want to be outed,” he lowered his voice in a hushed tone before continuing, “as an exotic dancer?”

      “Sir,” Kelly said with umbrage, “let me assure you that I’ve never set eyes on you prior to today and I’m certainly not a dancer of any sort at this—”

      “Charleston Lounge,” he added.

      “Charleston Lounge that you seem to frequent.”

      “Miss, my pie?” The customer’s timing was impeccable, giving her an excuse to end the uncomfortable conversation and a reason to abscond from his leering gaze.

      “If you’ll excuse, I have to get back to my customer.”

      “My apologies,” he said, never taking his eyes off of her as she walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Kendra sat in the lobby area at the Max Center.  As she waited for Julian, her thoughts drifted back to the shift they’d worked together. Reflecting on the litany of personal questions she’d asked, and it made her cringe. How could she be so obvious? Her preoccupation with Margie was unwarranted, because Julian wasn’t the least bit interested in Margie and Kendra would have known that if she’d gotten the nerve to speak to him sooner. Instead she let Tyler occupy her time at work with his overt and blatant pursuits, which clearly didn’t go unnoticed by Julian since he’d thought she and Tyler were a thing. Ha, as if she’d be fool enough to fall for Tyler’s lines. Although handsome, Kendra required monogamy and the very notion was foreign to Tyler. She entertained him, but she never took him seriously.

      Kendra checked the time on the digital display across the wall. 7:58 PM. No, he’ll be here. It was very unsettling to imagine being stood up, but Julian was pumped about the concert. He wouldn’t just no-show; he would have called her if he couldn’t make it.

      Kendra checked her emails, replied to some text messages, and browsed a few web articles on her phone while she waited. She glanced at the time again. 8:25 PM. What the heck? Where was he?

      It would be so humiliating and depressing to attend the concert alone. She thought of all the pity stares she’d attract from onlookers.

      No way. His loss.

      She pulled up her contacts on her phone. When she found the name she was searching for, she dialed the number.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Kendra asked.

      “Nothing, just watching the game.”

      “Not anymore; come to the concert with me.”

      “Where are you?”

      “It’s at the Max Center.”

      “Give me twenty.”

      Kendra considered calling Julian to confront him, but she fought the urge and opted to order a glass of Prosecco instead at the bar.

      She’d just ordered a second glass when she felt strong arms wrap around her waist from behind.

      “Hey you,” he murmured in her ear.

      “That was fast, Tyler,” she said, kissing his cheek by means of greeting.

      “Of course, I’d never have you waiting,” he replied, revealing perfectly straight teeth.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Kendra was going to let Julian have it. Despite having already made up her mind that she no longer was interested in dating him, it was the principle and she felt she deserved an explanation.

      Attitude in place, she marched into the hotel and dared anyone to say anything to deter her. She checked the schedule and saw Julian was assigned the lobby desk. As she approached the desk, his back was turned. She could only see the back of his head capped with the security hat and the top of his shoulders since most of his body was concealed by the chair.

      Preferring the element of surprise, she didn’t make a sound as she yanked his chair around to look the flake in the eyes.

      “Kendra! What the hell? Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Margie shrieked.

      Realizing her gaffe, Kendra could see now that Margie’s security jacket covered her long hair. “I’m so sorry, I thought you were Julian.”

      “Didn’t you hear?” Margie asked somberly.

      “Hear what?”

      “Julian’s in the hospital.”
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            May 14, 2008

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell of burnt rubber woke Kelly from another blackout about five hundred feet in front of her, a black sedan came dangerously close to rear-ending an Audi. The Audi driver had just gotten out of the car for confrontation, shouting a few choice words. As he approached the driver side of the sedan, it peeled out of there.

      “Fucking maniac,” he shouted at the sedan, fishtailing erratically to escape.

      Kelly stood up completely dazed and annoyed that she had another blackout. At least she seemed to frequent the same area. She recognized the park that she found herself lost in a few weeks ago after coming to from a blackout.

      There was a chill in the air. She chaffed her arms attempting to generate some heat to warm them. It was ten o’clock at night. So the buses had stopped running regularly about an hour ago. How was she going to get home?

      Feeling vulnerable out in the open, Kelly crossed the street searching for a place to get her bearings. There had to be some sort of café opened twenty-four hours. Yawning expansively, she altered her game plan to find a place to rest. She spotted a hotel on the corner of Betancourt Road and walked towards it, hoping she had enough money to pay for a night. Panic settled over her as she checked her pockets for her money and cell phone. Phew, she hadn’t been mugged while she was passed out.

      She entered the Argent Hotel and approached the front desk, but no one was there. A cute little bell was tucked in a corner with a sign which read, please ring bell for service. She did as instructed and tapped the bell.  Moments later, a tall woman dressed in a security uniform scurried behind the desk. “I’m so sorry. I’m pulling double duty tonight. I’m Margie.  How can I help you?”

      “Hi Margie, how much would it cost to stay for a night?”

      “Sixty-five dollars for the night, which includes the continental breakfast and check out is at eleven.”

      “Okay, I’ll take a room.”

      While updating the system with Kelly’s demographical information, Margie asked, “Are you related to the Taylors?”

      “No, but I do have cousins with the last name Miller.”

      “Hmmm, you just look like a friend of mine. Same eyes, same nose. You probably hear this a lot,” she said, pulling out her cell phone to find a picture. “His name is Julian.”

      Kelly took the phone to humor Margie, but she was completely nonplussed to see the uncanny resemblance. Same alpine nose and same lips—full lower lip and thin upper lip. And those eyes—it was like staring back into her gray eyes. “What was his last name, again? Taylor?”

      “Yes, that’s right. Taylor.”

      “Is he working tonight?”

      Sniffling, Margie struggled to repress tears. “No, he’s in the hospital.  He was found unconscious in his apartment. He has seizures and he must have hit his head during an episode. He—”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Julian would have gotten a kick out of seeing you. He’d say something funny like, ‘She must be my sister from another mister!’” Margie said, her eyes glistening. “Anyway, I usually don’t blubber like this in front of guests.”

      “No, don’t apologize.”

      “You’re a sweetheart,” Margie said, changing the subject, “Here’s your key, Room 412. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Kelly took the hint and took the key, thanking her as she walked away to the elevators.

      Once in her room, Kelly looked up Julian Taylor’s address. Fortunately, he was listed in the white pages. Forty-nine Lexington Avenue, apartment 2B.  Wait, she was on Lexington Ave—in the apartment building—and she recalled descending a few flights of steps down to the lobby. She tried to remember if forty-nine was the building she was in, but it was a blur. She’d been much more concerned about how she'd gotten there as opposed to taking in every detail of the apartment building she'd wandered into at random. She plugged in the address into the search engine. The results page included a map entry. Bypassing the map, she scrolled down to the next entry under the description: Avery Heights Apartments. When she selected the entry, it brought her to a clear close-up of the front lobby with the copper mailboxes and familiar staircase leading up to the first level of apartments. She toggled through the rest of the photos recognizing the mosaic of teal and pale yellow on the hallway walls. This was definitely the apartment building she was in. Maybe it wasn’t so random after all. She jotted down the address and decided to go back there in the morning.
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            March 18, 2008

          

        

      

    

    
      Ares was bent over the guard rail that lined the cliff overlooking Los Angeles after being dropped off there by Evie. He felt nauseated and purged the scant contents of his stomach, not yet accustomed to teleporting in this form.

      “Are you okay?” Evie asked as she rubbed and patted his back. Ares nodded while he continued to puke.

      “So the old god can’t hang,” Evie said, simpering.

      Ares gave her a sidewise glance and Evie threw up her arms apologetically, and said, “Oh, I’m just kidding! The same thing happened to the coven when we first learned how to teleport. It will get better and, then, if you’re lucky, maybe even orgasmic.

      Ares cocked an upward eyebrow at her again in objection. “I don’t know about all of that.”

      “What? Women are built differently than men. You can’t even begin to fathom what makes us climax.” Evie handed him a hypoallergenic wipe.

      “I think I could come up with a thing or two,” Ares replied, swabbing his face with the wipe and popping a stick of spearmint gum in his mouth.

      Evie blushed and turned away to survey her surroundings. Observing her reaction, Ares immediately regretted his comment. Evie had become a friend and he didn’t want to offend her by misconstruing her intent.

      “Forgive me. I did not mean anything by it,” Ares said as he laid a gentle hand over Evie’s hand. She stroked it tenderly in reciprocation, giving him a look that confirmed his initial interpretation of their conversation was accurate. Evie moved her hands up from his sculpted chest to his strong shoulders. He caressed her cheek, lifted her chin, and kissed her tenderly.

      Ares pulled away to gauge her expression.

      “It’s okay. It feels good,” Evie said, surprising him with a hungry kiss.

      Their friendship had always been platonic, but the more time Ares spent with Evie the more his heart began to soften and open up to her.  She was always there for him and invariably yanking him out of trouble like she had just done only fifteen minutes ago.

      Ares had been very careful, but somehow the Quorum had found him again. The tools at their disposal were numerous, although, more often than not, they tended to use light teleportation. This time they employed another means of capture since Ares had been previously detained, but managed to get away. It was a muddy, quicksand-like substance and it appeared directly underneath him. The dark, murky matter surrounded him. It extended its oozing tendrils all over his body, covering his face. He thought it was over for him until Evie reached into the ooze, pulled him out, and teleported him to the bluff.

      He felt safe with her, but lonely at the same time. So when she gave him the green light, how could he deny himself any longer?

      Ares was suffused with excitement and anticipation as Evie grazed the flesh on his neck with her teeth. He'd always found Evie attractive, but he never thought he stood a chance with the aloof witch. Always occupied with unearthing unique spells, Evie didn't spare much time for others. However, she'd taken a liking to Ares and it was obvious by the way she dropped everything to come to his rescue. He was important to her and it was only a matter of time before they admitted their feelings for one another.

      Adept hands explored the curves of Evie's body as Ares pressed soft kisses onto her supple skin. Then, with an avidity to match his own eagerness, Evie yanked off his shirt, and discarded it. Unable to contain herself, she wrestled Ares to the ground, and curled her limbs around him. Their bodies rolled across the grassy mounds of the cliff, coming to a stop by the pine trees. Her hands clawed at Ares’s bare chest, leaving streaks of dirt down his hairy navel and across his face. Ares spoiled her, obliging every indulgence. Everything else drifted away as he could concentrate on nothing else but each intoxicating kiss and the sensation of her heady breathing against his skin.
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        * * *

      

      Wide awake, Ares stared at Evie fast asleep in the crook of his arm. Careful not to disturb her, he quietly propped himself up. As always, he couldn’t sleep.  He often thought of his past, trying to see if he’d missed anything.  It was true he was a bonafide stole away, hitching a ride from his anonymous benefactor forty years ago. Someone on the inside or maybe the Creator, himself, had helped him. No, it couldn’t be the Creator. There was no way he would help Ares after he’d been complicit in breaking the laws, spreading his blasphemous, irreverent rhetoric to anyone who would listen. Of all things: declaring himself a God and demanding disciples. Ares had been off the rails, completely deserving of the fate that awaited him.

      But somehow he miraculously survived, unscathed. It seemed someone was looking out for him. So he couldn't have been that bad, right? A rationale he often employed whenever difficult decisions had to be made. Someone had gone out of their way to spare his hide and he would show his gratitude by getting captured again?  No, he wasn't going to squander his second chance.

      Ares was steadfast in his quest to find a means to protect himself and seldom noticed the consequences of his actions. It was never an afterthought about how far he would go or the repercussions to follow.  It just wasn't a priority he could afford. The single most important goal was survival.  The best way to fend off the Quorum would be a good defense.

      When Ares ended up on Earth, stripped of his powers, he panicked. He needed his powers to protect himself. He spent years trying to recreate the conditions that could restore his Olympian powers. Always quick on his feet, he had managed to preserve a serving of Ambrosia. It was dumb luck, really. Ares had it on his person when the Quorum apprehended him. Provisions meant to quell his appetite suddenly became his salvation. The Ambrosia, which symbolically represented the indigenous ascendant race of Cronus, could potentially be used to restore him. With the help of a witch, he was able to use the Ambrosia, synthesizing it into a serum back in 1997. But there was one caveat—he didn't know what adverse effects it might have on an Elysian that had already ascended. The Elysian could be afflicted with a deadly infirmity borne from this experimental concoction.

      Ares had spent years trying to figure out a way to circumvent the side effects, but time was running out. He had to think of something fast. The next time the Quorum might catch up to him again and who knew if Evie would be able to lock onto his location to save him again.
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      Amber couldn’t explain it, but she felt drawn to Atlanta. She had found herself in a strip club complete with dancers dressed in diaphanous pieces of fabric that passed for clothing. Although their costumes were tawdry, the dancers had the right idea—less is more—given the humidity. The air was muggy and yet a stream of perspiration travelled along a rising terrain of goosebumps on her arms. Now more attuned to her sense, she realized an Olympian was near.

      She followed her instincts and made her way through the crowd and sat at the bar. She asked the bartender for a pint and slipped him five dollars. Then, she turned her attention to the stage as prompted by the DJ announcing the next exotic dancer to hit the stage. The bartender slid a frothy mug to her and she happily took a long sip from it. The hops tasted and felt good sliding down her throat as it dispersed to cool her body. Her dewy glow began to dissipate when her body temperature adjusted to the room temperature.

      A Charleston Lounge sign lit up the stage in fluorescent pink. The DJ played Ludacris to set the mood as the dancer, Kandi, graced the stage. Kandi sprinted to the pole with impressive ease given the five inch spiked heels she had chosen to perform in. She launched herself into an upside down grip of the pole and dismounted into a split at the base of the pole.

      The audience erupted in appreciation and admiration as she twerked and clapped her cakes while in a split. She threw her hair and arms up in a flourish as she lifted herself up to play up the crowd.

      Kandi peeled off her shorts to reveal a sexy, electric purple leather thong.  She made eye contact with a front row patron toting a wad of bills.

      Amber gasped as she recognized Kandi as Kelly. She moved closer to the stage to look Kelly in the eyes, but Kandi just gave a flirtatious wink and shimmy and kept working the audience.

      Amber furrowed her brow and called, “Kelly!” But Kandi didn’t budge nor react to the name.

      Amber walked back to the bar and pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket to call Eric. She stopped cold, noting the date on the screen. It read March 8, 2001 at 1:05 AM. She felt lightheaded as though she might faint. Then she slipped backwards as if the floor had suddenly been ripped from beneath her. The club disappeared and the patron voices faded as she continued to fall. It didn't seem real, but it felt more like she was in some sort of trance than a dream.

      Then her trance turned turbulent. The darkness surrounded her as she was thrusted into a vacuum, pulling her towards the unknown. It was disquieting not knowing where she was being led as the propulsion of the infinite chasm pulled her deeper inside. Its clutch encompassed her like a girdle, constricting as she struggled to free herself. Opening her mouth, she tried desperately to intake oxygen, but it only intensified the void’s hold on her, effectively obstructing her airway passage. Her flailing arms fell limply to her sides, her extremities grew immobile and numb, and her lips cold to the touch.

      “Oh my God, she’s not breathing,” said a muffled voice.

      Just as Amber was about to acquiesce to the darkness and surrender her essence, she heard the voice again, in stereo, “Amber, breathe.”

      She inhaled sharply, her breathing ragged as her eyes shot open.

      “That’s it.  Breathe,” Ares said again soothingly.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, nostrils burning as if she’d just inhaled chlorine.

      “You summoned me…with your thoughts. It’s a good thing, too. Temporal projection is dangerous for a novice.”

      “How did you know?” Amber asked, wiping blood from her nose.

      “Process of elimination. There are different versions of projection—astral, mental, and temporal. Temporal is the most dangerous, because your mind travels a further distance.” He gave her a pointed look. “Just don’t try that again unless you know what you’re doing.”

      “It wasn’t intentional. I must have fallen asleep, but it felt so real.”

      “What year was it?”

      She massaged her temple, and replied, “The clothing wasn't outmoded and the surroundings were shabby, but not old fashioned. I don’t know.”

      “Okay.  What did you see?”

      She closed her eyes. “I was in a club—a strip club. It was malodorous with tobacco. The air was balmy, too, which I normally wouldn’t find unpleasant except it was night—it was strange that it was still so warm at that hour. Anyway, I ordered a draft to cool off and I could literally taste the orange notes in the beer. How is that possible if I wasn’t really there?”

      “It was real; your mind projected a facsimile of you back in time while your body remained in the present. All of your sensory receptors operate the same even during temporal projection. I know it feels like a dream, but it’s very real. As in you can be harmed.”

