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        Of Dragons and Sorcery

        There are few rules to live by in the Kingdom of Adrastea, but consorting with dragons is treasonous, punishable by death.

      

      

      In the magical and hallowed Silver Moon Grove, something dangerous is afoot. Dragons are shot down, a witch is taken, and political intrigue abounds.

      Against the orders of the witch’s Council, Nova, the fledgling high priestess of the Silver Moon Coven, leaves her safe position to search for her kidnapped witch-sister, when she encounters the injured dragon-shifter, Edrick.

      Pursued by the king’s men, and tossed together by magic and fate, Nova and Edrick must work together or face the deadly consequences.

      Terrible secrets are revealed, friendship and lifelong bonds are tested, and a budding romance begins in this action-packed, epic fantasy installment.
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      There were few rules to live by in the coven, but only one would get you killed: treason.

      Dressed in royal purple robes of the high priestess, beneath the enchanted light of the second sun, the gold-trimmed cording shone under its rays. I meandered through Silver Moon Grove to gather mugwort for tonight’s Coming-of-Age Ceremony. One ceremony I was not looking forward to.

      My best friend Sadie spoke giddily about her visit to Goldcrest Village on the other side of the coven’s boundary, her long blonde hair swaying in the gentle breeze. Her elderberry-colored robe fluttered behind her. “They use these candles to light their fires and have nothing automatic, or even running water within their dwellings as we do. Nova,” she tugged on my robe, “there wasn’t the slightest bit of magic about. I assumed our magic powered the entire Kingdom of Adrastea, not just that of the king’s castle and the nearby Highland Village."

      “All magic comes with a cost, dearest Sadie. Look here.” I pointed at the towering saw oak, its bark gnarled by time. “Its spirit is strong. The entire grove is enchanted, but when magic is misused, or in some cases, used too often for frivolous desires, the consequences could be severe.”

      She nodded. “I understand. I only thought the goddess”—She paused for a moment to pluck a bit of mugwort—“that she provided for the entire kingdom. It was certainly a shock to behold.” She shook her head as we continued through the grove.

      The moon’s beams provided us with much more than our magical essence, as we listened to the voices of nature. Our moonstones were charged with such energy, allowing us to create magical orbs to light our homes, along with the coven’s keep. There were those within the realm who didn’t have what the goddess Selenaia had blessed us with.

      This went hand in hand with keeping disease and illness away with the poultices we’d learned from our craft, and even the aqueducts that provided sanitation and running water. 

      The matriarchal society had thought of everything, as to how to maintain the community’s safety from both visible and invisible threats.

      All would have been near perfect if it weren’t for the nagging feeling in the back of my mind that something was terribly wrong. I glanced down at my basket, the very same one that used to belong to her, my mother, Celeste, and pulled my shoulders back from their slouch. She’d always hated when I slouched. I missed her with each passing day. I recalled what it had been like to have her here with me, singing of the great white fox and all of its glory.

      At twenty years of age, it was expected of me to have made my way, but when she died six months ago, a part of me had, too. I could see her face in my own each time I gazed at my reflection: long curly dark-brown hair, eyes the color of burnt autumn leaves, resting beneath thick black lashes. I could hardly glance at what stared back at me without feeling her loss.

      Deep in the grove that received nightly blessings of the moon, it provided for the coven, as well as keeping those inside safe, and the humans from entering. The morning’s thick mist moved in from the nearby lake, and lovely heather dotted the emerald-green landscape.

      This was home. 

      Suddenly, in the distance, I heard two distinctive, ear-piercing screams—they could only be the sound of dragons.

      A shiver of unease coursed through me, and I jumped, startled. It was a mountain-shaking roar. In all my years, I’d never heard such. Even outside the nestled ancient forest, where tall trees jutted upward providing bounty for the coven—from the ingredients we used for our potions, as well as the nuts collected—this was new. The trees shook and swayed. Nuts crashed to the ground. It almost felt as though the earth quaked in response to the dragons’ cries.

      Sadie’s giggle cut through my worry. “What was that?” 

      I turned to Sadie who trailed behind me, carrying her own basket she was filling with mugwort for tonight’s ceremony. “It is nothing for us to concern ourselves with. It’s much too far away.” Although, I wasn’t certain that was true.

      Fervently onward, I moved quickly toward the cliff overlooking the valley, and as if on command, the mist and clouds parted, allowing me to see the king’s men. My eyes began to burn. Was that mistletoe? It stung my nose as if pepper had been released into the wind.

      Squinting, I stared into the distance and could see a jade-colored dragon floundering on the ground, as the king's men moved forward and surrounded him. 

      Sadie gasped, her cobalt eyes widening, seeing the same scene before her. “The dragons do not deserve such ill-treatment.”

      I could hear the tears in her voice. Her soft heart wanted to save all land creatures, as well as those who soared the skies. That was the goodness within her. She was a pure- and kind-hearted soul.

      “Yes, but he’s barely alive.” Perhaps I’d been wrong, for only one dragon was below.

      “Can we not help him? You are the high priestess.”

      “I am the high priestess, however, bound by rules and regulations, and interfering with the king’s right to subdue a criminal is not one of them.” Those words punched me in the gut. My mother had always taught me to fight for all living creatures, not just for our coven.

      “But, perhaps there’s a way you can at least make it so he won’t perish by their poison?” Sadie’s voice was a pleading echo in my ears.

      “Command death to not take its due?” Befuddled, I rose a brow in question.

      She clutched my hand. “Being High Priestess requires kindness, Nova.” 

      We had no idea what the beast had done, yet I could not stand by and allow a creature to endure such torture. I nodded, reminded again of my mother’s words, and knew Sadie was right. I thrust my arms toward the heavens above and chanted: 

      
        
        “Catch my words, wind and might, allow this dragon to live tonight.

        Tend to his wounds and let them heal, release the blessings of Selenaia and conceal.

        No trace shall be witnessed as magic abounds.

        No cost, no courage, no estranged vows.

        Light the path to blessed bliss, accept this offering and be not remiss.”

      

      

      Removing my sacred blade, I sliced my palm and watched as the wind stirred. 

      Sadie observed the dragon keenly. “I pray Selenaia helps.”

      “I pray we don’t get caught.” With that, I sent a silent prayer of thanks to our moon goddess, and then asked for her blessing this very day. Along with the strength I so desperately needed for the upcoming ceremony. 

      I didn’t need to watch to see what may transpire. I’d done enough there on those rocks, grounded, and inside the grove of magic, but as I’d come to know all too well, everything came with a cost. I could only hope that my blood offering had been enough to pay the price.

      I waved Sadie along. “Come, we must fill these baskets. The mugwort isn’t going to gather itself, and we’ve squandered enough time.”

      As the words left my lips, I realized I sounded like my mother again. I reached up and touched the moonstone necklace she’d worn all the years of my life, said to have been passed down from the goddess herself, and given to the first High Priestess of the Silver Moon Coven. Of course, Mother’s had a white moonstone in the shape of a fox dangling from the very center, as it was her totem.

      The fox made me feel closer to her, and although she’d passed over from this plane, the goddess had assured me her light continued on in the next reality.

      “I last saw a bit of mugwort near the lake.” Sadie’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “We should search there.”

      We’d been looking for the better part of an hour and hadn’t found enough to make even a quarter of what we needed to create the bundles for the night’s ceremony.

      We headed toward Puck Lake, yet the forest surrounding Silver Moon Grove had stilled. Far too still and calm for my liking. It gave me pause. Not a creature could be heard, nor a song on the wind from the trees. 

      This certainly couldn’t be good. Bloody hell, what now? I’d have to wait and see.
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      We rounded through the woods in search of mugwort leaves that held a whitish cast and yellow disc. 

      Not another word was spoken. Sadie hummed silently as she trailed behind, and the burden of my decision weighed heavily upon me. Would my mother have acted so rashly? Would she have risked everything to save a creature she knew was forbidden? An act of treason no less? Great Moon Dragons were considered to be the enemy of our coven, and to be caught consorting… Goddess. What had I done? Although Mother taught me to be merciful toward all creatures, what I’d done could endanger both my and Sadie’s lives.

      Sadie reached out and clasped my hand, stopping me in my tracks. “You did the right thing and honor your mother by doing as she’d have wanted you to.” It was as though she were reading my thoughts. We’d grown up together (she was three years my junior), much like sisters, however, her words held a barb I was certain she hadn’t intended.

      That was the thing about death. Everyone assumed that they knew what the dearly departed would have wanted, that they would send a smile from the great beyond to endorse an action or a storm to exalt it. This role had been thrust upon me. It would have been easier if becoming High Priestess had been part of my training. That would have come later, as my mother’s death had not been foreseen. 

      Yet another question left unanswered, as she was High Priestess, and psychic ability had been bestowed upon her, along with heightened intuition. I often wondered if those very same abilities would soon be granted to me as well. The goddess had gifted me with the power of my bloodline, and the power of High Priestess, but I supposed much greater blessings would come once I’d proven my worth.

      Mother’s death, however, was still a mystery to me.

      Learning to cook meals and survive the occasional harsh winters had never prepared me to lead a group of witches who powered most of the kingdom. I was nowhere near prepared to fill her shoes. I needed her guidance now more than ever. The painful sting of her death touched my soul once more, the mere thought searing my broken heart.

      I felt as though I would never be able to protect the coven as she had. Self-doubt crept into my mind as often as the sun rose and set. Spinning in circles, my compass lost, I knew I had to be the one to decide or face the dire consequences of my actions. I needed to cast all doubt aside and become the woman my mother would have wanted me to be.

      In time, perhaps I would. I only had to will it to be so.

      “All right, Sadie. We are never to speak of what happened this day, of how I saved the dragon.” I peered directly into her eyes. “Do you understand what may happen if it were to get back to the coven?”

      She nodded. “While I disagree with them, yes, I do, and I will keep our secret.” She bent to pluck mugwort leaves and then placed them inside her basket. “I also stand by my word, regardless of what the coven may believe.”

      “You must understand, it’s treason, Sadie.” I rubbed my hand along my brow. “I shouldn’t have interfered.”

      “Those who reside on Dragon Mountain are also entitled to basic rights,” Sadie began. “You can’t believe the rumors, Nova. You are deceiving yourself to judge them based on what you’ve heard and never seen.”

      I remained quiet. Before today, I’d only heard tales of the Great Moon Dragons, and never set my eyes upon one. They were creatures who were said to hunt our kind on the night of the Blood Moon. And although the council elders claimed my mother had been slaughtered by a dragon, she hadn’t died on a Blood Moon, which left me with more questions than answers. I wasn’t certain they’d done a proper inquiry into her true cause of death. Several of the elders were damned fools, and Mother had thought so as well. I could hardly stand to be in their presence. However, I continued to remain wary.

      “King Artuis has declared war against them,” Sadie continued. “While I was in Goldcrest, I overheard the humans speaking of it. He hunts the dragons to retract their scales for his armor, and those of his men. He seeks out the most glorious of beasts for his own vanity.” Her eyes were filled with unshed tears.

      Sadie was the most honest and innocent of our coven, tenderhearted. She was the good one longed for in this world and held the belief that all creatures had kindness within them, but it was the path they chose that determined their future. And this was one of the many reasons I loved her so. She tended to keep me grounded when I felt all was lost.

      Young, foolish, and perhaps naïve? I, too, had heard these rumors, but also that they hadn’t always been innocent dragons—they’d feasted upon humans who’d resided in the valleys below. According to my mother, during the time of King Merrick, the Great Moon Dragons had descended from their sacred mountain and sought to enslave the people within the realm, but the mighty king had fought against the beasts, driving them back to their frozen stone landscape.

      The hands of the coven hadn’t been blameless in this: the women of the woods gathered. They had called down the power of the Hunter’s Moon, creating the highly poisonous, thorn apple flower. All magic truly did come with a cost, something I’d learned long ago from Mother, and this one in particular still baffled us. If the dragons were so evil, then why did the goddess cast punishment upon our coven? I’d always asked my mother this question. She’d said that the gods were not always understood. Her answer had been dramatic, nonsensical even. I was certain she had no explanation, either.

      My inaction was how I’d dealt with the situation. Right now, though, I needed to focus on keeping those under my care safe at all costs.

      But Mother had warned me to maintain my distance from the dragons, to never interact with the beasts. I was never truly certain if it had been a warning for my safety, or if it were only to keep to the rules sanctioned by the coven. Nevertheless, I had regarded her words of caring for all creatures. And because of this, there was a warring battle raging inside my mind, regardless of Sadie’s kindness. The indecision. Weren’t dragons considered creatures worth saving, too? I had to believe my mother would have thought so as well.

      The sun began to set as we parted through the trees, and Sadie stopped first. She had a strange expression on her face: a mixture of what happened each time she observed a ceremonial tart made with spiced gourds and whipped cream. When she bit her lip, I knew she must be falling ill.

      That wasn’t something I’d ever seen before.

      The scent of fresh-growing jasmine wafted in the light breeze. Ducks quacked, and I heard the sound of splashing water. Glancing up, I turned.

      And gobsmacked, I stared at the dripping-wet specimen in the lake. He was gorgeous. Broad shouldered, his ash-brown, shoulder-length hair dripped, the water racing down his chiseled abs into the depths of the lake. Everything fell to black and white, and I continued to stare. I wanted something… To see more, perhaps?

      My mouth went dry.

      My breath hitched.

      He flexed his powerful arms, whipping the water away from his oval-shaped face. His jaw was covered with a tapered full beard, his lips kissable, his nose aquiline.

      Sadie cleared her throat. “Nova, we should give him some privacy. Surely, it’s not courteous for us to spy on him.”

      He turned, and on his left side, I noticed a large red-and-black dragon tattoo—the mark of the dragon—and a loud gasp escaped my lips.

      He glanced up and, for a moment, our eyes clashed. It was fire and ice. I’d seen many things in the grove, but never one such as this. My heart flip-flopped. Heat surrounded me as though I burned from the inside out, and my hands began to sweat unnaturally. A shiver of desire coursed through me.

      I could get lost in his striking sea-green gaze.

      Yet, it was forbidden.

      “Come, Nova, there is much for you to prepare tonight.”

      Yes, the dreaded ceremony… I simply couldn’t wait.

      I ducked my head, after catching one last peek, until his look of interest curved into a frown, and then he turned away.

      “Did you not notice he used the thorn apple flower to treat his wound?” Sadie asked, attempting to nudge me away from the line of trees and the view of what I knew I shouldn’t be gazing upon. Or blatantly gawking. I had definitely been caught ogling. I flushed at the thought.

      “Wound?” I’d noticed nothing that indicated he had been injured. I must have been a bit too distracted by his handsome features and magnificence.

      I bit back those words. Surely it was sinful to imagine how his slickened body might feel under my palms. Where were those thoughts coming from? That was not how the high priestess was supposed to think. Nor was it how the high priestess was expected to behave.

      Males were only allowed to those who chose them over the coven. Much like my mother had chosen my father, Heru, however, that had been a different era, and she’d told the council elders that, because the moon shone at the same time as the sun during a Lunar eclipse, she would remain with him where they would raise me together. That was, until tragedy had struck our lives just after my tenth birthday. Even so, my father had taught me a lot of the forest creatures, the enchanted Land Wights of Silver Moon Grove, and our family crest: the white fox.

      After my father’s death, Mother hadn’t been the same, but her strength and courage never wavered.

      I was not my mother, and I wasn’t certain if I even wanted a man. Not now, anyway… Maybe. But the fact remained, I had to learn how to be an effective High Priestess, for goddess’s sake. I’d only held the title for six months.

      And regardless of how delectable he appeared, I couldn’t allow temptation to be my guide.

      “You’re right, Sadie. Surely, it’s a sign that the insufferable man is poisonous to our kind. We should give him a wide berth and remain clear, telling no one of what we’ve seen.”

      “Insufferable? How do you know if you’ve not spoken to him?”

      “He’s a man. What could we possibly have in common?” 

      Sadie lifted her hand and giggled. “I’ve heard the moans of the women in the village. They seemed to find much delight with their male companionship.”

      “They must have been playing dead, shooing those brawny beasts away with their pleas for help.”

      “I did hear one practically giving the man directions. She kept screaming, ‘to the left, no to the right. Not so fast.’”

      “It was a dance then, you think?” I frowned in question. This seemed quite odd, but I held back my snicker.

      “A dance of the dead. You’re so wise, Nova, and that’s why you were so perfectly chosen from your bloodline as our High Priestess.” Sadie linked her arm through mine and back toward the coven we went.

      “Now you have me wondering if he’s any good at this dancing?” Sadie said aloud.

      “I’ll never know. It’s not as if I’ve been taught those sorts of steps.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Perhaps tonight I’ll be chosen,” Sadie announced. “Oh, Nova, I do hope so.”

      It was easy to play naïve with Sadie in hopes of preserving her innocence. Poor Sadie needed to hear the truth of procreation from the mouth of her mother, Aurora, and not from me. That, too, would surely happen when she entered the right of passage to womanhood. Until then, the most I could do was take her down to the stables during the mare’s heat cycle.

      “Don’t rush growing up. You still have a good year ahead of you. And, I would hate to lose you to that world.”

      “You suffer only from a lack of self-confidence, dearest Nova. Don’t worry, even though I love you as if we were of the same blood, if not more. You only need to find your footing.”

      Sadie could always see through me. That’s what true friendship was all about. It built up, embraced, kept me from leaping from the temple’s pinnacle. She talked down my fears and raised me up, made me feel as though I could fly.

      She was even more special than she knew.

      When Sadie and I returned to the covens’ grounds, finding the three levels of witches busy, the young witchlings—ages three through seven—were racing around the courtyard in a game of Krughaven, and a blue orb was floating above. They were each taking turns zapping it, causing sparkling dust to flutter to the ground according to the wand wielder’s wish. The gossamers, those who could be chosen in the Coming-of-Age ceremony tonight, swept with birch twig brooms. All the while, the harridans watched from the courtyard above.

      Gaiety floated all around. As if on cue, Aurora led the elders and approached from the side. The elders couldn’t be missed in their shiny, metallic-silver capes as they swished against the cobblestone pathway.

      “High Priestess,” Aurora said and bowed her head. “The elders have arrived to oversee tonight’s ceremony. I take it you’ve found the necessary ingredients, and Sadie didn’t give you a hard time?” She scarcely cast a glance at her daughter, only stared at me and then clapped. “Let us commence.”

      All merriment and games ceased. Those present then moved to line up. The older of the fold stood to the side enclosure.

      Aurora then took our baskets, and Sadie went to stand in line amongst her caste.

      I gave Sadie an assuring smile, and then turned to Aurora. “I should head to my chambers and prepare the divination pool.”

      “No, of course not, Nova,” Sister Cloris said. “We’ve prepared it all.” Hump-backed, with a crow-like glare, and her wiry gray hair tucked in a black lace head wrap, as all the elders wore, she sucked her teeth. She then pointed at me and wagged her knobby finger. “Your mother would never have allowed us to enter this keep in such a condition.” She pivoted to wave at the walkways still partially littered with cherry blossom petals. “She would turn in her grave if she knew you’d not yet risen to even her expectations.” Her voice was filled with venom as though I’d somehow disrespected her and the entire coven.

      “Sister Cloris.” Aurora interrupted. “Our beloved High Priestess may not be great in age, but she does what one such as her must do and gathered the necessary mugwort that has been empowered with the magic of Selenaia herself.” Aurora hefted up the basket and passed it to her apprentice, Janus the Red, her name given because of her long, fiery red hair (not to be confused with Janus the Weak, Janus the Infatuated, or Janus the Joplin). “They practically shimmer with their bounty. The gods have graced us for tonight’s ceremony and celebration.”

      Sister Cloris puckered her lips as if she’d sucked on a lemon too hard and too long, deepening the creases in her weathered face. That she was rumored to be only thirty-three gave me pause. Others I’d known her age still seemed to be blessed with the countenance of youth, even my mother who was in her fifties had appeared blessed with silky smooth skin, shiny hair, and perfect teeth. But Sister Cloris’s appearance wasn’t anything in comparison to her crotchety nature. “Come, let us commence with this farce.” She pushed past me, and I groaned internally. I would certainly have to keep my temper in check. This woman was grating on my last nerve.

      Aurora came to my side. “Just smile and wave, child. You know the sister hasn’t quite been the same since she was forced to eat apples gathered from the White Woods. A warning to us all, as to what happens when we are led astray by vanity. Let us focus on the deed to be done. Let her have this, and you, my dear, focus on the ritual as your mother would have wanted. Your magic must be strong for the divination pool.”

      I straightened my shoulders and held my head high, erasing any slump that may have existed. I would not dishonor my mother’s memory with their foolishness, and, instead bit the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming. Anger had the tendency of producing an honest magic—sort of like what happened during the dreadful cycle of Mother Nature, the one that visited once per month. That was surely not a blessing by the goddess, but a curse. At least it seemed so in my eyes. Dreadful indeed.

      I watched as the witches grabbed a bundle of mugwort, tied it off for smudging, and moved into the temple. Sadie cast me a smile as if willing me to take hope. She was my light, my inner strength, and she had no idea. My small piece of sunshine.

      Aurora took one last look at me. “It is good that you wear your mother’s sacred and ceremonial stones tonight, as they will help to channel that which you must see. But beware of what you search for in the pools. They cannot bring your mother back.”

      “Nothing can.” I hung my head and clasped my fingers around my mother’s fox-shaped totem.

      We moved into the temple. The massive mahogany doors in which runic glyphs were carved, stood ajar. We walked down the nave, the temple’s interior illuminated by the moonstones radiance. All the witches stood in their rows, along each wall to watch our procession, chanting:

      “Gracious Goddess of Heaven and Light, come bring us your might.”

      The room hummed in dissonance, like an ensemble tuning before the music played. Discord. The odoriferous air felt heavy, as if filled with humidity. For the second time today, I couldn’t breathe, but this was different.

      Yet, I moved forward to the large pool of water, which would allow the elders and all present to see what the goddess granted.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose as if something invisible clawed at my back.

      What would I see in those dark waters?

      Finally standing at the front, I raised my blue glowing hands, and the witches took their seats.

      “Tonight, we gather to choose the seven to descend to the village,” I began. I’d heard my mother give this speech and prayed to emulate her with its hope and candor. “It is their time of awakening, when a decision must be made. Our great goddess above visited the grove and commanded that the coven and those within its blessed halls be given the freedom to seek their souls’ desire when of age. Between that of eighteen years and twenty-two, a lottery is drawn from within the divination pool—”

      “Let us pray.” Sister Cloris interrupted.

      Although I wanted to cast a sharp glare in the elder’s direction, I continued on as if she hadn’t said a word. “Each sister of the House of Gossamer, please rise, and make your way forth,” I said. “You will retrieve a twig of yew from Sister Aurora, and thereafter, head to the divination pool and place it on its sacred waters. Should you be chosen to descend to the village, the waters will alight with the moon, the seal of the goddess.”

      Twelve young women rose, those who I’d grown up with. And one by one, they followed my instructions, the pool giving the sign of the moon on six of the twelve as it had done since the coven’s inception.

      “Are we missing someone?” I glanced between the sisters.

      The elders began to murmur until, once again, Sister Cloris’s voice became the loudest of them all. “Isn’t it clear? Your blood taints us.”

      “No, surely not. I am my mother’s daughter, and by her blood, chosen to lead this coven.” Just what was she insinuating? Tainted blood? How dare she?

      “Perhaps you were not focused on the ceremony, dear,” Aurora said kindly. “Come, let us look at the waters and see what it is that may be blocking your magic.” She then passed me a bit of yew, but inside, I was seething.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved to the water’s edge and released the yew twig upon it. Just as the others had, it floated until a hand appeared as though covered in darkness, reaching from beneath the depths of the pool and dragging it down.

      The pool lit up with the face of the moon, but it was unlike the others. Instead it was crowded by trees, and then the point of view… changed.

      No longer was I staring at the moon but my mother’s terrified face. Ashen, she appeared to be racing away from something. Her black hair whipped around, purple robe billowing at her feet. And in the moonlit sky, I saw it—a dragon soared behind her.

      An audible round of gasps rent the room, but I continued to watch.

      Fear caressed me as I inched closer. I could feel what she felt—my heart raced seeing my poor mother’s final moments. She glanced over her shoulder, and the trees that once seemed so friendly, appeared ominous. In the middle of a towering oak, I thought I saw a glowing gryphon carved within its bark, which quickly disappeared. Shadows began to descend all around her—they obscured the moon’s rays. Not only one shadow, but many. In the midst of the shadows, my mother’s fearful face appeared once more as land wights from the grove came to her aid, but by then, it seemed to be too late.

      Wait. Was that…magic? But whose? And where was it coming from?

      A piercing scream resounded.

      Mother fell as did I, hard, to my knees. An unbearable pain gripped my chest, what felt like the claws of death tearing at my soul, my magic—Mother’s magic fading, and I could hear nothing more. Then, a golden chalice flashed for a moment, and Mother’s final words were much like a song: “I hear the bells ringing.”

      Unprompted, the temple’s bells began to indeed ring.

      “Dragons?” I questioned.

      No longer was it a question, for all had seen what the goddess had revealed. “A dragon killed the high priestess!”

      But what of the shadows? The magic? What did it mean?
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      “Nova!” Aurora ran to my side and clutched my arms. “Dear, are you all right?” She searched my face, caressed my hair, and pulled up my chin, turning it from side to side.

      My breathing was shallow. No, I was not all right. I’d just witnessed my mother’s murder, and nothing made sense. The elders were running around screaming, “dragons,” just as they had when she’d died, and according to them, this all but confirmed it. It did nothing of the sort as far as I was concerned. She hadn’t died on a damned Blood Moon, which was the only time they were said to feed on our kind (if that tale was even true), just as I’d protested before, and, of course I had been ignored. I was so confused, my heart shattered to pieces, I’d relived my mother’s death and felt as she’d drawn her last breath.

      I didn’t give a damn about the temple bells sounding. I wanted—no, I needed to know what truly happened. I was given only a glimpse. The land wights had come (tiny fairy-like creatures who protected the grove and my mother as High Priestess), and magic—not my mother’s, and certainly not that of a dragon was present as she had spoken her final words.

      “Nova, can you hear me?” Aurora’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

      I peered into her worried gaze. “Yes. But I’m not yet myself.” I lowered my voice just above a whisper. “I could feel it, Aurora, everything.” Tears streamed down my face as I thought of the terror my mother had experienced during her final moments… the pain… the shadows. Wait. The bells. Father. The land wights. The golden chalice. This was something I could never reveal to Aurora, even if she was my mother’s closest friend and maiden. No, it was something I would have to work out on my own. I wiped my tears from my face and stood. “I need to lie down.”

      Sister Cloris grabbed my wrist, interrupting my conversation with Aurora. “It is because of you this ceremony—”

      “Unhand me, now.” I cut her off and yanked my arm from her grasp. “You may be an elder, but I am High Priestess, and I just watched the scene unfold as my mother died. Do not mistake my youth for weakness, Sister. That will be your final mistake.”

      She opened and closed her mouth several times as if to respond, but I assumed my words had silenced her, at least for now. I may have overstepped, but I honestly didn’t give a shit.

      Aurora wrapped her thin arm around Sister Cloris’s shoulder. “Come along, dear. The celebration awaits.”

      I nodded my thanks and gave Cloris a sideways glance. I would not be pushed around by those old hags who assumed my age meant I was without wisdom. Yes, I held my doubts, but one thing I’d learned from my mother was to never show weakness in the face of adversity. And right now, I was determined to learn the truth of what happened to her.

      I stormed out of the temple doors and headed toward the main path. I wanted to speak with Sadie right away. If anyone could understand, it would be her. I needed her beautiful and kind spirit to ground me as she always did. Because at that very moment, I was indeed angry and heartbroken, and neither of those things would bode well if my magic decided to run amok and blow shit up.

      I passed through the celebration and searched for Sadie’s blonde head and blue ceremonial robes of her caste. I searched her line, but she was nowhere to be found. Perhaps she’d been upset and gone to her chambers. I turned toward the keep but was stopped by Janus and Aurora.

      Janus touched my arm. “Are you all right?”

      No. I was mad as hell. “I’ll be fine, I’m looking for Sadie. Have you seen her? I thought she would be celebrating.”

      “She was only here but a moment ago.” Aurora shrugged and grabbed a lock of my hair, twirling it between her fingers. “Are you certain you don’t want to join the festivities? It may lighten your spirits, hmm?” She then placed her hand on my cheek as Mother always did when she was concerned, and I briefly leaned into her touch.

      “No, I’d rather not, but thank you. I believe Sadie may have gone to her chambers. I’ll check there, but if you see her, will you tell her to find me? I need to speak to her.”

      “Sure, sure, dear. Whatever you like.” Aurora glanced at Janus and nodded, effectively dismissing her. “I must caution you, Nova. Although Sister Cloris is rather nasty, she is still an elder, and what you did—”

      “Was necessary.” I cut her off. “No one, not even an elder has the right to lay a hand on me. I don’t care if she was the goddess herself. I will not tolerate such treatment.”

      She bowed her head, although she towered me in height. “High Priestess. It is wrong of me to question your judgment. I only want what’s best for you.”

      “I know you do, and I love you for it.” I linked my arm through hers. “I only need some time. What I saw… it was… I fear all is not as it appears.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” She rose a dark brow in question.

      “I cannot say anymore, but I do need to find Sadie. We can speak another time.” I patted her arm. “Go. Enjoy the celebration.”

      Aurora smiled. “Rest. All will be right in the morn.”

      I searched the grounds one last time before entering the keep and heading toward my chamber and decided I would find Sadie afterward. I had something important to do. I opened my door and sighed. Where most of the keep was bland in design, my room was not. It was ripe with color: red, blue, gold, and even silver touched the space, between the rugs that lay on the marble floor, to the bedding, pillows, and chairs.

      Walking toward the old mahogany chest that once belonged to my mother, I knelt before it, raised the lid, and pulled out the small rune-covered box where I kept my most precious possessions. After what I’d seen tonight, I no longer felt as though I could wear Mother’s moonstone necklace. I wasn’t worthy—no, I couldn’t be worthy until I learned the truth of what happened to her. But I would keep her fox totem with me as a reminder. I unlinked the talisman from the necklace and placed it on a delicate silver chain, and then hung it around my neck.

      “With this, Mother, I give you my solemn vow. Goddess, hear me.” I then removed Mother’s necklace and kissed each stone and waved my glowing palm over it. “Conceal until all is revealed.” Placing the necklace inside the small wooden box, I closed the lid. A lone tear escaped my eye, but I knew I was making the right decision.

      I rose to my feet and latched the chest. It was time to find Sadie. I needed to tell her what had transpired. She would be my greatest ally in this quest for truth.

      As I walked down the long stone corridor toward her chambers, I felt an eerie chill, a sense of foreboding washed over me. I began to run, my heart thundering in my chest. I rounded the corner, and the large wooden door to Sadie’s room had been left ajar.

      Pushing the door open, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Her chambers… her bedding—there was blood and signs of a struggle. I tore through her room searching for her and calling out her name, but she was nowhere to be found. Blood pooled on the floor near the bed, and her red sheets were stained black with what could only be… I couldn’t think of what she may have endured. I screamed her name once more, but only silence answered me.

      Sadie was gone.

      And she was injured.

      Oh, dear goddess. I fell to my knees once more.

      Who could have taken her from our sacred keep?
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      I balled my fists and continued screaming until my throat was raw, until I could hardly breathe. Sadie had been taken while under my care. As High Priestess, I was responsible, and this… her life fell to me and me alone. I was certain the elders would place the blame squarely upon my shoulders, and they would be right in doing so. I hadn’t done enough, learned enough to protect my coven.

      Goddess, give me strength.

      I rose from the floor and wiped my tears. I had to gather the coven and interrupt the night’s celebration. Casting one last glance toward Sadie’s chamber, I dashed through the corridors and out of the keep. My heart… I wasn’t certain it would ever heal from such despair, but I had to remain strong. Especially now. For both Sadie and my mother’s legacy.

      My purple robes bustled like dark clouds around me as I skidded to a halt in front of Aurora as she was speaking to—dammit—Sister Cloris. “Aurora.” I interrupted and received a scathing glance from Sister Crotchety, but I didn’t care. “Sadie’s gone. We need to gather the coven right away.” I was nearly out of breath.

      “What do you mean, gone?” Sister Cloris seized my arm, and I looked at her hand, my magic surging forth.

      Removing my arm from her gnarled grip, I addressed Sadie’s mother. “She has been taken. I inspected her chamber, and there was… blood. We must—”

      “I told you she was unfit to be High Priestess.” The witch cut me off again. “Her blood is tainted, and dragons have now invaded our sacred keep!”

      I glared and turned on her. “How dare you?” I knew she would cast blame upon me, but dragons? Our coven’s keep was warded against them and had been so for as long as I could remember.

      This time, it was Aurora who interjected and stepped in front of me. “Now, Sister Cloris, let’s not be hasty and say things we do not mean. I am certain Sadie is around here somewhere. We shall gather a few witches and search for ourselves.” She clasped the elder’s hands in her own. “Go and have yourself a drink. We will handle this, dear.”

      “You needn’t bother.” She moved around Aurora and pointed toward me. “We know who is responsible. I shall inform the elders of this travesty. May the goddess bless dear Sadie’s soul.” With that, she hurried away, silver-metallic robe billowing in her wake, and she disappeared in a gust of white mist.

      Then, suddenly, blue-and-silver magic burst from my fingertips and encased my body in a layer of protection. I’d become enchanted by the moon’s rays. The goddess must have heard my plea.

      “I don’t have time for this.” The celebration had ceased as they had overheard Sister Cloris’s accusations and could now see me radiating as brightly as the Fertility Moon. “Aurora, there were signs of struggle, yes, but not from a dragon. Of that, I’m certain.” I was attempting to keep my temper at bay while my magic surged in and around me. I felt as though I was losing control.

      “You must calm down, Nova.” She gestured toward my still-growing magic—the protection enchantment had begun to spread throughout the courtyard. “We will find Sadie. You know how she is. She undoubtedly fell and took a hit to the head, that is all. I’m certain it is nothing to worry yourself about.”

      Had she gone mad? Her daughter was missing, and she was talking about her as though she’d only taken a fall? I tempered my breathing before I spoke. “I want no less than twelve coven members assembled in ten minutes, and the chosen sent on their way with two elders to escort them into the village for protection. After they’ve had time to gather their belongings, of course. We will take this seriously and meet in the corridor of Sadie’s chambers.”

      Aurora took a step back and nodded, wrapping her arms around her middle. “As you wish, High Priestess.”

      I grasped her hand as she turned to walk away. “Aurora, I hope you know I love you just as Mother did.”

      She embraced my shoulders. “Of course, dearest Nova. As I do you.” With an odd expression, she cupped my cheek and then turned to assemble the coven.

      I had no idea what was happening inside her mind. Perhaps it was shock, but there was no possible way I could allow this to stand. I didn’t care what the elders believed. I would do as I was chosen to do and care for my people. Which meant standing against the fold as my mother had done many years ago, only under different circumstances.

      I would not cower.

      Tainted blood, my ass.

      I headed back inside the keep toward Sadie’s chambers, but stopped in the main hall and grasped my mother’s fox-shaped totem. “Mother, if you can hear me, please send your guidance.” Her talisman began to grow hot in my hand and then miraculous moonlight radiated from the center, as though the white fox had come alive.

      I stopped dead in my tracks and gasped. Bright white light shone from the rafters above, illuminating the entire space. I glanced around in awe. Had she heard me, or was this a blessing from the goddess?

      Just as those thoughts left my mind, my feet began to ascend from the floor, my body hovering in midair, the light of the moon intermingling with my magic and coursing throughout my entire being.

      “My dearest Nova”—I could see Celeste, my mother, her ethereal presence within the moon’s rays—“follow your heart and listen to internal warnings. The goddess has blessed you with unimaginable power, but it is up to you to unlock the gifts she has bestowed. Time is of the essence and do not allow your heart to be deceived, as there is treachery in your midst.”

      Tears spilled down my face. I wanted to embrace her one last time. “Mother, I… I love you.” That was all I could say.

      “As I love you, dearest daughter. You are High Priestess, let there be no doubt in your mind. You were made to lead our coven.” Her form faded in and out. “I must go, but when you need me, I am always with you.”

      “Please—”

      “We are no longer alone. Go. Now. You must leave and tell no one you spoke to me.” And then, she was gone as quickly as she had appeared. My body descended and my feet touched the floor.

      My heart thudded in my chest. I’d just spoken to my mother, and she had warned me… Treachery. She must have been speaking of the elders, of that, I had no doubt… not after tonight’s treatment during the ceremony and afterward. Sister Cloris was proof of it. She would soon turn the entire council of elders against me.

      I looked to the heavens as I continued rushing through the corridors leading toward Sadie’s chamber. “Thank you, most blessed goddess… I’ll do what I must. And—”

      “Who are you talking to?” Janus’s voice startled me. I hadn’t heard her footsteps along the corridor.

      I stopped and turned to her. “I was praying. Come, I’ll show you to Sadie’s chambers.”

      “All right. Sister Aurora and the others shall be here momentarily.”

      “Very well.” I continued through the corridor, moonstones lighting our path, and came upon Sadie’s room. There, I would wait until everyone arrived.

      Janus inched toward the door, but I prevented her from entering. “Wait. I want Aurora to be present, as I wish for us to do a location spell with Sadie’s blood.”

      “Blood magic?” Janus’s crystal-blue eyes widened in what appeared to be shock.

      “Yes. It’s the only way to track her. She is nowhere within the coven’s keep or the grounds. She’s missing, Janus. Someone kidnapped her from her very own chamber and from within our sacred halls. My blood mixed with Sadie’s will imbue the spell. It is necessary.” It wasn’t as though blood magic was unnatural or forbidden.

      “No, no, I understand. I cannot bear the sight of blood, not even my own. I do hope I won’t hinder the spell.” She seemed terrified. A witch afraid of a bit of blood? I supposed it happened, but typically with young witchlings.

      “If you wish to stand aside for the spell, I understand. I wouldn’t want you to fall ill. We have enough to worry ourselves with.”

      “I do apologize, High Priestess. Is there any other way I can be of service?”

      “Please see what’s keeping the others. They should be here by now. Thank you, Janus.”

      She bowed before me and turned to rush down the corridor.

      I swallowed as I took a step inside the entryway of Sadie’s chamber once more. I could feel her bright blue aura fading from the room. Her blood was still fresh, and its coppery scent wafted in the air. The mere thought of seeing the crimson pool—hers, my Sadie’s blood—again turned my stomach, but I had to do what was necessary and prove to the damn elders she was not taken by dragons, but someone or something else. This gave me pause. I wondered what, if any creature would have been able to break through our most sacred wards. There was no one in the kingdom with magic as strong as ours.

      We would have to follow the blood.

      There had to be a trail.

      And I would find her… regardless of the cost.
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      Aurora hurried down the corridor with only seven witches trailing behind her, not including Janus. Her face was marred with what appeared to be concern. “Nova… High Priestess. I come with news. I believe we should speak in private.”

      I stepped toward her and glanced around at the witches’ present. This was not what I had asked for. “What is this about?”

      She touched my arm, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Come, we shall speak inside Sadie’s chambers.”

      “We can’t disturb… All right, but we must be mindful of… You will see. I wanted you to be the first, anyway.” I stepped inside and held the door open for her to enter and then closed it, chanting a silencing spell so no one would be able to hear our conversation. Once done, I leaned against the door and attempted not to breathe through my nose.

      Aurora grabbed my hands and peered into my eyes. “It is the elders, Nova. They are saying Sadie is dead.”

      “How would they know when no one but me has seen the evidence of her attack? This is preposterous. Am I not the leader of this coven? Am I to be dismissed without question? I will not stand for it, Aurora.” I removed my hands from hers and motioned toward the chaos that was Sadie’s room. “Look around you. Can you not see for yourself? I do not care what they say. Until such time one of their wrinkled asses is prepared to do a proper inquiry and look for themselves, I hold no stock in their decree.”

      “But Nova, they are the elders. Do you not understand what this means?” Her voice was pleading, but I could no longer give a shit.

      “I understand precisely what it means, dearest Aurora.” I edged closer to her and folded my arms against my chest. “It means they wish to blame dragons for a death that has not been proven. Just as they blame dragons for Mother’s death. All of which is bullshit.” I spat out that last word, and Aurora’s hazel eyes widened.

      “Such language, Nova. I understand you are upset, but this is unbecoming of—”

      “If they will not find her, then it’s up to me. I have no care for my language at this point in time. I’m furious. Sister Cloris made it quite clear how she felt, and I knew she would attempt to poison the elders against me.” I leaned against the wall for a moment to pause. I needed a plan.

      “What do you mean, Nova? She is only one witch. She cannot—”

      “But she can. Here’s what I propose. You and I are heading into the elder’s sanctuary, after we complete a location spell. I’ll share my plan on the way.”

      She seemed frightened, but I couldn’t care. I had to do what was best for the coven, and I would not allow the elders to instill fear amongst my people. “As you wish. I will… gather the witches in the corridor.” Her face paled as soon as I lifted the silencing spell.

      I needed twelve witches, but nine would have to do.

      Aurora opened the door and ushered the witches inside, each seeming to hold their breath. “Come, come, we haven’t much time.”

      I nodded toward them as they stepped into the room. “Please, gather around the bed, but be careful of the blood.” After Aurora closed the door, I chanted another silencing spell and removed the sacred blade from my robe. “Each of you clasp hands and focus on the kingdom in your mind’s eye. Upon my word, send out your senses for Sadie’s aura. My and Sadie’s combined blood will deliver her location after it’s blessed and brought forth into the power of the circle.”

      As the witches murmured their agreement and closed their eyes, I placed my hand in Sadie’s blood near the bed, stood, and then sliced my palm, allowing our essence to intermingle as one.

      “Blessed goddess, hear me.” I raised my hands toward the heavens, and my magic surged in and around my body with multicolored light. “Accept this blood to locate our lost sister, your daughter of the sacred silver moon. With your love and guiding light, show us Sadie’s plight. Our sacred vow, our sacred plea, with your power, blessed be.” I slammed my hands together and silver light encased the room, spreading from my palms outward.

      I lowered my arms, my palms aglow with the magic of the goddess, and pushed it toward the center of the circle. Wind swept through the room and magic rose in the copper-scented air. A map of the kingdom then appeared, hovering over Sadie’s bed, and the witches’ eyes snapped open.

      With Aurora near the headboard, I made eye contact, and together we followed the map. A blue dot, the color of Sadie’s aura, emerged, moving at first, and then settling in the middle of what appeared to be Silver Moon Grove.

      A round of gasps sounded throughout the room, but then the dot moved again to Granton Village, located on the other side of Puck Lake and our coven, near Niverwe Bay. It made no sense. A human village?

      “Dragons,” one of the younger witches, Francoise cried out and covered her mouth with her hands.

      I had to restrain myself. It seemed dragon fever had been brought on by the damn elders. I waved my hand, and the magic ceased, the map coming to rest on the bed. “We now have Sadie’s location. Thank you for your assistance. And until we have concrete proof of whom or what has taken our dear Sadie, there will be no talk of dragons. What has happened in this chamber must remain in this chamber. Have I made myself clear?” I turned to each witch in the room, and they nervously inclined their head. “Very well.” I removed the silencing spell and opened the door. “You may all head back to the celebration if you wish.”

      “Thank you, High Priestess.” There was an echo as the witches fled the room as though their asses were on fire.

      I then glanced toward Aurora after the final witch had vacated. “We have an unscheduled meeting with the elders, and the location spell proves Sadie is, in fact, alive.” I rolled up the map and slipped it inside one of the folds of my robe.

      Aurora’s face appeared a bit green, but it was no matter. She would be all right. My eyes may have been a bit wide with what could have appeared as madness, but, in reality, it was the fact I had been right. And I simply couldn’t wait to see the old hag Cloris as I told her my “tainted blood” had located our not-dead Sadie.

      I would be the one doing all the talking once inside, anyway. Aurora only needed to be present as my witness.

      With a somewhat gleeful and inappropriate smile on my face, I turned on my heel and marched out of Sadie’s chamber.

      I was on a mission to tell the elders exactly what would happen next. And if they didn’t care for my plan, they could chew on a bundle of mugwort Sadie and I had gathered earlier.

      And choke on it.
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      “We cannot just barge into the elders’ sacred sanctuary, Nova. It simply isn’t done.” It seemed Aurora had finally found her voice.

      I turned toward her and continued walking. “But we are, or at the very least, I am, and I only need you as my witness. You will be surprised by the bit of information I’ll be sharing with our dear elders.” I slowed my pace so she could keep up. “Aurora, I don’t understand how you’re not upset by what they’re insinuating, that Sadie is dead, when we know the truth—that she is very much alive.”

      “Nova, that is not the case. I only wish to keep coven business separate from the elders. But”—She threw her hands up in defeat—“I suppose you are right. They must know she is alive and well, so they’ll stop with this dragon business. Honestly. Perhaps they will aid in a proper search for her now.”

      I wasn’t counting on it. “Perhaps. We shall see, and if not, I have a plan.”

      She pulled on my robe to halt me in my tracks. “What is it you’re thinking of doing?” She tilted my chin with her fingertips. “When your mother died, I made a vow to watch over and protect you, and I cannot do that if you put yourself in harm’s way, High Priestess or no. You must make your own path and leave your mother’s legacy in the shadows. I respect you, and you know that, but you are also like a daughter to me. You must heed my warnings when it comes to the elders. Please, do not up—”

      “I love you as well.” I cut her off. “However, it is my duty as High Priestess to ensure the safety of this coven, and if the elders hinder that duty, then alternative measures must be set in place. This is what my mother would have done, and she did do, if you recall.”

      Aurora sighed. “You’re right. You are so much like your mother: strong-willed and stubborn to the core. If you will not see reason, the least I can do is stand by your side as your maiden.”

      “And that’s exactly why I need you there, dearest Aurora. I cannot trust anyone else.” I pulled her into an embrace. “Now, let’s be on our way. Time is of the essence.”

      We left the keep and headed across the main courtyard toward the elder’s sanctuary.

      Aurora trailed behind me. The grounds of this coven had been my home, my safe space. In these halls, I could almost hear my mother’s voice. She’d taught me never to give up, never to disregard my intuition. My mother taught me resilience, honor, and courage.

      Perhaps with Aurora backing me, the elders would understand that we needed to search for Sadie. The map had told me everything I needed to know, with or without them.

      We swished through the large wooden doors. An ornate fresco decorated the ceiling, depicting the moon goddess gifting the sacred stones to the coven.

      They were practically plotting. It didn’t seem as though they were trying to solve anything at all. As though Sadie’s disappearance was indeed a murder. Damn dragons. That was fine. I would make them see reason, and if not, then I would take matters into my own hands as planned.

      Sister Cloris took the lead. “We know that you are in distress, Nova, but the elders know things of which you may not be aware. Your issues have created overzealous havoc and chaos.”

      “My issues? Chaos?” They judged my every move. They neither wished to hear nor see anything I could present to inform them that they were misguided. “Our sister is missing, and it is our responsibility—no, our duty to retrieve her. She was not killed by dragons as you’ve rumored about the coven. I know of the location where Sadie’s being held. We only have to find her.”

      One elder after another turned their back to me. Sister Cloris steepled her hands before her and bowed her head as if in a pose of submission, but there was no docility there. “We have made up our minds, High Priestess, and to go against our decree would ensure the wrath of the goddess.”

      I chuckled at that. Sadie was my sister in every way but blood. “If you refuse to take action, then I’ll search for her myself. It is what my mother would have done, and she would not assume without proper inquiry that a sister was murdered by an unseen foe.” I could feel my magic surging in and around me, my temper rising with each word spoken. “And the wrath of the goddess? Because you have decreed it so? I’ll take my chances, Sister.”

      Again, I was ignored, and Sister Cloris set her eyes upon me. “Should you leave this compound, you leave it up to us to protect your coven. A coven abandoned, there are consequences of the highest nature.”

      “I am not leaving the coven unprotected. I will leave it under the care of Sister Aurora, who will act as High Priestess in my absence.” Aurora then squeezed my hand and nodded.

      “You understand that you relinquish control, and it will be Aurora’s choice to return the coven to your care. Should you abandon your duties, your position will be stripped from you unless rebaptized by the coven’s new High Priestess.” Cloris paused heavily. “Consider what you’re doing.”

      So, they wanted to strip me of my title. Fine. It was but a title. I was my mother’s daughter, and I would do what was necessary to protect my coven. “I know exactly what I’m doing and need not be reprimanded.” Sadie’s safety was of the utmost importance at this moment.

      Sister Cloris thrust out her hand, requesting the high priestess pendant pierced to my robe. I took a deep breath and finagled it free. I honored my mother by caring for those in my fold—all of them. I gave it a final glance—the opaque moonstone appeared to radiate a bright white within my palm—and then placed it in her gnarled hand. I took another measured breath to steel my nerve and calm myself.

      “Elders?” Sister Cloris beckoned, and they rose to their feet, then turned to bless Aurora. Sister Cloris then ushered Aurora over to her. “The moon shines upon you. The goddess Selenaia blesses and leads you, our new High Priestess.” Cloris pinned Aurora, and the elders bowed. “We bless you, High Priestess of the Silver Moon Coven.”

      I could have sworn that I saw a smile cross Aurora’s face, and tears well at the corner of her eyes.

      Aurora caught my stare, moved over and placed a chaste kiss on my cheek. “Go now, dearest Nova, and bring my daughter home.”

      And that was exactly what I planned to do.

      I turned on my heel, and without a backward glance, headed toward the coven’s keep.

      Back in my chambers, I tossed off the purple robes of high priestess, and quickly changed. I gathered the map, a few garments from my wardrobe, and stuffed them into my satchel for the journey ahead. My plan was simple: head through Silver Moon Grove, toward Granton Village located just a stone’s throw from Adrastea Castle, as that was the direction where I’d seen Sadie on the map.

      The coven rarely interacted with the townspeople, except the occasional odd holiday or gathering. I needed my wits about me. If I lingered in the shadows, or at least blended in, the better likelihood I would have of learning where Sadie might have disappeared. I only needed to track her movements.

      I draped my everyday black cloak over my light-weight leather body armor, then tucked my hair under its hood. The coven had always been my home, and I would return with Sadie in tow.

      Tucking my mother’s gem-encrusted sacred blade into my boot, and with a final caress of her amulet that I still wore around my neck, I raced out into the night.

      Nothing would stand in my way of saving Sadie, not even the elders. They may have stripped me of my title in name, but a High Priestess I would remain.
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      I made my way through the thicket of trees. The goddess allowed the moon’s radiance to guide my way. Shadows everywhere, I steeled myself against what had once been rumored to exist outside these walls.

      The elders had always warned us against leaving the confines of the coven at night, unaided, as beasts and monsters were known to prowl and seek out the blood of a sorceress.

      I knew it to be a lie, though. Unlike many, I’d tramped through these woods many days and nights, with a father who was not supposed to be. Again, missing my mother panged me. She’d chosen love, and for that reason, the man who was not allowed to live in the confines of the all-female coven had resided on the boundary of Bogberry Stream until his death.

      I unfurled the map, and Sadie’s blue dot seemed almost erratic, but I knew at the house near Bogberry Stream I would find the provisions I needed before heading into town. It was the place my parents had always made sure to stock with all things that could protect, both magic and weaponry.

      Mother had once told me the story of how, many moons ago, a primordial giant had appeared, but he was no ordinary soul. He crashed like a stone from the heavens right into this very grove. The hair on his body created the towering trees. From his shattered and broken body, the hills and the mountains formed. His last breath created the clouds, and his love for the goddess sparked the stars, which now graced the skies. The goddess, seeing his love, released one lone tear, and it birthed the Land Wights of the Silver Moon: spirits that guarded the heart of the grove, and were said to even guard my father’s cabin.

      Fireflies illuminated my path. The further I entered into the grove, the more alive it seemed: crickets chirped, owls hooted, mice scurried through the underbrush. The woods also harbored predators: those creatures forced from the mountains down to the valley and into the sacred grove.

      With that thought in mind, I hurried.

      “My lady, you rush through these woods as if you’re being chased.” Out of the shadows stepped a man fully clad in leather with the king’s seal embossed thereon. “One of your caliber should not be out in these woods alone.”

      He smelled of death as if it had seeped from his marrow. On his hip rested his sword, and he rubbed its ornately carved pommel. His voice dripped with lust, and his aura shone an icky teal. He had neither good intentions nor hygiene.

      “Sir, I fear you may have mistaken me for one of your lost drivels from town.”

      “No, my dear, you look delish and like you could use a nice plucking.” He clicked his tongue and leaned against a tree. I was not too fond of the way his eyes roamed over me, as though he searched for treasure, and my body his map.

      “I fear, sir, you’ve traveled off of your path. You should be on your way before you encounter your own trouble in these woods.”

      “I am taking a short pause in my search. This journey grows long, and hard. I could use some of your womanly comfort.”

      He moved forward, and I took a step back. Oh, he’d just pissed me off further. “The comfort you seek cannot and will not be found in my grove.” I cocked my brow, daring him. I felt brazen enough.

      “There is a dragon in this forest, an enemy of the king, and a monster that will easily gulp you down bit by bit.” He chomped at me as if taking a bite. Vile man. “But a strong knight like me, well, I could keep you safe until sunrise.”

      I had more to fear from the lout standing across from me than anything in these woods. He wished me nothing more than harm. Hell, I was brazen enough. Let him try and lay a hand on me.

      “You’re a love ‘em and leave ‘em sort?” I was drawing him out. To use magic against a king's guard would bring the king’s wrath upon the coven. But I didn’t need my own magic.

      “Enough talking.” He snatched my arm in a vice-like grip, yanking it behind me, to lead toward a tree. I knew what he planned, the asshole. “I am honor-bound to return to my post by morning. If you are pleasant enough, I shall let you continue on your way. Displease me, and I won’t be too nice in my admiration.”

      One thing my mother and father had taught me was that some men were just plain evil. They wished nothing more than to hurt others, and this one here was a perfect example of that. “You should learn to keep your hands to yourself.” Reaching into the ancestral magic deep within the sacred forest, I heard one tree root break free, and then another, until the old oak tree leaned its branches forward and plucked him away.

      There, bound tightly in the treetops in chrysalis-like wrapping, rested the remains of those who’d trespassed this sacred space.

      All things truly did have a cost, and touching the rightful high priestess, that cost was death.

      He yelped as the tree raised him up higher and higher by the neck of his tunic, his kicking and screaming would be of no use to him.

      “You will pay for this, witch.”

      “It’s treason to touch the high priestess, and even the guardians of this grand grove know it. I’m confident when they’re finished teaching you the lesson of the eunuch, you will learn that women exist not for your meager pleasure.”

      With that, I smiled and raised my hand, the anthropomorphic tree nodded, and a vine unraveled from the oak's trunk, creeping higher and higher toward the guard’s neck. Tonight, the grand oak would have another ornament to add to those already wrapped tightly within its vines.

      That was the thing about the grove, it was always listening, always watching. So, why then didn’t it stop whoever had taken Sadie?

      The clapping behind me caught me off guard. Breaking through to the clearing, I saw the man from the lake. No longer dripping wet, he had a weak smile on his handsome face, but it was his kind green eyes that made me relax.

      Then I noticed the sword in his hand pointed downward. He was holding his side and leaning against a tree.

      “Sorry, I arrived too late to assist you, dear madam.” His voice was rich, like a nice mead brewed by Sister Marlo. “But it appears you no longer need it.”

      I nodded with a small smile. “The forest gives me all that I need.”

      “Then I’m hoping it may be of some assistance to me, as well.” With that, I saw him sway on his feet.

      Whatever had injured him, his wound wasn’t healing. Was it from weapons of gray magic?

      His knees buckled and he crashed to the forest floor.

      Then the most astonishing thing happened. Out from the trees, the forest floor foliage and flowers, wisps of white and blue glowing lights appeared to surround him. They lifted him up, carrying him along the forest’s path.

      I gasped.

      He’d awakened the land wights.
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      Shaking off the shock of what I was seeing, I followed the land wights as they encased and carried the unconscious man down the foot-laden path. Their lights were brilliant, blinking in a strange rhythm, seeming to carry a song along the branches of the trees overhead.

      I glanced around in wonder, but the daunting situation removed my joy. This stranger, supported by the land wights, had yet to awaken, and the coppery scent of blood wafted in the air. I could feel the icy claws of death beckoning.

      The man had mere minutes, at most, if my calculations were correct.

      I knew this path well, as it led to my parents’ cottage near Bogberry Stream, but I’d never seen it radiating with such magnificence. Brushing my hands along the dark-and-gnarled bark of the trees in greeting as I continued onward, wisps of blue light broke away from the land wights to crown my head. I smiled, feeling comfort and warmth wash over me. These were the creatures my mother had always spoken of. And it felt as though they knew me through her.

      We reached the clearing after several minutes, and I saw my parents’ stone cottage. It was small, but it held everything we’d ever needed. And so many precious memories. Father had built it with his own hands, receiving a blessing from this sacred grove. I lifted my eyes toward the heavens and said a prayer of thanks to the goddess.

      The land wights hovered near the covered entryway, and I hurried to the door, turning the old brass knob and stepping inside. The smell of my mother—lavender and mint—smacked me in the face as soon as my feet crossed the threshold. I reached for her fox-shaped totem and wrapped my hand around it. I could almost feel her presence in this space.

      With a flick of my wrist, the candles lit within the cabin. There was no time for a trip down memory lane.

      I rushed to the left side of the home where Mother’s potions were stored along the shelving. First, though, I needed to clear the long, wooden table in the center. The land wights then lifted his body gracefully and placed him on its surface where his sword clanged with a loud thud.

      His breathing was shallow in my ears. Time was running out. I turned, grabbing what I needed from my mother’s potions, and tossed them into the black cast-iron cauldron hanging from a fortified hook inside the large creak-rock fireplace. Lifting my palms outward, I recited the spell for fire, “Ignis.” Large orange-and-blue flames burst from my fingertips, lighting the firestones beneath.

      Heat filled the room as I began to prepare. If I didn’t hurry, this poor man would die. I pulled the ladle from the cauldron, blowing on its contents, praying to the goddess I could save him, when I was suddenly stopped by an unknown voice. I peered around the cottage in search of an intruder, but what I saw nearly caused my breath to catch.

      “Dearest.” A land wight zipped before my eyes. Her skin appeared rough, course even, like the gray-and-brown bark of the trees in the sacred forest. A vine twisted around the crown of her head, accented by green oak leaves. Her rose-petal-colored eyes carried concern. “You must hurry if you are to save our honorable guest. He has proven himself to be a friend of the grove, and the goddess.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “The air reeks of poison, and for one of his kind, it is dragonwort.”

      “Dragonwort?” That would mean he wasn’t a simple man, but a dangerous dragon shifter. I gasped. The mark of the dragon on his side at the lake? Was he connected to the dragon I’d tried to save? Dear goddess…

      “Dearest, you must save him if you are to save the other,” she admonished. A warmth spread in my belly, and again, I recalled my mother’s wisdom, kindness, and grace. If the guardians of the forest offered him assistance, I, too needed to be honorable.

      “Of course.” Honor didn’t end once duty and obligation had been met. I’d made vows to help those within the forest, and as High Priestess, I would stay the course.

      Removing the stoppers from the oak sap and fir essences, I sprinkled them in the black pepper powder, and a sprig of rosemary, adding them to the cauldron. Stirring once more, the land wight came to rest upon my shoulder.

      “Nova, repeat after me, as our magic together shall seal the poultice.”

      What else could I possibly do but agree? And she knew my name. She knew me as I’d thought through her connection to my mother.

      Instead of the language of the coven, her words floated midair and formed before my eyes: “Haemantin helminth aal animates.” I spoke as if urged to comply. As we said them, the words dropped down into the potion, congealing it. I stirred the mixture again. It sizzled, popped, and sparked, turning an emerald green.

      “Dearest Nova, place some of the potion on your palm, and then onto his wound. It will leech the poison from his system. You will need a strong ally for the battle ahead.”

      “Battle?” I didn’t plan on fighting anyone. All I wanted was to find Sadie and bring her home.

      My gaze shifted to the sword on the table, and back to the land wight. “Concentrate, dearest. You cannot make a mistake. The price for salvation is to save the hero before you.”

      He didn’t appear to be that of a hero. Beneath all the dirt on his soiled body, I couldn’t discern much about him.

      I placed my hand to his wound, feeling his heat rising along my arm.

      “You must stay just so until the poultice seals,” the land wight chastised.

      I remained still, and as if time had slowed to a snail’s pace, I stared at him, truly taking a long unabashed gaze. He was striking. There were no scales evident, no evil wings, no fangs. Instead, if I had to admit to anyone, I’d say he was appealing to look upon. His naked torso appeared sculpted as if made of fine sandstone; his muscles formed and lean. There wasn’t an ounce of extra bulk above the waist. I refused to peer lower. And instead, batted my eyelashes. It was never good to act like a mare in heat. I’d seen the horses; they could be related.

      The land wight cleared her throat. “When you are in need, only speak my name, Marigold, and I shall appear.” In a twig’s snap, she fluttered away to where the others rested, and the big man I’d been holding a hand to, flashed open his eyes, leaving me at a loss for words.

      A slow smile spread across his face. “Again, fair maiden, it would seem I was the one in need of saving.”
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      The room suddenly felt smaller. I couldn’t tell if the heat in the room was coming from Sir Handsome or the blazing fire that seemed to grow ever larger. I pulled at the collar of my cloak.

      “See here, fine sir, it’s good that you’re back on your feet again.” He wasn’t, though, as he still sat on the table that surprisingly held his weight. The more I looked at him, the more my stomach tied itself in knots, my knees wobbled, and my heart thundered like the summer storms. I rubbed my hands together where his warmth lingered and took a step back. “I’m in a rush, but you were also in need of help.”

      “Aye.” His voice was rich and smooth. His aura radiated violet, displaying his compassion. Villains weren’t compassionate, as I’d seen earlier during the night. “This night has been quite distressing.”

      The owl’s alarming hooting in the distance caught my attention. “It’s about to grow even more so.”

      “You can tell all of that from an owl?”

      “I can tell all of that from the owl and the fox screaming like a phantasma. The guard who’d attacked earlier surely had comrades. We must hurry. Can you walk?” The last thing I wanted was to be found by the king’s men. They would only delay me further. The hunt for Sadie had to continue.

      He kicked his feet over the side of the table and stood to his full height, towering over me. Yep, in his presence everything felt smaller, except me. I didn’t feel smaller at all. Truth be told, his standing near sent a surge of warrior spirit through me. I didn’t know why, to be honest. When we’d first met, he could barely hold his sword, now he could barely unsheathe the thing.

      “The king’s men will be arriving from the west,” he said. “We could tuck back into the forest and head around the lake.”

      That plan would dam us in, and damn us, too. “No, it is best to follow the stream toward Niverwe Bay, as I must make my way to town.”

      “Town? Should they learn that you’ve helped me, a price will be placed on your head.”

      And treason, I thought to myself. If my coven were to know. “Well, a price I shall pay, but not for that. Come.” We didn’t have time to quarrel over whose plan would be the correct one. He could either follow me or not, but I had to find Sadie before it was too late.

      Easing toward the door, I heard the neighing of horses in front of the cabin. “Bullocks in a bag,” I muttered. “This will take some finagling to make right.”

      I pushed him under the table, quickly glided my hands over its edge, sealing it off with an invisibility spell. “Whatever you do, you are to remain quiet.” I didn’t give him an opportunity to respond. I only had but a moment to think on my feet.

      Thudding on the stone steps signaled their arrival. Grabbing my mother’s skunk potion, I doused myself in it. Then taking the green goo from the cauldron, I rubbed it over my face, neck, and hands, pulling my cloak over me. “Cronus apparatus,” I quickly whispered, right before the door creaked open.

      “Who is it, child?” I whispered and turned, only to see the knight in his shiny armor pinch his nose and grimace.

      “I come on orders of the king.” His voice boomed throughout the small space.

      “What say you?” I shook my hand by my ear for added emphasis. “You’re hungry and in need of a lead.” Playing the part of an old witch in the woods usually worked wonders, especially with the added skunk.

      He wrinkled his nose. “Old woman, you smell foul.”

      “No, no fowls here, but there once was a pigeon that lived in the tree over by Puck Lake. I spent quite a few summer moons trying to catch the rascal, until one day, it shat on my head and gave me this here luck.”

      “Luck is for idiots and madmen.”

      “Ah, but I don’t need luck when the goddess graces me with her kindness.”

      “The only kindness needed is that of your King. One day he will stomp all of this sorcery down and be praised for the great man he is.”

      “Yes, men think great things of themselves. But the forest lives.”

      A soldier peeked into the cottage only to cover his nose. “Excuse me, sir. We’ve taken a look. Just a lot of humbug and inanimate objects here.”

      “I make the best gruel in all of the forest. Are you sure you won’t have any skunk testes? They provide enormous vitality.” I leered at them just to push it over the top, and then waggled my eyebrows. “It’s been a long time since this forest had a nice randy visitor.”

      The soldiers took three large steps back. “Thank you, ma’am, for your kindness.”

      I treated them to an old crone’s smile. “Oh, miss is just fine.”

      I headed to the door and watched them scurry away with their tales tucked between their legs. We’d escaped a close call.

      I raised my hands, the spell lifted, and riotous laughter came from beneath the table. It practically shook.

      “Give me just a moment.” I moved back toward my parents’ sleeping chamber. Locating the vial of lavender, I rubbed it in my palm and performed a cleansing spell, erasing the skunk residue that had made its way onto my tongue. Yuck!

      In all my years of playing pretend with Mother, I’d never thought it would have real-world implications, but it had been a good lesson.

      With the skunk and goo now gone, I found the man standing on his feet again, waiting for me.

      “Aye, Miss, we should get going before they discover your ploy.”

      “No, it will take weeks for that. There has been a rumored woman of the woods for decades,” I said softly. “My mother loved to have her moments of freedom from within the walls of the coven’s keep.”

      I didn’t know why I mentioned my mother any more than I knew why I truly wished to help him.

      “I owe you a great debt. I am Edrick of Dragon Mountain.” He stretched forth his hand as if to shake my own.

      What an odd custom.

      I frowned. “Is that how you greet one another there?” Admittedly, I knew little of the customs within Dragon Mountain, and it seemed that only my mother’s teachings had been correct. Dragons bled like I did, and this one, well, he was kind. He even laughed like I did.

      “I’m Nova.”

      I stretched out my hand to take his, and he bowed his head according to witch’s custom and kissed the back of mine. His lips on my hand sent a tingle directly up my arm and straight to my cheeks. I could feel the heat. Uh-oh.

      “Nova is a lovely name.” He said my name as if it were sweet juices dripping from his tongue.

      I pulled my hand away. “Regardless of how lovely it is, I must now be on my way.”

      “And I shall join you.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You can barely walk.”

      He chuckled. “I am a great many things, and capable is only one of them.” Again, that damn tingle.

      If we continued this sort of exchange, I was certainly going to need a way to resist whatever this growing attraction was. He was like a dog I wanted to pet.

      And I was allergic.
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      The next hour was filled with ducking and dodging, as the king’s men seemed to be on the hunt for Edrick. We followed the stream away from the forest and toward Tunlem River, and Krukis River juncture. We’d need to detour to avoid the men and the guard’s traffic. Thankfully, I’d thought to magically clothe him in the uniform of the king’s guardsmen, but it was only a precaution.

      The disguise wasn’t perfect upon close inspection. I’d overused my magic, and when I peered down at my right hand near the crook of my thumb, I could see the four full moons fading into half-moons. Which meant, my magic would have to recharge. I was no longer within the covens’ sacred walls. I should have controlled my magic earlier on, but now it was too late.

      Passing by single homesteads, I saw the lights in the distance even as the king’s men patrolled the roads. They wanted to capture Edrick at all costs, it appeared.

      For me to enter town alongside him, a disguise would be needed, and I could feel my magic waning even further. I stumbled only to have Edrick reach out and catch me.

      “You can’t keep on like this, Nova. You must rest.” Unlike other men, outside of my father, it wasn’t a command, but a request.

      I shoved my hands inside my cloak, hiding away the now-visible four half-moons. Until they were again full, I’d be powerless. What was a witch without magic?

      Perhaps I could use one of the emergency potion vials in my satchel, but then it needed to be urgent. Crossing a night patrol didn’t qualify.

      “I take it you have a plan, then?” I whispered.

      “Okay, thank you for asking, as I am good at leading.”

      This was not the time to have him talk about his talents, and surely, he had many. The blind could see he wasn’t talentless. But would his brawn be good enough, and did he have a brain?

      “Just go with it, and be mine,” he said, and pulled me into his warmth.

      “Go with what?” I raised a brow in question. This didn’t sound promising. Mine?

      “You shall see. You’ve played the crone, now play the drunkard.”

      I stared at him. “I don’t have any magic left.”

      “You don’t need magic for a game of pretend. Come now, I’ll not bite.” He slung an arm over my shoulder, the scent of pine and fir wafted around us, and we walked closely down the road, me nestled into the curve of his body as though I was his shadow. I had to admit, it was a nice place to be. He smelled wonderful.

      “I don’t wish to hurt the poor guard,” he continued, “as he’s only doing his duty, but I’d also prefer not to be de-scaled.”

      I pushed down my discomfort. “Ah, shit.” It came out long and rough. “It’s just a game of pretend. But do not touch me inappropriately.”

      “I wouldn’t dare think of touching you without your consent, although if consent were given, then you’d purr, kitten.”

      “I’m many things, but not a cat. That’s unoriginal.”

      “What would you like to be compared to, a sparrow?”

      “No, too fragile.”

      “A snake?”

      “I’m not venomous.”

      “Then what say you?” I’d been asked a thousand things over the past few years but never what sort of lover’s name to consider. This had never been an option for me. But for a smidgen of time, I reflected on nature. “I’d like to be something special, something beautiful, regal even, and powerful.”

      He snapped his fingers with a broad smile gracing his face. “Got it, you’ll be a unicorn.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks in the middle of the road—pretend be damned. “I am not a unicorn. Do you see a horn protruding from my forehead? Or rainbows shooting from my ass? I think not.”

      He chuckled. “But what a nice ass it is.”

      I whirled on him. “You’re a swine.”

      “Why, do you prefer pork?”

      “Dear goddess, you’re insufferable.” Playing the mean drunkard, I was. “Where’s that damn inn?”

      Edrick turned to the guard. “The missus gets a little angry after drinking too much mead.”

      “You know, laying wood,” the guard winked, “always makes them submit.”

      For once, I wished for a bit more magic. Jokes about wood, stones, and handiwork seemed to be a secret language of men. It just kept coming.

      Edrick smiled at the guard, and I suppressed my glare. “That it does, fine man. That it does.” He dipped his head, and we headed toward the Tallyman Inn across the dirt road.

      “You men are filthy.”

      “Yes, I know.” He chuckled and pulled me close again. “Only a few more minutes until we secure a room for the night.”

      “Two rooms, you mean. I’m not sleeping in the same room as you. Have you gone mad?” Again, I stopped walking. I wasn’t to be played a fool. He was kind, yes, but he was still a man, and I was… Well, I just wasn’t going… I was sleeping alone.

      “Nova, if we’re to be believable, then we must share a room. I’ll not invade your privacy nor your bed. I’ll be on the floor.” He opened the door to the inn before I could respond.

      Voices of loud burly men—mostly the king’s guards—assaulted my ears, and the smell of body odor mixed with mead and food nearly made me gag. The eating area was dimly lit, with square wooden tables and chairs filled near capacity, and a stone hearth centered the back wall. Dear goddess. The stuffed head of an elk hung over the hearth’s mantel. I’d never seen such. Oh, the space grew more odoriferous only three steps over the threshold. I held onto my composure as we walked toward a bald, bearded man standing behind the inn’s long wooden bar. It appeared I wasn’t far off. Everything was indeed made of wood in this town.