      “You mean I can die?”

      “Yes.”  He didn’t give her time to let the idea marinate, “Did you see anything else—anything out of the ordinary?”

      She felt the presence of an Elysian, which was undoubtedly the dancer bearing an uncanny resemblance to Kelly. “No, I didn’t see anything odd.”

      “Well, there has to be a reason to explain why you were drawn to that specific time.”

      She shrugged. “It’s like you said, I’m a novice. If there’s a reason, then it’s unbeknownst to me. I could use your expertise; can you show me how to safely use projection?”

      “No, I never mastered the ability.”

      Disappointed, she fell silent for a moment. “How do you know I was in the past?”

      “No Olympian has been able to project into the future.”

      “Oh,” Amber said soberly, quashing any hopes of gaining an edge over Diem. It would have been advantageous to know the future, giving her the chance to prevent it.

      “Temporal projection is unstable. The mind cannot be separated from the body for long. You shouldn’t use it anymore, but you should still practice using your other abilities. It’s the only way you’ll learn how to control them.”

      He knew she was intentionally not using her powers and he was calling her out on it.

      “It’s imperative that you use your powers,” Ares urged. “It’s like a muscle; it atrophies without use.”

      “I still don’t know how to control them and using my powers will lead the Quorum straight to me.”

      “But Evie has already casted a protection spell.”

      “You want me to rely on the promises of a woman whom I have yet to meet?”

      “I told you, she doesn’t want to have a direct hand in all of this. If things go south, she shouldn’t be punished, too, for helping us. I assured her that I would keep her out of it if she agreed to cloak you.”

      “I get it. We both have people that we care about right in the middle of this, and as much as we want to protect them and keep them out of it, we can’t be in two places at once. Eric doesn’t have powers to defend himself, but he would never leave me in the lurch, because that’s just the kind of man he is, and if Evie is worth her salt, she wouldn’t leave you hanging, either.”

      Ares crossed his arms, which wasn’t exactly a no. Defensive, but not a verbal no.

      “So I was thinking since you can’t help me with projection, maybe Evie could—”

      “The answer is no.”

      “But you haven't even asked her yet. How do you know what she’d say?”

      “I know her pretty well, and she wouldn’t be able to help you anyway. You can’t use magic and Olympian powers.”

      “I wouldn’t use magic, she would. Maybe she could be my tether. I mean, it’s the only weapon we’ve got against Kelly. She’s been one step ahead of us this whole time. This could tip the scales.”

      “No, it’s too dangerous—far too unstable for you to try again.”

      “Okay, fine, but I’d still like to meet her.”

      “We’ve been through this.”

      “Whether you like it or not Evie is in this waist deep. You can’t shield her from this. She’s made her choice, so she should be in the trenches with the rest of us.”

      “I will be sure to relay the message.”

      “Great.”

      “Fine.”

      “Perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      Later on that evening, both Ares and Evie stood out on the terrace drinking beers.

      “Ares, I don’t have an issue with meeting Amber if it will set her at ease.” Evie offered.

      “I do. I promised you that I would protect you.”

      “She just wants to put a face with the name. She probably thinks I’m this fabled person you made up.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I could have never done all of those things without you.” Ares wrapped his arms around her waist.

      “Still, Amber’s asking a lot of questions.  Do you think she knows?”

      Ares nuzzled her neck. “You and I are the only ones who know. I have no intentions of telling her and…”

      “Well, I’ve never met her.”

      “There you have it.  She doesn’t know.”

      “But if she finds out, she won’t trust you much less like you.”

      “I can’t worry about that right now. We have more pressing issues to deal with.”
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      Josie had stopped by to visit Diamary at Carrington Memorial Hospital and just as she reached for the doorknob, the door swung open. Stumbling backwards, Josie lost purchase with the slick, waxed floor, and nearly toppled over if it hadn’t been for Kelly’s swift action to grab her hand.

      “I’m so sorry. Are you alright?” Kelly asked.

      “I’m fine, thanks for saving me from a fall,” Josie said, clenching her chest.

      “I’m sorry to have frightened you.”

      “No, it’s just you look like her,” Josie remarked, pointing at the door. “For a moment, I thought you were her—fully recovered.”

      “How did you know I wasn’t Diamary?”

      “Well, for starters, you’re nice,” Josie blurted out while dusting off the stray petals that had fallen off of the sunflowers she’d bought for Diamary. “But I knew you weren’t her as soon as I heard you speak. Diamary has a southern accent, which comes off benign until you get to know her.  She has to be the vilest person…”Josie caught herself, noting she was likely bad-mouthing Diamary to a relative. “I’m sorry.  You’re not related to her or anything, right?”

      “No, as far as I know we’re not even acquainted.”

      “Okay, good.” Josie sighed; grateful she hadn’t offended Kelly with her ranting.

      “You don’t seem to like Diamary much from what I’ve heard. So why are you here?”

      “I may not like her, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to see her well. It was weird how it all happened; the poor thing passing out like that. We all thought she’d been drugged. Hell, they all thought I’d done something to her, because she kept antagonizing me. But I’ve got a little one at home to think of and I’d never stoop so low, not even in retaliation.”

      Kelly nodded. “I understand. Do you think she’ll ever wake up?”

      “Well, it’s in God’s hands now.”

      They both stood in silence. It seemed inappropriate to continue probing Josie, but Kelly saw no other way of getting the information she needed.  “When did Diamary pass out?”

      “Oh gosh, it was a Friday night, May fourth, I think. No, it was the fifth. It was early, too, because we were still working the patrons and the show hadn’t started yet. So, it was maybe around seven-ish.”

      “Okay, thanks, um…”

      “Josie.”

      “Kelly,” she said, extending a hand to shake. “Nice to meet you, Josie. If you hear anything would you give me a call?  Let me give you my information.” She scribbled her phone number down on a spare napkin she had in her pocket.

      “Sure.  Wow, you really are the spitting image of her,” Josie marveled.

      “That’s what I hear which is why I wanted to speak to her.”

      “I hope you find what you’re looking for. I wish I had more information to offer.”

      “Thanks, Josie. Well, I’ve got to run.  So I’ll let you get back to your visit.”

      “Okay, hon. Good luck,” Josie said, waving good-bye prior to entering Diamary’s room.
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      Amber couldn’t sleep after coming out of her temporal projection to Charleston Lounge. To confirm she was in command of her mental faculties, she looked up Charleston Lounge. There, sprawled across the website as their headliner, was Kandi Cane. Kandi did exist and she was practically the spitting image of Kelly. Yet, Amber was positive they weren’t the same person.

      The next day, Amber and Eric went to the campus to use the printer. The printer’s power button blinked an intermittent lime green, which indicated the color cartridge was running low. Nevertheless, the print quality was still decent enough that she could hold the image of Kandi juxtaposed to a picture of Kelly and point out the differences that comprised the two women.

      Plucking the photo from the printer, Amber sat in the campus lounge ruminating over the photographs. In her own picture, she and Kelly stood with their arms interlocked and their heads tilted towards each other. Kelly smiled broadly showing off the results of her orthodontia and the sunlight danced off her irises accentuating her hypnotic gray eyes. Amber was beaming with glee as if she’d won the lottery. Of course, Amber felt as though she had won, she counted herself lucky to have stumbled across Kelly. She couldn’t have asked for a better friend.

      It was maddening to feel as if she were on the cusp of a breakthrough, but deterred by her own mind’s renitence to comply. It didn’t help that the picture of them was taken eleven years ago when they were fifteen. Aside from the age gap, there was no denying how much Kandi favored Kelly. Amber just had to pinpoint distinguishable features which irrefutably supported her belief that Kandi and Kelly were, indeed, not one in the same.

      “I don’t know, Amber,” Eric said, peering over her shoulder. “She looks a lot like Kelly. How can you be certain it’s not her?”

      Eric could postulate all he wanted, but no one knew Kelly better than Amber. She just felt it deep down that this woman was not her dear friend.

      Amber’s gaze remained transfixed on the photos when Sherry rounded the corner and blurted out, “Holy schnoz!”

      Amber snatched the photo away and held it against her chest as if that would quell the sting of the insult. “There’s nothing wrong with her nose.”

      She drew a sharp breath. “Her nose,” she said examining the picture again.

      Unable to tolerate being ignored by them, Sherry rolled her eyes and kept walking down the corridor.

      Amber tapped the photo with her index finger. “I knew there was something different about her. It’s her nose.  Kelly has more of a hook-shaped nose whereas the bridge of Kandi’s nose is straight.”

      “She could have had a nose job,” Eric guessed.

      “Are you kidding?  Every time I complained about my love handles and my desire to get liposuction, Kelly would sound off a list of the repercussions and complications that comes with elective surgery. I can still hear her now, ‘Why would you want to take such drastic risks when you’re perfect just as God made you?’”

      “So it’s definitely not her?”

      “I’m sure.  Besides, Diem has a hook-shaped nose just like Kelly’s. I’d bet everything that Kelly is Diem.”

      “Okay, so where does Kandi fit into all of this?”

      “I don’t know, but there must be a reason why I was drawn to her. Let’s go to Charleston Lounge.”

      “Okay, call Ares.”

      “No!”

      “Why?  What happened?

      “I feel like he’s keeping something from me.”

      “He did save your life…twice,” Eric reasoned.

      “I know and I feel like a jerk for even saying this, but it was his serum and by extension his fault my life is in peril.”

      “But it wasn’t intentional.”

      “Or so he says. Don’t you find it convenient that he knew about Kelly, but somehow he didn’t know about Kandi?”

      “You think he did know about Kandi?”

      “Yes and the way he probed me about my projection to the club—it didn’t seem like he was asking for my benefit. It felt more like he was trying to determine how much I knew and if I’d learned anything new.”

      “Don’t do anything rash,” Eric cautioned. “Sleep on it. We don’t have to do or decide anything today.”
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      Amber had awakened that morning imbued with a resolve to discipline herself and train hard so she could save her friend. Her level of skill had improved, but she wanted to be as prepared as possible to exceed Kelly in battle to subdue her.

      Almost without trying, she said, “Ares.”

      He appeared in a sunny glow of light, but his presence did not correspond to his entrance. He shielded his eyes from the morning sun, but even under the shade of his hands, she could see the purple circles beneath tired green eyes. The agitated tight-lipped expression that followed told her she probably should have phoned him the practical way instead of plucking him from his bed unexpectedly and likely hung-over.

      The appropriate response would have been an apology, but in lieu of that, she blurted, “You seem to drink a lot.”

      “That’s my business, Amber.”

      “I know, but…why?”

      Dark sunken green eyes bore into her determined eyes.

      “There must be a reason, but you keep so much to yourself. I want to trust you, but it seems like your holding—”

      He held up a hand in protest. “You have questions, but I’m still hung-over and I’m not answering anymore questions until I’ve had some coffee.”

      “But, I’m not—”

      “Cof-fee.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “No, it’s early and I need caffeine if I’m to withstand another barrage of interrogation.”

      “Fine,” she conceded. “You’re buying.”

      “I’m happy to oblige,” he said, making a gesture for her to precede him. “After you, Amber, it’s your town. I’m sure you know where to get the best cup of coffee.”

      “Yes, I know a place not too far from here.”

      She started walking down the street towards the specialty coffee shop. “You’re not off the hook,” she rattled off, looking at him askance. “I’m serious. I can’t trust you until I know everything.”

      “You are persistent,” Marcus said, mentally noting the trait they both shared.

      “Well, I’m okay with that,” she hitched her head forward. “The coffee shop’s just past the cleaners.

      “Oh…okay,” he mumbled as he turned to the newspaper stand behind her and grabbed a paper.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Act natural. I think we’re being watched.”

      “Oh,” she said, careening her neck to scan the shops and businesses that lined the streets.

      “No sudden movements,” he calmly said, making eye contact with her. “How do you feel?  Are you sensing anything?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s hard to concentrate under duress.”

      “Try. Honing your sense of our kind could save your life.”

      Closing her eyes, she blocked out the sounds to focus. After a few seconds, she said, “It’s no use. I don’t feel anything except my toes feel kind of numb, but it’s probably from all the walking.”

      His eyes shifted behind her. “There. Across the street,” he said, advancing in that direction.

      “Wait, we don’t know what’s over there.”

      “All the more reason to find out.”

      He stopped in front of the entrance of a Pilate’s studio. Before entering the studio, he gave a quick discrete look around for onlookers. Inside, a woman was bent over stretching on a mat when he grabbed her arm sharply and pulled her upright.

      “What are you doing?” The woman cried out, “Let go of me.”

      “This is Vanessa, the Pilates instructor.” Amber said.

      “No,” Ares said adamantly, “this is my sister, Aphrodite.”

      “Oh, um, she’s—” Amber started, but could not find the words to speak.

      “She’s been watching you, using Pilates as a cover,” Ares surmised.

      Vanessa struggled in his grasp. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve been looking out for her.”

      “Oh, sleuthing from the shadows? Find anything of interest?”

      Through clenched teeth, Aphrodite said, “It’s easier to catch people in the act when one remains unseen.”

      “It’s not your style to hide. You’re not one to shy away from the limelight.”

      “Like I said, it’s more effective to be unseen and unheard.”

      “And you expect me to believe you haven’t been following Amber to hurt her?”

      “For goodness sake, Ares, if I wanted to harm her don’t you think I would have done so by now?”

      “Then why haven’t you shown yourself sooner?”

      “Because you’re still angry and I thought with time you’d remember.”

      “Remember what…the fact that you abandoned me.”

      “I didn’t abandon you. I was hoping that you’d see things didn’t happen as you remember.”

      “You’re going to explain why you vanished? This should be good,” Ares said crossing his arms.

      “Ares, you were so upset when our line rose as Olympians and never returned for you. I never meant to stay in Olympus.”

      Ares shook his head, his ire rising as she recited a list of reasons which sounded more like excuses to him.

      In spite of his opposition, she persisted. “Ares, I worked tirelessly to reach ascension not to leave you, but to be able to pass along the knowledge and keep you from descending into the Underworld.”

      “Well you sure as hell never came back. So what happened?”

      Aphrodite raked a hand through thick, beautiful auburn hair. Mystified and unable to make sense of it herself, she said, “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Right,” Ares remarked, walking away.

      “Kinda harsh. Don’t you think?” Amber commented.

      “No. Trust me, Amber. She deserves it.”

      “I don’t know your history with Aphrodite and I may be out of line in saying so, but we need her.”

      He smiled and capped her shoulders, his anger subsiding. “I know. You’re probably right. I’ll play nice.”

      “Wait,” Aphrodite said, steeling herself. “If nothing else, you owe me.”

      “For what? You were in the wind.”

      “1968 Wyoming.”

      He blinked rapidly as recognition smoothed the deep lines across his forehead.

      “Good, you remember.”

      “Why are you here?” Ares asked, disregarding the leverage she seemed to think she held over him. Playing nice was off the table.

      “Our people have gone missing.”

      “Well, I'm not sure why you came to me. The only ones I'm in contact with are Corday and Harry.”

      “When did you last speak to Harry?”

      “Monday.” He paused to think about it. “Last week, maybe. I don't know, but it's not abnormal for Harry to take his sweet time calling me back. Maybe the others just don't want to talk to you.”

      “No,” Aphrodite said with complete certainty. “Everyone always check in every Monday.”

      “Who calls you?” Amber asked.

      “All of them. Well, the ones from the third generation. There are two generations of ascendant races that precede us. The Protogenoi and the Titans. We were among the third generation to ascend—the Olympians—and when we were casted out our numbers amounted to seventy-eight.”

      Amber was flabbergasted by the statistic. "You're saying seventy-eight Olympians call you every week?”

      “No,” Aphrodite said somberly, “Only seventy-eight survived the fall, but some decided to take their chances on their own. Now, only fifty-seven remain who contact me weekly.”

      “They must think highly of you to diligently check in with you.”

      Ares scoffed.

      Ignoring him, Aphrodite replied, “We look out for one another. It's been that way for the last forty years, which is way we should work together.”

      “Okay, so what now? Where do we go from here?” Amber asked.

      “Amber, I’ll need your help making calls,” Aphrodite responded. “Ares, keep calling Harry.”

      “If I keep calling him, he’ll assume the worst and go deeper into hiding,” Ares protested.

      “For goodness sake, just do it, Ares. Amber, notify me as soon as you get anything on Kelly.”

      Amber quipped, "Somebody likes to delegate.”

      “We'll reconvene tomorrow with our findings,” Aphrodite said without waiting for a consensus from them.

      Ares was already outside when he realized Amber wasn’t behind him. He casted a look at her and she held up a finger in a one second motion. “Hey, do you think you can show me projection?”

      “Sorry, Amber, I'm no good with projection. Ask Ares; he's an expert in that area.”

      “Oh-okay. Yeah, I'll do that.”
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      Eric entered the Pilates' studio, but remained at the entrance while he searched through the sea of Pilate enthusiasts standing elbow to elbow eager to work out.  A waving hand, in the background, caught his eye. It was Amber sitting at the edge of the stage.

      “Hey you,” Amber said as he approached her.

      “Hey yourself.” Eric pulled a necklace from his jacket pocket. “Hold up your hair.”

      She obliged, turning so that her back was towards him as he fastened it around her neck. She stared at the turquoise cat's eye in awe. Stroking it, she said, “It's beautiful.”

      “I knew you wouldn't feel like yourself without it.”

      She kissed his cheek and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you, but what's the occasion?”

      Taken aback, he pulled away from her embrace so he could see her eyes.  “What do you mean? This is from your mom.”

      Amber smiled. “Who?”

      “Guys, let's roll.” Aphrodite said, sauntering out of her office.

      Amber gave Eric two pats on the shoulder and grabbed her backpack. “You heard the boss lady. Time to go.”

      As Amber and Eric made their way to their car, Amber bumped into a man on the crowded street of Saxton Avenue.

      “I'm sorry,” she said, making eye contact with the man. “Hey, have we met?”

      “Oh shit, it's you,” the man said, fumbling for his keys. “I'm sorry, lady. I mean, Goddess.” Holding his bandaged hand, he took off before she had a chance to respond.

      Amber got her bearings while she tried to recall where she'd seen him.

      “What was that all about?” Eric asked.

      “Nooo,” Amber said, “It can't be.”

      Aphrodite pulled up in a hatchback. “You okay, hon?”

      “Yes, everything's fine,” Amber replied, squeezing Eric's hand to signal a silent accord.

      “Well, hop in.  I've got a lead on an Olympian.”

      “Are Ares and Corday coming?” Eric asked.

      “Yes, I'm picking them up on the way.”

      “Then, we'll just follow behind you in our car. No sense in all of us piling into one car if we don't have to, right?”

      “Good point. Well, hurry up.”

      He nodded and hustled Amber to his car parked a few vehicles back.

      As they pulled up behind Aphrodite, he said, “I take it, you wanted to speak in private?” They drove in silence for a bit until Eric insisted on bringing it up again.  “He was a nut, right? The ramblings of a mad man?”

      Amber leaned forward, burying her face in the palm of her hands. “I wish it were that simple."

      “He was terrified of you—”

      “Not helping.”

      “I'm sorry. With everything that's going on, when did you run into him?”

      Aggravated, she sat up and banged her head against the head rest. "It was the night of the Blissview riot.”

      “He was there?”

      “I know you're trying to help, but I can't talk about this right now. We've got too much going on. This can wait,” she said, brushing the hair out of her face, although she should have left it alone. She didn’t want him to know she was crying.

      “Amber, you can talk to me. There's nothing more important to me than you.”

      “I know and I love you for it, but, really, I'm fine.”

      For the next twenty minutes, Amber turned up the radio to pass the time and to deter Eric from anymore heart to hearts. They passed staple landmarks every mile or so. The diner, to their left, was lit with a neon light.

      “Eric, pull in at this diner,” Amber instructed. She jumped out of the car, shouting over her shoulder, “Tell Aphrodite to turn around and meet us here.”

      She walked through the gas station surreptitiously, wary of her surroundings. She didn't know who she was looking for, but she felt a strong presence emanating from this building. With so many of their kind gone missing, she felt obligated to help find them. It couldn't be coincidental that the majority of them were mysteriously missing. If the Quorum was on their heels, then they had to act as a unit, and it wouldn't hurt to have an extra set of hands.

      “Amber, what's with the detour?” Aphrodite asked with Ares and Corday in tow.

      “Don't you feel it?”

      “Feel what, Amber?” Eric asked.

      “There's an Elysian here.”

      The sense of their own kind was the one inherent attribute they all maintained after the fall, but even that was starting to abate.

      Amber signaled for them to follow her. Since the aisles were not conducive to accommodating large groups, they all filed in order with Ares at the end, trailing behind Corday. They crossed over to the restaurant side of the establishment.

      Two kids—a girl and boy—could be heard, squabbling over something one aisle over. Ares looked at the circular surveillance mirror positioned on the ceiling, at the corner of the aisle, and watched as the boy broke out in a sprint with a little girl not far behind. Ares smiled, thinking they must be brother and sister. The boy—slightly taller than the girl—ran backwards to face her, showing her the red ribbon he had swiped from her hair not two minutes earlier. The mini duo reminded him of his own sister and a time back in 949 A.D. when they too would squabble over silly things and race one another.

      “I bet I can run faster than you,” Corday challenged.

      “Very unlikely. I can run as fast as Hermes! You’d never be able to keep up.” Ares countered.

      She rolled her eyes. “Care to make a wager?”

      “Sure. What are the terms, Lil one?”

      “If I win you’ll have to stop calling me Lil one. I’m not that much younger than you.”

      He smirked. “Funny, I would think you’d ask me to refrain from calling you Discord.”

      “Even though you were making fun of my laugh when you nicknamed me Discord, I’ve grown to like it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I’m not done.”

      “Oh, there’s more?”

      “Yes, if I win, then you’ll have to surrender your onyx stone.”

      “What onyx stone?” Ares asked as he stroked said stone in his pocket. Of course, he had known to which stone she was referring, but its sentimental value was great and he wasn’t sure if he could part with it. Not even for her.

      “Why do you want it? It’s just a silly stone.”

      “I wanted something to keep to remind me of you in case I don’t ascend.”

      “Why would you say such a thing? Of course, you’re going to ascend. We both will.”

      “You don’t know that with certainty, Ares. I’m sure you’ll ascend, because almost every member of your family has ascended. So the probability of you ascending is much more substantial than mine since three of my relatives have descended. I’m simply saying if I can’t figure out how to do it, then I wanted your stone to give me comfort and protect me when I start feeling despair and loneliness without your company.”

      He gave her a pensive look as he mulled over her thoughts. “No, I can’t do it.”

      “What do you mean no? You would deny me this one thing?”

      “No, I’m not going to give it to you because you won’t need it.  I’m not leaving you and we’ll figure out how to ascend together.  It can’t be that hard if my vapid sister, Aphrodite, managed to figure it out. If she can do it, then so can we. Together.” He said as he ruffled her beautiful head of hair into a tangled bird’s nest.

      “Really, Ares? I’m too old for that.”

      Aphrodite was the latest amongst his relatives to achieve ascension, but whoever said blood was thicker than water had it wrong. Here, he had five relatives who had managed to ascend and do you think any of them came back to help him? No, not one.

      They knew what would happen if he didn’t become an Olympian and yet they couldn’t be bothered to forgo a few minutes of their new lives to assist him. Ares was nothing, if not loyal, and he wouldn’t forget how quickly his family had left him high and dry.

      His father, Zeus, was the first, then, Hera, Hephaestus, Apollo, and now Aphrodite. Ares had not been confounded by Zeus’s failure to return, because he had always been absent throughout his children’s lives. Ares was no exception, but like most young boys, he yearned for his father’s approval.

      Zeus had been appointed Division Leader of the Northern Region of Cronus, so he had to attend numerous council meetings which had monopolized the majority of his time. He had spent a great deal of his time strategizing about fortifying their regions and strengthening the community’s economic welfare. Although his leadership involvement was admirable, his neglect towards his family was deplorable. Even if inadvertent, it was a difficult offense to forgive.

      The more involved Zeus became with his leadership duties, the more detached he became from his family. The sad thing about it was he had seemed completely oblivious to his actions. He had good intentions, but was just plain clueless. Even when he was home with his family, he never really seemed present. His mind had always been occupied elsewhere.

      At first, Ares had felt inadequate somehow as if he wasn’t measuring up to his father’s expectations. However, even when he had outperformed all of his competitors and had arisen as the victor, his efforts went unnoticed.

      So Ares had concluded his dad didn’t care about him and consequently adopted an indifferent attitude towards his father. At least this way his pain was much less significant when he blocked out any emotions regarding his dad. His dad never acknowledged Ares when he had his corporeal body, so it really wasn’t all that shocking when Zeus never returned.

      But when his mother had abandoned him after ascension, Ares had felt as if he had been impaled by a bed of rusted nails. His mother’s love was unbending and she had reared him to be loving, loyal, and altruistic towards others. Most importantly, she had always instilled in him the values of family. She told him to look after his brothers and sisters, so her departure affected him the most. Her betrayal was abysmal and her words now lacked the gravity and resonance it once carried with him. He couldn’t fathom why he had followed her rules and instructions as if they were laws by which to abide if she couldn’t stand by her own beliefs.

      By the time his siblings had ascended and followed suit, he had been depleted of any emotional attachment for his family. He would have forsaken the idea of family altogether if it had not been for Corday.

      Sure, her following him around was irksome at times, but he had come to love her as a sister. He liked training her with weapons. She’d become quite adept with a sword, and deadly with a bow and arrow.

      As she’d grown older, their friendship had evolved and he’d become so much more than a mentor. He was like a brother to her, listening and providing guidance whenever she needed it. She was a great companion and loyal to a fault. So in the end it was really no surprise that Corday was by his side. She had felt more like family than his actual family and for this he felt greatly indebted to her. He would never abandon her. So if that meant facing the Underworld, then so be it.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” Corday said, tapping Ares on this shoulder, “remind you of someone?”

      “My baby sister, actually,” Ares replied. But before they crossed over the barrier to the restaurant, Ares took Corday's hand and ducked into the cereal aisle.

      “We're going to fall behind,” Corday protested.

      “This place is as big as a shoe. I'm sure we'll manage to catch up,” Ares remarked sarcastically.

      “Okay, what's wrong?”

      “How much do you remember before the fall?”

      “Oh, Ares, this isn't a good time to talk about this?”

      “Humor me, please.”

      “Hmmm, that was my prime. I teleported all over the world, but I spent most of it in Greece.”

      “You were in Greece?”

      “Yes.”

      “So was I.”

      She eyed him like he'd lost it. “Good to know, Ares.”

      “Discord, you don't find it odd that we were both in Greece, but we weren't together?”

      “I only find it odd that you insist on calling me Discord after all of these years.” She laughed, smacking him on the arm.

      “When we're old and gray, I will still call you Discord,” he said with pride. “But, seriously.”

      “No, I saw you all the time in Greece.”

      “But did we spend any time together?”

      “No, we were...otherwise occupied.” She drifted off, recalling the cruelty they'd inflicted upon the Greeks.

      “We're best friends and we didn't see one another for—”

      Corday did the math. “A thousand years. How could that have slipped our minds?”

      “Like you said, we were otherwise occupied. And after the fall, too busy running for our lives.  We never had a chance to catch our breath and talk.”

      “Ares, this can't be happenstance.”

      “It’s not.”

      “How can you be so certain?”

      “I’m not, but I just have a feeling. I’ve just been thinking a lot about everything that’s happened and our time here on Earth. Certain things aren’t adding up. I don’t know. I just wanted to get your take on things.” He glanced down the aisle at the others. “But we can pick this up later.”

      “Agreed.”

      Ares and Corday tried to sidle up to the group as if they’d never left, but not soon enough because Aphrodite spied Ares.

      “Where did you go?” Aphrodite asked, walking backwards.

      “I thought I saw something suspicious,” Ares answered.

      “And?”

      “Oh, it was just you.”

      Aphrodite turned around in a huff and continued to follow Amber.

      They continued to walk down the aisles, separating rows of tables.

      It was mildly busy. Tables were full of families carrying on with discourse over a quiet meal. They could feel eyes on them as they walked. A waitress glared at them with asperity as she struggled to shimmy by them without dropping a heavy tray of hot food.

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Corday asked impatiently.

      “Hold your horses,” Amber said. “I think...I think I lost it. It's harder to sense when there's so many of us all in one place.”

      “No offense, Amber, but there’s no one here. We should go, we’re losing daylight,” Corday said.

      “Fine,” Amber said, “let's just go.”

      They all turned around, retracing their steps back to the exit, with Ares at the helm. As Ares crossed the barrier back into the gas station, a door marked restroom swung open nearly knocking him over.

      A young man hurriedly emerged from the lavatory.

      “Caleb?”
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      They stared at one another on opposite sides of the barrier.

      “General Ares?” Caleb said, astonished.

      “General Ares?” Amber repeated.

      “Caleb, I...you're...when I…” Ares stumbled over a few false starts equally surprised to see Caleb.

      For years, Ares had worked with Caleb in Agriculture on Cronus, tending the fields. Both worked under the direction of Mathis, Caleb's father. In a way, Mathis was like a father to Ares teaching him the value of hard work and talking things out whenever Ares had problems. He'd been there for Ares and proud when Ares became an Olympian. But Ares wasn't the same after the change and Caleb knew it.

      “You're alive?” Caleb said, seething. “You put my father through hell, which I overlooked because you'd stepped up and gave us all hope against the Quorum. We thought you were dead, but you've been alive this entire time. You-you abandoned us.”

      “No, no he didn't. Caleb, he was held captive,” Aphrodite said, blocking his path toward Ares. “He only recently escaped.”

      “But—” Caleb shook his head in disbelief.

      “He didn't desert you. He made me his second, in his absence, in the event that something like this would arise.”

      Still not convinced, Caleb asked, "How did he—”

      “Stand down, Caleb,” she commanded. “That's an order.”

      He backed off.

      “Ohhhh, that's why she's so bossy, she’s the H.B.I.C.,” Amber said to Eric.

      Eric gave her a disapproving look.

      “Head Bitch in Charge.”

      “I know what it means.”

      “What?” Amber giggled. “She’s been spouting orders ever since we found out she’s Ares’ sister.”

      When Eric didn’t bother to respond, she rolled her eyes. “I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking. Geez, lighten up.”

      Oblivious to their side conversation, Aphrodite asked, “Where have you been?”

      “General,” Caleb said, addressing Aphrodite. He had gone missing about two and a half weeks ago. “I was attacked. I fought back, mostly through evasive maneuvers, and I got the hell out of there."

      “Were you followed?”

      “No, I don't think so.”

      “Did you get a good look at them?”

      “No, it attacked me from behind. I slipped through its grasp, which must have pissed it off, because it smacked me clear across the room."

      “Why do you keep saying it?”

      “I have no other way of describing it. Its hands felt massive and powerful, barely touching me and yet able to fling me across the room like I was nothing.”

      “So, how did you escape?”

      “When it hit me, I landed by an exit and I ran like hell.”

      Ares and Aphrodite exchanged knowing looks.

      “What? Do you know who attacked Caleb?” Amber inquired.

      “Not who…what?" Ares replied. “They're called the Abrogators.”

      “What's an Abrogator?”

      “Behemoth creatures that work for the Quorum. They're strong, too,” Ares explained. “When it grabbed me, in the ether, it dislocated my shoulder with a mere tug. I'd never felt anything like it.”

      Caleb stalked off towards the exit.

      “Caleb, where are you going?” Aphrodite asked.

      “I'm not sticking around for round two with those things.”

      “You should stay with us,” Aphrodite urged, the rest of them hanging back while Aphrodite spoke with Caleb.

      He turned his back, intent on leaving, and said, “I'm fine.”

      “Hey Caleb?”

      He turned to face Aphrodite as she threw a can of soup at him. Instinctively, he caught it through outstretched hands. Wincing, he quickly retracted his arms, favoring his left side.

      “You're not fine. You're ribs may be broken. We need to stick together until we figure this out.”

      He wavered, still on the fence.

      “Caleb, I've always looked out for you. Now's not any different.  Trust me.”

      He nodded and fell back in line with the rest of them.

      They all headed back to their cars to get back on the road.  If they hurried, they would probably make it before nightfall.

      “Wait a second,” Aphrodite said, looking at all of them. “It's too many of us now. The guy is a recluse. He'll get the hell out of dodge as soon as he sees us.”

      “Meaning?” Ares asked.

      “Some of us can't go.”

      “I'm going,” Ares said defiantly.

      Aphrodite exhaled heavily through her nostrils and pursed her lips prior to saying, “Amber, Eric, can you take Caleb to the hospital?”

      “Really?” Amber argued.