      Edrick slapped several gold coins on the bar. “A room, sir, and a meal for two.”

      “You’re in luck, it would seem. We’ve only got one room left, as there’s a dragon about in these parts. Your brothers’ in arms have filled my tavern.” He tossed a towel over his shoulder. “What’ll it be? We have rabbit stew or a bit of meat pie.”

      I wanted to choke for several reasons, the main ones being only one room, and the fact all the king’s men were here in this very inn searching for Edrick. All right, and rabbit anything did not sound too appealing. I cast my eyes downward to keep my expression from displaying my emotions and remained quiet.

      “The missus and I will have meat pie and two mugs of mead.” Edrick nudged me with his elbow, and I glanced up, plastering a smile on my face.

      “Yes, dear, that sounds wonderful.” It did not. But food was food and I needed to eat something. Yuck.

      The barman set a brass key on the bar top. “Your room is up the stairs, third door on your right. Your food’ll be out in a minute.” He turned away from us, and we headed toward the only available table in the back near the stairs.

      At least our disguises were holding well. I couldn’t say the same for my stomach.

      Once seated at our table, Edrick leaned across and urged me forward. “We’ll eat and then rest for the night. Then leave at daybreak.”

      “I’ll need to consult the map first, but it will have to wait until we’re upstairs in our room.” He smiled at that, and I wanted to slug him. Now he was simply trying to be funny.

      “Our room, my dearest unicorn, we—”

      “Call me that again”—I grinned and drew closer to his face—“and I’ll feed you your own testes.” I sat back in my chair, satisfied.

      He visibly swallowed. “Understood.”

      We were interrupted by a young girl who couldn’t have been more than fourteen. She had red hair pulled away from her face and freckles that dotted her nose and cheeks. “Here you are. Hope it’s to yer likin’.” She then turned and walked away.

      “All right, let’s eat this… meal, and then head to our chamber and plan our journey from here.” I picked up my fork and took a tentative bite of meat pie. It wasn’t as dreadful as I’d thought it to be. I washed it down with a bit of mead, and that shit was nasty. It was nothing like the wine we had at the coven, but it would have to do.

      Edrick chuckled and silently tucked into his food. He must have noticed the grimace on my face.

      “Did you hear about the witch taken to the castle?” I heard a guard say to my left, and my ears perked up. I kicked Edrick under the table and averted my eyes toward the conversation. “Ronald said she was a feisty one. And young, too.”

      “Is that right? How’d ole Ron get her to comply without being spelled?” I heard the other guard say. “Those witches… they don’t belong round here. Hope she pays a hefty price.”

      My blood began to boil. I wanted to yank the men up by their throats and give them a taste of what a witch could truly do, but I was without magic, and it wouldn’t lead me to Sadie. So, instead, I continued to listen in.

      “Dampening cuffs, but I’ve got no idea where they came from. Ron had ‘em when he picked her up. Someone took her from that witches’ compound. Alls I know is she’s at the mercy of the king. Where she should be.”

      “Damn right. Hope she hangs.”

      “A toast to that, Henry.” And the two evil guards clanged their mugs together.

      I narrowed my eyes on Edrick and lowered my voice. “We leave now. Sadie may not have much time, if what these maggots say is true.”

      He inhaled sharply. “I understand your urgency, but, Nov—my wife,” he lowered his voice just above a whisper, “you’re without an ounce of magic, and you must rest if you’re to rescue your friend from the palace.” With a discreet glance around, he continued, “Believe me when I tell you, you must be at full strength. And that goes for the both of us.”

      Deep down, I knew he was right, but my heart. I was furious. “Very well.” I pushed my plate aside after having lost my appetite. “Shall we retire to our chamber?”

      He rose from his chair with a grand smile. “As you wish, my lady.”

      This game of pretend was grating on my last nerve. “Thank you, dearest husband.” I all but choked out with a smile.

      And we were off to the chamber of doom for two.
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      Edrick turned the key and opened the door to our… chamber? It was odd. I had to admit I’d led a sheltered life within the confines of the coven, and I wasn’t quite prepared for what I saw. It was nothing more than a small bed that I prayed to the goddess was clean, and a tiny bedside table pushed against the wall, with see-through window coverings. Well, there was a chair, but it appeared a bit lopsided. If I had to bet, I’d say a leg may have been broken.

      I had to look. So, I did. Yep. The leg was indeed broken. I felt terrible that Edrick had to sleep on the floor. It didn’t appear as if it had been cleaned since Sister Cloris decided she was thirty-three. I heard the door close behind me, and I stood from my hunched position.

      Edrick held a half-smile and set the key on the bedside table. “It is not the best, but it’s better than sleeping beneath the trees and in the elements.”

      I waved my hand in dismissal. “No, no, it will be fine. I, um… I’ll just get the map.” I had never been alone with a man in my entire life, other than my father. I had no idea how to behave. I typically used my wit and fiery personality when needed, but this was awkward to say the least. I just pulled the map from the folds of my cloak and spread it on the bed. “Here we are.”

      He leaned over the bed to get a better look and furrowed his brow. “What is it exactly that I’m supposed to be looking for?”

      Again, it seemed Sadie’s dot was moving erratically over the map. This couldn’t be right. There had to be some sort of magical interference. But whose? And how? No one that I knew of at the palace had magic.

      I placed my index finger on the parchment. “You see this blue dot? It’s supposed to be Sadie, however, since leaving the coven, her movements have been all over the map in a literal sense. The last point of direction I saw her was near Niverwe Bay in a human village, Granton Village, but as you can see, that’s no longer the case.” I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “If we take the word of the king’s guards, then this map is all but useless.”

      “It would appear so, as she now looks to be in the middle of Puck Lake.”

      “Yes, useless. Another magical creature has placed some sort of spell on her, or it could be the dampening cuffs the guards spoke of.” I thought about it for a moment. “That would make sense. They would interfere with her magic, therefore hindering the location spell.” I rolled up the map and placed it inside my cloak.

      “I believe you’re correct, Nova. The palace it is, then, but… after we’ve rested.”

      “I agree.” I glanced around, and only a thin coverlet was draped over the bed. I supposed I could share.

      We’d only been upstairs for a few minutes. Enough time for us to get comfortable and for me to fall asleep.

      Until a creaking floorboard woke me.

      Imagine my surprise when I opened my eyes to find myself plastered to Edrick’s side. Again, the aroma of nature and the outdoors hit me. It was comforting, as well as appealing. Although we were both fully clothed, heat ballooned between us. I remained perfectly still, not wanting to interrupt this moment. I hadn’t slept this deep in ages. Dear goddess, I didn’t believe I’d slept that well since before my mother’s death. Having warmth nearby to cuddle pushed back the horrific memories that sought nothing more than to pull me further into the pit of despair.

      There were still things that needed to be done and learning the truth behind my mother’s murder was one of them.

      I now knew with absolute certainty the dragons weren’t responsible for her death, just as I’d originally believed. The tales of them feasting upon witches on a Blood Moon were just that—tales created from long ago. But what, or rather whom, was now burdening my mind. I thought again of the divination pool and what I’d seen: the golden chalice, land whites, and magic. Something was there, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. And I also wondered if her death was linked with Sadie’s disappearance.

      I tried to ease my hand away from Edrick’s chest. Even through his tunic, I could feel his strong heartbeat. After the night he’d been through, it was good to know he was still safe.

      “I tell you. I’ve never seen that man before.” I heard a man’s voice speaking not far on the other side of the door. I leaned over a bit to listen as their voices carried through the walls of the corridor. “And the woman he’s with is surely a witch.”

      “Witches aren’t allowed to consort with mortal men,” another responded. “There’s no way she’d be sharing his bed.”

      “Well, I’ve not heard a peep coming from those quarters.”

      Shit. Our cover is blown.

      I stared at the doorknob, waiting for the door to burst open at any moment.

      Suddenly, Edrick rolled my way. “Just go with it, moans and all. Think, dogs in heat.”

      “That was all of the direction he was going to have time to offer me, before I found myself on my back, with him between my legs, his warm lips on my neck.

      He nibbled, which caused a loud yelp to escape me.

      His fingers then ran up and down my ribs, producing giggles.

      “Remember, dog,” he mouthed.

      “Ruff,” I barked.

      He paused his hands, and again, I played the part. What barking had to do with intimacy between men and women made no sense to me. I’d never seen it, but I’d been told how it was supposed to happen. This was indeed additional information I couldn’t quite place on any shelf. Perhaps it was a game, and men enjoyed this doggy-styled play.

      Over his shoulder, I looked to the door and saw the knob jiggle.

      “I want you now,” I cried out. “Enough with the games, you brave knight. I want you.”

      The doorknob stopped jiggling.

      “Like this?” He pushed on the mattress until it squeaked. I lifted my foot and banged it against the wooden frame with my hand on the wall.

      “Pant,” Edrick instructed, his long ash-brown hair falling into his face.

      I stuck out my tongue, making panting sounds, uncertain of how dogs didn’t get cramps from having their tongues flopping and lolling about.

      “Just like that,” he said with a lot of enthusiasm. He was truly getting into this act.

      “Oh, yes, my lord.” I tried to remember what some of the servants talked about when they returned to the covens’ walls. Over the years, there’d been less and less, but when they arrived, they usually had extravagant tales and comparisons. One had even remarked that the best thing a man could be called was to be compared to the finest of birds, the male chicken or rooster. I wondered at that, but chickens were protective, the coop’s servant had assured me. The way Edrick was acting, he’d make a nice rooster, too.

      “You are as succulent as a freshly roasted chicken, as capable as a mighty donkey. Oh, my lord.”

      Laughter rang out on the other side of the door. “Did you hear that, Byron? She compared him to a chicken.”

      “Well, she said ‘my lord,’ too, and that isn’t something a witch would say, as witches have been known to eat men.”

      The floorboard creaked again, and this time, it sounded as if they were retreating.

      I exhaled loudly in relief. That had been a close call.

      “I’ve done enough pretending tonight,” I said. “Do you suppose they will venture back down to their cups to convince the other men to let us be this night?”

      Edrick pulled away. “You needn’t worry. I’ll protect you.”

      Staring into his marvelous gaze, I believed his words. With him being so close, I cupped his bearded cheek. “Yes, dear rooster, but it is not only I who needs protecting. Come, sleep now, and you can take the next watch.” He moved away, and I yawned as though in protest.

      The air now felt cold. Empty.

      How was it this strange man was whittling me down even more that I truly missed his warmth? Was the room so cold that I took comfort in a stranger—no, Edrick’s presence, despite the repercussions? At the end of the day, there was never anything that could truly exist between us. I was, after all, a witch, and the rightful high priestess.

      And he was a dragon.

      That word didn’t hold as much fear as it had previously.

      But… it was treason.
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      We rose from the tiny bed, the room seemed nicer than what I’d recalled when we’d entered. Perhaps I’d placed on a set of rose-colored spectacles, and this was charming. A memory I tucked away into the recesses of my heart.

      I would treasure this, always.

      My gaze slid to Edrick, as he pulled the armor back over his tunic. Gallant.

      “Are you ready, Nova?”

      That was a loaded question in my mind. I thought I’d been prepared for this journey, for everything, but I truly knew less than nothing. This world… oh, how I prayed I could speak to my mother again. Confliction of what I was feeling mixed with the burden of what I needed to do.

      “I must confess, there is much we must do once we arrive at the castle, as my brother was captured. I’m not certain if he still lives.” He paused for a moment, his jade stare piercing me. “When I mentioned that we needed to be at our full strength once we were there, this is why. I couldn’t elaborate further because of the guards.”

      “Your brother?”

      “Aye, we were soaring around the grove to make our offering to the land wights for Gebo’s Day. It’s the day we honor our ancestral spirits, when the king’s guards came out and attacked us. They downed Cade with mistletoe-tipped arrows, and well, I was only injured.”

      “I thought I’d seen two dragons flying, but then only one. I did all I could to save him.”

      “You did?” He took a step closer to me. “What did you do? I…” He trailed off.

      “Yes, I performed a spell so the poison couldn’t harm him further, because he certainly would have died from those wounds.”

      Edrick nodded. “Thank you for saving him. The problem is, the king seeks our dragon scales. He believes Moon dragons have a sort of power, and our impenetrable scales are what his army needs to thwart a prophesied evil. And our blood is thought to be the cure.”

      I gasped, appalled.

      “Not to worry. Everything has consequences, as we are all part of the same ecosystem, riding the waves of the energy around us.”

      He was right. “I agree, but what the king… I’d heard rumors of what he was doing, but I had no idea of its magnitude.”

      He pulled me into an embrace. “We shall rescue your Sadie and my brother.” He tipped up my chin with his fingertips. “Together.”

      I smiled. “Together.”

      Edrick grabbed my hand. “Now, we must go.”

      I slung my satchel over my shoulder, opened the door a bit, and peeked into the corridor. I didn’t see or hear anyone. “I believe we’re safe.”

      Not a soul was about, and we decided to take the back exit to make our escape.

      We snuck out of the inn at the break of dawn. The heavens were painted in the beautiful glory as the goddess’s glow retreated, to be replaced by the second sun’s morning light.

      With the carts filled, it seemed as though many of the townspeople were headed to the castle for market day. One older man tugged on the bridle of his cow, while another placed chickens in wooden coops on the back of a wagon. “Come on, Bessie girl, it’s market day and we shan’t be late,” the man pled with the cow, and it stubbornly mooed in response.

      We walked for a bit, a casual enough pace so as to not capture anyone’s attention, and I finally released the measured breath I’d been holding since leaving the inn.

      Birds chirped in the distance, and the world continued as if all was well.

      It. Was. Not.

      Dashing through the blowing clothes hanging from yesterday’s wash, the muted colors provided little cover for the guards giving chase. Edrick took my hand, and together, we bounded over the full fruit cart, scurried around the town’s poultry to escape the ruckus closing in on our heels.

      “Seize them,” one of the king’s guards shouted, and releasing a stream of pent-up magic, I aimed it at the fruit cart, watching it explode, and the fruit turning into solid projectiles.

      “Damn, that felt good.” My magic had returned. I glanced over my shoulder to see the guards tumbling, one by one, as what had once been fruit was pummeling them. “Where to now?”

      “Keep running. I am afraid we’re not out of the clear just yet.”

      Shit. He was right. Up ahead, there were at least five more guards blocking our path to the forest.

      Edrick brandished his sword as we approached, and I heard the battle cry from the guards running straight for us. Marigold had been correct as well. A battle companion, he was.

      My hands lit up in blue-and-white flames and I raised my palms outward, sending a barrage of goddess-blessed magic toward the guards in my direct line of sight. Their eyes widened in fear at first, and then shock. I’d gone against the king’s orders, but they were trying to kill me, and I wanted to live.

      Two blond guards dropped to their knees, my magic radiating from their bodies. I could hear the sound of steel clanging against steel and knew Edrick was battling his own opponents. I didn’t want to kill these men, so instead, I walked to where they knelt, and touched their foreheads, their eyes still fearful.

      “I do not wish to harm you, as it’s not my way, or the way of my people. Inform your king of this.” They nodded in affirmation. “Now, sleep. Do not wake until we have left this place.” The guards closed their eyes, and before they crashed to the ground, I caught their heads, and gently laid them down. Regardless of what these men stood for, I had to remember who I was, what I’d been taught, and what would best protect my coven from retaliation.

      I rose from my crouched position to search for Edrick, and he was still battling two of the other guards. It appeared one must have fled. I wasn’t certain where the townspeople were now, or if perhaps they may be hiding in their homes or shops. I’d only seen a handful leaving for the castle.

      I ran to Edrick and raised my hands again. “Stop!” And the fighting was suspended, but they were bloodied from battle. The guards were now immobile, and Edrick dropped his sword to his side, staring at me. “Kneel.” I whirled my still-glowing palms around the guards and repeated what I’d done with the other two. Once done, and they were put into a magical-induced sleep, I turned to a gaping dragon shifter.

      “You amaze me, Nova.” He shook his head and sheathed his sword. “You could have killed them, yet you allowed them to live.”

      “As I said, it’s not our way. I may speak harshly, but I only want peace. I want my friend home safely… and I want my moth—” I stopped myself. I was near tears. All of this fighting. None of this. It wasn’t me. Or perhaps it was a test from the goddess. I couldn’t be certain. I only knew I could feel myself changing in just the short amount of time I’d been gone from the coven.

      Some changes were for the best. Some, I wasn’t quite so certain of just yet. My mind was in turmoil, especially now.

      Edrick had changed me, too. And his presence made me feel things I’d never thought possible. I was different around him, as well—there was no pretense. I could be myself with him, and we had a wonderful time, even in the face of danger. How odd.

      When I truly thought about it, though, the change had begun with the divination pool, reliving Mother’s death, and then Sadie… This journey had become a crossroads of sorts. Where once my only worries were becoming the high priestess that my mother would have wanted me to be, as untrained as I was, to now. A path all my own to save a sister and protect my coven. And with a dragon, no less. Committing what was ultimately treason, punishable by death. Although this battle raged inside my mind, I now knew I would find a way to convince the coven they were not our enemy. Once we brought Sadie home safe and sound. That would be yet another battle I’d have to fight with the elders. But this time, I was certain I could win.
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      “Nova, are you all right?” Edrick came to stand next to me, his voice breaking me from my thoughts. “You seem out of sorts.”

      “I’m not certain, but I do know we must be on our way and head into the safety of the forest.”

      We skirted past the sleeping guards and quickly took the path to our right. The forest was only a few minutes’ walk.

      It was possible the other guards would give chase. It didn’t matter. The king would know we were on our way—a witch and a knight.

      Entering the woods, I quickly set to creating a sigil on the wet ground. We’d need warning should they follow. Gathering moss from the side of the stone, I knelt on the soft earth. Edrick crouched beside me, staring intently at what I was doing, a smile spread across his face.

      “Curious?”

      “Of course. I’ve heard of this sort of magic, but never seen it practiced.”

      I chuckled. “You are magic yourself.”

      “No, I am just me. A dragon and nothing more.”

      I nodded but didn’t comment that dragons were indeed magic in their transformations, and then turned my concentration back to the matter at hand. Mixing the moss with the vial of sacred water, ash, and embers, I set it in place.

      “Dearest of trees, understand my plight, send us your warnings against this blight, the king's men, and those who seek treachery’s delight.” The sigil illuminated into an emerald green, to then soak into the rich earth.

      Edrick rose to his feet and dusted off his backside. “What was that?”

      “A protection spell. Many spells are not only with words, but also with potions and poultices. Magic work has a cost, be it from my vessel or from the offering in the vials. My emergency kit helps me in times of danger with simple things like this. Let’s be honest here: We’re outnumbered and far from our homes and allies. But nature, it can still help us.”

      “My people believe in the sacredness of trees, too.” Edrick patted the trunk of the nearest oak. “It is said there is a mighty ash tree that connects the nine planes of existence.”

      “Is that so? You must tell me more of this someday.” I glanced at his attire as we didn’t have time for small talk. “The armor was good, but not quite good enough.” I sighed. “The only way we will make it is to change our appearance once more, as they will be searching for us. Something that doesn’t quite capture attention.”

      Rounding through the trees, I stopped to listen if there was a bustle of noise behind us.

      “With your magic, you could summon the king’s eagles.”

      I shook my head. The coven had a connection to nature, that was true, but the eagles remained free to do as they pleased. These eagles were massive, able to be ridden by humans when the king hunted from the skies. I couldn’t just summon them to me from one spot to the next, as though they were a carriage to be retained. Eagles could be fickle.

      “The eagles don’t serve the coven. It would be like asking a friend twice removed for a favor because we all have some sort of magic, and since they are technically the king’s, it’s likely they would side with him instead of us.”

      “So, no eagles, no dragons, and no knight. What could we possibly use that wouldn’t cause a distraction and allow us to enter the castle?”

      “It’s market day.” I recalled the carts and the cow.

      “What does that mean?”

      I smiled as a thought occurred to me. “I don’t need to pretend to be anyone, instead simply a representative from the coven.”

      He rose a questioning brow. “It can’t be that easy.”

      “No, I will still change a bit to look the part, and you? You will have to play the part of my elderly servant.”

      He chuckled a bit, leaned against a tree, and crossed his arms. “This is payback because you pretended to be the old woman, right?”

      “Oh, of course not.” I moved over to the trees in search of a bit of shed bark. “Thank you, mighty oak, for your offering,” I whispered and placed my palm on the tree’s trunk. In return, the tree sent a pulse of light toward me, causing my hand to tingle. That was the thing about what some considered an inanimate object—they were not inanimate at all. Life was just below the surface, and if one listened, they could hear the trees speak, too.

      With the bark in my hand, I moved to the side of the tree, opened my satchel, and removed the emergency vials I’d packed. Mixing the fir needles with the sap residue, pieces of the bark, and my premixed potion, I stirred it together, creating a poultice. “Come here,” I beckoned Edrick over.

      He knelt next to me, and dipping my fingers into the mixture, I gently placed it upon his face. So close to him, I wondered at his piercing sea-green gaze, his strong jaw, and even how he looked at me. His skin was hot beneath my touch, as a flame was just under the surface. He stared at me and my fingertips trailed along his jaw, over his bearded cheeks, and around his handsome brow.

      My breathing hitched, and I blinked to again refocus on what it was I needed to do, and just touching him to do so was not getting us any closer to the castle. He already smelled like the forest, but now the fir scent had been turned up a notch, and it seemed to be almost hypnotic.

      Now that was dangerous.

      “Does your skin naturally smell of the forest?” I’d noticed it at the inn, but right then, I couldn’t help but remark on it. I needed something to distract me from my thoughts.

      Instead of responding, he simply cleared his throat. “My hair?” The question came out in a whisper.

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out another vial. “Yes, we can’t have you looking too charming.” Pouring crushed chalk into my hands, I rubbed it into his hair, covering it until the sun-streaked brown tendrils appeared dusty. “Miscueratque,” I commanded, and watched his hair turn gray. “Not to worry, it will only last for a bit. This is nothing more than a glamor. You’ll only appear older, but your body will still remain capable and filled with youth.”

      “I am over three-hundred-years-old. Age means little to me, but my capabilities always remain. That is part of the strength and nature of a dragon.” He took my trembling hand in his and placed a chaste kiss upon it. “I trust you, dearest Nova, and together, we shall see this through.”

      I’d said nothing as to how I felt, or the nerves I’d been pushing down. I merely nodded. Quickly, using a crushed elderberry and an alteration spell, my black cloak changed color to that of the reddish tinge worn by the coven sisters. “Now, we must make our way. The trees will direct us and keep us away from those who may have dishonorable intentions or mean to do us harm.”

      Silently, we moved through the forest, the trees directing our path, closing off routes that may have appeared accurate, blocking it with their branches, while opening up the way to another, and then closing it behind us.

      We continued on like this until the sun’s light broke through, and in the distance, I could finally see the castle’s towers jutting toward the sky.

      As a parting gift, the last tree we were to pass under, leaned down its branches and placed a basket at my feet. “Thank you, blessed goddess and forest, for your protection and guidance.” I picked up the sacred offering, stepped forward, and placed my palm on its trunk before we both darted out onto the road.

      I thrust the basket into Edrick’s hands. “As a servant, you’re to carry the basket and walk behind me, for if we’re seen walking together, it’s likely we won’t be pulled from those entering.”

      “And what shall I do if we are discovered?”

      I glanced at my right hand. “I still have three-fourths of my magic left, so it shouldn’t be an issue if I need to use it to save us from the clutches of the guards, if that were to occur. And the goddess will watch over and assist us, as well. Of that, I’m certain.”

      We melted into the crowd of townspeople heading toward the castle. The king’s men were on high alert it seemed, as some were on horseback while others were on the road, scrutinizing the crowd. Market day was a time when it was likely the witches from the coven might be seen outside of the sacred grove.

      Finally, at the gate, I watched as the guards pulled several people out of the incoming crowd, all men who appeared in their twenties and women who resembled me.

      “Let her through, as she is with the allied coven,” someone shouted, and before the guards could stop to pull me out, the guard simply nodded.

      “Sorry, Sister.”

      I peered up at him. “What has transpired?”

      “A rogue witch has used magic against the king and his guards and consorts with the enemy. We’ve already caught one who shall be executed today. They are preparing the killing stone now.”

      The killing stone…

      Dear goddess. Sadie.
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      “Magic, you say?” I had to temper my breathing and keep my voice calm and even so as to not give myself away.

      “Aye, Sister, we’ve been told to find this traitorous witch. She’ll be hauled before his majesty.”

      “No dawdling,” the guard on horseback continued. “Keep moving, people.”

      I nodded and bid him farewell, then moved toward the stalls and tables where the usual wares were on display. The place overflowed with a variety of trinkets, food, and weaponry. This had always been the one time I’d looked forward to, when the servants or Mother returned from a trip to the market with things we normally didn’t have.

      Behind me, Edrick had slowed his pace, playing the slow-moving servant. He could have been a performer the way he crept forward. He was a natural. He finally made his way to me, and we meandered through the open-air market, until we made it closer to the wrought-iron gate that led to the inner courtyard.

      Suddenly, a wave of apprehension and a sense of foreboding struck me in the gut. It was as though some sort of unknown magic was shielding me from what felt like a non-magical observation. I couldn’t be certain. It just felt wrong. Unnatural. I reached into my pocket and removed the smooth adder stone, and placed it to my right eye, peering through the stone’s hole in its center.

      I gasped. There, the king’s men stood like scarecrows, staring out through unseeing eyes, as though they had been pierced by thick roots and vines. From inside their tunics and armor, instead of human arms, branches and thick grasses protruded, as though the trees had broken through the ground and captured them in place. Their necks were twisted into odd angles that shouldn’t have been possible. Blood oozed from the corner of their eyes and gaping mouths. Their faces were suspended in terror.

      Only one capable of sorcery could have produced such magic… could have done this. To bend nature to their will, to do such evil, even if these men weren’t quite innocent. It was nothing short of barbaric, worse than any sort of evil I’d ever known existed within the realm. My heart thudded inside my chest at what or whom could be responsible.

      A murder of crows flew overhead and cawed, and the doors to the castle flew open as if pulled by an invisible hand.

      “The goddess guides us,” I said and glanced toward the heavens in a silent prayer. Blessed Selenaia, hear me, guide my hands, be my light.

      Then I heard the unthinkable: Sadie’s bone-chilling scream.

      My hands lit up in magical blue-and-white flames, but before I could respond, Edrick moved forward, and simply bent the metal bars.

      “Save your magic, as something tells me we will need it.”

      I could only nod my agreement, and we ducked through the wide aperture he’d created in the gate, crossing into the ominous courtyard where everything appeared muted in color.

      Death walked here.

      In the distance, I could hear the bells ringing. Just as Mother had said, her final words… I mentioned nothing, as I wasn’t certain of its meaning just yet, but the implications… I’d have to learn what was behind those castle walls.

      Edrick and I stared at one another for a brief moment. We'd passed through a magically warded area, and, in an instant, his disguise disappeared, and the magical flames emitting from my palms had ceased without my willing it so.

      I raised my hand in front of me and looked down near my right thumb, only to find the full moons empty, not even half-moons were present. My magic had been drained—all of it. “What the hell was that?”

      Edrick glanced around at our surroundings, and then to me. “No magic.”

      “At least no witch’s magic.”

      Regardless of what this was, it didn’t affect Edrick’s dragon form, and it didn’t force him to shift into a dragon. At least that was something positive.

      Edrick unsheathed his sword, and together, we inched up the steps toward the open door, and into the open gallery. We followed the sounds, finding more of these soldiers-in-motion scarecrows down the corridors until we entered the throne room, where everyone sat eerily still.

      We moved behind a large pillar to catch our bearings.

      “Take her to the killing stones,” King Artuis ordered with an arrogant flip of his meaty hand from his gaudy throne, his voice like that of an oaf. If he hadn’t been the king, one would never have taken him as sincere. His skin was marred from too many drinks. And even from this distance, the room stunk of an unkept barn. He had never been a pleasant or honorable king, from as far back as I could remember. His thin lips, thinning hairline, and sagging jowls made it impossible to feel empathy for him, but I did, of course, for his wife. Just as he was unattractive in all ways except for power, she was beautiful but held glazed-over eyes. Her stare, unfortunately, I’d seen often enough: poppy addiction.

      There weren’t many a thing in this realm that was quite as unfortunate as when reality made one wish to escape to another world. And that of a queen, no less. It was a sad state of affairs. A life truly wasted with the man who called himself King at her side.

      Again, Sadie screamed. She struggled against the two guards. The king, in turn, waved his hand once more, and they dragged her away kicking and screaming.

      I pointed at Sadie, and together, Edrick and I retreated and hurried the way we had come. The killing stones were located in the inner sanctum of the castle, what used to be the place where sacrifices were made, both human and animal. According to my mother, the king’s father had gone insane with mysticism and desire for magic, opening the dark well to practice such evils long forgotten in the kingdom—he’d drawn from the blood of the despised, the criminals, which he had harvested.  But when the coven had come to him, they had struck a deal, an agreement of which should never have occurred, and, instead, light should have flowed. But that was never to be.

      The deal they had agreed upon had been practically shat on. Or spat. Or squashed. In any case, it was not honored in the slightest. The previous king was a piece of shit, and his son wasn’t far removed from his father it appeared. He was no leader of men. He served his own selfish wants and needs. And he had my dearest Sadie!

      We pushed the glass doors open, and found Sadie strapped to a large, circular-and-carved basalt sacrificial stone in the middle of a garden oasis. The stone’s carving would allow the blood to run and pool down its side. A tall, redheaded male mage with glowing red eyes held a ceremonial blade in his hand, readying the first cut, and suddenly, a golden chalice appeared just beneath it to catch Sadie’s blood. Dear goddess! The golden chalice from the divination pool. Was he involved in Mother’s death, too? Was it his magic I’d seen? I didn’t have time to ponder it now, I needed to save my sister in magic…

      Goddess, be with me.

      I didn’t have the magic I could generate with my body, but every witch carried an emergency supply of mana—magical energy—that provided a fix during times of danger. Reaching into my satchel, I snatched out the glowing green vial, uncorked it, and guzzled it down quickly. The liquid coursed through me, tingling.

      Anger hummed within me and feeling the elemental power, I raised my hands, capturing the air, calling forth water, air, wind, and energy, then forced it from my fingertips with every bit of strength I had within me.

      He must have been prepared for me, because as quickly as the magic had flown from my hands to strike him, he raised a shield of protection, blocking my attack, refracting the propelled energy straight back into me.

      It knocked me off of my feet, and I crashed to the ground.

      Edrick quickly downed the guards and turned to help me. I shook off his assistance. This was now my fight.

      “Get her out of here,” I screamed to Edrick, and pulled myself up. I could taste blood in my mouth. I wiped it away with the back of my hand and eyed the mage before me.

      The mage sneered, revealing his filed-off teeth. He raised his hand, lifting me off of my feet and hurled me through the glass door, shattering it to pieces.

      An invisible hand wrapped around my throat. “The first witch was a nice thought, but you are even more powerful. Your death will fuel the darkness in which we seek.”

      The hand tightened further, the room began to swim, and my vision blurred.

      “Nova.” I heard my mother’s near-frantic voice pushing through my mind. “You were born to be the high priestess, and the powers of the coven rest within you. Call upon the land wights.”

      “Your magic is nothing against me, girl, and neither is your goddess. Your dead mother could not stand in the way of progress, and neither will you.”

      Gasping, I pursed my lips together and whispered, “Marigold.” And suddenly, the room filled with glorious light. But Marigold didn’t arrive alone. I couldn’t believe my eyes, as I also saw my mother, with what appeared to be a halo crowning her head. The land wights took to the trees, the flowers, the cascading waterfall, and everything within the enchanted oasis came to life.

      He released me, and I ran toward Marigold.

      My hands directed the land wights, as though there was now a connection to them, an extension of me that I knew nothing of. I ordered their steps and they acted.

      The mage raised his hands, a bolt of lightning shot forth, and when it should have struck me, it didn’t. I was left untouched.

      Now was my chance to reverse everything, right all the wrongs that had been done, and prove I was indeed strong enough to do more than even I knew. That I was as gifted as my mother. Thank the goddess above.

      Digging my feet into the ground, I called out to the goddess. The trees moved in response. Their branches acting as arms, their vines shooting forward to trap the mage. They wrapped around his legs and arms and traveled upward, to then bound his head and neck. He could no longer move.

      He opened his mouth wide, and with a nod, Marigold and others flew into it.

      Light as bright as the second sun beamed out of his eyes, ears, and mouth.

      Tears of blinding light flowed down his cheeks.

      He dropped dead to the floor, and the land wights moved forward.

      Glass crunched behind me, and turning on my heel, I watched the king’s men with swords in hand, advance toward me.

      “The witch,” one yelled. “She is possessed.”

      I looked to my hand, and again, the four moons had appeared (I assumed because of the goddess), but they were waning. The constant draining was proving to be trying. If I had to use another emergency potion again, I would do so, goddess willing. Whatever it took to free myself and escape this damn wretched place, then find Edrick and Sadie. Our mission here was far from over. We’d yet to find Edrick’s brother.

      It was me against a contubernium, eight of the best soldiers in the realm, and each one of them had their weapons trained on me—six with swords and two with bows and arrows.

      “She has committed treason.”

      I could feel the energy soar throughout the room, and my hand began to tingle. I noticed that the moons were now recharged. How could that be? I’d only just looked a mere moment ago. The goddess…

      Words I didn’t understand poured from my lips, as if moved by the spirit of the goddess Selenaia herself. The higher I raised my hands, the more everything in the room reacted.

      With a simple snap of my fingers, the king’s men fell dead, and I crumbled to the ground as if I’d sipped a sleeping potion.
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      “Nova, you must awaken.” I heard Sadie’s voice pulling me away from the darkness, calling me back from a deep sleep. I opened my eyes to find her kneeling over me, her face tear-stained, fear palpable in the air around us.

      “What, why—what’s going on?” My head was pounding. It must have been an overuse of magic, not to mention the use of elemental magic from the emergency potions, as well. It wasn’t something I practiced often. But I thanked the goddess for coming to my aid.

      “We must leave,” she said and glanced over her shoulder. “There will be more of the king’s men arriving at any moment.”

      “Where is Edrick?” I squinted and pushed myself up.

      “He’s guarding the door. We will need to make our way and escape from this place, as we are all in danger. I must tell you—”

      “Not here. Once we have made it to safety.”

      “All right.” Sadie helped me to my feet, and we moved toward the door and down the corridor, when the purple robes of the high priestess caught my attention.

      I stopped walking and followed the procession back into the throne room, and again, hid behind the large pillar.

      Aurora, dressed in the purple, gold-lined robes of the high priestess stalked down the aisle, a long, twisted black wooden staff with auburn leaves wrapped around its length in her hand—one I’d never seen.

      The elders trailed behind her toward the king. I noticed Sister Cloris was missing from her usual place at the head of the elders.

      Aurora commanded the room.

      All present stared at her, and I wondered what she was up to. The coven had always been peaceful as far as I knew. Ducking low, I watched the scene unfold.

      “What brings you here, witch?” The king looked down from his perch on the throne.

      “I’ve come for the grand payment. Isn’t it so that the price of a witch’s head provides great wealth?” Aurora fingered the stalk of her staff. “I’d hate for anything to go wrong.”

      “Have you forgotten your place?” The king slammed his fist against the armrest of his throne. “I am the ruler of this here mighty land, and all that you do is in service to me. You and your kind have been too long in the grove if you think to command my ways.”

      Aurora buffed her nails on her robe without looking up. “Hmm, the anger of a madman, dare I say? You are unfit to rule, and I shall take it!” She gripped the magic staff tightly in her right hand, and its crystal tip turned obsidian in color.

      I felt as my eyes widened, and I gaped in shock. How could this be? My head shaking in disbelief, I could feel the magic draw, as the staff pulled at the magic from all of those present. She whirled the staff around and circled her head, only to then pound it against the marble floor.

      Sable-colored waves of magic spread about the throne room.

      The elders backed away, and those crowded in the chamber attempted to move away from the waves, but again, they appeared rooted to the spot. Their silver capes billowed around them as if rattled by the winter’s stormy winds. And within seconds, they crumbled into a pile of ash. The elders, all of them, gone!

      Screams echoed off the rafters as the smoke blanketed those present.

      But for the king and queen, she must have had something else in mind. “Canis.” She directed the staff toward them, and I watched the two monarchs painfully shift, heard the breaking of bones, as they popped, cracked, and folded into the form of two puppies.

      “Now, my king, you shall be my lapdog.” She picked him up and petted his black-and-white fur.

      A round of audible gasps rent the room as the rest of the aristocracy both seated and standing—the rulers of the kingdom were all in one place—and Aurora had just perfected the greatest coup d'état in the history of the Kingdom of Adrastea. All who could have stood in her way were now either in a pile of ashes or a scared whimpering canine.

      Aurora then turned and gazed upon the room of people with a maniacal grin. “Does anyone here object to my rule?” She raised a quizzical brow. “If so, I take no issue with a litter of puppies.” She threw her head back and cackled.

      I’d been played a damn fool. My entire life…

      And poor Sadie.
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        * * *

      

      I quickly escaped the throne room. In all the chaos, smoke wafting, and people screaming, it was easy enough to get away. My breathing came in short bursts, and I could hardly grasp what had undeniably transpired.

      Aurora?

      I gazed at the now-half-moons once more. What the hell? All of my magic was gone. All of my innate powers sucked into the stone Aurora carried in her staff. Dammit!

      I found Sadie waiting outside staring at the guards-turned-scarecrows. We needed to get far away from this place, and as quickly as possible.

      “We must leave this place now,” I whispered through clenched teeth.

      “What is it?” Sadie seemed to marvel at the men, poking them with her finger and hearing a moan in return.

      So, they weren’t dead, but bespelled. Well, that certainly didn’t seem like anything good.

      I, too, wished I could again be this innocent, to not understand the maneuverings of the evil that caused what she was seeing only a few feet away.

      I stared at her and had no idea what to say. How could I tell her that all she’d been through was because of her mother’s betrayal?

      I took her hands in my own. “Know that I love you, dear sister, but everything that has happened”—I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a moment— “It’s your mother. She’s the one who planned this entire thing. All of it, Sadie.”

      “My mother? You cannot be serious, Nova?”

      “Yes, I saw it with my own eyes. She just changed the king and queen into puppies and killed the entire elder council.” I glanced away, searching for Edrick. “But Sadie, come, we must hurry now.” I tugged at her hands.

      “Where shall we go? If what you say is true, then…” She trailed off and tears streamed down her lovely face, and my heart broke for her. “Where shall we go? We are witches without a coven.”

      Someone clearing their throat behind me interrupted, and I found Sister Cloris standing there. “I am sorry to interrupt, but your heart-to-heart chat is ill-timed. The high priestess has indeed gone mad. But we have allies in the mountains: the dragons.”

      Now this was something I didn’t see coming. Sister Cloris wanting help from the beasts she’d condemned?

      I raised a brow and decided to keep my temper in check. I’d had enough of fighting her, fighting everyone. But I did have one thing to say. “The same dragons you accused of killing my mother?”

      Sister Cloris shook her head. “I apologize for my wrongdoing, Nova. My trust was misguided. I assumed you were ill fit to lead, too young, even. But I see that you were correct about Sadie.”

      It was nice of her to apologize, something I never thought I’d hear come from her mouth, but I didn’t have time for pleasantries. “Where is Edrick?” I broke away from them and looked around.

      “He went in search of someone,” Sadie said. “His brother.”

      “I will not leave him here.” I wrung my hands together nervously. He was the only bit of remaining stability I had left, with the exception of Sadie (but she’d just learned her mother was insane), and I had no intention of losing him this day, too.

      “Why not use a spell to find him?” Sadie suggested.

      “Because your mother drained all of the magic in the room, including my own.” I raised my hand, showing her the four half-moons near my thumb.

      I caught sight of Edrick out of the corner of my eye, and raced to him, tugging on his arm. “We must leave now.”

      “I can’t leave my brother.” He pulled away.

      “The brother you seek is not here.” Sister Cloris inclined her head toward Edrick. “He was taken to Gabelle.”

      “The salt district?” My mouth nearly fell open at this revelation.

      I’d heard stories of the salt district, where prisoners were sent to work off their debts, and where it was rumored the king found prey to sacrifice for his dark causes.

      “The mines,” Edrick said. “I must save him.” His voice was hoarse and filled with emotion, just as he pulled his shoulders back. Heat radiated from his body, but when I looked into his eyes, I saw the weariness there.

      “And you will not do it alone.” I took his hand in my own and gave it a squeeze. “Can you travel?”

      He shook his head. I wasn’t certain where he’d been for the magic pull to have drained him, too, but it must have been the case. He appeared pale, just as he did when I’d found him in the woods, which now seemed like ages ago.

      “I don’t understand,” Sadie cried. “What does all of this mean?”

      “It means that the traitor among us was your mother, child,” Sister Cloris said, “and she has now caused the coming blight.”

      As if on cue, the blue sky darkened, and black clouds moved in. Thunder clapped loudly and shook the ground, and lightning blazed across the ever-darkening sky. If the clouds were called in, would they also block the moon’s rays tonight?

      Aurora was ensuring that no one would be able to retaliate against her.

      We were stuck here on the castle grounds. Clearly, only moments from being wiped out. Those doors would open, and then all hope would be annihilated. I heard the soldiers approaching, their metal-covered boots thudding against the ground.

      I’d stand until my last breath, if that was what it would cost.

      I raised my hand and peered into the sky, and, above us, I watched the eagles circle. The bloody breeze must have captured their attention. Although they were not scavengers, I wondered as to why, or what other purpose would cause them to be so close. The eagles usually stuck to their own agenda, and that didn’t include the exploits of men. The incoming storm must have disrupted them.

      The prophesied blight had indeed arrived.

      A loud horn blew, and I turned to find that it was Sister Cloris.

      As if beckoned, two large eagles swooped down, appearing to weigh at least five hundred pounds, and the wingspan of somewhere near fifty feet.

      “Come, children. If we plan on being able to fight back and save this gallant man’s brother, we must regroup.” She climbed on the back of the first to land, and pulled Sadie up behind her, while the other waited. “And Nova,” she bowed her head toward me, “what is left of our coven will need their rightful High Priestess when it is time to return.”

      Edrick climbed on the back of the second, and I behind him, nearly falling over from astonishment. Sister Cloris. The one elder who I’d thought hated me and sought my demise was now assisting in our escape and requesting I take my place as High Priestess. Mother had been right. A traitor was indeed among us, but I had been terribly wrong… Sister Cloris, although she wasn’t an easy witch to deal with at times, did, in fact, have the covens’ best interest at heart.

      After recovering from my momentary shock and seating myself comfortably on the eagle’s back, I could feel that Edrick was weak. “Not to worry, I won’t let you fall.” I stretched my arms around his waist, holding on tightly.

      “I know. That’s not who you are, Nova.” He raised one of my hands and kissed the back of it, and then placed it around his waist once more, while he held on to the eagle’s feathers.

      We took flight. The eagle stretched out his wings, and I wondered at its beauty. Its wings extended even further and glided across the sky, leaving the advancing soldiers to appear as little more than ants beneath us.

      With the odds against us, I wasn’t certain how we’d formed this bond—the witch and the dragon—or how we, this motley crew, were supposed to save the kingdom from what was now the most powerful of sorcery.

      If there was ever a time I would need to depend on that of the goddess, it was now.

      But it also left me wondering: if Aurora was capable of selling her daughter to be sacrificed for a price, what was her role in my mother’s death?

      

      
        
        ***This is not the end***

      

      

      This is a tester book as we discover new stories in the world Of Dragons and Sorcery. If you’ve enjoyed this story, connect with us and let us know! If it’s well received, book two will be Of Dragons and Treachery, the third, Of Dragons and Shadows. All of which will be released immediately after this set is taken down. So, please don’t be shy! Email us and let us know what you liked, disliked, or enjoyed the most. Tina and I would love to hear from you. (There will be more *dragons* in the following books!)
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      For information on new releases, giveaways, and book-related everything, sign up for International Bestselling Author Angela Sanders’ newsletter and receive a free book to begin her Delphine Rising Series: http://subscribe.angelasandersbooks.com/u2w2v8_copy

      Angela Sanders website: https://angelasandersbooks.com/

      

      For information on new releases, giveaways, and book-related news, sign up for USA Today Bestselling Author Tina Glasneck’s newsletter and stay in touch! You’ll also grab the first in her well-received and bestselling series, The Hell Chronicles, titled, Hellish! : https://www.subscribepage.com/Hellish

      Tina Glasneck’s website: http://www.tinaglasneck.com/
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      When the boy showed up on the roof, she was a tree.

      He hadn’t come from the access door. There was one key and her mother guarded it zealously. He couldn’t have gotten there from the fire escape—it stopped at the fifth-floor windows and didn’t extend to the top of the building. There was no way to climb up that she was aware of, she had checked all the spaces and the only access point was the stairs. It should have been impossible. Yet he was there.

      He paced through the planters full of flowers, herbs, and tomatoes. He gazed at the vines that twined through the arbor and the flowers that draped down.

      In her sixteen years of life, few besides her family had been up there. Most who lived in her mother’s building didn’t even realize it had a garden. She was curious about the teenager who had found his way up to this place. Nobody else had bothered—or dared.

      Hester, the old-timer who was one floor below them, told her there had once been a time when the roof was open to all the residents. But that had been before her mother had gone to Europe and came back with a Hamadryad sapling and planted her in the garden. After her mother carried the tree up to the rooftop, which had been a place of picnics and barbeques, it had become off limits to all. The former tenants grumbled, but after a while, they stopped fighting it. Over the last fifteen years, as she’d grown, they had forgotten until the one person who recalled that time, was a stout old woman who couldn’t climb up, anyway. Now this area belonged to her and her plant friends.

      In this form, Taimi rose to fifteen feet high, threatening to spill out of her large pot.

      Her human shape was much less, just a little over five feet of a still-growing adolescent. Taimi rustled her leaves and estimated it was another half hour until sunrise. The boy had better be gone before that time or he would be in for a surprise.

      She wasn’t sure she would mind that. He was attractive in a way: lean, thin, his pants a bit too short as though he were either making a fashion statement or had grown out of them and had yet to buy new ones. His floppy brown hair kept sliding over his forehead, and he pushed it back with a frustrated shove. She would have expected sweat on him as he had to have climbed to get on the rooftop, but there was no sign of any.

      Taimi rustled her leaves again. While she wasn’t mobile in this form, she had power over her branches.

      The boy studied her, his face a mixture of curiosity and fear. She shouldn’t be that strange. Lots of New York City rooftops had trees on them. In a city that couldn’t grow out, it was natural to grow up and bring some of the pleasures of nature with you.

      “Huh,” he said and patted her trunk. She rustled her leaves, the unexpected caress sending a strange sensation bolting down her tree form. “I wouldn’t have expected a dogwood. Birches and maples are more common.” He shook his head. “Rich folks. Putting gardens on roofs that we could use for other things.”

      He stepped back and turned away. Taimi dipped a branch toward him, stung by his dismissal. Something in him made her shiver. She had limited contact with people outside of school so it could be as simple as the fact that he was close in age to her. When her mother did allow company, it was with like-minded witches and warlocks, women and men who understood what Taimi was and helped her mother with her care.

      The boy put his hand on her trunk again, and Taimi had a sensation that was almost like he was patting her bare skin. She was rarely touched, both as a tree and as a person, and wasn’t sure what to make of this shivery feeling.

      His head swiveled toward the locked door to the staircase leading below. Footsteps. The sun was starting to come up and soon she would transform. Her mother was coming to visit.

      The boy bolted for the back of the building. He disappeared behind a corner. Then there was the clang of metal as the latch squealed and the door began to open.

      Sorry for the loss of the boy, Taimi waited for her mother.
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        * * *

      

      That had been too close.

      Drawing the drapes closed against the rising sun, Ranger gulped in air until his heart slowed. Every nerve ending was alert from his near discovery. His aunt’s words came back to him: Nobody is allowed on the roof. It’s off limits. Be careful when you investigate.

      Yeah, yeah, yeah, he had thought at the time. Rooftops in this urban jungle of New York City were one of the rare places where you could go and not be surrounded by people. He wished he’d had more time to explore. He should have gone earlier, but he’d had to gather up the nerve to risk the flight. The garden was about what he’d expected. Some trees, vines, herbs and flowers, pretty typical for the area. He missed the Queens apartment he’d been forced to leave, the way he could just loll about on the roof, unguarded and protected. Sometimes he could even shift, if he was careful.

      That was the whole reason he was here. His talent—and the tree.

      Ranger glanced at the clock. He needed to start getting ready for school. He flashed back to the garden, and that dogwood tree that was his mission in the middle. He ran his fingers over his palm, remembering the energy that had coursed through him when he touched it, like bursts of electricity running up his arm. It was a little scary and yet welcome at the same time. He had been almost grateful that someone was coming. A part of him had desired to climb up and learn what secrets the dogwood held, but it didn’t look like it could support his weight. Sitting on the branches of her might break them off. He wasn’t aware of what happened when you hurt a dryad’s tree.

      Ranger turned to the kitchen to begin preparing breakfast. Maybe he would take the train into Queens, visit friends, or find his secluded spot and stretch his wings. It was rare he had a chance to shift to his other form now that his home had been taken away, but those were the breaks. Life wasn’t fair. Blah blah blah blah blah. It was temporary, that’s what his parents said. He was there for a reason. The sooner he finished it, the sooner they could come back and he could go home.

      He needed to stop obsessing about stuff he couldn’t change. He would tackle one thing at a time and not worry about his dragon, or strange trees that made him think of brown-haired girls with moss green eyes. Rescuing her was tomorrow’s problem.
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        * * *

      

      “I brought you breakfast,” her mother said, setting down a bag from Cinnamon Girl. Taimi dug in the sack for her favorite sweet while the other woman plucked out a raisin bagel.

      Taimi stretched her neck, rolling it from one side to the other, feeling the small bones crack along her spinal cord. Sometimes she was ravenous when she returned to being human. Other days she’d absorbed enough energy from the moon through her leaves that her appetite was nonexistent.

      “Thanks, Mom,” she managed and snatched up the croissant.

      She was dying to go and check the computer for the night’s events.

      They ate in silence for a moment. Her mother—although she wasn’t her mother, of course, but she was the only one Taimi had—regarded the area and Taimi wondered if she suspected something.

      She could ask her mother about the mysterious boy who had trespassed on the rooftop, but in the end, she didn’t. She should tell her, but a strange reluctance to do so kept her silent.

      “How…” Taimi stumbled over the word, still adjusting to human speech. “How was your night? Anything interesting happening?” That was safe enough.

      Her mother took a sip of her iced coffee. “Nothing too unusual. Hester was complaining about the laundry facilities. Lizzy has a boy staying with her, and he took up the washer and dryer for hours. She was very upset. Told me to do something about ‘that child.’”

      Taimi was barely able to control the thrill at learning the boy who had visited her was staying in the building. It had to be him. Normally her mother was stingier with facts, leaving Taimi to search them out on the Internet. She took another bite of her croissant and strove for an innocent countenance.

      “I didn’t think Lizzy had any kids. You never mentioned any.”

      At thirty-five, if Melinda had been her mother, she would have been young when she had Taimi. She showed few effects of aging, with just a handful of lines and a slight lack of tension to her skin. She still moved like a teenager and there was no grey in her hair. Of course that could have been hair dye, but when Taimi was left alone in the apartment, she hadn’t turned up any evidence of such. She always knew the locked cabinet was where Miranda stored her witch gear, but there could be beauty supplies there as well.

      “She doesn’t have any. This boy is her nephew. He needed a place to stay and came here.” She sniffed, a clear sign of disapproval. “Lizzy didn’t ask me, just moved him in. I will tolerate it for now—she is a good tenant, but I am not sure I will allow it to stand.”

      Her mother had tried to homeschool her, but it caused problems. She’d let Taimi go to the local public school, although Taimi had a compulsion not to discuss her tree self. She had experienced the classrooms bursting full of kids, and recess, all the normal stuff of a teenage girl, except she had to come straight home afterward. In a class as large as hers, it wasn’t hard to be anonymous. It would be nice to have some company other than her mom and the occasional witch. Someone like…Lizzy’s nephew.

      She shut that thought down before it could go anywhere. Her mother said she had little ability to read minds, but Taimi couldn’t be sure that was true.

      She remembered when Child Protective Services had visited, tipped off by a former tenant, perhaps someone who was suspicious of Taimi’s nocturnal whereabouts. It was one of the rare occasions she had been spelled out of her other form in the nighttime. Moonlight upon skin and not her leaves and bark had been an unfamiliar sensation to her. Her mother had kept her in human form until CPS finished their investigation. By then, she had become used to the feel of the city at night. Without her cooperation, Miranda had warned, they could take Taimi away and then what would happen to her when she turned into a tree at sunset? Once CPS had gone, the brief respite was over, and she had to return to being a teenager by day and a tree by night.

      Memory of a pair of brown eyes flashed before Taimi’s mind. She schooled her face to show no reaction.

      She hoped he would visit again soon.

      The boy flopped down on the bench and stretched out his sneaker-clad feet. He rested his head on the back of the seat and sighed.

      She used her leaves and branches to “see” in the direction of the stairs, but the door was just as closed and locked as it always was. How he had gotten up there was as much of a puzzle as ever.

      He stared up at the tree with a troubled air. She bent a branch toward him, feeling compassion swell within her at his obvious distress.  He let out another sigh and continued to gaze straight up.

      “God damn it,” he said in a low voice. The other plants rustled.

      If she were human, she could reach out to this strange boy and try to find out what was bothering him. Once upon a time, when she was younger, she had struggled against her restrictions. She had asked her mother why she had to be a tree every night, and why couldn’t she be a girl at least some of that time? Her mother had retaliated by keeping Taimi in her Hamadryad form for over a week, until her spirit had been broken. She had never raised the question again. Sometimes, when she was asking too many questions, her mother hinted she could be spelled for months…years…or forever.

      She heard a noise on the air and lifted her leaves, which served as her vision in this form. The sound came again, not from the boy, but from the high-rise that loomed over them. It sighed on the wind like a half-remembered song, just low enough so she couldn’t grasp it.

      The teen shifted in the direction of the noise, scanning the horizon. His body was tense, and he shot a glance toward the door. The sound came again: the rustle of leaves and the creak of branches. It was strong, urgent, as though something was trying to get their attention.

      But that made little sense. Her mother had told her all other Hamadryads were on another continent. She said there weren’t dryads in New York, and since Taimi had never encountered any, she had to believe her.

      “Sucks,” her visitor said, rising and shoving his hands in his pockets. Then he went around the corner and was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Ranger’s aunt came in, banging the door behind her while holding a grocery bag from the local Duane Reade. She set it on the counter and exhaled.

      “Did you do as I asked?”

      He nodded, wishing he’d just gone up to the oasis to get away from things. Instead of being a spy. Sure, there were lots of crazy things in this world, but a tree that was a girl?

      “I did,” he said, taking the groceries out of the bag and putting them in the refrigerator in the pass-through kitchen.

      “What did you discover?”

      He shook his head. He didn’t share his experience up there, sure that she would think him weird. But he couldn’t think fast enough to cover a lie, and he couldn’t not tell her anything.

      “It’s a tree. A dogwood. It’s a nice tree, and it’s one of those overpriced rooftop gardens.” He glanced at his aunt, who was too young to be called auntie, but at thirty was ancient compared to him. “You sure there’s a girl there?”

      His aunt gave him a stare reserved for morons and fools. “We are sure. It’s why I…persuaded…the last tenant of this apartment to leave five years ago. We’ve been waiting ever since but haven’t found a way to get up there. Not without the witch finding out. You’re different. You don’t get up by human means.”

      “How does that make a difference?”

      Aunt Lizzy removed the last of the items from the recyclable grocery bag and folded it before adding it to the stash hanging on a hook above the open shelving. Ranger grabbed one of the beef sticks she’d bought and began gnawing on it.

      “When the witch brought the tree back from Europe fifteen years ago, it was little more than a sapling. She had gone to where the dryads are weak and couldn’t stop her from taking one of their own. Miranda, her adoptive mother, has done something to ensure she stays under her power. The dryads in the city started to feel her as she grew older, but they cannot get to her where she is. Some have tried, but the lock on the door is spelled, and if anyone tries to break through, the witch stops it. The same is true of the fire escape. Once a warlock tried to rappel up to the roof from the fire escape, only to find there was a keep-away spell on the ledge. The witch has protected against normal means, which is why you have to be the one. You fly in and don’t trigger her warnings.”

      Ranger chewed on the beef stick and considered this. “Why do you guys care? You’re not a dryad.”

      “What I am is none of your concern. I can’t reveal my powers here without putting the mission at risk. Why do you think I had a protection spell invoked before you moved here? If she finds out, we will be evicted, and the tree taken away. There are too few like her in this world.”

      Ranger shouldn’t care, and yet…

      “Why can’t the dryads deal with this? Why do we have to do it?”

      “Perhaps they will, in time. This is something I was asked to do, and so I’m doing it. The dryad is a captive and doesn’t recognize her own power. The Hamadryad are bonded to their trees, but they have a body outside of that form. They don’t usually shift from one to another. The witchery is hurting the girl.”

      “I’m not sure what else I can do besides go up there. She’s been a tree every time, if there’s even a girl in there at all.” He didn’t admit to the sense of rightness he experienced on the roof.

      “For now, you continue to go up to the rooftop. Dryads have awareness when they are in their other shape. Talk to her. Make her like you.”

      Ranger tried not to let his fear show. “Doesn’t that mean she’ll tell her mom?”

      His aunt shook her head. “Wouldn’t she have done so the first time you went on the roof? For now, you wait, and listen. Do not try to approach her at school. Not yet. We can’t tip our hands. Next time I hear her in the apartment, we will make an excuse to go over there. Then I will introduce you.”
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        * * *

      

      The knock on the door surprised Taimi. Her mother frowned at the door. The knock came again, sharp and staccato. Her mother checked the security camera and her grimace deepened.

      “It’s that woman Lizzy and her nephew Ranger.”

      Taimi tried to keep a neutral face so her mother wouldn’t suspect her curiosity. Ranger. He had to be the boy who kept coming up to the roof. She was dying to meet him in the flesh.

      “That’s the boy who just moved in, right?”

      Her mother nodded and didn’t get up. “I can’t imagine what they need. Rent isn’t due yet.”

      Taimi bounded across the room and yanked open the door. A boy was a rarity for her, and everything she’d learned had been over the Internet or from her mother’s friends. There was a world of difference between grown men and kids her own age. It was something she had too little of, after the time she had been playing with Hester’s grandson and tried to tell him, at the age of six, that she spent her nights as a tree. Hester recommended her mother spank her and whisked her grandson away from Taimi’s influence, never to visit again.

      Others would call her deprived, but in this modern world, she kept up with things even with her limited wakefulness. She wasn’t ignorant, with all her school learning, just unaware of how the world worked. Here in New York City there were plenty of things going on all hours of the day. She’d go crazy if she was stuck in some burb with nothing to do in the time she was permitted to be awake.

      “Hiya!” Taimi said, her gaze going from Lizzy, the aunt, to the strange boy. Her mother made a noise behind her, but Taimi widened the door before she could stop her.

      Ranger at ground level was not that different from the boy who flung himself onto the nearby bench, but somehow proximity made a world of difference. He was tall, near six feet, with a lean build and hands and feet that suggested he had some filling in to do. His hair was a mop of brown waves against his neck. He had the sort of features that reminded her of the boys all the girls were squealing about on social media sites. She may have sighed over one or two of them as well. But those boys were far away, and Ranger was standing in front of her.

      Taimi’s lips widened in a giant grin. “Hi, Lizzy. Did you need a cup of sugar or something? That’s what Mom says. Neighbors come over for a cup of sugar. We don’t have any sugar here. We don’t keep it unless we’re baking.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Taimi. Who are you?”

      “I’m Ranger,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. Her mom’s chair clattered behind her and scraped along the floor as she made a hasty exit from the table. It was too late. The visitors were already inside. Taimi watched Lizzy shut the door, cutting off any attempt her mother might have made to shoo them out through a still-open portal.

      “Nice to meet you.” She shook his hand like in the movies, with a firm, quick grip. Witches and warlocks didn’t shake hands, they were more the “blessed be” types. He smelled of a strange mix of aftershave and smoke, as though he had stood too close to a fire.

      “What can we do for you, Lizzy?” Her mother’s voice was cold, without welcome. “We are eating breakfast. It’s a bit early for company.”

      Lizzy waved a hand toward their dining table. “I thought it was time to introduce the kids. They must go to the same school. I thought they could walk together.” Lizzy’s voice was innocence itself, but there was something behind it that made her mother stiffen.

      “That’s not necessary,” Miranda said.

      Ranger stood there, shoving his hands into his pockets. She wondered what he would think if she told him she had observed him on the roof.

      He would think she was crazy. She couldn’t tell him or anyone what was going on. The compulsion her mother had put on her long ago had worn off, but now it was replaced by more adult caution. If anyone recognized what she was, she would be whisked to some government lab, poked and prodded and twisted, her blood and sap taken every day while they tried to figure out how a girl turned into a tree and then turned into a girl.

      “Ranger could walk with her.”

      Miranda put a warning hand on Taimi’s back, and she retreated.

      As soon as she moved away, Taimi found she missed his touch. There was a solidity to Ranger that made her yearn to be closer to him. He was a degree hotter than she was used to, but maybe it was a boy thing.

      “No,” Miranda said. “Taimi does not walk with strangers. Now if you will excuse us, we must get ready.”

      It was a clear dismissal. Ranger was studying her with curiosity. A shiver ran down her back, one she quickly hid. She couldn’t allow her mother comprehending that this boy affected her. If she did, she would find a way to get rid of him.

      “As you wish,” Lizzy said and raised a hand to them.

      “Nice to meet you,” Ranger said and beamed at Taimi. Warmth burst through her like sunshine. “Maybe I’ll run into you at school.”

      After they left, Miranda rounded on Taimi. “You stay away from that boy, do you hear? I will not have you talking to him, either here or at your school. Stay away from him, or you will be sorry.”

      

      Taimi hugged Ranger’s nightly visits to herself. Any notion of telling her mom fled.

      “I will. He doesn’t appear that interesting. No problem.”

      She sat down, hoping she’d convinced her mom that she had no interest in Ranger. She would have to be careful. Maybe she could find a way to say hello to him. She’d have to ensure she wasn’t observed.

      Yes, she’d have to be very watchful. But where there was a will, there was a way.
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      Taimi searched for Ranger in the halls the next day but had no luck. He was a grade ahead of her and the school was big, but she’d been hoping to beat the odds.

      The few classmates she was friendly with made brief chitchat with her before taking off to be with their closer friends. Girls her age hung out at movies, or in game rooms or whatever at night, not sitting in a pot.

      Mean Miss Wanda, as Taimi had dubbed Miranda’s school spy, walked to Taimi as she was stashing things in her locker. She waited for the inevitable lecture from her mother’s coven mate when she slammed the door. The school was buzzing with activity as kids made plans to go into the city, or do sleepovers, or any number of things that were forbidden to Taimi. Most of the time she accepted it. Today, with the memory of Ranger’s palm in hers still fresh in her mind, Taimi minded.

      “Taimi.” Taimi gave Wanda a blank stare, schooling her features to reveal nothing. There was nothing for Miranda’s mole to report back.

      “Hello, Me…Miss Wanda,” she said, eyeing the slim black woman with a shock of curly black hair with what she hoped was impassivity. “How are you today?” A friend she’d had once years ago had told her to always be polite to adults. The girl had come and gone from Taimi’s life, and she was sure that her mother had a hand in it.

      “Bye, Taimi,” someone called. “Catch you tomorrow.”

      She raised a hand to the masculine voice. For a moment she thought it was Ranger and her spirits jumped a little, but it was Petey, a boy from down the block.

      “I’m fine,” Wanda said with a distinct chill in her voice. “Your mother said to watch you. You haven’t been causing any trouble, have you? You are not ignorant of the rules.”

      She had the rules memorized, upside down and backward. So many rules, so many restrictions. She was allowed to go to school but there was always someone watching. Plus, the compulsion not to tell people, even if faded, stopped her from being able to express what she was. Not that anyone would believe her. If she showed them, she would be taken away. She had had a healthy fear of the government instilled in her. If they found out her secret, she would never have a life again.

      “I haven’t been flirting with boys,” she said. It wasn’t a lie. She hadn’t run into the new senior, the one with the brown messy hair who smelled like fire. Maybe he smoked. But he didn’t have that nicotine stench, it was more like wood burning on a cool night. It reminded her of the nights when her mother had people over, and they had a blaze in the firepit away from the plants.

      “Be sure that you don’t,” Wanda admonished, glancing at the emptying school. “Your mother is waiting. She will be timing you as soon as I tell her you’ve left, so no stops along the way. You are to go straight home and do your homework.” She glanced at the sky. At this time of year, the sun went down late so Taimi had a little more daylight but not enough. Never enough.

      Taimi sighed. She’d planned on stopping at the local market on the way home, get a snack or two outside of her mother’s proscribed diet, but couldn’t afford the time. She had no doubt that her mother would be paying attention to Ranger’s comings and goings as well and flagging if he got too close to her.

      She hoped he visited tonight.
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        * * *

      

      When the lights went out in Taimi’s apartment, Ranger shifted and flew up to the balcony.

      When he came around the corner, her branches swung, and her leaves fluttered before settling down. Ranger didn’t dare hope that it meant she was glad he was there. He’d hung out with girls back in Queens but there was something about Taimi. Maybe it was as simple as that she understood what it was to be different.

      He flopped onto the bench and stared up at the tree. Ranger wondered how much Taimi retained in the other form. There was a noise from beyond him and Ranger froze, straining his ears to hear if it was her mother coming up the stairs. It was late—after midnight—but her mother didn’t keep regular hours.

      The sound came from the rooftop from the higher building nearby. There were a couple of tree branches near the edge, and they were swaying in his direction. He could almost hear words in the air, like a plea or an imploring. He couldn’t quite make it out, but there was a note of prayer in the susurration of the wind.

      The branches gathered in an arrow. It was almost like they were trying to form pictures.

      Ranger slumped back down. Gardens crowded his vision all of a sudden, greenery everywhere in the cityscape night lights. All around him was the moan of trees, the wind picking up almost audible words and throwing them toward him. The trees appeared to be angling toward the rooftop.

      “Well, tree,” he said, remembering at the last moment not to call it Taimi. She didn’t grasp that he was a dragon. Everything rode on the fine edge of disaster. He found that it was calming to speak out loud. Taimi the tree shivered, a minute movement that sent pollen down. There was something wonderful about her in this form.

      He got up and put his hand on the trunk. A branch came down and grazed his head like a woman would caress his hair. He wanted to lean into that stroke. Ranger cleared his throat. He had to go. The other trees were making noise and it might draw Miranda’s attention. Yet he was reluctant to leave. He preferred to stay with Taimi until she turned into a girl at dawn. But that was too big a risk.

      “I have to go,” he said, and the tree shook as though trying to get a question out, but he could hear nothing but those near words again. “I’ll…um…see you later.” Tomorrow he would find a way to locate her at the school. He had been warned off, but that didn’t matter. He would succeed in this.

      “Good night,” he said and fled back the way he had come.
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        * * *

      

      She was walking toward the main door and freedom when Ranger stopped her. Taimi’s heart jumped and she grinned like a lunatic.

      She checked for the ever-present Mean Miss Wanda but the other woman wasn’t around.

      “Going my way?” He held the door for her. Other kids plowed through the doors, heading for the street or cars or shared rides to get them to their next destination. Some waved to Ranger and Taimi as they passed.

      It was silly to be so happy. Nothing could come of knowing Ranger. Maybe when she was eighteen things would be different. Not that things would change, even if she were a legal adult. She’d still be a tree. She had no way to live a normal life.

      “I have to get home. Mom gets mad if I’m late.” She hurried toward their building, preferring to slow down and linger with Ranger.

      “We’re just walking,” Ranger said.

      They passed the 2 Baci Pizzeria where she sometimes ducked in for a slice, and the Quincy Market where she grabbed contraband snacks. She glanced at him, enjoying his lanky build and the way he hooked one thumb into his bursting backpack. There was something comforting about Ranger, although the tingles inside her had nothing to do with ease.

      “Tell me about yourself,” she said, not daring to let her hand brush his. She didn’t have the courage. She had never been on a date with a boy. All she grasped about the opposite sex was from school, the Internet, and the few warlocks her mother had in her life.

      He grinned. “Not much to tell. I was from Queens, but my folks had to go away and couldn’t take me, so they sent me to live with my aunt.” His voice shaded with meaning, telling her there was more to the story.

      “That must suck.”

      He shrugged, his backpack moving with his shoulders. “It is what it is. What about you? Is it just you and your mom? No dad?”

      There was no way to explain the complicated relationships and Taimi didn’t bother. Instead she trotted out the falsity that had become part of her psyche all these years.

      “Dad was never in the picture. I don’t even know who he is.” No lie there. As a dryad she wasn’t “born” by normal means. She wasn’t sure how it all worked. What she’d been able to read on the Internet didn’t explain how new dryads were created. Just that they were bonded to trees and always female.

      “Too common a story in the big city.” Ranger said it as if it were no big deal.

      “Yeah. I guess it is.” They passed Cpt. Dan’s Good Time Tavern and turned the corner. They were too close to the building and she dragged her feet to delay returning home, to spend more time with Ranger, but she knew she couldn’t. “Do you miss your folks?”

      A shadow passed across his face. “Sure. Sometimes. They check in. They won’t be gone forever.” He paused. “Taimi, I know you’re a tree.”

      She stared at him, her heart beating fast. She couldn’t have gotten that right. Nobody was familiar with what she was, except her mom and the witches. The old compulsion not to tell bubbled within her, but it no longer held absolute sway.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She backed up a step, glancing at the city street, wondering if she should flee.

      “I come to your rooftop and sit under you and watch you. Taimi, it’s okay. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” He took a deep breath, his skin roughening into what looked like scales for just a moment before they faded. “I’m different, too. I’m a dragon.”
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        * * *

      

      Ranger didn’t understand what had possessed him to tell Taimi his truth. In all likelihood he had just destroyed his life and any chance they had of gaining Taimi’s trust. It had been too much too soon. Just because he felt like he’d been in her life forever didn’t mean he had.

      He shouldn’t have done it. It had been the height of stupidity.

      Lizzy came in and Ranger tried to appear innocent. He should tell her, and he would—tomorrow. Lizzy might send him away. It was important that he find out what, if anything, Taimi had done before he figured out his next move.

      Ranger kept an ear on the hallway, listening for any kind of unexpected noise. His aunt was not without power, but she didn’t have the ability to turn a girl into a tree every night. He wasn’t sure she could protect him if Miranda were to come at him. He might have to run, if Taimi ratted him out.

      “Do you have the balcony door open for a reason?” Lizzy frowned at the sliding door. A stiff breeze, along with the sounds of the city filled the apartment.

      He shook his head. He risked everything in trusting a girl he’d only met a few times, one who he was here to try and save. He couldn’t explain why.

      “Just needed air,” he mumbled.

      Lizzy studied him for a moment and then left the door the way it was. “Ranger…” she began and then shook her head and went to the kitchen.

      He stood there, the truth beating inside him. He needed to tell her. Otherwise if something happened, she wouldn’t be prepared.

      Tomorrow. He’d do it tomorrow.

      “How was your day?”

      Ranger’s stomach rumbled. “Fine,” he said. “I ran into Taimi, walked her home. That mom of hers keeps her on a tight leash, that’s for sure. I’m surprised she even allows her to go to school. Why not homeschool her? That would be safer.” That was good. Now that Lizzy had been told he’d talked to Taimi, if Miranda came pounding down the hallway, there would be a reason besides Ranger telling Taimi his truth. Of all the things his parents had taught him, keeping his secret was a must. Yet he’d blurted it out to a near stranger. He was an idiot.

      Lizzy gave him a speculative glance but then turned back to the refrigerator where she was removing ingredients. “I wondered about that as well. When I moved here five years ago, it was odd to me that she wasn’t homeschooled. Miranda is a careful woman. Then I met Hester. She told me stories about everyone in the building. She’s lived here for decades, predating Miranda’s purchase of the place, and is grandfathered in under some law. She has lots of things to share and she’s into regulations and laws. She may have power. My feeling is that while Miranda wanted to home school Taimi, it would have raised suspicion and she prefers to keep a low profile. By letting Taimi go to school, she maintains the illusion of normalcy while still keeping her under her control. Taimi may be able to go to classes but she is far from free.”

      “I guess.”

      She stirred the mixture on the stove, casting him a speculative glance. “Is there anything you need to tell me, Ranger? Did something happen at school?”

      Tomorrow. He’d tell her tomorrow.

      “Nah. Just that I walked her home.”

      Lizzy nodded. “That’s good. Things will come to a head soon. The trees are anxious. The more she trusts you, the better it will be.”

      “Why are they so worried?”

      “Didn’t I tell you?” Lizzy frowned. “Dryads live a long time but the way Taimi’s living is unnatural. The trees sense a shift in her, perhaps puberty, although she’s very late for that. Soon she will be more than she is now. Her continued imprisonment is risking her life. She may die before she has a chance to live.”

      “Why not just snatch her, get her away from Miranda?”

      “We’ve considered it. Miranda is a strong witch. We would have to get the tree down those narrow stairs. In all likelihood there are safeguards or booby traps to prevent that. We need another plan, another way. If we can get Taimi away from here and into the hands of the dryads, they think they can reverse the spell, allow Taimi to be both tree and girl.”

      “What about when she turns into a girl? Why can’t you just grab her then?”

      Lizzy shook her head in a slow movement. “From what we’ve been able to find out, Miranda has a piece of her mother in the soil, and that keeps Taimi tethered to this place. Without moving the pot, the girl is not safe, and we can’t get to the container. Hence why we have not acted. The trees tell us…”

      “You keep saying that, but what do you mean, the trees tell you?”

      Lizzy pointed outside. “See the skyscraper the next block over? Those trees have a view onto this rooftop. They are aware of their trapped sister. They asked for our help. That is how you got involved. You are a dragon.”

      “Why now?”

      Lizzy shook her head. “Things are coming to a head. I can’t read the future, but I am aware that something is happening.”

      His mind raced while he struggled with the new information. “So we can’t just kidnap her and take her to Canada. Not without the piece of her mother.”

      “That’s right. It could mean disaster.”

      “That makes it way more complicated.”

      “Unless we can break the spell, yes.”

      He nodded, but his brain was faraway. Ranger had been hoping he could convince Taimi to join him with his aunt, and that would be that. By telling her he was a dragon, he hoped to show her other ways of living, but that wasn’t how it was going to be.

      He didn’t have any idea what the right course of action was.
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        * * *

      

      She wasn’t sure when she’d become aware that Ranger was there. She’d been dozing and when she woke, he was on the bench and staring up at her. Taimi dipped her branches.

      He examined her trunk as though he could observe her face.

      “I guess you didn’t tell your mom,” he said and breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thanks. It was stupid to tell you, but I thought you would be happy to know you aren’t alone. That others were different, too. It’s not so easy for me, either. Can you imagine what they’d do if they found out?”

      It was unclear to Taimi who “they” were, but she dropped a single branch, hoping he would understand that it meant “yes.”

      Her leaves and bark gave her sensory data. The evening was cooler than it had been, the heat easing off a bit. She didn’t always mind the sway and rustle of her other self. It was nice to have more body to observe with, to taste the scent on the air and feel the other plants.

      But nights like this it would have been great to talk to Ranger, to share stories and cuddle under her branches while she was human. She longed for him to show her his dragon but there was no way to ask.

      When she’d gotten home that afternoon, her mother was in the other room. Taimi threw her pack down on the dining room table and rummaged for food in the kitchen. She had homework to do and little time to finish it. Her limited schedule kept her from being anything but an indifferent student, but she was able to get by in her classes.

      This was the city and people tended to get swallowed up here. What would happen in a year and a half when she turned eighteen? There was a big, bad world out there that she couldn’t explore.  She couldn’t fly and had never gone anywhere other than car rides to local destinations. Anything else was too big a risk.

      Her mother’s footsteps signaled her arrival. Taimi only had seconds to compose herself. When her mother emerged, Taimi understood that she wasn’t going to say anything to Miranda. Ranger was like her, in a way, and she could hug that to herself—it made her feel special. He had trusted her with something huge, and she wouldn’t betray that to the woman who held her captive.

      “How was school?” Her mother eyed her with suspicion.

      Taimi took a deep breath, controlling her breathing and trying not to reveal anything. Her mother, in addition to being a witch, was great at sensing nonverbal cues. She had to be careful.

      “It was fine.” She debated for a moment and then decided she had to say something. “That new boy, the one staying with Lizzy, walked me home. He’s a grade ahead of me. I don’t have any classes with him, but I ran into him on the way out.” Better to say something than nothing. Saying something implied she had nothing to hide. Saying nothing would raise her mother’s eyebrows and might cause a scene.

      “Wanda saw you leave with him. Mr. Gilligan watched you go by.” That affirmed what Taimi believed. She shuddered to think what would have happened if she had kept it to herself. The idea that she could be trapped as a tree for a week or more, while her mother told the school she was sick, caused the blood to drain from Taimi’s face.

      “We go to the same school. We get out at the same time. That’s all.” She busied herself with taking her books out of her pack. She had mere hours before nightfall and homework to do.

      “Be sure that’s all it is,” Miranda said, coming up behind Taimi. She didn’t touch her, but her proximity let Taimi comprehend that her mother was suspicious.

      “That’s it,” Taimi said, hoping her mother couldn’t hear the pounding of her heart. She’d learned at a young age that emotions could get her punished and had near perfected the ability to school her face into impassivity. It was this face she turned to her mother now before turning away again to extract another book.

      “He’s trouble. That boy is trouble,” Miranda continued, and Taimi fought the urge to keep from reacting. Part of Taimi thought about telling her. It might gain her a free night or two. She could betray Ranger to Miranda and watch as he was driven from the apartment, he and Lizzy both. Then where would she be? He might be a friend, and it had been years since she’d had one of those.

      A friend…or more…

      Her senses were different as a tree than as a human. It was more sensory stimulation, although she did have a kind of sight. She processed information differently, too, like tasting the pollen in the air and the touch of the other plants in her rooftop prison. Sometimes she thought she detected other trees, but she could never be sure.

      She tried to form words, to project them through her branches.

      Didn’t tell…didn’t tell…

      It was more a swishing moan than real words, but he dipped his head in understanding. Ranger touched her bark.

      “You’re a pretty tree. I did some research on dryads, and you’re more often oaks or poplars. I like the dogwood. It suits you.”

      She shook her branches in acknowledgment.

      “It feels weird, talking to you without you being able to answer, but maybe you can tell me some of it tomorrow,” he said and leaned his head against her. Her bark detected his presence and she moved a branch to touch him on the shoulder. Ranger jumped and then relaxed, stroking her leaves and twigs with his hand.

      “Thank you for not telling your mom my secret. I shouldn’t have blurted it out like that. My other form is how I get up here. I just shift my wings and fly up.”

      Risk…you might get caught.

      He grimaced as though in understanding.

      “I’m glad it’s me who’s here. Taimi, I…” He broke off and stared up into her foliage as though he could detect her.

      She dipped her branches, wishing she had the courage to do what her instincts were urging her to do. She had tried to fight against turning into a tree when she was younger, and every time she’d been punished for it. Her mother was too powerful. And yet…and yet she struggled against it now, trying to will her other form to life so she could sit there and talk to Ranger.

      Nothing happened. No skin punched through the bark. No limbs formed where branches had been. She was a tree and that was all there was to it. She would stay that way until, or, unless her mother lifted the spell. She doubted that day would ever come.

      She was stuck. There was no escaping her fate.
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      “Hey, Tams, come with us to the store!”

      Taimi whirled to face Desi, one of the popular Latina kids in the school. She had short hair and her pack was slung over her shoulder with an insouciant air. Taimi knew from experience that Desi was whip-smart.

      “I wish I could,” she said with regret. She would have liked to be this girl’s friend. Desi had people around her all the time. Before Ranger, Desi had been Miranda’s greatest nemesis. She didn’t like the bold, outgoing teenager and made no secret of that fact.

      Desi said something under her breath in Spanish that Taimi couldn’t hear.

      “That mom of yours has got to let go sooner or later,” she said, her voice having a hint of Spanish flavor to it. “She’s a real pain in the ass. It’s just a store. A little window shopping, and then grab a bite at Crown Fried Chicken. Mamacita never lets you out. She doesn’t watch it, you’re going to run away with some dangerous type and leave the country.”

      Taimi managed a thin smile, her attention wandering to Ranger. She could run away…or fly away. With him.

      And she’d still turn into a tree at nightfall. She’d still be summoned back because of the piece of her mother. The truth of her situation made her shoulders slump.

      Desi caught the movement and her face shifted to one of sympathetic understanding. “Hey, just kidding. No big deal. Open invite if you ever can, okay?”

      

      She ran off, leaving Taimi to stare at her, wondering what her life was like. She was like many kids in their urban school, with brothers and sisters and an extended family crammed into a too-small apartment building. As far as Taimi was aware, she didn’t have much, and yet she was richer than Taimi in the things that mattered.

      Taimi put her head down and started down the stairs to head for home. Wanda was nowhere in sight but Taimi imagined she had watched her leave, just as Miranda’s spies would be set up along the way to ensure that Taimi didn’t stray from her path. She was as much a prisoner as if Miranda had homeschooled her. She would never break free.

      “Hey, hey,” Ranger said, falling into place next to her. Her heart leaped, cutting through the fog of depression that threatened to overwhelm her. “Thanks for…” He trailed off and watched the kids still streaming out of the school. “Thanks for not saying anything.”

      She nodded, clutching the straps of her pack. “You shouldn’t come by,” she said in a flat voice. Something about the encounter with Desi had jarred her, reminding her of the futility of her existence.

      His expression faltered. “Are you saying you don’t like seeing me?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s just…Ranger…” She clamped her lips shut, walking fast to get away from the others. Ranger followed. She wondered which of the shopkeepers were watching her, which were in her mother’s pocketbook, and which would tell that this boy, for the second day in a row, had walked with Taimi.

      Yet she yearned to talk to him, and not when he was on the roof and she was a tree. Now. When she was human with skin and eyes and a mouth.

      She tried to push ahead, but he fell into step with her and she didn’t tell him no. All her life she’d been her mother’s creature. She could have this for herself. She deserved it.

      “A soda?” He suggested it with a defeated tone. “It’s not that I don’t like talking to you when you’re not you. You’re a good listener, it’s just that, well, it’s not right. You’re sixteen, right?”

      She nodded.

      “You should be allowed to have some fun.”

      Just a few minutes wouldn’t hurt. If she ran, she wouldn’t be late.

      “Okay. We can grab a drink.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He hadn’t expected her to agree. He’d had girlfriends in the past, ones he made out with—and tried to do more. Once he’d even succeeded. This girl made his insides flip, even if he should run screaming as fast as he could. He had to rescue her from her fate.

      They entered the crowded Little Roy Coffee Co. shop and went to the counter. Ranger was aware that Taimi was tense, her hands tight on her backpack straps. She may be in human form, but she was still a prisoner.

      They got their lattes and left the shop. Ranger could feel Taimi’s tension and cursed himself for pushing this. She had things in her life he had no idea about. He was just a kid, and all he had to offer was his dragon self.

      “Tell me about what it’s like to fly,” she said. “You can fly, right? You said that was how you got on the roof.”

      He nodded, taking a nervous sip of his coffee. “Yeah. I’m good at it. We have a place in Canada where I practice.”

      “How are you…how did you…how is it you’re a dragon? Are your parents’ dragons?”

      He shook his head. “It runs in the family, but it doesn’t come out every generation. Before me, it was my great grandmother who was the shifter. The dragon line is rare. There aren’t that many shifters like us in the world—most are in Europe.” He brightened and gave her a quick glance. “Like the dryads. You come from Europe, right?”

      “I do, but what does that have to do with anything?”

      He debated for several moments on what to say. If he told her the truth, then he risked everything.

      “Taimi, do you ever hear the other trees? There are more than just you in this city.”

      To his relief she didn’t reject it out of hand. “I think I do, sometimes, when I’m a tree. It’s hard to explain what it’s like to be in my other form.” She glanced at the crowded street, but nobody appeared to be paying any attention to them. They continued to walk back toward the apartment building at a slow pace. “How did you know that?”

      He had to say something. Ranger searched for a suitable lie, found none, and took another sip of his drink to stall for time.

      “Your mother isn’t the only one with power,” he said. “The trees…” He paused. “The trees—the other dryads—are trying to rescue you from the rooftop. Taimi, they feel your pain. At least that’s what I’ve been told. A dryad should never be forced to do what you’re doing. You should have free will. You’ve been trapped for too long. I’m here to help you. That’s why I was sent here.”

      She stared at him and then shook her head. “My mother will never permit me to be anything other than a tree,” she said, dropping her half-finished latte in an overflowing trash can. “She will never let me go.”

      

      He gulped past the sudden dryness in his throat. He needed to shift and carry her away. However far and long he could fly.

      “Don’t you yearn to be free?”

      She paused, which surprised him.

      “It’s the life I have,” she said. Her voice shook, and for an alarming moment, he believed she was going to cry. “I’d love to be able to go to movies. To see the moon with human eyes and not as a tree. I’d like to go dancing or do a sleepover or a ton of things that I never get to do. It’s hard to sleep when you’re a tree at night. There are so many things, but none of it’s possible, Ranger. My mother has spelled me, and I can’t break it. It’s my lot in life.”

      “That can’t be all you need.”

      She turned an angry face to him and clenched her fists. “Of course not. Didn’t I just say that? But what am I supposed to do? I can’t stop from turning into a tree at night.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder before he even grasped what he was doing.

      There was a moment where it appeared she was going to collapse into his arms. He couldn’t fathom how much he coveted touching her, until his hand grazed hers and he was close enough to feel her body heat.

      Then she straightened, and even though tears lurked, she shook herself and then sighed. “Forget it. There’s nothing I can do about it. Listen, we have to go. I have to be home at a certain time. Mom’s orders.”

      “Of course you do,” Ranger muttered but fell into step next to her again as they continued their walk toward home.

      The trees in the ground and the ones further out, sighed and whispered. He couldn’t tell which might be dryads and which were swaying in the wind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Her mother wasn’t home when Taimi arrived, and she breathed out a sigh of relief. She might get away with having Ranger walk her home. Her skin tingled where he had touched her. She grabbed a snack and laid her books out on the kitchen table to begin cramming before nightfall. So many projects and so little time to do them.

      She was finishing up her math homework when her mother stomped in with department store bags in hand. Taimi waved hello and went back to her assignments.

      “Start supper, will you?” Taimi’s mother seemed distracted and her heart stopped. She paused her work on the computer and nodded.

      “Sure.” She rose and went to the kitchen. “Chicken and rice okay?” Taimi asked as she pulled the ingredients out. Her mother inclined her head but said nothing. Taimi’s gut tightened. Plenty of people had observed her walk home with Ranger.  She debated whether she should say anything and resolved against it. At this point, better to keep it to herself than risk opening up the conversation. She turned her gaze away and stirred the cream of mushroom soup into the dish, and then put it in the oven to bake.

      Then she returned to her homework. Her mother dipped into the kitchen and came out with a glass of wine. Taimi glanced up from the table and noticed the alcohol. It was early for that.

      “How was your day?”

      Taimi jumped, her heart hammering. Her mother had reached over and tapped Taimi’s writing hand, startling her.

      She managed to shrug, sure that her nervous mannerisms were giving her away.

      “Good. The same. Desi invited me to go with them to shop but I told her no, of course.” Maybe telling her mom part of her day would assuage her.

      Her mother took a long drink of the wine and set the glass down. “Did you think about going?

      Taimi caught her breath, unable to control her reaction. It was a trick. It had to be. Yet her mother could tell if she didn’t answer honestly.

      She was silent a beat too long because her mother rapped the table. “Answer the question, Missy. That girl is a tramp just like the rest of her family. I’m saving you from all of that, from wasting your life like she will waste hers. Did you want to go?”

      She was playing with something in her other hand, and Taimi speculated that her mother had her wand with her. Her heart sank. She couldn’t be a tree, not yet. There were hours until nightfall.

      “I did, Mom,” she said. There was no point in lying. Besides, maybe if she told her mother that truth, she wouldn’t question her about Ranger. “It seemed like it would be fun.”

      Her mother’s face twisted into a furious sneer. “You aren’t to be with people like her. Do you understand me?”

      Taimi gulped and nodded.

      Her mother returned to her wine before shooting Taimi a hard stare. “I’ll be back. I’m going out for a bit. You are on your own for dinner.” She left, leaving Taimi alone.

      It was an hour later, maybe two, when Taimi stretched and studied the horizon. It was getting closer to sunset and she sighed with regret. She wanted to watch the stars come out as a human, not as a tree. But there was nothing else to do. She closed her books and stashed them in the pack, then picked at the food, her appetite gone. She had to get to the rooftop, or she would be yanked up there.

      She set her silverware in the sink and placed her phone in her pocket before making her way to the roof. The door slammed shut behind her and the automatic lock engaged. She was stuck on the roof until morning. She could almost feel the branches of her other self now. Taimi walked over to the empty pot, which would soon be a dogwood. She was the tree and the tree was her, and they were one.

      There was no sign of her mother. The sun dipped closer to the horizon, signaling the end of her freedom for another night. Taimi sighed.

      Her phone rang, startling her. She’d almost forgotten she had it. She had intended to surf the Internet before the end of the day, but it was too close to sunset. She didn’t have long.

      “Hello?”

      There was a pause. “It’s Ranger.”

      She took in a sharp breath. “Hi,” she said, aware of the impending sunset. “How did you get my number?”

      “I have my ways,” he said with a touch of pride. “I will come visit later. You won’t be alone.”

      His words warmed her, making her wish she could stay human.

      “Thanks,” she replied, wishing she had the courage to say more. There was just something about this boy that spoke to her, but it was futile. Her mother would never let her date.

      “Where is your mom?”

      “She left earlier and hasn’t been back since. It doesn’t matter, Ranger. Her not being here won’t stop it.”

      “Oh, but I am here.”

      Taimi whirled, and almost dropped the phone.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom!”

      She tucked the phone out of sight and faced her mother.

      “I told you to stay away from him. That boy is trouble.”

      Taimi backed away. “We were just talking,” she protested, but her mother wagged a finger at her. In her other hand she held herbs and Taimi stared at them. They were part of her rituals. If Miranda was going to keep her in tree form, she couldn’t bear it.

      She was aware that Ranger was on the other end listening to every word. It calmed her that he was hearing it all. She had to find a way to get through this. If she could just convince her mother before she became a tree, then maybe she wouldn’t change her. Now it made sense why she had left. She hadn’t gone anywhere at all, just hidden up here to catch Taimi.

      “You aren’t to talk to boys.”

      Taimi backed up, managing to secrete her phone in one of the planters when her mother turned away. To his credit he didn’t say anything, as though he understood the gravity of what was happening.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.” Sometimes throwing “Mom” in there softened things. She could not be turned back into a tree. The idea of going weeks…months…years in that form was too much. She was young and had a life to live.

      Her mother spun on her heels and exited, slamming and locking the door behind her. Taimi snatched the phone up and texted Ranger. “She’s going to make me stay in tree form. Please do something.”

      She sent it and waited, but he didn’t reply. Perhaps he’d been cut off, although the line still appeared to be live. Taimi stashed the phone again, feeling the compulsion to change begin to come over her.

      Her mother reappeared, the slam of the door ominous in the twilight. She advanced on Taimi but then watched as Taimi climbed onto the pot that kept her prisoner at night. Whatever she’d been about to do faded as she watched as Taimi changed from girl to tree, her roots extending. The dogwood appeared, and her main root curled around the piece of her mother buried in the middle of the pot.

      “Good. You have become your other form for the night. Very well. There are consequences for disobeying me. You are not going to be a girl for a while. We have some things to attend to. I will withdraw you from school, and say I am homeschooling you. Then there will be no questions. I will be here when it is time for you to transform again, to ensure that you do not. I hope you enjoyed being a human today. It will be your last for a long time. I will leave you tonight to contemplate the folly of your actions.”

      Her leaves and branches drooped toward the rooftop, and her mother barked out a bitter laugh. “You have no right to be sad, Missy. You caused this. You spoke to that boy when I told you not to. This is your fault.”

      With that, her mother turned and left, slamming the door behind her. Taimi struggled against her shift but it was no use. She was a tree for the night. And soon, she would be a tree forever.
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        * * *

      

      “Aunt Lizzy, Aunt Lizzy, we’ve got to do something.” Ranger burst into the apartment, his hair disheveled and his clothes flapping behind him.

      Lizzy jumped to her feet. “What’s happened?” She pointed to his phone.

      He shoved it toward the ceiling. “It’s Miranda. She’s going to turn Taimi into a tree. Forever. I think. I couldn’t hear all of it, but Miranda doesn’t like that I’m talking to Taimi and said she’s going to take her out of school and—”

      His words were cut off by a pounding down the hallway by more than one set of footsteps. Ranger shot Lizzy a panicked glance and she gestured to the outside patio.

      “Hide. Get out of sight. Use your wings if you have to. Quick. She is coming for you. There is no time.”

      He scrambled onto the balcony and swung over the side.

      “Where is he?” Miranda demanded when Lizzy opened the door. “Where is that boy who has poisoned my daughter with his presence?”

      Lizzy’s voice couldn’t be heard, only Miranda’s shrill tone, but Ranger waited.

      “Not here, you say? I don’t believe you.”

      He wondered why Miranda couldn’t tell, and then remembered that Lizzy had power of her own. She had lived here for five years without incident, never revealing the extent of her own abilities, all the while waiting for the perfect time.

      Miranda and two others swept through the apartment, peering through the rooms and onto the balcony. He hovered below it, hidden by the next veranda, praying that their downstairs neighbor wouldn’t emerge.

      Miranda’s strident voice came again. “I’m posting a guard at the door. He will not be permitted to come in when he returns. As for you, pack your stuff. I am evicting you.”

      Again, he couldn’t hear Lizzy’s words, but Miranda just huffed, and then with a loud clomp and a slam of the door, she was gone again.

      He waited for several moments and then maneuvered his way back onto the balcony. Moving across the floor in long strides so his footsteps wouldn’t be detected, he went to where Lizzy was still staring at the door. She started when he came up next to her and then put her arms around him. She was shaking.

      “Taimi is in terrible danger, Ranger. If we don’t rescue her before sunrise, it will be too late.”

      He started, giving her a fierce stare. “I’m down to rescue her, but what will happen to you if I do?”

      Lizzy shook her head. “Don’t worry about that. I can take care of myself. Tell me again what she said.”

      He relayed what he could recall of the conversation and she nodded.

      “Ranger, you have to get Taimi off the rooftop, but you must take her mother’s shard with you. You can’t go in public with a tree, so we have to time it right. We will do it before dawn, but close enough so that Taimi shifts.” She gestured to his room. “Try and get a bit of sleep. I will arrange things here. You will need money and clothes, although I dare not leave the apartment. I will do what I can. You must rescue Taimi before Miranda spells her again. Our only advantage is that she doesn’t know what you are and thinks she’s the only one who can get on the rooftop. Your ability is the only chance we have. It will be tricky, but I think we can do it. We have to do it before dawn, or she will be lost to us.”

      Ranger nodded, his heart pounding.
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        * * *

      

      Taimi fought to keep her intelligence while in tree form. Often, she allowed her other self to take over. Tonight, she would remember what it was like to be human. She hoped she didn’t forget in the months or years to come. Her life was over, and all because she’d desired some normalcy.

      She dipped her branches to where she had put her phone, but she couldn’t reach it. Not that there was anything she could say to Ranger, but it would have been nice to hear his voice. It was useless, like all her other wishes. By the time her mother released her, Ranger would be gone. She wasn’t even sure what age she would be when she was released from the spell. As long as she was a tree every night there was no escaping Miranda.

      She fought her branches and leaves, trying to make herself shift. For a moment, a hand separated from the bark but then it faded back.

      It was no use. She couldn’t transform herself into a girl. She was trapped.

      She was doomed.
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        * * *

      

      Ranger tried to sleep but he couldn’t. He tossed and turned, part of him longing to say to heck with it and go to the rooftop, even knowing that was a mistake. He couldn’t afford to be hasty. He fell into a light doze, punctuated with dreams of trees being chased by large animals and him driving them off with fire.

      He hadn’t realized he’d fallen asleep until his aunt was shaking him and telling him to get up.

      “It’s time,” she said. It was still pitch black, but he nodded. He was in his day clothes, although now they were rumpled and sleep disheveled.

      He yawned. “What time is it?”

      

      Aunt Lizzy handed him a pack. “You’ve got about twenty minutes until dawn. I hear rustling upstairs, so you’d better move. You don’t have much time before Miranda goes up there. I will stop her if I can. I called in some reinforcements. Ranger, you will have to get her to shift before sunrise. Take this and go. We are almost out of time.”

      He wished she hadn’t waited so long to wake him up, but there was nothing to do about it now. Ranger took the pack and then strode out onto the balcony.

      He would need the clothes when he was finished. He undressed, careful to conceal his privates from his aunt. He tucked the clothes he’d been wearing and then stretched—and shifted.

      In dragon form, Ranger was six feet in length, copper colored, with a massive square jaw. His tail was forked, and he had spiky scales protruding from his spine. With his new vertical pupils, he gazed at his aunt, who nodded at him.

      “Hurry,” she said.

      He picked up his backpack with one clawed foot and winged his way upward.

      He hovered before he landed, using his wings to be silent in his descent. Ranger shifted back to his human form, tugged on sweatpants and made his way toward the tree. He went around the corner to the quivering dogwood. Ranger understood that Taimi was trying to shift, trying to get out of her form, and willed her to do it. If she did, it would make this so much easier.

      The shaking of her branches subsided, and they drooped as though she were exhausted. It was possible she had been trying all night.

      Ranger spied her phone and dropped it into the pack. He had a feeling they would need it.

      “Taimi, Taimi, try and shift,” he whispered, the words frantic and desperate. He tried to keep it down so others wouldn’t hear, but anyone within earshot could hear the anxious tone in his voice. “Taimi, we’ve got to go. I’m here to take you away.”

      Her trunk moved and her leaves rustled, but she remained a tree.

      Then Ranger detected noise from below. They had miscalculated. Miranda was coming.

      Taimi shivered and shook, her leaves raining down with her effort. He took the pack and locked it around his ankle so he wouldn’t have to worry about it if they had to make an escape.

      He pushed at her pot. In his current human form, he couldn’t move it at all. It was too heavy for him. He shoved at it and it didn’t budge. For a moment, a vague leg shape emerged from the dogwood before it turned back into trunk and roots.

      “Stop it,” an unfamiliar man said from the apartment below him.

      Ranger ignored the man and pushed at the pot again.

      “You’ve got to go,” a voice that might have been his aunt said. Then there was more shouting and pounding as though there was a struggle.

      Sharp footsteps sounded on the stairs. Ranger spotted a metal bar and grabbed it. He shoved it behind the handle so the bar was braced across the door and the frame. It wouldn’t slow them down for long. He ran back to the pot.

      “Come on, come on!” Ranger shoved at her prison, willing Taimi to manifest. He glanced toward the sky. It would be another ten minutes to sunrise, until she changed. The witches would come bursting through that door long before then, bringing their muscle and spells with them to take Taimi away. They would lock her away in some house where one stream of light came down in the middle to keep her alive in tree form for decades, until he was old and grey, and she would forget him. If they didn’t escape now, there was no hope for them.

      He wrenched at the pot again, and cursed when his hands slipped off, tearing his nails, scoring cuts on his fingers. Ranger fell back, tumbling over a nearby vine.

      “Taimi,” he said, smacking his hands against her trunk. She could hear him—he was sure of it. Maybe he could find the right combination of words and actions to get her to change now—now—before it was too late.

      Far below him was the sound of running feet. The witches were coming. He no longer had even ten minutes. He had two, maybe less depending on how fast they could run. The bar across the rooftop door wouldn’t hold much longer.

      “Taimi,” he shouted, and her branches bent and dipped, her leaves rustling but she remained a tree. There was no sign of flesh or limbs. The pounding grew louder. One floor, then another. It would be mere moments.

      He had no choice. He couldn’t care about what people perceived, or what talk there was going to be, he had to do what he had to do. It was the only way to save her.

      He summoned his dragon. A moment later the copper-colored dragon stood where Ranger had been, the shredded remains of his sweatpants on the ground. It roared once and then spun to face the door. Plants crashed to the rooftop, spilling their contents as he banged into the planters. A vine snapped and tumbled to the floor. The part of the dragon that was Ranger perceived the humans slam against the door. The metal rod bent under the pressure. He could flame them, but he had other priorities. Perhaps he would come back and roast them.

      The sun was still too far from rising. Ranger flapped his wings as the battering on the door continued. He rose, dislodging the vines that draped across an arbor and sent the wood sprawling toward the edge of the roof.

      Ranger extended his legs just as the door burst open. He grabbed Taimi’s trunk at its widest point, closing his claws around it and shot into the air. There were both masculine and feminine shouts as he rose above the rooftop, clutching his precious prize. She slid, her bark rubbing against his talons and he hoped he wasn’t hurting her. With another sweep of his wings, he went higher.

      Her pot tilted, and Ranger tightened his grip as he flew into the sky. There were taller buildings around them, and at least one person had to be observing his flight. But he couldn’t worry about that now. They had to escape.

      Behind him he heard pinging. Ranger was shocked that her mother, who was supposed to love her, would shoot at Taimi. As he cleared the building, he observed Miranda grappling with a man who held a pistol. Another appeared to be aiming at him. The two other witches were waving their arms, whether with spells or in frustrated anger, he couldn’t tell. And none of it mattered.

      Taimi’s pot slid and tilted. He swept up, praying that she wouldn’t slide, praying that he had a firm enough grip on her. Her branches trailed behind her as he headed straight up, angling away as he flapped his wings.

      Pain bloomed along one of his wings, the sharp white-hot heat telling him he must have been struck. It didn’t matter. He would fly on one wing if he had to, to get Taimi away from her oppressors.

      Ranger flew close to a nearby high-rise, shocked faces in the windows as he went higher. Her pot slid again, and he straightened out to compensate. He hadn’t come this far to let her slip out of his grip.

      Governor’s Island wasn’t too far away. It had trees and hiding places and all sorts of things that would protect them. There he could wait for Taimi to turn back into a girl. Then they would figure out their next steps.

      Her pot burst, shattering in midair. Startled, he jerked and once again, she slid. Ranger grappled with her trunk, digging one talon into her base to stop her from falling. Shards of the pot sailed down to the ground, dirt and peat moss following. He wasn’t sure if a bullet had hit it or it had been unable to handle the strain. Her roots streamed away from them. One root clutched something. He prayed it was the shard of her mother that was so all-important.

      Below him he imagined people were following his progress, pointing and staring. It had been beyond foolish to reveal himself that way, but he’d had no choice. Without his dragon, she would still be a tree and they would still be on the rooftop.

      With grim determination, Ranger flew toward the island, praying that he could find a safe place to land and transform while he waited for Taimi to turn back into a girl. Otherwise all was lost.
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      Bits of dirt lay around her when Taimi came to full awareness.

      “Oh, thank god,” Ranger said, hauling her to her feet. “I was so scared your mother had managed to get off a spell before I got you away.”

      She shook her head. “All this time I imagined she loved me, but she just had to have something to possess. It was never about me, was it?”

      He pressed a hand to his side, his tousled hair a tangled mess. “I can’t answer a question like that.”

      She tried not to show her disappointment. Ranger had rescued her; he was supposed to have all the answers. But this wasn’t the movies and she wasn’t a damsel in distress.

      “She said she was going to keep me as a tree for months, maybe decades. I would still be a tree now if you hadn’t gotten me out of there.” A myriad of feelings danced inside her. So many emotions. So many regrets.

      He grimaced. “That’s why we did what we did. We had no choice. I wish it hadn’t come to this. Come on,” he continued. “We’ve got to get out of here. People have been trying to find the strange beast that landed. We’ve got to get off the island before your mom gets here. I’m sure she’s already on her way. The ferry is here. We’ve got to go.”

      She swallowed and nodded. “Money?”

      He flashed a card. “My aunt stocked up a pack for me as part of our plan. We’ve got money, solar chargers, credit cards, and a change of clothes for both of us. I think she guessed at your size, so I hope yours fit. She’ll check in when she can. We’ve got to get out of New York.”

      Taimi wanted to shout, to cry, to rail against what had happened. But there was no time. Ranger was right. They had to go.

      “Okay.”

      People were already dismissing the dragon sighting as some sort of hoax. All they needed was enough time to get across on the ferry where they could disappear into the city. Taimi held her breath for every moment of that short ride over, expecting her mother on the other side. But when they landed there were no witches, no gunmen to shoot at them. They were not safe, not by any means, but so far, they hadn’t been tracked.

      Ranger tugged her to the South Ferry subway station, and they disappeared down the steps. Tourists emerging from both their ferry, as well as Battery Park and the Statue of Liberty and Staten Island ferries also crowded the stop, making any observation of them almost impossible. The New York City crowds worked in their favor. At least she hoped so. She had been among the witches all her life but didn’t understand all of their powers. Could they track her? Could they find her using her mind? Her hair? Her aura?

      “Where are we going?” She stood in the station and stared at the map, uncertain of where to go. They had no plan, no place, nowhere to go. Her mother was a witch and she would discover her soon enough. They hadn’t arranged this well.

      “This is the terminus station. We can go uptown and catch another subway, or a train out of the city. We can’t stay here.”

      “I’m hungry,” she said with a plaintive cry.

      “Hungry. Food. Right.” He fished in the pack and pulled out some protein bars. “These aren’t very tasty, but they’ll get the job done. Let’s go uptown.”

      She put a hand on his arm. Ranger slid his hand over hers and squeezed, and a rush of warmth went through Taimi. He had risked everything, put his dragon and himself in jeopardy, all for her.

      “Hey, did you find out if you made the news? Big dragon flying and all.”

      His grin lit up his face, although there was a hint of concern lurking behind the smile.

      “I don’t have reception on the subway. Let’s get somewhere quieter and I’ll check. Okay?”

      She nodded.
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        * * *

      

      They went to the High Line, the elevated park created from an abandoned part of the former New York City Central Railroad in Manhattan. Here there were people, day and night, and the witches’ search might be muted by the crush of humanity. He hoped Taimi would find the patch of green comforting. Not much of that in the steel and concrete jungle of Manhattan.

      He was happy that the worry eased from her face when they emerged into the above-ground section of the city. She still held the remnants of their meal. From the way she’d enjoyed the hot dog, he wondered how much junk food she was allowed to eat. Her diet, like her entire life, was controlled.

      “This is nice,” she said, examining a tomato plant dotted with unripe green tomatoes. “Thanks for bringing me here.”

      At this hour there were many people on the High Line, both tourists and locals, some walking with purpose and others enjoying the greenery in this spot.

      “I like it,” he admitted. “I don’t get this far uptown much but when I do, I like to come here. Here you can pretend, just a little, that nature hasn’t been subdued.”

      She shuddered and he cursed himself. She had also been restrained, forced into a life nobody should lead, either her Hamadryad self or her human one.

      Taimi yawned and Ranger frowned. He had only a second to react, but he remembered what his grandmother used to say, “act in haste, repent in leisure.” He in no way regretted rescuing Taimi, but he wished he’d had more time to come up with a plan. He shouldn’t have slept while his aunt made the arrangements. He should have come up with an idea, or several, covering every contingency. Now he wasn’t sure what to do.

      “We can’t stay here,” he said. “There are too many people. We could go to Queens, but I’m from there, and your mother may realize that. There have to be some places where we can rest and figure out our next move.”

      “There’s Central Park,” she said. “How far away are we?”

      He shook his head. Something inside him told him it was a bad idea. “I don’t think that would be wise.”

      She was silent for a moment, the buildings casting shadows on her face. Then she nodded and took his hand. “No, you’re right. Mom will be expecting that. Central Park would be a logical place for me to go. It’s a big place but she’s a witch…it’s a risk. Somewhere else then. Any ideas?”

      He didn’t, but he had a cell phone, and he could find out.

      He prayed that they had enough time to come up with a plan. Time was slipping away much too fast and he was all too aware of each precious moment.

      They had until sunset when Taimi would once again turn into a tree. He had no idea what he would do then.
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        * * *

      

      Ranger’s phone rang, startling them.

      He ushered Taimi into a quiet area of the High Line and tilted the phone so they both could hear. She could feel his heat and figured that was due to his dragon side.

      He was a dragon like she was a tree. They were kindred spirits of sorts. But he had power over his shape, and she didn’t.

      There was a noise from a tree behind them, and it bent its branch toward them, creating a barrier between them and the other pedestrians. She glanced into its large oak branches but couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary.

      There was no time to wonder. She cast another glance at the tree and turned to their more immediate problem.

      “Are you safe?”

      His aunt’s voice. Taimi’s heart thudded and then went back to normal. She was one of the few people they could trust.

      “We’re on the High Line. Was there anything on the news about us?”

      She watched him also glance toward the tree’s protective branches and then back at her.

      The pedestrians flowed past the tree blockade without as much as a murmur. They must have been used to dodging things in this giant city.

      “There was a brief bit about a sighting over Governor’s Island, but the local news made fun of it. Someone caught a shaky videocam picture of Ranger, but not enough to be identifiable. You two were lucky.”

      “What…what happened back at home?”

      There was a long pause. “I’m not at home right now. My friends tried to stop them on the stairs, making it appear like a robbery. There was a struggle…one of them is in the hospital with a knife wound to his leg. The others fled when the witches burst through the door and you had taken off with Taimi. No point in staying after that. Our goal had been accomplished. Miranda stormed up on the roof, pointing her wand and shouting. A bunch of neighbors started yelling at her to shut up, and there was a great deal of slamming windows. It may be that she doesn’t yet understand you’re the dragon, but it won’t take her long to come to that conclusion. Neither of us can go back.”

      “I didn’t intend to,” he said, his jaw clenched. “Where will you go?”

      She sighed. “I’m working on it. I still have my place in Queens. I’d already cleared out the important stuff from the apartment before this, in anticipation of having to make a quick exit. The rest is just furniture. Ranger, you did very well. You did better than any of us could. Are you hurt? They had a gun.”

      He flexed his arm and grimaced. In the panic of the morning, she’d forgotten about the sound of the shots.

      “They grazed me but it’s nothing that won’t heal. It hurts but I can deal with it. It’s not our biggest problem.”

      “Agreed. We should plan on meeting somewhere. Your parents will come back; they are already making arrangements to return. In the meantime, I gave you as much cash as I had on hand, and that’s a new credit card with a thousand dollars in credit. Spend wisely as we don’t have infinite resources. It’s important that you stay out of sight and be somewhere secure by nightfall.”

      Right. When she turned into a freaking tree again.

      “I don’t have a real plan. Aunt Lizzy, I didn’t do this very well.”

      “You did fine, Ranger. There is a safe house in Hoboken. I will send directions to your phone. I have it on good authority it is secure…I didn’t have time to check myself, but it should work for the moment. Go there. Hide out.

      “Taimi, your mother is searching for me, and I must keep moving. If she catches me, she might try to spell me into revealing your location. I have to stay ahead of them. And you have to remain free. I will call again when I can.”

      She hung up and the tree branch retracted, revealing them to the commuters once again. Taimi gazed into it and put her hand on its trunk. For a moment she believed she could feel something, but then it faded.

      “Ranger, my phone,” Taimi said as though it had just occurred to her. “I watched you grab it before you shifted.”

      He fished the phone out of his pack and handed it to Taimi. She thumbed it on and frowned at the screen. “Forty text messages and thirteen calls. She’s been trying to reach me.” Taimi sighed. “I guess I should answer her.”

      The tree near them rustled and some of its leaves shook down on the pair. Bark groaned behind them. A single leaf floated onto the phone, covering the face.

      “No. You can’t think it’s a good idea,” Ranger said. “In fact, Taimi, turn it off. Right now. She might have a way to track you on the GPS. I didn’t think of that until just now.”

      With a face that had lost its color, Taimi did as he said, shutting down the phone until it vibrated off and then went dead. She handed it back to Ranger and he shoved it in the pack.

      “If she tracked us, she may have our location. We’ve got to get out of here now.”

      Taimi stuffed her hand in her mouth and made a squeak. Then she nodded. “Okay.”

      He investigated ways to get to Hoboken while they walked away from the High Line. Taimi glanced back at the area with longing on her face. He cursed at his stupidity.

      “If we walk toward Christopher Street, we can pick up the PATH into Hoboken. We’ve got to get away, now.”

      “I would have liked to see more of Manhattan,” she said, staring at the high-rises and digital billboards in wonder. “Maybe some time we can come back. There’s so much life here.”

      Distracted, he nodded, still tracking directions on his phone. “Yeah, we can do that. Right now, come on,” Ranger said. “We need to go to Hoboken.”
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        * * *

      

      The tiny house the coordinates sent them to, didn’t have much to recommend it, but the door was open, and it was away from prying eyes.

      Taimi craved being in the middle of Manhattan, among the masses of people, the life teeming in every corner. It should have frightened her, but it had exhilarated her instead. All her life she’d been sequestered into her tiny existence, and now she was out in the midst of it all. She wanted to revel in it, to dance in the concrete jungle and explore until her feet fell off.

      Or until she turned into a tree at dusk.

      She would never be free. She would always be a creature alive during the day and consigned to a pot at night. Being away from her mother didn’t change that, it just changed her location. Even the shard of her mother with her didn’t alter the fact that she would become a tree when the sun went down. All it meant was that she wasn’t forced back onto the roof. She was still going to be a tree.

      She remembered the phone stuffed in Ranger’s pack. Taimi was sure he was right about her mother tracking it. Even now, she experienced a compulsion to turn it on and send her mother a quick text. Her mother was worried, of course, and would be fretting about Taimi. She did love Taimi—and Taimi her—even though it was oddly expressed.

      The house was dark, and Ranger flipped on a light. It had a hushed stillness in this suburban Hoboken area that suggested nobody stayed there on a regular basis. Ranger set his pack on the kitchen table and slumped into one of the dining chairs. The house was a two bedroom, with a tiny living room. It was bigger than their apartment, but not by much.

      “Now what?” She was annoyed, somehow unhappy, and feeling terrible guilt. The switched-off phone called to her, reminding her that with a simple push of a button, she could assure her mother she was okay.

      Then she shuddered, thinking of what would happen if her mother found her. What she had been going to do to Taimi in the morning. The morning Taimi would not be witnessing if it hadn’t been for Ranger.

      “I feel guilty,” she said, and Ranger nodded.

      “Yeah, I get that,” he replied. He was slouched and disheveled, his posture weary. “But we can’t take the chance. She might worry for a little bit but that’s better than us getting caught. Taimi, you don’t regret coming with me, do you? Not that you had a choice,” he admitted. “I did sort of snatch your pot.”

      She mulled it over for a moment, surprised at her mixed feelings. She had needed to get away, but her mother and that life was all she’d ever known. She had no idea what she would do now.

      “That’s the only life I’ve ever had. What are we going to do now?”

      He yanked at a string on his shirt cuff, making a wry face as he did so. “My aunt has a plan, I think. I hope. We didn’t expect to have to move this fast, but when your mother said what she did, and then came after me in the apartment, we had no choice. You would have stayed a tree, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.”

      “Thanks,” she said. Her stomach was queasy as the full impact of what they’d done washed over her. She was on the run, a fugitive. She was lost.

      “I’m starving. Let’s check the fridge.”

      The kitchen was stocked with food. The groceries from the local Duane Reade appeared to be recent, perhaps even as early as today. They might have just missed the people who had put supplies in the house.

      Taimi was starving, too. The hot dog they’d eaten wasn’t enough to hold them over.

      “Let’s eat and then figure out what we’re going to do next. We should get some sleep. We’ve got planning to do.”

      She nodded, even though part of her wondered if she’d made the right choice.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness was coming too fast. Ranger glanced at the sky, willing the sun to stop moving over the horizon. Yet it came, higher and higher and then started its descent down toward the other side, and night. Nighttime when she would once again become a tree.

      He checked his phone again but there was no message from his aunt. For two people on the run, with no school and nothing to do, they were at loose ends. Almost bored, if two people scared for their lives could be bored.

      “What do we do now?”

      “We should stay inside, in case they tracked us to this area. Your mom is a witch, after all.”

      “Yeah.” She picked up the remains of the pre-made cold-cut sandwich they had shared.

      It sat heavy in his stomach, along with regret and pain. He had an idea what she was thinking. She was as trapped in this house as she had been as a tree. Only the location was different.

      “What’s it like being a dragon?”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “There’s nothing like it in the world. The sense of freedom. Up north where we go sometimes, in Canada, my parents have land where I can fly. They used to take me up there, but things got busy these last two years.” He debated how much to tell her and then just said it. “They’ve been trying to figure out a way to rescue you. That’s why they sent me to Lizzy. She moved into your apartment building when that last tenant had to leave so we could get close to you. People have been aware of your situation for some time and put plans into motion to help you. That’s where I came in.”

      She gazed at him in what appeared to be surprise, and a strange mix of fear and anticipation. “Ranger, what did this accomplish? I’m off the roof but I’m still spelled. It’ll be dark soon. How do we fix that? It’s only until I can stop turning into a tree that I’ll be free.”

      “I don’t have any idea how to make this right,” he admitted, feeling inadequate, like he had failed her somehow. “We, I guess, didn’t expect to have to move this fast. We assumed we had more time, then your mom got so mad…but it’s done. We’ll figure it out.”

      He glanced at the house. She would have to stay in the yard tonight, where there were other trees. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do. He would shift into his dragon to protect her, if necessary, and guard over her with fire and claws.

      There was no escaping sunset.
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      The compulsion began as the sun started to vanish.

      “It’s time,” she said, regretting they’d hung around the house all day. They could have gone to the sights—any of them. Instead they’d stayed here where it was safe—except there was no such place.

      “Do you have to?” Ranger set aside the pack and followed her out to the backyard. The trees in the yard rustled as though in greeting. He looked at Taimi, a question on his face.

      “I don’t have a choice,” she said, feeling the sun going down. She was compelled—she had to do it.

      “Come on, Taimi, you’ve got to fight it. She put this spell on you. You don’t have to turn back into a tree at night. You don’t. It was something she did, not who you are. Hamadryads were never meant to live this way. Resist it. Please.”

      She sank to her knees. The birds tweeted overhead in the trees. They weren’t far enough away. Taimi could already feel the need to shift back into tree form as the sun began to sink. It was who she was.

      “I can’t.”

      Ranger shook her, as a mother might remind a recalcitrant child. Miranda was her mother and she’d left, just taken off in Ranger’s talons without saying goodbye. She was a bad girl, a terrible teen, ungrateful and sullen…

      “Taimi, stop it.”

      Only then did she realize she was uttering the words out loud.

      “She has brainwashed you—maybe she’s influencing you right now. Taimi, you were never meant to turn into a tree every night. It’s not who you are. Please. I can’t do this by myself. I can fly you away but that won’t make a difference. You’ve got to help me. You can do it. You are strong. You are powerful.”

      She was none of those things. Already bark grew within her, the leaves getting ready to sprout once she transformed into her other self. She yearned to become a tree, to lay down roots and wave her branches in the gentle breeze…she needed to.

      NO.

      The voice boomed through the trees like a cannon. For a moment she wondered if it was her imagination, but Ranger shot to his feet, hands clenched as though he would fight whomever or whatever had made that noise. His gaze penetrated the darkening area although a thin shaft of light remained over the horizon.

      She rose to her feet, amazed they were still feet and not roots, and joined Ranger. Every step was a struggle, every movement as a human reminded her to be a tree. It was what she was meant to do.

      As though a violent storm had swept in, all the trees in the yard rustled at once, swaying to an unseen gust, their branches and leaves snapping back and forth in furious rhythm. The earth groaned, the forest floor shifting under their feet. Ranger grabbed Taimi’s hand and tugged her to him. Bark ran over the back of her palm.

      She was going to turn any moment now. Stiffness began inside of her, heralding the shift to her other form. Part of her welcomed it. It was so familiar, like an old friend.

      “I said no!”

      Taimi peered from Ranger to the trees but couldn’t see anyone else.

      “This is beneath you, daughter. Do not allow a witch to tell you what you should be.”

      Taimi blinked. Beside her Ranger stiffened, his body tightening.

      “She can’t help turning into a tree. Do you think she wants to?”

      There was a heavy sigh from somewhere outside them.

      “I did not mean you, human who smells of fire. I meant the other, the one who has occupied my sister’s mind and done this thing to her.”

      Sister?

      She didn’t have time for discussions. Any moment she would turn into a tree. Leaves were already dancing inside her belly and she had to let them out.

      “Not sister in the sense that you humans think of. Sister. We are all sisters.”

      There was the outline of a human form in the wood of the nearby tree. She blinked, sure she was hallucinating, but the shape remained.

      “We are dryads and not a Hamadryad like you. You are rarer, and therefore to be protected. We could not get to you in that garden rooftop, but we were aware you were there. Did you not question why the two of you were sent to this place? We arranged that with your aunt. Taimi, what was done to you was a tragedy. It is unnatural for one such as you to be forced into one form or the other. You have the power to be what you will. Your strength and your tree are one, whereas we are mere dryads. You are special and unique, and that woman stole your power from you. Fight it. We will help.”

      With that, the form solidified, and two others emerged from the branches of the oak and maples in the yard. The trees sighed as the women separated from them. Taimi gasped. She had read that such things were possible and wished that she could be like those other dryads, but she had only ever been one or the other. Tree or human.

      She could feel the change come over her. The sun’s decline was all too swift now, and she could no longer fight the compulsion. She railed against the force in her mind, but it began to take her and Taimi went under like a drowning person, unable to resist the magic spell.

      She fell to her knees, clutching her head, as the dryads surrounded her.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” Ranger cried as branches shot out from Taimi’s arms and her face began to transform. “Fight it!”

      She had been a tree every evening since she was a baby. He had been a fool to think that she could stop the shift just by sheer will. He had gotten her away from her mother, but he hadn’t fixed the problem.

      “Stand back,” the older woman said. He roared, more like his dragon self than his human and the two other dryads flinched.

      Ranger could hardly bear to watch while the girl he liked turned into a tree. She wouldn’t be mobile and that meant if her mother found her, she couldn’t get away. He would stay and guard her, of course.

      She continued to lengthen, her torso stiffening and turning brown with bark. Ranger stretched out an arm to her. But she was a teenager, as was he, and they didn’t have the power to combat this spell. He had been stupid to think taking her from the rooftop would solve all their problems.

      “Do something,” he said, and the woman gave him an impatient glance.

      “I’m trying to. The compulsion is strong.”

      She beckoned to the other dryads and they surrounded Taimi. All that was visible on her face were her eyes, pleading with him. He was a dragon, not a warlock, and he couldn’t fix this. He had his fire and his flight, and neither was appropriate for this situation. He could carry her anywhere, but he couldn’t stop her from being a tree.

      The older woman began chanting, and the three of them put their hands on Taimi’s torso, that was now a trunk. Her arms were shifting to branches and the transformation crept up her face. Taimi’s frightened features disappeared behind twigs.

      He couldn’t identify the language the woman was chanting—maybe it was Gaelic or Scottish. The women chanted as Taimi transformed, her arms and legs becoming branches and roots, her face and body turning into leaves and flowers, and she was on the verge of converting into her dogwood self: skin gone, face submerged.

      Then she stopped changing.

      He could glimpse the outline of her face against the bark, but that was all. She couldn’t blink or speak but she was still in there, even if she was ninety percent tree.

      Ninety, but not a hundred percent.

      He held his breath. The women continued to chant, holding hands and surrounding Taimi.

      The older woman shot Ranger a glance. “Touch her,” she ordered and motioned him toward Taimi. “Touch her and do not let go.”

      Ranger stumbled forward and hugged her, wrapping his arms around her trunk. “Please,” he whispered, hearing her leaves rustle above him. “Fight it, Taimi.” The dryads continued their chant. “For me. For us. You have so much strength in you. Help me to help you. I can’t do this alone.”

      With a crack that shuddered along her entire trunk, Taimi began reversing to her human self.
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        * * *

      

      She was sprawled on the ground when she returned to herself again. The sun was gone, and the moon was rising.

      She had rarely viewed the moon, except on the Internet and through her tree side. Under different circumstances, she would have delighted in observing the planet and feeling the cool touch of that silvery orb on her skin. Taimi extended her hands. They were still green and brown, the hint of bark and leaves fading as she watched. Ranger offered her a hand and helped her to her feet. Then she studied the rising moon and the dryads who still stood, hands clasped.

      “I…” she faltered and stumbled. “It’s nighttime and I’m me. The sun is down. I’m not a tree.”

      The woman who had emerged from the oak smiled, a welcoming expression that shifted something inside Taimi. It—she—felt familiar. “Of course you are, my dear. You are a Hamadryad. You and the tree are one. There is much you will need to learn about who you really are.”

      She had grey hair that still showed streaks of black, evidence of its long-ago color. She had a solid human body which suited the oak she had come from. Her clothing, if that’s what it was, was in green and brown colors and draped over her in the fashion of a cloak. She couldn’t tell in the still-rising moonlight if it was fashioned from tree material or human.

      “How did you do it?” Ranger kept a protective arm around her, his fingers hard on her shoulder. She could feel heat rise in him, a human manifestation of the dragon within. She pressed on his hand in a silent plea for him to ease up. “How did you break the spell?”

      The woman stepped forward, her body as graceful as her tree form. She may be older, but she had the same grace as the younger dryads who flanked her. It was clear who the leader of this stand of trees was. The air chilled as their star lost its grip on New York City. She lost the silhouette of the leaves of the other standing trees.

      “Those of us who are local dryads have been long aware of your imprisonment on the roof. We have been trying to come up with a solution. This was a spell we were not sure would work. We do not have the power of the witches.” She turned to Ranger and inclined her head to him. “We did not expect a dragon. Thank you. What is your name?”

      He gulped and swallowed and made a sketchy bow as though the tree woman were royalty. “Ranger, Miss, um, ma’am, um…yeah. Ranger.”

      “Ranger,” she said and the trees in the nearby yards sighed, swaying in the air, though there was no wind.

      “Are all of them dryads?” He asked it with the kind of tone reserved for the horror a child might feel at being asked to spend Christmas at his least favorite aunt’s.

      “No. Just the three of us. But there are many dryads throughout the city, in the parks—and of course Central Park has many. I would not say that all of the dryads cared about our sister’s captivity, but many of us did. We have been watching and waiting. Thank you, Ranger, for freeing one of us from her terrible captivity.”

      Taimi remembered all the years with Miranda. There had been love there, maybe twisted, but Miranda loved her. Now all that had come to an end. It brought a strange sort of melancholy to Taimi’s chest, a tightening that she wouldn’t have been able to explain if asked. She should hate Miranda, and a part of her did, but the woman was the only family she’d had for close to two decades and that was not an easy thing to let go of.

      “She’s my mother,” she said, surprising all of them.

      The dryad nodded as though she understood the confusion raging inside of Taimi. “Yes, of course, but she is also your kidnapper and your jailer. Come. It is nighttime. She will be expecting you to be easy to find. You must make plans for your next journey.”

      Taimi glanced at Ranger, whose face had gone pale.

      “Where should we go? She’s sixteen. I’m seventeen, neither one of us are adults. I don’t care so much for myself, but I can’t bear the idea of Taimi hurt. She’s been through too much.”

      The older dryad inclined her head. “You are correct in all you say, dragon shifter, yet that is not all there is to the story. Now that you have done this thing and gotten her down, we can help. Taimi, it will not be easy, and you will need bravery, but we can assist you.”

      She turned to Ranger and waved toward the door. “We can take it from here. You need not concern yourself any longer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The dryad was already turning away as though he had been dismissed.

      “What did you say?”

      “This is dryad business. You may go.”

      He stood in front of the woman who had been a tree and folded his arms.

      “I don’t think so, lady. I don’t care who you are, Taimi and I are in this together.”

      He glanced at her for confirmation but Taimi stayed still. Then she seemed to come into herself and bobbed her head.

      “Ranger got me out of there. Without him, I’d be waiting for the sunrise to be human again. I owe him.”

      “You are a Hamadryad. You are greater than you are aware.”

      “And I’m a dragon.” Put that in your pipe and smoke it, tree lady.

      The woman sighed as though Ranger had just shifted a heavy burden to her. Taimi wasn’t a liability. She needed him and he needed her, and they were going to do this together.

      “Very well. There is no time to waste on squabbling. We are safe for the moment. Taimi, we must ensure that Miranda has no other way of tracking you.”

      He wasn’t sure he trusted these dryads. This could be another sort of trap. They were in Hoboken, not so far away that Miranda didn’t still have influence. Or these women may have their own set of ulterior motives. People rarely did things for sheer altruism.

      Ranger removed his cell from his pack and checked it. Three texts from his aunt, all with status updates. They had a friend watching the building and there had been activity. Police had been called in. After all, Ranger and Taimi had not gone to school that day. Soon there would be a missing person’s report out for them. Or maybe an Amber Alert.

      “First order of business is survival. Although you are not a tree at this moment, the spell is not shattered. We need to solve the problem of where you go next. Taimi, let’s go inside so I can examine you.”

      Taimi glanced at Ranger but went with the woman. Once they all stood in the living room, the dryad took Taimi’s shoulders and closed her eyes. The room grew silent as the woman mouthed words of what seemed like a spell. Ranger found himself wondering if she was a witch as well. Too many of that kind these days. If he never saw another witch, he would be fine with that.

      After what felt like an eternity, the woman opened her eyes.

      “She has no visible method of tracking you. There may be other ways, but I believe for the moment you will not be discovered here.”

      Taimi yawned and Ranger forced himself to say nothing. He wanted to take her and run hard and fast—or fly—far away from here. He would get out of the city and away from the woman who had imprisoned Taimi all those years, as well as the dryads. They could do it alone. They would be fine.

      “Your mom has called the cops,” Ranger announced.

      “That is to be expected,” the dryad said. “Do not concern yourself with human affairs. It is dryad business we must tend to.”

      “We should keep moving,” he said, recognizing from the expression on Taimi’s face that the suggestion was a lost cause. “Your mother can find us in the city.”

      Taimi’s face lit up when the dryads reappeared. He had no way of winning this argument.

      And where Taimi stayed, Ranger stayed.
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        * * *

      

      Taimi.

      She was watching the news when she detected the whisper in her mind.

      Taimi.

      She schooled her face into blankness but caught an edge of Ranger’s furrowed brow. He stared at her and she regarded him in return, unwilling to admit what echoed inside her head.

      Taimi, come back.

      She paused in surfing and set down the remote, twisting her fingers around each other. She shook her head, hoping to dislodge the plaintive voice of her mother.

      She dared not respond, of course. She couldn’t take the chance that her mother could find her if she answered. While Miranda had never used this trick on her before, it didn’t surprise Taimi that she had this sort of ability. There might be some sort of range on her mother’s telepathy, and if she replied, it would tell her mother she was close enough to find. But for some reason, she didn’t tell her friends that her mother was trying to track her.

      I just want to know you’re all right.

      All her life she’d done as her mother had told her, believing that however odd the form, she had Taimi’s best interests in mind. She was having a hard time reconciling that woman to the one who had allowed a gun to be used on them. Ranger could have dropped her, and she had no idea if she would have survived a multi-story fall. They had been willing to kill Taimi and, or, Ranger to stop her from escaping. She’d done what she had to do.

      Then why did she feel so guilty?

      “There’s nothing to watch,” she said. “I’m getting hungry.”

      “Your body has gotten used to its dual form,” the older dryad said, eyeing Taimi. Taimi schooled her features to reveal nothing. “It is going to take you time to figure out how to move in and out of your tree. You will need to learn that before you can discover more about the dryads.”

      “Such as what?” Ranger’s voice was tinged with disbelief and distrust. She wasn’t sure she blamed him.

      The other dryad paused, her gaze also on Taimi. She had a speculative air, as though she knew Taimi was hiding something.

      “As a dryad, Taimi should have two forms and not two merged into one. Like us, she has a tree form and a human form. She should be able to do what we did in the forest. It is unnatural for her to either be one or the other. Abnormal and dangerous.”

      Ranger’s brow furrowed, and he swung his attention to the dryad. “Why is it dangerous? She’s done it for sixteen years. She’s been fine so far.”

      “We are dryads. We are meant to be among our trees, and tend to them, but not be the tree. Being forced into one or the other deprives both of their needed growth. If this persists, soon her tree will continue to sicken and begin dying. And that is where the danger lies.”

      Something that felt like a stone lodged inside the pit of Taimi’s stomach.

      Ranger raised an eyebrow, incomprehension lining his face. “So, she’ll learn how to be a tree when she needs to be. I don’t get it.”

      The dryad shook her head. The rock in Taimi’s midsection turned into a boulder.

      “Why do you think we have been so anxious to get her off of the rooftop? We cannot undo this madness forever—the spell we broke will reassert itself before too long. We must find a way to make the change permanent. Taimi and her tree are bound. They have been together too long in this unnatural way. It is one of the reasons we had to get Taimi away from the witch. Her tree must be nursed back to health.”

      She had a sudden, sickening awareness of what the dryad meant. Ranger began to pace. She smelled smoke and wondered if his dragon was lurking. She waited, afraid of what the dryad was about to say. Finally, the silence had gotten to be too much.

      “She means that if my tree dies, so do I.”
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      He’d had time to absorb what the dryads and Taimi were saying, but Ranger couldn’t believe it. That couldn’t be all of it. No way.

      The doorbell rang and he flinched. When the women didn’t move, he went to the door.

      His aunt Lizzy stood there, unkempt in wrinkled clothes and windblown hair. He hugged her, pressing his body against hers and drinking in her familiar scent.

      “Thank you for your help,” Lizzy said to the others. “There is still a great deal happening. I got here as soon as I could.”

      The woman cleared her throat, casting a glance at the other two dryads. “There is still much risk. The trees tell me that Melinda is abusing several of our members trying to find her daughter.”

      Ranger shook it off. “Never mind that. The dryads said something about sickness and death. That Taimi would die if she couldn’t break the spell forever.”

      “I was worried about that. Is it that dire?” His aunt looked horrified, and Ranger swore under his breath. He was hoping she would have the answers he couldn’t bear to ask the dryads.

      “Yes,” he affirmed. “They,” he pointed at the dryads, who stared at him, “they said that unless they find a way to make this separation lasting, so she can interact with her tree as needed, they’ll both die.”

      His heart pounded at that notion. Taimi had become important to him. He wanted to protect her and shield her in ways he had never imagined he could feel about someone else. Not that he would tell her that. A guy had his pride, after all.

      “I hoped that wasn’t going to happen,” his aunt said. She turned to the older dryad, who still said nothing. “We’ll have to figure out something. Don’t underestimate Miranda. She is clever, and desperate. Right now, she thinks of you as a stupid boy, and does not think she needs to do much to find you. That will change if you continue to stay ahead of her. Things are reaching critical mass.”

      Ranger nodded, unsure of who to trust, except Aunt Lizzy. He still wasn’t sure about the dryads, despite their help. It was due to them that Taimi could even move in the nighttime. He owed them. Taimi owed them.

      “So? What’s the plan?”
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        * * *

      

      I will die.

      The words pounded through her even while she observed the night sky. Taimi had an urge to flee, to go north, all the way into Canada, all the way up to…she couldn’t remember the name of the place where there were more dogs and moose than people, but there. Where she could marvel at the millions of stars in the sky. Maybe there, among more trees than she could count, she would be safe.

      Without my tree, I die.

      The older dryad came out into the backyard, bearing cups of tea and a plate of store-bought cookies. Taimi was going to refuse, but then she picked up one of the cookies.

      “You have questions,” she said.

      Lips trembling, Taimi nodded. “Is that why my mother kept me as a tree at night? To protect me?”

      

      The older dryad sipped her tea, her gaze in the distance. Taimi could hear rustling inside, normal activities of day-to-day life. Ranger was still deep in conversation with his aunt. Both of their phones were charging, although hers was still off. The house wasn’t big enough for all of them. The dryads lived further north where there was more space, but Taimi had been told when word got out about her escape, they rushed to the designated safe house. This place.

      “Your mother kept you as a tree to control you. She tricked the Hamadryads long ago and they have not forgotten. I can’t say the reasons why she does the things she does, just that she does them.” She studied Taimi, worry lines creasing her forehead. “You miss her. It is part of the compulsion. She has not let you go, whether or not you are with her. You must be strong, Taimi, or all is lost.”

      “What’s your name?” In all the events of the last few hours, she hadn’t learned who the women were.

      “I am called Dáire,” she replied and took another sip of tea. “You need to listen to what I am saying. This will not last. Melinda will find you. All we can do is forestall it. We cannot prevent it. We tried, but we were always repelled.”

      A frisson of fear curled through Taimi’s stomach. She studied the handful of trees in the yard.

      “That’s why my mother didn’t like taking me to parks,” she said.

      The dryad nodded. “We were watching. She could never be certain which was a tree, and which one of us was a dryad.”

      Taimi stared at the woman in surprise. “But she’s a witch.”

      Dáire snorted, a sound that wasn’t quite laughter. “Do not underestimate dryads. We have our ways. We are not powerless. Also, your dragon’s aunt has some witch power. It will be helpful.”

      She didn’t challenge the idea that Ranger was her dragon. “What happens now? What am I supposed to do?”

      The woman sighed as though Taimi disappointed her. She flushed, unsure about her feelings for these dryads. They were here for her, but they hadn’t been in her life until now. Why hadn’t they done something before? She had been trapped for sixteen years, and it wasn’t until Ranger helped her, that these others appeared.

      She wanted to stomp off, but it wasn’t safe out there. She hated being stuck in the house, but at least she had the night, the sky and stars.

      “That is up to you,” Dáire said. “You must find the strength to overcome this. What is it you desire, Taimi? What would you do if you could do anything at all? You are a Hamadryad and that is a precious thing. We are here to help you, but the power must come from inside.”

      All her life she’d been spelled, and she had coveted freedom. Now she had it and it meant nothing.

      “How?” she asked, aware of how weak it sounded. “All I needed was to do teenage things. I longed to be like Desi, who is fearless and has so many friends. But I won’t ever be normal. Will I?”

      Dáire set her cup down in its saucer. Then she shook her head, sorrow twisting her features. “No. You can never be like this Desi. You are so much more, but you have not been given the proper tools to understand that. I am sorry, Taimi. You have a lot to learn and no time.”

      

      Taimi thought about shouting but she had a lifetime of suppressing her feelings. Instead she looked to the sky, where the moon gleamed its cool radiance.

      “I guess I don’t need to settle it tonight. I get the stars. That’s something.”

      It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do.
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        * * *

      

      He’d given up his friends in Queens, almost exposed his dragon, for this? Taimi didn’t appear grateful for their escape, almost like she resented him for it.

      Ranger had an urge to shift and fly. He could go back up to Canada, or to Russia or something where he could fly and pretend that this whole crazy adventure had never happened.

      “What’s your part in this?” He focused on the younger dryad. She shot him a curious stare before turning toward the yard where Taimi and the older woman were talking.

      “I am Dáire’s tree daughter. We are not of the same kin, but we are of the same type, and in that, we are related. She is like a mother to me.”

      “I don’t understand what a tree daughter is, but I do get the part about family. I miss my parents.” His attention went to Lizzy and then back to Taimi. “I think she’s considering going back to her mom’s. What was all of this for?”

      The tree woman nodded, sympathy crossing her features. “You did a good thing, Ranger dragon shifter. We dryads can feel the pain of others like us. Your Taimi is still in pain. My tree mother can help her once Taimi understands what she needs. She has had a lifetime of being trapped in her tree, she will need more than a day to adjust to her new reality. There are still many obstacles ahead. You must be patient. This story is far from over.”

      

      Heat bloomed on his cheeks and Ranger ducked his head. With those simple words she had flayed him to the core, showing him how selfish he was being. Taimi had been trapped as a tree all these years and he couldn’t even give her a few hours. Man, was he ever self-centered.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted. He sounded like a dork.

      The dryad put a hand on his shoulder. It was warm and dry, with a slight roughness to it that was reminiscent of bark.

      “All you can do is let things unfold as they are meant to. We dryads have a long time to live and we comprehend things differently than humans—or dragons. Let Taimi understand her nature and aid her when she needs assistance. We could not have done this without you. You and your dragon did what nobody else managed when you rescued Taimi from the roof. Now her life can begin. Ranger, this journey may take you to new and unexplored lands. You are young for what you are facing, but you are the one who was chosen to do it. Taimi will have to face an even greater crisis soon.”

      “What do you mean?”

      It was his aunt Lizzy who answered. “She’s right. It will not be long before her mother comes. She searches for Taimi in the trees of the city. She will locate Taimi before too long. It’s part of the reason I came when I did. We are out of time.”

      Ranger stared at his aunt, aghast. “Then we should run. We can go north. I can get us over the border.”

      

      Lizzy shook her head. “Running will not solve the problem. Taimi must face her situation and deal with it or she, and you, will never be free.”

      “Face her mother?”

      The dryad nodded. “Even now, she comes. Within a day, two at most, she will find you.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t face her. I have no interest in seeing her again,” Taimi lied, wondering what it was she did feel.

      “Whether you do or not, you have to find the strength to face the woman who took your power from you. Otherwise you will never be rid of her.”

      She glared at Dáire. She was a teenager, for real, she shouldn’t have to be making these sorts of decisions. Parents were supposed to protect their kids, even those who stole them as saplings from the forest.

      “For now, let’s prepare as best we can. Although we have held the compulsion back, you should plan on spending some time as your tree. Otherwise it will not be good for either of you.”

      From the time she’d been a child, she’d dreamed about being mobile at night. Now she was, and she wasn’t sure what to do with herself, what to say or where to go.

      “I can’t decide,” she said, averting her face from Ranger. She bit her lip, the gravity of the situation swamping her with emotion.

      They all stared at her. She couldn’t do this. She was not ready.

      It had been a mistake to leave the roof. She needed to go back.
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        * * *

      

      He walked with his aunt to the nearby Cluck U Chicken, striding with angry steps toward the restaurant.

      “She’s freaked out,” he said, dodging a handful of people on the sidewalk.

      “Taimi has been through a great deal of change in the last day,” Lizzy said in a soothing tone. “All things familiar were ripped away yesterday, and as unwelcome as her captivity was, she was also used to it.”

      “She can’t be thinking about going back, can she?”

      Aunt Lizzy seemed to be considering him for a long moment before speaking. “Sometimes when you are thrust into growth it is terrifying. Now she has to contend with life on life’s terms, with no hindrances. She will be fine, Ranger. She is a strong girl and she will be a wonderful Hamadryad. These are early days, and you must be patient.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      His aunt put an arm around him. “Ranger, you have also been through turmoil in the last weeks. We involved you in this because of what you could do but it has taken its toll. Don’t think that we don’t appreciate your sacrifice. You gave up everything to assist this cause. You have to give it time. Nothing happens overnight.” She guided him into the store. “Well, almost nothing. Except a dragon rescuing a tree from a rooftop.”

      “We helped her, and she doesn’t appreciate it.”