      “Sure,” Eric agreed, grabbing Amber’s arm and ushering Caleb to their car.
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      Ares, Aphrodite, and Corday arrived at the recluse's cabin. They alighted from the hatchback and headed toward the cabin. Ares tapped Aphrodite on the shoulder. “Can I talk to you?”

      Corday stopped.

      “It's okay,” Ares said, “We'll catch up in a bit.”

      Corday nodded and continued up the path.

      “I, um,” he stammered. “You didn't have to do that for me back there. I mean, Caleb was right.”

      “Of course, I did. Ares, you're my baby brother,” she said, squeezing his hand. “No matter what you may think, I love you, and I'll always watch your six.”

      He cleared his throat. “Yeah, well, I guess we should get back to it.”

      “I guess we should,” she replied, following him up to the cabin.

      While hiking up the dirt path, Ares reflected on everything that happened. Ares had known he'd been a horse's ass for how he'd treated Aphrodite. No matter how much he berated her, she always had his back. She’d volunteered as his second, so he wouldn't be ousted as a traitor, and she'd just spared him from humiliation, by covering for him, again. It should have earned her absolution, but he had a hard time forgiving her for being left behind.

      The irony of it all was he'd left his people, committing the very offense he abhorred the most. In actuality, he had no right to perpetuate his feud with her. Aphrodite was kind by not enumerating the reasons why he wasn't justified in doing so.

      Meanwhile, up ahead of them, the door was unlocked. Corday quietly opened it. “Hello. Anyone home?”

      “In here,” called out a male voice from down the hall.

      Corday hesitated, pondering whether or not to proceed.

      “Close the door behind you. You're letting in the insects,” the man instructed.

      She did as she was told and walked down the hallway, leading into the living room.

      “Damn it. I can never get this fireplace to cooperate,” he exclaimed, stoking a nonexistent flame which was already starting to go out.

      “Here,” Corday said, offering a matchbook. “Not exactly roughing it, but desperate times.”

      “Thanks. Corday, is it?”

      “Yes, how did you know?”

      “You may be older, but I never forget a face.”

      She tilted her head ever so slightly.

      “Trying to place my face? Well, good luck. You were all so self-involved; it's a wonder if any of you ever noticed what was going on around you.”

      He looked as if he was in his late thirties to early forties, but he had the uncanny temperament of an elderly man in his twilight years.

      “I don't know what to say. I can't even take offense, because I really don't know who you are." She racked her brain a little more before it occurred to her. "Why can't I sense you?”

      “Now we're talking. Glad to see your observational skills aren't as tenuous as I’d originally thought.”

      “You're not an Olympian?” Corday pressed.

      “Right again.”

      “Then, why did you tell Max you were an Olympian?” Max was one of Aphrodite’s contacts, who’d gotten word to her that an Olympian was hiding out in a cabin.

      “Never said Olympian. His listening skills were lacking, too.”

      “It's been a long day. I'd really appreciate it if you'd dispense with the artful circumlocution.”

      “Was I being elusive?  Forgive my manners. As you can imagine, it's been quite a while since I've had company.” Shaking his head in awe, he said, “It's strange. In my day, I was considered inquisitive, simply engaging in light banter to pass the time. Today, I'm — how you would say— a busybody, nosy.”

      Corday nodded her head by way of agreement.

      “Well,” he said, reaching for his thermos as he sat in a recliner, “it's not intentional, just making conversation. It's not every day that I come face to face with someone from Saturn. Let alone, three people.”

      “Wow, it's been a while since I've heard anyone refer to our home as Saturn.”

      “Well, that's what it's called, isn't it? I never understood why everyone felt the need to rename it. It's not as if Cronus founded the planet,” he said evenly.

      “No, but he was among one of the first to ascend.”

      “Hmmm, I suppose,” he said, thumbing through a fishing magazine. The edges curled, no doubt worn from previous use.

      He was beginning to irk her with the current topic of discussion, so she decided to change the subject. “How did you know I didn't come alone?”

      “That's the problem with your generation. Rush, rush, rush. Everything is instant gratification.” He paused to replace the magazine back onto the coffee table and took another sip of his coffee. “You'd be surprised what you're able to take in when you slow down.”

      Instead of responding in kind with a biting remark, she simply responded by crossing her arms. He wasn’t going to goad her into a game of tit for tat. Sometimes silence was the best way to go.

      “Look, I can see you're not much of a conversationalist. As soon as your companions join us, you can put me in the hot seat. How 'bout that? Relax, take a seat.”

      “I'd rather stand.”

      “Suit yourself.” The front door creaked open. “Aww, your friends are here.”

      As Ares and Aphrodite entered the living room, dusk had settled over the room making it much darker than it had appeared thirty minutes earlier. The man began lighting several kerosene lamps situated at different corners of the rustic cabin.

      “Ares, Aphrodite, glad you could join us. I just brewed a pot of coffee. Would you like some?”

      “No, thank you,” they both said in unison.

      “He's not an Olympian, but he sensed us,” Corday blurted out.

      He chuckled. “This one cuts straight to the chase, doesn't she? I guess I've held you in suspense long enough. Why don't you ask me whatever it is you would like to know?”

      “Okay,” Aphrodite said, matching his equanimity, “Who are you?”

      “My name is Prometheus.”

      Corday stared blankly at him.

      “He's a Titan,” Ares explained.

      “I don’t understand,” Corday said, still lost, “if you’re a Titan, then that also means you’re an Elysian. So why can’t I sense you?”

      "Titans are prodigies—the only generation able to ascend prior to puberty. They’ve been able to uncover abilities we haven’t even begun to understand.”

      “Like masking my bliss, making it difficult for you to sense me. But I, on the other hand, could sense the three of you long before your arrival.”

      “He can do that?” Corday asked, obviously unaware of the capabilities of the Titans.

      “You haven’t seen anything yet, darling.”

      “How is this possible? We haven't seen a Titan in over a thousand years,” Aphrodite asked, taking point, again. She was a natural leader.

      “You assumed we were extinct?”

      “Yes, where have you been? Why haven't you returned home?”

      “Just like you, we wanted to see what the universe had to offer. Obviously, I ended up on Earth but I don't know why I never returned home.”

      “What do you mean you don't know?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, son. I may be capable of many things, but omniscience isn’t a part of the arsenal.”

      Exasperated, Corday said, “This is going nowhere.”

      “Wait a minute. Now, who’s being rude?" Prometheus asked Corday.

      Aphrodite interceded. “Why did you want to see us?”

      “When the Quorum is concerned, it involves all of us.”

      “What do you care? You were well hidden.”

      Prometheus laughed again. “Not even a Titan is beyond the Quorum's reach.  I revealed myself, because I will help in any way I can. We're in this mess together.”

      “Great,” Aphrodite said, clapping her hands together, “How can we reach you, Prometheus?”

      “Well, darling, I thought you'd never ask,” he said, scribbling his number on a piece of legal paper.
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      With Amber at the wheel, they rode in silence on the drive to the hospital. Amber was still piqued about being benched and given a fool's errand to prevent her from following the others to the shut in's cabin. She tightened her grip around the steering wheel as she replayed the dismissal in her head.

      She had every right to be there, too, but instead she was expected to play the good little soldier and follow orders. Whatever. Pushing the thought to the back of her mind, she exited the interstate and made a left turn onto Lexington Avenue, which led to the hospital. But as she drove down the street, she saw a landmark that she couldn't ignore. Unexpectedly, she parallel parked.

      “Amber, what are you doing?” Eric asked.

      “Look.” Amber pointed past him at the building. It was Charleston Lounge.

      “The guy has broken ribs and you want to do this now,” Eric asked angrily.

      Amber turned her attention to Caleb sitting in the back seat. “Caleb, we're going to take you to the hospital, but,” she reasoned, stroking his shoulder, “your ribs have gone untreated for a couple of weeks now. But you've managed, right?”

      “Yea, it hurts a little but I'm okay.”

      “Great, so here's the thing. My best friend is missing and the only lead we have, so far, is this club. I just want to ask a few questions. Ten minutes, tops.”

      “Okay, that's fine.”

      “See, Eric, he's on board," she said, hopping out of the car.

      As she walked towards the entrance, Eric grabbed her arm, “What's gotten into you? You're not yourself.”

      She snatched her hand out from his grasp, “Don't be so dramatic. I'm fine. Look, we'll be in and out.”

      Cupping both hands around her eyes, Amber peered inside to see if anyone was there. The lights were on in the back and over the bar, but the chairs were upturned and placed on top of the tables.

      Eric tapped her on the shoulder. Diminutively annoyed, she turned to see what he wanted. He pointed at the “closed” sign hanging on the other side of the door, which should have stopped her, but it didn't. She tried the doorknob and it was unlocked. She pushed the door open, shrugging off his attempt to prevent her from entering the club.

      Behind the bar stood a burly man of average height, which he compensated for by assuming a menacing posture. He was bald, but Amber could tell he once had a full head of red hair based on the traces of ginger that peppered his already graying beard. Despite his outward appearance, which didn't exactly convey corporate, he wore a name tag. It read “Murphy”, indicating that he did adhere to authority to a certain degree.

      From his flannel shirt pocket, he removed a pair of reading glasses and reviewed his clipboard. Murphy grabbed the pencil from behind his ear to count the beer and noted the counts on his list.

      Looking up from his clipboard, he held up his hand in a halting motion, and said, “Folks we’re closed.” Then, he shouted over his shoulder. “Dammit, Josie, I told you to lock the doors!”

      “I apologize for the intrusion, but we were hoping to speak with one of your dancers. Is Diamary here?” Amber asked.

      “No,” Murphy said, perusing the checklist on his clipboard.

      “Is she working tonight?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know where we can reach her?”

      “No.”

      Amber’s head dropped a beat as she gave him a look indicative that she wasn’t buying what he was selling. “You’re telling me that this woman is under your employ, but you have no contact information for her?”

      “I said no, didn’t I?” he barked.

      “Look, we don’t want any trouble,” Amber said amicably, hoping that underneath all the layers of gruff, he had a more sensitive side to which she could appeal. “My best friend, Kelly, is missing and the resemblance between Kelly and Diamary is quite striking.”

      She pulled out her cell phone from her back pocket to retrieve a screenshot of Kelly and handed it to Murphy.

      Viewing the picture seemed to assuage his suspicion, because his features softened and an involuntary smile crept up on him. “She’s a good girl. I don’t know what your beef is with her—”

      “No, honestly, Kelly’s like a sister to me. I just want to make sure she’s safe.”

      “And you think your friend is masquerading as Dee?”

      “We don’t know. That’s why we wanted to meet Diamary. I would know if it is her once I see her in person.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but I don’t know how much help Dee will be…she’s in the hospital—”

      “Oh, that’s okay, which—”

      “—in a coma,” Murphy said handing her back the cell phone.

      “What happened?”

      “Look, you two seem like nice folks and I wish I could help more, but I just don’t know the sordid details of Dee’s life. I know she can be territorial and underhanded at times with the girls, but that’s just the surface. She’s just staking her claim that’s due. All I know is, she’s been here since the beginning. It was a rocky start and for a while, I thought I was going to have to shut down this place. But she came in and brought with her a steady, loyal crowd. It was enough business to boost sales. She pitches in, too, always the first to arrive and the last to leave. And for that, I don’t give a damn about the petty shit that takes place behind the scenes. She’s definitely earned her keep as far as I’m concerned.”

      Amber and Eric stood still, not quite ready to leave. Both jumped when Murphy’s deep voice bellowed, “Josie, where are my coasters?”

      Josie came out through the swinging door, which had KITCHEN stenciled on it in block letters. She handed him the box of coasters, picked up her own clipboard, and removed the pen that was holding her hair up in a bun to take notes. She smiled politely at the strangers while she awaited further instruction from Murphy.

      “Josie, please show these folks out,” he said, hitching his head at Amber and Eric, “and, this time, lock the door.”

      “Sure, Murph,” Josie said as she rounded the bar and pulled a set of keys out from her apron. “Are you guys looking for Diamary, too?”

      “Well, sort of. Diamary looks like a friend of ours.”

      “Oh,” Josie said, stopping suddenly to face them. “You mean, Kelly?”

      “Yes,” Amber exclaimed, “have you seen her?”

      “Yes, I saw her at the hospital. She was visiting Diamary. She was wondering if they were kin, too, but I'm afraid she didn't get any answers on account of Diamary being in a coma.”

      “Did she say anything else? Like, where she's staying?”

      “You know what? She gave me her contact info. You know, in case Diamary woke up. Here,” Josie took out her cell and recited the phone number Kelly had given her. Eric punched the number into his phone and saved it.

      “To-day, Josie,” Murphy yelled.

      “I'm sorry, y'all. He's in a rush to finish inventory, today, and we're short-staffed.”

      “It's okay. Thank you for this,” Amber said.

      “You’re welcome, hon,” Josie said as she shut the door behind them and locked up.
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        * * *

      

      Ingress to the Emergency Room was limited. The room was packed with awaiting patients with ailments and injuries, ranging from anything as mundane as a sinus infection to the more severe injuries such as broken limbs.

      Amber pivoted on her heels, but Eric stopped her, placing both hands on her shoulders.

      “Relax, I'm just going to get the preliminary paperwork.”

      “Okay, Caleb, you should sit down. I'll wait in line to hold your place,” Eric offered. It seemed unlikely that, given the circumstances, the personnel would make them wait in line just to fill out paperwork, but he waited just to be on the safe side.

      Moments later, Amber returned with the demographic face sheet and consent forms. She waved Eric over. “It's going to be a long wait, but you need to fill this paperwork out.  You do have insurance, right?”

      Caleb nodded, handing her his insurance card which read Mathis Grant.

      “Good,” she said, securing it to the clipboard.

      As Caleb filled out the forms, he said, “It's going to be a while before they call me and I'm sure you know who won't make a move on me with all these bystanders. So you should go look for Diandra—”

      “Diamary,” Amber corrected.

      “Right, her. I'll be fine.”

      “Say no more,” Amber said.

      Eric remained seated and gave Caleb a questioning look.

      “Seriously, I'll be fine.”

      “Okay, we'll take a look around upstairs and then we'll be right back,” Eric reassured him.

      They followed the signs leading to the main lobby. Now that they were alone, Eric wanted to revisit the conversation they'd had in the car after running into the crazed man outside the Pilates studio. He led her by hand to the lounge area by the main entrance and sat down.

      “We don't have time for this, Eric. We need to get upstairs.”

      “It'll keep. What's gotten into you?”

      “Nothing, I just want to find Kelly.”

      “It’s more than that, and you know it. You're not yourself; you're always making snarky comments now and you're indifferent. A few months back you wouldn't have thought twice about getting Caleb medical treatment.”

      “You forgot impetuous,” Amber added. She didn't like being called out, but, at the same, time she couldn't keep all of it bottled up. Besides she couldn't keep anything from Eric, he was stalwart and supportive throughout this whole thing. A wall wasn’t required with him by her side, because he'd always protect her. She'd only put up a wall as a defense mechanism, because she didn't want to admit what was happening to her.

      “I know it feels like I’m on your case about it.”

      “No, I don’t blame you. I am different. I’ve never been impulsive and now I'm always jumping in with both feet without looking. I tried to control it, but I always seem to shift into autopilot. You're right, I'm not myself. I don't know, maybe I'm not immune to the change. I feel as though I'm losing the best parts of myself. I mean, impetuous, unfiltered, and indifferent. That's not me.”

      “How long have you suspected this?”

      “A week or so. I dismissed it until that man recognized me.” She told Eric about her dream after the Blissview Riot. “The only symptom that hasn't manifested is the memory loss.”

      “No, I think you're starting to experience some memory loss, too.” He pointed at her necklace. “You didn't remember your mother had given this to you. Amber, you have to tell the others.”

      “I know, but let's go up to north nine, first. I have to see her.”

      They stood up and walked hand in hand to the elevators. When the elevator reached the ninth floor and the doors opened, they were greeted by two nurses. For once, Amber was silent and Eric fumbled clumsily to produce an explanation for being up there.

      “Going down?” The blond nurse asked.

      “Getting off, actually. Excuse us,” Eric said as he stepped out of the elevator and held the door open for them.

      Once the nurses were gone, they walked down the hall.

      “Amber, is there any point in us visiting Diamary? I mean, she's in a coma.”

      “I have to see her with my own eyes to confirm it’s not Kelly.”

      He looked as though he had more to say, but he kept it to himself.  

      The hallway intersected another hallway with overhead signage indicating rooms 900-920 to the left and 921-941 to the right.

      “It’s this way,” Eric said, taking a right.