      He placed their order, using it as an excuse to focus on the menu. He had a feeling he would get the truth if he did—that if he was being a brat and acting badly.

      “She does. Give her time. She’s still in shock.”

      “I get that she’s a Hamadryad, but why did you guys go through all this trouble for one tree?”

      They waited at the pickup section. His aunt opened her mouth to say something, shut it, and then started again.

      “It was necessary. Taimi is a part of the dryads and they could not tolerate her captivity. We had to do something. This is unnatural for her, and without our intercession, she would soon weaken and die. Hamadryads are special. Losing even one would be a tragedy.”

      “It’s hard to understand. It’s like she doesn’t even appreciate that she’s free.” He raked a hand through his hair. This was Aunt Lizzy. He could let his guard down with her.

      “Trust me. It will be fine. Come on, let’s get back while the food is still hot.”

      Something wrong pinged on Ranger’s senses, but he dismissed it as his imagination. Everything was wrong. They were all tired and hungry, worn out from the day’s events.

      Ranger almost dropped the bags when he walked in on the scene. Nobody moved when they entered, all of their attention was focused on each other.

      Taimi’s mother and two witches were standing in the yard, facing Taimi and the dryads.
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        * * *

      

      Melinda opened her hands toward Taimi, turning her palms outward. Her lips trembled, and there were tears on her cheeks. Taimi couldn’t remember a time she’d ever witnessed her mother like this. She appeared distraught, as though her entire world was crumbling.

      This woman had raised her. This woman protected her and cared for her. She was being ungracious.

      “Taimi, please.”

      This was her mother. She had her best interests in mind. She could trust her mother. Things would be different now. She had been foolish to leave the security of the one home she had, in the company of a boy she just met.

      When her mother had come through the door, Taimi first assumed it was Ranger. But the welcome died when she realized who it was. To her surprise her mother didn’t try to compel her. Taimi darted outside and the others followed. They all now stood on the grassy surface, near the sliding door. Now that the moment was upon them, she was frozen with fear and weird relief.

      “How did you find me? I’m not going back there. You can’t make me. Leave me alone. Just leave me alone.”

      “Your phone may have been off, but I was still able to track you through it. Taimi, I am your mother. I promise you. Things will be different. Just come home with me.”

      “I won’t.” She backed up a step.

      Melinda’s face twisted, pain crossing her features. “It was a mistake to do what I did. Come home. I will take you to where I found you, and you can meet all your sister Hamadryads. Without me, you will never understand where you came from. I’ve been your mother your entire life. Please.”

      She had never watched her mother beg. She was a witch, used to getting her own way, and she never asked Taimi to do anything, she told her what to do. She bit her lip in uncertainty. Part of her desired to run into her mother’s embrace and go back to the way things were.

      Her mother stood there, her body trembling, her arms outstretched. Behind her were the two members of the coven, standing at attention. Taimi focused on one of them. Her lips were moving but the rest of her was still. The vista blurred in front of her. Taimi couldn’t be sure of anything. A string was compelling her toward her mother, back where she belonged.

      She took a step forward, still not close enough for her mother to touch. The tree women swayed with the wind. Ranger and his aunt Lizzy hovered in the patio doorway.

      “I don’t know, Mother,” she said, grimacing when her voice was shaky. In moments, her mother would be able to grab her and take her away. Taimi hesitated.
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        * * *

      

      He couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. She was going to go back to her mother. After all that, she was going to go back to the woman who had enslaved her. Ranger stood rooted to the spot like his own version of a tree, unable to believe what he was witnessing. All of it, the rescue, the running, the dryads, it was all for nothing.

      “Ranger.” His aunt whispered his name and then said it a little louder. “Ranger.”

      Her attention was fixed on a woman behind Taimi’s mother. She was blurry, like rain on a windshield. He glanced from the indistinct woman to Taimi and grasped that she was staring at Taimi. No time for subtlety. Ranger partially shifted, willing just his head and hands to turn into a dragon, something he couldn’t sustain for more than a minute. His head expanded and his hands turned to claws. He focused on the woman. She had something in her hands and was aiming it toward Taimi. Ranger roared, snapping his teeth and directing a stream of weak fire toward the woman.

      The woman shrieked and fell back. The object dropped from her hand with a clatter. He took a swipe toward her, although he was too far away to touch her. It didn’t stop the woman from backing away. Taimi’s mother turned toward Ranger with a snarl.

      He shifted back into his regular form, leaving everyone blinking. He tried not to appear smug. He had practiced that again and again with his parents, groaning at the time when they’d forced him to do it, but it had all been worth it.

      Taimi shook her head like a dog, as though she were once again aware of her surroundings. Ranger glared at the woman, who was staring at him.

      Taimi focused on what the woman had dropped on the ground. Ranger followed her gaze. It was a short, stout thing, more a stick than a wand, but with a tapered end that left little doubt as to its use. Taimi gave a shocked cry and stepped back, away from her mother.

      “You would…oh, Mother…you tried to compel me. You’ve been using magic this whole time.” The words were torn from Taimi, a tortured shriek that made Ranger flinch. He moved to go to her, but his aunt’s hand on his arm stilled his movement. She nodded with her head toward the pair and he subsided.

      Taimi’s face changed, going hard, in that moment much older than her sixteen years.

      “I only ever thought about what’s best for you,” Melinda said. She was almost within touching distance. To Ranger’s relief, Taimi took a step back.

      Ranger’s attention was diverted by the rod on the earth. It shifted and slid a few inches, vibrating as though dancing. A root shot out of the ground and curled around the wand and then pulled it under the soil. A moment later there was the cracking of wood shattering.

      “Yes,” Dáire said behind them. “That’s right, Taimi. Feel your power. It is inside you—it has been there this entire time.”

      Her mother was still far too close to Taimi for his liking, but somehow, his Hamadryad was much further away from her mother than she had been moments ago.

      “I do feel it. After all this time, I appreciate what I am. To hell with you, Miranda.”

      She turned away from her mother as though the woman meant nothing. Melinda let out a cry and began to wail.
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      Plants susurrated under her feet, clover and bits of grass spoke to her in their unique way. It was the language of the green, not of mortals. It was the speech of the trees in the yard and beyond, the flowers that were quiet in the night but waited for the day, and bees. It was the vines that climbed the chain-link fence that separated this area from the next. All of them called to her in the dialect of nature.

      She could hear and feel them all, and they would do anything for her. The tree that had extended its root had a smug satisfaction in its core that it had done a good thing.

      This was what it was to be a Hamadryad. This, and so much more. Her mother had taken this from her as she kept Taimi in her unnatural form.

      “You spelled me, and you would have bound me forever,” she said, her voice harsh and rough. Tears threatened to spill, but she would not give Melinda that satisfaction. This woman had stolen her from her rightful place and kept her a slave.

      …yes, yes…feel your strength…this human took your heritage…

      Taimi perceived buzzing from every corner, each unique to the plant it belonged to. The night was alive with sound. Her gaze landed on Dáire and the woman nodded.

      “I did what had to be done,” Melinda protested.

      “It was a mistake to bring a wooden wand,” Taimi continued as though Melinda hadn’t spoken. “Wood is mine to command. Did you try to hide this power from me by spelling me? This,” she gestured to the yard, all the yards, and the city beyond that, “this, nature, this is for me. You forced me into a pot on a roof, cut off from everything.”

      Melinda blanched, and the two witches with her took a step closer. Taimi focused and vines shot out from the fence, driving them back to their original spot.

      “I rescued you,” she said and the others with her nodded. Ranger made a choking sound, like a human rather than a dragon. She kind of liked that he was scared. It made the new power within her swell, gave it voice where she might not believe it otherwise.

      “You wouldn’t hurt your mother,” Melinda said, surprising strength in her voice.

      Taimi frowned. One of the witches was reaching for something round. A crystal ball, perhaps. Intolerable. Taimi focused on the tree again, and it reached a branch down and swiped the thing out of the witch’s hand. It tumbled across the yard before shattering on a rock.

      “Wouldn’t I?” The vines sprang forward, tangling the witches and sending them sprawling before wrapping around Melinda, binding her hands and feet. One snaked across Melinda’s face, covering her nose and mouth.

      “Taimi!” Her mother’s voice was strangled before it was cut off. Her expression changed to terrified when the green leaves covered her mouth. Power pulsed inside Taimi, craving to bring her mother down as she had made Taimi suffer all these years.

      “Taimi, no.” Dáire spoke in a low voice, but her tone was urgent. “This is not what dryads do. We are creatures of the forest and we do not kill.”

      “She kept me in bondage. She needs to pay.”

      Melinda made a muffled sound and Taimi smirked. Her life had been taken from her and there was no getting those years back.

      “She will pay,” the older dryad said in a soothing tone. “She is going to sign custody of you over to me.”

      “No,” Taimi replied. “Nobody gets custody of me. I am not a chip to be bargained with.” Rage suffused her at the idea that Melinda had tried to compel her.

      “Let me turn into a dragon and roast her!”

      Ranger’s voice punctuated her fog. Taimi had images of Ranger shifting into his other form and setting Melinda on fire. It would be satisfying to watch her burn.

      Then Taimi took a deep breath, the rage draining out of her. Melinda still struggled against her vine prison, muffled sounds coming from behind her leaf gag. The other witches were whispering to each other, and Taimi motioned to the dryads. The two younger ones charged forward and the witches stopped talking. They cast frightened glances at both Taimi and Ranger.

      The trees swirled, branches moving although there was no wind. She could hear their music inside her, in welcome but also warning.

      “You can’t. You might set one of the trees on fire. It’s too big a risk.”

      She commanded the vine to release Melinda. It headed back toward the ground but did not retreat, its tip poking up in a watchful manner.

      “You always were a willful child,” Melinda spat. “Stop this foolishness at once and come with me. This little display of temper has gone on too long.”

      She stood, her hands on her hips, in a manner that would have cowed the prior Taimi into submission. Taimi still felt that draw, the instinct to do as her mother said and follow her back to the apartment, and her rooftop prison, but it was muted, easier to suppress.

      Her mother half-turned to the door, meeting her witches’ gazes as she did so. The plants buzzed with their own voices, and their power gave her strength. They were part of her, and she would never again feel alone.

      “That is not for you to dictate. I will no longer obey your commands. You do not control me.” Taimi had to choke out the words, her voice shaking, but she said them.

      “I am your mother and you will listen to what I say.”

      Ranger snorted and joined Taimi, standing next to her. Dáire came to her other side, and the older woman’s bulk was comforting.

      “You are not my mother. I don’t listen to you anymore. This,” and she gestured, taking in the trees, the vines, the plants as well as the people, “this is my family. All of nature is. You kept that from me, but you will not keep it from me again. It’s over, Melinda. I’m not yours to command.”

      “I have custody of you.” She gave the impression that this would be her final weapon. “I can and will go to the police and declare that Ranger has kidnapped you…no, I will say that you,” and she pointed a finger at Lizzy, “that you took my baby. Or you,” and now she aimed at Dáire, “I will say that you are a spinster after my child, and you are sick. All of you.”

      “I will flame her,” Ranger said, and his hands shifted, his nails changing into claws.

      “I would like that,” she said. “Maybe you can do it later, when she thinks she’s safe.”

      Melinda let out a strangled cry.

      “You do any of those things and the government of the country you took Taimi from will step in. Ranger’s parents took care of it. Melinda, if you push this, you will be the one who loses.” Lizzy’s voice radiated anger, her posture ramrod straight.

      “As I said, you will give guardianship to us,” Dáire continued and raised her hand before Taimi could protest again. “It is a legal matter, dear Hamadryad. You are very much your own person, but this will make it easier for us to do what needs to be done.”

      Taimi considered and nodded. “Be sure that it is.”

      She was tired, her fury exhausted. She was no longer trapped. It was night and she could enjoy the stars. There were many things to do but she had no energy left.

      Melinda sputtered, and the other two witches glared, but the dryads held their ground. Lizzy handed Melinda something, to Taimi’s shock.

      “You had it ready?”

      Lizzy nodded and Ranger let out a whoop. “Just in case,” Lizzy said. “We often forget the legalities. There can be no mistake in this. We have not come this far to lose you to the government.”

      “That wouldn’t happen.”

      “Ah, the arrogance of youth,” Lizzy said, but her voice wasn’t unkind.

      “I won’t sign it.”

      “Won’t you?” Taimi summoned the vine again and it slithered forward like a snake, brushing Melinda’s foot. Her mother was powerless now, her strength abated. At one time Taimi would have been sorry for her. “I think you’ll find that with your spells removed, I have much more power. Unless you plan on never leaving your house again, you will sign over custody. Brooklyn may be a city, but there are many plants on every street. They will all be against you.” The promise of nature was in the soil, in the air, on the wind.

      Dáire stepped forward and Lizzy joined her. They held out the paper between them. “Taimi the Hamadryad speaks the truth, witch. The dryads and all of nature will be waiting for you. Your rooftop will not be safe. No place will be a sanctuary. You may have committed this theft once, but we will not be tricked a second time. You would be wise to sign the paper and be thankful you had sixteen years with a dryad. Most are not so lucky. Your time was stolen, but it was precious nonetheless.”

      Melinda’s gaze focused on Lizzy, and her face turned hard and calculating.

      “This is your fault,” she said to Lizzy and then she glared at Ranger. “And yours. If you hadn’t come along everything would have been fine. It was you who filled her head with ideas.”

      Ranger jerked and Taimi put her hand on his arm. It was good to touch him, in spite of the chaos. For one brief moment they were the only two people in the world.

      “Nobody told me what to do. This has nothing to do with him. Leave them alone.”

      Her mother had to be aware it was a weak response. She turned to Taimi again and her face softened.

      “You are mine even if you weren’t born to me,” she said. “All I craved was to love something and I chose you. You can’t fault me for that, Taimi. Don’t let them force me to sign these papers. We’ll be separated forever. That can’t be what you were after.”

      Taimi wavered for a second. It sounded so reasonable when put that way. But no. She was young, but she wasn’t stupid. Ranger tensed, his body tightening as though getting ready for battle.

      “I need to be free, mo…Melinda. I must have a chance to do normal teenage things.”

      “I can give you that,” Melinda continued. “It was wrong to spell you. I can let you be the Hamadryad you were meant to be, but you can still be my daughter. Just come back with me, please. Everything will be different.”

      Taimi bit her lip. It would be easier to go with Melinda. She wouldn’t have to leave everything familiar to her.

      …open spaces…wind…others like you…dancing and singing…

      She wasn’t sure who the vision came from, it had none of the flavor of the dryads in the yard. Taimi couldn’t say who had spoken.

      “Yes,” she said. “It will be. Sign the paper, Mother. Melinda.” She groaned. It would take a while to lose the habit of referring to Melinda as her parent. “I can’t trust you not to dump me back in a pot if I were to go back with you.”

      Ranger breathed out a sigh of relief and Lizzy’s hands shook. They hadn’t been sure of her reply.

      “You will regret this,” Melinda warned but grabbed the pen. With a flourish, she scrawled her name at the bottom and glared at Taimi. “When you try to come back you will not be welcome. This will end in disaster and despair and I won’t be there to pick up the pieces.”

      She turned to the two witches and motioned to them. Melinda stalked to the house and then through, the others trailing behind.

      There was silence. Then Lizzy let out a full-body laugh and one of the dryads joined in. Ranger’s lips tugged up and he chortled. Taimi had a bout of warring emotions—sadness and elation, grief and euphoria—before she laughed with them.

      It was over. She was free.
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        * * *

      

      Dáire had custody of Taimi, but in truth, the person who had charge of Taimi was herself. She was a Hamadryad. She had a tree to deal with and school to handle. There were arrangements to be made. His parents would be in New York soon. Ranger was heading back to Queens and Lizzy and Taimi were going to be close by.

      Dáire had been the one to get Taimi’s belongings. The dryads showed up the next day at the Hoboken house with two suitcases—a sad remnant of sixteen years.

      So many things had to happen. She had to transfer schools. She would be going to Ranger’s school, and there was something both fantastic and scary about that prospect. She had a whole life ahead of her and no idea how to live it.

      There was a ton she had to learn.

      Her mother would not let it lie. She would make her pitch again to get her back, but Taimi would be ready for that. Her mother had lost her power over Taimi when Ranger had taken her off the roof and given her her freedom.

      The boy in question came into the house. Her heart lifted at the sight of him with his shaggy brown hair and fire inside him. He was like her, both more than they appeared.

      “What’s wrong, Ranger?”

      They were alone in the house—the others were getting things set up for her and her new guardian. She was thrust into the company of strangers—even Ranger was a relative stranger for all that he had saved her.

      “I…this,” he said and then stumbled forward, his foot catching on nothing. He reeled but caught himself. “We took you away from everything you were familiar with. It must be weird.”

      “I owe you and your family,” she said. “I’d still be in that pot if it weren’t for you.”

      “You were safe there.”

      He understood. The fact that he comprehended her warring feelings made Taimi want to throw her arms around him. But she wasn’t familiar with boys’ emotions and had no idea if that would be welcome or not.

      “I was. I was also dying. I have to learn about who I am. I couldn’t have stayed that way for much longer. Hamadryads must be free.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to leave?”

      Nature sang, a current like the birds and crickets that still somehow thrived in the urban jungle. The grass and plants called to her. Now that she understood their music she would never be alone again.

      Words jumbled in her head like tangled wires. She couldn’t unlearn the habits of a lifetime overnight, even with her newfound strength. It would take her a while to be comfortable with who she was.

      “No,” she managed to get out. “I will go with you guys to Queens. I’d like to go back to Brooklyn sometimes, not to Melinda, not yet. Maybe someday. But there are kids there I’d like to keep in touch with, if I can.” She was reminded of Desi, whose casual invitation had sparked this final blow. Desi may not ever recognize what she did for Taimi, but Taimi would never forget her role.

      He brightened and moved closer. They were feet from each other, almost within touching range. “You’ll like Queens. There’s lots to do there. It’s not Brooklyn, but we can still get into the city. We can explore Manhattan on the weekends. I’ve got friends, and I can take you to all the good places to eat.”

      She’d forgotten he had a life that he was going to go back to now. She would have to learn how to move in the real world.

      “Sure,” she said, papering a smile on her face just as she had all those years when she was hiding her feelings from Melinda. “Friends.”

      He shuffled his feet and studied the top of his sneakers. “Or…maybe we can go out sometime, get an ice cream or something. There is so much you haven’t done; I can’t even imagine.”

      She wasn’t quite sure if he was asking her out or not, but Taimi would ask the dryads later. For now, she nodded.

      “Yeah. I could do that.”
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        * * *

      

      Queens was new and the same, too. The school transfer had gone smoothly, and Taimi had a whole new set of classes to contend with. Both she and Ranger had some scrambling to do to make sure they weren’t behind in the new school.

      He fell in with his old friends but was always aware of Taimi in his proximity and begged off more often than not to spend time with her.

      For a girl who had been a tree at night until a month ago, Taimi was settling in well.

      They had been to the city several times, Taimi staring in wonder at the digital signs and neon of Times Square, her mouth a rounded O as she took in the press of people and the way the city came to life at night. He’d never considered how being limited to one part of the day would alter your experience before now.

      Lizzy told them that Melinda had tried to contact Taimi via social media, and Taimi blocked her. Ranger admired her strength—he would never tell her he hadn’t been sure of her there at the end. He valued his hide.

      It was not over. Taimi had challenges ahead of her. At the moment she was still a dual being inside her body—Taimi and the tree. She wouldn’t set down roots until she knew where she was going to be. Worst case, they would do what Melinda had done on the rooftop, but after sixteen years of being in a pot, Taimi blanched at that suggestion. She wore the piece of her mother in a leather necklace, keeping it close to her at all times.

      There was still a lot to figure out, but she was safe and that was the important thing.

      The girl in question mounted the steps of their brownstone, and he waited for her to knock.

      She was breathless when he opened the door. It would still be a while before she could feel normal, but she’d lost a great deal of fear in the last weeks. She even had a new friend in the school. He spent too much time thinking about Taimi, but he couldn’t help himself. She was a tree, with the ability to speak to plants, and he was just a shifter. She was amazing.

      “How was school?”

      “Good. Calculus is hideous but I’m getting through. It helps that I can study at night after the sun goes down.”

      So many things she’d missed out on. He and his family could never replace her lost experiences—but they could make new ones.

      “I would help but I just got by in that class.”

      “It’s fine. I just need to focus. It’s not what I’d like to do with my nights, but it’s not forever.”

      She took a deep breath and Ranger waited, heart in his mouth, for whatever she was about to say. In his experience when women were tongue-tied it wasn’t good news.

      “Ranger, let’s fly.”

      He stared at her in horror. It was midday, and as much as he coveted flying, it would expose him. He couldn’t imagine what she was thinking.

      “Oh, not now,” she said with a tinkling laugh. “When it’s safe. Will you? Let me ride on you?”

      He nodded, breathing out as though he were his dragon and it was a bit of fire.

      She laughed again. “I can’t wait for that day. Ranger…thank you.”

      

      His heart beat so fast that it was hammering in his ears. It was now or never. He had to say something or explode.

      “You know I like you, right?” He cursed himself. He sounded like an idiot.

      “I was hoping so,” she said. “I don’t have any experience with boys, so I don’t read the clues right. I’ve been too embarrassed to ask your aunt. I was going to ask the dryads, but I chickened out.”

      He leaned over and pressed his lips to hers, ready to back off if she protested. She sighed and put her hands on his arms.

      The kiss went on for several moments before he broke away. His heart was beating fast and his brains were scrambled, but he beamed. Taimi had kissed him back. All was right with the world.

      It took until school was out and summer had begun for them to get to their family’s Canadian retreat, but when it was safe, Ranger fulfilled his promise. Together they went into the sky, her on his back and his copper wings beating against the sun.

      In that moment, they were both free.

      THE END
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          A Silver Aura

        

      

    

    
      “Tempus suspensus!”

      At my daughter Pike’s command, a jet of green light shot across the room hitting our tuxedo cat, MacGuffin, square on the nose. There was just enough time for him to look amazed before he froze like a statue on the living room windowsill.

      “Look, Mom, I did it!” Pike squee’d, doing a tiny victory dance with her feet on the sofa.

      “Yes, well done, but I hope they taught you the counter spell,” I said. “And if you’re gonna sit like that, take your shoes off!”

      “Sure, though it doesn’t last long, anyway. Tempus mobilius!”

      Without a pause, Pike reeled off the counter curse while kicking off her flip-flops. MacGuffin’s eyes came back into focus. Through our connection, I realized my familiar experienced something akin to kitty déjà vu. He gazed up at me, as if to say, whatever, then licked his paw before strolling off. Lucky for us, my cat was well used to my daughter practicing her spells on him and didn’t mind one bit. So long as she wasn’t transformed into something not feline. Then he might poop in her shoe.

      I held my wand up to the light. A little more wand cream, I thought, and rubbed it in with a lint-free cloth I kept specifically for the purpose.

      “You can over polish a wand if you’re not too careful,” Pike said matter-of-factly.

      “Says who, smarty pants?”

      “Mr. Wells.”

      “Oh, does he?” Hmm. I was a tad reluctant to take wand-care advice from Pike’s school principal. Especially one who put love potions on the Academy curriculum and had also stood me up for a dinner date––twice. “I’ll have you know I’ve been polishing this wand since my mother bought it for me, and it works just fine. Not everything they tell you in school is accurate.”

      “Why send me there, then?”

      Sometimes my daughter’s mouth was too smart for her own good.

      “As my mother told me, I’m telling you. It’s important you take good care of it. Your wand is your focus, and a shoddy wand will produce shoddy results. If you want to be a great witch, you will mark my words and keep yours nice and shiny.”

      “I’m not saying don’t clean it, Mom. I just polished mine, didn’t I? All I’m saying is, don’t put so much cream on it. Mr. Wells says an over-polished wand is just as bad as a dirty one. The cream can mute the spell.”

      “Well, what does he know about it? You know what they say.”

      “No?”

      “Those who can, do, and those who can’t, teach.” I added a little more cream to my wand and began buffing it furiously.

      Pike shot me one of her superior looks, the kind that annoyed me more than anything, because she looked just like her late father when she did it, and like him, she was usually right.

      “Anyway,” I continued. “Isn’t it time you met Crystal? Don’t let me keep you if there’s some place you need to be.”

      Instead of getting up to leave as I expected, Pike nestled deeper into the sofa and brought her knees in tight to her body. She pulled her brown hair back into a loose pony and toyed with her edge of her socks. “There’s no need. I canceled.”

      I didn’t need any witch super intuition to tell me something was up. “Oh?” I slipped the cleaning materials back into their leather box and glanced at my daughter sideways. “Why did you do that?”

      “Because.” She reached for her cell phone on the table beside the sofa and started typing.

      “‘Because’ isn’t an answer.”

      Pike ignored me and just tap-tapped away.

      Only last week, on Pike’s fourteenth birthday, one month after the Annual Witch Academy Spelling Bee contest, the pair of them had been solid. I knew I would get nowhere. She was just like her father, bless his dearly departed soul.

      Ah, well, I couldn’t spend all day second-guessing, so I grabbed my wand and headed out into the garden. We were earth witches, and my plants needed me even if my daughter didn’t.

      Ours wasn’t an especially large garden. Oliver had started it, but it was my passion to keep it going. There was a naturally occurring rock altar near the rear of the yard. It was a huge hulk of a stone, covered in moss, and on long summer evenings, I could spend hours sitting by it, contemplating the earth and the universe and remembering our happy times together.

      In front of that was a small table with an assortment of stones laid out on a thin plate cut from a tree trunk. I’d left my tool bucket on the table. Many witches just used magic to garden these days, but I liked to get my hands dirty, unless, that was, I was dealing with some annoyingly stubborn root or prickly plant.

      Right now, my garden was filled with the heavenly scent of aromatics like rosemary, basil, mint, and chamomile, and though I typically liked to harvest by moonlight, today was too beautiful a day not to be out enjoying it.

      “I don’t suppose you could spare me a little of that calendula?” a friendly voice said. “We’re having salad tonight and mine is looking none too healthy, I think.”

      By report, Björn Van Asker was a warlock, and had just arrived in the neighborhood. He was six-feet-two inches of solid Norse muscle, boasted a strong Norwegian accent and had devilish blue eyes that could strip you naked before you could tighten your cardigan. At least, that’s how I liked to think of him. So far, he’d been nothing but kind, unobtrusive, and neighborly. And right now, he was staring at me over the one low patch of hedge I had in the garden. Funny. His golden-tinted aura was definitely warlock, but there was a little silver mixed in. I couldn’t quite make out what that meant.

      “Sure,” I said, trying to sound sexy and muffing it. “Um, how much do you need?”

      “Oh, about five- or six-hundred grams.”

      “Err, how much is that in cups?”

      “About two cups, I think, give or take.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Björn seemed to have been gardening himself. His bulging biceps were black with muck and sweat, and his hair looked damp from exertion. Damn, he looked good all messed up like that. I wondered if he ate pie.

      I knelt down in my herb patch, feeling especially grungy in my cut-down denims and khaki top. I mean, who puts on lippy and eyeliner to pull their weeds? I would have to remember for next time.

      Four or five tugs later, I had all the clumps of calendula he’d need, plus a bit extra––just because.

      “How is your Bo?” I asked, handing the herbs over and conscious of the small amount of dirt I’d caught under my nails. Bo was Björn’s youngest son and was just a little older than my Pike.

      “He is good, I think, thank you. And your daughter, Pike? She is well, ja?”

      “She’s fourteen,” I said, as if that explained everything, which it clearly did because Björn treated me to a very nice set of thirty-two Viking pearly whites.

      “Ja, I can imagine. All hormones and boys. Just like my Bo, well, girls for him.” He raised a rather long mahogany wand and gave it a little flourish. “I would spell it out of him if I could, but I guess, it is not too bad, no? They will grow out of it soon enough, I think.”

      “I suppose,” I said, thinking an advanced age spell might not be such a bad idea. If it wasn’t illegal––not to mention immoral. But it was an amusing thought.

      Björn waved the bundle of calendula at me. “Well, thank you for this, Ta-ma-ra.” He was still having trouble with my name. Oh, well. “I will return the favor someday.”

      “No need,” I said. “Anything I can do to help.” For the love of midnight––boy, did I sound lame.

      Björn nodded, and looking a little amused, headed back to his house with his green loot. My eyes remained glued to his aura, and maybe a few other moving parts. The silver tint to it was intriguing. I’d never seen such a butterfly-wing marking on an aura before, and it had me wondering what it meant.

      The warlock closed the door to his kitchen, and realizing I was staring like a crazy stalker, I turned and got back down into the dirt, like the good earth witch I was.

      I smiled. What did it matter what it meant? There were worse things in the world than having a beefy Viking warlock lodging next door.

      I grabbed my weeding fork and began tugging at some dandelions. As I popped the roots and flowers into my bucket, my thoughts were lost in sweaty biceps and a pair of devilishly blue eyes. I glanced at the big mossy rock and thought of Oliver. Oh, don’t you dare judge me, I grinned.
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      A Permission Slip

      “Mom, if you rub them any harder, you’ll wear through the glass! Didn’t you do them last week already?”

      “What? Oh.” I stopped cleaning the windowpane and took a step back, cloth in one hand, Windex in the other. Perhaps I had been going a little gung-ho. “Yes, I suppose.”

      “Something’s upset you, I can tell.”

      Hmmm. Pike was too smart for her own good. “It’s nothing, really.”

      “So, what is it?”

      I dropped my cleaning things on the kitchen counter and opened the refrigerator door. “I’m having a glass of milk. You want one?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Well, are you gonna tell me or not?”

      It crossed my mind that this was a classic case of the kettle calling the cauldron black. I had half a mind to say as much, but then I thought, no. I was supposed to be the grownup here. Maybe if I confided in her, she would open up to me? She used to tell me everything after all.

      “Well, if you must know.” I grabbed a tall glass from a cabinet beside the fridge and poured myself a long one. “I’m a little bit anxious about Friday night.”

      “What? Oh. The PTA meeting. Why would you be anxious about that? I’m a straight-A student. None of my teachers will give you a bad report, you know that already.”

      “Yes, well….” Ever since Pike had waved her first wand, I had attended the annual Paranormal Teacher’s Association meeting willingly. I’d even taken cupcakes, because I was that mom. But this year was different.

      “It’s not your teachers I’m worried about.”

      “Wha…? Oh.” The penny dropped at last. It took her long enough. Pike snatched the glass from my hand and gulped some of my milk before handing it back to me with a grin. “So, that’s why you’ve been scrubbing everything within an inch of its life lately? Because of Mr. Wells?”

      “Yes, of course because of Mr. Wells. He’s gonna be there, and it will be embarrassing for us both to meet again.”

      “I don’t see why you’re making such a big deal of it. He had to cancel a couple of times because of work, that’s all. It’s hardly the end of the world. Just reschedule it.”

      Oh, to be so young and innocent again. “Just reschedule? Just like that?”

      “Sure, why not?” Pike said.

      I snorted and hid in the safety of my milk glass. It had been quite a while since I’d viewed the world as quite so black and white.

      I sipped the remainder of my milk and pondered this. “People who really want to be with you don’t keep canceling.”

      “Mom, he had a legitimate excuse––both times.”

      “Yeah, right. Reversing a stink hex and running a detention are hardly life and death situations. It’s not like he’s the only teacher there, he could have asked someone else to cover for him if he really wanted to.”

      Pike rolled her eyes, and though I knew my daughter thought I was being unreasonable, I just didn’t think so.

      “Well, you can’t not go, you’re my Mom.”

      “Well spotted. Of course I’ll go, I have to, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to get all fluffy about it and want to.”

      “If you say so.”

      A strange expression came over Pike’s face, and before I could ask her about it, she reached down to her school satchel sitting at the foot of her stool and pulled it up to the island.

      “Um, there’s something I need you to sign,” she said, as she pulled a neatly folded sheet of paper out from between the pages of one of her books.

      My daughter was an underage witch, so I was used to signing all kinds of permission slips, but this time, something about her tone put me on my guard. “Ooookay.” I reached out across the countertop, eager to see what new delight was coming my way. “Let’s see it then.”

      I flipped open the white sheet and quickly ran down the page. “Field trip, yada, yada. October, blah, blah. Camden, Maine, Dragons––Dragons! Has your school gone nuts?”

      Ignoring the rest, I skimmed down to the signature line, already knowing whose bright idea this was before I even got there. “Well, of course, Principal Wells, I should have known it.”

      I shook my head and looked at my daughter over the sheet. “I’m sorry, but the answer is an absolute no.”

      Pike’s lips were already tight, and when she stared at me with her big baby blues, I felt like such a jerk.

      “Why, dare I ask?”

      “Dragons are not kittens. You can’t pick them up and pet them. And Camden dragons are the very worst. They are wild, dangerous creatures, and they bite. Not to mention they have talons that could rip your head off. And then there’s the fire. Have you thought about the fire?”

      Pike rolled her eyes, which was something she’d been doing a lot since she’d hit adolescence.

      “Of course we know all that,” she said, “but we’ll be wearing protective amulets, and Mr. Wells said we’ll have learnt the appropriate taming spells by then––we’ll be able to defend ourselves.”

      “Oh, does he now? And what if you don’t get it? Dragon magic is a very difficult art. I know some grown-up witches and warlocks who steer clear of it, for that very reason.”

      Pike shook her head and jumped off her seat so aggressively it almost fell over.

      “I knew you’d be like this!” Pike stomped over to the fridge and pulled out a large chunk of cheese and some bread which she dumped on a cutting board.  She tore open the plastic wrap and slapped two slices of bread down, then cut some rather fat wedges from the cheese and placed them on the bread.

      “You forgot the butter.”

      “I don’t want any butter.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      I folded the paper up and set it before me, knowing the discussion was far from closed. Without bothering to set the sandwich on a plate, Pike chomped at the hunk of food. It looked dry as hell to me. My daughter was a brilliant scholar, she could cook up a transformation spell before you could say hocus pocus, but ask her to boil an egg….

      “I just don’t see why not.” Pike had taken quite a while to swallow that bite, and she put the sandwich back down on the cutting board. She eyed my glass of milk, but I pulled it closer to me and held my hand on the glass. “Everyone in my class is going, well, anyone who’s cool, that is. Whether you like him or not, Carter does the most rad stuff. I can’t believe you’re going to make me miss it.”

      I stiffened, annoyed by her familiarity. “It’s Principal or Mr. Wells to you, Missy. Anyway, cool he may be, wise, I’m not so sure. It’s ridiculous to think he can protect a whole class of fourteen-year-olds from a wild dragon, all by himself, assuming there’s only one. I mean, what if there’s more?”

      “Dragons don’t hang out in packs. Anyway, it won’t just be him. If you’d bothered to read all of the letter, you’d know he’s asking for volunteer parents to go with him.”

      “That’s a maybe, but I don’t like it. It’s too big a risk. And the cost. It’s not cheap, going up to Maine you know. We couldn’t afford it, even if it was safe, which it is not.”

      “I can pay for myself, Mom. I have money and you know it. I just need you to sign that form.”

      True. Pike had earned a pot of money working at Old Alice’s Apothecary, crushing herbs in a mortar and pestle for a few bucks an hour. It had been grueling work, but she’d never complained, even when the calluses had formed on her thumbs. She must have been thinking the same thing herself as she was rubbing the skin where they’d formed.

      “I thought you were saving up to buy a new familiar?” Not that I understood this latest trend. Back in my day we just picked a cat, or the cat picked us. Nowadays the kids wanted their familiars to be more exotic––which meant expensive.

      “I was, but this is more important. Look, don’t say no, just because the two of you aren’t getting along. That’s just not fair.”

      Ooh, that was low, and maybe true. I twitched my nose and unfolded the letter again. Maybe she was right. And Pike had worked so hard over the summer. She deserved something nice for all her efforts. But, dragons?

      “I’m not going to sign it…”

      “Mom!”

      “Hold up a minute and let me finish. I’m not going to sign it now, but I’m going to that PTA meeting and will have words with Principal Wells. Then, well, we’ll see.”

      A glimmer of hope radiated from Pike’s eyes. She grabbed up her chunky sandwich and took another bite before running off upstairs to her room. I slid my half-full glass of milk across the countertop, and she smiled her thanks and took it with her.

      Shaking my head, I read the letter properly from start to finish. The fees weren’t exorbitant, but money was money. I noted the school was going to pay the fare for the parents who volunteered their services. Hmmm.

      Perhaps I was overreacting, and perhaps I was a little quick to condemn the project because of my almost-not-quite relationship with Principal Carter Wells––but, dragons. The more I thought about it, the more I trusted my gut. This was a bad, foolhardy idea, and he should never have proposed it. I would have words with this new devil-may-care principal of ours, and after that…. Well, all I could hope was that, someday, Pike would forget what I’d done and would learn to forgive me.
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      The Paranormal Teacher's Association

      She might be fourteen, and outwardly pretty mature for her age, but just below the surface Pike was still a child. As we walked along the tree-lined avenue, Pike stomped carefully, catching the crisp fall leaves under her feet to get the crunch. I smiled at her game but said nothing.

      Just ahead of us, a group of her friends and their parents were hanging out in front of the school gate. While the parents chattered, the kids were laughing, playing with their familiars and kicking at the leaves. I recognized a few of them, including Crystal and Bo, so I began to slow my pace, expecting we would stop to chat.

      Pike saw them, too, but instead of slowing, she lowered her head and walked by them at double speed. Crystal looked her way, her ugly new brownie familiar perched comfortably on her shoulder. Crystal’s gaze was as unfathomable as my daughter’s was nonexistent. What on earth had happened between those two?

      “Hey, Tam!” Lea Davis, Crystal’s mom, was nicely sandwiched between Finn Belamy, her latest boyfriend, and Björn, my new neighbor. I was sure it was a coincidence they just happened to be the two best-looking men around––or perhaps not. Her Jimmy Choo heels were at least four inches, accentuating her ever-so slender long legs, and she’d positioned herself to set them off to full advantage. Not a single hair looked out of place on her perfectly blonde head. My legs weren’t quite so long, and my butt wasn’t quite so cute and boyish, but they’d never let me down––men seemed to like me just fine. My curly brown mop could have used a comb-through though. I self-consciously tucked a strand behind an ear. “Where have you been hiding?”

      She bent over and sniffed the plastic container of pumpkin cookies I had made for the meeting. They were sealed and I knew she couldn’t smell anything, but she smiled just the same.

      I watched my daughter disappear inside the school building. “Pumpkin. Oh, you know, just hanging out, keeping busy and stuff.” I rattled the cookies ahead of me, as if they explained everything. Maybe if I were to get Lea alone later, I could ask her what was up with Crystal and Pike.

      “No further ahead with our Carter Wells, then?” she asked. “Pity. You shoulda nabbed him when you had the chance, because I saw Old Frilly Knickers sniffing around him. She was all over him like a wooly scarf at the governor’s meeting last week. She looked quite determined.”

      Old Frilly Knickers was Maisy Beauchamp, one of the school governors. She’d won her nickname when she’d gotten a little carried away at the summer solstice festival a few years back, treating us all to a glimpse of her purple panties when she’d jive-bopped over the head of Mr. Bunsen, Pike’s magical science teacher. I frowned. She had a taste for good-looking warlocks and her natural charms had little to do with magic. No wonder he’d stood me up––twice.

      “Really? Not that it matters,” I added, careful not to sound as bothered as I was. “He’s a free agent and can see whoever he likes, I suppose.”

      “Point him out to me,” Björn said. “I will find this man, I think, and tell him he’s an idiot.”

      I smiled at Björn and shook my head. “Thank you, but there’s no need. We’re friends, well, acquaintances, but that’s all.”

      Lea shot me a sympathetic look which made me feel all cringey on the inside. I wanted to change the subject badly. The kids had moved off a little; I supposed like most teenagers they wanted to disassociate themselves a bit from their parents. Crystal was making leaf wreaths with her wand and was hanging them over a nearby elder tree. The girls in their group were following her lead, and the boys were watching the girls. I smiled. There was nothing new under the sun.

      “Your Crystal seems well,” I said. “Her makeup looks very pretty.”

      Lea puffed up a little, and a proud grin spread across her face. “She wears it well, doesn’t she? Before now, I’d seen her put on a little lippy and nail polish, but nothing more adventurous than that, so you can imagine I was a tad ominous when she came down the other night with a bright orange face and black eyes.”

      I chuckled. “I can imagine.” I glanced over to Crystal and the others who were now conjuring a few orange flowers to add to their wreaths. Her makeup was a little intense, but definitely well applied. “So, what did you do?”

      “Oh, we just had a little mother-daughter chat about blending, and now she’s getting rather good at it.”

      “So, I see.”

      “Like her mom,” piped in Finn. Lea rewarded him by offering him her cheek. He dutifully kissed it, and I was surprised she didn’t say, “good boy” when he was done.

      “I caught Pike at my dressing room table recently, but she got all coy when I came in, and by the time I’d reached the mirror, she’d covered her face in cold cream.”

      “She’ll get there,” Lea said. “It’s natural for them to be curious about such things at this age. They’re both very pretty girls.”

      They were that. Lea was the mirror of her mother and I supposed you could say the same about Pike. My daughter had mid-length brown hair, clever brown eyes, and beautiful bone-structure we’d both inherited from my mom. Not that either of us did much with it, at least, not in Lea and Crystal’s league. Sometimes it sucked not to have money.

      “Ja, they grow up fast, I think,” Björn said. “I am glad I have only a boy. I am told raising girls can be harder.”

      Bo was play fighting and had Liam Winkle’s head caught in the crook of his arm, while he did something to his nose.

      “I suppose,” I said, concerned.

      Björn glanced over to where the boys were and grinned. “Boys will be boys, I think. They enjoy a little play.” Bo sensed Björn’s watchful gaze and let go of Liam, but both boys were grinning––there was no animosity between them.

      Which reminded me, I had something I wanted to ask them. “What do you all think about this Camden trip? Don’t you think they’re a little young to be anywhere near dragons?”

      “I think it will be fun, no?” Björn said. “There will be protections for them, I am sure. We do such things all the time in Norway, the kids love it and they learn lots. Do not worry, Ta-ma-ra, it will be good, I think.”

      I remembered his cavalier approach to his son’s fighting, so I turned to Lea for support instead. “Don’t you think it’s dangerous? I know I do.”

      “Yes, but what’s life without a little danger? We mollycoddle them too much these days, don’t you think? Broomsticks with safety wings and seats so they can’t fall off; cauldrons spelled so they never reach full boiling point and won’t let you dunk anything bigger than a toad in it without a thousand banshee shrieks! I mean, where’s the fun? We never had any of that nonsense and we turned out just fine. Don’t worry so much, Tam, really, it’ll be all right.”

      I heard her but couldn’t bring myself to agree. I was all for a bit of adventure, but for the love of Gaia, we were talking dragons. Had they all forgotten about the great burning of ’13, when a clutch of ’em escaped and almost leveled the Burger Buddy chain a few miles south along the coastline? All right, maybe no one died but it could’ve been worse, right? Although I heard the burgers were much improved after the blaze.

      Lea must have sensed I wasn’t appeased, so she added, “Look, if it bothers you that much, why don’t you go along with them? They’re still looking for volunteers. It’ll be fun, and you can keep your eye on Old Frilly Knickers.”

      “Ja,” piped in Björn. “I am going to volunteer. It will be fun, no?” His gaze was eager, and for a second, I thought… no… I was wrong, surely. He was just being neighborly. Lea must have had the same thought, because she was smirking, too.

      “Maybe…” I said, slowly. “Maybe I will. I’m still going to try to make him see sense, though.”

      My friends all shook their heads in amusement, giving up on me. Let them. I would have liked their agreement, but it wasn’t necessary. I had to do what I had to do.

      “Come on, let’s go in,” Lea said. “I want one of those cookies.”

      “Me too,” Finn added.

      “Ja, me three,” Björn said, leering at me with those gorgeous baby blues.

      Appeased, I followed them in, and seeing we were on the move, the kids left their wreath-weaving and ran in ahead of us. Kids. I had to stop thinking of them like that. Boy, did they grow up too fast or what? I took the lid off my container and passed the cookies round to my friends as we walked. Finn took one for Lea and fed it to her as if she was a baby. I looked away, ashamed of my thoughts. Dammit. I was so jealous.
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      I tried not to, but my eyes sought Carter before they noticed anyone else in the gymnasium. It wasn’t hard to spot him; he was by the refreshment stand, overseeing the volunteers who were spelling out chairs which floated through the air before landing in tidy rows in front of the basketball hoops.

      His familiar, a blue-haired ferret I’d heard was called Lazuli, was perched on his shoulder, watching the action. Old Frilly Knickers (did I really just call her that?) was standing by his side. Maisy looked good with her blonde curly hair all tussled in a loose updo. She was wearing a witchy-green leather jacket I hadn’t seen her in before, and I wondered where she’d found it. Her designer jeans hugged every inch of her perfectly curvaceous lower half, and stylish black boots finished the image (how I hated her). I looked positively shabby in my torn jeans and baggy gray sweater by comparison.

      Carter glanced my way, and a broad smile crossed his handsome face. I pretended not to notice, and for some reason known only to Gaia, I moved a little closer to Björn.

      “Come, Björn,” I said, wrapping my arm around his. “Let’s go and see if anyone else’s cookies can top mine.”

      He grinned, seeming to like my arm linked through his. “Not likely, I think.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lea shaking her head at me. Behind her, Carter’s smile wilted a fraction, but I turned away, anxious not to seem too childish, even if I was acting like a crazy teenager.

      Over at the refreshment stand, I said, “Volo glacies!” and a couple of ice cubes clinked in my glass. I poured myself some homemade lemonade, and with my back to the table, I pretended to be all nonchalant, smiling at everyone who passed by us, looking anywhere and everywhere except at Carter Wells. I knew most of the parents here, and judging by the turnout, we could be starting any time soon.

      “Hello,” said a familiar voice at my side. I knew it was Carter at once. I inched a little closer to Björn and half-rubbed against the Viking helmet tattoo on his arm.

      “Oh, hi,” I said, my voice a little higher than I’d have liked. He had left his familiar behind, and the smart ferret was overseeing the last of the seating arrangements. If anyone placed a seat out of line, he’d rise up on his hind legs and would let out a shrill bark, after which the chairs would fall into place. Smart ferret, I thought. I could use one of those at home.

      Maisy Beauchamp was right behind Carter, so close, in fact, that she almost ran into the back of him. I smirked. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were already here, or I’d have come over to say hi,” I said to Carter. “Hello, Maisy, how are you?”

      “Lovely, lovely.” Maisy glanced over the refreshments and went straight for one of my cookies. After chewing daintily for a moment, she swallowed. “Mmm. Yours I imagine, Tamara? A-One, as always.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, not sure if the compliment was real or ironic. She must have heard about my dealings with Carter, which made me the enemy. “I baked them just a few hours ago.”

      “That’s why they’re so yummy. You’ll have to give me the recipe one day.”

      Carter dutifully leaned over and sniffed a cookie himself, only a little more warily. I smiled. Last time he’d tried one of my muffins, the ingredients had mixed adversely with a love potion and he’d made an absolute fool of himself.

      “It’s okay. I promise they’re not poisoned.” I laughed. “This time.”

      He smiled and bit into one. “They’re good,” he managed through a muffled mouthful. Still, I noticed he chewed slowly, and I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or laugh out loud.

      “Actually, I’m glad I caught you,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you about this Maine trip.”

      “Ah, yes,” Maisy jumped in. “It’s so exciting, isn’t it? Carter really has the most brilliant ideas. All the kids are so excited about it.”

      “You have a question?” Carter asked me.

      Oh, Gaia, I’d forgotten just how good looking he was, hovering a good foot over my tall frame, with his naturally waved sandy-brown hair and clever green eyes, which were trained on me right now.

      Björn must have sensed my hesitation. “Hello again,” he said, offering his hand.

      Carter shook it. “Nice to see you. Bo’s father, right?”

      “I am.” The muscular Norwegian grinned.

      “How does he like the school, is he settling in?”

      “Very much, I think. He is making good friends and there are some girls he likes.”

      Carter smiled courteously, and I couldn’t help comparing his slender, athletic build next to Björn’s more muscular frame.

      “What did you want to ask me?” Carter said, turning back to me.

      “Dragons?” I blurted without thought. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to take a bunch of young witches and warlocks to meet a wild dragon?”

      “Of course, why not?” Carter asked.

      “Oh, yes!” Maisy chimed in, resting her hand on Carter’s black master’s robe. “It will be such an eye-opening experience for them. I remember when I first saw dragons, it was so exciting, and I’ll never forget it.” A wistful expression came over her face, and then her brow crinkled, just a little, but it was there. I didn’t bother to ask what she was thinking, I had more important things on my mind.

      “But do you think it’s safe?” I pressed, feeling the moral high ground slipping away from me. I was beginning to sound like a broken record, even to myself. “I mean, they’re unpredictable, wild magical creatures after all. Anything could happen, and these children are ill-equipped at this point in their lives to deal with that kind of danger.”

      “I think you exaggerate the risk,” Carter said, and then he softened. “Look, it’s perfectly natural for you to be cautious, but believe me, I’ve worked with dragons for years and I know what I’m doing. The children will be perfectly safe from harm, and some of the parents will be there to assist me. There’s nothing to worry about, I assure you.”

      I sighed. His words were persuasive, but I needed more than just words. These were fierce fire breathers after all, and my daughter’s safety meant more to me than his and everyone else’s good opinion. I wondered about... The Incident of ’13.

      “Oh, Tamara, let it go. If you keep fighting over every decision the school makes, you’ll get yourself labeled.” I turned just in time to see Lea roll her eyes as she helped herself to some of the lemonade.

      “As what?”

      “As a killjoy, do-gooder. I told you outside, it’ll be fine.”

      My own friend. “Are you letting Crystal go?”

      “Are you kidding me?” Lea laughed before taking a sip of her drink. “My life wouldn’t be worth living if I didn’t. Of course I am.”

      “You know, if it bothers you that much, you should volunteer to come watch over them. The school will pay for your bus ticket, of course, but you’ll be required to attend the Dragon Lore and Safety Class, recommended by the Board.”

      Maisy grinned. “That was my idea, actually. It’s very good.”

      “Ja,” Björn interjected. “I wanted to ask, it is tomorrow, no? I lost the paper with the date on it.”

      “Yes,” Carter said. “In the arts room, at two.” He smiled at me. “You will come, too, I hope?”

      There was something in his eyes. He was sincere, sure, but there was something more. Then I saw Maisy had something similar in hers, but not quite.

      “I could take a little time off work, I suppose.” I’d call Benjamin right after the meeting and see how he felt about that.  I didn’t think it would be a problem, as long as I was caught up on the Halloween potion orders, I imagined he’d be okay.

      Relief and delight broke on Carter’s face, and Maisy positively beamed. What was it with that woman?

      “You won’t regret it,” he said. “I promise you.”

      “Ja, we will have so much fun,” Björn added. “I am dying to see how the Maine dragons compare. Norwegian würms are much bigger, but I heard the Maine dragons are fierce.” He made air claws with his hands and hissed like an angry cat.

      “Thanks, that’s reassuring,” I said, totally not meaning it.

      Carter stood straight and inhaled deeply, his eyes narrowing a bit at Björn. “I have seen both,” he said. “These are less ferocious, probably due to their diet.”

      “Don’t they eat other dragons?” I asked.

      “Generally, yes, but the Maine dragons include a little pine in their diet, which makes them easier to get along with.”

      “And they smell better when they poop,” Lea added.

      We all laughed.

      The buzz in the gymnasium increased, and sensing the parents were anxious to get started, Carter gulped down one more cookie and washed it down with some of the lemonade.

      “Excuse me, everyone,” he said. “We can talk more about this after I do my meet and greet.”

      I watched him trundle over to his podium. Lazuli was sitting on top of it, overseeing the parents as they began to take their seats. Maisy followed behind like she was glued to his shadow.

      “Come on,” I said, taking my lemonade with me. “Might as well get this over with.” I was anything but convinced about the school trip, but it was clear I was on my own on this one. I took my place in the second row, happily sandwiched between Björn and Lea.

      Carter pulled out his wand, and with a single swish, a blaze of orange words streamed out and settled over his head. The words read: “Welcome to the Margaret Beauchamp’s School of Magic for Girls and Boys 2019 PTA meeting.”

      There was polite applause as he gripped the sides of the podium and began his annual address. “Thank you all for coming; it’s wonderful to see such a great turn out. I hope you all helped yourself to some cookies and lemonade. Let’s get this show on the road, as we have a few items to get through. I’ll try to be brief and avoid sending anyone to sleep, myself included.”

      There is absolutely no danger of that, I thought. By Gaia, he was hot, and I liked watching him uninhibited from the safety of my seat. Even if he had stood me up—twice.

      Enough, Tamara! Put down the naughty witch and do the good mom thing, now. I trained my focus on his words, and as he spoke, I put all thoughts of my daughter being burned alive by a ferocious Maine dragon to the back of my mind.
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      Pizza and a Movie

      Straight after school, I’d banished Pike to the yard, armed with her wand and my broom.

      “Leaves,” I said, pointing to the back door.

      Without a murmur, she took the broom from me and strolled outside to do as I asked. I watched her from the kitchen sink while I trimmed the aloe vera I’d bought last night. She’d given me none of her usual sass, and that bothered me.

      Pike pointed the wand around the garden, gathering the crunchy leaves into a tidy pile. Although she was doing exactly as she was told, I was worried. I’d asked Lea what was going on, but she’d just shrugged. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she’d said. “I haven’t noticed anything.” Lea generally didn’t.

      So, I returned the trimmed leaves to the refrigerator and washed my hands to remove the icky plant gel, then stepped out into the yard. Pike was sitting on our bench, pointing her wand at a wildflower, making the flower open and shut repeatedly. She was so lost in thought she didn’t see me coming.

      I surveyed the garden. Whatever was bothering her, she’d still done a good job and had cleaned it up nicely. I sat on the bench beside her, saying nothing but watching her play with the flowers. I wondered whether to pull out my own wand and play with her, since I’d taught her this silent spell, and we often played together when she was little. Pike was a smart witch, even back then.

      “Okay,” I said at last. “I know something’s bothering you. And it is okay if you don’t want to talk about it, but all I want to say is, I’m here for you if you do. How about pizza for dinner?”

      Pizza was Pike’s favorite food. Next to chocolate. And maybe pumpkin cheesecake.

      “Yeah, that would be great,” she replied.

      “What kind?”

      “Oh, anything, as long as there’s no peppers or onions on it.”

      “Got it. Want dessert?”

      Pike thought about this for the longest moment before answering, which surprised me, since she typically badgered me to death for some.

      “Can we afford it?” she said at last.

      “What?”

      “Money’s tight, right?”

      “No more so than usual,” I said. “Why do you ask?” I thought about the trip to Camden. “Don’t you want me on your school trip? Is that it?”

      “Nah, that’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Worrying comes with the job description, kiddo. So, spill.”

      Pike shifted uncomfortably on the bench. She’d stopped hexing the wildflowers but was twirling her wand in her fingers, something she only ever did when she was agitated. A million possibilities ran through my head. Was it boy trouble? Bullying? I knew it wasn’t her grades. Was it a magic thing? I was going crazy trying to second-guess what it might be.

      “You’re gonna think I’m an idiot,” Pike said.

      I thought carefully about my response. Now wasn’t the time for levity. “Try me.”

      “I need a familiar,” she said.

      Surprised at how simple this was, I turned to look at her, thinking there must be more to it than that. Pike looked every bit as downcast as she did before.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “So get one. I’ve never said you couldn’t have one––I told you before, it’s okay. In fact, there’s a whole bunch of kittens down at the SPCA. We could go tonight, if you like, and see if one takes your fancy.” There, I thought, smiling to myself, super Mom saves the day.

      Pike shook her head slowly. “Errr, no, Mom, that’s not what I meant. I don’t want a kitten. That’s so lame.”

      The way she said “kitten” made them sound like the nastiest things in the world.

      “Ooookay, so what then?”

      “Crystal’s mom bought her a brownie,” Pike said. “Brownies are so cool. They’re not just familiars, they’re like friends––you can have a conversation with it and tell it all your secrets. She’s so lucky.”

      I groaned. Familiars were becoming like smart phones: ridiculously expensive but absolute must-haves. And though you could never technically own a brownie, the law made it clear they could leave whenever they wanted. An adult brownie would happily take your cash and become something akin to an indentured servant, for a specified period of time. Not that it made them any less ugly, which brownies invariably were, although they could be awfully handy around the house––not that Crystal would have cared one jot about that. But the special friend thing, that I could relate to. “A brownie costs a lot of money.”

      Pike nodded. “I know. I was saving up for one of my own, or something like it, maybe a pixie or something. I don’t want her to think I’m copying her or anything, plus they’re a bit prettier, don’t you think? It would be nice to have a special friend to talk to, just like everyone else.”

      Kids. I was tempted to roll my eyes, but I just nodded. If all her friends were getting talking familiars, I could see why she felt a little left out. “Well, don’t you have money in the bank?” I said. “I mean, you saved all summer long. You must have enough by now, surely?”

      She shrugged. “Sorta, but then this trip came up, and there’s no way I can’t go on it. Everyone I know is going. If I get left behind, they’ll all laugh at me, and if I do go, I’ll always be the poor kid with a dumb familiar who couldn’t afford anything better.”

      I glanced over to the window where MacGuffin was watching us from inside the house. My cat was anything but dumb, and Pike knew it, but I wasn’t going to argue with her now. He tilted his head to the side, as if wondering what we were talking about. I couldn’t help but think that perhaps he might have an inkling.

      “Just how much is a pixie, anyway?” I asked, wondering if my finances might stretch to it.

      “A little over a thousand bucks,” Pike said.

      My heart sank as I thought of the three-hundred dollars in my checking account. If only it wasn’t illegal to conjure up a few bucks. I knew a spell like that would earn me a one-way ticket to Bitterhold, the magical prison, so I didn’t dare risk it, but right now I really wanted to.

      Still, sometimes life was about making tricky choices, I knew that, but it was a sucky lesson for a fourteen-year-old to grapple with.

      “Could we maybe get something cool for a little less? Like a couple of hundred dollars?” I offered.

      She shook her head. “Not likely. I’m scraping the barrel with a pixie as it is.”

      I was stumped. There was nothing else for it. I slapped my knees as loud as I could and jumped to my feet. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s order pizza. Pizza makes everything better.”

      At the click of my fingers, my broom rose up from the ground and followed Pike and I back into the house.

      I rummaged through a drawer in the kitchen and pulled out a pen and paper and a handful of ten-dollar bills I kept for food emergencies. I scribbled our order down. “No onions, no peppers… and pumpkin cheesecake.”

      I glanced up to see Pike peering at me, but this time I knew what she was thinking. “The day we can’t afford pumpkin cheesecake is the day I throw myself off the goddamn roof. Just give me some pleasure in life, okay?”

      She burst out laughing and put her arms around me. “Never change.” It was a beginning.

      I secured the note and cash to the handle of the broom with an elastic band. “Pizza, please,” I said. A second later, there was a quick whoosh, as my broom zoomed off to Warlock Rocco’s, the best pizzeria in town. All we needed now was a good movie, then the two of us could snuggle down and see what solution we could conjure up between us. Something feely goody with a happy ever after ending would do it. Witches of Eastwick it was.
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      The Dragon Lore and Safety Class

      Tricky. Should I wear the slutty red obvious tee with the plunging cleavage line, or the serious-looking checkered blouse? I flipped from one to the other, holding first one up against me, then the other as I tried to decide what to wear.

      What did a witch wear to a dragon lore and safety class? I mean, not that it mattered what Carter thought of me (liar, liar, pants on fire), this was a serious matter after all. The checkered top made me look quite professional, but where was the cleavage, dammit? He might have stood me up, twice, but I needed him to regret it, or where was the fun?

      “Which one?” I shouted to Pike who was locked in the bathroom, playing with my makeup (though she didn’t know I knew that).

      “Don’t wear the slutty red one!” Pike shouted through the door.

      “Watch your mouth.” I threw the checkered one defiantly on the end of the bed and slipped the red one off the hanger, before pulling it carefully over my head. I stared at my reflection. Boob valley stared back at me. It wasn’t that bad. And since I wasn’t a student, it wasn’t as if Carter could expel me from school or anything for indecent exposure. Dang it. If only I knew what Maisy would be wearing. Something classy and situation appropriate, no doubt.

      I pulled the red tee off in a huff and rustled through my closet, hoping for a suitable Plan B. Downstairs the doorbell rang. Dang. Björn was early. I glanced at the clock by the bedside table. No! I was late. I grabbed the first hanger in front of me and tore a purple blouse from it.

      “Coming,” I shouted, though there was no way he could hear me from upstairs. He leant on the doorbell again. Shit!

      Björn and I had agreed to carpool. Not caring how I looked now, but afraid we’d both miss the start of class, I snatched up my purse and shouted to Pike through the bathroom door. “There’s leftover pizza in the refrigerator. Don’t stay up on the Internet. See you later!”

      “Bye!”

      I zipped down the stairs double speed, racing past MacGuffin who was sitting halfway up them, and got to the door just as Björn was leaning on the button again.

      “So sorry,” I said, catching my breath. “The time just got away from me.”

      “Not a problem,” Björn replied. He looked good standing there on my doorstep, with his white tee and cool leather jacket, though I noticed his jeans were just a little too tight, and I wondered if he’d done that on purpose.

      “I won’t be a second,” I said, “let me grab my keys.”

      A moment later I followed him down to the bottom of my drive, then hoisted myself up into the passenger seat of his black Dodge Ram.

      “Buckle up,” Björn said as he pushed the key into the ignition. He glanced at me sideways. “You look nice. No cookies?”

      I laughed. “No, no time today. How’s Bo?”

      “He is good, ja. He and Crystal are dating, I think. I don’t see much of him.” Björn laughed his unfettered Norwegian laugh and I smiled, happy for them both.

      “Your Pike is seeing anyone, no?”

      I shook my head. “No, not really. I don’t think she’s had a boyfriend since fourth grade, she’s always been too focused on her studies.” A little alarm bell began to ring in the back of my mind. Pike hadn’t yet told me what was up with her and Crystal. Was this it?

      “This is good, I think. The boys will come soon enough. Now is the time for school, ja?”

      I laughed myself. “Not as I remember it.”

      We talked sweet nothings as we drove the short distance to the school. Feminist witches would probably shoot me, but it was nice being driven by a man again, and I was quiet for a while, enjoying the chance to take in the view. And Björn was good company––he had plenty to say without being overbearing. Not to mention he had muscles to bounce a ball off of.

      Soon enough, he turned the nose of the Ram onto the school property and into the teacher’s parking lot, as we’d been instructed to do.

      As Björn locked the car, I glanced around me. Funny. It felt weird being in such a familiar place without the usual bustle of the kids. Almost haunted. Instead of feeling like a mom, it was if I was a school kid myself, showing up for the first day of term.

      “Feels weird, doesn’t it?” I said, looking up at Björn.

      He shrugged. “Ja, maybe a bit. Shall we go in?”

      As an ex-student of the Margaret Beauchamp’s School of Magic for Girls and Boys myself, I knew exactly where the arts class was. As we drew near, the faint smell of oil paints and charcoal crayons invaded my senses, triggering memories from so long ago––some pleasant, some sad. We opened the door to find the class empty. There had been cars in the parking lot, so I guessed the others were hanging out somewhere else in the school.

      “Are you okay?” Björn asked, staring down at me.

      “Me, oh, yes. I was just flying a broomstick down memory lane. My late hubby, Oliver and I were in this class together.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “As it happens, we shared a table in all our classes, from my first day to the last. In Arts we sat right there.” I pointed to our table, third row from the back over by the window. It was almost exactly how I remembered it; the only thing that had changed were the student drawings on the wall.

      “You liked art?” Björn asked.

      “I guess. We goofed off more than anything. It was easier to do with old Belamy; he never really seemed to care and was as much off in his own world as we were. It was different though, back then. The rules are a lot stricter now. No goofing off.”

      We heard a door open and close somewhere out in the hall and the muffled sound of voices. Without thinking, I listened for Carter’s and then frowned. Sorry, Oliver.

      The classroom door opened, and I turned as Carter held it to allow Maisy and Harrison Parker to pass inside. Harrison was the father of Evelyn, another girl from Pike’s year, though I didn’t think they shared any classes, and as far as I was aware, they’d never hung out together. He was a short warlock, with reddish hair and a stocky build. His aura was gold and tinged with a slight green.

      “Hey, Harrison.” I smiled. “You got suckered into doing this thing, too?”

      Harrison frowned. “I volunteered. I mean, dragons, right? I think Principal Wells is off his rocker and will need as many responsible parents on site as he can get, don’t you?”

      Carter didn’t respond but his brow furrowed.

      “Oh, yes, I couldn’t agree more,” I said, thankful at last that someone else saw things my way. Carter’s frown deepened, and I gave him a cheeky grin. It felt good to tease.

      Harrison and Björn shook hands warmly. “How is work?” Björn asked.

      “Busy,” he said. “I just got a promotion so I’m working all the hours, keeping the hags happy.”

      “Ah.” That would account for the green tint to his aura. The hags were the watch dogs of the paranormal community. They had their finger in everything, from law enforcement to ambulatory services, even down to rescuing familiars from treetops.

      “Hello, Carter,” I said pointedly, since he hadn’t spoken a word. He looked super-hot out of his customary Principal robes. Today he wore a pale-blue sweater with a plain-white T-shirt underneath it. His jeans were well cut and not too tight. Heck, did I just check out another man’s crotch? What was wrong with me?

      “Is this it?” I asked, hiding my red face behind a cough. “Hello, Maisy, how are you?”

      “Hi, Tamara.” She beamed. “I like your purple top.”

      “Thanks.” I took in her winter-green blouse and stylish white slacks. She’d gotten it perfect again. I wonder where she shops. “You look pretty good yourself.”

      “This is it, I’m afraid.” My skin bristled at the sound of Carter’s voice, which was deep but clear, hitting me in all the nice places. “Bernie White dropped out.”

      I hid a snicker. I could have predicted that. Bernie White always dropped out. He was the most unreliable warlock in Misty Cedars.

      Carter cast me a furtive glance. “Shall we get on with it, then? I don’t wish to take up any more of your time than is necessary, and this shouldn’t take too long if we keep focused.”

      Was it my imagination, or was he being stroppy? Perhaps that was too strong a word, because he wasn’t rude, but there was definitely something off about him.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, yes, of course it is.” Carter strolled over to the blackboard and picked up a piece of chalk. In large bold letters he wrote, “Dragon Lore” at the top of the board.

      I instinctively moved to my old seat, but since the others moved directly to the front of the class, I joined them.

      It was like I’d been transported back twenty years. Only Carter held my attention in quite a different way. Poor old Belamy, I thought, recalling his thick, black bifocals and paint-flecked dungarees. I popped my flask of vitamin water out in front of me and sat back in my seat.

      Carter pulled out his wand and brandished it in front of the blackboard. “Ostende mihi dracones!”

      The surface on the board began to twist and distort, and then a great hole appeared in the center. It was like we were looking out of the porthole of a ship toward a cliff of pure granite.

      In perfect 3-D vision, what looked like a great bird flew out from a hole somewhere and headed directly our way. As it got closer, I could see it was a dragon; it wasn’t as big as I imagined it would be, but it was a beautiful shade of grey-blue, and I gasped in awe at its majesty and power.

      “They can grow to ten feet, but more typically Maine dragons are about eight-foot, head to talon,” Carter said. “Their wingspan is generally twice as wide again. Magnificent.”

      It came so close I could see the whites of its eyes and I shrank back, thinking somehow it would fly into our classroom. At the last minute the dragon swerved, then flew away. We all breathed a little more easily.

      “As you can see,” Carter said, “the Maine dragon is much smaller than its European and Scandinavian cousins, but don’t be fooled by its stature. Pound for pound it’s more powerful than a man and can project flames about twenty feet ahead.”

      “Maybe I should get one for browning my meringues.” I laughed.

      Björn laughed along with me, but everyone else had their eyes glued to the hole in the blackboard. The sea view had vanished, and it now glowed an odd shade of luminous blue.

      “What you’re now looking at is the inside of the dragon’s cave,” Carter said.

      I stared really hard, but everything just looked dark to me.

      “The blue glow that you see comes from a strange kind of luminous mushroom that grows only in these caves,” Carter continued. “The dragons will eat it, but mostly they draw strength from its light. There’s a legend that says when the light of the mushroom dies, the last of the Maine dragons will die with them. Because of that, the hags just decreed a protection order, so it’s now illegal to interfere with them in any way. If you’re found with a single piece of mushroom on your person, you can count that as a one-way ticket into Bitterhold, so we need to impress the importance of leaving things alone to the children.”

      This trip just gets better and better, I thought. Harrison was sitting quite stiffly, arms crossed, and I imagined he was thinking the same thing I was. I was about to say as much when I saw some movement in the image.

      “The Maine dragons are well known for their responsiveness to calming amulets, making them an ideal subject for study. Generally thought of as fierce, there are really only two times of year you have to be careful: in the spring, when the females are tending to their newborn infants, and in the fall, when rutting season is in full swing.”

      “What red-blooded male appreciates being interrupted during that?” Björn asked.

      “Or female?” I added. Did I just say that out loud? I giggled like a fifteen-year-old and covered my face to hide my blush.

      Carter just stared at me, and once again, I found it nigh on impossible to read his thoughts. “Sorry,” I said, cowering. I had to bite my lip to keep from snickering some more.

      “If you look closely,” Carter said, tearing his gaze from me, “you will see the outline of a newborn dragon.”

      I peered intently, and after a moment, my eyes adjusted, then I saw it! The baby dragon was about the size of a Labrador puppy, and was curled up inside his own tail. It was cute as a button, and suddenly, I thought how cool it would be to see it. This trip might be fun after all.

      “This baby was a newborn in the spring, but I understand he is twice as large as he was and has already fled the nest.”

      “Awww.” My shoulders slumped. So much for that.

      “For the first few months he will return to the nest, but once a full year is up, his mother will reject him, and he’ll be on his own. There is a slight possibility we will see him, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up, Tamara. Shortly after that, the males will fight for the honor of their love, and then the cycle begins all over again.”

      “Won’t it be rutting season when we go?” Harrison asked.

      “Apparently, not quite,” Carter reassured him. “The dragon we’re visiting lives on the Darcy estate, and the keeper there tells me that won’t be for a few more weeks. So really, we’re visiting at the safest time.”

      Harrison sat back in his chair, looking none too convinced. Frankly, neither was I. This was a tiny window of opportunity, and these were wild animals that didn’t exactly wear watches or, check the calendar.

      “What if the gamekeeper’s wrong?” I asked. “I can’t imagine this is an exact science. There has to be room for some error, surely?”

      Carter shook his head and shot me a dangerous glare. When did I become the class troublemaker? “The keeper has been looking after these magical creatures all his life. I think we can safely put our faith in the ability of an expert.”

      Somewhat cowed, I shut up. Ooh, Carter was kinda sexy when he put his master’s hat on.

      “Anyway, our children will be quite safe, as long as they follow a few rudimentary rules, which we will impress upon them constantly. Now, if there are no further questions?”

      I wasn’t imagining that his gaze was fixed squarely on me. I shook my head. “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Good,” Carter replied. “Then we can move onto some basic first-aid training.”

      I gave him a sideways glance.

      “Just as a precaution,” Carter added.

      I nodded, half-convincingly.

      “Maisy will take over the presentation now.”

      The hole in the blackboard closed, and Carter took Maisy’s seat next to me.

      “Now,” Maisy began, her face bright with excitement. She pulled a large green leaf out of a plastic bag by her feet and beamed at us all. I recognized the leaf at once. “Let me introduce you to the healing properties of this wonderful exotic plant, aloe vera.”

      While she rambled on about how great the gel was for treating minor cuts and burns, my attention remained fixed on the wizard sitting next to me. A moment ago, I couldn’t have wrenched his gaze from my face. Now it was fixed resolutely ahead on the witch in front of me. Perhaps he was enraptured by Maisy’s over-animated exposition of the plant properties, or maybe it was the charms of the woman herself. I dunno, but something was clear as gel, and that was that his interest in me had undergone a one-hundred- and eighty-degree change. And not in a good way.

      I bit my lip, admittedly more than a little disappointed. But what had I done to deserve it? Nothing, as far as I could tell. Baffled, I sat back in my chair, focusing on Maisy’s presentation. Not that she had much to say I didn’t already know––but I wasn’t going to whisper a word about that, now, was I?
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      The Familiars

      Pike’s backpack was already by the door, and she was waiting for me in the kitchen when I came down. MacGuffin was on the counter with her. She was staring at a sheet of paper, and, after looking up to see me approach, she slipped it into her pocket.

      “You’re an eager beaver,” I said, pretending not to notice as Moms often do. I put my packed case down by her backpack in the hall.

      As I walked into the kitchen, MacGuffin arched his back and I petted him. “Not this time, my friend,” I said. “We’ll be eight hours on a bus, and you would hate it. You’re on house duty.”

      The cat sat back on his haunches, then strolled over to the edge of the counter where he stretched his long front legs down and jumped to the floor. Pike watched him thoughtfully.

      “Penny for them,” I asked.

      “How did he come to be your familiar?” Pike asked, cocking her head MacGuffin’s way.

      I smiled, enjoying the memory as it came back to me. “Haven’t I told you? I thought I did already. It was prom night. He was sitting on the hood of my car when we came out of the dance hall.”

      “You never told me this before,” Pike said.

      “Maybe you never asked. I did tell you about the first time your dad kissed me, though, didn’t I?”

      Pike cringed and rolled her eyes. “About five thousand times.”

      “Well, it was on that night, so I might have overlooked the MacGuffin part. Your dad was a really good kisser, and I didn’t notice him at first, not for a while, anyway. MacGuffin,” I laughed, “not your dad.”

      I smiled again, lost in one of my dearest memories, but then I noticed Pike had a finger down her throat and was pretending to gag.

      “Well, you asked!”

      “It’s just that look on your face, Mom.”

      “Whatever. Anyway, when I came up for air, there he was, perched on my Pontiac, staring at us both. Your dad tried to shoo him off, but he wouldn’t budge. I remembered thinking, you must be a kinky little kitty and petted him. He’s stuck by me faithfully from that day to this.”

      “Hmm. What use are they, anyway?” Pike grumbled. “He just sits around and always looks like he knows something I don’t. I don’t see what the big to-do is. Not all witches have one.”

      MacGuffin had moved to the window ledge and was cleaning behind his ears. Right now, I supposed he looked just like any other cat in the universe, but then I knew what he could do, and I had never shared the details of our bond with anyone, not even Oliver or Pike.

      “Every familiar is different,” I said, “some channel a witch’s magic, others transform and become the eyes and ears of their shaman. The true nature of the relationship is sacred to the bonded pair. They might look cool, but being cool means nothing in the end. You’ll never know what they do for each other, and as you know, it’s rude to ask.”

      “But how will I ever find out what’s right for me? I hate all this stupid wise-old-witch crap. I wish someone would just tell me straight.”

      “Language, Pike.”

      It was hard knowing the answer was that there was no simple answer. Pike would just have to wait and figure it out for herself. My instinct was always to tell her everything, but this time, I had to disappoint her. It was an unwritten rule.

      “Come on. If we don’t leave now, we’ll miss the bus.”

      Grumpy as anything, Pike slid off the table and sauntered out to the hall to pick up her backpack. I grabbed my things, and after making sure MacGuffin had plenty to eat and drink, I followed Pike out to the car and tossed my stuff in the back.

      Pike was already settled in the backseat and I leaned on the horn, signaling to Björn we were ready to go.

      There was a hedge between our two properties, and a moment after beeping, Bo bounced out of the house, clearly eager to get going, and his dad followed closely behind, pausing only to lock up his house.

      In the rearview mirror, I watched Bo climb into the backseat next to Pike. His own familiar, a tiny fox cub, peeked out from inside his sweater. I sure hoped he was house trained; I’d just had this car detailed.

      “Hi,” Bo said, pleasantly enough to Pike.

      Raised in America, Bo had nothing of his dad’s Nordic twang, but his blond features, piercing blue eyes, and strong physique was pure Viking; he was an extremely good-looking young boy and was gonna be a hot commodity one day. I didn’t wonder why Crystal had set her mark on him so early.

      “Hey, Bo,” Pike said. She then turned away to look out of the car window. I couldn’t read her at all.

      There was no time to. Björn slammed the trunk down and wedged himself into my small car. I had to snatch my hand away from the gear shift to avoid it being crushed by his bulk.

      “Hello,” Björn said. “We have plenty of time, I think.” He glanced anxiously at the clock, suggesting he might think otherwise.

      “Plenty,” I said. “Anyway, I’m sure the bus won’t leave without us. They can’t afford to be two locos down.”

      I pulled slowly out of my drive, adjusting my rearview mirror which Björn had knocked out of line when he climbed in.

      “What did you call him, Bo?” I asked.

      “Her name is Molly. She’s a she.” He petted the animal’s head and turned, half-expecting Pike to want to pet it, but Pike’s attention remained glued to the outside. There was a time my daughter wouldn’t have been able to resist something so cute.

      “Where did you find her?” I asked.

      “We picked her up in Hexes. I couldn’t resist her the moment I saw her.”

      “Ah.” Hexes was the new familiar pet shop in town. I’d offered to take Pike there myself, but she’d shrugged and said she’d already checked it out.

      I thought it odd, this new trend in selling familiars for a price. It was legit enough, I supposed. If the familiar was willing, there was no reason they couldn’t be traded that way. Personally, I thought it rather limiting, since you were betting on the perfect familiar just showing up in the one spot. Inwardly, I shrugged. The world was changing; I just had to get used to it.

      “Someone got out of the wrong side of the bed, I think,” Björn said, cocking his head back toward the rear seats. I knew he meant Pike, not Bo.

      I nodded but said nothing. In spite of her stiff demeanor, I knew she was tuned in to everything we were saying, though she pretended not to be. I gave a little nod of acknowledgement but remained silent also. Ours was the secret sign language of parents down throughout the ages.

      I ached for Pike and was sorry that Bo had brought Molly along. It was bad enough she couldn’t afford a familiar of her own without having her nose rubbed in it. But what could I do?

      A few minutes later we were on the school property. The large bus was parked by the school gates, and a number of kids were still boarding, their parents smiling and waving as the kids took their seats on the bus.

      “See,” I said to Björn, “nothing to worry about.”

      “Ja.” He looked relieved; I had no idea he was such a worrywart, but then Oliver and I had always been so relaxed about everything. “I will get all the bags into the coach. Not to worry. See you on board.”

      “Thanks, you’re a sweetie.” I turned off the ignition and twisted to say something to the kids, but they were already jumping out of the car. Shrugging, I got out myself.

      The low roar of the coach’s diesel engine kindled a little excitement in me. It was real now, here we were, going to Maine. To see goddamn dragons.

      Maisy came bounding over from somewhere behind the vehicle. “It’s exciting, isn’t it!” she exclaimed. “All these weeks planning and now we’re finally off!” Her blonde ponytail was hidden under a baseball cap, and she was dressed entirely in denim, but she still managed to look fantastic. Like a fresh-faced teen cheerleader.  Dammit.

      “You need help with your bags or anything?”

      “No, Björn has everything,” I said, nodding in his direction.

      “Oh.” She moved in a little closer, and in a lower voice she whispered, “Um, are you and he…?”

      I laughed. “Most definitely not, no. We’re just neighbors, that’s all.”

      “Oh.” She looked genuinely surprised and was about to say something else when Carter appeared at the door of the coach, holding onto a clipboard. He looked super-hot, slightly more casual than I was used to seeing him, but drop-dead gorgeous just the same.

      Carter was also dressed in denim, a rugged-looking cowboy shirt and faded jeans, and an irritating voice in my head began connecting the dots….

      “I think this is it,” Carter said. “You’re the last.”

      He didn’t exactly underline the word last, but he might as well have.

      “Come on, everyone,” he called out to the parents and children still outside the bus. “Let’s get underway, shall we?”

      There were hugs and kisses all round, as excited kids tore away from anxious moms and dads. I’d seen Pike already climb aboard, so after beeping the car one last time to make sure it was locked, I followed on after her, anxious to be on our way.

      I nodded to the driver as I stepped up into the coach. He was a short man, with a bald pate joining up with a tidy chin-beard. He had a wicked grin that made me think leprechaun.

      Maisy was sitting in the seat immediately behind him, and Carter was standing in the spot next to her. Harrison was in the seat directly behind them, his daughter Evelyn by his side. Pike was at the back of the bus, talking to a few of her friends, though notably not Crystal or Bo who were settled in the middle of the bus. There was a ton of noise and laughter, not to mention a million squeaks, barks, meows and hisses from the menagerie on board. It was gonna be quite a ride north.

      “These taken?” I asked, pointing to the seats across the aisle from Carter and Maisy.

      “No!” Maisy beamed. “Go ahead, we saved them for you.”

      Carter turned as I settled into the seat by the window. We connected for a moment, and there was something in his eyes I couldn’t quite fathom. It was almost, I dunno, curiosity? Maybe he thought Björn and I were playing hide the sausage also?

      “Okay, I am the last man on board, I think.” Björn hustled the last of the kids ahead of him and pointed to the empty seat next to me.

      “Sure,” I said, breaking the connection with Carter and squeezing right into the window to give the big man room.

      When he was settled, my gaze went back to Carter, who was still on his feet, doing a final headcount with his clipboard in hand, while Lazuli lay curled up in a ball, keeping the seat warm. Satisfied, Carter turned and after lifting Lazuli, he settled down, the ferret curling up and falling straight back to sleep.

      “All present and correct, Murray,” he said to the driver. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Murray nodded, and after checking the way was clear, the bus swung out into the open road.  A moment later, we were on our way, off in search of dragons.
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      Secrets

      “Well, this is nice, isn’t it?” Maisy beamed as we walked into our little cottage on the Darcy estate.

      I had to admit, she was right. The room was super cozy, with a few thoughtful touches including a basket of herbs, healing stones, and an aloe-based hand sanitizer called Green Dragon. I raised my eyebrows and thought of the large jar of home brew I’d stashed in my bag. Better prepared than sorry.

      “Do you mind if I take this one?” Maisy asked, pointing to the bed closest to the bathroom.

      “Be my guest.”

      Maisy hoisted her case on the end of her chosen bed and flipped it open. While she took care of her things, I wandered over to the window to check out the view.

      We were surrounded by trees––it wasn’t wooded exactly, but I felt nestled just the same. But the thing that took my breath away was the ocean. We were close enough to hear the whoosh of the waves as they gently caressed the bottom of the cliff. I judged the edge to be just a hundred or so feet away, and hoped we weren’t too close for the kids.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Maisy said.

      “Wild,” I agreed.

      “I grew up not too far from here. The place gets in your blood. In my opinion, there isn’t anywhere more beautiful on the whole planet.”

      “Soooo, why did you leave?” I asked.

      She paused for a moment, her hand resting on her cheek and she drifted off in thought. “Work mostly. Not that I mind. I still have family up here; there’s a huge Wiccan community and I always come up for the holidays.”

      I turned away from the window and flopped down on my bed. Thank Gaia, the bed was comfortable, and I sank into an enveloping mattress. Between the long journey north, and settling the kids in their cabins, I was ready for a good nap. Alas, there was a fat chance of that, as we were all meeting up for dinner.

      I closed my eyes and thought about Carter. He’d hardly said two words to me on the bus. Not that there were many opportunities for a great chinwag, and whenever I had an opportunity to speak, somehow Björn had always gotten in the way.

      If Lea had been here, I’d have talked to her about it. She’d have told me to just grab him and stick my tongue down his throat, but that just wasn’t my way. Maisy, though… nah. I could hardly open up to her. She was the enemy, after all.

      I heard a commotion, and turning, I saw Maisy had disappeared into the bathroom. There was a noisy jingling of bottles, and then a few light flashes beamed from under the doorway.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes, sure,” she called in her sing-song voice. “I’ll be out in a minute if you need to go.”

      “No, no. Take your time. I’m not in any rush.”

      I closed my eyes again, this time, to silence.  And then I heard a flick from the bathroom, and looking again, I saw the light was off and Maisy was standing in the doorway, fresh as a daisy and totally dressed for dinner in her creamy slacks, pure black shirt, and a navy sweater. Perfect again.

      “Aren’t you exhausted?”

      “Me, no, quite the opposite. If we had more time I’d go for a run, but I don’t want to be late for the kids. Maisy looked down at her hands, and noticing something, she frowned, then quickly locked herself back in the bathroom.

      “Um, are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, yes, quite all right.” Her voice was a little higher than usual. “I’ll be out in a minute.” There was another jingle of bottles, another small flash of light, and then silence. The door opened, and there she was, her usual smile plastered on her pretty face. What was she doing in there?

      “You’d better get changed if we’re gonna make it on time. Do you need a few minutes to yourself? I can go for a walk if you like?”

      “No, you’re okay. I just need to brush my teeth and get changed. I won’t be long.”

      With the greatest reluctance, I forced myself up and grabbed my toiletry bag. Maisy stepped aside so I could pass her, and I closed the bathroom door quietly behind me.

      As I sat on the toilet, doing the necessary, my gaze drifted to her pink toiletry bag sitting on the counter beside mine. It was a hell of a lot bigger and chunkier, and I wondered what on earth she carried inside it.

      After flushing and washing my hands, I picked up my own and pulled out my toothbrush and toothpaste. While I brushed my teeth, my attention returned to her toiletry bag.  I thought I saw something move, but though I stared at it for a few seconds, it remained perfectly still. I burned with curiosity but would have pulled out my own teeth before invading her privacy.

      Maisy shouted through the door. “I just got a text from Carter. He’s organizing the troops and wants to know if we’re ready.”

      “Two seconds!”

      I rinsed, gargled, spat and quickly wiped the sink. My hair was flat from lying on the bed, so I gave it a quick brush and then went back into the bedroom.

      Maisy was smiling and texting, so I stripped down to my undies and pulled on some fresh jeans, a clean tee and sweater. Needing the warmth of layers, I pulled on my jacket and tucked a scarf inside. A set of wool-lined boots later, and I was good to go.

      “Okay, that’s me––done.” I snatched my purse and stood by the door while Maisy stashed her phone in a pocket and picked up her bag. I shot my bed a final, wistful look, then together we stepped out into the cold night air.

      “Oh, that’s rough.” Maisy pulled her jacket a little tighter, and I pulled my scarf out a bit more to keep my neck warm. “That’s a strong northeast chill there, those are the worst. It might be a good thing for us, though.”

      “How so?” I asked. We were walking toward the long, rustic cabins where the kids were encamped. I enjoyed the crunch of the leaves under my feet on the gravel path and, like a kid myself, breathed frost dragons in the evening air.

      “Dragons like the cold. When I was a kid it would bring them out in droves, though, sadly there aren’t as many as there used to be. And tonight’s a full moon. Oh, how they love a full moon.” She sounded sad, and glancing her way, I thought it odd how her hand was on her cheek, like someone remembering a lingering kiss.

      “Ah, there you are,” Carter called. He was locked inside a circle of kids; there were no familiars about; the restaurant had a strict familiar policy which he’d mentioned as soon as we’d got off the coach. Tonight they were allowed to roam free in the cabins. Pike was there, too, talking to Evelyn. She looked up and nodded, then resumed her conversation with her friend.

      “The coach will be a few more minutes while he refuels, so we’re going over to the cliff to check it out.”

      Harrison and Björn were sharing a room, and I turned as they approached from behind us.

      “These are nice cottages,” Harrison remarked.

      “Ja, and that is a good bed. I shall sleep well here, I think,” Björn said, half yawning. There were dark rings under his eyes, and he had a five o’clock shadow. “So, maybe we will see some dragons.” He motioned toward the cliff’s edge, and I noticed the silver tint to his aura was a little more pronounced than usual. “It’s cold enough. Dragons love a little frost.”

      “So I heard.”

      “Okay, everyone, gather round,” Carter said. “Is everyone here? All critters fed? Let me know if anyone needs something, or if we have to pick anything up from the local store.”

      There were no responses. “Okay, good.” Carter’s head bobbed as he counted the students, and for a second, his eyes caught mine, and instead of looking away as I often did, I smiled at him.

      Carter’s brow furrowed, though I wouldn’t have said he looked angry, more confused. He cleared his throat. “Okay, everyone. The light is fading, but we should have a little time before it gets totally dark. I understand there’s quite a drop at the cliff’s edge, so I want no shenanigans or silliness, or you’ll find yourself in detention for a month, or worse.”

      There was a burst of laughter and Carter’s astute gaze went straight to the source. “That would be two month’s detention for you, Bo, so don’t play up.”

      The snickering subsided, though it didn’t quite die.

      Speeches over, Carter led the way through the thinning trees toward the cliff’s edge. The sea below was a little louder than earlier; brisk winds were driving the waves hard onto the rocks below.

      “Look at the lighthouse,” Carter said, pointing south. “There are sixty-five lighthouses in Maine, all of which are now fully automated, though in the past they were lit by a keeper. In fact, the only lighthouse that’s still manned in the States is in Boston.”

      “That’s interesting,” I said, and Carter smiled at me.

      “You often see dragons flying around lighthouses at night. The beacon attracts them, so your best bet for a sighting is to keep looking in that direction.”

      He pointed, and all the kids looked south at once, and I was pleased by how attentive they were to Carter. Even Pike was scouring the sky, no doubt hoping to be the first to spot a dragon. But the skies were resolutely empty.

      Maisy stepped forward. “The Darcy estate is especially famous for its dragons. There are sea caves in the granite under our feet, and the dragons are protected here. In the past, fisherman could see them coming and going from their craft, but the normals would hunt and kill them, so there is a protective enchantment that begins here and covers about fifty miles of ocean.”

      We all looked out across the bay, as if by will we would be able to see this magical thing, but of course, the enchantments were invisible.

      “They don’t mind witches coming to see them?” Pike asked.

      “Thankfully, no, not at all, since we have no history of doing them harm. This is a privilege, but of course, they are wild, magical creatures, and so a sighting is never guaranteed.”

      I watched as Pike stared down at her feet, and I knew she was imagining the dragons hanging out below. As was I.

      The view was breathtaking, just as I’d pictured it would be, and I scoped the panorama, from the lighthouse on the edge of the bay, to the lush, green and rocky islands in front of me, to the sweeping coastline to my left. Even in the dim light of the setting sun it was glorious, as I imagined it would be, whatever the light or weather.

      My reverie was startled by a loud honk, heralding the return of our coach.

      “Okay, kids, time to go.” Carter ushered everyone back to the coach. Harrison and Maisy led the way, with Björn, Carter and me bringing up the rear.

      The two men walked just a little ahead of me, talking quietly between themselves, which gave me a fantastic opportunity to ogle their respective physiques, unobserved. I was just mapping the shape of Carter’s butt, when he surprised me by reaching out his hand and slipping something to Björn. It looked like a small vial. My brow creased, not at the giving, but at the secrecy of how it was done.  What were they doing? Surely, not drugs? No, I couldn’t believe that, but what? If it was on the up and up, why do it when everyone was looking elsewhere?

      Carter turned to find me and smiled, but confused, I couldn’t return the gesture. Instead I focused on the crunching leaves beneath my feet, and wondered whether I should mention what I’d witnessed to him later, and what horrible secret I might find out if I did.
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      Midnight Meeting

      I couldn’t sleep. I turned this way and that, unable to find a spot to doze off in. Maybe it was eating so late, or maybe it was what I’d witnessed earlier on. I dunno, but the fact was, I wasn’t going to sleep a wink tonight unless I did something to make it happen.

      Maisy groaned in the bed next to me, and fearful I was keeping her awake, I got up and dressed quickly, slipping my clothes over my pajamas. The bedside clock said 11:30 p.m. Maybe a good walk would clear my mind and help me sleep.

      The cottages were well heated, so I was unprepared for the freezing-cold air that hit my face the second I opened the door. I pulled my scarf up to cover my nose and mouth and ventured out. I must be insane, I thought.  The full moon above me was bright, but I pulled my wand out to help light the way. “Illuminous,” I whispered. There was little to no chance of me being overheard; the cold dampened any sound and most people were sound asleep by now. Or should be, I thought, thinking of Pike.

      I had a hankering to see the sea by the darkness of night, so I headed over to the cliff, pointing my wand down to the ground, keeping to the path at all times. The curled leaves were laced with frost, and even through my scarf, the night was so bitter it hurt my throat to breathe.

      The waves were calm now, and when I passed the last of the trees, I gasped in awe. The moon was directly in front of me, its light reflecting a shimmer of pale light across the vast black sea like a giant inverted exclamation mark. It was beautiful, and my heart filled with the joy of our expansive world. I felt so small, and so privileged; it had been worth getting out of bed just to see this.

      It occurred to me, there was a strange eeriness to the sound of the ocean without the daily accompaniment of gulls and people. I liked it. I felt completely alone with the earth, and as a witch, there was no feeling more magical. I pulled the scarf from my face, and breathed the night in, enjoying every delicious moment of my solitude and celebrating Mother Nature.

      Snap! Something was behind me. Turning, I raised my wand, pointing it to the trees, ready to hex the first thing that moved if I had to. I could see nothing.

      “Is someone there?”

      Cautiously I moved forward, pointing from one tree to the next, trying to isolate the source of the sound.

      I reached the trees. Something jumped right in front of me, and my heart stopped.

      “Oh, my gosh, stupid squirrel,” I cried, as the light of my wand caught his bushy red tail scurrying quickly up a pine tree. “You frightened the living heebee-jeebies from me.”

      “Or maybe I did?”

      “Holy––!” I screamed, spinning.

      The unexpected male voice behind me had caused my heart to jump from my ribcage in a mighty jolt.

      “Sorry!”

      To my astonishment, it was Carter. Where the hell had he come from?

      “What on earth are you doing out here?” I gasped. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “I––err––was looking for someone.”

      Clearly not me, I thought, feeling even more annoyed with him than before.

      “Who?” I barked, unable to hide my bitterness.

      Something was wrong. Even in the pale moonlight I could see Carter looked worried. His handsome brow was furrowed, and his eyes were flitting about, watching, still on the lookout for whoever it was he’d intended to meet.

      “I can’t say,” he said. “It’s a secret,”

      “Fine.”

      “What about you?” he asked, glancing behind me as if expecting to see someone. Björn, maybe? I could see that in his face.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Ah.”

      I was about to march back to my cottage when he unexpectedly took hold of my arm and pulled me down. “No, wait a moment.” His gaze went mysteriously up to the sky.

      Oh, heck, dragons! was my first terrified thought.

      My gaze followed his, we both stared at the lighthouse, but seeing nothing there, searched the rest of the skies.

      “Did you see something?” I asked.

      “Perhaps.”

      “I thought you said we’d be safe. This hardly feels safe! Why are we cowering if there’s nothing to fear?”

      “We are safe, I mean, from the dragons. Well, look, let’s get back to our cabins. It’s dark, and there could be anything out here. It’s never safe to wander in an unfamiliar place by night, dragons or no dragons.”

      “And yet here we both are!”

      He turned to face me, and I looked down to his hand still wrapped around my arm.

      He let me go.

      “I saw you,” I whispered.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I saw you hand something to Björn. What was it?”

      A faint smile creased the corner of Carter’s lips, and I faltered, wondering what on earth would have caused that reaction out here in the darkness with dragons flying overhead.

      “Still the moral watchdog of the school community, huh.”

      It wasn’t a question. “Someone has to be. So, tell me what it was.”

      “I can’t,” Carter replied. “It’s not my secret to tell, but I can tell you this much; it’s nothing illegal or immoral or anything for you to get your witch’s knickers in a twist about!”

      “What!” I gasped, pretending to be affronted when, for the first time in a while, I just wanted to laugh at his stupid analogy. I did all I could to keep a straight face, but it wasn’t easy. “Nobody says knickers, Carter. Not unless they’re British and I doubt it even then.”

      Carter was about to reply when we heard a loud whoosh, and instinctively crouching, we looked up just as a huge, dark shape with wings blotted out the stars. It was gone in an instant, but the close proximity of its passage ruffled my hair.

      “O–Emm–Gee,” I mouthed, not wanting the dragon to hear us. Then whispered, “A dragon. Do you think it saw us?” As it flew to a safe distance away.

      “Possibly, I don’t know,” Carter admitted. “It’s curious about us, I suppose. After all, we are on her patch. Come on, let’s get back to the cottages, just in case I’m wrong.”

      Half of me saw the sense of this, the other half of me wanted to explore. Dragons were a lot more exciting in the flesh than they were in a magic book or fable, and I wanted to see if I could find her. So much for being the sensible one. Carter saw my hesitation.

      “You’ll see them again tomorrow, and I’d feel a lot more comfortable confronting a live one by day, with the other parents and their wands around us.”

      “But I want to see one,” I cried, realizing how childish I sounded just then but unable to help myself.

      “And you will. Just not now, okay? Let’s wait until the sun comes up.”

      “Hmmm.” I felt practically petulant, but the adult in me had to agree with him. Now probably wasn’t the smartest time, but it just felt so exciting, and the sighting had kindled the explorer in me.

      With a heavy heart, I followed his lead back to the cottages, though my face remained turned up to the sky, watching and hoping for another glimpse.

      And yet, there was something else. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we weren’t alone. As the trees thickened, my sense of foreboding grew stronger, and though I pointed my wand into every nook and cranny, I couldn’t see a thing.

      “What’s up?” Carter asked.

      “Oh, probably nothing,” I said, trying to ignore the tingling feeling in my bones. “I’m just overexcited, I expect.”

      “Most likely,” he agreed. There was something in his tone that made me wonder, though. His focus was set on the cottages, almost as if he was deliberately trying not to see anything. He had been on the lookout for something after all, but for what?

      He said it was a secret, or at least, not his secret to tell. So what, then? Had he arranged a midnight tryst with Maisy? I’d left her sound asleep in the cottage earlier on, but maybe she’d just been faking it. What if they’d agreed to have a romantic rendezvous under the pale light of the chilly moon, and maybe my unexpected wakefulness had put her off? Or not. Or something. Heck, it was hell not knowing what was going on.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Carter asked.

      I nodded. Maybe I was being silly, but something didn’t feel right. Whatever it was, clearly, he wasn’t going to tell me anything.

      “Yup, I’m fine,” I said. We’d just reached the kids’ cabins and my confidence was fully restored.

      His cottage was right by them, mine a little further off.

      “I’ll walk you to yours,” he said as we reached his.

      I was armed with a fully functioning wand and could totally take care of myself. “Okay.” I smiled, and let him.

      Something changed in the air. I went from being Athena, hunter of beasts and dragons, to a blushing romantic in a heartbeat. I kinda liked being out here all on my own, with Carter.  It was such a pity that things had gotten so messed up. Story of my life.

      “Do you think it’s safe, really?” I asked. “Now there’s no one but you and me, tell me truthfully, is there any danger?”

      “There’s none,” Carter said. His tone was softer than it had been, and I sensed he’d welcomed the honesty of my question.

      “But how can you be so sure?” I asked. “They breathe fire, for chrissakes. If it had been down to me, I’d never have let Pike come, but I don’t think she’d ever have forgiven me if I hadn’t. I still think it’s a bad idea, though, and Carter, if anything happens to her, I––”

      I wasn’t quite sure how to round off that sentence. I hardly wanted to threaten him, and I so badly wanted to trust him, and yet he was expecting so much from me on faith.

      We reached the door to my cottage and he rounded on me, resting his hands gently on my arms.

      “I give you my word, the children are going to be perfectly safe. I’ll admit, you’re right to worry, normally, but we have more protection than you know. Trust me on this, please, Tamara? That’s all I ask.”

      I liked the way my name sounded on his lips. I wanted to believe him; I really did. I wondered what he meant by “more protection than you know.”

      “Okay.” I heard the remains of a little doubt in my voice, but it was a start. “Because it’s you.” I smiled.

      He stared at me, and even in the darkness I could read an unspoken question in his eyes. I hoped I wasn’t wrong, and I moved a little closer when something moved behind him.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Carter turned, letting me go. The spell was broken.

      “Um, I don’t see anything.”

      “There, right there, by that big one,” I said, pointing to a rather large tree.

      Carter stared hard but shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t see a thing.”

      When he turned back, I could see doubt had returned to his eyes. Did he think I’d just done that on purpose? Dammit, I wasn’t imagining things!

      “Well, I, um, I guess I’d best get back inside,” I said, suddenly feeling the chill.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      He turned to walk away and then hesitated. “Tamara?”

      “Yes?”

      “Be sure to lock the door behind you.”

      I nodded and let myself inside.

      Maisy was just where I’d left her, still sound asleep, and snoring like a banshee. “Great,” I whispered. I watched until Carter was back inside his own cottage before closing the door softly behind me. I sighed, confused beyond imagination, and with little hope for any sleep, quietly undressed myself for bed. It had been one helluva night, and with T-Rex tonsils lying in the next bed over, there was a fat chance of it getting any better.
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      A Hole in the Tree

      “Gather round, guys. That’s it, make a circle, come on now, Bo, that means you, too.” Carter was waiting just outside the children’s cabin. Lazuli was perched on his shoulder, the ferret’s head bobbing up and down as the children gathered round. If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn he was counting.

      Breakfast had been muffins and juice, and my gut groaned, having gorged on two very large maple and apple muffins. I rubbed my eyes; last night sleep had finally come to me, but it had arrived late, and now I was beyond exhausted. Maisy had slept like a baby and looked fresh-faced and bouncy. How did she do it? Her smile was as broad as ever. If she was miffed at missing a midnight meeting with Carter, she certainly didn’t show it.

      I took my place at the edge of Carter’s circle, standing just behind Pike, who, from her animated chat with Evelyn, looked like she was having fun. That was a relief, if nothing else. I also noticed they were the only two without familiars.

      “Hey, Pike,” I said. “Having a good time?”

      “Sure.” She nodded. She’d been munching on a bag of trail mix and offered some to me. I shook my head, full enough.

      “Hello, Mrs. Candlewick.” Evelyn was a short little witch with an abundance of freckles which I thought were adorable, even if it made her look a little nerdy. She carried a little Dragon guidebook, and I noticed her page was marked with a twisting dragon-head bookmark. Pike had one just like it.

      “You girls having fun?” I asked, sounding like a lame-mom question, even to my own ears.

      “Yes!” Evelyn said. “I’ve been studying dragons for a while now and can’t wait to see a real live one.”

      “Don’t I know it,” chimed in Harrison, who was standing beside me.

      “How about you, Mom?” Pike asked. “Up all night polishing your wand?” The two teenagers snickered, sharing some in-joke.

      “As it happens, I did give it a good cleaning last night. You never know when you’re gonna need it.”

      The two girls snorted more laughter. Whatever, I thought. If they meant what I thought they meant, I’d be having words with my daughter later. Teenagers!

      Carter clapped his hands to draw our attention and everyone grew silent.

      “Okay, everyone. First things first; let’s talk safety. I want to see those amulets. Does everyone have one?”

      One by one, the children pulled their safety amulets out from under their coats and sweaters. Carter checked each child was wearing one, and Maisy did the same. At the end of their count the two compared tallies.

      I put my hand to my chest where I’d secured my own amulet. When I caught Carter’s gaze I nodded. All present and correct––except where was Björn? It seemed we were a man down.

      Carter must have read my mind. “We’re just waiting on Mr. Van Asker who is running a little behind this morning. He shouldn’t be long.”

      Harrison nudged me, a knowing look on his face. “He had a rough night,” he whispered. “The bed wasn’t big enough for him, I suspect.”

      We both snickered, then turned as we heard footsteps, expecting to see Björn coming to join us at last. Instead, an old man came wandering along the path, with an old crooked staff in his hand.

      Carter waved in greeting as the weather-beaten pensioner approached the children’s cabin. He had the look of a sea captain about him, and as if to reinforce this idea in my head, he touched his forelock in salute.

      “This is Mr. Reynolds,” Carter said. “He’s the keeper of this estate and has kindly agreed to be our guide in the caves today. Say hello, everyone.”

      The students all nodded and grunted, and Mr. Reynolds smiled, satisfied.

      “Remember to listen and do what he tells you to do. It’s very dark down there in the caves, and I don’t want anyone doing anything foolish, like getting lost, understood?”

      I heard a few muffled groans and giggles from the kids.

      Carter cast a stern glare over their excited faces. Everyone calmed down. “Good. Now before we head down to the caves, Mr. Reynolds is going to go over the rules. Let him finish, and if you have any questions you can ask him when he’s done.”

      I heard a door close somewhere behind the cabin, and a minute later Björn strolled over to join the group. His brow was pinched, and his pace slow, he was clearly in no hurry to catch up. He looked ten times worse than I felt, and I wondered if he’d gotten any sleep at all.

      I was about to say something sympathetic, but he shook his head and said, “Don’t ask.” So I didn’t.

      “Thank you,” Mr. Reynolds said, tipping his head toward Carter in respect. “I’ve been the dragon keeper here at the Darcy estate since before you all were born. In the old days we had a ton of dragons, but now we just have the one.” He held up a solitary finger.

      “Aww, bummer,” Bo said.

      “Let the man speak, Bo,” Carter chided.

      Mr. Reynolds shrugged and continued. “There are two entrances to the cave: one up at the great house which is a privately-owned home. The second is a public entrance, which is the one we’ll use, and it’s hidden in the trees just over there.” He nodded toward a spot a few feet away.

      “It can’t be!” Pike exclaimed. “I looked all over there this morning and there’s nothing but leaves and trees.”

      “Ah, well,” Mr. Reynolds said. “You can’t find it without knowing the right kind of magic. As you know, Maine dragons are protected, but people will still try to get into the caves to steal the mushrooms or the eggs, so the entrance has been enchanted to keep out any troublemakers. It’s encrypted, rather like the password on your diary.”

      A few students chuckled, and Pike nodded, seeming satisfied there was a rational explanation after all. She looked over to where Bo and Crystal were standing just a few feet away, playing with their familiars, but then stared down at her feet when they didn’t respond to her at all. I guessed she’d expected some reaction from her friends, but they didn’t even return her gaze.

      Still, I could detect no interest or animosity. To me, they just seemed totally absorbed in each other and the animals. Maybe Pike was just feeling left out?

      “When we get in the cave, feel free to explore, but keep your wands in your pockets,” Mr. Reynolds continued. “The luminous mushrooms will provide enough light, so you don’t need them. And no familiars.”

      “Awww,” cried a few of the students.

      “How come?” Bo asked.

      “Well, bring them if you like, but don’t look at me if they get eaten.”

      Bo’s jaw dropped in shocked understanding.

      I smothered a snort.

      “They’ll be fine running free around the campsite, trust me. Parts of the cave are tight, and it’ll be a whole lot safer without all these animals running around. Just don’t use your magic unless you need to or feel threatened in any way.”

      Wait? What? I raised an eyebrow. Carter had assured us we’d be perfectly safe, and I was about to voice my concern when I noticed Mr. Reynolds and Björn exchange glances, and Björn silently nodded. Carter clearly noticed them, too. What the heck was going on?

      “Really, everything will be just fine,” Carter said. There was a hint of irritation in his voice, like he was fed up with reassuring me.

      Well, boo, hoo! I thought. Fine. We were here now, so we might as well do this thing, but one thing was for sure, I was damned well gonna keep my hand on my super-shiny wand!

      “Ready?” Mr. Reynolds asked.

      “Yes, let’s get going,” Carter said.

      As Mr. Reynolds led the way, I fell back, determined to keep an eye on everyone and everything, just in case.

      I saw Carter pair up with Björn again, and the two men were whispering among themselves. Was it some secret man thing? Were they popping potency pills or something? No, surely not, because Mr. Reynolds seemed to be in on it as well, and I doubted they’d involve him in something like that.

      Oh, my Gaia, could they be gay?  If they had found love, then nothing would please me more.  But I dismissed the thought, though, only after giving it serious consideration.  If Carter Wells and Björn Van Asker were gay, then I was the Queen of England.  When these two men were around me, they gave off the kind of hormones I could get giddy on. Then again, who could really tell?  Maybe they liked those hormones, too.

      I steeled myself for the possibility I could be right, trying to ignore the rascal of a demon in my gut reminding me no matter how much I protested, I really liked Carter, and I’d be miffed if this was the reason he was acting so strangely. Shut uuuup, you crazy imp! I told it.

      Mr. Reynolds stopped by the largest tree. I wondered what kind of enchantment there was; everything looked perfectly ordinary to me. It was just a regular-looking pine, nothing special or anything.

      Mr. Reynolds raised his staff, and I expected him to point it at the tree roots, but instead, he turned his face up to the sky and made a great circle in the air.

      “Venite ad me: avem,” he cried.

      We all looked up, but there was nothing. For a moment, I wondered if the old man was off his gourd, because nothing at all happened.

      And then we all heard it. It sounded something like a bicycle horn being squeezed many times. And then a large bird appeared in the sky. It circled our party, swooping down slowly and carefully, and to my utter astonishment, it hovered thoughtfully over my daughter, before tearing off and landing on the bark of the tree.

      Pike gasped with wonder, and Mr. Reynolds chuckled.

      “Well, I never,” he said. “I suspect he’s after your bag of nuts.”

      The bird had a black-and-white body, with a beautiful red crest, and sharp talons which allowed it to move effortlessly around the bark of the tree.

      Once it found the perch it wanted, the bird began to tap carefully at the bark; first this way, then that. It moved so quickly I couldn’t tell where it was pecking, but then there was a great crack, and the tree tilted at an angle, its roots tearing up from the ground.

      Underneath the tree was a set of wide steps, almost four times as wide as the actual bark, and I imagined it was wide enough for two students to walk down at a time.

      The bird honked again, it spread its wings, which I figured must have been about three-feet wide, then it flew off to another tree and began to eat normally, as if nothing magical had happened at all.

      “Wow, that was cool,” Bo cried, impressed. “What kind of bird was that?”

      “That was an Ivory-billed woodpecker,” Mr. Reynolds replied.

      “An Ivory-billed woodpecker?” Harrison repeated. “I thought those were extinct?”

      Harrison listed ornithology among his numerous nerdy hobbies. I’d often had to listen to his chittering on about Shoebills and Victoria Crowned Pigeons, and now he was in his element, his face had lit up with joy at the mention of the name.

      “Endangered, yes,” Mr. Reynolds explained. “Maybe extinct in some places, since they haven’t been sighted in years, but this one seems to like the place.”

      “Up here? In the cold?” Harrison continued. “I thought they favored warmer climates?”

      “I see you’re a bird watcher.” Mr. Reynolds inclined his head with a small smile.

      “I prefer birder,” Harrison replied. “It’s a hobby of mine.”

      “Well, you are right,” Mr. Reynolds said, “and yet here the fellow is, and here he’ll remain until he passes the secret combination onto a new keeper.”

      “Secret combination?” I rose an eyebrow in question.

      “Yes. Only Reggie here knows the precise combination to open the tree. Not even I know it. Anyway, that’s enough about the bird for now, we’ll see him again later when we come back up. Now it’s time to go find us a dragon.”

      Dragons! I’d almost forgotten why we were here in all this commotion.

      Maisy and Harrison took the lead down into the dark earth, and with a growing sense of excitement, the children quickly followed.

      “Remember, my dears, don’t touch the mushrooms.” I heard Maisy say.

      Pike lingered behind, her attention on the beautiful and rare bird watching us all from the safety of another tree. If I didn’t know better, I’d have sworn the thing was watching her with as much interest and more. I noticed Pike hadn’t put away her bag of trail mix, just in case. Hmmm. I kinda guessed what she was thinking. I just hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed.

      “Come on, Tamara, let’s get going.”

      It was Carter. His smile was warm and genuine, and for a moment, I’d almost forgotten about his shenanigans as well. But not quite. I gave him a wary look and put my hand on Pike’s shoulder.

      “Come on, Pike, sweetheart, leave the wildlife alone,” I said. “We have dragons to tackle, oh child of my loins.”

      “Mom.” Her cheeks burned with embarrassment and I smiled sweetly, having exacted my revenge for her wand-polishing comments.

      I urged Pike ahead of me, and Carter went down the steps just before I did.

      I thought of Carter, Björn and that stupid glass vial that had passed between them. I wanted it to be nothing, I really did, I just couldn’t shake off the feeling of impending doom that had come over me. Well, okay, maybe not doom, but the feeling someone was going to get their eyebrows singed before the end of the morning.

      Just as I cleared the roots there was another loud crack, and glancing behind me, I saw the hole in the earth close up and blot out the light.

      This was it; there was no turning back now. Behind us was only darkness, and ahead of us, well, a dragon. And all this on juice and a few muffins. I prayed to Gaia it would be enough to get us through the day safely. If not, well, I hoped Carter’s insurance was paid up in full; his next of kin was gonna need it.
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      Dark Caverns

      We were completely underground, cut off from daylight, but the long stairway under the tree was faintly lit by beautiful mushrooms growing all over the walls, and I could see exactly where I was going. They reminded me of big, fat shiitakes, and I wondered if they tasted half as good if you fried them.

      “Can you all hear me?”

      Mr. Reynolds had magically amplified his voice so we could hear him loud and clear at the back.

      “Yes,” I shouted, since I was the last in the tunnel. I saw Pike bow her head a fraction, as if she was thinking:  My mom.

      “Good. We’re going down quite a way. If any of you are claustrophobic, let me know. I know a pretty good spell to help that.”

      It’s a bit late now, I thought, but said nothing.

      Carter turned to find me. “You okay?” he whispered. His eyes twinkled and his aftershave filled my nostrils. Ooh, instant manly pheromone rush. No waaaaay was he gay, that smolder couldn’t possibly be fake.

      “Me? Yeah, fine.”

      “Good.” He smiled and turned around again.

      Hmm. Delish. Mind you, there was still the problem of Maisy. I’d worry about that later. Right now, I needed to focus. Dragons. Well, dragon singular. But no less dangerous!

      “Okay, everyone, we’re coming to the bottom of the steps,” Mr. Reynolds announced. “We’re now two-hundred feet down, just a little above sea level. There is a small cavern at the bottom, and I need you all to wait there for a moment while I check the dragon’s lair.”

      It didn’t take long to reach the bottom, and the steps ended in a decent-sized cavern. I couldn’t see Mr. Reynolds, but there was a dark entrance to what looked like another cavern on the far wall, and I guessed he’d gone in there. I caught up with Björn who still looked like he’d rather be back in bed.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered.

      “Don’t ask,” he said. “I’ll be all right, I think. I just had a rough night.”

      “Oh. Maybe you just need a little tonic or something?” I asked, fishing. “Maybe Carter can fix you up? He’s good at potions.”

      “Ja, maybe,” Björn said.

      Clearly, he wasn’t going to bite.

      A lull came over the group as we heard the sound of heavy, rhythmic breathing. We were so close. That dragon could only be a few feet away. My adrenalin surged, and if I was honest, I was as desperate to see this dragon as everyone else.

      I noticed Bo had moved to stand by his father’s side. Most of the time the young teenage boy had kept his distance, like most of them did, but the possibility of coming face-to-face with a live dragon had exposed his more sensible side. I respected that. Then again, perhaps he sought to protect his father should anything go wrong. I respected that, also.

      Looking about I saw Pike on the other side of the cavern. Unlike Bo, she’d moved to the front of the group, clearly wanting to be one of the first to see the great würm. A surge of pride and anxiety kindled in me at the same time. She was my only daughter, after all, and if there was gonna be any trouble, I wanted her by my side, too.

      “What are we waiting for?” Crystal asked. “Why don’t we just follow him in?”

      “Mr. Reynolds has to check out the dragon’s lair,” Maisy answered. “Don’t worry, err, my dears, he’s um, just making sure everything is okay before we proceed, that’s all.”

      Perhaps it was my imagination, but I detected a tiny tremor in Maisy’s voice. I wished I could read her face, but right now, it was turned away from me.

      Carter had caught up with her by the entrance to the dragon’s lair, and in the dim light cast by the mushrooms, I saw him put his hand on her arm. He leant in and whispered something to her, and though I couldn’t overhear what was said, I watched as her hand went instinctively to her face and she nodded.

      Carter seemed appeased, and then stood watch for Mr. Reynolds’s return, just like the rest of us.

      I had to admit, despite my imaginings, I’d seen nothing to cement the idea that he and Maisy were a thing. She’d been all over him sometimes, sure, but her clinginess came over as more platonic than romantic.

      As for Carter, he was always polite and attentive to her, but I’d seen his smooch-face, and this wasn’t it. Not once had I seen him look at her with anything more than friendship.

      Maybe Lea had been wrong about them. Maybe I had been wrong. Heck, it wouldn’t be the first time. Still, it was impossible for me to be totally sure. Time would tell.

      “Okay, everyone, there’s a dragon in the house and we are good to go!” Mr. Reynolds’s voice was clear, if maybe not quite so loud as it was before. “Please, keep your wands in your pockets, and no flashes of light. You’ll frighten her, and she might try to defend herself.”

      Carter’s gaze was fixed on me and I pressed my lips tight, controlling my anxiety. Okay, the order was that wands were away, but I squeezed mine in my pocket––nothing was gonna make me let go of it no matter how safe they all professed it to be.

      “Now, just a few last things,” Reynolds said. “You can talk quietly in her presence, her hearing isn’t that good, anyway, but no shouting or loud noises. She typically only responds to high pitches––so watch it ladies. And strictly no photos––the flash might set her off. Right. If you’re all ready, everyone follow me!”

      A famous wizard once said, “If you’re tired of dragons, you’re tired of life.” Well, I certainly wasn’t tired. My earlier lethargy had completely vanished, and I was as excited as every student in the cavern.

      At this exact second my attention was glued to Pike––my eager daughter and Evelyn were the first to follow Mr. Reynolds to the next cavern beyond ours.

      Harrison and Maisy were right behind her, and though I trusted them to protect her from any danger, there was no way I was letting my baby girl out of my sight. I gripped my wand a little tighter, and after taking a deep breath, I followed them all into the dragon’s lair.
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        * * *

      

      The two caverns were connected by a short tunnel, also lined with the luminous mushrooms. It was a little darker here in the tunnel, as there were fewer of them, and our progress through it was slow.

      The rhythmic breathing of the dragon ahead of us continued, and it grew louder as we inched along. It reminded me of a lion purring, only the sound was much deeper and richer.  It wasn’t especially threatening, but the mere fact I knew this was a dragon had my nerves on edge. Like all the children and even the adults present in the tunnel, I craned my neck, lifting my head as high as I could for a better look over the top of everyone else, anxious for that first exciting glimpse.

      We slowed down. Mr. Reynolds had reached the entrance to the dragon’s lair, so we only had to be a few feet away from the beast. My heart was racing, and I wondered how Pike was faring so close to the front. I could only imagine her excitement, young as she was. Heck, I was wetting my panties myself.

      “Slowly, now,” Reynolds said. “We just had a railing put in, and I need you all to walk to the end of it, but no further.”

      A railing? “Is it a magic railing?” I asked, my hopes rising.

      My voice echoed through the cavern as if I were standing right next to Mr. Reynolds.

      “No. There are no magical enchantments in the cavern. We don’t like tampering with a magical creature any more than is necessary, and besides, any enchantments inside might have a negative effect on the concealment spells outside, and we don’t want anything messing with them.”

      “What’s the point of it then?” Harrison asked.

      “It’s just a way of keeping a little order and distance inside the cavern,” Mr. Reynolds explained. “She’s a good girl, I assure you, but I don’t believe in tempting fate. We had a bit of a, um, misunderstanding, when her baby was born, and well, we thought the railing might be a good idea, so we put one in.”

      “So just a precaution, then,” Harrison said warily.

      “Just so.”

      One by one, the students moved to either side, some venturing left, others right, and once the tallest had passed through the entrance to the lair, I caught my breath in wonder.

      Right in front of me was a dragon! A real live stinking dragon! I stood frozen in awe, then fanned my hand in front of my nose, because the place reeked of brimstone and sulfur.

      “Come along now, everyone,” Mr. Reynolds said. “Keep moving until we’re out of the tunnel.”

      I did as I was told, though was totally unable to drag my eyes from the blue dragon before me. She was freakin’ beautiful. It was hard to gauge her true size because she was curled up in a tight ball like a cat. Her blue scales looked soft, not like a snake’s as I’d imagined they would be, but more like soft leather or suede. Still, the softness did nothing to conceal the raw power she had beneath her skin. She was magnificent.

      The dragon sighed, and small wisps of vapor curled upward, spreading out like wafts of smoke along the cavern ceiling.

      Her head was bobbing up and down, and I suddenly realized she was licking something. Since her head was turned away from us, I couldn’t quite see what it was, but whatever it was, it had her full attention. I doubted she even knew we were there in the cavern with her.

      “See,” Carter said. “I told you we’d be perfectly safe.” He had waited for me by the entrance, and to my astonishment, when no one was looking, he gave my hand a little squeeze.

      “I’m sorry.” His whisper was low so he wouldn’t be overheard.

      “What for?”

      “Everything. I’m glad you came, though,” he said. “Experiences like this are so much better when you can share them with someone you care about.”

      A fire kindled in me that had nothing to do with dragons. Carter’s eyes twinkled, even in the darkness, reflecting his boyish excitement, and all my grievances and gripes disappeared in an instant. How could anyone hold a grudge against a man who said romantic slush like that? In front of a dragon. I knew exactly what he meant, though: an experience like this was better shared than seen alone. I felt exactly the same about it, so I gladly returned his squeeze.

      “She’s beautiful,” I said, letting go and placing both hands on the railing.

      The dragon moved slightly, and I heard the rattle of a chain clasped around her ankle, accompanied by a gentle groan.

      “She’s chained?” I said. “Um, I thought she was a wild dragon.”

      “She is.” Carter cast a glance down the line, making sure the students were behaving, which they totally were.

      I followed his gaze. Pike had pulled out some drawing paper and was taking a sketch. The others were being entertained by Mr. Reynolds, but I’d been too taken up with Carter to hear what he was saying.

      Next to my daughter, Björn was talking to Maisy, his huge frame practically obscuring the petite woman from view. They appeared to be talking rather animatedly, though were too far away for me to hear what was being said.

      “Björn put the chain on her last night, as a precaution,” Carter continued, seeing where I was looking.

      “Björn did?” I sputtered. “He went up against the dragon on his own? And she let him put that on her? Without a fight?”

      “Well, I had planned to go with him myself, but I got, um, waylaid.”

      Was he kidding me? “Err, what? Why didn’t you say something? You let him go and face a dragon alone?” I thought about the vial that had passed between them. “Oh, please don’t tell me that was your cunning plan to keep us all safe? Dragon drugs?”

      “No, no, of course we didn’t,” Carter said. “What do you take me for? And keep your voice down.”

      I rolled my eyes but did as he suggested.

      “Look, I’m going to tell you, if only to shut you up. Björn comes from a line of Norwegian dragon shifters. Haven’t you noticed the silver tint to his aura? It’s not like he tries to hide it or anything.”

      “I, um, yes, I might have noticed it,” I said, embarrassed not to have made the connection. “So, what was the potion for?”

      “He hasn’t been around dragons for a long time. One touch of the dragon’s skin and poof,” he snapped his fingers, “just like that, he might shift into one. His son has never seen him transform, and Björn was afraid it might scare him. I gave him the potion to make sure he didn’t shift, that was all.”

      “And that’s why he looks like death warmed over this morning?” I asked, looking down the line to where he was still talking to Maisy. If he was a dragon shifter, then the closer it got to a full moon, the bigger and bulkier he would become as his body prepared for the transformation. No wonder his pants looked so tight!

      “Just so.”

      The conversation at the other end of the rail was growing more and more animated by the second. Even Pike had put her drawing away and was watching Björn and Maisy with interest. Mr. Reynolds stopped relaying dragon facts and seemed concerned.

      “Is something wrong with your man, Mr. Carter?” Reynolds asked.

      Carter sighed. “Damn. I thought we had this under control.”

      “Had what under control?” I peered up at him, trying to hide the alarm on my face.

      “Maisy is terrified of dragons.”

      “Then why is she here?”

      “Err, therapy?”

      Maisy shrieked. Her shrill cry echoed around the cavern, and at last, the she-dragon raised her head and turned to face the group huddled over by the wall. Her snout was covered in blood.

      And then we saw it. Nestled in its mother’s frame was a young dragon. The baby had a huge gash in its hind leg, and I realized the mother had been licking the wound.

      As the great beast stretched its wings, Maisy screamed in terror. Surprised, the dragon pulled back, its expression turning from surprise to fury in a second. Its eyes trained on Maisy, and my heart stopped. Pike was standing right next to her, frozen.

      I felt Carter’s hand on my arm. “Don’t panic––look.”

      The dragon lunged forward, only to be pulled back violently by the chain that held it.

      The she-dragon looked down, and with an angry roar, she let loose a ball of flame that scoured the ceiling of the cavern but didn’t have the range to reach us.

      Her fire spent, she tugged again at her foot, but the chain wouldn’t give. There was a spark of malevolence in her eyes that made my skin crawl. Shrewdly, she glared at the chain, and after inhaling deeply, she let loose a blast of flame so hot it would melt anything in its path. When the flame died, she tugged desperately at the glowing metal. There was an awful chink as the weakest link broke, and with one more tug, the angry mother was free.

      “Oh, shit,” said a voice full of terror. It was mine.
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      The She-Dragon

      Maisy screamed again, and most of the students fled back toward the tunnel, crushing and pushing each other in a mad panic as they tried to flee from the dragon. Harrison went with them, pushing Evelyn, Crystal, and the others ahead of him to safety. Crystal pushed him aside and tried to turn back.

      “Piiiiike!” Crystal shouted, fighting against the flow of bodies running the other way as she tried to reach her friend.

      “Come on,” Evelyn cried. “You can make it!”

      The two girls fought desperately to get back to Pike, where she still stood frozen next to Maisy. But Harrison was determined, and positioning himself in front of his daughter and Crystal, he urged them both back to the safety of the tunnel.

      Maisy was petrified, her hands held to her face as she continued to cry and scream.

      “Don’t move,” Pike urged her as quietly as she could. “She can track you better when you move.”

      But Maisy was beyond reasoning, and trembling, she backed into the granite wall of the cave.

      Wand in hand, Björn tried his best to calm her, but in her frenzy, Maisy managed to knock it from his hand, leaving them both defenseless against the dragon as she circled them.

      I gasped. What had happened to Maisy’s beautiful face? The entire left side was badly scarred, her eyes and lips drooped, and the side of her head was bald. In the blink of an eye, everything had changed, but there was no time to ponder what it meant.

      The dragon crouched down on her hind legs; she was close enough to pounce or let loose her fire on the trapped witches. I pushed past the students, trying to get a better position for a disabling spell. I whipped out my wand, but in their haste, one of the students knocked my arm and the highly polished wood slipped through my fingers. I watched in abject horror as it rolled into the center of the cavern.

      Carter had his wand focused on the dragon, but whatever he had in mind, he wasn’t quick enough—my daughter beat him to it.

      “Tempus suspensus!” Pike shouted, just as the dragon leapt into the air, talons extended. A jet of green light flashed through the cave, hitting the dragon bang on the snout. The dragon froze, mid-flight, then dropped to the cavern floor like a sack of potatoes. The crash was deafening.

      “Quick,” I cried, remembering how MacGuffin had only remained frozen for a few seconds. “Get the hell out!”

      I leapt over the railing and made a dash for my wand, which was mere inches from where the dragon had fallen. Stupid, maybe, but I wasn’t going to leave it behind.

      Pike and Björn dragged a screaming Maisy toward the tunnel, but in her panic, she dug her heels in the ground, slowing their progress. Carter and I had our wands trained on the dragon, covering their escape. All too soon, the dragon opened her yellow-slitted eyes and shook her head, regaining her bearings. She snorted, and puffs of smoke came out of her nostrils, then she turned, her angry eyes trained on the fleeing witches who hadn’t quite reached the tunnel.

      Reeling back again, she opened her jaws, revealing rows of sword-like fangs, and I was close enough to see the white-hot ball of flame kindling inside her. Any second now she would release it, and my daughter, who was pushing Maisy forward from behind, would catch the brunt of the blast.

      Carter leapt over the railing, wand extended, as he dashed to my rescue. We were both inches from the dragon, but also right beside her baby, and with a terrified cry, the dragon turned her attention to us.

      “Medium circulus!” Carter cried. A protective half-circle formed around us, deflecting the blast of flame that would have burnt us both to a crisp.

      Infuriated, the dragon turned, tail lashing, hitting our shield in her fury. While Carter kept his wand trained on our protective circle, I turned to check on the others.

      Björn and Pike had pushed Maisy to the tunnel entrance. They were almost out of the dragon’s reach, and she knew it. The great beast sat back, kindling another ball of fire, then unleashed it on the retreating witches. Björn picked Maisy up as if she weighed nothing and tossed her over his brawny shoulder and ran with her, his other hand holding Pike’s.

      “Glacies murum!” I cried. A white-and-blue jet shot out from the tip of my wand. It ended in a shimmer of sparkles, and a great sheet of ice formed between the flames, my daughter and the others, protecting them. With a sigh of relief, I watched as at last they all disappeared inside the tunnel, safe from the fire which fizzled in a hiss of steam on my icy wall.

      “Run!” I shouted, fearful Pike would return to save me, now that Maisy and Björn were secure inside. “Don’t let her wait for us!”

      Ignoring her protests, Björn and Crystal, who had come back for her friend, dragged Pike away.

      Gaia bless you both, Björn and Crystal, I thought.

      Frustrated and wild with fury, the dragon lunged at our circle, only to ricochet off the protective barrier. Carter had only formed half a circle, so our spells could help the others escape, but now we were vulnerable from the rear, and the dragon was circling.

      “Quick, form a second circle,” I cried, but it was too late.

      The sleeping baby dragon had woken from its slumber, and confused and stumbling, reeling from side to side, it had taken us by surprise and infiltrated our half-circle. Before we knew what was happening, the baby had crashed into Carter, knocking him head-first into his own protective circle. He staggered, his knees gave way and he pitched forward onto his face, unconscious. The protective circle crashed like a shattered glass mirror.

      Shit, shit, shit! I didn’t know where to train my wand: on the angry mother circling around us, or the screeching, washing-machine-sized baby dragon who might kill me or Carter by accident as it stumbled unwittingly around, trying to find its mama.

      A great flash of silver light filled the cavern, and both the dragon and I turned to the tunnel. Just inside the entrance was a haze of silver light, which cleared to reveal a great silver-and-blue dragon. It was a little taller than Mama dragon, and had a magnificent, spiked tail that swished from side to side.

      Its slitted eyes were a deep purple and its focus was on me––and was that amusement I saw? And then I realized.

      Björn!

      The great dragon thumped across the vast cavern like Godzilla, placing himself between me and the angry mother, waving his tail suggestively to distract it.

      Seeing my chance, I dashed to Carter who was still out cold on the floor. I tried gently slapping his face and calling his name, but he didn’t respond. Oh, shit!

      “Aqua de situla!” I shouted, and a red “FIRE” bucket full of water appeared between us. Grabbing it, I tossed it in Carter’s face.

      He woke, spluttering and gasping. “What the––!”

      “Get up. No time to explain. Dragons.”

      “Oh.”

      He got up, collecting his wand from the floor, careful to avoid the injured baby who was still reeling about in pain.

      “Need my help?” I asked Carter.

      “Nope.”

      My attention turned to the baby. I was desperate to help it, but as soon as I pointed my wand at its leg, Carter pulled my hand up.

      “Leave it.”

      “But it’s hurting!” I cried.

      “I know, but you don’t know a thing about dragons. We’ve gotta go. We can see to it later!”

      “But…”

      Carter took my hand and pulled me reluctantly away. Together we began to back away from the two dragons.

      The she-dragon was clearly confused, walking from side to side, her head submissively down in front of the male-dragon, who I suspected was offloading as much male scent as he could manage. All the while, she was eyeing her baby who was alone and defenseless, and somehow watching us at the same time as we inched our way back to the tunnel entrance, making good on our escape.

      Björn was marvelous––every time the she-dragon looked like she would make a run for us, he would block her path and tickle her chin with the tip of his exuberant tail. In a flash, her lovelorn-slitted eyes would flutter and she would yield. She-dragons!

      I glanced over my shoulder, and seeing how close we were to the tunnel, I turned on my heels and ran like hell, with Carter a half-step behind me.
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      Like Father, Like Son

      In the dim light ahead, I could see most of the students and teachers had reconvened in the first cavern. They were gathered around Maisy, who I could faintly hear sobbing apologetically in the center of them all. At the end of the tunnel we found Bo, anxiously waiting for news of his dad.

      I stopped as soon as I reached him and gave him a big hug. “Oh, Gaia, Bo,” I said glancing back over my shoulder. “Your dad totally saved us!” My voice sounded high on adrenaline.

      “Is he okay?” Bo asked, looking fretfully down the tunnel.

      “Yes, he will be. He––” I remembered that Björn’s shifting was a secret.

      “Did he become a dragon?” Bo peered up at me in question.

      I glared at him in surprise. “You know?”

      “I suspected.”

      “Well, then,” I said. “You should have seen him; he makes a magnificent dragon. He was amazing.”

      Anxious, Bo looked back along the tunnel.

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure he won’t be long.”

      The young man nodded.

      Reassured, I turned to Carter who stood quietly beside me, appearing a little dazed, not to mention soaked down to his waist.

      “It had to be a bucket of water, right?” he said. “Excoquatur me!”  He dried off at once.

      I grinned. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. Are you okay?”

      His head was red where he’d crashed into his own protective circle, and I guessed he was gonna have one hell of a bruise there.

      “Yes.” He lifted his hand to his forehead. “Nothing that won’t heal.”

      “Thank God.” I looked back along the tunnel and prayed to Gaia Björn was still doing okay.

      “Should we go and rescue him?” I suggested.

      Carter shook his head. “As long as he shifts back quickly, he should be okay. He becomes weaker the longer he stays in that form.”

      Next, I looked for Pike. She was standing with the others, holding Maisy’s hand as they all tried to calm the distressed woman down. Evelyn and Crystal were both by her side, and I could tell they were both in awe of what Pike had done, as was I.

      As we ran over to the others, my daughter’s voice carried through the cavern. “She’s still shaken, but she’ll be all right in a bit, I think. Just give her a little space.”

      Pike removed her scarf and wound it around Maisy’s half-bald head at an angle. She let the end flop down, so it helped conceal her horribly damaged face.

      Maisy stood dazed and confused, horrified that her dreadful secret was out at last. The other children just stood staring, their mouths open, and I could almost read their thoughts––what is wrong with her face?

      “It’s okay,” Pike whispered. She took hold of Maisy’s hand, then rearranged the scarf a little so Maisy could see better. “We’ll get you back to the cabin and my mom will take care of you. She’s a clever witch, she’ll think of something I’m sure.”

      It was my turn to burst with pride. It felt better than amazing knowing I’d spawned a young witch who could more than handle herself. And had a sensitive side, too. Oliver would have been so proud.

      “You okay?” I asked, forcing my way through and checking her all over for cuts and bruises.

      “Mom!” she said, pulling away and blushing. “I’m good, really.” Her attention returned to the school governor. “But I think Miss Beauchamp here could use your help.”

      Maisy was shaking, her fear genuine, her distress pitiful. I took in her altered appearance and hated myself for every jealous thought I’d ever had of her. She’d clearly been through some crap, and Carter had obviously been helping her. Sometimes I could be such a jerk.

      “Harrison,” I said, “Why don’t you and Evelyn take Miss Beauchamp and the others back to the cabins? Principal Carter, Mr. Reynolds, and I will wait for Mr. Van Asker. Bo can stay with us. I don’t think he wants to leave his dad.”

      “Can I stay with you, Mom?” Pike asked.

      “No, stay with Miss Beauchamp. She needs someone to look after her.”

      “Okay, Mom.” She nodded, her back straightening with resolve.

      Harrison rallied the group forward, and a moment later, they were all back at the stairs on their way out of the caverns. Relieved to see them go, I turned to the others.

      “Mr. Reynolds,” I said. “The baby dragon––is there anything that can be done? That gash looked nasty.”

      “Sure, if we can get close enough to her. But I doubt even a frisky dragon will tolerate human interference for long. Especially when they’re all riled up like that one is now.”

      “I think I may be able to help.”

      It was Bo. My jaw fell open with surprise, and I turned to the young teenager. “Oh?”

      “Err, we never talk about it. I didn’t realize it was a family thing, I thought it was just me. I thought he’d be––ashamed of me.”

      “Why would he? Wait! What––oh?” The penny dropped. Bo was a shifter, too.

      “I can help you get close to it, while Dad keeps the other one, um, distracted.”

      “Oh, no, you’re not,” Carter said. “You’re a student in my care. I’m not letting you go in there again with a fire-breathing dragon on the loose.”

      “With respect, sir,” Bo said, “I’m not sure you’d be able to stop me. And anyway, that’s my dad. I’m not leaving him alone with a pissed-off she-dragon––um, sorry, sir––I mean, an angry dragon.”

      “The answer is still no.” Carter wasn’t backing down.

      Bo’s eyes narrowed, and I could see his resolve. “Look, you’re the one who took us in there in the first place. All I’m saying is, someone needs to go in again and help get him out. He can’t stay in that form for much longer. The most I’ve ever managed is five minutes.”

      I agreed with Carter; it was madness letting Bo go back to face a crazy dragon, but the young man had a point. His determination reminded me a bit of my Pike.

      “Look,” I said. “Are we sure he even needs help? I vote I go take a peek first. He might have calmed her down with his um,” I stole a glance at Bo, “err––snu snu.”

      “They’re still circling each other,” said Reynolds, who was peeking into the large cavern.  “He’s not going near the little one, so she’s not biting him, but she’s still mad as hell.”

      “All right,” Carter conceded, a little chastened, “but that doesn’t mean it has to be you.”

      “Look,” said Bo, “I’m not worried. My dad will protect me. In any case, when I shift, I’m fireproof. You’re not.”

      Carter remained dubious. He turned to me and I shrugged. “Maybe we ought to let him do this?” For all I knew this might be a Viking rite-of-passage thing and far be it from me to interfere.

      Carter scowled at me and turned to Mr. Reynolds, hoping for support. “What do you think?”

      “I think we have to at least try. Something’s hurt one of my babies, and I have to do whatever I can to help it.”

      Carter’s shoulders slumped, defeated. “Do you know how to treat him if we do go back inside?”

      “You bet,” Mr. Reynolds answered. “I’ve been watching over these little ones for most of my life. I just need to summon my dragon kit. Hold on.  Laturus auxilium!”

      At first, we heard nothing, then a chorus of honks heralded the return of Reggie, the ivory-billed woodpecker. Its elegant wings shot into the cavern, and it soared overhead, clutching a black leather bag, the kind doctors used to carry in its talons. The bird dropped the bag directly into Mr. Reynolds’s outstretched hands, then flew back out of the cavern.

      “Your familiar is fantastic,” I said.

      “He’s not my familiar, and that’s a pity,” Mr. Reynolds replied. “Reggie’s attached to no one, totally wild and free.” He unzipped his case and poked about inside. “All good. We’d better get a move on before your friend shifts back, and we can’t get to that baby.”

      We all turned to Bo.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      Bo nodded. “Um, you’d better turn around, Miss Candlewick,” he said, blushing.

      “What, oh.” I suddenly realized what Bo meant and I turned to give him some privacy. Behind me, I heard the crack of bones, and a cry and yelp of pain. His groans became deeper, turning first into a growl and then a roar that sent a shiver down my spine.

      “You can turn back now,” Carter said.

      I did as I was told. There, standing by a pile of crumpled clothes, was another silver-blue dragon. Still a juvenile, he wasn’t quite as big as his father, but he was taller than me, and looked powerful. “Wow,” I said, wanting to pet him, but there was no time.

      “Come on,” I continued. “The sooner we take care of this the better.”

      Bo led the way back through the tunnel. When we reached the entrance to the dragon’s lair, we found Björn just by the entrance, panting, preparing to transform back into a man.

      At the sight of his son, the older dragon appeared confused and reeled backward.

      “Don’t worry, it’s your son, it’s Bo!” I said. “We’ve come to help the baby. Can you stay like that for a few minutes longer? We need you to distract the mom again while Mr. Reynolds tends to its wounds. Bo is here to help us.”

      Björn nodded, and after taking another look at his son, he returned to the center of the cavern. The she-dragon, perhaps having realized he was not interested in her after all, had retreated to her baby, and was once again licking its wound.

      I could hear the baby’s faint cry. It was weak and I knew it could not survive long if it wasn’t tended to.

      When Björn approached, at first the mother rose up, seeming happy to see him back, but when she saw a second male dragon in her lair, she recoiled furtively, not quite sure what was going on.

      Björn began to swish his tail, trying to keep the she-dragon’s focus entirely on him. She was reluctant at first, and kept peering around him to where Bo was hunkered down, inching forward. We crouched low, hiding behind his bulk, praying she wouldn’t see or smell us. I was close to pooping my pants.

      Björn rose to his full height, his silver tint shimmering brightly as he put his colors on full seductive display. I guessed for a dragon this move was pretty hot, because impressed, the she-dragon moved away from her baby, instinctively luring the male dragon to a darker part of the cavern. Naughty minx, I thought.  I took a mental note of her movements in case I ever had the need to use them myself. One never knew. Björn followed, and we crept along in silence, hardly daring to breathe.

      When we reached the baby dragon, Mr. Reynolds opened his kit at once. I noticed some rather large scissors, some thick sutures, and a tube of luminous blue paste colored the same shade as the mushrooms. There was also the largest syringe I had ever seen. I was thankful that thing was going nowhere near me.

      Carter stood in front of us both, his wand trained on Björn and his dragon-love, ready for anything.

      The baby’s eyes were closed, I suspected it was unconscious rather than asleep. Its color was pale and its breathing rapid. It didn’t have much time.

      “Put a huge glob of that blue stuff on your hand and smear it in the gash,” Mr. Reynolds said.

      I squeezed as much as I could into my trembling palm while Mr. Reynolds prepared the suture. I was amazed at how steady his hands were, he didn’t shake at all.

      I pushed the torn flesh aside. The wound had a putrid smell about it, and I wondered how long ago it had happened.

      “Could be worse,” whispered Mr. Reynolds. “Looks like a boating accident to me. Stupid tourists.”

      While he whispered, I rubbed the goop into the open wound. The baby dragon groaned a little, and I looked anxiously around Bo, afraid his cries might return his mother. Thankfully she and Björn remained hidden in the shadows. I dreaded to think what they might be doing. Poor Bo! He must be wondering the same thing.

      I picked up the tube and squeezed the rest of it into the open wound.

      “Very good,” Mr. Reynolds whispered. “Now pinch the flesh as tight as you can while I sew this young dragon up again.”

      I nodded and pushed the flesh tightly together, watching as some of the goop oozed back out of the wound.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Mr. Reynolds said. “Just clean it up with some of that gauze.” He cocked his head back to his bag. It seemed whatever he needed appeared inside it. Handy, that.

      “Come on,” Carter whispered urgently. “I don’t think Björn can hold her much longer.”

      “Almost done,” Mr. Reynolds said as he stapled the last suture. He plunged the syringe into the baby’s scales and slapped its buttocks for good measure.

      “Carter, Bo, we’re done,” I said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      And just in time, too. From somewhere ahead of us, we heard a tremendous roar, followed by Björn backing out of the shadows. I couldn’t speak dragon, but it seemed to me like he was making some kind of dragon apology. The she-dragon came out after him, looking anything but amused. Poor thing, I could sympathize. I knew what rejection felt like.