      As she walked up the length of the hallway, some of the rooms were open and many of the patients were alone. Amber was dismayed by the thought of Kelly being alone. Why didn't she try harder to keep in touch? Was it her fault?

      Then, she found herself standing outside the closed door of room 937.

      “That's not it. It's room 940,” Eric called back to her.

      But Amber opened the door to room 937, anyway.

      “Didn't you hear me?”

      “Look at him, Eric,” Amber said, pointing at the young man lying in bed with a cannula tube resting beneath his nose, an IV hooked up to his arm, and blinking monitors at his bedside. He was sound asleep.

      “We shouldn't be in here.”

      Amber crossed his room and stood beside the young man.

      “Let's go,” Eric urged.

      “I just want to see his eyes,” Amber insisted.

      “What? Why? What's going on? Do you know him?”

      “I don't think so, but he seems so familiar.”

      She extended her hand across his body, reaching for his face.

      “Amber, don’t.”

      She gingerly opened his eyelids, which revealed beautiful gray eyes.

      Eric shook her. “What's wrong with you?”

      “Eric, he looks like Kelly,” she cried. “I felt connected to this room, that's why I stopped. And now I know why.”

      “We don't know that—”

      “Eric,” she said, cupping his face, “I felt him, which means he's an Elysian.”

      Wiping away tears, her eyebrows knitted together. She picked up the clipboard attached to the young man's bed, leafed through the details, and then made a sudden dash for Diamary's room.

      She stopped briefly, lingering at the doorway of Diamary’s room. She'd been worried sick for weeks searching for Kelly and finally she was about to reunite with her friend. But she could already tell—even from the threshold with the short distance between them—that it wasn't Kelly. Her stomach clenched in knots, because she'd just received confirmation that Diem was Kelly and she had no idea what had caused Kelly to become a monster.

      “Amber—”

      “I thought it would be Kelly in here, not Diam—”

      “Amber, what is it?”

      Amber blinked a few times to stave off the ongoing flow of tears. “I can't believe I never noticed this. Diem is a derivative of Diamary. This isn't a coincidence that Diamary and uh—”

      “Julian,” Eric offered, he'd also read Julian's medical record.

      “Julian are both here, in comas.” She plucked Diamary's chart from the hanging bin.

      “They were both admitted the same day. They’re related to Kelly.”

      “No, it has to be more than just relatives. They're both comatose, and they look alike. C’mon that's not coincidental.”

      “Twins?”

      “Triplets,” Eric corrected her.

      “No way, Kelly is the only child.”

      “How do you know? She may not have known. You said it yourself, Kelly is calling herself Diem. It's all connected.”
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      As Finneus walked down the corridor of Quorum Headquarters to report to work, the Abrogators appeared with captives. They roughly hauled the detainees practically dragging them to the holding cells.

      Finneus looked at the Abrogators with disdain as he passed them.  Granted the prisoners had broken the cardinal laws, but he didn’t feel their crimes warranted such brutality. Inevitably, they would be judged and found guilty based on the compiled evidence, which had to be substantial since the Abrogators were dispatched to apprehend them. A guilty sentence meant death, which was punishment enough. Why inflict unnecessary pain on them when they were already dead men walking?

      It was cruel and Finneus was ashamed to even be associated with a system that believed this was a just way to maintain peace among the quadrants. It was a paradox, going against everything the Quorum was meant to represent. He grew weary of being a coerced participant. No more.

      He thought back about what he’d done to protect Ares. Something he’d done prior to finding the other deleted recordings. He had logged into the auditing database, ready to work as usual, going through the recordings. He couldn’t afford to compromise his solemn duties as an Auditor. But then a recording of Cronus loaded.

      An image of Ares appeared and he was still insisting on requiring the Elysians to beseech him to solicit his help. Finneus shook his head, debating if he should report it. He knew what would happen to Ares if he submitted his findings. He imagined Ares being dragged across the cobblestoned floor by the Abrogators. The offense simply did not match the punishment. His instinct was to protect Ares. With an impetuous stroke of a key, the record was purged from the system. Then, he went back further to delete the other recording with Ares and Mathis that he was forced to submit a few days ago. With Adelynn hovering over him, he had no choice. But the submission was still pending, which meant it hadn’t been reviewed yet. He wasted no time purging any trace of the file.

      “Are you coming?” Miccah asked, bringing him back to the present.

      “Yes, of course,” he replied, logging out and falling in stride with her.

      The Quorum had convened in one of the conference rooms. It was only two thirds of them present: the Auditors and the Adjudicators. Finneus was thrilled that the Abrogators didn’t take part in their meetings, not that the Abrogators were being excluded. They were a key part of the Quorum, but their role was simple. Keep the Quorum safe and capture those who break the cardinal laws. They were the muscle, raining down without prejudice with brute force. Whatever it took to bring in the detainees. They were feared and, therefore, acted as a deterrent, making anyone contemplating the commission of a crime think twice. So, no, they didn’t take part in meeting, but they secured headquarters, rotated sentry duty, and awaited orders to be dispatched.

      Mechad, an Adjudicator, called the meeting into session and requested updates on sectors that were previously submitted for review. It was decided that Poz would remain under review until Adelynn presented her findings. She was scheduled for an astral projection away mission for the following day to collect recordings.

      “What’s the status of Cronus? Have you located the Olympians yet?” Mechad asked.

      The Olympians had stood trial in 1968 and were found guilty, breaking the second cardinal law. Their punishment was in progress when all of them were teleported from the execution chamber. It was unclear how the prisoners pulled it off since the facility was fortified and warded to prevent prisoners from escaping. However, the Olympians succeeded where so many failed and the Quorum had been trying to recapture them ever since.

      Even with all of their resources at Quorum headquarters, the Olympians were difficult to apprehend and the lot proved to be quite crafty, finding ways to circumvent sightings across the globe.

      “It’s still under review,” Finneus replied.

      “I know this case has been trying and it’s only three of you to review an entire galaxy. No one is blaming any of you, but this case has been pending for decades. I need results and I need this case closed ASAP. What’s the delay?”

      Finneus cleared his throat. “For hundreds of years they’ve been a peacekeeping planet, and, suddenly they’ve become unruly and belligerent. It doesn’t make sense. I think this warrants further examination.”

      “Do you have any proof of tampering?”

      “No.” Yes, Finneus had monitored Cronus for centuries. They only wanted to sustain the planet so the next generation could inherit a thriving planet.  They didn’t care about power nor would they ever fight over something so trivial. But if Finneus mentioned any of this, it would be an admission that he’d become emotionally attached and unable to provide an objective account of the planet’s progress. He’d have to remain mum until he had physical evidence to support his theories.

      “Then, what you’ve described is supposition. I’ll expect the close of this case by next meeting.”
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      Amber dialed Ares’ phone number, but it went straight to voicemail. This was the fourth time she'd called him today. Disappointed, Amber punched the palm of her hand. “I don't know why I expected anything different from him.”

      Meanwhile, Ares sat at the steel-top table on the opposite side of Detective John Larson.

      “Marcus Pratt,” Detective Larson stated, looking over a thin folder. “You wanna tell me what you were doing at that house?”

      “Visiting a friend.”

      “Do you always barge into your friends' houses, uninvited?” Detective Larson asked. “Hands where I can see them!” Never taking his eyes off Ares, Detective Larson reached for his holstered gun. With his firearm pointed at Ares, he silently dared him to make a wrong move.

      Ares’ hands were concealed beneath the cover of the table. Slowly, he removed them with palms facing forward to show the detective he was still handcuffed.

      Seemingly inured by the detective’s aggression, he clasped his fettered hands as if shooting the breeze with a friend over coffee. This time, however, he sagely settled his hands on top of the table. Once the detective relaxed, Ares resumed where he'd left off. “The door was unlocked and I was use to letting myself in.” He smiled. “With her permission, of course.”

      Clearly, Detective Larson was riled by Ares’s calmness. Ares had an answer for everything. No telltale signs and his body language indicated that he was telling the truth.

      “Okay, give me your friend's name to corroborate what you've told me.”

      “Melinda.”

      “What? No last name?”

      Still unflappable, Ares responded, “St. John.”

      The detective tsk-tsked, content that he'd caught Ares in a lie. “Bad news for you. The residence belongs to one Juan Martinez. Your friend didn't tell you she'd moved?”

      “We lost touch.”

      "Which is it? Were you visiting a friend or you lost touch?”

      “Both.”

      Detective Larson scoffed. “I think you're lying. I don't think you were visiting a friend at all.”

      “I don't know what to tell you. It's the truth, Detective.”

      On the surface, Ares appeared serene. But beneath the facade he was all nerves and anxiety, a byproduct of becoming mortal. If it hadn't been for the steady blast of air conditioning he'd be soaking in sweat, too.

      Any nervous tendencies, then it would make him look guilty. He couldn't afford to go to prison. He wouldn't last there as a mortal. He'd hope his acting was convincing. It seemed it was working.

      With every calculated response, the detective became undone. Ares suspected the detective's diminishing composure was due to his lack of substantial evidence to hold Ares. He just might walk.

      “What do you think we'll find once we've run your fingerprints?”

      Detective Larson registered a slight gulp from Ares in response to his question. Gotcha.

      “Nothing. I'm a model citizen—”

      “With a penchant for burgling homes.”

      “I didn’t steal anything. I've done nothing wrong.”

      “I've got news for you, buddy. Those handcuffs aren't for kink. Last time I checked, breaking and entering is a crime and so is trespassing.”

      Detective Larson was on a roll when the phone rang. Wearing a wide grin, he picked up the phone. “Larson."

      His wide grin retracted, forming a line. “Sir?”

      He abruptly disconnected, dropping the receiver back into its cradle. He rounded the table and un-cuffed Ares’ hands.

      “I'm free to go?" Ares asked, rubbing his wrists where the handcuffs chaffed his skin.

      “Yea,” Detective Larson said, dejectedly waving at the exit.

      “No one's pressing charges?”

      “Will you scram before I come down with a case of amnesia and throw your ass back into that jail cell?”

      Ares nodded understanding and stalked out of the room with that steady confidence that grated on Detective Larson's nerves.

      Once outside, Ares looked at his cell phone. His stomach churned as he scrolled threw his missed calls and his blood ran cold. Four missed calls from Amber. That didn't portend well. Presumably, she'd be pissed he didn't return her calls. It made him sick to imagine this being yet another issue widening the wedge between them.
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        * * *

      

      When Ares entered Evie's condo, she was deeply engrossed in a large leather bound grimoire, one of many she'd acquired.

      “Back so soon?” Evie's asked never tearing her concentration away from the book.

      “It's like I never left,” Ares joked.

      “What's up?”

      “I'm going back to the police station.”

      This got her attention. She looked up. “Are you crazy? You were lucky they let you go the first time and you want to go back?”

      “I know, I know. That detective really had it out for me. He was ready to put me under the jail, but then he got a call from someone—maybe higher up—ordering him to let me go. I need to know who it is.”

      “I don't think this is a good idea. They may not let you off so easily if you get caught.”

      “It's a chance I'll have to take. But I was hoping for …”

      “A magical assist?”

      “Yes.”

      “Here,” she said, handing him a small hourglass.

      He looked at her puzzled.

      “It stops time. You'll have about five minutes until it runs out and restarts time again.”

      Her phone buzzed and her face lit up as she read the text message.

      “Good news?”

      “Yes. Do you know what this is?” Evie asked, tapping the book.

      “A dusty old book?”

      “Ha, ha. No, smarty pants. It’s not just any book; it’s the Promethean Grimoire.”

      “How did you get your hands on it?”

      “Well, Aphrodite’s contact, Max, moonlights for a price. He did a sweep of the cabin, and found this.”

      “He brought this to you?”

      “No, my coven and I did our thing and ta-da!”  She opened the grimoire and turned to almost the last page of the book. “That’s not the best part; there’s a spell in here that can make you Olympian, again.”

      “What, like the serum?”

      “No, better. I don’t know how Prometheus got his hands on this, but these are advanced spells.”

      “Maybe he stole it.”

      “It has his namesake.”

      “Even if he didn’t use his five finger discount, how do we know it works?”

      “Baby, I don’t, but we’re running out of options.”

      “I know you’re trying to help, but I met Prometheus. He’s just a mortal.” Ares kissed Evie on the forehead. “We’ll figure this out, but I have to go.”

      “You’re always protecting everyone else, but who’s looking out for you?”

      “You are, Evie. You worry too much.” He kissed her, again. “I’ll be back soon. Lock the door.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a bold move showing his face at the police station, but Ares wanted to follow up on his hunch before he could get pulled away on another tangent by Aphrodite. He was dressed inconspicuously in plain clothes and a baseball cap. As long as Detective Larson wasn't around, Ares wasn't worried about anyone recognizing him. But he couldn't leave anything to chance, so he'd called earlier to speak with Detective Larson and was told he was out of the office and wouldn't return until a quarter after two. To give himself enough time to search, Ares came to the police station at one.

      He reviewed the bulletin board, which listed the various offices at the station. Although he didn't know who he was searching for by name, he surmised it would have to be someone on top. After all, Detective Larson received his orders from a superior, which could have been a Sergeant, Lieutenant, or Captain. He didn't have time to check all three. Captain Matthew Barton, it is. Room one ten.

      Knowing he'd have a hard time getting past the uniformed officers, he removed the hourglass from his coat pocket and started the timer. Everything stopped. A flurry of fallen paperwork was suspended in midair. The desk clerk stood still while pouring water in a cone-shaped paper cup. The motionless drink looked like an ice sculpture, swirling in a beveled cylinder inside of the cup.

      With five minutes to spare, Ares ran down the hallway towards Captain Barton's office. To his good fortune, no one was there when he opened the door. Setting the hourglass down on the desk, he searched feverishly through the Captain's desk, file cabinets, essentially anything he set his eyes on.

      This was a terrible plan: he had no idea what he was looking for and a short amount of time in which to find it. Nevertheless, he pressed on intent on finding something useful.

      There was a photograph of a woman and child, presumably his wife and son, crouching in the sand, building a castle. Another picture taken on a golf course, a group of five men in golf gear donning caps, argyle polos, and golf clubs. There was nothing remarkable about the photo save for the one fellow who towered over the others by at least a foot.

      This was taking too long.

      Ares shot a glance at the hourglass, which had about a minute left. He snatched up the hourglass on his way out of the office. With less than a minute left, he wouldn't make it down the hall without being seen. He took the stairwell to the second floor landing, traversed the hall until he reached a second stairwell marked EXIT. He hauled ass down the steps and was covered in sweat upon reaching the first floor. He composed himself prior to using the exit.

      Ares opened the door, which conveniently placed him in the front lobby entrance just a short distance away from the last exit. He was perturbed he hadn't found anything, but at least he hadn't been caught.

      In the midst of the downpour of sweat that was still sliding down his face, he felt an icy sensation run through him. He whipped his head around, seeking a familiar face, but saw nothing amongst the bustle of officers moving about, carrying on with their work.

      Realizing he must have looked like a deranged man with bulging eyes desperately searching for an Elysian, he got out of there. If he felt the presence of another Elysian, surely the Elysian felt him, too. Maybe this plan wasn't in vain. It was a small discovery, but far better than leaving empty-handed.
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      Ares sat in his Celica about a block away from the police station. His eyes trained on the entrance, watching everyone coming and going whether it was citizens filing a complaint or police officers reporting for duty. Most of it was the latter, escorting their detainees into the building for booking.  Every now and then, Ares’ hopes were given rise whenever anyone remotely resembling an acquaintance of his came within his periphery. He was determined to lay his eyes on the Elysian he'd felt, but it had been days now since he posted himself outside of police headquarters and it was starting to feel like all of his efforts were for naught. Not one tingly sensation to suggest another Elysian was in his midst.

      Stifling a yawn, he started his engine and pulled off slowly driving down the street to steal one last look at the police station before capitulating. A uniformed officer was conversing with a suit and, judging by his obsequious, emphatic nodding he was subordinate to the suit. The two shifted to the left, allowing fellow officers entry to the building, which now gave Ares a clear visual of their faces. Gawking at them in stark disbelief, he nearly peed his pants. He immediately slumped down in his seat with a silly notion that his cover was blown, which was absurd because the officer and his superior weren't even looking in his general direction. They were still talking amongst themselves.

      Ares pulled over and waited for the two to go their own separate ways before getting out of his Celica. He stayed low, using the other parked cars as cover. Once the suit started up the street, Ares crossed the street still managing to keep some distance to avoid being seen. A few minutes later, he cursed beneath his breath upon discovering he'd lost the suit. He overestimated and put too much distance between the two of them, giving the man an opportunity to escape. Ares muttered a few invectives as he peered inside each store window. If necessary, he resolved to check each and every business on the block. He had waited long enough. He wasn't going to let the asshole slip through his fingers again.