      “Run,” I shouted, and we all turned on our heels, sprinting for the tunnel entrance.

      Furious, the she-dragon belched everything she had at us, but it was too late. Her flaming ire bounced harmlessly off the insulated backs of the two dragons who covered our rear, and with a sigh of relief, we dashed into the tunnel, safe and sound, our mission to treat the baby a complete success.

      Björn shifted into his human form almost at once.  If not for Bo, he might have collapsed.  It must have taken all his strength to maintain his dragon form this long. I loved him for what he’d done for us and resolved to thank him later.
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      Girl Talk

      Maisy walked out of the bathroom dressed in a cream robe, her hair wrapped in a towel. She sat down sheepishly on the end of her bed, dropping her toilet bag on the blanket beside her. Pike and Evelyn had been here when I arrived and had told me Maisy had dashed into the bathroom as soon as she came to her senses. I’d thanked them and assured them I’d look after her now. While the shower ran, I’d anguished over what to say, but then realized I’d have to take my cue from her. If Maisy wanted to talk, I’d listen. No witchcraft, no spells, just an old-fashioned sympathetic ear.

      Lost in thought, she stared at the floor. My heart ached for her.

      “It happened when I was nine,” she said. “I can’t even blame the dragon. I wasn’t supposed to be there, you see.”

      “Oh?” I said, just to let her know I was listening.

      “My dad was a fisherman, always out on the water, day and night. Sometimes I missed him so much it hurt. So, one day I snuck onboard his boat and hid under the tarpaulin. I knew he had to work, but I figured if he couldn’t be home with me, I’d go to work with him. It was supposed to be a surprise.”

      Maisy looked glum as she twiddled with a small signet ring on her pinky.

      “Dad was so delighted when he saw me, he threw me straight up in the air. I always loved it when he did that, and I remember chuckling like a complete baby. We hadn’t seen the dragon overhead, and I guess the sudden movement surprised it. Anyway, well.”

      Maisy finished her story with a flourish of her hand beside her cheek. “Of course, I learned how to hide it with magic, but fear always undoes the spell.” She shook her head. “I thought I had this under control. I thought that at last, I could face my demons. I told Carter as much, and insisted I wanted to come, and that everything would be okay. He tried to put me off, but in the end, I persuaded him, against his better judgment. I guess he was right, and I was wrong. Maybe I’ll never be ready.” She looked down at her hands again, glum.

      “It can’t be um, fixed?” I cringed as soon as I asked the question. What was the right thing to say?

      “Fixed? No, my dear. It’s dragon fire. There’s nothing any witch or warlock can do about that. I can conceal it for a while with enchantments and potions, but they never last more than half a day or so. I guess I won’t be needing this anymore.” She absently flicked the toilet bag, which glowed for a second, then grew dim again. “Not now… everyone knows. They’re probably all laughing behind my back out there.” She motioned over to the door.

      “I can absolutely assure you that no one is laughing at you,” I said. “Not a single person. They’re hugely concerned for you, they like you, lots. And they’re quite a nice bunch of kids, really.”

      “Maybe.”

      “So, how did Carter find out?”

      “Carter? Oh. We were at Yule together. I got a little tipsy and forgot to redo the enchantment one night so he and the whole university found out. Jeez, that sucked, I tell ya. But Carter was always very kind about it. He made a potion for me which makes the enchantment last a little longer. He’s such an angel. You ought to snap him up.”

      I was surprised by her sudden shift of topic. “I, um.”

      “Oh, don’t be coy,” she said. “I’ve seen how you two look at each other when you think the other isn’t looking. You’re worse than kids.”

      I smiled and felt like a total douche at the same time. All the things she had to contend with, and she was thinking about me and Carter. I’d been utterly and completely wrong about her. I was such a knob.

      “I thought you and he, maybe….”

      Maisy laughed out loud. “Me and Carter? Ha! No, never. What made you think that?”

      “Well, you’re always together.”

      She laughed again, and it was good to hear her chuckle. “He’s my best buddy, so yes, of course we’re close. But if he ever tried sticking his tongue down my throat, I’d kick him in the dingly-danglies. Me and Carter, how funny is that?”

      It was my turn to laugh, from relief if nothing else.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get dressed and go join the others. That is, if you’re up to it?”

      “Sure.” She picked up her toiletry bag and looked at it wistfully. “I suppose I might as well not bother now my secret’s out.”

      “I dunno about that,” I said. “Either way is cool with me, but if I were you, I’d carry on just as before. If it makes you feel better, then why not? I wear a little eyeliner and lipstick, and that’s all you’re doing, putting on a bit of make-up to make you feel good. Screw what anyone else thinks––what do you want?”

      She thought for a second, then smiled. “I suppose it won’t hurt. And I’m going to have to face the world sometime, I suppose.”

      Maisy pressed her knuckles into the mattress and pushed herself up off the bed. I was pleased when she snatched up her toiletry bag and took it with her.

      She paused before closing the door behind me. “You know, if you want, I could put in a few words with our mutual friend. Or even concoct a love potion....”

      I laughed. “Thank you, but that’s okay. What will be, will be.”

      She smiled back, and nodding, closed the door softly behind her.
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      The WhaleBone Diner

      The cheering from inside the bus was deafening. Everyone was shouting and laughing, and Maisy hesitated, pulling her hoodie round her face. She turned to go back to our cottage.

      “I––I don’t think I can.” Her voice was faint. “I’m sorry, tell them to go without me. I’ll be fine on my own.”

      I looked back to the coach. There was certainly a lot of noise, but there were no faces at the windows, to me everyone’s attention was focused on whatever was happening inside.

      “It’s not you, Maisy,” I said. “It sounds like Björn and Bo are getting the hero treatment, as they should. Come on, let’s go join in the party.” I hooked my arm through hers, stopping her from leaving.

      Maisy bit her lip, but she straightened her shoulders. “Yes, you’re right of course. Come on, let’s do it.”

      I marveled at her resolve. Her glamor was restored, and her face looked as beautiful as it had before, but I sensed a deep inner disquiet beneath, and no wonder. Maisy had been unmasked, literally, and her confidence was badly shaken, but she was willing herself to go on. I didn’t know if I would have had the same courage in her shoes.

      The coach door was open, and we climbed inside.

      It was hard to get in; Björn was sitting in his usual seat at the front of the coach, and the students in the seats behind his were bombarding him with dragon questions. Something similar was happening at the rear of the coach with Bo, and I smiled when I saw Pike, right in the thick of things, joining in with her friends.

      As soon as the students spotted us, the coach exploded with applause and cheers.

      “Well done, Miss Beauchamp!”

      “Yay, glad you could make it.”

      They were clearly relieved to see she was doing well, and Maisy, touched to the core, scurried into her seat as fast as she could. And then there was another cry from the back.

      “Yo! Mrs. Candlewick, totally badass!”

      I tried to keep my face serious, but I couldn’t help feeling pleased. I bowed and gave them all a little wave.

      Pike’s face was flushed with embarrassment again, or was it pride this time? It was hard to tell.

      “Do you want me to sit with you?” I asked Maisy.

      She shook her head. “No, I’m fine. Carter will be on in a minute. Thanks, though.”

      The second we were both seated, the noise settled down to normal again and we were soon forgotten. The hero worship reconvened.

      “What does it feel like to shift?” I heard one girl say.

      “Weren’t you scared going up against that dragon?” said another.

      “I heard you were a long time in the dark with that she-dragon,” one of the boys said suggestively to Björn.

      “Watch it!” The big man looked physically worse than he had this morning, but also a lot happier and was laughing. And though he was still big, he looked a lot smaller now that he was back in his regular form. I guessed shifting like that took a lot out of a man. “You must be kidding. Did you see the size of that thing? She would have snapped me in half, hey? Lucky, I got out of there when I did, I think.”

      The boys all grinned, delighted with his replies.

      “Oh, ja, I took your window seat, do you mind?” Björn asked me. “I thought I might try and sleep on the way to the diner. All this excitement has knocked me out a bit, I think.”

      “Be my guest,” I said, glad of the extra leg room in the aisle seat. Plus, it would be nice not to be crushed by his still-impressive bulk.

      “Err, how is she?” he whispered. Björn tipped his head toward Maisy. Right now, her head was turned away, and though her gaze was on the dark coach window, I suspected her focus was elsewhere.

      “She’ll be fine, I believe. She just needs a little time.”

      “Dragon fire, it’s a peculiar thing, I think,” he said. “I know traditional magic can do nothing for her.”

      “Yes, she knows. too.”

      “I was going to say––” Björn paused and moved in a little closer to me so he couldn’t be overheard. “Are she and Carter... you know?”

      I stared at him appraisingly, wondering if this was more than just a casual question. He’d seen how she truly looked when fear caused her glamor to unravel. Did it not bother him? Perhaps I was misunderstanding his question. Or perhaps Bjorn Van Asker was unusual in more ways than one.

      “No, I don’t believe they are. I had the same thought once, but Maisy says no.”

      “Could there be anyone else?” Björn asked.

      “I don’t know. You’d have to ask her, I guess.”

      “I had meant to,” he said, “but everything’s been a little bit crazy, I think.” He nodded toward Carter, who was only just now climbing onto the coach. “And you?”

      “Err, maybe.”

      Carter was dressed in a neat leather jacket and roll-neck sweater and carried a clipboard in his right hand. As always, he looked damned good, and I tried not to fangirl as he smiled my way.

      “Is everybody aboard?” Carter asked.

      “All present and correct,” Harrison said.

      “Thank you, Harrison.  Okay, Murray, let’s rock and roll.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Carter sat down beside Maisy and touched her forearm, prompting her to turn her head to look at him.  In the window glass, I saw his reflection smile at her.  He held her hand and said something, perhaps telling her how happy he was that she was okay.  Maisy gave him a tentative smile, and I knew she was going to be just fine. With friends like Carter Wells, who wouldn’t be?

      I watched as Murray swung the big wheel, steering the coach around and back to the road. I was struck once more by his odd appearance and thought driving a private coach this big was an unusual job for such a little man. He was smaller than some of our suitcases. Ah, well, to each their own.

      A few minutes into our drive, Carter turned to me and smiled. “I think the WhaleBone Diner is going to be something of an anticlimax after a fire-breathing dragon, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Although after the excitement of today, I think your students are ready to eat anything, so I wouldn’t worry about keeping them amused. They’ll be living off this tale for years.”

      Carter glanced tentatively over his shoulder. There were more words on his lips, I couldn’t tell what, but he was evidently reluctant to express anything in front of the others.

      I smiled and nodded, showing I understood. Whatever it was he had to say, it could keep.
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        * * *

      

      Even though we’d called ahead to the diner to warn them of our numbers, they still flew into a disorganized frenzy on our arrival. For a few minutes, nothing could be heard over the sound of scraping chairs and tables, as the wait staff struggled to seat us all in one big group in the center of the restaurant.

      A tall, skinny man whose name tag read, “Leonard, Manager,” came skipping through the bustle. “I’m so sorry,” he said, “we can’t get you all around one big table, we had too many walk-ins before you arrived. Would you mind using a couple of booths?”

      Carter shook his head. “That’s fine. I don’t think the students care at this point. They just want to eat.”

      Leonard nodded in an overly obsequious manner. “Thank you, thank you,” he said, head bowed. “We shouldn’t be more than a few more minutes, I promise.”

      We stood chit-chatting for a few minutes, and then Leonard returned with two waitresses, a pile of menus stacked in their hands.

      “We’re ready to seat you all now.” Leonard beamed.

      We followed him to the large table, where they squeezed in what felt like a thousand students, though I knew there were just twenty.

      Delighted, I smiled as Pike took a spot in the center of the table, and Evelyn and Crystal chose to sit on either side of her. The waitress passed round the menus and started the drink order. Pretty soon they were laughing and giggling like old friends again. I couldn’t be happier.

      When all the seats were taken, a pretty little witch waitress ushered me into a booth. I was pleased Björn stepped aside to allow Maisy in first and was equally pleased when Carter squeezed in next to me. The waitress gave us our menus, and I hid my smirk inside mine.

      “What can I get you all to drink?” the waitress asked, revealing a set of white retainers.

      “Do you have hot chocolate?” Maisy asked.

      “Yes, Miss.”

      “I’ll have that, then.” Maisy put her menu down, and I wondered if she was going to eat anything.

      “Ja, me too,” Björn said, beaming.

      “So will I,” I said.

      “That’s four hot chocolates then, I suppose,” Carter said.

      “With or without cream?” she asked.

      “With,” we all said together, and laughed.

      She made another note on her pad. “The specials are in pen on the back page. Do you need a minute to look over the menu?”

      “Yes, please,” I said.

      The girl nodded and was off.

      Björn put his menu down and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He looked at me, and I groaned inwardly, not returning his gaze. Please Gaia, don’t let him ask her here in front of everybody.

      It appeared Björn and I were not on the same wavelength.

      “I, um, there is something I want to ask you, Maisy, if I may.”

      Carter and I exchanged glances and I winced. This was going to be embarrassing.

      “Sure,” Maisy replied, distracted, clearly not on the same page. “What is it?”

      “Have you ever been to Norway?”

      I looked up, surprised. That was quite an excursion for a first date.

      Maisy seemed pretty intrigued herself. “No, I haven’t. Why?”

      “There are witches who live in the Jotenheim Mountains. They are called the magiske healere. Um, let me think... you would call them ‘magical healers.’ They know dragons and dragons know them. They may be able to help you, with your face, you know? If you wanted them to, that is, because I think you are beautiful just as you are.” He said the last part casually as he read his menu, as if it was the most natural thing in the world to say at the dinner table.

      Maisy put her hand to her scarred cheek, which right now appeared just a little flushed under her magical enchantment.

      Dang. He had gone and done it, but I had to give it to the big Norwegian, he had done it with style.

      “I, um, wow,” Maisy replied, her hand dropping to her chest. Was her heart fluttering? I know mine was.

      “We could explore the mountains together, if you like? I don’t know if the healers are real, but if you would want to go sometime, I could be your, err, guide? It might be fun, ja?”

      “Well, um, that’s a lot to think about.”

      “But you will? Think about it, I mean?” Bjorn was almost on the end of his seat, which was a tough thing for a big guy in a small booth.

      “I guess, maybe?”

      Still, I noticed she didn’t say no, and that was a start.

      Carter smiled, then raised his menu and began perusing the pages. After a while, he put it down and looked to where the students were just being served their drinks. His focus shifted to my daughter, and a shadow crossed his face.

      “I’ve been waiting for the right moment. You and I need to have a little chat.”

      Oh, Gaia, what now? I thought. “We do?”

      “Yes,” he said seriously. “It’s about Pike.”

      My heart sank. Just when I thought things were going well at last. “Oh, heck, what is it? Tell me now.”

      “No, not in front of everyone, it wouldn’t be right. Don’t worry, she’s not in trouble or anything, but I would like to talk to you about something after we’ve eaten.”

      Don’t worry, he says. “And you’re sure it’s not serious?”

      “No, and it’s not anything bad. I’d say it’s more important than serious. Can you meet me alone after dinner? It won’t take long.”

      I nodded. Like I was going to say no. “Sure.”

      Björn and Maisy were now listening intently, but they both shook their heads when I gave them querying looks. They didn’t know, either.

      The waitress returned with our hot chocolate. While she set the mugs down in front of us, I glanced over to the other table where the students were all having quite the party.

      Pike looked so happy, but underneath it all, there was still something. I didn’t know what it was, but I could feel it. A mother’s instinct, perhaps? Or a witch’s? I dunno. I thought this dragon business had resolved all her woes, but now my gut told me this was just a temporary reprieve. Great. Just great.

      Annoyed, I chose not to look at Carter. His timing was crap, because now I’d be wondering all through the entire meal what on earth was going on. I’d have hit him with my handbag if I’d had one. But I didn’t. Instead I picked up my chocolate and licked the cream off the top. Sometimes, men were amazing. And sometimes they could be idiots.
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      A Glass of Cognac

      It took forever for the kids to settle down, but at last they did, and I stood outside my cottage, my arms wrapped around me as I fought against the cold. Something was going on with my daughter, and I wasn’t going to wait for the cold light of day to find out just what it was. I hadn’t enjoyed a single bite of my goddamn lasagna!

      Carter came out of the student cabin, and seeing me standing there, he came over to join me at once.

      “Why aren’t you waiting inside?” he asked, looking around me at the cottage. “You must be freezing.”

      “Maisy’s asleep and I didn’t want to wake her.”

      “Well, come over to mine. I have the heating on.”

      I felt a pleasant little jolt, liking the idea of being alone in a cottage with Carter, whatever the reason. And it was freakin’ freezing.

      “I suppose it’s either that or the dragon’s lair,” I said. “But yours is closer. Lead on.”

      We walked the short distance to Carter’s cottage. He opened the door, which was a little stiff, so he had to kick it, then stood aside to let me pass through.

      Inside it looked exactly the same as ours, only Carter had an open suitcase on the spare bed, and his clothes were neatly packed inside it.  Neat freak. I thought of my bag hanging empty on the wardrobe door and my clothes scattered on my bed and across the floor. I took off my coat and tossed it beside his case.

      “So, what’s going on?” I asked, anxious to get to the bottom of this.

      To my surprise, Carter pulled a silver flask from his jacket pocket and offered it to me.

      “Cognac. It will warm you up.”

      “I didn’t know you were a secret drinker,” I said, taking it from his hand.

      “How do you think I get through the day?”

      I laughed.

      “It’s a good vintage, I think you’ll like it. Have a seat.”

      He pointed to the small writing desk slash dressing table they appeared to have in each cottage, which came with its own neat stack of watermarked writing paper, plus nib pens and inkwell—a lovely touch—and I sat down in the swivel seat. Carter disappeared into the bathroom but soon returned with a small glass. He handed it to me and sat down at the end of the bed.

      “I don’t suppose you have any ice in that jacket?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      I pulled my wand out of my pocket. “Volo glacies!” I said, and a couple of ice cubes chinked merrily in the bottom of the glass. Carter smiled hugely, impressed by my practical witchery. I opened the flask and poured a small measure, then handed the flask back to him. He took a swig, then returned it to the table beside him.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk, Principal Wells?” I asked flirtatiously.

      “Would I need to?”

      I snorted into my glass. He had a point. I straightened and put my drink down on the table, wiping my nose with my other hand.

      “Okay. So here I am. Tell me before I go berserk. What’s going on with my daughter?”

      Carter sat up straight, adopting his more formal Principal’s posture. I’d noticed he always did that when he had something important to say. “Nothing, and that’s the problem. You are aware, I would hope, your daughter received top scores in her Para-plus exams?”

      He recognized my blank stare for what it was. Total ignorance.

      “Well, she’s received at least three scholarship offers from the highest colleges, and as far as I can tell she hasn’t responded to a single one.”

      I realized my mouth was wide open and I finally remembered to close it. “Wait, what? Err––no. This is the first I’m hearing of it. Scholarships. Oh, jeez. I wonder why she didn’t say anything?”

      “Well, I asked her that myself at the PTA meeting, but she told me not to mention it, she said she would. I wouldn’t tell you now, but time is running out, and if she doesn’t respond to them soon, she may miss out on some wonderful opportunities. I think you should have a word with her, and the sooner the better.”

      I picked up my glass and took another quick swig. I actually needed it this time. Dang, Pike. I knew my kid was smart, but I had no idea she’d done so well. And damn her for being so modest about it!

      I set the glass down beside me and stood from the bed, perplexed. She used to tell me everything, so why not this? I resolved to ask her about it first thing in the morning.

      “Thank you for telling me,” I said, retrieving my coat from the end of the bed.

      “You’re welcome.” There was a little twinkle in his eye that had nothing to do with the cognac. “Are you sure you don’t want another?”  He motioned toward the empty glass.

      Tempting. “It’s getting late,” I said. “I’d better go.”

      Carter stood. “I’ll walk you back.”

      I liked the sound of that, but right now, I needed to be alone. “Err, it’s okay, I’m a big girl. I think I can make it on my own. Unless that dragon’s out there somewhere, and if it is, I’ll be banging back on your door in a heartbeat.”

      He walked me to the door, and grown-up that I was, I could sense he wanted to kiss me. Sadly, now was neither the time nor the place. I had too much on my mind. I squeezed his arm, feeling the bicep there, my resolve quavering for just a second.

      “Thank you for the drink.” I tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge, so Carter had to step in and wrench it open with all his strength. There were those muscles, again. Hot damn!

      “Thank you, again.”

      I ignited my wand to light the way and to ward off anything that might be flapping in the night, then marched quickly back to my cottage and a warm and toasty bed.
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      A Cold Morning

      Somewhere ahead of me I could hear the tap-tap-tap of the woodpecker as it hunted for its breakfast. My breath danced on the cold air in front of me, and I was glad I’d thought to wear gloves and a hat, because it was bitter cold this morning, and my ears and fingers would be red-raw without them. Not my hottest look.

      Apart from the stirring birds and the gentle hum of the ocean, everything was quiet. It was too early for the students to be up for breakfast, and heck, I liked a little alone time. This group thing was fun for a short while, but I was beginning to miss my space. We were all leaving for home in a few hours, and frankly I was glad of it. My own bed was calling my name.

      I wandered over to the cliff’s edge, and found a bench overlooking the bay. It was dedicated to a G. Darcy, 1972. I parked my butt on it and looked wistfully out across the ocean.

      I’d been sitting there for a few minutes when I heard familiar footsteps behind me. Turning, I saw Pike walking my way. She was dressed in a faux-fur Parka, and she carried her dad’s tartan thermos flask in her hand.

      I turned away, staring over the water to the pretty island in front of me. I thought it best to keep my mouth shut and see where my daughter took the conversation.

      She sat down beside me and followed my gaze out to sea. After a little while, she opened the flask and the smell of peppermint hot chocolate, her favorite, invaded my nostrils. She poured a little into the cap and handed some to me.

      “Thanks,” I said. It was hot and I sipped it carefully. The chocolate tasted so good and made me feel comfortable and warm. Thank you, Oliver, I thought, remembering him fondly. I knew I’d always miss him, but the memories weren’t so painful now, just... comfortable, as they ought to be.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” Pike said at last.

      Even though I kind of knew what was coming, I caught my breath anyway. All I had were facts, that was all, nothing about how my baby was feeling. I felt a sense of relief, too, now I didn’t have to bring the subject up and confess that Carter had confided in me, despite promising her he’d keep his mouth shut. The last thing I wanted to do was make Pike angry, at Carter or me.

      “I’ve been offered some scholarships,” Pike said. “To some really good schools.”

      “When you say ‘some’ scholarships, you mean more than one? Oh, that’s great, that’s terrific!” I said, thinking I should show at least some kind of reaction. “I’m not surprised at all, you’re a really smart kid, just like your dad.”

      She nodded for a second. “The thing is… well, these are the best schools in the country.”

      The money thing popped into my head, and I wondered if that was at the bottom of everything after all. It was on the tip of my tongue to say as much, when Pike continued.

      “The truth is—” She paused and inhaled deeply. “Well, the thing is, I just don’t know what to do. None of these schools are around here. If I accept, I’m gonna have to leave, and Mom, I really don’t want to leave…”

      I turned my head to see Pike’s eyes were full of tears. She looked wretched, and I felt just awful this had been a weight on her mind all this time.

      “Oh, baby, I understand,” I said. “But it’ll just be for a short time. I’ll be waiting for you when you come back.”

      Pike shook her head. “I don’t want to leave all my friends, and all the people I know. I love Misty Cedars. I know I’ll hate it if I have to go to a new school, and we’re not talking minutes, we’re talking years. All my friends will have left by the time I come back, it’s just not fair.”

      I wasn’t going to give her the wise-old-woman talk on that one. Instead, I wrapped my arm about my daughter’s shoulder and pulled her close to me.

      After a while she pulled away, and though she turned her head, I knew she was secretly wiping her tears.

      “What do you think I should do?” Pike said.

      “Oh, baby, I don’t know,” I said. “I went to the school around here, but I had nothing like your grades and didn’t have to make the choices you’re making. This really is an amazing opportunity for you. You’ve worked so hard for it.”

      She sniffed, and instinctively I pulled her back toward me.

      “Maybe give it a try?” I suggested. “Nothing is forever. If you don’t like it, there’s nothing stopping you from turning your scraggly little witch butt around and marching straight back home. And you’re wrong. Your friends will still be waiting. You guys are good together. It’ll be fine, you’ll see.”

      I pulled a tissue out of my pocket, and checking it was clean, gave it to her to blow her nose.

      “What if I want to stay?” she asked.

      “Well, I’m not going to say that it doesn’t matter, because these scholarships are a big thing. They’re hard to come by, not every student gets one, and I’m not going to say the money isn’t going to be reaaaaally helpful. But here’s the rub. When all’s said and done, I want you to be happy. That alone matters more to me than all the scholarships in the world. You have a good heart, Pike, and a smart mind. Listen to them both. They will guide you to the answer.”

      Pike helped herself to some of the chocolate, and I watched as the warm liquid battled with the cold air. She swallowed hard and smacked her lips.

      “Come on,” she said. “I don’t know about you, but before I left the cabin, someone mentioned breakfast, and I’m starving.”

      I was pretty hungry myself. I stood up, brushing the morning frost off my backside, when I heard someone approaching us along the path. It was Mr. Reynolds, and he wasn’t alone.

      The young man at his side was probably a couple of years older than Pike. His hair was dark brown, and a little longer than most young men wore it these days. He had deep, dark-set eyes and a cheeky mouth that carried an easy grin. He was damned good-looking.

      Pike and I exchanged knowing glances, and we waited for the two to catch up.

      “Mmm, must be that hot chocolate that’s warming me up.”

      “Mom, really, he’s young enough to be your son.”

      “I’m just saying, he ain’t fugly.”

      “Thank you, I had noticed.”

      “Well, I know I would.”

      “Mom.”

      “Good morning, Mr. Reynolds,” I said as they reached us.

      “Well, hello,” he said. “I see you’re both early risers, like me. Let me introduce you to my grandson, Zach.”

      “Hello, Zach,” I said. “I’m Tamara, and this is my daughter, Pike.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Zach said. He politely shook my hand, then offered it to Pike. His grasp was firm, but not aggressive, and I liked the look of him. What was not to like?

      “Zach’s just down for the weekend,” Mr. Reynolds said. “He’s at Graystone Academy, studying dragonology. He plans to take over from me when I retire.”

      “I’ll be waiting a long time, then.” Zach laughed.

      “Graystone?” Pike asked. “Do you like it there?”

      I knew Graystone was one of the top schools in the country, but though Pike hadn’t mentioned it by name, I suspected it was one of the schools on her list.

      “Love it. Best school in the world. Why? Do you go there?”

      “Thinking about it,” Pike said, sounding cool. “I have a few options, and I’m still checking things out.”

      “Cool, well, if you go to Graystone, come and look me up and I’ll show you around. I’ll give you my number if you like. Have you got something I can write it on?”

      Pike fumbled around in her pockets and pulled out a pen. Of course she did. This was my daughter Pike after all.

      She handed Zach the pen and an old receipt she’d found in her pocket, and he took off his gloves and scribbled his number down on the back. Mr. Reynolds rolled his eyes but smiled.

      “How’s the baby dragon?” I asked.

      “Much better,” he said. “He should be leaving the lair anytime now. In fact, that’s why we came up here. To set the watch. The paste I gave him did its job on his leg, now I just want to be sure he can fly. If you can wait a minute or two, you should be able to see him take off.”

      “I’d love to,” I said.

      I sat back down on the bench, and this time, Mr. Reynolds sat beside me. Pike opted to stand behind us and started talking to Zach. I looked down to the sea and waited for the baby dragon to take flight.

      There they were! Early morning sunlight reflected brightly off the she-dragon’s scaled wings, and alongside her flew a miniature version of herself, except the baby dragon’s wingtips were black, perhaps signifying his gender. I’d never seen anything so beautiful before—they seemed to belong to nature, seemed to be part of the gorgeous vista that stretched before us. Higher and higher they flew, their powerful wings carrying them aloft, until they became bright specs in the distance. The larger spec peeled away from the smaller, and the wind carried a loud screech to us. The she-dragon, having made sure her baby was flight capable, was letting him leave the nest. Soon I would have to do the same. I swallowed hard, not liking that thought.

      “Where will he go?” Pike asked.

      “Wherever his heart takes him, I suppose,” Mr. Reynolds said. “Some place he feels safe.  Somewhere he calls home. You just never know.”

      “Yep, you never know,” Pike said, and I knew she’d made a decision.

      I grinned. Just like the baby dragon, my Pike was going to be just fine.
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      Two Hot Dates

      “Don’t put it there, Mom, put it over there by the window.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, grappling with the oversized bird perch as I tried to maneuver it around our existing furniture. “Don’t you think that will be too much light?”

      “No, it’s perfect,” Pike said, feeding the huge woodpecker on her shoulder a peanut from her bag of trail mix. “You’re gonna love it, aren’t you Reggie?”

      The huge bird took his prize and flew to the top of my bookcase where he pinched it between his talons and started tapping at the nut. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw MacGuffin jump down from his cat condo and walk off with his tail rigid in the air. He was none too impressed with our newest arrival.

      He’d better, I thought, aware of the damage the bird had already done to half my furniture. He’d flown into our coach just before we’d left Maine, and after landing on Pike’s seat, the thing had refused to budge.

      Carter had called Mr. Reynolds, hoping he’d be able to summon Reggie back, but the man had reminded us the bird was a free agent. And so here he was, keeping my neighbors up half the night with his tap-tap-tapping and making holes in everything I owned made of wood.

      I was already counting the days before Pike and her new familiar went off to Graystone, her new college. I deserved the peace and quiet of an empty nest.

      At the same time, conflicting with these selfish little bitch thoughts, I was overjoyed that Pike had found Reggie. Or had Reggie found Pike? A little of both, perhaps? Only a couple of days ago, Pike had been down in the dumps, feeling left out because everyone else had their shiny familiars. Now she had one of the most striking familiars in Misty Cedars, even if it didn’t talk. I wondered how Mr. Reynolds would open his tree now. He’d find a way, I was sure.

      Pike crooked her elbow at an angle, and Reggie flew right down onto it, happy as a bird, no pun intended. They went off into the kitchen, leaving me to grapple with the perch on my own for a bit.

      “So, what time’s your date?” Pike called from the kitchen.

      I glanced at the clock. Shit. Carter was going to pick me up in ten minutes.

      “Not long now,” I answered. “What time is yours?”

      Zach was in town. He’d told Pike he was down to meet some of his buddies, but my gut told me he was here just for my daughter. I wasn’t born yesterday. What did I know about this boy? Absolutely nothing. But I knew Pike. So I wasn’t too worried. Well, maybe just a bit.

      “Any time, really.”

      “Don’t let him keep you out too late.”

      “I won’t, Mom.”

      “I mean it.”

      “I know.”

      The perch had come with rather convoluted assembly instructions, and I turned it upside down, trying to make more sense of it than I had so far. Pike and I were supposed to be doing this together––the old-fashioned way––for fun, but it was taking forever, and we were never going to get it done today!

      “Oh, crud.” I pulled out my wand and pointed at the left-over rods and screws in the box. “Et ornamentum figere!” I exclaimed, and a series of rods, poles, and Allen keys floated in the air and came together like an efficient Erector set.

      When it was done, I spotted one last screw left in the box. I picked it up. Where the hell was that supposed to go?

      The phone rang in the hall, and I was about to get it, when I heard Pike pick it up.

      “Hello–– Oh, hello, Principal Wells. Sure, I’ll get her. Hold on. Mom,” Pike yelled, “it’s for you!”

      I wandered out into the hall and picked up the phone. “Hey. I’m almost ready.”

      “Hi, Tam.” There was something in Carter’s tone that made my gut lurch.

      Oh, boy, not again. “What is it?” I said, already prepared for the worst.

      “Something’s come up at the school.”

      I groaned. “You’re kidding me, right? What is it this time? Gremlins in the gymnasium? Pixies in the plumbing? What?”

      “Err, nothing like that. The fire department just called. The alarms are going off at the school. It’s probably nothing, like dust in the vents or something, but I still have to check it out.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re going to cancel on me again?” I asked, pushing my back up against the wall. “No way are you doing this to me a third time!”

      “Look,” Carter said. “I know it’s a pain, since I promised to drive tonight so you could drink heavily and make an exhibition of yourself, but is there any chance you can meet me at the school? I have to be there, but it shouldn’t take long, I promise.”

      I sighed. At least he wasn’t blowing me off. “Sure. I’ll get my stuff together and see you there.”

      As I hung up, the doorbell rang. I opened the door to find Zach all polished and groomed, his long hair still messy but in a trendy way. I noticed he had his hand behind his back. I sniffed the air. Roses. Nice touch.

      “Hey, Zach,” I said, opening the door wide to let him pass me. “Nice to see you again.”

      “You too, Mrs. Candlewick.”

      “Oh, please. Call me Tamara. ‘Mrs. Candlewick’ makes me sound like an old lady. I’m not dead yet. I see you’ve come prepared to seduce my daughter.”

      “Eh, we’ll see how it goes. I’m not that easy on a first date.”

      I nodded my approval… good comeback.

      I was about to call Pike, but I didn’t have to. She bounced energetically down the stairs, not too eagerly, thank God, and she grinned at me. She was wearing make-up. And wow. A dress. She looked nice. Maybe too nice.

      “Hey, Zach,” she said.

      “You look lovely. Oh, these are for you.” Zach pulled the roses out from behind his back and handed them to her.

      Pike sniffed them and grinned. “Oh, roses, they’re gorgeous. Did you steal them from someone’s garden?” She looked out of the window as if trying to guess which one.

      “Yes, I did, several gardens actually. The dogs nearly got me, but I’m pretty fast for a warlock. I didn’t need to whip out my wand or anything.”

      Pike laughed.

      I smiled. I was liking him more and more. Pike needed some cheeriness around her, and there was more to Zach than just a pretty face.

      “Do you want me to put those in water for you?”

      “Oh, sure,” Pike said, handing me the roses. “Oh, and Reggie’s in my room.” She looked around me to the perch now assembled in our sitting room. “Oh, cool, you finished it. Can I let him out so he can try it?”

      “Aren’t you taking him with you?” I asked.

      “Not tonight,” Pike said. “Next time, maybe.”

      I thought of the big fuss she’d made about getting a familiar, and now that she had one, the first thing she did was leave him behind. Teenagers. “Sure.” I shrugged with a smirk. “But you get to clean up his poop when you get home.”

      “Mom!”

      Zach grinned.

      “Just leave the window open,” Pike said. “He can take care of himself.”

      Pike scurried back up the stairs and returned a moment later, the bird flying down just ahead of her. He flew straight to the perch and shifted from talon to talon, trying it out.

      “Where are you two going?” I asked.

      “Oh, just hanging out with friends,” Zach replied. “I’ll have her back before eleven.”

      “Ten-thirty,” I said. “And make sure you do.”

      Pike leaned up and kissed me on the cheek. “See ya, Mom. Have a nice time.”

      “You too,” I said. “But not too nice.”

      “See ya, Mrs. Can––Tamara,” Zach said.

      I opened the door for them to leave and waited as they climbed into Zach’s beaten-up old Kia.

      “You’re insured, right?” I called after them.

      “Yes, fully comp, accidental death and dismemberment. I’ve never run down anyone under fifty,” Zach shouted back.

      I felt the tingle of fur as MacGuffin appeared by my feet, wrapping his little body around my legs.

      “Follow them,” I said.

      There was a puff of green smoke, and when it cleared, I looked down to see MacGuffin had popped out a little pair of batwings.

      I smiled at my trusty familiar. “Keep her safe.” MacGuffin’s little wings unfolded, then, after brushing up against my calf, off he zoomed, my flying cat eyes and ears.
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        * * *

      

      So, it seemed I had a hot date with the Misty Cedars Fire Department. As I drove through town, I wondered how many single moms had as much trouble getting a date as I had.

      At least this time Carter hadn’t canceled outright. My hands gripped the wheel more tightly as I looked down at my outfit, anxious I’d made the wrong choice. I’d chosen a little black dress for tonight, and damn it, it wasn’t my fault that we’d had to exchange a candlelit dinner for bunker gear and a fire hose. In any case, I still didn’t know where he’d be taking me after that. If anywhere.

      I pulled into the school parking lot, now a blaze of color from the dozen or so firetrucks parked at angles to the main building. I looked up at the school sign over the entrance. Someone had hexed it, and instead of reading, “Margaret Beauchamp’s School of Magic for Girls and Boys,” they’d changed it to “Magic and Mayhem Academy” in bright orange lettering. Kids. Someone was going to pay for that, with many long hours of detention.

      Thankful my heavy coat concealed my evening wear; I went up to one of the firemen and stared up at the school building. “What’s going on? I thought it was a false alarm?”

      The fireman looked like he probably hadn’t been out of school that long himself. He had a lean, muscular body that would have done well as a sexy Facebook GIF. Which I totally did not look at.

      “No,” he said. “There was a small fire in the gymnasium.”

      “Anyone hurt?” I said, alarmed.

      “No, we checked; it’s out now.”

      “Any idea what caused it?”

      The fireman nodded and looked back to a group of his colleagues who were standing close by. One man was waving at him, signaling they were leaving.

      “Yeah, would you believe it? It was a baby dragon.”

      “You’re kidding me?” I tried to keep my mouth from falling open. “On purpose?”

      “Nah.” The fireman grinned. “It looked like it was just nesting in the eaves, but accidentally set the rafters on fire. The sprinklers took care of it. Anyway, the baby dragon is fine and the show’s over.”

      Well, at least it wasn’t student arson, I thought, relieved, thinking about that sign. “Can I go in?” I asked. “I had––an appointment.”

      “Oh, you’re Carter’s hot date? Why didn’t you say so?” He looked me up and down appraisingly. Warmth bloomed in my cheeks. “Yep, I should have guessed, sorry. In you go. Oh. While you’re at it, tell him we’re leaving.”

      “Uh––sure. Thank you.”

      Once inside, I was conscious of the clack of my heels as I climbed the wooden steps to the Principal’s office. The air reeked of burnt timber and dispersed smoke, though the smell grew fainter as I got further away from the gymnasium. Blue-and-red lights retreated outside as the fire department withdrew, emergency over.

      The principal’s office door was open, and seeing Carter on the phone, I rapped my knuckles softly on the door. He motioned for me to come in.

      “Yes, yes, he’s sleeping now. We were able to settle him for the night in the equipment shed. He seems perfectly happy in there. Anyway, Tamara is here, I’ve got to run. Yes, I will. See you later. ‘Bye.”

      I raised my eyebrows, surprised at hearing my name.

      “That was Maisy,” Carter said. “She says hi. I’ve asked her to let the other governors know so we can decide what to do. At the very least, we need to raise funds to fix the gymnasium. I suppose you heard about our dragon?”

      I grinned. “I did. Was it the same one?”

      “Yup. I’ve named him Rawr. Seems he likes it here.”

      “Rawr?” I repeated. “Hmmm. I like that. Well, who would have thought? Good for you. Are you going to keep it?” I couldn’t help but wonder whether it had followed us here, and for what reason. Could it be linked to Reggie somehow? Great Gaia, it couldn’t have anything to do with me, could it? I didn’t think my dusty attic could take a fire-breathing dragon. Then again, if it was grateful for our repairing its wound, then why wasn’t it sleeping on Mr. Reynolds’s roof?

      Contrary to common sense, it was good luck to have a dragon settle in a building. Unless, of course, it burned down.

      “So, what are you going to do? Cute as he is, he’s still a living, breathing fire hazard, how is this not going to happen again?”

      Carter scratched his chin, perplexed. “Right now, I’ve no idea. They’re protected, so now he’s settled in, I can’t exactly turn him out.”

      “That bites.”

      “Indeed. Anyway, I’ve been on the phone to the dragon rights people, and they’re sending people over first thing.”

      “So, he might have to stay here?” I said, wandering over to the window and looking out toward the equipment shed. The lights were on, and I imagined our little friend tucked up inside.

      Carter grinned. “That’ll be up to the experts, but I hope so. I kind of like him.”

      “So do I.”

      Carter stood up and grabbed his jacket which had been hanging on the back of his chair. He pulled it on, then walked round the desk and turned off his office light.

      We were standing there in the semi-darkness, and he was about to close the door, when I took his hand in mine.

      “No,” I said, staring back at his empty office. “You’ve been keeping me waiting long enough.” My voice became deeper, and a warm sensation that had nothing to do with the fire spurred me on. “I think it’s time someone sent you to the Principal’s office for punishment, Mr. Wells.”

      “Oh, you do, do you?” Carter grinned.

      I smiled seductively, and pushing him gently back inside, I closed the door behind us.
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      Portal Wielder

      Witches, aliens, and an enchanted squirrel, that may or may not be a robot.

      

      Alazne isn’t about to let duty dictate who she marries, even if she is the crown princess of Adamar. Instead of meekly accepting her fate, she chooses to flee through a portal using her powers. But dangers are everywhere and evading the Hunters, ruthless killers of magic users, is no easy feat.

      Her problems compound further when Zenon, the crown prince of Karr, discovers her abilities. Disguised as a Hunter, believing that she’s the healer he desperately needs to save his mother’s life, he refuses to accept her protests and follows her relentlessly from planet to planet, trying to convince her to help him.

      What will Zenon do to save his mother? Will Alazne help Zenon, even if it means returning home to find the potion he needs? Or will they discover that love is the most powerful magic of all?
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      Alazne was being hunted. Ducking between several large sacks of colorful spices in the open-air market, she watched her pursuer.

      Form-fitting crimson clothing accented a body she wouldn’t mind getting closer to. Black hair framed a chiseled jaw, brown eyes begging to be explored—

      She shook herself. How could she think a killer who wanted to eradicate witches from the universe even remotely handsome? He was a Hunter, nothing more.

      Movement a mistake, she froze in place, heart pounding. It would only be a matter of seconds before he—

      There, now he spotted her. Damn. How did this man even find her?

      Spice tickled her nose as wind blew over the sacks of the red and yellow dust-like substance, sending a small cloud into her face. She sneezed.

      Heading straight for her, his arm raised, Alazne was frozen. Knowing what was coming next, she tried to brace herself. But the energy lightning from the apparatus on his arm didn’t come.

      She peeked up at him, opening both eyes.

      “I see you,” the man said.

      Goddess everywhere, if she didn’t think this man was about to kill her, she’d roll her eyes. Did he think her some kind of woodland creature, frozen in the hopes a predator didn’t see it after all? They don’t see me—

      “Of course you do,” she said. But not for long. She raised her own arm, wand already in hand. “Goddess of Dimensions, open a portal for me.”

      Nothing happened. She was shaking, fear polluting her concentration.

      The hunter seemed to hesitate. He still wasn’t firing.

      Alazne took a deep breath, intent on not sticking around to ask any questions. Confidence returning, she stood and drew upon the power of the energy surrounding the planet. “Dimension Goddess, open a portal for me!”
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        * * *

      

      Zenon blinked as the scenery around them swirled into a spiraling circle of color and fog. The healer he had been looking for stepped into the center of the spiral and disappeared—

      The spiral remained. It only took a second to decide to step through it; no way was he losing the only hope his mother had, not after everything he had already been through to find this woman.

      Zenon found himself slightly sinking into white sand. He jumped on his tippy toes, afraid it was quicksand. The sound of crashing waves eased his worry; he was only on a sandy beach of some resort. Wait—

      There were three suns instead of one. They weren’t even on the same planet as before!

      The healer dashed away ahead of him, turning a corner of a white and blue painted vacation house as she looked back, making eye contact.

      Something in his heart skipped at her beautiful green eyes and fiery brownish red hair. His mother warned him that Healers were beautiful, but this one was stunning.

      Rounding the corner after her, he stopped in his tracks as he saw another swirling spiral. This time he could see her running across a street of a city on the other side.

      He ran through, adrenaline streaking through his veins as a horn blared, jumping quickly to his right to avoid getting run over by a transport vehicle.

      Stag, this healer was going to get him killed. And, stars, they were on a different planet again. How was she opening these bridges through time and space? Did she have some kind of tech?

      She said some words before waving a stick around. Something about “Dimension Goddess” and “Portal.” The stick-like tech must have been voice activated with those codes. And she was quite skilled at using it.

      He needed to get his hands on that tech. It would be most useful to get back to his sick mother quickly, if he could get back to her in time. This search had already taken way too long. But, first, he needed to stay alive.

      Using the tech his mother gave him to find a healer, he raised his arm and scanned the area.

      “No tech allowed in this district.” A quadruped in a dark blue garment with a pointy badge ambled up, no less than six eyes in its oval head focused on him.

      Zenon lowered his arm. “Sorry, officer, I didn’t know.”

      “No Tolerance, No Excuses,” the quadruped said. “The fine is ten or the tech is confiscated.” The officer held out a furry hand.

      Ten? Ten what? The quadruped wasn’t moving, stern look, hand outstretched, waiting. Zenon needed the tech—

      Rummaging through his pockets, he pulled out a handful of coins from his own world. He doubted his money would be good here, but worth a shot.

      The officer picked over his coins, grunting and whistling some tone that Zenon couldn’t hope to begin to interpret.

      “You are free to go,” the quadruped said and ambled away.

      Zenon let out a breath. That was close. His mother’s life depended on him using this tech to find a healer. He had no clue how he’d ever find one without it.

      Now that he knew what the authority figures looked like on this particular world, and that there was a rule against using tech, he continued his search more cautiously. What world was he on anyway? He didn’t recognize anything about it. The universal translation implant worked, so that was something.

      Making his way through the crowded street and avoiding all mobile transports, he found a crossroad that led to another busy avenue. Looking around to make sure there were no quadrupedal officers around, he surreptitiously held up his arm and scanned the area. Quickly lowering his arm to his side, he looked down to read the results.

      Several auras appeared on the tech viewer. That was weird, but he wasn’t interested in any aura except the blue one crouched on the other side of a strange looking wave-shaped building.

      As he approached, he heard the unmistakable voice of the quadruped officer. “No tech allowed in this district.”

      Peeking over a rounded corner, he spotted the healer. Her stick-like tech was raised, a swirling portal already opened behind her. The officer was standing in front of her with his hand extended, palm up, no doubt waiting for payment of the fine.

      Her green eyes met Zenon’s again and his heart fluttered. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think he’d just found his Lifemate.

      Ignoring the quadruped, the woman stepped backwards into the swirling circular spiral. The officer whistled an alarming noise and two more of the creatures appeared from one building over, rushing towards their distressed comrade. The officer tried to step into the portal after her, but was pushed back by some invisible force. When the others got to him, they all tried going through, but couldn’t.

      Zenon brushed past them from behind, running into the spiraling swirling mass before they knew he was there. He could still hear their alarming whistles as he ran across a grassy knoll on yet another world on the other side of the space bridge.

      He turned and waved at the quadrupeds as it collapsed into nothingness, a rolling hill covered with green trees appearing in its place.
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        * * *

      

      How was this Hunter following her? Only a person of magic should be able to enter a portal and he had entered every portal she’d opened.

      Alazne kept running, but he just kept following, jumping through time and space and other worlds.

      She was running out of options. Soon, she wouldn’t be able to open another portal. Eventually, the magic would run out, at least for the day. She was wielding too much power and was getting tired. When exhaustion set in, there wouldn’t be enough focus to continue.

      Alazne appealed to every Goddess and Mother of the Universe she knew. So far, they were granting her the power to continue. But she could tell she was getting close to the end state. Running solely on wishes wasn’t going to get her where she needed to be.

      As she jumped from the quadruped police world to the green world of Landela, an idea popped into her mind. It was risky, but it was the best shot she had at getting away, or, in the very least, getting answers. With any luck, both.

      Raising her wand, Alazne drew on the strength of the surrounding forest and made one last appeal, “My Lady of Inter Dimensional Time, please let me pass.”

      The smell of oil and gunpowder filled her nostrils as she entered the storage facility on Danar. The room was filled with guns of all shapes and sizes. This was the weapons storage of the Hunters, killers whose sole vow was to eradicate the universe of all witches and magic-wielders.

      Her lip curled. This place disgusted her. If she could find someone brave enough to come to this world to help, she’d destroy it.

      Picking out a handgun small enough for her to hold, she couldn’t help the sardonic grin. She’d give this hunter a taste of his own medicine. Settling behind a shelf full of ammunition, she waited.

      She didn’t have to wait long. Her pursuer ran through the portal into the confines of the room, stopping to look around as he realized he had nowhere to run, surely also realizing where he was.

      With his back to her, Alazne had no trouble sneaking up behind and placing the barrel of the gun right against the back of his head.
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      Zenon realized his mistake a split second before he felt the gun barrel press against the back of his head, unyielding cold steel that made him stand deadly still.

      Risking a glance behind, he caught a glimpse of her tech. It appeared to be made of wood. That was weird. Tech was usually metal and circuitry. Intrigue won out over the worry that she might shoot him. Besides, wouldn’t she have done it already?

      “How are you doing this?” they both asked at the same time.

      Okay, that was even weirder. How could she have the exact same question as him?

      “Doing what?” they said at the same time again.

      “I ask the questions,” she said, voice sharp. “How are you following me?”

      “I am simply walking through the hole you open with your advanced tech.”

      He heard her feet scuffle, the pressure of the gun against his head getting light enough that he thought she might remove it. The pressure was suddenly razor-edged.

      “Tech?” she said.

      “Well, it’s not magic.” Zenon grunted. He’d likely feel a bruise tomorrow. “Healer, I need your help.”

      The pressure of the gun went away entirely and Zenon risked another backwards glance. She had dropped her hands to her side, still holding the gun, but at least it wasn’t an immediate threat anymore. Rubbing the back of his head, turning slowly, he avoided her eyes in case she might take eye contact as a challenge.

      “You are a Witch Hunter,” she said, voice tight. “Magic is what you have a problem with. And I’m not a healer.”

      “A Witch Hunter? No, I’m looking for a healer. And I don’t have a problem with magic,” he shrugged. “I just don’t believe it exists. I need a healer and, uh, here you are.”

      Her gaze traveled from the top of his head to his feet and then back up his body, meeting his eyes. Unable to avoid eye contact any longer, his heart jolted. There was something about his reaction to her he couldn’t quite place. There was no doubt he was attracted to her, but there was something else too. Could she be his Lifemate? No, that wasn’t possible—
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not a healer,” Alazne said again, scarcely believing what she was hearing. How did this Hunter not believe in magic? The sole reason of his existence was to eradicate magic.

      “Of course, you are. I’m on a quest to find a Healer of Adamar. You are from that world, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not a healer.” She put an emphasis on each word. How was this guy not hearing her?

      “But you are from that world.”

      “We aren’t a planet of healers. We’re a planet of witches. I am a Witch of Adamar. Only a handful of us have the healing powers.”

      “There are no such things as witches,” he said.

      This was a game. Had to be. She decided to play along. “Oh, but there are such things as Healers?”

      “Well, yea, something like that,” he said.

      “Something like that?”

      “Hunters hunt you for your healing powers,” he said.

      This Hunter was playing her, possibly stalling. Alarm filled her as she realized that’s exactly what he had to be doing.

      Raising her wand, she called upon, “Goddess of Adamar, hear me. Let me walk from this world to the next.”

      The magic wouldn’t come. She would need to get some rest if she were going to open another portal. Damn, now what?

      As if on cue, a Hunter walked into the storage facility. She was really screwed now. He really was stalling, just waiting for some backup.

      Spotting them, the newcomer called out, “Witches! Witches have infiltrated!” Running out the door, no doubt he’d be back with all his friends soon enough.

      Witches? Plural. Didn’t this guy know his fellow Hunter was already there, quite possibly even already effectively having captured a witch?

      “Open a portal,” her captor said.

      She stared at him a second, unsure what exactly this game was.

      “Open a portal,” he said again, voice more insistent.

      “I can’t. I need to renew.”

      His face bunched in obvious confusion. Alazne felt as confused as he looked.

      “Gimme your tech,” he said, hand outstretched.

      “What?”

      “Your tech! Hurry, before more of these guys show up. I can fix it.”

      “I don’t have any tech,” Alazne’s confusion was turning to panic as booted footsteps sounded outside the door.

      The Hunter swooped in and grabbed her wand from her hand. Lightning struck her heart. A witch’s wand was to be touched by no one else.

      “Give that back!”

      The Hunter turned it around and around in his hands and Alazne didn’t know he could look more confused than before.

      “This is just wood,” he said.

      Alazne managed to snatch it back, relief flooding her that he didn’t do anything but inspect it. “It’s my wand, you idiot.”

      Looking around the room, the Hunter grabbed a handgun similar to hers. Taking up a defensive stance, she pointed hers at him.

      He jumped. “Whoah, hold on there, Healer.”

      “You’re trying to take me prisoner. All you hunters are alike.”

      Holding his hands in the air, he let the blaster he’d just procured dangle from his thumb. “I swear I’m not trying to capture you. There has to be a back door out of this place.”

      Alazne wasn’t sure about that, but the sound of voices on the other side of the door inspired her to lower her weapon. If this Hunter was trying to find a back door, that was better than the alternative.

      He stuffed the blaster in his jacket and grabbed several battery packs. “Come on!”

      Grabbing her hand, he ran and pulled her along with him. Her fingers tingled where they touched. What the? Snatching it back, she continued running.

      Whatever game this guy was playing, it didn’t seem to involve holding her prisoner until more Hunters arrived. As long as she wasn’t restrained, she could figure out how to get away from him later.
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        * * *

      

      Zenon’s fingers tingled where he touched her hand. When she pulled away, disappointment surprised him. They were running from hostiles and he was worried about rejection? He shook himself to snap out of it. How could this woman distract him so thoroughly?

      “The witches went this way,” someone yelled behind them.

      From what he could tell, these were true Hunters. He wasn’t sure why they were chasing them and was even more puzzled at why they kept calling he and this Healer ‘witches.’ Weren’t Hunters finders of Healers?

      Rounding a corner, he pulled the Healer through the nearest door—

      A broom closet. Great. They weren’t escaping through this room.

      Footsteps rushed down the hall beyond. At least the temporary set-back was good for something.

      He wanted to ask her why she was running from the Hunters to begin with, but he dared not so much as whisper. None of this made any sense. Hunters were not supposed to be hostile to healers. And shouldn’t she be offering her healing abilities?

      As soon as it seemed like the coast was clear, he cracked the door open just enough to peek out. She followed him as they left the closest and headed back the way they’d come.

      Zenon didn’t know how big this facility was, but walking out the front door was fine with him, assuming the door the first Hunter came through was the front one. It was probably too good to be true, but worth a shot.

      As they rushed through the door, Zenon stopped dead in his tracks. The healer ran into his back.

      “Slag it all,” she cursed before also falling silent and still.

      No less than a dozen of the hostile Hunters stood before them, weapons at the ready—

      Zenon raised his hands.

      “Why the hostility?” he said, genuinely interested to know even though he was feeling sarcastic. “I’m like you.”

      “You are nothing like us, witch,” one of the men said.

      Huh, there they go with calling him a witch again. Where were they getting that idea? He shrugged; his disguise hadn’t exactly fooled this healer either. She kept running from him. Though she was running from these guys too, so maybe he hadn’t fooled her—

      The healer walked around him, slowly, steps deliberate, a look of fear mixed with determination set upon her features. Zenon blinked when she lowered herself to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      On her knees, Alazne steepled her fingers, bringing her hands to her chest. Bowing her head, she whispered, “Mother of all the Universe, hear me.”

      Searching for every living thing in the room to draw strength from, she concentrated. There wasn’t much. The weapons facility was all metal, on a world mostly devoid of life. Done deliberately; they knew witches drew their strength from the living.

      Alazne’s heart jumped in surprise as power from something very small but very strong wound its way around her aura, filling her. Drawing it in with each breath, she let the energy course through her. There were shouts and demands from the men, but she shut it all out. All that was there was her and the energy she drew upon.

      It was harder to conjure a portal without her wand to focus the energies, but she’d done it before. Knowing that pulling her wand would make the Hunters fire without hesitation, she kept it tucked away. Though, it was puzzling that they hadn’t fired upon them yet. There had been plenty of time and opportunity—

      Clearing her mind, the fleeting thought vanished. More power from the small being filled her, sealing her resolve, infusing confidence that she could do this even in her exhausted state. Their lives depended on it.

      Opening her eyes, she was staring through a swirling circle of glowing yellow spirals. Freedom lay beyond.

      Dizziness overtook her as she jumped to her feet. It was too much. The portal was there, but there was nothing left to even carry her through. Blackness clouded her vision as she collapsed mere inches from the swirling opening.

      Hopelessness replaced the strength she’d felt moments before, a whimper escaping her lips; her life was over.
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      Alazne was surrounded by warmth. She could lay in this warmth forever—

      Wait, that wasn’t right. Shouldn’t she be cold? Lying in some Hunter prison cell on a concrete floor? It certainly smelled like what she’d think a Hunter prison cell would smell like.

      Yet, she could feel life all around her, a great place to renew her strength. Her eyes fluttered open.

      Surrounded by animals, she realized the smell was from them, some sort of farm house. A barn. And she was being held by the handsome man she’d been running with.

      He was watching her, intent, his fingers brushing a strand of hair from her eyes. For a split second, she thought she could love this man, then she remembered what he was. Any thought of wanting to lay like this forever vanished as she twisted out of his arms, jumping to her feet.

      Patting her chest and stomach, she found what she was looking for was still in her tunic. Pulling the blaster, she held it in both hands, pointing at his head.

      “So, we’re back to this,” he said. Did a flicker of annoyance just cross his features? This man was an idiot if he thought she was somehow an ally.

      Something niggled in her mind about that. Flashes of memory as they ran. First, he was chasing her, then he was being chased with her. Being chased by the Hunters, even though he was one—

      Wait a minute—

      She looked around at their surroundings. They were in the pasture she saw beyond that last bridge she opened. None of their potential captors were anywhere to be seen.

      She had reached that freedom after all. But how? She’d collapsed inches before entering the portal. Did he carry her through?

      “You’re not a Hunter, are you?” she said.

      “Healer—” he started.

      “Quit calling me that,” Alazne interrupted. “I’m a witch, not a healer.”

      His eyes flicked to the side and Alazne stepped forward, raising her weapon higher so he knew she meant business. He froze, making eye contact with her. Something in the depth of his eyes made her lower the blaster, but only a little.

      “I’m looking for a healer,” he said.

      She used the blaster to point at his crimson jacket with yellow shoulder braid. “Why are you dressed like this?”

      “Because I’m looking for a healer.” His voice suggested she should know why he was dressed the way he was.

      Lowering the gun all the way, Alazne hissed through her teeth. This man, handsome as he was, had to be an idiot. “Hunters don’t look for healers.”

      Having no time for idiots, she started walking away. Whatever this man was doing, she didn’t want any part of it.

      “Of course, they do,” the disguised Hunter said, following her. In her periphery, she noticed as he nodded in her direction. “What do you think Hunters do?”

      She stopped and turned towards him. “What do I think Hunters do? Where have you been all this time? What planet are you from?”

      “I’m from Karr,” he said as he stopped short of running into her, standing up straight, a proud air about him.

      She blinked. That planet was in the Far Expanse.

      She’d never met anyone from the Far Expanse before. She wasn’t even sure it was a habitable system. Were there magic wielders in that system? He had followed her through the portals and shouldn’t have been able to. Now she was curious.

      “Are you saying that Hunters don’t look for healers?” he said.

      Curiosity falling by the wayside, exasperation bubbling to the surface, Alazne said, “Are you playing some sort of game?”

      He rocked back as if she’d hit him. “I’m not playing any games. My mother is dying. I need a healer.”

      It was her turn to rock back. Oh.

      “I’m dressed like this so a Healer will see me and know I need her. I don’t understand why you keep running away.”

      “No healer is ever going to approach you wearing that.”

      The man’s head bowed as he looked himself over, raising his arms as his eyes traversed over them. “I worked hard on this disguise,” he said.

      “Congratulations. You definitely fooled me,” she said.

      The man’s hands dropped to his sides, defeat crossing his features. “My mother is dying. I was told Hunters are the ones who search for and find healers for worlds that need them. A Healer was supposed to come to me when she saw me dressed like this.”

      Alazne’s mouth fell open. Her heart felt heavy for this man’s mother, but how could he not know what Hunters were really for? It must have been some propaganda from his world. Did everyone in the Far Expanse think this way?

      This man was a magic user. Even if he could walk through a portal she opened without magic, which he couldn’t have, there was no way he carried her through with her being unconscious without it.

      Maybe his erroneous belief was some kind of Hunter propaganda to lure people from his region.

      Going with that, she said, “Hunters hunt witches. That Healer nonsense propaganda is a cover up for what they’re actually doing.”

      “Healer, please come with me,” he said. “My quest has taken too long; my mother may be dead already.”

      Alazne resisted the urge to tell him to quit calling her that. He was very clearly desperate, dumb as he was. For whatever reason, he wasn’t getting it. Stupid or not, though, his request weighed heavy on her heart.

      She could not return home. That was out of the question. But she did know a witch healer that recently moved to Quan. She figured it wouldn’t hurt to guide this man there, especially since he wasn’t really a Hunter and really did need help.

      And Jessa was always willing to help someone in need; that’s what made her a good healer. However, she could still refuse. Did this man want a healer to accompany him to the Far Expanse? That might be a no-go for Jessa.

      First, though, she had to be absolutely sure. This could all still be a trick and leading him to her friend would be disastrous.

      Pulling her wand, she opened a portal. Glancing at the man in disguise, she walked through it.
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        * * *

      

      Zenon was a little taken aback by the new portal the Healer just opened, but had no problem following her, lest she get away. He looked at the wand in her hand and how she waved it in a circular pattern, the same pattern as the brightly glowing opening of the portal.

      He had wanted to fix it, but it appeared her tech didn’t need to be fixed after all. Still puzzled that it was just a piece of wood, he shook his head at the thought it was magic. There was no such thing as magic. Why did she insist on telling him there was? Although—

      “There are no such things as witches, you know,” he said as he brushed a large fern out of his path, wishing he could explore these strange worlds they kept moving through. “I suppose you really believe you’re opening up space bridges using magic?”

      “You’re some kind of wizard. How can you say that?”

      He stared at her mouth a second, transfixed by her full lips. Then what she said caught up to his brain and he barked a laugh. “A wizard? I don’t think so.”

      “The only way you can follow me through a portal is if you’re a magic-user yourself. And you carried me unconscious, didn’t you? You definitely couldn’t have done that without magic. So maybe your game isn’t that you’re a Hunter, but actually a wizard trying to dupe me in some other way.”

      Dupe her? This woman seemed to be wary of tricksters and definitely of Hunters. He understood the latter to some extent, especially after they chased them with hostile intentions. But what was it about Hunters, really?

      “Say I did believe this magic nonsense. What are Hunters actually doing?” he asked.

      “They kill us. They even kill the ones that really are healers, not use them to help the sick and dying.”

      “Why would anyone want to kill Healers?” Zenon was horrified. No wonder it took him so long to find one.

      “Witches,” the woman said. “They’re killing witches.”

      There she went with the witch nonsense again. Pursing his lips, he concluded that witches were what she referred to as Healers. “You just said—”

      “Quit messing with me,” she snapped.

      Zenon felt a nibble of frustration. He had no idea why he felt so drawn to this woman, but he needed a healer and she wasn’t helping. At all.

      “If you want my help, you need to smarten up,” the woman added.

      “Oh, so you will come with me to heal my mother.” Zenon felt a weight lift from his mind. Thank the stars. Whatever she wanted to call herself, that was all that mattered to him.

      “I’m not a Healer.” She emphasized each word as if he hadn’t heard her the last few times she’d said it. “I won’t be going with you to your world, but I can take you to someone who might.”
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        * * *

      

      The more Alazne spoke with this man, the better she felt. He truly didn’t seem to know about Hunters, so she wasn’t as alarmed about leading him to her friend. She still wasn’t exactly sure about him, but there was something intriguing she couldn’t put a finger on.

      A bright yellow butterfly fluttered between them, green ferns swaying softly in a warm tropical breeze.

      “I’m Alazne, by the way.” She stuck out her hand to shake hands in greeting.

      He jumped away from her, pulling the blaster he procured from the Hunter arsenal. “I do not accept your challenge, but I will defend myself all the same!”

      Alazne’s heart jumped into her throat. What the? “I’m not challenging you.”

      “Then why are you showing your hand?”

      Looking at her extended hand, she said, “I’m introducing myself. It’s a greeting. You’re supposed to shake it.”

      Goddess, what an extreme reaction to an outstretched hand! She glanced nervously at his gun.

      “I will never shake it,” he said, hesitating a moment before putting his gun away. “That is the wrong way to greet someone.”

      She dropped her arm, relief that he put his gun away. “Then how do you greet people?”

      He held up his arm, bent at the elbow, forearm parallel with his body, hand in a fist. “Zenon,” he said.

      “So, Zenon is your name?”

      “Yes.”

      Liking that name, she smiled, then copied him, saying, “Alazne.”

      Bumping his forearm against hers, he said, “Now that is a proper greeting.”

      Her armed tingled where they touched and she rubbed it.

      “What kind of world has such an unorthodox greeting? Where are you from?” he said, rubbing his own arm. Did he feel that tingle too?

      She could feel the scowl on her face. “I’m a Witch of Adamar. We have many Earth customs on our planet; that greeting is one of them”

      “Earth,” he said, arrogant tone gone. “My mother used to speak of Earth.”

      Catching movement in his jacket, Alazne nodded towards it. “What’s that?”

      “What’s what?”

      “You are very good at playing the idiot, aren’t you?”

      Zenon’s jacket rustled, something making a roving lump as it moved. Jumping to the side as he craned he head towards his back, he screeched as a squirrel that could fit in the palm of the hand scurried to his shoulder. Reddish brown with a white stomach and bushy red tail, black tufts of fur stuck straight up from its ears.

      It would have been funny if Alazne didn’t know immediately that this was a magical creature.

      “Liar,” she yelled. “You are a wizard!”

      “What? I am no such thing.” He swiped at the squirrel, who easily avoided his hand as it ran to his other shoulder.

      “Your familiar runs out of your jacket and you expect me to believe you know nothing about magic?”

      He hopped on one leg as he slapped at his shoulder, then his pocket when the squirrel ran into it. It showed up on his pant leg and he swiped there, his pants flapping loudly. But the squirrel had already made it up his back and was on his shoulder again.

      The sting of betrayal pricked Alazne’s skin. “You tricked me.”

      “Why would I trick you?” Zenon all but screamed as he continued his dance with the little woodland creature. “It must have come from the barn.”

      Alazne opened another portal and ran through, saying, “I will not take you to a healer. I can’t even trust you!”
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      Zenon stood, stunned into silence as the squirrel ran laps across his back and around his chest. She left. The healer or witch or whatever—

      Alazne left.

      He watched as she ran through the dimensional doorway, only seeing white on the other side. Cold air blew through the swirling opening.

      He grabbed at the object of his current misfortune, but the woodland creature was elusive.

      Follow her, a voice sounded. He turned sharply to look behind him. No one was there, so he looked back through the chilly opening.

      Follow her, the voice said again, this time seemingly on the wind.

      Dammit, he did not come this far to lose such a big lead now. Maybe she wasn’t a Healer, but she said she knew one. And maybe this damnable small animal just ruined his chance, but he had to try to win her trust, however much he had to begin with.

      Grabbing a stick, he tried to dislodge the squirrel from his back, but the damn thing wasn’t budging. Fine. It could stay there for all he cared. It was just a squirrel. Why Alazne had such an adverse reaction to it was beyond him.

      Trotting through the swirling doorway, his breath was immediately stolen by a gust of freezing wind. Hugging his arms around himself, he was surrounded by jagged spires of ice. If she thought he was going to follow her and freeze to death in this hostile land, she was mistaken.

      If he was lucky, the squirrel would freeze to death before he caught up with her and he could explain himself better. Regardless of what she thought, he was in no way a wizard or any other type of magic user. Magic didn’t even exist!

      She is around that bend there. That voice again. Where was it coming from? This time it sounded like it was in his head. Maybe this quest had him going a little nuts. Speaking of—

      The squirrel moved near his right breast and he slapped at it.

      “Quit following me.” Alazne jumped from behind one of the frozen formations.

      Well, that made finding her a lot easier. The witch woman was shivering and he grinned. Perhaps she was in over her head in jumping to this frozen landscape.

      Tiny feet scurried around under his jacket before the damnable squirrel popped out through his collar. Scrambling to his shoulder, it said, “Alazne, get us out of here; it’s freezing.”

      Stars almighty, did it just speak?

      The little creature launched itself from his shoulder and landed in Alazne’s outstretched hands. Of all the unexpected things, that was at the top.
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        * * *

      

      Her familiar! The magical creature didn’t belong to the man in disguise, it belonged to Alazne. And it was freezing to death.

      Cupping it against her body, Alazne quickly opened a bridge back to the tropical world of Elder. Once they were safely secure on the other side, she smiled at her animal guide.

      Every witch on her planet hoped for one, but not every witch got one. A familiar must come to the witch on its own accord.

      “I’ve been waiting for a familiar my whole life,” Alazne couldn’t contain her excitement.

      The man who continued to follow her through dimensional doorways, no matter how many times she opened one, stepped though. The look on his face could only be described as dumbfounded. She looked up at him.

      “This is why you found me,” she said. “To bring me my familiar. Sometimes a witch has to wait a lifetime to find an animal guide.”

      Zenon stared at her, his gaze softening but his face rigid. “I found you to heal my mother. It’s not a trick. I just need a healer.”

      Alazne nodded at the truth of those words. He really was just looking for someone to heal his sick mother. For the first time, she looked at him, really looked at him—

      She could get lost in the depth of his soft brown eyes forever. Diverting her eyes to the squirrel, she remembered he had said his mother could be dead already. Dread washed over her at the thought that all of the delay because of her could have meant life or death.

      “I will take you to my friend, Jessa. She’s a witch healer from Adamar, a good one too.” She stroked the squirrel’s tiny head, who leaned into her touch. “I still think you’re a wizard, though.”

      Zenon let out a loud sigh. “If you could drop the magic nonsense—”

      “I don’t understand how you don’t believe in magic,” Alazne said, irritation biting through her dread. Making eye contact again, the irritation bled away, mind drifting.

      “I don’t either,” the squirrel’s tiny voice piped up. “But he’s stubborn that way.”

      Zenon jumped back as if she were holding a snake. “It does talk!”

      Snapping out of whatever spell this man was casting on her, Alazne rolled her eyes. “Goddess, how did you survive to adulthood?”

      “Speaking of surviving,” the squirrel said. “You need food and recentering before you can open another portal.”

      Alazne marveled that her familiar was already so attuned that it knew what she needed.

      “What does it mean by that?” Zenon said.

      “I can’t just open portals all day long. It takes concentration and energy.”

      Zenon looked skeptical. “O-kay, so does that mean you can’t open another portal today?”

      “Don’t worry,” she said, very aware of how much time had been wasted already. “I will take you to a healer. I just need to eat and surround myself with life.” She looked around and breathed in the humid but lively air of the tropical world. “I will be able to summon my power in a couple hours.”
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        * * *

      

      Zenon leaned against a tree, arms crossed, while Alazne ate some fruit she found on a vine. Not sure eating some strange fruit on a strange world was a good idea, he declined.

      The squirrel happily chattered away as it ate pine nuts that Alazne kept handing over. It winked at him and he blinked.

      “You really should eat something, stubborn man,” the squirrel said.

      Stars, could this quest get any weirder? Zenon finally found a healer, or at least someone who knew one, had to chase her down while being chased, convince her he wasn’t trying to kill her or kidnap her or whatever her fear was, only to find he was harboring a talking squirrel that had some affinity for the witch. And, apparently, was also concerned about his eating habits.

      To make things even weirder, Alazne kept going on about summoning powers, more of that magic craziness she kept spouting about.

      Oh, and the voice he heard earlier. Of course, he couldn’t forget about that voice.

      Alazne drew in a deep breath and let it out. “I can feel the power of life on this planet.” Looking up at him, chewing slowly on the fruit, she said, “Can you?”

      “I can,” the squirrel said cheerily.

      And that. All that was weirder than he could believe. He refused to call any of this magic. There was no explaining the squirrel, but it wasn’t magic.

      No, the squirrel could be explained. Watching the creature’s movements, he narrowed his eyes. It was some sort of tech, a robot someone built. A robot that was finely tuned to the physiologies of the warm-blooded bipeds around it, but a robot all the same. Some kid on the barn world was probably looking for it.

      Pushing off the tree, he reached down to grab the squirrel. He would love to examine the tech further.

      The robot squeaked, avoiding his hand, taking cover near Alazne’s knee.

      “Oh, come on wizard, humor me,” Alazne said.

      Humor her? Oh, yes, she wanted to know if he could feel some sort of power. Stars, why did this woman insist he was a wizard?

      Tensing his lips, he decided to just go with it. Nothing wrong with listening to the birds, he shrugged. They did sound nice, the birds; melodious in their existence, flitting across the vines as they pursued their daily activities.

      A small tingle of energy coursed through his fingertips. Mouth agape, he slapped them over his thighs to make the tingling stop. That was farking weird—

      “Nothing,” he said too quickly. “I feel absolutely nothing at all.”

      There was a rustling in the trees and he paused, a slight jolt in his heart, the thought that some wild animal was about to eat them before he could get anywhere near a healer for his mother.

      Then a stick not unlike Alazne’s popped out of the branches, flying straight at him. Oh no, he was going to be impaled!

      “Ha,” Alazne cried, robot leaping to her shoulder as she sprung to her feet. “I knew it!”

      “Knew what?” Zenon sidestepped away from the stick just before it hit him in the chest.

      Matching his movement, it stopped mere inches away, hovering in a pattern of waves. Feeling slight relief it didn’t impale him, he didn’t know what to make of a thin piece of wood hanging in the air.

      “You do believe in magic,” Alazne said.

      “Stars woman, how many times do I have to say it? There is no such thing. And what the hell kind of tech is this?” He slapped at the stick, which tried to adhere itself to his palm. Jumping away, he shook his hand at the air as if something unsavory clung to it.

      “Goddess,” Alazne sounded breathless. “You are a wizard. You just don’t know it yet.”
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      As the wand continued to hover and Zenon continued to swat at it like a bug, Alazne couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      This man was an idiot in so many ways, yet there was something great about him. For a wand to seek him out after merely acknowledging the surrounding life had some power—

      She was witnessing the birth of a very powerful wizard. No wonder he kept denying it; he simply didn’t know he was one. Now if she could get him to believe magic was real, Goddess Universe would smile on her for waking him up.

      “I knew he had it in him,” the squirrel said from its perch on her shoulder.

      Alazne couldn’t put a finger on what that meant. Did the squirrel know him somehow? He swore it came from the barn—

      Don’t think too hard on it, the squirrel’s tiny voice sounded in her mind.

      Whoah, she knew familiars could speak in the minds of their witches, but she was amazed and delighted by how clear the voice was. It was more than that; this animal spirit could read her mind. Would she be able to read the familiar’s mind one day? Right now, she couldn’t read anything.

      She concentrated on the squirrel’s presence on her shoulder, focusing on what it could be thinking—

      Nope, nothing. If anything, it felt like the squirrel was closing itself off.

      What is your name? Alazne asked in her thoughts, hoping the familiar would hear.

      My name is Ariad, the squirrel said. Alazne felt giddy from head to toe. Ariad heard her. Wonderful!

      “Get away.” Zenon’s voice interrupted her concentration.

      Slapping at the wand that kept trying to attach itself to his hand, he walked quickly towards the forest, then doubled back sharply. The wand followed, unhindered.

      Unable to help herself, she laughed. She never knew of a wizard running from his wand.

      “It’s not funny,” he said, voice tight as he doubled around again, all but yelling out in fear of the wand touching him.

      “It wants to go with you,” she said. “Just grab it.”

      “It wants?” Zenon zigzagged. “It’s just a stick. A possessed one!”

      Running sideways, head turned to see behind him, the wand followed in midair.

      She laughed so hard her stomach hurt. Trying to catch her breath, “You don’t believe in magic, but you believe in possession?”

      “Are you rejuvenated yet? Open a portal and let’s get off this stars-forsaken world.” He continued the dance, the wand matching his every move.

      “Okay, but it will keep following you.”
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        * * *

      

      The self-proclaimed witch wasn’t kidding. Zenon thought he could run from the damnable stick if they went through a dimensional doorway, that it would be stopped like those police quadruped beings. It simply followed him through.

      Tall buildings lined a long road, crisscrossed with side streets. Giant potted trees lined concrete sidewalks bustling with pedestrians, pots big enough to hold at least five bi-peds.

      People whispered as they passed by, some staring, mouths agape.

      Zenon turned slightly to look behind him. The stick stopped moving, floating as if it was the most natural thing in the world for a stick to do. He started walking again and it followed along, moving in pace with him.

      Well, if he saw a man walking down the street with a stick following him, his mouth would fall open too.

      The squirrel chittered, giggling to itself as if on some inside joke. Zenon wasn’t amused about any of it. A talking squirrel, a witch purporting magic was real, and now a hovering stick with a mind of its own. What could possibly happen next?

      Giving the squirrel a sideways glance, he looked for any sign of mechanics. There had to be a seam or a bolt, something. Whoever made it did an amazing job; it was damn fine tech.

      Turning his attention back to the street and the whispering onlookers, he asked, “What is this place?”

      He hadn’t traveled much outside of the Far Expanse.

      “This place, my strange handsome friend, is the urban planet of Quan.” Alazne swept her arm out to take in the entire street.

      His lip quirked upwards. “You think I’m handsome?”

      She turned towards him, hands on her hips. “I think you’re strange.”

      He laughed. “The feeling’s mutual, I think.”

      The soft smile she gave in return warmed his heart. Then he remembered he couldn’t act on any feelings he might be having for her, effectively pouring cold water over the warmth.

      They stopped in front of a complex of tall brick townhomes. It looked like a nice place to live, but why would they be stopping here?

      As if the witch was reading his mind, she announced, “I said I would take you to a healer and here we are; my friend Jessa’s house.”

      “I like Jessa’s house,” the squirrel said from Alazne’s shoulder.

      Ignoring the robot, Zenon felt such gratitude in that moment. Alazne didn’t waste any more time in getting him what he needed. A part of him was sad that they might be about to part ways.

      He glared at the floating stick, which was now hovering beside him, as if it was waiting to find the healer too. Whatever was going on with this strange ‘magic,’ he’d figure it out later. His mother came first.
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        * * *

      

      Alazne watched Zenon flick at his wand. She was certain the whispering onlookers were talking about her, especially after the incident. But, the hovering wand was likely a curiosity too. And his clothing probably wasn’t helping—

      Shaking her head, she focused her attention on Jessa’s house and frowned. Despite the blazing sun, it was darker than usual. There were no lights running on the inside or outside. Ariad crawled to her back, peeking over her shoulder.

      Zenon must have picked up on her alarm, because he said, “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not sure. Something isn’t right.”

      Alazne knocked on the door. Nothing. There was a buzzer, so she tried that. She could hear the chime of bells sounding inside.

      After waiting a few more seconds, she tried turning the doorknob. It was locked. Still, no one came to the door.

      Zenon peeked through the window. “Could she be on a house call?”

      “No. She told me she’d be here,” Alazne said.

      “She did?” He gave her a surprised look.

      “Don’t ask stupid questions,” Ariad said and Zenon’s gaze turned into a glare.

      Alazne was too worried for jokes, though she wasn’t sure if anyone was joking. “She already knew I was coming. I was on my way to see her when you found me. I’m only a day late.”

      And Jessa had told her she had a few days off work. Of course, there could have been an emergency, but why were there no lights on anywhere? That was highly unusual of Jessa. She always kept every single light on that could be turned on. It was just her quirky way.

      Stomach knotting, Alazne turned to walk to the end of the complex.

      “Where are you going?” Zenon said.

      “The back. I know a way in.”

      They rounded to the back of the residential complex and Zenon stopped at the gate to a small back yard. Alazne continued to Jessa’s back patio. Rummaging through the potted plants, she found what she was looking for; a small brass key.

      Turning to see if Zenon was coming, she paused.

      “Breaking and entering?” he said. “Maybe we should just wait out here. Surely she’s just on an emergency call.”

      “I’m not breaking anything,” Alazne retorted. But she was definitely entering. “You stay out here and continue to feed the town gossip.”

      He snorted. If she wasn’t so worried about her friend, she’d have fawned over how cute it was.

      Letting herself in and closing the door behind her, she braced herself. But there wasn’t anything out of place. No sign of a struggle.

      Oh, whoops, maybe she should have knocked a little harder. Perhaps Jessa was just asleep. The lights being off still bothered her, though. Jessa kept the lights on all the time, even when sleeping.

      Someone large approached from behind, Ariad scampering into her jacket pocket. She pulled her blaster, turning to face the being—

      Zenon jumped back, hands in the air. “Woman, you are going to kill me yet.”

      “Goddess, Zenon, don’t sneak up on a witch, especially dressed like that.” She lowered the weapon.

      Ariad’s head popped up from her pocket. “How could you be so stupid?”

      “Unless she’s asleep, I don’t think your friend is home,” he said, looking towards the stairwell, clearly ignoring the squirrel.

      “I thought you weren’t coming in,” Alazne said, feeling the smirk on her face.

      “Decided not to feed the town gossip.” The grin he returned made her want to fan herself.

      Goddess, Alazne, get it together. Giving herself a firm shake, she headed up the stairs and into a scene that made her hair stand on end. Ariad disappeared into her jacket pocket again.

      “Zenon,” she called, not wanting to face whatever this was alone.

      Drawers were scattered about, their contents strewn throughout the hallway that led to Jessa’s room. Small tables were overturned and she stepped over them as Zenon arrived at the top of the stairs. Afraid to enter the bedroom, she walked slowly, blaster drawn, towards the closed door.

      Zenon pulled his own blaster, brushing past, holding out his hand to stop her. His wand vibrated with energy, buzzing around him, all but speaking its demand to be yielded. He didn’t slap it away or do anything, clearly choosing to ignore it.

      “Let me,” he said, moving forward towards the bedroom, buzzing wand following. He looked at it. “Quiet, stick.”

      The wand fell silent.

      Alazne held her breath as he approached the bedroom door. Reaching out, he grasped the knob and turned—

      The door swung open, hitting the side wall with a bang. Leveling his blaster, he rushed in. Alazne heard another door open with a resounding bang, likely the bathroom door.

      Soon, he appeared back at the entrance. “No one is here, but the place is wrecked.”

      Alazne moved into the room and gasped. The bed was completely turned over, mattress torn, stuffing strewn. No piece of furniture was left standing. What in the universe happened?
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        * * *

      

      Zenon didn’t know what to say as Alazne stood in silence, hand over her mouth. His first thought was to ask if she knew another healer, but he held his tongue. That would be a pretty insensitive question at the moment.

      He looked around the room.

      Putting his arm around her shoulders, he said, “C’mon, we need to go.”

      Go where? He had no idea. Just out of that domicile.

      Alazne let him lead her out, the damnable stick still following like a lost puppy. He didn’t think to go out the same way they came in until they were on the front stoop, an old passerby stopping to watch them.

      “You are looking for the healer?” the old man said. Without waiting for an answer, he added, “They took her.”

      Alazne seemed to perk up, standing straighter as the squirrel poked its head out. “Who took her?”

      “Ask him.” The old man pointed at Zenon. “You have a lot of nerve showing up here in full sight of everyone, Witch Hunter. The only reason no one has attacked you is because your wand is following you.”

      Zenon did a double take between the old man and the hovering stick. Being called a ‘Witch Hunter’ made sense based off his clothing and Alazne’s accounting of hunters. But, his wand? As in a witch’s wand?

      “You’ve caused quite the gossip. Folks are trying to figure out why you’re so familiar too—”

      Oh, fark skin. He raised his hand to rub at the ridge of his nose, hoping the gesture would hide his face from the old man’s keen eyes.

      “We need to find you something else to wear,” Alazne said and he nearly sighed in relief when she didn’t question why anyone would think him familiar. The last thing he needed right now was a media storm.

      “When was she taken?” Alazne asked the old man.

      “Day before yester,” he said. “Strange thing they come to this world and not take anyone else.”

      Zenon nodded, realizing it was a strange thing indeed, especially since this was a world full of witches. Why only target one?

      “Do you know where they went?” he said next.

      The old man looked down one side of the street and then the other. “They went that way.” He pointed west.

      Zenon felt his head turn sideways. Hoping for the name of a planet, a town, something, that’s not exactly what he meant.

      “Thank you,” he said all the same, pulling Alazne along as he headed west. At least, he thought it was west.

      “Hunters captured her,” Alazne said, voice tight. “I don’t understand. What could they be using her for?”

      “I don’t know,” Zenon said, holding his hand over his face as they walked past a middle-aged couple.

      “They were trying to capture me too, us. I wondered why they weren’t shooting to kill. Until now, all they did was kill witches.”

      “Hunters kill witches?” the squirrel said, voice pitched in squeaky alarm.

      “See?” Zenon couldn’t help himself. “Not everyone knows what Hunters are for.”

      “Hunters aren’t supposed to kill witches,” the tiny voice continued. “They’re supposed to be looking for healers.”

      Zenon’s eyes narrowed on the squirrel. He thought it sounded like his mother when it asked how he could be so stupid, but now it really sounded like her. Did she program a robot to follow him, make sure he found a healer for her?

      Bending down to get a better look, still looking for that telltale sign of something mechanical, it disappeared into Alazne’s pocket.

      Suddenly, he got the strange feeling they were being watched. The possessed stick, he refused to call it a wand, started buzzing again, circling around him like a force field.

      “Someone’s following us,” he said.
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      Alazne froze, turning that skeptical look Zenon kept giving her on him. “Are you sure? How do you know?”

      “Call it intuition,” he said, looking down the street.

      Yea, right. A wizard having ‘intuition’ wasn’t a coincidence at all, though she didn’t sense any immediate danger.

      She tsked. “It’s not intuition, it’s magic at work.”

      She could feel his eyes rolling as they flicked upwards. His wand followed his movements.

      “You know how rare it is for a wand to seek out its witch? Accept it,” she said.

      “It’s a weird stick,” Zenon said. “But it’s not a wand. I don’t see any witches with a wand around here.”

      It was Alazne’s turn to roll her eyes. Pulling out her wand, she held it up. “This is my wand, you idiot. It’s not tech. It’s a magical stick that helps me focus my powers.”

      Zenon was quiet as he looked at it. Good. Give him food for thought. He really was in some serious denial if he hadn’t figured out that her ‘this is just a stick’ was actually her wand.

      He looked around and Alazne realized he was getting jumpy. Maybe now wasn’t the time to lecture him about his denial.

      “We have a problem,” he said.

      I think it’s time to get off this world, her familiar said in her mind, Ariad’s head popping out of her coat pocket again. Maybe we really are being followed.

      Alazne suddenly had the sinking feeling that the Hunters that took Jessa could be following anyone that went to her house.

      “Oh no,” she said. “Could it be the Hunters?”

      Or maybe it was someone else? Someone who could tell them what happened to Jessa?

      “We need to leave. Now.”

      The urgency in Zenon’s voice spurred her to movement. That tone left no question about waiting around to find out who it was. Taking up her wand, she summoned the life-giving energy of the potted trees lining the street.

      “Mother Goddess of Quan, allow me to pass.” Alazne swirled her wand in circles in front of her. Faster. Until the telltale sparks of light of a portal opening appeared.

      Stepping onto the spongy green grass of the tropical world of Elder, she took in a deep breath, listening to the sounds around them: birds, bugs, small mammals swinging on vines between the trees. She loved this place.

      Having no magical abilities, Hunters would be unable to follow through the portal. And this wasn’t a bad place to hide out in.

      “Whoever it is came through,” Zenon said next to her.

      Wand vibrating, it buzzed around him in wide circles.

      “Oh, so it’s a witch.” Alazne felt relief. Perhaps no Hunters were on anyone’s tail that might be checking on Jessa. “We can just go talk to her.”

      Turning to go back the way she came, Zenon grabbed her shoulder.

      “Wait,” he said. He looked at his wand, which sounded like it might splinter itself with all that vibrating. “It didn’t do this around the other witches on that planet. It might be a warning.”

      “We should proceed with caution,” Ariad said from her shoulder.

      He pointed at the squirrel, nodding his head. Was he agreeing with her familiar again?

      Tropical birds sang overhead, oblivious to any danger that could be lurking.

      “So now what?” she said.

      Zenon motioned towards a gigantic tree with an opening large enough to fit all of them. “We’ll wait in there and see what we’re dealing with.”

      If she wasn’t already a portal wielder, she’d be afraid there was a portal to some dark place in that opening. It didn’t look at all inviting.

      Zenon wedged himself in first. Not exactly looking like both of them could fit, she was impressed when he turned around and stood to his full height. But—

      “Are there spiders?” she said. The thought of eight furry legs traversing the strands of her hair made her shiver.

      She heard him chuckle. “Are you afraid?”

      A stubborn feeling welled up inside her. “No, of course not.” She just didn’t want the damn things in her hair!

      Then he added in all seriousness. “There are no spiders—”

      “C’mon Alazne,” the squirrel urged. “The pursuer will be here any moment.”

      As she started to scrape through the opening, Zenon continued. “—But there are worms. Lots and lots of worms.”

      Goddess Almighty!

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her back against his chest. The ground wiggled with movement. Fark, he wasn’t kidding.

      “Yummy,” the squirrel squeaked and scurried down her body to enjoy the feast.

      The feeling of the familiar’s tiny feet didn’t help her imagination of all sorts of creepy crawlies finding their way into her clothing. The buzzing wand against the back of the opening didn’t help either, making her think there were bees in there with them too.

      Squirming against the man behind her, she tried standing on tippy toes. Goddess, the worms would be in her boots in a minute—

      Zenon’s arms came around her and she froze. All thoughts of worms and spiders and any number of crawling things vanished at the strength of those arms. Lifting her against his chest, he set her back down so that her feet were standing on top of his.

      Glancing over her shoulder, her breath caught at the closeness of his very kissable lips.

      “Is that better?” he said, voice whisper soft, breath brushing her neck.

      Better? What was he talking—

      Oh, the worms. Right. She was no longer standing directly on the ground.

      Breathing again, she said just as softly, “Yes, thank you.”

      There she is, Ariad’s voice cut into her mind. The squirrel’s teeth chattered together rapidly before falling completely silent.

      Even Zenon’s wand grew quiet.

      They watched intently as a young woman, maybe only a teenager, appeared in the opening by the tree. Openly hostile, her eyes were aglow with an intensity that made Alazne press back into Zenon’s chest. Hopefully he was equally trying to make himself invisible.

      And she was dressed exactly like a Hunter.

      This was impossible. No magic user would join the Hunters. Even if there was a witch that crazy, Alazne rather doubted they would allow one to join their ranks. Was this person simply stupid? Like the man still in Hunter clothing behind her?

      Alazne glanced back at Zenon, whose eyes flicked down to meet hers briefly before focusing on the young woman again.

      “I know you’re here,” Intense Eyes said. “I can feel your presence.”

      Zenon’s strong arms came around her again, making her jump slightly when his hand started feeling about her clothing. His hand produced her wand and he tapped it against her chest until she grabbed it.

      She got the hint, but apparently his wand wasn’t too happy about him handling another wand. It came around from behind them and smacked him square in the face.

      “Ow!” he exclaimed loudly.

      The young witch turned her intense eyes on them, energy circling around her fingertips as she raised her hand.

      Oh, snarfle. No time to call on any entities to guide her, Alazne drew in the energy of the worms at their feet, focusing it at the end of her wand, which she used to draw circles above their heads.

      This time, the portal pulled them, sucking them up as if a great vacuum appeared rather than a portal—

      And deposited them into a dark, dense forest of dead trees and fog so heavy it grabbed at the skin. Wispy spirits darted between branches, so dark Alazne almost didn’t notice them, but they were there, right on the periphery of her vision.

      The Dead World.

      Why did you bring us here? Ariad’s alarm was startling.

      I didn’t do it on purpose. Sometimes a portal opened into the unknown, but it was rare. Perhaps this was her wand trying to protect her. Or it could have been because she didn’t have time to ask for a guide. Maybe both.

      You will have to be careful, the familiar said. Your powers will be greatly diminished.

      At least we’re on equal footing.  It would be hard for anyone to summon enough energy to use their powers here.

      “Oh no, what happened?” she heard Zenon’s startled voice behind her. When she turned, she saw that his wand had fallen to the dirt, not a single live blade of grass to be seen.

      Part of her was delighted to see he was concerned about his ‘possessed stick.’ But she mostly felt bad for bringing everyone here.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “It’ll be fine once we leave this place.”

      But then it felt as if there was a great distance between the dead planet and any other world, a distance that wasn’t there when they arrived. She would not be able to open a portal to get them away from here. The distance was so vast it would kill her to do so.

      “We’re trapped,” she whispered.

      This place does not abide by the laws of physics or magic or any laws. It’s supernatural. Ariad’s tiny body shivered.

      Oblivious to their new plight, Zenon knelt down and gingerly picked up the wand. Once it was in his hand, it wiggled back to life. Yelling out, he dropped it and it promptly grew lifeless again.

      “Stag,” he said. “I’m sorry, Stick. You are just so creepy.” He took in their surroundings. “Not as creepy as this planet, though.”

      Grabbing up the stick, he stuck it in his jacket as quickly as possible. Alazne couldn’t stop the smile that spread over her face.

      “What?” he said. “Don’t want to hold the damn thing, but I’m not leaving it here either.”

      “I’m not judging you,” she said. Though she found it odd he was willing to grab her wand only minutes ago.
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      It sure felt like she was judging him. Zenon wiped his hand on his pants. That thing coming to life in his palm was weird as fark. But he was also relieved that he somehow hadn’t killed it. He wouldn’t admit it out loud, but he was starting to grow fond of the stick following him around—

      Even though it apparently had a jealous rage, smacking him in the face so hard he yelled out, giving away their hiding spot.

      Taking in their surroundings, a chill seized his bones. Other than the obvious of everything being dead, the place seemed to be drawing energy from him, draining him, making him want to sleep.

      “Can we get off this world?” he said. “I don’t think anyone followed us here-”

      The hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stood up. Uh-oh, he spoke too soon.

      Alazne must have picked up on his alarm. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

      Missing his possessed stick, he hesitated only a moment before grabbing it out of his jacket. The stick wobbled and buzzed in his hand, suddenly unaffected by the dead surroundings. Was it because he was holding it? And damn if this buzzing warning noise wasn’t useful. Maybe it wasn’t so weird, not with their lives depending on it—

      The wand leveled itself, sticking straight in front of him. Then it pulled out of his loose grip.

      Coming back around, it smacked his hand, then chased it as Zenon wrapped his arm around his back to escape another stinging smack.

      “Ouch, that farking hurts. What the Hell, Stick?”

      The crazy thing came around again, pressing itself into his palm at his back until he grabbed hold of it. Then it pulled his hand out in front of his body, pointing straight ahead of him again.

      There was a slight tug. Was it testing him?

      Seemingly sure his grip was tight, it pulled hard enough he had to either let go or start walking. After what it did when he let go a second ago, he chose to walk.

      The crazed stick pulled him along, Alazne with the squirrel robot following without a word.

      Suddenly feeling weightless, he realized it stopped. Still pointing straight out in front of him from his outstretched hand, he looked beyond the wood line into a field of fog that appeared to be lifting. He didn’t see anything.

      Wait—

      There was something. He could just make out a silhouette on the other side of the field. It was the young witch. Two shadows floated on each side of her. Were they spirits? He never thought spirits were real—

      “Shadow spirits,” Alazne’s voice was soft beside him.

      The fog continued to lift and he realized all three beings were looking towards he and Alazne. The young witch’s eyes were aglow. Was she lifting the fog? Could it have been the spirits?

      “Goddess, it’s a Portal Finder,” Alazne exclaimed. She glanced at him. “I’m a portal wielder. If someone can utilize magic, there’s always another magic user that can counter it. I make portals, she finds them.”

      “I get it,” he said. The question was more how did she find them? How did she know there’d be a ‘Portal Wielder,’ as Alazne called herself, on Quan?

      And she was just standing there, staring at them, the shadows floating next to her ominously. Were they in some sort of standoff?

      “Your bodies belong to the Hunters,” the young witch’s voice boomed over the dead land. “Your souls belong to the Shadows.”

      The Shadow Spirits rushed towards them over the field, their dark shapes twisting and expanding. But Zenon could make out faces in those shapes very clearly. Horrific faces contorted silent screams. Twisted hands and fingers reaching for him.

      “Black magic of Soul Suckers, you have no power here,” Alazne took up her wand, pointing it towards the dark beings.

      Zenon had no idea what was going to happen.

      Nothing did.

      “Oh no,” Alazne said. “They have absolute power on the Dead World. My magic doesn’t work here.”

      Zenon pulled his gun and shot twice at the closest Shadow. The energy bullet passed through, hitting the dirt beyond, a harmless puff of dust rising in the air.

      Blood racing, lightning striking his heart, Zenon stared in horror as the shadow passed through his body. He felt a pull on his organs, a sudden drain in energy, but was otherwise unaffected.

      Alazne, on the other hand, looked as if she were an inch from death, her face contorted in pain and regret. He blinked, surprised he could feel regret emanating from her. Or maybe that was his own regret.

      Amidst the scene of swirling dark shadows, grey dust, and fading Alazne, stood the tiny squirrel. It was as energetic as ever, scurrying over the ground towards him.

      “Your wand,” its tiny voice was yelling.

      Zenon looked at his stick, which was aglow with white light. How did he not see that before? It was hard to think through the buzzing haze.

      The squirrel scurried up his leg, up his body, until it was on his shoulder next to his ear. “Use your wand!”
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      Alazne couldn’t breathe. As soon as she could catch a breath, the Soul Sucker passed through her again. Mouth feeling as if it were full of sand, her very organs were drying up. Blackness filled her vision—

      She would not survive this.

      “Only take their souls.” The voice didn’t sound that far away and she realized the Hunter witch was now standing directly in front of them.

      “Use your wand,” she heard the tiny voice of her familiar.

      Light—

      Blinding and all-encompassing light washed over her, through her, spreading outwards in all directions. Her very soul was awash in the glow, her entire body feeling renewed strength. Sight returned all at once and she exhaled, a puff of dust exiting her mouth, diffused promptly by the light.

      The Soul Suckers were nowhere to be seen. But Zenon—

      Trails of light swirled around him in a breeze that ruffled his clothing. His eyes were pure white with light, tiny wisps emanating outwards from the corners. Even his breath was aglow as he inhaled and exhaled, as if the light was fueling him.

      Arm outstretched, his wand stood proud from his enclosed fist, glowing so brightly she couldn’t look at it. Ariad sat on his shoulder, a look of wonderment as the squirrel gazed over the dead field.

      Blinking, Alazne turned her head to see and her breath caught, unable to breathe again, but not because a dark spirit was sucking her soul.

      The field was green, grass tall and healthy, butterflies flitting in the breeze.

      “Holy Universe.” Zenon spoke and Alazne was able to let out the breath she was holding.

      The glowing light from around his body gone, he was holding his wand between both hands now, looking at it as if he’d just seen it for the first time. No longer bright with the light, it sat content in his palms, looking every bit the stick he kept calling it.

      When his eyes met hers, her breath caught again. No longer aglow, they were no longer brown either. Now they were so light blue they were almost white.

      “I bet you believe in magic now,” she said, hardly able to believe this complete transformation into the most powerful wizard she’d ever seen happening to a non-believer.

      His arms dropped to his sides, wand held firmly in his right hand, smirk on his face.

      Movement caught her eye. The Hunter Witch, running away at the edge of the green field. Zenon took off in pursuit, Ariad jumping from his shoulder into Alazne’s outstretched hands as he passed.
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        * * *

      

      Zenon was getting answers. This witch tried to hurt them. Never mind what just happened; he had no idea what happened. But maybe there was something to this magic thing, and he’d keep the stick.

      Easily outrunning the crazed witch, he tackled her to the ground in a tangle of arms and legs. Struggling, pain traversed his jaw when she got a punch in.

      That’s when he saw it, something shiny on her neck, a small circular piece of tech no larger than his pinky fingernail. Reminding him of mind-controlling tech he studied from the now freed slave world of Candar, he flipped the wiggling witch to her stomach. She screeched and struggled harder.

      “Hang on,” he said. “This will be over in a minute.”

      She yelled and writhed and he winced. Stomach churning, he held her head down, knee against her back, effectively immobilizing her.

      Quick examination of the tech confirmed his suspicions. Someone was controlling this woman.

      With his free hand, he pinched at the circular device, which pulled at her skin as he tried lifting it up. Screaming, the woman grabbed his wrist. Damn it, almost got it.

      Finally getting a fingernail underneath, he picked it free of her neck. The young witch went completely limp.

      Fark, did he just kill her? He didn’t remember mind-controlling tech having an automatic kill-if-removed mechanism. Releasing the limp form, he scooted back, sitting on his knees.

      Alazne appeared in a rush, breathing heavily.

      “Damn, you can run,” she said.

      The young witch let out a groan and he blew out a breath of air. Thank the stars. She likely had one hell of a headache, but at least she wasn’t dead.

      As the witch slowly turned to her back, she felt the side of her neck where the tech had been. Lifting herself on her elbows, she stopped moving when she noticed him and his companions.

      Ready to get out his magic stick if she so much as looked at them wrong, she smiled.

      He blinked. Not sure what to expect to begin with, that was the farthest on the list.

      “Thank you,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Standing at the edge of the dead trees, lungs burning from her sprint across the now green field, Alazne tried to catch her breath. Even with new life in the field, the dead trees seemed to steal the air, taking longer than usual to get enough oxygen in her lungs.

      Her familiar was on her shoulder, rubbing the back of it as if the movement would help her gain the needed oxygen quicker. It wasn’t helping the burning sensation in her chest, but she did appreciate the soothing motion. Maybe that was the point. Were all familiars this mothering?

      The young witch was smiling at them, then her face scrunched up as she looked over Zenon.

      “Why are you dressed like that?” she said.

      Alazne couldn’t have been more irritated if it punched her in the lungs.

      “Why are you dressed like that?” she choked out between breaths.

      The Hunter Witch looked at her arms. “The Hunters captured me. They made me dress like this.” Her eyes tracked back to Zenon. “But this wizard isn’t one of the prisoners.”

      “I’m not a wizard,” Zenon said. “Wait, you are a prisoner? ‘One of the prisoners?’”

      Alazne’s jaw dropped as she stared at Zenon. How could he not know he was a wizard after what just happened? Then she turned her eyes to the young witch. Since when did the Hunters start taking prisoners? What the hell-all was going on?

      Feeling little feet scurry from her left shoulder to her right, she turned her attention to the familiar.

      “We all want some answers, but can we please get off this world?” Ariad’s voice was strained in a fearful waver.

      The hairs on the back of Alazne’s neck stood up as dark things moved in the dead forest. Shadow Spirits.

      “You made a deal with them, didn’t you?” Her familiar’s accusing tone was directed at the Hunter Witch.

      “I didn’t want to,” the girl said, voice shaking. “My magic doesn’t work here and the Hunters made me do it. And I didn’t want to.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “Move back to the clearing,” Zenon said, standing.

      Holding his hand out to the young woman, Alazne was surprised by a zip of jealousy as he helped the Hunter Witch to her feet.

      Pulling his wand, he slowly walked backwards towards the green field. “Get behind me.”

      As the spirits closed in, Alazne’s blood rushed faster, breathing growing heavy again. Then her feet were on green grass and the dark shadows halted. She looked down at the grass. Oh, life was their weakness!

      Thanking Mother Goddess, she turned and her heart stopped. Three spirits floated over the middle of the green field. They were white instead of black. There was a serenity on their faces that made her breathe easy, finally catching that oxygen rich breath she’d been needing.

      “Light Spirits,” her familiar said.

      Zenon wasn’t letting his guard down as he approached the possible new threat, wand at the ready.

      “State your intentions,” he said, voice firm.

      The middle spirit held up a ghostly hand, moving slightly ahead of its companions.

      “We have come to see the one who has restored life to this world,” a female voice echoed. “You have done what no other has been able.”

      “All I did was defend myself and my companions,” he said.

      “You have done much.” The Light Spirit spread her hands, the others echoing her movements. “What can be done in return?”

      “All we want is safe passage from this world,” Zenon said.

      Alazne stopped herself from protesting. Could these spirits do more for them? Maybe help them find Jessa? Or was Zenon not trusting they could, asking for simple passage from the world to be done with it?

      Leaving this world is most important for now, Ariad’s thoughts were loud and clear. This is a dangerous place, full of treachery and deceit. He is making the right decision.

      This Hunter Witch could be full of lies too, Alazne countered. She did not trust this person.

      Maybe. But we will not find answers on the Dead World. And do I detect a little jealousy?

      The spirit bowed her head, the others following her lead, floating backwards until she was back in line with them. “You may exit.”

      Ignoring the familiar’s last remark, Alazne bowed in turn, taking up her wand. The distance to other worlds was no longer so vast, the Light Spirits possibly bringing the Dead World back to reality.

      “Mother Universe,” she said. “Let us pass.”

      Nothing happened. She felt drained, most life-giving energy already sucked away by the Dead World. But all her reserve energy was sucked from her too. Even the little bit of green grass that lay beneath her feet didn’t help. Alazne didn’t have enough left in her to open even a small-distance portal.

      The Light Spirits circled around her and her companions, their faces intent, looking both wanton and devious. Were they purposefully draining the last of her energy, even after shortening the distance between this world and the rest of the galaxy?

      “You have something we want,” the lead spirit said.

      See? They always want something in return. We cannot ask for their help for anything more. The familiar’s feet moved rapidly over her shoulder.

      What could she possibly have that they wanted? Was it physical? Did they want a part of her soul? What?

      The spirits surrounded her and she held her breath, Ariad squeaking as the squirrel jumped into her pocket. A ghostly finger pointed at the pocket.

      Clasping her hand over it, she said, “You may not have my familiar.”

      The specter shook its head, pointing more emphatically.

      Little squirrel legs poked up out of her pocket, a tiny seed between the paws.

      Alazne grasped the seed between index finger and thumb and placed it in her palm. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

      “A seed,” the two back spirits said at the same time.

      “Yes,” the lead spirit said.

      “You may have the seed,” Alazne said, holding her palm out.

      The Light Spirits leaned in, mouths agape, eyes alight. Glowing ghostly fingers hovered over her hand, the seed floating up.

      The spirits moved over the field, the seed between them as it floated to the ground. As soon as it rested on the grass, the ground opened and swallowed it.

      The ground shook as a beam of light shot from the opening straight into the sky, chasing away the gloomy grey, foggy clouds until blue peaked through. Branches and vines twisted out of the hole, through the light, until a great tree stood proudly in the field, green leaves popping out with new light shining down from the hole in the clouds.

      “Wow,” the Hunter Witch said.

      Hearing Zenon’s gasp, Alazne looked over at him. A thrill zipped through her when their eyes met. She quickly looked back at the tree.

      “More,” one of the spirits said.

      “One for each of them. Then they may pass,” another said.

      Alazne’s heart dropped. Her familiar was right, they would only want more and more.

      “You have enough,” the lead spirit floated back to her. “We only ask what you can give.”

      Goddess, was this spirit able to read her mind?

      Feeling movement in her pocket, she looked down to see Ariad’s little paws sticking out of the top again, three seeds between her fingers like coins.

      They floated into the air, the spirits calling one to each of them.

      A gust of wind flowed over the field, stirring the blades of grass. It circled around Alazne, caressing her hair. Light projected from the lead spirit, hitting her chest until she was infused with an all-encompassing energy. Wow—

      With this energy she would be able to go as far as she pleased, good for a dozen jumps of unlimited distance.

      “You are free to go,” the lead spirit said, all three bowing, caressing their seeds.

      Alazne took up her wand, “Mother Universe—”
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        * * *

      

      Zenon witnessed everything transpiring before him in disbelief.

      No, not disbelief, not anymore—

      Magic was real. It was as real as the air he breathed, the ground beneath his feet, and these spirits that coveted seeds like they were life itself.

      Maybe they were.

      Thank stars the robot ran on seeds. Who knows how they would have gotten off this stars-forsaken planet.

      Waiting until the Hunter Witch entered the portal, he followed after the others, looking back to watch the Light Witches hugging their seeds—

      And jumped back as a beeping, blaring transport vehicle nearly ran him over. Dammit, this woman was going to kill him yet.

      “Sorry,” Alazne said right next to him.

      Pedestrians of all shapes and sizes moved over a busy street in waves, tall buildings rising in all directions, more pedestrians and taller buildings than on Quan.

      “Why would you bring us to such a busy place right now?” Zenon could taste how irritated he was. His mother needed him and they needed answers to what the Hunters were doing, why the fiends had the healer he needed.

      “I need a drink,” she said, taking off across the busy street, towards an establishment with a neon sign reading, ‘Get Your Libation On.”

      “This is not the time for a drink,” he said at her back. Well, come to think of it, he could use one too.

      The Hunter Witch slinked away to his right and he caught her by the collar of her jacket.

      “Wrong way,” he said, directing the young woman towards the bar, in front of him so he could keep an eye on her.

      Entering the bar, his face fell into a frown. Packed out, beings from everywhere imaginable scurried this way and that. There wasn’t a quiet corner to be seen. There were too many eyes and ears here.

      Yet, none of them seemed to notice or care that a supposed couple of Hunters and a witch just walked in. Even Alazne's robot rode on her shoulder. There were no whispers, no one even looking their way.

      Alazne was already at the counter and throwing back a shot of something by the time he waded through, pulling the Hunter Witch along with him.

      Hand on the bar, he did a double-take, blinking as the squirrel tossed back a thimble-sized shot of golden liquid. There must have been some sort of combustion engine in that tiny tech body; a teensy one.

      “Here,” she said, sliding a shot towards him. “And I know what you’re thinking. It’s just a quick drink.” Her head tilted backwards as she gulped down another.

      Picking up the offered glass, he sniffed at the sweet nectar of alcohol before washing it down his throat. Burning all the way down, he inhaled deeply as the effects were immediate.

      Alazne picked up another and he grabbed it from her hand, throwing it down his own gullet. Two was quite enough for each of them.

      Taking the hint, she said, “Time to go, then.”

      “Can I have one?” the teenage witch piped up.

      “No,” all three chimed at the same time.

      Movement to their right caught his attention.

      “Your Highness!” A round man in flowing blue clothing waved his arm.

      Covering his face, Zenon headed for the door. Eyebrows knitting when he noticed Alazne doing the same, he followed after her as she passed him. Weird—

      Thankfully she said nothing of it when they made it out the exit without further calling from the patron.

      “Must have been a drink they were ordering,” he said.

      “Must have been,” she agreed.

      Zenon found an abandoned alley and they left the busy planet behind.

      Walking down the motley, swirling portal corridor, he popped out the other side, back to the tropical world Alazne seemed to love so much. Said witch was already eating a juicy, peachy fruit as he stepped out, her robot squirrel gathering seeds at her feet.

      So, the robot ran on seeds and alcohol. Who knew? As weird as that thing was, having a seed stash was something he could get behind.

      “So, what do the Hunters need a Portal Finder for?” Alazne said between bites, eyeing the younger witch.

      “What do they need a healer for?” Zenon was more interested in learning.

      The teenage witch’s eyes darted between the two of them, then she broke, a stream of tears pouring down her face as she sobbed.

      Zenon blew out his breath, spotting one of the fruits Alazne was enjoying hanging from the branches behind her. Plucking the juicy orb, he offered it to the Hunter Witch, who took it between sniffling sobs.

      “You’re safe now,” he said. Perhaps it was best to reassure the girl first. “We’re all safe, so everything is going to be fine.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Alazne said.

      Shooting her a disbelieving look, he turned back to the girl. “It will be. Let’s start with your name.”

      Sobs subsiding, the young woman’s eyes darted towards Alazne. “She’s right. Things aren’t good.” Rubbing her nose on her sleeve, she looked at the fruit. “And my name’s Keia.”

      “Keia. I like that name!” the squirrel’s voice drifted up from the ground. Great, so the young witch had a fan, apparently.

      Keia smiled, shoulders hunching slightly as she started to relax. Huh, score for the perceptive robot.

      As the girl settled on the ground next to the squirrel, Zenon leaned on his shoulder against the fruit tree, crossing his arms.

      “Good thing your robot runs on seeds,” he said, watching as Keia gave a seed to the squirrel.

      “Yea, no kidding. I had no idea those seeds were in my pocket—” Alazne’s voice trailed off and he glanced up, making eye contact with a face that was strained with barely contained laughter. “You think Ariad’s a robot?”

      Then she did laugh, so hard tears welled up in those bright eyes.

      Her beauty was mesmerizing, but his thoughts were distracted at that name. “You named it Ariad? That’s my mother’s name.”

      Effectively pouring cold water on the situation, the laughter stopped immediately.

      “We will get a healer to your mother, Zenon. I promise.” Alazne’s voice was soft.

      “The Hunters captured a healer,” Keia said. “Her name’s Jessa.”

      Spurred into a flurry of movement, Alazne knelt in front of Keia, grabbing the girl’s hands. “You know Jessa? Is she alive? What do they want with her? Where is she?”

      Zenon felt his spirit lift. Capturing Keia was fairly easy, aside from the Soul Suckers she summoned against them. How hard could it be to steal a healer from the Hunters?

      “She is alive,” Keia said. “But it will be impossible to free her. They have her locked away on Hellumon.”

      Zenon’s heart dropped to his feet along with his stomach. Hellumon was covered in constantly erupting volcanoes, the lava flows so vast and hot that no one could traverse the planet surface without heat-shielding armored suits.

      Home to a mining colony, so many beings died there it was considered one of the most dangerous places to work, much less live. Even breathing on that world was a challenge.

      He had another idea on where to find a healer, but it was the last resort—
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      “The Hunters are capturing us now, instead of killing us. I mean, I think they’re still killing us, but they experiment on us to see what our powers are.” Keia’s voice wavered and the squirrel extended a paw to her knee, patting it.

      Zenon’s brow drew downwards. Why was that familiar?

      “They’re using our abilities to catch other witches,” Alazne said, thoughtful concern, now sitting cross-legged in front of the younger witch.

      “I didn’t want to,” Keia said at the ground, forlorn. “But I knew everything that was happening.” She looked up. “I couldn’t stop myself.”

      Zenon held up the crushed tech he pulled from her neck. “They’re using mind control devices.”

      “So, they sent a Portal Finder to try to catch me.” Alazne looked deep in thought.

      Rubbing his chin, Zenon studied Alazne’s face. Things were still not adding up. “How did they even know to send a Portal Finder after a Portal Wielder?”

      “Jessa was tortured until she revealed she knew a Portal Wielder,” Keia’s eyes were focused on the ground again, as if she were in some faraway place.

      With Alazne’s startled gasp, Keia continued. “I don’t know what happens to a witch whose powers they don’t need, but I guess they thought my power was too good to throw away. There were three others captured with me, but I never saw them again. I just sat in my cell until the Hunters finally said they found a use for me.”

      A bee buzzed his head and Zenon brushed it away.

      “Were you on Hellumon?” he said.

      Her brief nod made his heart ache. “There’s no way in or out without them knowing.”

      “Where is Hellumon?” Alazne asked. “I don’t recognize that name.”

      Zenon’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “You’ve taken me to worlds I’ve never even heard of and you don’t know of Helluman?”

      “It’s in the Far Expanse,” Keia said.

      “I’ve never been to the Far Expanse,” Alazne said. “I can’t open a portal that far.”

      Eyebrows still raised, Zenon was now more interested than surprised. “Distance matters?”

      “Yes, the farther away the more power needed.” Keia scratched her arm absently. “She could probably do it, but it would kill her.”

      “Okay, thanks for the history lesson on planets I haven’t heard of and my powers. We need to go there, right?”

      “But you can’t,” Keia said.

      “Whatever those Light Spirits did, I can go as far as I want.”

      “But only for a few jumps,” the robot piped up. “The power won’t last indefinitely.”

      “We only need to get there once,” Alazne said.

      “Why are they taking them to Helluman?” Zenon asked, afraid to know the answer.

      “Because the miners allow it,” Keia said.

      His stomach knotted. How could one of his worlds sanction torture and imprisonment?

      “So, what’s your story? Why are you dressed like that?” Keia’s eyes traveled up and down his body.

      “He thought a healer would come to him if he wore that disguise.” The mirth behind Alazne’s eyes made his lip twitch.

      “You thought Hunters were looking for healers?” Keia said in astonishment.

      “I was told that, yes,” he said, crossing his arms again.

      “So, they are looking for witches, but they do look for healers too, don’t they?” The tiny voice of the squirrel rose up from where it was now sitting on Alazne’s shoulder.

      Zenon never thought he’d find himself agreeing with some animate robot tech, especially for the third time. Nodding his head, he motioned towards the squirrel. “Even the robot knows what I’m talking about.”

      Keia started laughing, Alazne joining in.

      “He thinks your familiar is a robot?” He could feel the scowl on his face as Keia giggled.

      “He does! And why would a Hunter ‘hunt’ a healer? A healer would willingly help those in need. She wouldn’t have to be hunted.” Alazne giggled along with the other.

      “Think about it,” the younger witch said. “You think Healers are running away so much? True Healers don’t run away.”

      “Try to shake his hand,” Alazne said next. “See what happens.”

      If Zenon crossed his arms any tighter, his muscles would pop out of his skin. “So why are healers so hard to find?”

      All laughter stopped as the two witches seemed to sober up. He was pretty good at that.

      “They are hard to find because many do end up getting killed by the Hunters. Many witches are also Healers.” Alazne’s voice was soft as she looked him in the eyes. Glancing at the ground, she added. “What I don’t understand is what they want with Jessa. I know you said they’re catching witches for their abilities now, but Jessa is just a healer. If she’s still alive—”

      “She’s still alive,” Keia said a second time. “Their goal is the royal family of Adamar. Apparently, she knows someone.”

      Alazne choked.

      “Alazne, are you okay?” Zenon patted her back when she didn’t seem able to catch her breath.

      “Your name is Alazne? Alazne of Adamar? Jessa said she knew the Portal Wielder; she didn’t say it was Alazne. Oh no, they’re so close. I’m so sorry!” Keia broke into tears again.

      Zenon’s gaze swung between Alazne and Keia and back to Alazne. He was definitely missing something here.

      “It’s okay,” Alazne grasped the young witch’s hand. “It didn’t work. I’m still free and now you’re free.”

      “It’s only a matter of time,” the young witch sniffled. “No one has given away the location of the royal world, but they’re still searching for a witch that will.”

      Alazne looked up at Zenon. “We have to rescue them.”

      Zenon’s eyes widened. “From Hellumon? That’s impossible. It would take years of negotiation with those people to accomplish it. And we can’t just sneak in there.”

      “This is important, Zenon.” The portal wielding witch got to her feet, looking as if she might open one right then and take off.

      “Yes, I agree, but my mother doesn’t have time. I need a healer right now.” His right hand chopped the palm of his left. “I’ll go to Earth and get a doctor if I have to. I hear they’re a dime a dozen that world.”

      He thought he was good at pouring ice over fire, but the mention of Earth rendered everyone speechless. Even the forest grew quiet. The robot gasped.

      “You can’t go to Earth,” Alazne said.

      “That solar system is forbidden,” Keia said at the same time.

      “Your mother is going to be okay,” the squirrel said.

      Ire like he hadn’t felt in a very long time rose to the surface. “How would you know, robot?”

      He gestured at Alazne. “And if Earth is so forbidden, why do you have that ridiculous hand-shake greeting like they do?”

      “There are more healers on Adamar,” the young witch said. She looked at Alazne. “You could take him there. Then maybe get reinforcements to help free the witches.”

      Great suggestion. And he wouldn’t have to resort to the last-ditch effort of going to Earth. Why didn’t Alazne just take him to Adamar sooner?

      “I cannot go back to Adamar.” As Alazne’s voice wavered, her stance drooping, Zenon could almost feel deep emotional pain emanating from her.

      “I don’t know what happened with your family, but—” Keia started.

      “You know I can’t go back.” The older witch snapped and even Zenon rocked back at the tone of her voice.
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        * * *

      

      Alazne’s shoulders felt heavy, like the weight of the sky was dragging down her entire body.

      “I was very young, but it was all very public. I remember my mom wondering what happened.” Keia studied her with a gimlet eye.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Alazne said. She’d put it all behind her.

      A breeze rustled the ferns and leaves in the trees.

      “Everyone still loves you,” the young witch said. “Your family will forgive you. The people want you to come back. Your family even asked for anyone that knew your whereabouts to please tell them.”

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it.” Alazne’s voice was sharp, even to her ears. And she doubted her family cared enough to ask for her whereabouts. What was done was done.

      What happened between her family was mute anyway. Talking about them brought up painful memories that she’d spent a great deal of her days shoving to the back of her mind.

      Even so, there was no way she would lead a pack of Hunters to her former world. She still didn’t exactly trust this girl.

      And even if Keia was telling the truth about not wanting to work for the Hunters, Alazne wouldn’t put any other witch in danger. She couldn’t go to Adamar for a healer that Zenon would take away. What if that healer got caught like Jessa did? What if that healer had a weaker mind and the Hunters broke her, getting the location of Adamar and accomplishing their goal?

      It’d be devastating. Never mind that she was a wayward child. She would not risk her family like that.

      “Alazne,” Zenon’s voice cut into her thoughts. “If there are more healers on Adamar, we must go.”

      “No,” she said. “We will get Jessa.”

      “We cannot get Jessa off that stars-forsaken planet,” Zenon growled. “It is a deadly place, covered in fire and lava. Even the residents have short life-spans. There is a volcano constantly erupting on every exposed piece of land.”

      “There has to be a way,” Alazne said.

      “There’s not!” Zenon’s hand chopped the air. “Forget it. I’ll just take my ship and go to Earth.”

      Keia’s hand flew over her mouth, stifling a squeak.

      “You have a ship?” Alazne said, eyes widening.

      “Not all of us can just waltz across space-bridges at will.” He paced the ground, agitated. “It’s back on Spice, so if you’ll just open a portal to that market where I first saw you, I’ll be on my way.”

      Alazne’s heart felt as if it were ripped from her chest. They couldn’t part like this. She understood he needed a healer desperately, but freeing those witches was paramount to the safety of Adamar. These damnable feelings for him weren’t helping either.

      Zenon’s wand suddenly flew from his jacket, moving against his chest vertically, repeatedly tapping him. “What the hell, Stick?”

      “I think it’s comforting you,” Keia said. “It’s a wand hug.”

      “I don’t need a hug, I need a healer.” Pushing it away, the wand was not deterred. It simply moved to his back, patting him on the shoulder.

      “Stars-forsaken weird possessed branches,” Zenon muttered, pacing the ground again. His wand followed his paces, turning when he did.

      Talk him into staying, Alazne’s familiar said.

      How? He really does need a healer. I don’t want him to go, but maybe it’s for the best.

      It’s not for the best, Alazne. Talk to him.

      What could she possibly say to make him stay now?

      “Going to Earth isn’t going to get you a healer any faster,” she said. “You’ll have to sneak in. You don’t think they’ll detect your ship with all those satellites?”

      “At least I’ll be moving closer to the goal. Staying with you has been one delay after the other,” Zenon said.

      Saying nothing of the Earthlings detecting his ship, he had to know how unrealistic it was to go blaring in there, but whatever. Talking about time and satellites was definitely not the right thing to say.

      “Two days,” she blurted. “Give me two more days. I’ll get you a healer.”

      Zenon stopped pacing and turned a glare on her that could melt iron. “Going to Hellumon isn’t less risky than going to Earth.”

      Alazne watched as his wand tapped his chest again.

      “Dammit, Stick. Go back to the woods where you came from.” Pointing at the trees, the wand did as he told, slowly floating into the woods like a sad puppy.

      Shaking her head from the distraction of the wand, Alazne wondered if Zenon was right, if it was more risky going to Hellumon than Earth, but she had to try. For Jessa. For the witches imprisoned there. For Adamar.

      Keia got to her feet, a look of fearless determination crossing her features. “I can go.”

      Both Alazne and Zenon looked at her.

      “I can act like the Hunters are still controlling me. I can go.” Wringing her hands together, she added, “And you can go with me.”

      “Okay,” Zenon’s voice was condescending. “And how are we going to do that? We can’t take my ship to that world.”

      That got Alazne’s attention. Why couldn’t they? She couldn’t exactly just open a portal there. It would give Keia away, her presence without a ship meaning she must have found the Portal Wielder.

      “We’ll take my ship,” Keia said, a slight smile tugging her lips.

      If she wasn’t speechless herself, Alazne might have remarked at how Zenon was now speechless.

      “As you said,” her smile grew wider. “Not all of us can waltz across space bridges at will.”

      I like this Keia, Ariad’s happy voice filled her mind.

      Focus turning to Zenon, Alazne pleaded. “Please, Zenon, we must try. If one of them gives away the location of Adamar, an entire population will be at stake.”

      She left the unsaid ‘not just your mother’ hang in the air.

      Zenon coughed in his hand before crossing his arms, looking down at each of them in turn. She even saw his eyes dart to her familiar.

      “Two days,” he said. “But we do this my way.”

      Zenon’s wand zipped out from the trees, hovering next to him as if in agreement. If it had arms, Alazne imagined they’d be crossed too.
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      If by ‘his way’ he meant ‘Keia’s way,’ mission accomplished. But Alazne did give Zenon credit for one major detail. Now they just had to figure out how to make that detail happen.

      The four of them stared at Zenon’s outstretched hand, a tiny glittery crumpled piece of metal presented there.

      “So, they controlled your mind with this?” Alazne asked, squinting at the metal.

      “Yes,” Keia said. “It transmits commands through the electrical impulses of the brain.”

      “And to convince the Hunters she is still in their control, we need to replicate it, at least the look of it,” Zenon added.

      Alazne glanced up at him, pursing her lips. “And you know a guy.”

      “Yup,” he said, no other explanation given. “He’s on Lern’s World.” Looking to Keia. “Your ship is on Quan?”

      She nodded her head and he continued. “Lern’s World is close, so we’ll make the detour from there.”

      “And we can’t take your ship because—” Alazne wasn’t that comfortable flying in Keia’s ship.

      “Because we can’t.”

      That didn’t sit well with her, but he seemed to be adamant.

      A colorful buzzing bee zipped between them, landing on a pink flower, likely the source of a sweet smell in the air.

      “When we find one, I need to use a communication array,” Zenon added, nonchalant.

      Looking at Zenon’s still outstretched hand with the crushed tech, something else came to mind. “What if they actually try to transmit commands?”

      He closed his fist. “Then we’re in trouble.”

      Keia tapped the paper she’d been drawing on. “That’s why I made a map. I’ll act like I’m reporting in and you can follow the map to the holding cells. You’ll only have a few minutes.”

      Mother Universe, no pressure or anything. Stars, could they pull this off?

      “This map is pretty rough,” Keia said, thoughtful as she studied her map. “I’ll draft up a better one. Oh, and I’ll get you some Mining Corps jackets so you can blend in a little better.”

      Alazne threw her a long-suffering look, pointing at Zenon. “This disguise isn’t good enough?”

      Keia’s eyes flicked in his direction as she added something to the map. “They’ll know he’s not one of them.”

      “They knew in the armory,” Zenon murmured, palm close to his face as he studied the tech.

      The Hunters would probably also know they weren’t miners, but Alazne kept it to herself. Her main concern—

      “If we end up outdoors?” Alazne asked.

      “The heat of the planet will fry us,” Zenon said.

      Going to Earth wasn’t looking like a bad option after all. And she wasn’t fully convinced Keia was trustworthy. Sure, the girl gave them a lot of info, but Alazne hadn’t survived this long by being naïve. And this plan wasn’t exactly seamless.

      She leaned into Zenon, the touch making him jump slightly. “May I speak to you a moment?” Avoiding his eyes, she added, “Privately.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Sure.”

      Zenon’s wand in the follow, they walked to the edge of the woods. Keia didn’t seem to notice as she drew a circle around something on the map.

      Zenon bent his head down as Alazne faced the woods, leaning towards him. When Ariad copied her movement, he moved back a little, but his wand got closer.

      “We are going to be with her on her ship,” Alazne glanced at the strange wand, voice low.

      “We need it to infiltrate the lava world,” he said. “The Hunters will be suspicious if she just shows up.”

      “Right,” she agreed. “But can we trust her? What if it’s a ploy to trap us?”

      “You’re very suspicious of everybody.” Giving her a sidelong glance, he brushed a beetle from his shoulder.

      “I have to be,” she said. “And you aren’t suspicious enough.”

      Zenon watched the young Hunter Witch a moment. “I don’t think she thinks that way. Besides, you were just comforting her.”

      It took a second, but Alazne realized he meant Keia likely wasn’t setting a trap. He was probably right; the young woman wasn’t wired like that.

      “I believe her tears were genuine,” she said, truly believing they were, but there was something.

      “See? It’s fine.”

      She couldn’t shake a nagging feeling. Hopefully it was unfounded, but—

      “Are you sure there are no other devices controlling her?”

      Studying the tips of his fingers, Zenon stilled, lips pursed.

      “I can’t guarantee it,” he said after a long pause. “But if they were still controlling her somehow, I don’t think she’d be so free with her thoughts. She wouldn’t be able to be.”

      Crossing her arms, she took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Ariad rubbed her shoulder and she felt a slight weight. That was a little heavy for a squirrel. Glancing at her familiar, she saw that it was Zenon’s hand. Warmth spread from where he touched her.

      “It’ll be okay. I have a lot more questions and if she’s being controlled, we’ll know,” he said, voice soft.

      “How?”

      “Because she won’t be able to answer them.”

      Not entirely satisfied, Alazne followed him back to the opening where Keia now had the map laid out, rocks holding it in place on the ground.

      Zenon leaned against a tree, arms crossed again, breeze ruffling his dark hair.

      “How many witches are being held hostage?” he asked.

      “There are five of us,” Keia said. “Now that I’m free, we need to rescue four.”

      “What are their abilities?”

      “Xia can conjure fire.”

      “That won’t be very useful on that planet.” Zenon blew out a breath. “There’s fire everywhere.”

      “Joan can manipulate water, but she can’t create it,” Keia continued.

      “As in she can’t conjure any up, but if it’s there then she can make it do whatever she wants?”

      “Yes,” the young witch said.

      “Can she expand it too?”

      “Yes. She can turn a drop into a tidal wave.”

      “I’ll bring the water.”

      “Will you excuse us for a second,” Alazne cut in, skin crawling with an itch called Zenon that she couldn’t scratch.

      Walking to the edge of the trees again, she crossed her arms. “Can you not make fun of magic for like two seconds?”

      “I’m serious, Alazne.” Calling over to Keia, he said, “Do you have a jar on your ship?”

      “Yes,” the young witch’s voice carried back.

      Head tilted back towards Alazne, he said, “I’m bringing water. That will be very useful.”

      Making to head back to the clearing, he stopped. “And I can say without doubt she’s not being controlled. She’s just too damn energetic. I’ve been watching for the signs. Mind control makes someone seem like a drone. She’s definitely not.”

      Flooding relief washed over her, because the thought of being in that girl’s ship, unable to defend themselves from a horde of Hunters—

      “Besides, we have the Portal Wielder.” His flashing grin disarmed her further.

      Right. Easy. It was the unforeseen dangers she was worried about.

      When Zenon brushed at some gnats that suddenly found him interesting, his wand joined in. “Thanks, Stick,” he muttered, returning to the clearing and Keia’s map.

      Okay, good. So, she was worried over nothing. She really liked Keia and she wanted to trust her.

      Your caution is a good trait to have, Ariad spoke, having been quiet through the planning process. It will serve your future family well.

      Her future family? The last thing she would ever have. No way was she marrying some jerk-off her parents dredged up. A spike of negative energy zipped up her spine and curled her lip.

      Shaking herself, she stomped all the old feelings down, burying them deep where they belonged. If her familiar noticed, Ariad didn’t comment.

      Hugging her arms around her body, she gathered herself before rejoining the preparation efforts.

      “We don’t know what her power is,” Keia was saying as she returned to the discussion. “We don’t even know her name. I’ve only seen her once. Her eyes are pure white. All I know is that she’s still there, which means they want to use her for something.”

      “What’s that?” Alazne said, curious.

      “One of the witches. No one knows why the Hunters are keeping her,” Zenon said. “We’ll have to be extra careful. Until we can remove the mind-control devices, we’ll have to be careful around all of them.”

      Bugs crawled all over the map and a bee buzzed by Zenon’s head again.

      “Can we have just ten minutes where there aren’t things crawling all over the place?” Zenon swatted the air.

      Everything flew and crawled away, the map clear of bugs, the air no longer abuzz with flying insects. Astonishment making her head light, Alazne’s eyes widened.

      Goddess, he could command life, even create it. What she witnessed on the Dead World made sense now. He created life there. And Zenon’s wand came from this world, from Elder.

      Watching said wand hover next to him as he studied the now-free-from-bugs map, free from the bugs simply because he asked, she nearly cheered.

      Zenon was a Nature Wizard! And he didn’t even know what he just did.

      “Okay, I think we got this.” Folding the map, Zenon stood up, pausing when he looked their way, his wand standing still with him. “What?”

      Sharing a glance with Keia, Alazne almost giggled. Keia did.

      Zenon looked at his floating wand. “Witches are weird.”
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      Envy ate at Alazne as she admired Keia’s ship. Sleek design, wings swept back, green sheen, it was small but could easily fit the three of them.

      Four, counting me, her familiar said.

      “Welcome aboard,” Keia said, climbing a small ramp that led to a side-door entrance.

      Zenon followed her, carrying a jar of water, true to his word. Why was he so confident about the water? Did he finally believe in magic?

      Once inside, they crammed into the only room onboard, the cockpit. Zenon let out a loud “Ow” as his head hit the bulkhead with Alazne’s “Ow” following suit as he stepped on her foot. There were only three seats, in a straight line in front of the control panel.

      On second thought, maybe the spacecraft couldn’t ‘easily’ fit the four of them.

      “This ship won’t hold anyone else,” Zenon said, head swiveling to take in the confines of the small space.

      Alazne’s next thought exactly. Rescuing four witches in this thing was impossible.

      “Oh good,” Alazne said. “Does that mean we can take your ship?”

      Assuming Zenon had a ship larger than this one.

      “Joan has a ship,” Keia piped up, cheerful as ever. “There’s plenty of room for the others.”

      That meant they’d have to free a starship too. Eyebrows furrowing, she looked at Zenon. Wasn’t this becoming too complicated for just the three of them?

      A net hung from the ceiling and Zenon secured his jar with other items hanging there.

      “And we have the Portal Wielder,” he said, flashing her a grin.

      Alazne bit her lip. Thanks to the Light Spirits, she had the energy to cover large distances. Problem was the amount of people. Could she keep a portal open long enough for everyone to make it through?

      Watching the jar swing above their heads, she really wished they’d just take Zenon’s ship.

      Alazne tripped over a cable on the floor, falling into the middle seat. Zenon’s hand gripped her thigh as he tripped over the same cable, dropping into the seat on the other side of her, to her left. A thrill traversed her spine and she couldn’t help the smile as his face became beet red.

      “Sorry,” he murmured, lifting his hand as if her thigh were a hotplate.

      “You can keep it there.” Alazne’s cheeks burned at the bold statement. Where did that come from? And she didn’t know his face could be even redder than before.

      She really wouldn’t mind if he kept his hand on her thigh, maybe those fingers would massage upwards, searching until they found—

      Shaking herself, Alazne sat up board straight in her chair, stifling the intense tingling between her legs. Movement to her right, Keia plopping down next to her, helped throw cold water on the situation. Movement in her pocket as Ariad scurried out to climb to her shoulder also helped.

      “This was my mother’s ship,” Keia said conversationally. “She left it to me when she died.”

      A pang erupted in her chest, partly because this young woman had endured so much, partly because she felt guilty for still not trusting her fully. Alazne wanted to trust her, wanted to adopt her as family even, but she wouldn’t be comfortable until they had Jessa safely in their arms.

      “Hummingbird requesting permission for departure from Bay Door 7,” Keia spoke to the air.

      “Granted. Safe flight, Hummingbird,” an electronic male voice sounded back.

      “Hummingbird,” Ariad squeaked cheerfully. “Love your name and your ship’s name.

      The young witch smiled a thank you. Keia’s biggest fan, her familiar seemed to be trusting.

      “You said you needed a communication array?” Keia looked to Zenon. When he nodded his head, she said. “You can use my comms.”

      “There is a long-range array on Lern’s World. I will wait,” Zenon said.

      Shrugging, their pilot punched buttons and pulled levers on the console and Alazne knew the moment they were off the ground. The viewscreen in front of them sprang to life and her supposition was confirmed as the confines of the hanger bay came into view. She could clearly see a large “7” painted on an even larger bay door as they floated towards it.

      It was hard not to think about how young Keia was, though it wasn’t that unusual for a teenager to know how to fly a small starship, especially since children flew around domiciles on hovercraft. They were pretty well conditioned to be pilots from an early age, as most people owned a small transport craft to get from point A to point B in their everyday lives.

      That stream of jealousy wound its way through her again. Because of who she was, she was never allowed a hovercraft and subsequently never learned to fly a transport, much less a starship.

      But Keia can’t simply open a portal into a hanger on Quan, Ariad said.

      True. Flashing a tight smile as the young witch reached over to tap a button in front of her, Alazne wished they could have just space-bridged to this friend of Zenon’s.  She couldn’t open a portal while in spaceflight and still wasn’t sure if they were sealing their fate by trapping themselves on this ship, cute name and all.
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      Zenon couldn’t shake his thoughts of Alazne’s soft thigh, fingers itching to explore her body further. Damn, she was beautiful. Resorting to thoughts of his sick mother to stave off the impending erection, her bold statement didn’t help. So, the attraction was mutual, but there was no way he could act on it. Well, he could, but he didn’t want to hurt her. A relationship with this woman was impossible.

      Glad the short trip was mostly in silence, he couldn’t get off the ship fast enough when they landed on Lern’s World, mindful of any obstacles and where he put his hands.

      Inhaling the dry air as he stepped down the Hummingbird’s ramp, Zenon never thought he’d be so happy to disembark on an otherwise abandoned desert planet.

      Approaching the lone, round adobe domicile, an old man with stark white hair peeked out of a hole in the door, hands on either side of his eyes to block the sun.

      “Lern’s World, huh?” Alazne’s voice was accompanied by the squeaking crunch of sand beneath her feet. The smirk on her face was no doubt a result of her observation of the lack of residents. “I take it that’s Lern?”

      The man stepped out, arms wide, faded and tattered blue clothing swinging in the breeze, big smile plastered on his wizened face.

      “Zenon! Been a long time!” His booming voice echoed off the surrounding valley walls.

      Grinning, he winked at Alazne before bumping forearms with the old man, who then pulled him into a crushing embrace. “Hello, Lern. It has been a long time.”

      The old man squinted up at him. “Did you change your eyes?”

      Zenon had no idea what to say to that and Lern’s hand waved through the air. “No matter. So, what brings you to my world? I know it is not this beautiful woman.”

      The hermit bowed to Alazne, who stiffened.

      Keia ambled down the ramp of her craft and the gleam in the old desert dweller’s eyes followed by a toothy grin was positively lewd. “Two of them! You dog, you.”

      Now Zenon stiffened, face taking on that tell-tale warmth and he knew he was turning red again. If the old man’s smile got any wider, his face would split.

      “I need to talk to you about a piece of tech I found.” Zenon appealed to Lern’s bottomless curiosity. “Alone.”

      Add a little intrigue and the desert dweller would forget about the women. Maybe. That was probably too much to ask for a man living alone.

      Judging by Alazne’s glare, she wasn’t happy about that ‘alone’ part, but he’d make it up to her later. Sending her his best apologetic look, he followed the old codger, who was pulling him into the domicile, clearly falling for the mystery.

      Loud and energetic, Lern stepped behind a dusty table full of tools and gadgets, turning to face Zenon with that gleam in his eye, resting his hands on the table before leaning forward. “Let me see your tech.”

      Zenon already had it in the ready, offering his outstretched hand with the tiny piece for the hermit to inspect. Lern plucked it from his palm, holding it closer to the eyepiece he was now wearing, saying nothing of the crushed state of the tech.

      “This was outlawed by your mother,” the old man exclaimed way too loudly.

      Glad the two witches weren’t in the domicile, Zenon looked through the hole in the door to make sure they weren’t standing close enough to hear anything. “Keep it down.”

      The eyepiece fell to Lern’s chest, hanging from a chord, his eyes narrowing on Zenon. “You know what this is for?”

      “Can you replicate it?”

      “Well, yea.” Shrugging, the hermit’s guard went down. “Of course, I can. But that’s not the question, is it?”

      “Yes, I know what it’s for.” Zenon blew out his breath. “They’re using it on Hellumon.”

      “Hellumon,” Lern said with a grimace. “Too hot for me there.”

      Zenon resisted the urge for a sarcastic comment. Lern’s World was scorching and the hermit was remarking on Hellumon being hot? Well, Lern would know; the old man was from there.

      “I don’t need a functional one,” Zenon persisted. “Just need it to look functional.”

      “What are you up to, lad?” That cautious guard went up again and Zenon wasn’t sure he’d get what they came here for.

      “Helping those two ladies out there,” he said.

      Lern’s gigantic mischievous smile returned as his caution was thrown to the wind. “And they are beautiful!”

      “Shh, you’re too loud.”

      “You know what they say about witches?” Lern’s voice was lower, elbowing him conspiratorially.

      Zenon’s mouth dropped open. He had no idea how the old man knew they were witches and even less about ‘what they say about witches.’ Hell, he didn’t even know witches existed until recent events.

      “You playboy, you.” Lern wouldn’t shut up. “Like your uncle, eh?”

      Zenon’s mouth soured. He was nothing like his uncle. Sure, the thought of playing with Alazne made his pants tight, but he wanted more than that. Because of who he was, he wasn’t going to get it.

      Lern held the broken tech above his head, inspecting it in the light.

      “Sure, I will replicate it for you,” the old man said. “A day and it will look the part. Three days and I can make it functional.”

      Beckoning Zenon with a curled finger, he leaned forward and Lern leaned even closer with a whisper. “Just don’t tell your mother. I will deny, deny, deny.”

      Zenon stood away from him. “I just need it to look functional. One day is fine.”

      “Very well, then,” Lern said cheerfully, standing up straight. “Enjoy that tiny ship— Where is your ship, anyway?”

      Zenon opened his mouth to answer and the old man’s hand waved in the air, head shaking.

      “Of course,” Lern said. “Tiny ship makes for closer quarters to enjoy those ladies.”

      Zenon decided to just go with it. “Yes. And enjoy them I will.”

      Laughing, Lern said, “I live vicariously through you.”

      Whatever kept the old hermit motivated to complete the task. Zenon and ‘his ladies’ would be out of there soon enough and he could focus on the next obstacle.

      “I need to use your communication array,” he said, motioning towards the tall satellite dish sitting outside.

      “What’s mine is yours,” Lern said with a smile.
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      Call completed, traversing the scolding sand to the Hummingbird, Zenon’s thoughts were on Alazne. There weren’t many women that made him want to throw inhibition to the wind, but if any woman could, it’d be her.

      Tinkering and voices echoed from beneath the ship and he ducked under to find Keia and Alazne’s robot familiar playing some sort of game in the sand, the ship providing ample shade.