      With each frazzled glimpse inside of each business, he prayed that the man hadn’t gone too far. He scurried up to the diner, and looked behind him, more out of habit than necessity, then brought his gaze back inside of the diner. There he was: the man was seated in the rear of the diner in a large red booth.

      Pretenses aside, Ares marched inside, straight to the back to the booth. Then, almost as if intuiting Ares approach, the man looked up from his phone, locked eyes with Ares, and smiled as though he were pleased to see Ares. This unnerved Ares, making him less confident as he strode to the table. Quickly Ares shook off the bout of anxiety, generated by the unexpected greeting, and continued his advance toward the man.

      The man finished his text, then set his phone back down on the table to give Ares his full attention.

      “Nothing to say, huh?" Ares snarled.

      “Hello Ares.”

      “Hello Father.”

      “Ares, join me for a bite.”

      “You can't be serious.”

      “Absolutely, I'm famished, and, I'm sure being confined to your car for several hours has depleted you. So please eat something.”

      “No, I'm not playing this game with you, Father. You can't just waltz in here and act like nothing's happened. It's been a thousand years. I deserve an explanation. We all do. We thought you were dead.”

      “I admit I shouldn’t have left you, but it wasn’t by choice.”

      “Is that all or do you care to expand?”

      Zeus's phone vibrated twice. He picked it up, making a one second signal as he checked his text message. Ares glowered at him, but Zeus regarded him as he would a petulant child. “I have to take this, son.” He punched in his message with a facile dexterity which conveyed he was tech-savvy with the devices. “There, done.  Now, where were we?”

      Ares was livid. “You don't even care, do you?”

      “Son, that's not true. Some things transpired that were beyond my control—”

      “Such as?” Ares prodded.

      “Dad, are you coming?” A teenage boy asked, his tread slowing upon realizing the disruption his unannounced entrance had caused. His perspicacity was confirmed when met with his father's reproachful expression.

      “Lucas, I asked you to meet me at the car,” Zeus replied.

      “I know, but it's hot outside and I was tired of waiting.” Lucas said, looking at Ares, “Who is this?”

      Lucas was tall and had quite the muscular build for someone of his age, indubitably due to his Olympian genes inherited from his father. He looked exactly like a younger version of Ares with the same dark crown of curls and light green eyes which suspiciously appraised Ares.

      “Lucas, don't be rude,” Zeus chided.

      “I'm sorry,” Lucas mumbled with chagrin.

      Zeus tossed him the keys. “Take it for a spin and pick me up in ten.”

      Lucas's eyes lit up. “Thanks, Dad!”

      Zeus watched his son run out of the diner before returning back to his conversation with his elder son.

      “You son of a bitch.”

      “Ares, if I didn't care about you I wouldn't have released you from jail.”

      “Are you expecting gratitude? Forgive me, Father, but there's a little issue of your leaving your family behind that needs to be addressed.”

      “I understand you want answers—"

      “Why, Father?  Tell me….why?”

      “What about Corday?”

      “Excuse me?” Ares wondered why Zeus was all over the place with his line of questioning; maybe a ploy to disorient him. Well, it wasn't going to work.

      “She was your best friend—still is—but she wasn't around. I thought the two of you would never part, but for over a millennium she was not by your side. What happened?”

      “Leave her out of this. What is your point?”

      “Son, think. Where was she during your time in Greece? Or your time in Africa?”

      Ares fell silent, aware for the second time that there was a period of time in which his memory was blurry and he had no recollection of Corday until after the fall. “I don't remember.”

      “That is my point, son. I don't remember, either. There's a gap in my memory, too, which spans shortly after ascension up to a little over millennium for which I cannot account. So, yes, I admit I left you, but it was not by my own volition.”

      “If you have nothing to hide, then why didn't you introduce me to your son—my brother?”

      “Because he doesn't know who I am, at least, not the Olympian part. When I regained my memories of you, I was alone. I assumed the worse and thought the Quorum had captured and executed you. I thought you were all dead. I know, right now, it seems like I moved on, but I grieved the loss of my beloved family for years.”

      “But you set me free.  So you had to have known I was alive.” Ares wasn't letting up. Ares hit him with a series of questions in rapid succession. He didn’t want to give Zeus any time to think of any lies.

      “Son, I was at the police station filling out paperwork and then, I felt the presence of an Elysian. It shocked me, because your broadcast came in so clearly that it felt as though you were standing right beside me. And then I knew…I mean, I’d hoped…

      “There were only a few places you could have been: in reception, booking, a cell, or the interrogation room. Since the interrogation room was on the same floor as my office that was my first stop. I was floored, seeing my son, who I’d thought perished, on the other side of the two way mirror. At which point, I had no compunctions about pulling rank to get you released.”

      When Ares managed to speak again, he said, “How did you know about Greece and all of the other places I've travelled?”

      “I have resources, as a cop. Once I had your alias, you were much easier to track.”

      “You really don't remember anything?”

      “No, I don't recall my whereabouts after becoming an Olympian.”

      “This doesn't make any sense.”

      “Ares, you wouldn't hurt a fly and yet you demanded worship in your name and punished those who opposed you. Does that sound like you? Like any of us?”

      Ares plopped down in the booth with his father. “You think this was done to us?”

      “It’s coincidental if you and I had amnesia, but if others cannot account for the same span of time, then my answer is most certainly yes.  Ask around.  I'm sure the response will be a consensus from the others.” He removed a business card from his breast pocket. “You can reach me at any of these numbers. Once you're satisfied with the answers you're bound to receive, call me.”

      Placing a few bills on the table to settle his check, Zeus stood up to leave.

      “Where are you going?”

      “My son's waiting for me.”

      That smarted like an underhanded punch to the gut while his eyes were averted. Realizing his mistake, Zeus set his hand on Ares shoulder, and said, “Everything will be fine.”

      Somehow that didn't bring Ares comfort. He wasn’t sure he could count on his father.
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      It was becoming a routine, having a few drinks before going home. Just something to take the edge off.

      “Marcus?”

      Ares looked up from his whiskey. “Sorry, you're mistaken.”

      “Marcus, it seems I may owe you an apology or, at the very least, an explanation. If I could have a moment of your time.”

      “What part of you've got the wrong guy did you not understand?” Ares said pugnaciously as he shoved the man. He lost traction, stumbling off of his stool once he realized the man was non-corporeal.

      The man smiled apologetically. “Perhaps, there's somewhere more private in which we can speak freely. I'd offer a hand but—”

      Ares gave him a look that could melt flesh. Leveraging the stool, he stood up. “I got it.”

      Ares led the way out to the parking lot. He leaned up against a lamppost and waved his hand as if to say get on with it.

      “You don't know me, but I know you very well, Ares.”

      Ares adjusted his posture. It was the first time anyone had addressed Ares by his real name besides his family and Amber. The man was just keeping up appearances, addressing Ares by his alias inside of the bar.

      “I've been watching you your whole life. My name is Finneus and I hold a seat on the Quorum.”

      The man spoke to Ares as if he knew him, but Ares couldn’t place his face. The name, Finneus, didn't register with him, but the Quorum rang some bells. Alarm bells, in fact.

      “It's okay. I mean you no harm. I've tried to help you, but I think I might have overstepped some boundaries. My interloping may have done more harm than good.”

      Ares proceeded with less bluster and more reverence. It was stupid to make an enemy out of a member of the Quorum. If he played this right, he might even gain an ally from this unexpected meeting. “Why have you been watching me?”

      “Your planet falls under the sector to which I've been assigned. I was supposed to objectively observe. The problem arose after some years when I became aware of my emotional attachment. I've watched you since you were a boy. I've seen every blunder and every accomplishment. I watched you defy the odds and ascend all on your own and I was so proud of you.”

      Ares remained speechless, taking it all in.

      “My judgment was clouded and my actions were unsanctioned, but I couldn't let you be harmed.”

      Ares eyes grew large. “It was you; you teleported us back to Wyoming.”

      “Sorry for the rough landing, but I had to make haste as I only had a brief window of time to do so. In regards to the fall, I wanted to speak with you, in person, because your people are still under investigation for all your crimes, but something is amiss. There are records that have gone missing. I’ve watched your people from the beginning, even before my time, and you’ve always been a peacekeeping civilization. Something must have happened to cause the shift and I think it has something to do with the missing recordings.”

      “Are you saying our charges will be dropped and we’ll be free?”

      “No, I’m saying I need proof to exonerate you. Here.” Finneus handed Ares a small, sleek black device. “Take this and show it to the others. See if you recognize anyone. I will keep investigating the members of the Quorum to gather the evidence I need to clear your name.”

      “Okay, how can I get in touch with you?”

      “Call my name, I’ll be watching.”

      “Thank you.”
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      When Finneus disconnected his astral projection transmission, he came to in the conference room.

      “I hope it was worth it,” Miccah commented, catching him off guard because he had locked the doors.

      “How did you get in here?”

      She jingled a set of keys in front of him. “Communal property, remember?”

      He stood, fixing his clothes. “I had to see someone.”

      “Well, you’re lucky it was only me catching you in here without permission.”

      “Indeed, I am.”

      “I have some information for you. Do you want to hear the good news or bad news, first?”

      “Bad.”

      “I’ve tried my best, but no matter what I do I can’t seem to get a read off of Corbin. Which is unusual because I can usually pick up a fragmented thought, at the very least, but his mind is blank every time I peer inside.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not sure, but some are better at concealing their thoughts than others. It doesn’t happen often, but every now and then I stumble across one.”

      “Okay and the good news?”

      “Yes, the good news. Adelynn was very difficult to read as well, but I figured out the mystery involving the pails. She was actually thinking about Palingenesis, not pails. You may want to start there.”

      “What’s Palingenesis?”

      Miccah shrugged. “You’ll have to ask her.”

      Finneus decided to do just that. He tracked Adelynn down, which was easy to do since he would see her once his shift started. “What’s Palingenesis?”

      “No concern of yours,” Adelynn replied.

      “It is my concern; it's all of ours as we're sworn to protect the integrity of the system, together.”

      “It's a project—a prototype. It's in the testing phase.”

      “Could you be more specific?”

      “If you insist; It's a fail-safe. As much as we'd like to think we're omniscient, we require sleep. It's inevitable that we'd miss things from time to time. Palingenesis will not. It sees all infractions, even when we don't, and implements a resolution. If a cardinal rule is broken, a sentence is handed out instantaneously to the offender.”

      “You execute him without a trial?”

      “Of course not, his memories are reset so he can't do any more harm until we're able to detain him.”

      “Which sectors are being tested?”

      “All of them.”

      “On whose authority are you conducting this experiment?”

      “Our Creator, of course.”

      “So if I were to bring this up during our next forum, there would be no disagreement?”

      “You could but then I'd also have to divulge the records you've purged.”

      A response so defensive clearly conveyed that maybe Project Palingenesis wasn’t as legitimate as Adelynn had claimed. Even so, Adelynn did have a point—one that would keep him quiet. No one could know what he did.

      They had reached an impasse.

      “That’s what I thought,” Adelynn said, leaving him to consider the repercussions of bringing this information up at their meeting.
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      Amber entered the Pilates Studio and walked straight back to Aphrodite’s office.

      “What are you doing here?” Amber asked more sourly than she’d intended.

      “Hello to you, too,” Ares said, his feet resting comfortably on Aphrodite’s desk calendar, dregs of dirt dusting the desk.

      “I’m sorry; I just thought the two of you hated each other.”

      “We’re working on our relationship.”

      “Okay, if you see Aphrodite, tell her I was looking for her.”

      Ares looked at the wall mounted clock and said, “She’ll be back in ten minutes. You’re welcome to wait if you’d like. Besides, you’ve been on the move so much I haven’t had a chance to talk to you. Have you received any of my calls?”

      “Have you received mine?”

      “Okay, you are mad. I was in jail, that’s why I missed your calls.” He wanted to tell Amber about Finneus and the new developments, but he didn’t anticipate this hostile reception.

      “You weren’t in jail when you went to see your father.”

      “I know, you’re right. I should have called you back sooner, but I was so close.”

      “It's not just that…you’re lying to me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You told me you didn't know how to project. That was a lie.”

      “It's dangerous, you've experienced it. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you.”

      “Touching. What about Evie?  Tell me about her.”

      “You know I can't. I promised to protect her. It wouldn't be fair to her.

      “Fair?”

      “What?”

      “I'm risking my life for you? The Quorum is after me, because of you. Is that fair to me?”

      “No, it's not fair.”

      “Then, tell me this and don't lie to me. Are you my father?”
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        * * *

      

      Amber was reeling upon discovering Kelly’s true origins—that she had siblings and she was channeling their Olympian essence to triple her own power. Everything was finally starting to make sense. She had to tell Ares, but there was something about him that was bugging her. She teetered on the edge, trying to grasp the impalpable thought before it disappeared altogether. It didn’t seem like much when her dad told her he blocked out the night of her conception. All that had been relegated to the back corners of her mind when Ares told her the origin of her abilities, which made her Dad’s lapse in memory seem insignificant.

      Now, it was creeping back to the surface, all but waving like a lunatic to get her to take a second look. It was quite the nag; her mind was trying to tell her something and she wished it would spit it out.

      Okay, think. If she laid out all the facts, maybe it would elicit a memory or something. She didn’t have all the details, but there were some truths she couldn’t negate, like Kelly’s mind was deteriorating because her body was rejecting the powers. She wasn’t an Elysian descendant and, therefore, her body could not withstand the change. Amber, however, was functioning just fine with the exception of her learning curve. Some symptoms had presented similar to Kelly’s, but there was one difference. Kelly had gone mad. Amber, on the other hand, wasn’t ill, her body was in peak condition, and her mind was sound.

      I know I’m on to something. It was on the tip of her tongue.

      How am I still functioning?  Am I immune? No, only an Elysian could become an Olympian. But she wasn’t an Elysian. Ares must have found a loophole. But there were rules. It couldn’t be that easy to circumvent the rules. Of course to hear him tell it, he wandered the Earth two times before he concocted the right mixture to create his serum.

      You’re getting warmer, her inner voice encouraged. It’s not that easy. You’re burning up.

      “I’m not sick, because I’m an Elysian descendant.”
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      It was dusk when Ares had arrived at Lexington Beach. A few bums stood around a fire lit trash can, their threadbare fingerless gloved hands hovered over the fire. The air was nippy feeling more like autumn than spring. Ares rubbed his arms, too, wishing he'd worn a light jacket.

      Headlights shone, first on the bums, and then on Ares as a car pulled into the parking lot and settled at the far end. Zeus strolled across the sand towards Ares.

      “We could have met at the diner, again,” Ares suggested.

      “And risk one of my officers seeing you?  I don't think so.”

      Ares wanted to respond, but decided to stick to the issue at hand. It would have been foolish to be seen near the police station, but Ares was sure Zeus didn't want him blabbing about his relation to Zeus, either. Think of the water cooler drama it would spark: the disgraced captain, the secret horde of children he'd abandoned, the illegitimate child and his second wife. Scuttlebutt would spread to the office gossips, soiling his reputation and jeopardizing the status that Zeus had worked so hard to acquire. But that was a conversation to be saved for a different day.

      “I think you were right, Father. Our collective memory loss wasn't an accident. I think it was done on purpose.”

      “The question is why was this done to us?”

      “With no memory, none of us would fear breaking the laws, which would inevitably happen without fear of persecution.”

      “That's quite the stretch, son.”

      “I have it on good authority.”

      “Who's authority?”

      Ares remained tight-lipped.

      “Oh, I see. You still don't trust me.”

      “And why should he trust you?" Prometheus asked. As he walked towards them, he summoned the fire from the trash can and held the flame in the palms of his hands. The bums scattered in opposite directions. “You're a liar. You were a liar, then, and, well, you haven't changed.”

      Prometheus lobbed the fire ball at Zeus who dodged it, diving into the sand. Zeus pushed himself up and tried to make a run for it, but the wind picked up and dragged him back. “Please, I have a son.”

      “You mean sons, right?” Prometheus casted a gander at Ares. “What did I tell you? He doesn't care about you and can't be trusted.” Prometheus jerked Zeus up by his shirt collar and flung him across the sand, the asphalt breaking the momentum.

      “Prometheus, stop,” Ares begged.

      “Don't you see? He deserves this, Ares.”

      “No, we're being manipulated. The gaps in our memories, it's all a part of some elaborate subterfuge.”

      “Manipulation, huh?” Prometheus twirled his index finger and a small cyclone encircled Zeus, suspending him in the air. “He's responsible for the genocide of my people.”

      “What's he talking about, Father?”

      “Oh, you didn't know? Your father murdered the Titans. I only survived because I was late, but I had gotten there just in time to see him throwing bolts of lightning at them.”

      “Wait, there's something going on here. I know it looks bad, but just give me some more time to figure out what's going on,” Ares implored. “Please, don't do this.”

      “Think about it, Ares. The amnesia started shortly after he killed the Titans.  The timeline matches; it’s him.”

      Ares looked up at his father. “Is it true?”

      “Son, they left me no choice. They threatened the peace on Cronus.”

      “More lies," Prometheus spouted. “We just wanted to have a place on the council so that we could be included with the decisions being made about our home.”

      Ares was aghast to discover what his father had done, but something wasn't adding up. “Prometheus, how are you doing this—the fire, the wind?”

      “This isn’t about me.”

      “The hell it isn’t. How are you doing this?” Ares demanded.
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      Prometheus smiled to himself, remembering the mysterious woman who’d given him just what he needed to avenge the loss of his people.

      “Level with me. All powers, Olympian and Titan, were extracted and sent into the ether. So how are you doing this?”

      “It's natural.”

      “Bullshit, its magic and you're not human. So I'll ask, again. How are you doing this?”

      “I don't want to get into semantics with you, but Amber's not Elysian and yet she wields the power of our people.” He paused, letting that sink in. “That's what I thought.”

      “Look, whoever is helping you is probably at the root of this. Just give me a name. Let me look into it.”

      “I don't know her name. She offered retribution, and delivered, I might add, and I took it.”

      “You didn't find that suspicious—a perfect stranger making such an offer?”

      “Of course, I did, but I wanted revenge and with my people dead, I had nothing else to lose. So the risk was well worth it.”

      “But for all we know she might be behind the genocide of the Titans. Please just give me some time to investigate.”

      “Catch,” Prometheus commanded, tossing Ares something.

      Ares caught the object; it was his onyx stone. He didn't even know it was ever missing. Prometheus must've swiped it back at the cabin. It's how he found both father and son.

      Prometheus dropped Zeus. “You've got one week.” He walked away, transforming into sand and let the ocean breeze carry him away.

      Zeus rolled onto his side, coughing up the sand he’d swallowed when Prometheus held him in the midst of his man-made cyclone. Gradually, Zeus worked his way onto all fours. Finally, he was bipedal again albeit hunched over with his hands clasping his kneecaps, head hanging low, taking in the clean air.

      For a moment, Ares felt pity for his father. The rage Prometheus was carrying was deep but insidious. He had fooled them all. He had machinated all this just to get to Zeus. Although Zeus was by no stretch of the imagination a saint, no one deserved to be targeted this way.

      It took a millisecond to change Ares’s mind.

      Zeus looked up at Ares and smirked, like No biggie, wasn’t that fun?

      Anger crested at the surface, again, shoving the pity Ares had felt deep below where it belonged. “He means to kill you, Father. You know, in case you thought this was a joke.”

      “I know, son,” Zeus said, brushing the damp sand off the seat of his pants, shoulders, and any other crevice it might have gotten into. “I know he’s serious.”

      “Then why are you smirking like it’s nothing?”

      “Because,” Zeus said with a wave of his hand, “I smirk when I’m nervous. I’m scared of what else he might do to me.”

      Ares had never known his father to show any trace of fear, but perhaps he hadn’t known Zeus as well as he had thought. “I didn’t know.”

      Zeus cocked his head gently to the side. “I’m the Patriarch, always good at appearances.”

      Not going there. “What else?”

      “Pardon?”

      “I know there’s something else; there’s always something else with you. So just tell me so I know what we’re dealing with.”

      “I saw you.”

      Ares had tried to imagine what nonsense Zeus had stepped in, but he never fathomed Zeus’s secret pertained to him.

      “I’ve been watching you for a long time, now. I knew what you were planning. We were lucky to discover the blindspots, but what you were doing was putting us all at risk. I had to stop you.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I followed you to Melinda’s.”

      It was a good spell; Ares had done it numerous times and it worked every time. But it didn’t work that night and Ares had always wondered why until now. “You possessed James Stowe that’s why I was ejected from his body.”

      “I thought you would stop if you thought possession didn’t work. I thought you would give up this dangerous plan. I didn’t know you’d already possessed another.”

      “You sired Kelly.”

      “I did.”

      “This is why she hasn’t expired. Why would you do this?”

      “I’m sorry. I was only trying to save you.”

      As frustrated as Ares was about his father’s interference, he actually felt relief and gratitude, because he would have never forgiven himself if Kelly died because of a plan he never should have endeavored to enact. If it wasn’t for him, Kelly would have lived a normal, possibly mediocre but unencumbered life.  Now, she was racking up a litany of offenses that would get her killed. The secret had been weighing on him and he had to fix it.

      “Father, maybe Kelly will listen to you.”

      “I think I’d better sit this one out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have a family to think about.”

      “I can’t believe you! We’re your family, too. She is you daughter.”

      “I’ll just get in the way and make things worse.”

      “You are a sorry excuse for a—”

      “I know, I’ve never been much of an Olympian.”

      “—father, Zeus. I was going to say father.”

      “Ares…”

      “No, I’ve heard enough. You and I are done.”
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      Amber locked the door behind her. She was the last one to make it to the Pilate’s studio. She shrugged off her jacket while the others continued their discussion, and headed to the restrooms in the ‘staff only’ area.

      “That prick,” Corday exclaimed, “I knew there was something off about him. We played right into his hands.”

      “It was his plan all along. Get us to come to his cabin so he could get something of ours to do a location spell,” Ares stated.

      “So what are we supposed to do?” Corday asked. “Prometheus is going to kill your father if we can’t prove his innocence.”

      Aphrodite, still stunned to hear about their father’s new family, said, “I’m not sure I want to help him.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Zeus said from the doorway.

      Ares face hardened. “What are you doing here?”

      “I remembered something when I,” Zeus replied, pausing to brace himself for what he was about to tell them. “I attacked the Titans, they weren’t killed. They survived my lightning bolts. I needed them gone and if lightning bolts didn’t work, I needed to trap them. So I trapped them in a chasm.”

      Aphrodite, Corday, and Ares all exchanged looks of optimism.

      “They may still be alive, if they survived. This is what started it all.” Ares surmised.

      “I’m afraid so. Son, I’m going to need the onyx stone and a little bit of that serum of yours.”

      Ares looked in his pockets, and then patted down his coat pockets. “I don’t have the stone; I must have lost it or thrown it out by mistake.”

      Amber came through the back hallway and tossed the onyx stone to Zeus, catching the tail end of the discussion. “I fished it out of the trash.”

      “You were right, son. I can’t pick and choose who to be a father to. I have to do right by you kids, and I should have owned up to what I did a long time ago. But I think I can make things right.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ares said.

      “The onyx stone is a keystone. It opens a doorway back to Cronus and your serum will allow me to tap into the last of my Olympian essence to free the Titans. Undo the mistake I made a thousand years ago.”

      “It might not work on you, Father. I don’t know what it will do to an Elysian that has already ascended.”

      “I know, son, but I have to try.” Zeus hugged Ares and Ares reciprocated, overcome with a flood of bottled up emotions:  anger with his father for being the catalyst that set all of this madness into motion, and regret that he’d wasted so much time resenting his father, but mostly disavowing his sister for something she had no control over.

      Zeus downed the serum and with one word—home—the onyx keystone’s width and depth expanded. It formed a black hole, which seemed to lead nowhere until it slowly became bespeckled with an infinite number of twinkling stars, softening the opaqueness of its obsidian color to a deep plum. It was a way home and Ares unknowingly had it all along.

      Zeus stepped through and before the doorway closed on him, he said, “Take care of them, son.”

      Ares composed himself, finally finding closure with his father. Ares felt hopeful that there was a chance he could repair his relationship with his progeny. “Where’s Amber?”

      “I don’t know,” Corday answered, scanning the vacant Pilates studio, “I didn’t see her leave.”

      Ares checked the offices, the kitchenette, and the storage room for Amber. Every single place was empty. Then he opened the backdoor. “There you are.”

      Amber was sitting on a cinderblock. “I needed some air.”

      “This is huge; the Quorum will have to take Zeus’s admission and maybe we can finally be free. No more running.”

      “Do you find it difficult or does it come so naturally to lie that you lose track?”

      Ares shoulders slumped. “I thought we were moving past this, Amber.”

      “What? We have one heart to heart and you think that’s all it takes?”

      “Okay, let’s get everything out on the table,” Ares suggested, taking up a cinderblock beside her.

      “Great, you can start by answering my question.”

      “Why would you think I’m your father?”

      “You told me about the universe’s checks and balances. The Quorum polices the entire universe, enforcing the cardinal laws that revolve around equality amongst races, which means only an Elysian could possess Olympian powers without dying.”

      “How did you know it was me?” Ares asked, never denying her accusation.

      “You seem to have a vested interest. You’re protective, always hovering…it was a guess, really. But you just confirmed my suspicion.”

      “Amber…” he trailed off, finding it difficult to explain the inexplicable.

      “My dad said the DNA test confirmed his paternity.”

      “It was a spell,” he hesitated.

      “I want to know.  Please, tell me.”

      “It was a possession spell. You’re right; the ambrosial serum wouldn’t work if you weren’t an Elysian descendant. I had to sire you to make sure you survived the transformation. There was no way your mother would have been unfaithful to her husband, so I had to possess the vessel. Since Michael and I shared the same body during your conception, you inherited genetic material from both of us. Biologically, we share paternity of you.”

      “My dad blacked out on the night I was conceived. He thought he had too much to drink, but it was you. You made my mother think…” Amber felt bile rising up her esophagus.  “How could you?”

      “I didn’t know—”

      “That it was sick to bed a woman under false pretenses.”

      “It’s hard to explain. It was an egregious mistake on my part that I can’t even began to justify. I’m ashamed that I made this decision without hesitation.” Ares paused, pressing his lips together in consternation. “I didn’t even give it a second thought.  It felt like no big deal at the time. It was simple; I needed a vessel and an heir in a hurry. So I proceeded, staying on task, checking it off my list.

      “But I don’t know how I did it? I don’t know how I managed to do something so despicable without remorse. I’m so sick with guilt now. The worst part is all of this was done after my powers were taken from me. I was mortal.” There was no blaming his actions on his powers; it was all him. “I never thought I could be capable of doing something so terrible—so uncharacteristic of me. Yet, I can’t deny it anymore. I don't want to lie to you about this anymore.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this and I don’t know why it’s taken this long for me to feel regret and guilt, to be plagued with innumerable, sleepless nights. But if I could take it back, I would. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I am sorry.”

      Ares had said all of this with his back turned. It made it easier, not having to look Amber in the eyes while divulging such a monumental secret. Once he was done reciting everything, he found the courage to look at her, but he wished he hadn’t. She had such hatred in her eyes.

      “Amber, I—”

      “No, let’s keep going. Get it all out on the table, right?” She didn’t wait for his rebuttal. She was going to get all of her questions answered one way or another. “You never wanted to go home, did you?”

      “Of course, I did. That’s why I created the serum.”

      “Then why didn’t you take it? Why haven’t you taken it?”

      “I will once you’re pardoned.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Where is this coming from?

      “You just told your father that you didn’t know how the serum would react to an Elysian that’s already undergone ascension. Your words, exactly, which means you would have never taken it without testing it on someone else. Which means Kelly and my ingesting the flan wasn’t an accident, was it?”

      When Ares didn’t respond, his face marked by guilt, Amber started sobbing. “We had to take the serum, right? To test it for you. And you had to make sure I was a descendant so…”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For all these years, you didn’t know Zeus was Kelly’s father. You just found that out, today, but you let her take the serum anyway.”

      “Amber, I wasn’t myself.”

      “Kelly could have died,” Amber cried. “How do you sleep at night?”

      “I don’t.”

      Amber stood with black streams rolling down her cheeks. For weeks, she tried to figure out why Ares drank so much. Now she’d give anything not to know. It was much easier not knowing the truth. “Never speak to me again.”

      Amber teleported home where Eric was waiting.

      “I have no one to turn to; no one to trust; no one to help me get Kelly back.” She tore sheets of paper towels from the roll and dabbed at her eyes.

      Eric didn’t respond, but Amber immediately saw to it to amend her statement. “You know what I mean, like, Olympian help.”

      But Eric didn’t take umbrage, he knew her heart and that she trusted him. She needed assistance of the supernatural nature and those who had possession of it left much to be questioned. “What about Corday?  She’s always been reliable.”

      “No, she can’t be trusted, either.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since this,” Amber said, producing a folded up piece of paper.

      Eric unfolded it. It took a moment to figure out what he was looking at. “Kelly’s transcript,” he said with misapprehension.

      “Look at the guidance counselor’s name.”

      It read C. Morgan. “Amber, this doesn’t prove anything.”

      “Except Corday pretended that her introduction at Kelly’s house was the first time she’d met me. But she’s been watching Kelly since high school, or maybe even longer. Kelly went to high school in Milwaukee and Corday was her guidance counselor there, too, while residing in Carrington? Think about it. Corday has never been too far behind. She’s been watching Kelly all this time and if she’s always been close by Kelly there has to be a reason for that. Like, she knew Kelly ingested the serum and was waiting to see if Kelly’s powers had developed.”

      “You think Ares had Corday keeping tabs on Kelly? I don’t understand. Both of you ingested the serum. So why did Corday follow Kelly and not you?”

      “Because they didn't know Kelly was an Elysian ascendant. They only knew of Kelly’s nephilim heritage at the time. I'm willing to bet they thought she wouldn't survive the change.”

      “Maybe Corday was protecting her or keeping an eye on her to make sure the change didn’t kill her.”

      Amber stood up so abruptly that she knocked the kitchen chair to the floor.

      “Okay, okay,” Eric said, trying to placate her. “Forget about her for a second. I think you should air things out with Ares. Try again, I mean.”

      “What is it with you? Whose side are you on?”

      “Yours, of course.”

      “Then why do you keep defending him?”

      “Because you didn’t see him that night you used temporal projection for the first time. When you summoned him, he was scared for you. He barely oriented himself before he saw you and rushed to your side to pull you back. He didn’t hesitate; he just acted as if your well-being was all that mattered. And if you think it was a front for me, it wasn’t. I was in our bedroom. I saw him, but he didn’t even know I was there.”

      Amber took this all in. She remembered Ares urging her to breathe, the earnest expression of his eyes when he saw to it that she was safe. She’d almost died, but Ares pulled her back.

      “I know he’s done some questionable things, but I do think he really cares about you. Hear him out, let him explain.”

      Amber gave Eric’s hand a squeeze and called Ares.
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      Ares walked towards her, and exclaimed, “Amber.”

      She held up her hands. “Hold on. This doesn’t change anything. I still don’t trust you, but I trust Eric and he seems to think I should at least listen to what you have to say.”

      A small part of her still felt conflicted about disclosing any more information, but her heart told her to listen to Eric.

      “I have to tell you something. I don’t know why I feel bad about it, “Amber said, shuffling from side to side, “but I do. I stole your onyx keystone. That’s why I had it back there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you always lie. I thought if I had something that belonged to you, maybe I’d see something…and I did.”

      As soon as she touched the keystone, it transported her to Cronus, where Zeus sat at the helm of a conference table. A woman beside him counseled him.

      “We can't allow a Titan to sit on the council, they're unpredictable,” Zeus said.

      “No, we can't but what are you going to do about them?” the woman asked.

      “Nothing, what can I do?”

      “As an Elysian, your hands were tied, but you're an Olympian now and a leader. You can get rid of them.”

      “No, the Quorum would rain down on me. I'd never see my family, again.”

      She gave him a cynical look. “What Quorum? There's no such thing, just a fable to keep us in line. You could take care of our problem and I guarantee you'll live to tell the tale.”

      “How can you know that without a doubt?”

      “I helped you ascend, didn't I?” That, she did. “Trust me, I'll be by your side til the end.”

      The vision blurred, Amber's throat locked up. She’d let go of the onyx keystone to snap the tether. The blackness receded, and she could almost feel her lungs closing up again as she relived the vision.

      “Ares, it wasn't Zeus's idea. Someone pulled his strings. It was a woman with black, curly hair.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I saw it...in a projection.”

      Ares pulled out the device, Finneus had given to him with stored pictures of the Quorum. It never crossed his mind to show Amber the pictures because he didn't think she could possibly know what any of them looked like. However, projection changed things.

      He depressed the power source and an array of celestial faces floated in the air. “Do you recognize anyone?”

      He almost expected her to select Finneus's picture, but she bypassed him and pointed to a picture of a woman with dark hair swept up in a graceful up do, bountiful curls cascading down over her right shoulder, bright blue eyes stood out in contrast against her creamy, sienna complexion. “That's her.”

      Ares looked at the woman, jarring his own memory. “That's Athena; she sat on the council and became an Olympian just before my father. I can't believe I overlooked this.”

      “So what's she doing on the Quorum's roster?” Amber asked.

      “Good question. Finneus, if you are watching or you can hear me, I really need to talk to you.”
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      Finneus was watching; he had forty-five minutes left on his shift, but if he left prematurely he would leave the quadrants unattended.

      Creator forgive me, he thought, locking the door behind him.

      He went straight to Conference Room three where the astral projection pods were stored. If anyone questioned the unscheduled trip, he'd improvise, stating he needed additional empirical data to close his Cronus case.

      He punched in his destination and secured himself inside of the pod. Concentrating on Ares, he closed his eyes, appearing moments later in front of him.

      “Finneus, I'm glad you heard me.” Ares opened the device and sifted through the images until he came across the picture of Athena. “Amber, saw her in a projection. Athena served on the council with my father, but Amber saw her convincing my father to target the Titans.”

      Finneus pointed at the image to confirm this was the woman to whom Ares was referring. “You know this woman as Athena?”

      “Yes, that's her. I don't know her well, but I know she had just ascended.”

      “She's not an Olympian,” Finneus said, “her name is Adelynn and she's a member of the Quorum.”

      “I'm guessing you were selected to join the Quorum. Could she have been selected from Cronus?” Ares hypothesized.

      “We are chosen, but she has served on the Quorum since its infancy and she's from Zorkolom, not Cronus.”

      “So what was she doing on Cronus?”

      “I think she wanted to sway your people into breaking a cardinal law so that you would be executed. And I think she managed to do that by triggering a project called Palingenesis. When a cardinal law is broken, it precipitates the initiation of Palingenesis, resetting the offender's memories to prevent any more harm prior to being detained. I saw your quarrel on the beach with Prometheus. I heard Zeus’s admission. He killed the Titans.”

      “Yes, but we never knew about it. And now I'm not so sure because of what Amber saw in her projection.”

      “That's what activated Palingenesis.”

      “Only it didn't just reset the Olympians’ memories,” Amber added, “I think she planted a suggestion: conquer. That way, the case against the Olympians would speak for itself.”

      “What makes you think that?” Ares asked.

      “Because as soon as you all rose as Olympians, it's all you could think about. Ares, you demanded prayer and worship. It also explains Kelly's amnesia and conquering Carrington has been Kelly's agenda this whole time. It's why she kept challenging me, to eliminate any competition.”

      It was all starting to make sense. Ares explained that every Olympian he had been in touch with all cannot account for the same amount of time. It took him a long time to feel guilt, because even though he was mortal, he was still coming down from the high of Palingenesis. It had systematically taken away every emotion and admirable trait that made him a good man. Once mortal, it took decades for him to find himself in all the fog. And when he did begin to feel again, he felt overwhelmed with guilt. The others had experienced similar symptoms.

      Amber conceded it was possible. There had to be a plausible reason and he certainly seemed to lament everything, now.  He looked terrible.

      “But Amber didn't lose her memories,” Ares said, looking at Finneus for an explanation.

      “Actually, I have been losing memories of my mom,” Amber interjected, “and there's also the episode I experienced when I might have demanded a meathead to refer to me as Goddess.”

      “What?  Why didn't you tell me?”

      “I didn't think I could trust you.”

      “Right," Ares swallowed, visibly wounded by her response. “What do you think, Finneus?”

      “It makes sense. The suggestion cycled through Kelly faster, because she's channeling the essence of her siblings. The process was slower for Amber, of course, but eventually it would've wiped all of her memories, too.”

      “There’s one thing that doesn’t make sense. If Palingenesis was meant to catch the individual and reset that individual’s memories, why did if effect every Olympian?” Ares inquired.

      “And Titan,” Amber chimed in. “Don’t forget about Prometheus.”

      “An excellent question that Adelynn will have to explain,” Finneus replied. “I’ll have to see how the criterion is set up in the programming. It certainly doesn’t look good for her.”

      “We got her.” Ares reveled. “You can arrest Adelynn, right?”

      “I'll see what I can do, but I have to go now. It would be ideal if Amber comes with me.”

      “What? No, I can’t allow it,” Ares stated.

      “Ares, trust me. I won’t let anything happen to her. The first sign of danger, I will zap her back to Earth. You have my word.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Amber said, joining Finneus.

      Finneus presented his dossier of evidence to the Quorum, implicating Adelynn as the mastermind behind the insurgency in Cronus. Amber provided testimony, recounting the vision she had witnessing Adelynn colluding with Zeus. Zeus turned himself in after liberating the Titans, but not until Finneus demanded the pardon of the Olympians since their actions were not of their own doing. The fact that Finneus had also taken part in the deletion of records didn’t go unnoticed, but he explained if he hadn’t intervened, an innocent man would have been executed. This also supported his motion to revisit the cardinal laws and consider amending them to incorporate lesser punitive measures for lesser crimes.

      The Quorum had rectified their wrongs, but Diem was still at large. Finneus asked that they let Amber handle the situation since the real criminal had already been brought to justice. His request was granted.
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      When Amber was returned to Ares, unharmed, and they went to Evie’s apartment to try to get a location spell to find Kelly. They had one shot to prove they could handle this and bring Kelly home safely now aware of what they were facing. But always a few steps ahead of them, Diem snatched them up and dropped them in their favorite, not so clandestine cliff.

      “So here’s the thing. I hate waiting. Let’s finish this, shall we?” Diem glared at Ares. “Ares did you know that it was you who woke me up?”

      Ares stared at her, baffled.

      “I was confined,” Diem said, tapping her temple with her index finger, “until I heard something that freed me from the shackles of my mind. It was your voice…colluding to use me as a pawn.”

      Ares swallowed hard, registering what Diem was inferring.

      Then, Diem suddenly turned her attention to Amber. “I’m sorry, Amber. You probably have no idea what this is all about. Allow me to enlighten you,” she said, roughly grabbing Amber’s arm to transmit the vision that released her from her dormant prison.

      When she let go of Amber, Amber’s breathing had accelerated, her heart pumped rapidly, and her pores were drowning in sweat. “How could you?”

      “Yes, Ares, how could you?” Diem repeated contemptuously. “You thought you were so clever, covering up your tracks by telling Melinda to warn me not to eat the custard. So if it ever came back to you, you could say you told her not to give it to me. You didn’t count on being caught, which was really quite dense.  I mean, hello, I have visions.”

      “Amber, I wasn’t in my right mind,” Ares said.

      Unable to listen to his lies, Amber cut him off. “Just stop.”

      “Although, I loathe you,” Diem stated, “I just wanted to point out you’re surrounded by traitors. I’m the only one who hasn’t lied to you.”

      Amber’s quivering posture shifted to a more level, confident stance. “Thank you for your honesty,” she said, landing an uppercut, “but I already knew about this.”

      Diem lost her balance and rolled over on her side to avoid Amber’s heavy foot, crashing down, splintering the pavement.

      “You knew and you’re still loyal to him,” Diem shrieked. “You deserve a long, agonizing death. I’m going to enjoy seeing your lifeless corpse bludgeoned beyond recognition.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard all of this before.” Amber remarked. “You may be using Kelly’s body as a vessel, but you’re not her. Nothing you say will change how I feel about her. Your words mean absolutely nothing to me.”

      Amber smacked Diem, but Diem was ready for it this time, throwing up her forearms to block.

      “So you know everything, right? Then you know I’m channeling my sibs, which makes me three times stronger than you. You can’t win this,” Diem said, choking Amber.

      “I don’t have to,” Amber wheezed. “I just need to reach Kelly; she’d never let you kill me.”

      “Are you hard of hearing?” Diem asked and, then, proceeded to enunciate, “Kelly.is.not.home.”

      Amber’s eyes expanded as she watched Eric closing in on Diem, but Diem had a precognitive advantage over him.  She yoked him up, and asked, “Amber, aren’t you lucky to be surrounded by all of these people who love you?”

      “Diem, don’t. Let him go. This is between you and me.”

      “No, no, I think you should know what it feels like to be alone,” she said moments before snapping his neck.

      “No,” Amber screamed.

      Amber raced over to Diem, knocking her over, and caught Eric just before hitting the ground. But she was too late; he was already dead. She felt rage boiling inside her and charged after Diem like a bulldozer, leaving a track of mangled asphalt in her wake. She pummeled Diem until her knuckles were raw and bloody. Diem’s laughter continued, stopping only to spit out blood. Amber hurled a fireball at Diem, but Diem had full command of her abilities and deflected Amber’s assault with a force field. The fireball bounced back and scorched Amber, throwing her off balance long enough for Diem to get the drop on her. Diem, channeling the Olympian essence of her siblings, pounded on Amber mercilessly.

      As Ares watched Diem wail on Amber, he felt useless standing on the sidelines. His own father had disappointed him by tucking tail, and he had done his own share of abandoning people he cared about. It was time to break the cycle and do right by his child.

      He took the vile from his jacket pocket, the new one that Evie had synthesized. It was a dark, murky purple, not enticing like the orange glow of the ambrosial serum he’d created.

      Amber stilled finding strength from within; she created her own force field, which knocked Diem flat on her ass. Amber’s eyes glazed over a florescent green. A long golden line appeared and extended steadily at the pace of a conveyor belt. Amber's eyes followed the length of it as it moved. As the line progressed, its golden color grew dull, changing from gold to bronze and then to brown.

      When it came to a stop, just a good yard beyond where Ares stood, it snapped where it had grown brittle. Her eyes returned to normal while Ares stood poised with the elixir to his lips. Amber swung her arm forward releasing a lightning bolt. “Ares, don’t.”

      It struck the bottled elixir, shattering it into pieces. The contents of the potion spilled to the ground, instantly corroding the soil it touched.

      “What the hell?” Ares looked at Evie, flummoxed, who had just materialized. “Did you know it would kill me?”

      “Yes,” she growled.

      “Why?”

      “You really don't remember me, do you?”

      “You saved me from the Quorum.” Ares shuddered, feeling betrayed.

      “Think back, lover. That wasn't our first meeting.”

      He divided a look between Amber and Evie.

      “Nothing, huh?” Okay, I'll give you a hint…Lincoln.”

      Ares’s face was delineated with deep furrows, showing his stress and age for the first time. How could he have missed it?  In his defense, most of her face had been covered with long bangs and she had severe psoriasis. That girl was timid; seeking to fade into the background. The woman who stood before him had flawless skin from head to toe and her hair was pulled up in a sleek ponytail, showcasing her gorgeous face. It was hard to believe that this was the same girl. But it was her...Lena and she was pissed.

      “You do remember.” Evie gathered by his expression.

      “You changed your name,” Ares assumed.

      “No, my Grams and Linc were the only ones who referred to me by my middle name, Lena—short for Milena. My first name is Yvonne, actually.”

      The label on the magazine, which held his rapt interest, read Yvonne Mitchell. He'd assumed it was the first name of Lincoln’s mother. “So you've been playing me this entire time. Why?”

      “My cousin, of course.”

      “Lincoln was like a brother to me, Evie.”

      “He's dead because of you.”

      “No....How did it happen?”

      “In combat.”

      “I'm sorry, I didn't know.”

      “He would still be alive if you kept your word and fought by his side.”

      “How did you know?”

      “Lincoln thought the world of you. He raved about you to Grams and me all the time. He told us you had enlisted, too.”

      It was true; Ares had enlisted at Lincoln's request. Lincoln had plans of pursuing a career in law enforcement, but he lacked discipline and structure. he knew if he had any chance of becoming a detective that he'd have to work on building those skills. So he decided to join the army. When Lincoln told Ares about it he'd also mentioned in passing how it would be great to have his best friend watching his back. With that added pressure how could Ares decline? One thing led to another, ending with Ares foolishly agreeing to enlist, figuring enough time had passed where he could start anew.

      However, Ares couldn't outrun his unresolved issues with his past and the thought of fighting in a war brought back flashes of his battle. When it came time to report for basic training, it brought back his feelings of failure to his own people and he couldn't do that to Lincoln. He thought Lincoln would be better off—safer—without him. So he was a no show and never looked back.

      “I've waited a long time to kill you, but your half breed bitch of a daughter spoiled that for me. That's okay; I've been dying to use magic on you.” Electrical energy pulsed from her fingertips, changing from fuchsia to violet and cobalt blue.

      Amber shot a lightning bolt at her that went straight through her shoulder, leaving an aperture in her shoulder.

      “Is that all you got, sugar?” Diem croaked from behind Amber, still laughing. “I did kill your boyfriend after all.”

      Outraged, Amber drew back her foot to kick Diem, but felt someone grab her from behind. She looked back to find it was Eric. She inhaled sharply. “My God, you’re alive.”

      Diem tried with a tenacity to subdue Eric, but it was moot. He stopped her with ease.

      “That power belongs to me and no one will stop me from having it. I killed you once, this time I’ll make sure it sticks.”

      “I’m so sorry, Diem. This was done to you against your will. It’s not your fault. Although Elysian blood runs through your veins, ascension was never meant for you.”

      Diem struggled to free herself from his hold, but it was no use, he had neutralized her. As her cobalt aura waned, so did her powers.

      “Oh my God,” Amber said. “It’s been him this whole time.”

      “No, I have worked too long and hard to be thwarted by you.” Evie shrieked. She raised her hands and spoke an incantation, but her magic didn’t faze him. Upon ascending, his agility and dexterity had increased exponentially.

      “It’s a shame that you’ve wasted your time,” Eric said as he adeptly sidestepped her and slipped a hand around her wrist. She stood helplessly confounded by the ease he moved to stop her.

      Evie felt her magic disappearing and continued to sob.

      “He’s neutralizing her, too. He can negate abilities,” Ares said equally surprised that the prophecy was about a human. “I don’t understand. How could it have been him this whole time?”

      “Don’t you get it?” Corday asked. “We had to ascend to gain access to our abilities. Doesn’t it make sense that he, too, had to ascend prior to receiving his ability?”

      “Yeah, but, he’s human.”

      “It doesn’t matter. He’s worthy; the corporeal embodiment of harmony. It was always his destiny.”

      Amber was stunned and reality began to set in once she realized she was next. As soon as she discovered her capacity to harm others, she wanted to get rid of the powers. Now that she was finally learning how to control them, she wasn’t ready to part with them.

      As if reading her thoughts, Eric said, “Don’t worry. I am only meant to neutralize those who abuse their power. I can’t quite explain it, but it’s like I’ve been bathed in clarity. I’m aware for the first time. It’s like our paths were meant to cross.”

      “So it’s been you this entire time? Why am I not surprised? I’ve always derived strength from you.”

      “Please stop. I feel like I’m going to vomit if I have to endure one more obnoxious cliché out of the two of you,” Kelly said, sounding more like her old self. She picked herself up and made her way out of the rubble and debris.

      “Kelly, I thought I’d lost you,” Amber exclaimed as she grabbed hold of her friend.

      Amber felt Kelly’s resistance as her body grew limp in her embrace.

      “What’s wrong, Kelly?” Amber asked as she looked to Eric for answers.

      Eric looked perplexed, too. He was positive he had extracted her abilities. By his estimation, she should have been healed.

      Kelly raised her hand up to release Amber’s clutch on her shoulders and turned away. “Amber, I remember everything I did to you. I don’t expect you to forgive me.”

      “It’s okay, Kelly. You obviously had no control over what happened to you. No more than I did,” Amber said, giving Ares a sidewise glance. “Let’s put this behind us. Besides, you have a sister and brother to meet. Let’s not make them wait any longer.”

      Amber hugged Kelly again. Then enveloped her in a bright pink light to teleport her to her siblings.

      Kelly materialized in the familiar hallway outside room 937. She turned the doorknob to enter. Ignoring her angst, she cleared her throat. “You must be Julian. Is it okay if I come in?”

      Her brother sat up straight in his bed. With color in his cheeks and bright gray eyes staring back at Kelly, she could see the resemblance better than ever. He nodded and Kelly entered, closing the door behind her.
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