      “Hello Zenon,” the squirrel squeaked. “Alazne is topside if you’re looking for her.”

      Why did it always sound like the robot knew what he was doing?

      Bounding to the top of the ramp, he saw that Alazne had the pilot’s seat swiveled around, feet on the bulkhead at the back of the cockpit. Having no other room to retreat, as the cockpit was all there was, he leaned with his left shoulder against the same bulkhead, crossing his arms.

      Alazne twirled her wand between her fingers. “Did you get your ‘alone time’ with Lern of Lern’s World?”

      The emphasis on the words ‘alone time’ did not escape him.

      “Stars, you’re just as lewd as he is.” He gave a lopsided grin.

      Barking a laugh, Alazne’s feet hit the deck with a clang as she slapped her knees, sitting up straight in the chair. “Interesting choice in living arrangements.”

      “Lern’s an eccentric old man. He thinks this is paradise compared to where he used to live.”

      Her eyebrows went up. “Which is?”

      “Hellumon.”

      “Oh.”

      He scooted between the back of her seat and the console, plopping down in the middle chair. “Yea.”

      Leaning back, he rested his chin on his fist, resisting the urge to put his feet up on the control panel. There looked to be a lot of important levers and buttons; not boot friendly.

      Still facing the bulkhead behind him, Alazne leaned back too, resting her chin on steepled fingers. Shoulders touching, Zenon resisted the urge to lean into that warmth.

      “Says it’ll be a day to replicate the tech,” he murmured.

      “A day?” she said, flashing him a lopsided grin. “Then it’ll be three days until I can get you a healer.”

      Two days. Three days. It didn’t matter at this point. He merely grunted an acknowledgment.

      “The jar remains intact,” Alazne said absently, staring at the ceiling. “And we’re flying right into the mouth of the beast. The Hummingbird against a dragon.” She spread her hands to indicate the confines of the tiny ship.

      Resisting the urge to— Damn, he was having a lot of urges to resist since coming aboard the ship. He bit down the sarcastic comment on the tip of his tongue. Though he understood the importance of this mission, going to Earth would have been easier. And he was only here because she begged him.

      “Rescuing those witches is important for the safety of Adamar,” Alazne murmured. “If we can’t get it done, I’ll bridge us out of there.”

      “We’ll get it done,” he said, determined. “My mother’s life depends on that healer.”

      But it was more than that. He may have only been here because she begged him, but he wanted to help her just as much as he needed to help his mother.

      “But if we can’t.” Alazne’s tone was insistent. “I’ll get you out and you can continue your search.”

      Zenon knew his mother was out of time. He couldn’t try Earth now if he wanted to; it was rescue Jessa or nothing. Appreciating the sentiment, however, he presented a cautious smile.

      The moment of silence that stretched did nothing to quell his desire and imagination of having this woman in his arms, especially with as close as they were. It just seemed to be getting warmer and warmer. That could have been just the warm desert breeze blowing in from the open airlock, but there was no going back now.

      “Do you know how we get our powers?” she said.

      For a second, Zenon understood how a little intrigue could distract Lern from thinking about the ladies. Then the weight of her head was on his shoulder, soft hair tickling his neck—

      “Every witch has a different power,” she continued, oblivious to what she was doing to him. Or maybe she wasn’t. Maybe she was using her power to cast a spell. Whatever she was doing, it was working. He’d believe anything she told him right now.

      “—based on desire and environment,” her voice was saying. He blinked. Did he miss something? Another urge to resist hit him like a hammer, the urge to bury his nose in her hair and inhale that sweet scent.

      “Like I have the power to wield portals, but I don’t have the power to heal.” Alazne’s head swiveled up with a grin and he had to lean his back to keep from bumping noses. “Despite popular belief, not all witches are healers.”

      He chuckled at that, then paused. Did she just move closer?

      “Each witch from Adamar has her own kind of power,” she said, and he definitely didn’t imagine her eyes darting to his lips, breath sweet as the fruit she liked to eat. “The powers are sometimes derived from the environment they grow up in at home or even the climate around them.”

      Lips almost close enough to touch, he whispered, “How did you get your powers?”

      She leaned back slightly, and he blinked. What did he say?

      “I, um, always had a deep desire for adventure and travel, so when my power developed, it took me to other worlds.”

      There was more to it than that. Had to be. Why else would she pull away? Not to mention suddenly looking cagey.

      Then like the snap of a finger, she was back to that easy-going, knowing smile. “You’re not going to refute any of that?”

      “No, I’ve seen enough to think that maybe there’s something.” And he meant it. “That maybe you really are using magic to make holes through time and space. But this—” Feeling the need to break any residual tension, he rummaged through his jacket, producing his stick, “—is definitely just a stick.”

      The wand came to life, flying from his hand only to turn sharply, slapping him soundly on the wrist before flying out the door and into the desert beyond.

      “Ow!” He shook his hand to ward off the sting.

      Alazne laughed, the sound warming his heart. Finding it easy to speak with this woman, it was hard not to smile.

      “Do you know why I can’t go back to Adamar?” she suddenly said.

      Something told him he should stop her, but the intrigue was too much. Lern was a bad influence.

      “I was betrothed. My family said I was getting too old, taking too long to find my Lifemate, so they picked a husband for me.”

      The desire to kiss her evaporated like every drop of water on the surface of this planet. Mind snapping, blood boiling, he shook with an anger he hadn’t known in a very long time.

      “You don’t want to take me to a planet full of healers because you don’t want to get married?”

      Her eyes widened. “What? No—”

      Zenon jumped to his feet. “My mother is dying!”

      Unable to stand the sight of the witch, he stomped down the ramp, ignoring her calls for him to ‘come back’ and ‘listen.’ He’d heard enough.

      The strange squirrel was waiting at the bottom. Watching him. Judging him.

      “Not a word, robot,” he said, squelching across the sand towards Lern’s domicile.

      “You still think I’m a robot?”

      “I think you’re a spirit that needs warding off.” Turning back around, he patted his jacket. “Where’s my stick? Where are you, Stick?”

      Oh, yea, it flew out the door.

      When it didn’t return at his behest, he let his arms fell to his side and continued the trek.
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      Zenon paced the floor of Lern’s round adobe domicile. Stupid. What was he thinking? He didn’t know the situation. Clearly, she didn’t want to marry so badly that a power to manifest portals to other worlds rose in her.

      He stopped pacing. Stars, is that how it happened?

      Wow, he was an insensitive piece of snarfle dung. The guy she was to marry must have been a real piece of work for her to run away, to think she could never return to her home world.

      The sound of drilling grabbing his attention, he paced over to Lern’s workbench—

      And sucked sharply on warm dry air.

      “Always wanted to figure out the tech of a witch’s wand,” Lern said, eyepiece in place as he drilled a tiny hole in Zenon’s stick.

      Acting fast, Zenon moved the old man aside, snatching up the stick and giving it a quick inspection before stuffing it in his jacket. “It’s not a wand.”

      Lern looked upon him like he was seeing him for the first time, eye enlarged through the magnifying glass of the eyepiece. “You’re full of surprises, Zenon.”

      Seemingly snapping out of it, reaching under the workbench, Lern pulled up two suits of heavy thermal heat-shielding armor.

      Thinking on the conversation he had over the communication array, Zenon narrowed his eyes. “Eavesdropping, old man?”

      Lern presented that toothy grin. “Always.”

      Raising his eyebrows, Zenon shook his head, unworried the hermit would cause any problems for him.

      “When you get to Hellumon, get off that pretty little ship as soon as possible.” Lern’s lippy smile became a straight line. Producing a tablet from beneath his bench, he tapped on a map. “Have her drop you off here, at the Bedrock Volcano.”

      Tapping twice, the map zoomed in to a circle of tight contours. Lern’s finger traced a path down the steep slope to a large square building. “Take this lava road to the mining facility, Last Hope.”

      Lern looked up. “You can enter through a vent on the north side without being seen.”

      Offering the tablet, Zenon took it, studying the route presented. It was dangerous, but doable. “Thanks, Lern.”

      “It’ll buy you more time, anyway,” Lern said. “Going in there on that ship and simply waiting is foolhardy.”

      Zenon lifted his head, rolling his eyes. “We weren’t going to just simply wait.”

      “Well, this is better.”

      It wasn’t easier, but Zenon could admit it was, indeed, better. Plus, he didn’t know they’d have access to thermal armor, so more options were now open.

      Lern presented an open palm, a nice shiny, round mind-control device resting there.

      Plucking it from the offered hand, Zenon said, “Wow, this is perfect.”

      “Not perfect,” Lern tsked. “Perfect would be if it were functional. But it’ll look the part, as ordered.”

      Mulling the old plan over in his mind, focusing on the contingencies he had in place coupled with the new options, Zenon was feeling confident about this mission. Needing to look strong for Alazne, he had put on a confident front to make her believe they could pull it off, but he wasn’t exactly so sure. Now?

      This was going to work.

      Finally changing out of the Hunter clothing— Alazne would be proud— he donned the all black protective garments that would fit under the armor and waltzed out into the desert.

      The blazing sun beat against his black clothes, the planet so dry, he didn’t break a sweat. Maybe Lern was onto something with the choice to live here.

      Wand hovering next to him, he grabbed it and stuck it under his arm, nowhere else to put it. Apparently not liking that arrangement, the stick flew free, zipping towards Keia’s small ship.

      Spotting Alazne’s gorgeous reddish-brown hair, his heart ached. Apologize, that’s what he’d do. And he was sorry, and stupid.

      Back facing him as he approached the ship, he reached for Alazn’e shoulder when Keia’s voice called out. “Whoah, you’re looking hot!”

      He looked down at himself, at the dark pants and shirt he desperately wished wasn’t long sleeves. Yes, it was damn hot. Skin prickling, practically begging for a pool of water to be dipped in, he probably looked scorching.

      There was movement in front of him, Alazne turning around, and he looked up just in time to see her mouth close, eyes traversing his torso.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a rush. “I don’t know the situation. I overreacted.”

      Of all the urges he’d been able to resist recently, he was unable to resist touching her face, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “You’re right, you don’t know,” Alazne’s voice was ice as she backed away, his hand now hanging midair.

      Damn, he had broken her trust. There was no way she would ever want to be close enough for a kiss again—

      That’s okay. He couldn’t pursue a relationship with her anyway. It was best they remain distant.

      “Oh, yes, she’s my favorite, too,” Lern’s voice sounded from behind and Zenon jumped as if stung.

      “Now’s not the time for screwing around, Lern,” a tiny voice said from the ground.

      Zenon swung towards the tiny squirrel, reining in a startled yelp.

      “I should have known.” Lern did not sound surprised a squirrel knew his name. “Ariad.”

      Zenon’s mouth fell open. How did the old hermit know the robot’s name?
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        * * *

      

      How dare he come out looking like an Adonis in that tight shirt, muscles rippling with his movements, gun holstered at his hip like some sort of military commander—

      And apologizing. If Zenon thought an apology was going to work after such a rejection, he really was the idiot she initially thought.

      She rarely spoke about the incident with her family and he didn’t even give her half a chance. Kicking herself for letting her guard down, letting this man pull her in like that, only to be ground up and spit out—

      He was a trickster after all. How could she be so stupid?

      But right now, he looked as confused as she was.

      “You know my familiar?” Alazne’s voice cracked on the last word.

      “I know a lot of things.” Lern’s toothy grin had an edge to it that made her blink.

      Ariad crawled up her pants, tiny feet prickling her back before stopping on her shoulder, apparently to be at eye level to glare at the man.

      Only Lern’s attention was already drawn elsewhere, his lips smacking as he stared into the open side door of the Hummingbird.

      Alazne turned to try and parse what he was looking at.

      “I want that.” The man’s voice sounded more raspy than usual, not that she knew what ‘usual’ was for Lern’s voice. More raspy than she’d heard it thus far.

      Zenon must have figured out what the hermit was after, because he said, “Can’t have that.”

      Eyes narrowed, Lern said, “That’s my terms of payment.”

      “Payment?” Zenon’s voice took on a squeak that he coughed down.

      A swirl of dust breezed around their legs, ruffling their clothes before passing on. Alazne brushed off a thin layer that now coated her arms.

      “Well, yes, lad. You didn’t expect to just come and get all this great service for free, did you?” Lern winked at her and Alazne blinked again.

      That was odd. She was suddenly under the distinct impression she was missing something about this relationship, eyebrows drawing together as she studied the interaction between these two men.

      “We need it,” Zenon said.

      “Don’t we all.” Lern gave a light chuckle.

      Pursing his lips, Zenon climbed the short ramp and pulled down the netting from the ceiling of the ship’s only room, returning with the jar of water in hand.

      Handing it over, the old man grabbed it up, wasting no time in opening it. He stuck his nose through the top of the jar, inhaling deeply. Then it was at his lips, head tilting back before swallowing the clear liquid in loud gulping swigs.

      Liquid drained, his head snapped forward and he wiped his mouth with his tattered sleeve, letting out a satisfied “Aaah.”

      Zenon’s frown when the old man handed back the empty jar almost made her laugh, but she bit her tongue. Hard.

      Giving the frowning Adonis a pat on the back, Lern said, “Give your mother my regards.”

      The codger winked at Alazne again and her eyebrows furrowed as her head slightly rocked back. This man was freaking weird. Even Keia’s gaze was one of guarded caution.

      Lern opened his arms and Zenon gave him a reluctant hug, eyes plastered to the empty jar in his right hand.

      As they ambled up the ramp, her familiar’s hand raised in a wave that the old man slowly returned. Not knowing how to even react to that, it was definitely time to go. Lern’s World was a strange place.
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        * * *

      

      The trip to Hellumon was one of silence, mostly. Zenon went over the plan in detail, making sure Keia knew where to fly, how low, how fast, and all the other things about flying a spacecraft over a lava-covered world that Alazne didn’t understand.

      Hyperaware of his proximity, she wanted to yell at him and lean into his warmth all at once. He must have sensed the former because he spent the whole journey inclined away from her.

      Or maybe that was because he was using the time to sew something on the front of his shirt. Which also meant he was shirtless, her wondering eyes trying to look like she wasn’t staring not helping. She also caught Keia stealing a glance or two.

      Whole journey— It wasn’t that far, only about six hours, as Lern’s World was in the same solar system and close to boot. But it might as well have been a lifetime. Those rippling muscles—

      Focus, Alazne. Taking several deep breaths, eyes closed, she concentrated on the life-giving energy of her familiar. From what she understood, Hellumon was a dead world. Nothing like the Dead World, but certainly one with no life.

      You are still vitalized from the Light Spirits, Ariad said, the squirrel’s soft breath light on her neck.

      “I am,” she said.

      “You are not,” Zenon’s voice cut into her thoughts and her eyes flew open, not missing that he was now fully clothed, his wand snuggly secured in a long pocket across his chest. Oh, so that’s what he was sewing. “I can see you right here. You’re still in your street clothes.”

      “I’m not what?” Had she spoken aloud? How long was she meditating?

      “You aren’t ready.” He sounded exasperated. “I just asked if you’re ready and you said, ‘I am.’”

      “I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to—” Looking from her familiar on her shoulder to his scrunched face, she said, “Never mind.”

      Zenon handed her a folded pile of black clothing, similar to the thermal clothing he was wearing.

      Right. The undergarments for the heat-shielding armor. No one told her that little detail before they left Lern’s World, where there were plenty of places to change clothes. She’d just assumed Zenon had finally changed out of that awful Hunter uniform. Who knew his new outfit was functional, out of necessity? Where the hell was she going to change on this ship without him being right there?

      Grabbing them away from him, she stood, her elbow coming in contact with the side of his head.

      “Ow,” he exclaimed, rubbing his head.

      Oops! The ship was shrinking by the minute.

      Keia made a noise with her mouth, something akin to hissing, before turning towards them. “Okay, whatever is going on, you two need to come to an understanding. Hellumon is unforgiving enough.”

      When did Ariad move to Keia’s shoulder? The familiar’s gaze was just as stern as the young pilot’s.

      Alazne deflated.

      “You’re right,” she said at the same time as Zenon.

      She glanced towards him, but couldn’t make eye contact.

      “I trust you,” she said. “But I don’t forgive you.”

      Head slowly nodding, he let out a deep breath. “Fair enough.”

      “Good,” Keia said, squirrel squeaking in agreement. “Now we can stop this silent treatment and move on.”

      Sitting in Keia’s unwanted silence for a few more seconds, Zenon cleared his throat.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t look while you change.”

      Swiveling his chair towards the portside wall, his back was now to her. Putting his hands behind his head, he turned slightly, making to look as if he was watching through the crook of his arm.

      Both Keia and Ariad laughed. She tried bottling it up, but a giggle escaped her anyway and she whipped at his head with the black thermal shirt.

      Seeing the satisfied grin before he turned back towards the wall, Alazne removed her jacket and shirt to don the new one. There was a roughly sewn pocket on the front like Zenon’s. Tracing the seams, she couldn’t help her own smile at his thoughtfulness.

      Taking her wand from the jacket she was no longer wearing, she slipped it into the long pocket.

      It stuck out, lopsided from her breasts. That wasn’t going to work. Removing the wand and the shirt, she twisted the shirt around her neck before stuffing her arms back into the sleeves. Reaching behind her, she put the wand in the pocket that was now at her back. Much better.

      Movement in Zenon’s direction caught her attention and she looked up just in time to see his wand float up from his front. Keia giggled and she stifled her own laugh. How did that manage to look so comical?

      “Sorry,” Zenon grabbed the wand out of the air. “Stick has a mind of its own.”

      Yes, it did. Strangest wand she’d ever known.
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        * * *

      

      Hellumon—

      ‘Unforgiving’ was the last word she’d use to describe this place. ‘Insane’ came to mind. Hell—

      As in it was exactly what some Earth cultures described as being Hell. The only thing missing were red demons with pitchforks, though she wasn’t entirely convinced they weren’t down there somewhere.

      Lava flowed over the entire surface of the planet. Dark volcanoes rose from the red substance, glowing rivers of it winding down to meet oceans of smoldering orange that promised to melt everything that came into contact. Arcs of deadly luminescent spray spouted in no discernible pattern. Yellow fire danced on rolling landscapes fraught with peril.

      “There’s the Bedrock Volcano,” Keia said. How could the young witch sound so calm? “Egress in five minutes.”

      Her whole body felt hot, and not just because the ship was literally heating up from the thermals rising from the planet’s surface, knocking them around as if the planet itself considered them a bug to squash.

      The dragon was awake. And the flitting Hummingbird was an annoyance.
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      “Don’t vent your suit.” Zenon’s voice with an electronic lilt sounded through the comm in Alazne’s helmet at her ear. “The hot air will burn your skin.”

      Skin already burning in the protective armor, her skin would melt if exposed. Venting was the last thing on her mind, though it would have been nice to be able to do. Soaking wet from head to toe in her own sweat, he was probably making that comment because he was in the same state, wanting to vent as badly as her.

      Not that she could tell. Helmet swiveling towards her, she could see nothing of his face, a large filter surrounding the bottom half, black reflective visor over the top half.

      A helmet that looked exactly the same stared at her from the reflection in his visor. Glowing balls of fire and liquid rock swirled and expanded and she turned sharply, barely missing a fireball as it flew past her head.

      Facing forward again, just in time to see Zenon’s armor-encased form dodge the same fireball, her breathing became heavy.

      “Breathe easy,” Zenon said. “We only have enough oxygen to get to the Last Hope.”

      Last Hope— Some miner had a sense of humor.

      Not for the first time since Keia dropped them off, Alazne wanted to just open a portal into the mining facility. None of this mattered if the lava world killed them. Problem was, she didn’t know if they’d land in an unoccupied room or a room full of Hunters ready to kill them on sight. None of this mattered if the Hunters killed them either, or took them hostage.

      Feeling something against her side, she let out a small yelp as she jumped.

      You’re supposed to be on the Hummingbird, but please tell me that’s you, Ariad. She desperately hoped it was the familiar. If something had gotten into her suit—

      It’s me. Ariad’s telltale squeak rose through the neck hole of the suit.

      She let out the breath she’d been holding in a loud sigh of relief. A spider making its way to her hair was enough to throw caution to the wind and rip out of a heat-shielding armor suit onto a skin-melting landscape. She’d take her chances with the lava.

      “Are you okay?” The squelch of the comm scratched in her ear as Zenon spoke.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ve picked up a hitchhiker.”

      “The robot doesn’t listen.” How did he not come to the immediate conclusion of it being a spider?

      No, it doesn’t, she chided her familiar.

      The ground suddenly lurched beneath her feet and Zenon grabbed her arm, pulling her towards him. Stumbling into him, she was steadied with gloved hands on his suited chest. Knowing those muscles were under there, she quickly removed her hands when she felt she wasn’t going to fall.

      Watching in horror, the black surface of the ground crumbled as glowing red bubbled up from beneath. The entire landscape seemed to be moving. When she looked to the horizon, the horizon itself appeared to be moving past them.

      Was the volcano floating?

      “We’re floating,” Zenon said as if he’d read her mind. “All land here floats on the Lava Sea. Watch your step. Sometimes it tilts.”

      Bedrock Volcano— Another miner resident with a sense of humor. Someone would have to have a sense of humor to live on this stars-forsaken world.

      Zenon’s steps were cautious and slow and she followed his lead, stepping only where he stepped. Glowing, roiling, thick liquid swirled around small mounds of black rock, stepping stones to a blanket-like floating platform of the same kind of black rock ahead of them.

      Arcs of orange smoking substance spewed high into the air beyond that, droplets igniting fires on every surface that wasn’t liquid.

      Soft fur pressing against her face, Alazne twisted to escape it before blowing a puff of air.

      Ariad, you’ve got to find a place and sit still. Her familiar crawled through the neck hole of the suit, Ariad’s back against her cheek as the squirrel stood on back legs, front legs leaning on the speaker of the comm unit at her ear, tail curling behind her head.

      “This is crazy,” Ariad said into the comm. “What are we doing, Zenon?”

      “You are supposed to be on the Hummingbird,” Zenon’s voice crackled.

      Alazne could almost see the white glint of the Last Hope mining facility past the arcs of raining, fire-starting lava. Thoughts of Jessa being imprisoned on this roiling, erupting volcanic world kept one foot moving after the other.

      “In case you didn’t notice, little robot, there wasn’t anywhere to hide on that ship.” How was Zenon talking? Even with the suit, Alazne’s lungs burned like the dancing fire they passed. Stopping, she bent down, hands on her knees as she sucked in oxygen.

      Weight against her shoulder had her looking up, Zenon’s visored helmet bent towards her as he lifted his hand away. “Almost there,” his voice said.

      Almost there? They weren’t even halfway. The sound of wheezing echoed in her helmet and her heart seized. Her familiar would be dead before they crossed that expanse.

      It’s not me, Ariad said.

      Listening to the sound a second longer, noting the lilt in Zenon’s step, she realized it was coming from Zenon.

      “As soon as that ramp went down,” he wheezed, “anyone in the hangar was going to see us.”

      “You didn’t think about that before?” Ariad’s tone was inquisitive.

      Stop talking to him, Alazne said. Let him save his breath.

      He needs to talk, the familiar replied. It’ll get him through.

      How did the squirrel know what would ‘get him through?’

      “I did,” Zenon continued. “But then Lern gave us these suits and that risk no longer made sense.”

      “This risk doesn’t make sense.” Ariad’s tone was chiding this time.

      “It’s better not to spend our time in captivity.”

      “You sound as if there’s limited time to spend,” Alazne spoke up.

      Zenon turned around, giant filter and visor of his helmet towards them, Alazne’s armored reflection staring back at her again.

      “I have a plan,” he said and Alazne could practically hear him grinning. What was he up to?

      Suddenly, the ground shook with such force, the horizon completely upturned.

      White sparks clouding her vision, Alazne found herself on her back, the voice of her familiar getting louder as the pinpricks of light behind her eyes faded. “Can you hear me?”

      Can you hear me? The familiar switched to her mind.

      Propping herself to her elbows as she tried getting her feet beneath her, a great noise rose over the landscape, echoing through the dark sky, pounding her chest. What the—

      The force of a wild boar knocked her over. A boar with half a dozen tusks; her whole body felt skewered. Deafening noise pounded her head, reverberating through her chest. Scorching heat made the armor suit seem useless.

      Wind shear! Ariad screamed in her mind. Little paws patted her cheeks. Get up, Alazne.

      The sensation of the squirrel’s fingers lifting her eyelid was enough to ignite her muscles to jerk upright through the buffeting wind. Only falling once after attempting to get her feet under her again, she finally stood upright on shaky legs.

      Lightning zipped through her veins when she didn’t see Zenon. Head swinging side to side, he was no longer next to her or in front of her. He wasn’t behind her either. Oh, no—

      Movement across a boiling yellow, orange, and red cauldron of death had her tilting her head further back, increasing her field of vision through the helmet.

      Zenon waved frantically from a floating rock platform. There was a crackling in her ear that had been there since the shaking ground knocked her down the first time. She realized it was Zenon, trying to talk to her.

      The sound of the wind so loud she couldn’t hear him over the comm, she waved back. Apparently satisfied he’d gotten through to her in some way, his arms dropped to his sides.

      Bright glowing lava flowed between them, unforgiving in its movements. Now what? How was she supposed to get over there?

      Eyes tracing the outline of mostly solid rock, a path to the Last Hope presented itself from where she stood. She didn’t need to get to him. He needed to get to her.

      Raising her arms, she gave her best ‘don’t know what to do now’ gesture. Walking along the edge of the sheet of rock, he appeared to be studying the problem, the comm crackle at her ear indicating he was still trying to talk to her.

      I can’t hear what he’s saying, Ariad said.

      I can’t either, she replied. The wind is too loud.

      Heart jumping as he stumbled, it stopped altogether when the ground beneath his feet crumbled, the red boiling lava swallowing him whole.

      The barrier to her familiar’s mind dropped and she was met with soul-crushing grief as Ariad screamed.
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      Falling to her knees, Alazne stared at the floating rock, lava churning around it, uncaring that it just claimed the life of her true love. Stomach-churning regret hit her hard in the chest.

      Listening intently for the telltale crackle of her comm, her eyes stung as cool tears trailed down her cheeks. All she could hear was the deafening wind.

      How were they going to survive now? Saving Jessa and the captive witches— She couldn’t do it alone.

      Why couldn’t the lava have taken her instead? Why didn’t she just let him go to Earth? Why didn’t she just open a portal to the mining facility, risk of death or capture be damned?

      Unable to pull her wand, she raised her arm as if it were in her hand anyway.

      “Mother of Interdimensional Time, let me pass.”

      Nothing happened. Unable to open a portal, she was too tired, grief too sharp.

      Molten boulders the size of the Hummingbird shot into the air, so high she thought they might go to orbit. They came crashing back down with such force, the floating ground tilted like a teeter tottering child’s game in every direction.

      Get up. The thought was her own. Ariad continued to squeal with such sorrow that the familiar was in no state to have any coherent thought. Keep moving.

      Stumbling to her feet, her legs moved of their own accord, but for every step forward, she was rocked back countless steps, arms waving to the sides as she did her best to keep balance, to stay on her feet.

      —Kill Lern for giving him these suits. That was the only coherent thought she got from Ariad’s mind before she was cut off, barrier going back up as it was before. Not that she was trying or cared to read her familiar’s mind; it just slipped out.

      Heart pounding, lungs burning, skin prickling, ears ringing, soul aching, she simply kept walking on legs that felt like melting rubber.

      The Last Hope—

      Survival instincts above all else, it only mattered she make it to the mining facility.
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      Searing, burning, pain—

      There was nothing else as Zenon was buried in molten rock, rising over his head as he was drawn down.

      Sinking ever downwards in bright, glowing, scathing substance, his feet suddenly met open air.

      Falling, he hit shiny metal hard as his body met the bottom, lava raining down after him.

      Body no longer encased in skin-blistering heat, his mind unlocked, thought flooding back. The bottom of what?

      Zenon opened his eyes in time to see a hatch in the ceiling fold closed with an echo, the stream of lava coming to a trickling stop.

      Propping up on his elbow with a wince, a long, silvery round metal tunnel stretched to either side of him. The circumference was large enough to hold a vehicular drill. This was a mining tube road.

      The only way to get to the mining roads was through the mining facility, but they needed to vent toxic gas every now and then, computers detecting air pockets to vent the gas when it was safe to open. He was just sucked through one of the vents.

      Hardening clumps of lava rock fell from his armor as he got to his feet. He stared at the vent hatch.

      “Alazne,” he called through the comm.

      Nothing. No static, no sound at all. Tapping the side of his helmet, he realized his communications system was completely down.

      Unidentifiable mass catching his eye, he lowered his arm as he looked over his suit, entire armored surface a melted, warped, wreck.

      Well, he was still breathing, so it was either still functional or this mining tube had breathable air. Unwilling to test the theory, he kept his helmet in place. Although—

      Gripping both sides of the helmet, he gave it a cursory twist and tug. Yup, it was fused to his suit. Good thing there was a failsafe in place where the suit would crack like an egg if someone needed to get out quickly.

      Noticing a large yellow arrow, he read the stenciled wording beneath: ‘You are not lost. Stay calm. Follow yellow arrows.’

      Getting lost and then panicking must have been a common problem in a mining colony on a world that could melt one’s skin off.

      Eyes following along the rounded wall, he saw the next arrow and then the next.

      Dreaming of falling back in pillowy snow on the Dena Mountains of Karr, he headed in the direction the arrows indicated.
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        * * *

      

      Her very soul weary, Alazne pressed her hand against a metal anchor pylon of the mining facility. Vomit rising to her mouth, she swallowed it back, retching through a gagging cough.

      Eyes pinpointing where each pylon was, that vent Lern spoke of had to be here somewhere. She had no idea the course of action after that. Right now, she didn’t even care.

      There it is. None of the normal pep to Ariad’s voice, the familiar sounded as worn as Alazne felt.

      Looking more like a giant conduit than a vent, she approached a hatch door. Gripping the valve wheel with both hands, she twisted until the door popped open, gusty wisps of vapor escaping.

      Tripping over the bulkhead as the door opened inwards, she fell to the floor on the other side, not even trying to stop herself. Turning to her back, she lifted booted feet to ease the door back into its seal, apparently triggering an automatic closing mechanism as the wheel turned on its own, sealing the door.

      Her helmet thudded against the floor as she let her head drop.

      “Tough day?” A familiar voice sounded from somewhere in the room.

      Alazne’s heart seized. If the helmet hadn’t suddenly become so heavy, her head would have whipped towards the voice, but Ariad’s delighted squeal was confirmation enough.

      “Hatch,” the voice said.

      “What?”

      “Say the word, ‘Hatch.’ It’s a voice command in the suit.”

      “Hatch.” She complied.

      Movement throughout the suit reminded her of tiny squirrel feet, as if there were a dozen Ariad’s crawling around. Said familiar was in her helmet, front paws and eyes glued to the inside of the visor.

      The sound of cracking filled her ears and then armor began to fall away as if she were a chick breaking free of its egg.

      Adrenaline fueling her muscles, she jumped to her feet, pulling her head free of the helmet, Ariad hitting the ground running.

      Eyes blinking back tears, she could see him clear as day, sans armor, his smile soft, blue eyes softer. Alive—

      Zenon’s skin was blistered in numerous places where he’d removed the sleeves of his black undershirt, but he was otherwise uninjured.

      Stars, was that charred, burned, melted mess on the floor his armor? Small rolling bots zipped around it, vacuuming bits of dull, hardened lava rock that littered the shiny floor.

      Her helmet hit the surface with a resounding clatter as she ran into his arms, wrapping hers around his neck, kissing him soundly on the lips. Deepening the kiss, his arms tightened around her.

      Ariad hugged his bottom leg, twittering happy words that Alazne couldn’t make out.

      “You’re here,” she said between kisses. “You’re alive. I can’t believe it.”

      “I can’t either,” he chuckled, burying his nose in her hair as he kissed her ear.

      Noise beyond a closed door on the opposite side of the room had them parting in a rush. Still holding each other at the elbows, they paused as footsteps strode past.

      Letting out a breath, she smiled as Zenon walked to a locker opposite from the door. Opening it, he turned, hand pointed at two Mining Corps jackets hanging from a rod.

      Keia did what she had said she would. This was happening. They were pulling it off.

      “Let’s go save some witches.”
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        * * *

      

      Zenon was impressed by the detail of Keia’s map. He was seriously considering telling her she ought to be an architect or an engineer, when they caught up with the young witch. The possibilities were endless for someone with a mind of such memory and precision.

      Easy to follow, they strode right up to the door that was labeled ‘Joan’ on the map. This was the witch that could manipulate water.

      Noting the keypad to the right, the letters and numbers scribbled next to the door on the map now made sense; a code.

      Not knowing what to expect when the door slid open, Zenon’s breath caught. He handed Alazne the map.

      A half-starved diminutive woman with blonde hair lay on her back, chained to a bed by her wrists and ankles. The room smelled of urine and a body in need of a bath.

      Bile rising in his throat, Zenon was ashamed that a planet in his region was allowing the Hunters to do their ghastly business.

      Lines and wiring of some kind of monitoring equipment were attached to the woman’s head, neck, and chest, humming and beeping in the otherwise quiet room. Pulling the lines free, he kicked the equipment over with a loud crash.

      Alazne stood at the door, nervously looking out into the hallway. “Shh, they’ll hear us.”

      “Let them,” he growled as he knelt by the woman’s side.

      The blonde witch was obviously disoriented, and he wondered if part of the lines were administering some sort of drug. How long would it take to wear off?

      “Joan,” he said softly.

      Her head flopped towards him, eyes cloudy and unfocused. Were they going to have to carry all these witches out of here?

      “Light,” she said, eyes suddenly focusing on his face. “A great light shines around you.”

      He exchanged a glance with Alazne, Ariad standing on hind legs from her shoulder.

      “We’re here to end this nightmare,” Zenon said. “Can you stand?”

      “For you, Light?” She smiled. “I can fly.”

      An undercurrent of air drew from him, as if something was gathering strength. The bed shook as light blue feathers began to expand from beneath the woman’s back. Rising into the air, his head moving up as she did, the blue feathers multiplied into a great expanse.

      Wings—

      The Water Witch had wings. Who knew?

      “Beautiful,” both Alazne and Ariad said at the same time, breathless.

      Zenon looked down both sides of the hallway before exiting the room, Joan floating out as the others followed.

      This isn’t going to draw attention. Zenon resisted the urge to voice his sarcastic thoughts.

      Not that there was anyone to draw attention from. No one was walking the dull metal hallways. Where were the miners? The Hunters?

      Zenon’s spine prickled as unease set in. Rescuing the Water Witch was easy, too easy.

      He looked at his wrist chronometer. No matter. He’d have answers soon enough. Whatever was going on, at least Joan was no longer tied to that bed. And soon Jessa and Xia would be free too.

      “I’ll get Xia,” he said to Alazne, already having memorized the Fire Witch’s location. “You take the map and get Jessa.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is it,” Alazne said, holding the map, stopping by a door at the end of the hallway.

      Whooshing accompanied with a soft breeze flapped beside her. Glancing sideways at the source, she had the sinking feeling Joan was flying because the Water Witch couldn’t walk. The overwhelming desire to beat a Hunter pumped adrenaline through her veins.

      Looking back at the keypad, she just stared at it. Her best friend was on the other side of that door. What kind of horrors had the Healer faced because of her?

      The angelic woman put her hand on one shoulder as her familiar patted the other, as if both knew why she was hesitant to put the code in.

      “Wait,” Zenon came to a skidding halt. “Xia wasn’t in her room.”

      “They know,” Joan whispered.

      “Could be a trap,” Ariad said.

      The facility was strangely quiet and devoid of life. Either Keia was doing a spectacular job distracting everyone, or something else was afoot—

      Exchanging a glance with Zenon, she entered the code, the door sliding to the side slow enough to make her think time stood still.

      “Alazne?” The room was dark, the voice inside confused.

      Every bit of tension wound up inside escaped in a flood of relief. She knew that voice—

      “Jessa!”

      Rushing in under Zenon’s protest, she flailed around in the dark until the lights came on.

      The familiar form of her friend sat on the edge of a bed, unrestrained. A system of monitors and equipment the same as what was in Joan’s room sat beside the bed in silence.

      Alazne sat on the bed, cupping the Healer’s face in her hands.

      “Alazne,” Jessa looked on her with brown watery eyes. “It is you.”

      Embracing, tears stung as a weight was lifted.

      Jessa broke the embrace. “Wait, they said they would untie me if I told them where you were. But I didn’t tell them.” Her eyebrows furrowed. “They came and untied me this morning.” Then her eyes widened, fearful. “Oh no, I must have told them. I failed!”

      The Healer gazed around the room, looking at each of them in turn. When her eyes fell on the Water Witch, she said, “Joan? I didn’t know you had wings.”

      “They came from the Light,” Joan said with a smile.

      What? She didn’t have wings before? And she’d called Zenon ‘Light.’

      Said wizard’s head snapped back as he blinked, likely wondering the same thing.

      “This is a trap,” Jessa said. “The Hunters must know you’re here.”

      Looking up at Zenon, Alazne said, “Plan?”

      “We keep moving,” he said.

      Good a plan as any—

      Marked ‘Unknown’ on the map, the unnamed witch was next, but she wasn’t in her room either.

      “Dammit,” Zenon hit the wall in the empty room. He looked at his wrist chronometer. “We’re out of time. Head for the hangar.”

      Out of time? For what?

      Following the map, Alazne’s mouth dropped open when they reached the point marked ‘Solarium.’

      From the comfort of the mining platform, safely encased in a dome that rose high above them, Hellumon presented an exotic beauty. Lava roiled. Volcanoes erupted. The sky was dark. But that just made the glow more vivid. The brightest glowing reds, oranges, and yellows burst in wide arcs, spewing designs into the black sky.

      “Wow,” Ariad said from her shoulder. Wow, indeed.

      A transparent platform stretched between the arm of the facility they just exited, connecting the next arm which housed the hangar. Walking over the bubbling liquid rock below was both awe-inspiring and humbling. Images of Zenon falling through the deadly substance made her wary. The platform was solid, but disconcerting.

      The sound of someone sharply sucking in breath made her head snap up.

      Hunters— There were the demons of Hell she expected on this world.

      What she didn’t expect was to see Keia and two other witches in line with them. The missing witches, she was sure of it.

      So Keia did trap them after all. She lured them there and now the Hunters would get what they wanted. Lip curling, abject hatred burned her throat.

      “You told me she wasn’t being controlled,” she said to Zenon.

      “I said I didn’t think she was. Big difference. I’m not an expert on mind control. M’just some guy from Karr.”

      Alazne remembered him saying she wasn’t being controlled “without a doubt,” but now was not the time to argue.

      “I don’t want to!” Keia cried, her hands gripping the sides of her head as she screamed in agony.

      Zenon threw off the miner’s jacket, unholstering his blaster and pulling his wand from the pocket on the front of his shirt, crouching into a wide defensive stance. “Let the witches go.”

      “Do not shoot them,” one of the Hunters said. “We want them alive.”

      “I will not extend the same courtesy,” Zenon said, eyes narrowed.

      “No matter, wizard.” The smug look on the Hunter’s face made Alazne’s skin crawl.

      “There’s water.” Joan flew above them, arms wide, wings traced in blue light.

      What water? Could she sense it somewhere?

      The Hunters ducked as a jar suddenly zipped between them, flying straight for Zenon. Standing upright, he released his wand, catching the glass orb soundly with one hand, the look on his face as confused as Alazne felt. His wand hovered next to him.

      Then, something gigantic outside the dome— What? What was that sound? The hair on her arms stood on end, neck tingling—

      BOOM!

      The transparent platform shook, feet flying from beneath her as she fell to her back, air stolen from her lungs. In the next second she saw that Zenon and Jessa were on their backs too, writhing as they tried getting to their respective feet. The Hunter entourage on the other side of the platform wasn’t faring any better. She could not find Ariad.

      Joan floated above them, unhindered by the shaking ground, gaze directed upwards, face contorted in pure horror.

      Eyes tracing the Water Witch’s line of sight, lightning struck her heart as the dome above them shattered into a million pieces, glass blowing inwards and sucked outwards all at once. Alazne’s lungs were replaced with fire.
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      Zenon heard the battle cruiser a split second before he saw a flash released from it.

      Coughing and wheezing, it was regrettable he didn’t get everyone to the hanger before the other side was engulfed in explosive fire. Surviving this mission no longer an option, there was a plan in place, another assigned to find a healer for his mother, his only comfort as searing heat licked his skin.

      Tiny feet pricked as they tapped his face.

      “The jar,” the little robot squirrel said.

      He looked in his right hand, smooth round glass snug against his fingers. I’ll be damned, it didn’t break.

      Booted footsteps got louder and louder and his eyes snapped towards the sound, Hunters charging them, oxygen masks now covering their faces.

      “Open it!” Ariad shrieked.

      Gripping the top with his left hand, he twisted until it popped off. There was nothing in the jar. He turned it over to show the robot the hopelessness of the situation.

      Two drops of water fell free of the lip—

      Glass and ash skittered outwards, forming a mounded circle. From the center rose a winged beauty, blue aura surrounding her entire body. Joan—

      Rising ever higher, the diminutive witch’s fingers oscillated in and out as her hands waved in a circular pattern.

      Before the drops of water even hit the ground, they grew into a swirling orb. The orb expanded, large enough that Zenon could swim through it.

      Fire shot above his head, zipping towards the Water Witch in a trailing ball.

      Xia, had to be.

      Eyes tracing the blazing trail, Zenon saw her, hands outstretched towards Joan, fingers splayed as fire was projected from her palms.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Xia,” Joan called from above.

      Don’t want to hurt you? Zenon’s eyes swept over the platform, Hunters that apparently didn’t have oxygen masks writhing on the deck, the ones with oxygen masks waiting in the ready. Who was controlling her?

      Then he saw her, the unnamed witch, fingers to her temples, eyes ablaze with both glow and focus, fixed on Xia, a projection of distorted air emanating from her forehead. Was she controlling the Fire Witch?

      Fire met with water, steam so thick the connection point couldn’t be seen, hot droplets raining down. Icicles began hitting the platform in tinkering shatters and he did a double-take.

      With one hand, Joan motioned the water into a rolling wave, the other hand performing zigzags, parts of the water producing icebergs heavy with pointy icicles. Fire hitting the bottoms of the frozen masses caused the icicles to drop.

      “Knock her out!” Keia’s voice rang over the noise.

      The Mind Witch turned towards the sound, blowing Keia back with a wave of air, Xia’s fire slowing as she did. So, she was controlling her—

      The winged witch fell, wings opening out before hitting the platform, pushing her hands away from her body so powerfully a percussion wave was formed in the water. Xia toppled to the ground, fire extinguishing.

      The fire wielder sat up, dancing flame leaping from her fingertips. How did she recover so fast from that?

      Footsteps had Zenon swinging around, the controlling witch single-minded in her focus, warping air moving in waves from her forehead to Xia’s.

      Wand zipping towards him from out of nowhere, Zenon was on his feet in the next instant, Stick slapping the palm of his hand until he had a good grip.

      He didn’t know the first thing about chanting incantations or appealing to deities, but he wanted to take this witch down with all his being. Using that desire, feeling it deep down, he whipped his stick towards her.

      A ball of light shot from the end of it, hitting her square in the chest, knocking her to her back. He looked at the wand, blinking.

      Wasting no time, Joan threw the rolling wave over the Fire Witch, thoroughly soaking her from head to toe. Xia sat there, looking at her fingers, but there was no more fire. Perhaps being completely inundated in water was enough to keep the sparks away.

      A shout was his only warning before blaster fire rang out, hitting the platform at his feet. The Hunters were moving again—

      Grabbing at his holster, it was empty, Zenon remembering he drew his gun before the explosion. Clearly having been knocked from his hand when he fell, he searched the area around him. All he could find was shiny rubble.

      Another wave rose from the puddles around Xia, another and another. Until a vast sea floated above his head, distorting the black sky in fluidly currents.

      Zenon looked in his hand. No gun, but he had Stick. Raising the wand above his head, he poured everything he had into the branch, a desire for something beautiful and sinister—

      A shadow emerged from the depths of the great floating sea, followed by another. Two grey and white beasts with prominent dorsal fins and even larger teeth appeared.

      Joan pushed the liquid mass towards the approaching Hunters, the predators swimming with it, eager to engulf their prey. A tsunami rose in the sea, the great whites surfing with it, mouths wide, teeth extended.

      Turning to run, the Hunters screamed as the great wave overtook them, the predators chomping with bone crushing force. The giant wave along with the rest of the sea and the beasts went over the side of the platform, hitting the lava below with steamy force.

      Gasping sounded from several forms sprawled across the pathway as Zenon’s own lungs loudly drew in life-giving air. We can breathe.

      Approaching the prone form of the mind controlling witch, he crouched, checking for a pulse at her neck. There was slight movement against his fingers and he let his head fall, blowing out his breath. Thank the stars, he hadn’t killed her.

      Light footsteps sounded to his right, then Keia’s voice. “They knew as soon as I landed the device wasn’t working. Maybe even before.”

      “Well, we know her power now,” he said, looking up at the young woman.

      “Must have been their backup plan.”

      A weight on his shoulder directed his attention to a hand laying there. Following the arm it was attached to, he let out a breathy sigh at the sight of Alazne’s face.

      Jumping to his feet, he pulled her into his arms.

      “You were incredible,” she said, embracing him in return. “I gotta ask, why those creatures?”

      Eyebrows drawing downwards, they straightened again. Oh, yes, the ocean predators.

      “I remembered a story from my childhood, a tale of predatory fish of Earth. There’s been so much talk of that planet lately. Just sprung to mind.” He grinned.

      “But you didn’t know how Earthers greet each other?” she said, lips in a thin line as she rubbed a bruise rising on her forearm.

      Zenon shrugged with a chuckle. “No.”

      Eyes tracking over the platform, his mouth drew into a frown as he released Alazne. “Where’s Jessa?”

      This would all be for nothing if the healer hadn’t survived—

      Throwing aside piles of rubble, Stick started vibrating and buzzing over a particular spot. The hair on the back of his neck rose to alertness. That sound usually meant trouble.

      Moving with caution, ready to grab the wand, Zenon kicked aside blocks of thick glass, bending to lift a sheet of dull metal. A leg—

      Alazne and Keia began lifting glass in earnest until the three of them uncovered the body all the way up to the face. It was Jessa. Was she breathing?

      “Jessa,” Alazne yelled, feeling her neck. “She has a pulse.”

      Stars, he was going to be blowing a lot of breathy sighs today.

      Gently slapping the sides of the healer’s face, Keia said. “Come on, wake up.”

      Jessa coughed, lifting her arm to her forehead with a groan.

      Flooding relief coursed through his body, exiting with a shaky sigh. Thank the stars.

      Observing Joan on her stomach, peering over the edge of the platform with wide eyes, Zenon walked over, breath catching at what he saw.

      Crouching, he couldn’t believe his eyes at what was down there: A vast blue lake lapping at the anchor pylons, green covering the floating land, oxygen-rich air visible as rising foggy trails. Even the sky wasn’t as black.

      Alazne crouched next to him, mouth agape as her eyes traveled over the spectacle below. The robot scurried from under a thick block of glass, skidding to a halt next to the Portal Wielder, who picked up the familiar, hugging the little creature before setting it on her shoulder.

      “You give life, Light Wizard,” Joan said.

      Zenon stood, pausing as Alazne’s head swiveled towards him, gaze measuring.

      “You aren’t going to object?” she said.

      “Object to what?”

      “She called you a wizard.”

      He held up his stick. “Stick seems to think so, too.”

      “It’s you, not the wand,” the familiar said, eyes drooping. “I’m tired. I’ll just take a nap in here.”

      The little robot disappeared into the Mining Corps jacket Alazne was still wearing.

      “Your Highness!” Both he and Alazne jumped, three blue-clad uniformed men rushing towards them, stopping in front of him, kneeling in a bow.

      “Your Highness?” Jessa and Keia screeched at the same time.

      Alazne’s eyes widened a split second before narrowing into a wary gaze. “Just a guy from Karr, huh?”
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      “We thought you were dead, Royal Highness,” one of the men said, forlorn, bowing lower.

      Royal Highness. Alazne’s stomach knotted, breathing becoming heavy. Zenon was of the Royal Family of Karr. Observing the blue clothing of the soldiers, a proverbial light bulb came on. That man at the bar; he recognized Zenon.

      “We thought we’d killed you.” Another soldier leaned down even lower, practically kissing Zenon’s feet.

      Pinpricks of light danced behind her eyes as dizziness overcame her. Zenon was royalty, possibly even the Crown Prince. That would mean his mother was—

      She couldn’t breathe.

      The third Karrian choked a sob, reining it in with a quick cough, bowed head against his chest as he sat on his knees, looking like he’d been defeated.

      “Please stand,” Zenon said. “You did just as I ordered. The missile hit exactly where I wanted at the exact time.”

      Alazne’s head snapped towards him as she fought the dizziness down, blinking away the flashing in her eyes. He knew? Zenon ordered the strike against the Last Hope?

      “It was my fault we didn’t get to the hanger before,” Zenon was saying as her head spun in a whirlwind of thoughts. How long had he been planning this?

      “Great work, Karrians.” Zenon held up his forearm as they got to their feet, bumping each of the other’s in turn; the Karrian greeting.

      Xia appeared behind them and weapons were drawn in an instant.

      “Stand down,” Zenon said, pushing the nearest gun barrel with his hand. “She’s with us.”

      Joan still lay on her stomach, gazing over the edge of the platform, blue wings tucked against her back, unconcerned or uncaring about the conversation going on beside her. Head turning as Xia rushed to her side, her eyes focused on the Fire Witch as she rolled. Was she laying there because she still couldn’t walk?

      Face crestfallen, Xia said, “I am sorry, sister witch.”

      The Water Witch presented a forgiving, but sad, smile, an edge to it that Alazne couldn’t place. “Now we know water will beat fire.”

      “They finally got their demonstration.” Xia barked a derisive laugh.

      Zenon growled in disgust, turning to his men. “Arrest whoever is responsible for allowing this operation on my world. Interrogate everyone. And find out what happened to the miners.”

      Booted feet clapped against the walkway as more blue uniformed Karrians arrived from the direction of the hanger. They greeted Zenon with bows, extended forearms, and relief he survived their missile barrage.

      Zenon’s own feet added to the cacophony as he nodded to the soldiers, approaching the unconscious Mind Witch.

      His voice rose above the noise. “Get the wounded to the medical bay.”

      Medical bay? As in there were doctors? Alazne blinked, brows drawing downwards.

      A brush against her shoulder and he was moving past her, headed towards the hanger at a brisk pace.

      “Wait, you knew—” she said, following him.

      Zenon was royalty. He had doctors. He ordered the strike. He knew about Keia. Goddess, and he was a wizard!

      One thing at a time here, in whatever order she could express it. “You knew Keia was still being controlled, didn’t you? You said all that stuff back on Elder, but you knew.”

      “I suspected, yes.” Zenon slowed his pace until she caught up to him, clasping his hands behind his back. “I needed you to believe we were safe so she wouldn’t pick up on your concern and suspect something was up.”

      There was a commotion behind them and they moved to the side when a couple of blue uniformed men rushed through with a stretcher, the unconscious Mind Witch upon it.

      “When she said they didn’t know what that witch’s powers were.” Zenon pointed as the men with the stretcher ran on. “I got the feeling, that same intuition I had on Quan. I don’t know how to describe it, but something was off.”

      Alazne’s eyes tracked after them as they disappeared around a corner. Could the unknown witch read minds as well as control them? “Do you think she was reading Keia’s mind?”

      “Mind-controlling tech can read a mind. So, if she can control one,” he paused. “Maybe she can read minds too. I don’t know. I just wasn’t sure if the Hunters had a backup plan in place or not.”

      “So, you made your own backup plan. That’s why you didn’t want to use Keia’s comm on her ship,” she said.

      Alazne was impressed. So, the idiot wasn’t such an idiot after all. He came up with a plan and called his people from Lern’s World.

      But he was a Prince, and that complicated things immensely.

      They entered the hanger and she stopped in her tracks, Zenon continuing towards a huge ramp.

      She’d never seen a battle cruiser like this. All black, it was round, sleek while most battle cruisers of Adamar were rectangular and clunky. She couldn’t see where the cannons were. Knowing the ship had formidable firepower, the weaponry must have been concealed behind doors until ready for use. The size of it alone was hard to fathom. Stars, this ship could hold hundreds of Hummingbirds.

      Pausing on the ramp, Zenon turned. “You coming?”

      Snapping out of it, she followed him, trying to match his long strides up the ramp. Once at the top, she blinked at the bright lights, shiny reflective black walls, and sheer busyness.

      Numerous crew members rushed about. And she was correct about the Hummingbirds, only there were hundreds of some other ship of that same class.

      Zenon kept walking, various crew stopping to bow and greet him, Alazne forcing herself to keep her eyes on his back. The impulse to stop and stare and study every detail of this craft was overwhelming.

      A woman hurried up to them, indicating Zenon’s blistered skin on his forearms. “Your Highness, you need to have these burns looked at.”

      “Later,” was all he said as he kept moving.

      Entering hallways and turning down shiny corridors with zipping maintenance bots, he finally stopped, a doorway whooshing open into a dark room. Following him into the room, automatic lights winked on as their movements were detected.

      Consoles along the walls lit up with blinking lights, a large round table in the center of the room drawing her attention. Zenon stood at the table, fingers flying over the surface until a holographic map of what she assumed was a solar system in the Far Expanse leapt to life in the air above the center of the table.

      Zenon was all business as he zoomed in on a couple of planets that were somewhat close to each other. “We are here. Karr is here. Is that too far to open a portal?”

      He’d correctly assumed that she needed to know where the planets were that she bridged to. “Not too far. I can bridge across the universe without dying, after the infusion the Light Spirits gave. But it’s limited. And I need to know where I’m going.”

      “Hold onto that,” he said. “That might be useful later.”

      Another map popped up, a grand white palace with blue spires floating over the table. Nestled between snow-capped mountains, traced in violet sky, her mouth dropped open. Beautiful.

      The map zoomed in, making her feel as if they were flying to that palace. Then they were inside it, zipping so fast that she couldn’t see any details. The zooming slowed, then stopped at a door lined with gold leaves and patterns.

      “This is my mother’s room. Can you bridge us there?” Zenon said.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Movement in her jacket alerted her that Ariad was waking. But the squirrel didn’t come out. That was strange. Usually the familiar was active and inquisitive. It was a big battle and losing air for a time had to be hard on the little creature.

      “Where’s Jessa?” Zenon said. “It’s time to go.”

      “When you said ‘medical bay,’ she probably went there to check it out. But she’s been through a lot. It might be too—”

      “There is no time.” His voice was clipped as he headed out the door.

      Right. Yes, it was time to get to the point. It was just that she hadn’t asked Jessa yet and wasn’t sure how the healer would feel about going to another planet in the Far Expanse to help a complete stranger, especially after what she’d just been through.

      When they got to the medical bay, Alazne stopped short. Pure white, it was easy to spot the contrast of exposed skin of the people in the room. There were the witches, Joan’s blue wings starkly vivid against the white wall. Then there were four professionals in long lab coats, tending to the women with scopes and eyepieces.

      “You have doctors,” she said. “Why do you need a healer?”

      Nodding his head, Zenon said. “We do and our medics are good at what they do, but no one has been able to figure out what’s wrong with my mother. She spoke of the Healers of Adamar, so here we are.”

      A melodious voice drew their attention to the back of the room. It was her, the Mind Witch, conscious and talking.

      “This is Heather,” Jessa said as they approached, tending to Heather as the other medics were tending to the others. “She was just telling me about a failsafe.”

      Jessa tinkered with a controlling device on Heather’s neck, squinting at it when it refused to be pulled free. It looked to be more complex than the one used on Keia.

      “A failsafe?” Zenon said.

      “Yes, the Hunters use these to control us.” The witch indicated the tech on her neck. “But they are flawed, as you have proven.”

      The sing-song tone of her voice wasn’t like anything Alazne had ever heard before. Everything about this woman was mesmerizing.

      Heather grew quiet as her line of sight drifted to the floor.

      “That’s where you come in,” Zenon prompted.

      Eyes tracking back up to him, Heather said, “Yes. I can manipulate minds, but it’s hard to concentrate on individual control. So, there is an implant that helps me focus my energies. It’s in the experimental stages.”

      Zenon looked as if he wanted to hit something, or someone.

      “The implants are in Keia and Xia. Joan was next,” Heather said.

      Was that why all that equipment was hooked to Joan and not Jessa?

      “Where are they, Heather?” Jessa asked when Heather seemed to be drifting again.

      “How do we remove them?” Zenon added.

      Heather pointed behind her ear. “Surgery.”

      Zenon growled, a frustrated sound. “These so-called ‘Hunters’ have to be stopped.”

      Alazne couldn’t agree more. And if the Karrian battle cruiser was anything to go by, Zenon likely had access to an army that could do it. She knew Ariad would agree too, but the familiar remained strangely inactive.

      “Your companion is sick,” Heather said, making eye contact with silver eyes.

      “My companion?”

      “The one in your pocket.” Heather pointed at the place her familiar was resting.

      Chills raised the hair on Alazne’s arms, eyes narrowing. “You read my mind?”

      “I’m sorry,” Heather said, gaze lowering again. “But sometimes I just get thoughts. I wasn’t trying to on purpose.”

      Alazne patted the pocket where Ariad resided, refusal to listen to this witch yet concern setting in all the same. When the little body didn’t move, she opened her jacket and gently lifted the squirrel out. The familiar felt cold, eyes half-lidded, rolling to the side.

      “Oh, no, Ariad.” Alarm coursed through her, making her dizzy.

      Jessa leaned down, prodding the squirrel with careful fingers. “The toxins of this world are too much for a creature this size.”

      “Perhaps the robot needs fuel,” Zenon said. “You got any seeds? Or alcohol?”

      Alazne’s mouth fell open. Did he really still think her familiar was a damn robot?

      “I believe you need to go to Karr,” Heather said, something knowing behind sad eyes

      The mention of Karr flipped a switch in Zenon, who suddenly turned to the healer. “Jessa, I need a healer. My mother is dying. Will you go with us to Karr?”

      Jessa’s eyes widened and Alazne held her breath. Jessa was about to refuse, wasn’t she?

      “I owe you my life,” Jessa said. “But—”

      Here it comes—

      “If I can save another’s in return, it’d be my honor.”

      Alazne let her breath out. Thank the stars. The long road they’d just taken would have been for nothing if the healer had other ideas.

      “Thank you,” Zenon said, his own relief evident in his tone.
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        * * *

      

      Alazne stepped out of the portal into the palace on Karr that Zenon showed her on the map. Light shining through a window beckoned, and she walked to it, eyes blinking through the brightness until they adjusted.

      It was so much more beautiful than the holo. Giant, snow-topped, rocky mountains rose above the palace. Thick green forests lined the bottoms, covering almost halfway up before the rock became too steep for vegetation to grow. Sunbeams stretched between them, lighting up the trees. The colors were sharp and vivid—

      “Halt!” Someone yelled and Alazne froze.

      “She’s with me,” Zenon’s voice rang out and she turned in time to see him come through the portal, Jessa right behind.

      “Royal Highness,” the guard dressed in the same dark blue uniform as the soldiers quickly lowered a rifle he had trained on her, falling to one knee, bowing.

      Alazne winced at those words. She wasn’t sure if she was going to get used to hearing that.

      The guard’s head snapped up, formalities apparently over. “How? What kind of tech is this? It’s like magic.”

      The glowing swirls of the portal spiraled in on each other before disappearing completely.

      “It is magic,” Zenon said. “It really is!”

      The acknowledgement of magic made Alazne light on her feet. Zenon laughed, a deep echoing sound that made her heart soar.

      Leaving the man kneeling with his mouth hanging open, Zenon strode across the room to a hallway, a spring in his step she hadn’t seen before.

      Ancestral portraits lined the walls, bright faces in bright clothing, keeping in sync with the color blue. Some of the clothing reminded her of the guy at the bar.

      What appeared to be the most modern of the paintings held the smiling face of a beautiful woman, features round and inviting, but piercing green eyes sharp as tacks. She held a glowing golden scepter, head adorned with a glittering bejeweled crown. Was this the ruling Queen of Karr?

      Landscapes filled in the gaps, tapestries depicting scenes of large-scale hunts and pointy antlered stags. She peered closer.

      “Is that how many points they really have on those antlers?” Jessa said in awe.

      Alazne leaned ever closer, studying the possibility. “I don’t know.”

      “That portal wasn’t exactly where I showed you the doors were.” Zenon’s voice made her jump upright. Turning her gaze on him, he presented a lopsided grin.

      “I can’t always be exact,” she countered with a grin of her own, hand on her hip. “It was close.”

      “Yes, it was,” he said, stopping at the doors that were on the holo map, golden leaf carvings even more brilliant in person.

      Both palms on the doors, Zenon pushed. They swung open with a creak and pop of wood, the sound loud but strangely inviting, comforting.

      The largest bed she’d ever seen sat in the middle of the room against a wall, between two tall open windows that stretched from ceiling to floor. She could see the mountains and bright violet sky beyond, the sound of birds filling the air as a soothing breeze flowed in.

      White and blue fabric stretched across a canopy swayed over the bed, a form lying upon it.

      “Zenon?” a woman’s whispery voice said, the form stirring.

      “Yes, mother, I am here.” Kneeling next to the bed, Zenon took the woman’s hands between his. “I brought a healer.”

      Jessa walked closer, pausing halfway. Alazne stayed at the door.

      “Pfft.” A hand waved in the air, flippant. “It is good you are here. I am happy to see your face.”

      Sharp eyes set in an elderly face peered around Zenon, looking directly at Alazne. Green irises seemed to gaze into her very soul—

      “More beautiful than I imagined. She’s perfect,” the woman said, voice soft.

      Alazne’s brows furrowed. Perfect? Perfect for what?

      “Introduce me, son.”

      “This is your healer, Jessa,” Zenon gestured for Jessa to approach, which she did. “We shouldn’t waste any more time. She can examine you right away.”

      “No, the other one,” the woman said.

      Alazne suddenly found a spot on the floor interesting.

      “That’s Alazne,” he said. “She helped me find the healer.”

      He turned, raising his arm to wave her over, but she found it hard to look up.

      “Oh, dear, you are burned!” The woman coughed, fragile body shaking. “Healer Jessa, you must tend to my son’s burns. And, whew Zenon, you are in need of a bath.”

      “Mother, the healer is for you, not me,” Zenon said, an admonishing tone that fell flat as Jessa stifled a laugh.

      “You will take care of this now. I will still be here tomorrow.” The woman looked at Jessa. “There is a clinic in the west wing. And a bath in the east. Please take him.”

      “She’s right,” Jessa said when Zenon didn’t move. “Those burns can get infected. It will not take long to wrap them up. And you do need a bath.” She looked over at Alazne. “We all do.”

      Zenon rose to his feet, hesitant but complying, briefly making eye contact with her before following Jessa as she exited the room.

      Alazne turned to follow, but the woman’s voice called strongly, “You stay.”

      Turning back around, she just stood there. What could Zenon’s mother possibly want with her?

      “Come closer, I want to see you up close,” the woman said.

      Alazne approached, uncertainty slowing her steps. As she got closer, she knew without a doubt that this was the woman in the portrait, the Queen. Even old and sick, she possessed a timeless beauty. Green eyes were sharp as ever. White snowy hair was wrapped in a braid around her head, a blue ribbon woven in.

      “No matter what they do,” the Queen said, “I’m dying anyway. I just wanted to meet you.”
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      Meet her? How did the Queen of Karr even know she existed? The Queen must have had her mistaken with someone else.

      Head bowing, she said, “Majesty—”

      “Call me Ariad,” the Queen interrupted.

      Alazne’s head snapped up. “Ariad? That’s my familiar’s name.”

      Come to think of it, she did remember that Zenon didn’t approve of what she named her familiar, because ‘Ariad’ was his mother’s name. Would his mother also disapprove? But she didn’t give the squirrel that name. The squirrel told her what its name was.

      Said creature appeared from her pocket, not completely healthy, but looking better. The squirrel jumped on the Queen’s bed before she could stop it.

      “It’s a beautiful creature, isn’t it?” Queen Ariad gingerly stroked the familiar’s head, who leaned into her touch.

      Alazne’s brow furrowed. Did the older woman know about the squirrel? And how was the little woodland creature suddenly doing better?

      Both the squirrel and the Queen turned their heads to look at her at once. Alazne fought the urge to move backwards.

      “You see, I know you, Princess,” the Queen said, sharp eyes boring into her soul. Then, both the squirrel and the Queen said at the exact same time, “I am Ariad.”

      A gust of wind blew through the window, ruffling her hair and the fabric draped over the canopy of the queen’s bed.

      Her mind stalled, shock plucking all coherent thought from her brain. Only the breeze registered.

      Then the barrier to her familiar’s mind fell and she realized the grief she felt when Zenon was swallowed by the lava—

      The grief was the Queen herself, his mother.

      And now she felt love, acceptance, happiness for her son. Why such happiness? But, it was happiness all the same. Infectious, it welled up inside her and overflowed as a smile. The Queen’s returning smile was radiant.

      Alazne’s smile faded as her mind caught up to her emotions. Ariad had called her “Princess.”

      She knew—

      “I know all about you,” the Queen said.

      Alazne did move back this time, charge igniting in her legs, shaking, she was poised to flee. It suddenly felt too hot. The cool breeze from the window might as well have been coming from a furnace, or even Hellumon.

      Queen Ariad reached over, placing a wizened hand upon hers.

      And time stood still. The energy in her legs dissipated, the shaking stopped. Calm washed over her, giving her a sense of peace.

      “You have nothing to fear from me,” she said. “What you did was truly brave. You’re exactly what I was hoping for.”

      What she was hoping for?

      Alazne bowed her head. “I do not want to marry that man.”

      “You know.” There was a glint in the Queen’s eyes as she spoke. “You do not have to marry a betrothed.”

      She didn’t know how it worked on this world, but that was not how it worked on Adamar. Once betrothed, that was it. Might as well have been married already.

      Queen Ariad’s hand squeezed hers as she moved to sit up. She fell back a little and Alazne swiftly slipped an arm behind her back to help her. When the older woman smiled, Alazne could see so much of Zenon in her.

      “I have something to show you.” The sickly woman struggled to get out of bed and Alazne helped her to her feet. Pointing, she said, “Help me get over there.”

      She didn’t know what the Queen was pointing at. ‘Over there’ just looked like a big wall to her.

      A painted portrait of Zenon in a white uniform hung there and she let her eyes linger as she helped Ariad walk step-by-step to the indicated spot. The artist didn’t get his eyes right. For some reason, they reminded her of that old desert hermit—

      “He’s a handsome man, isn’t he?” Ariad said as they approached the wall.

      “Who?” Alazne said.

      “The man in the portrait.” The woman flashed a sidelong smile.

      Knowing the protocol on her own world, she didn’t want to do or say anything inappropriate.

      “You can say it,” the Queen nearly cackled.

      Holding her by the arm as she slowly shuffled ahead, Alazne smiled, “Yes. He is a handsome man.”

      “His son looks just like him,” she said.

      His son? “You mean, that’s not Zenon?”

      Queen Ariad was alive with mirth and something akin to pride. “Nope. That’s his father.”

      She stared at the portrait as they moved. The man looked so much like Zenon, except for those strangely familiar eyes. She realized Zenon had his mother’s eyes.

      The squirrel ran ahead of them, waiting by the wall under the portrait. Were the tufts of hair on the tips of the familiar’s ears swaying back a bit, away from the wall? That didn’t make sense. That was the opposite way the breeze was blowing in through the window—

      As they reached the wall, Queen Ariad pressed her palm against the low-hanging portrait, right on the uniformed chest over the man’s heart. A click sounded from within the wall and Ariad dropped her hand.

      The portrait swiveled upwards, revealing a hidden door that Alazne could only see because it was opening inwards into a dark room beyond. The squirrel darted inside, apparent motion sensors tripping on a soft yellow light.

      She stood motionless as the Queen shuffled inside, mouth dropping open at the sight of potion bottles and vials of all sizes lining a far wall.

      Ariad turned. “Well, come in, girl, before the door closes on you.”

      The door creaked and she rushed into the room before it closed with an echoing thud.

      The yellow light started to flicker as the queen slowly traversed the room, lighting candles along the way. Alazne followed, touching the tops of the bottles as she passed. A boline and an athame lay next to a bejeweled chalice. Old paper star charts were strewn across a table, a golden wand upon one marked “Healers found here.”

      The existence of a room such as this meant only one thing—

      “You’re a magic-user,” Alazne said. “But, Zenon, he doesn’t—”

      “Believe in magic?” Ariad said. “No one in the Far Expanse does. Karr isn’t a place for witches.”

      There weren’t any windows, but she saw the mountains in her mind’s eye, thought of all the birds at the bedside window, imagined the stags to be plentiful in the fields. “But this planet is so full of life. It’s the perfect place.”

      “People here are not blessed with magic, so they believe it doesn’t exist.” Ariad waved a wrinkled hand in the air, the squirrel mimicking the movement with its front paw.

      A smile danced across the Queen’s features. “But I know the truth. My great grandfather was from Adamar.”

      Alazne choked. “You’re a descendant of Adamar?”

      “Yup. He married the Queen of Karr and here we are.”

      No wonder Zenon had such magical abilities.

      A frown crossed Ariad’s taut features. “I did not know witches are being hunted. And for these so called ‘Hunters’ to set up operations in the Far Expanse—”

      The Queen coughed, a barrage of choking and wheezing affecting her ability to stand. Alazne helped steady her on her feet.

      “I didn’t know,” the older woman said through a hoarse voice. “I have the gift of foresight, but I didn’t foresee this. Magic used to be revered. What happened?”

      Alazne didn’t know if the question was rhetorical, but she answered it anyway. “I don’t remember a time when magic was revered, not outside of Adamar and other magic-user communities. The Hunters fear magic. I don’t know why or what happened, but they’ve been hunting witches my whole life.”

      Queen Ariad seemed to be in deep thought, eyes staring unfocused at the maps on the middle table. They darted to Alazne. “My son will see to it that the practice is stopped. We have a formidable fleet.”

      If the ship on Hellumon was anything to go by, Alazne had no doubt that they did. Her heart soared at the words. Adamar was about to gain a grand ally. Witches across the universe would be able to live freely again.

      But usually such an ally was gained through a unification of families, a marriage to strengthen the bond and rally the support of the population to help another. Her heart sank at the thought. How would the people of Karr go for such an arrangement without unification? Especially a people that didn’t even believe in magic to begin with?

      The Queen went into another uncontrollable coughing fit. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed at her mouth, red stains visible on the cloth.

      Oh no, Zenon was right in his urgency to get back to his mother. She was very sick. Was she going to die right now?

      “I’m not sick,” Ariad said. “Just old.”

      “Maybe we should call Jessa back,” Alazne said, head light with worry.

      Queen Ariad waved a hand in the air again, movement on a far table catching her eye as the squirrel did the same.

      “My illness cannot be cured,” Ariad said. “The doctors already know. Zenon just wouldn’t accept it, so it was easy to manipulate him into my plan.”

      Alazne’s blood froze. She was simultaneously heartbroken for Zenon, curious, and outraged his mother would play into his feelings for some other gain.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” the Queen said. “But we have the time we need.”

      The squirrel ran circles around a great book that stood open on a raised alter.

      “You see,” Ariad’s eyes reflected the flickering candles. “I sent Zenon on that chase to find his Lifemate.”

      Alazne choked again, coughing wrenching her gut. Lifemate? Heart tightening with her stomach, she held back a tear. Zenon was going to make some woman very happy—

      “Did he? Find his Lifemate?” she said, swallowing down the lump that formed in her throat.

      “I knew in my gift of foresight that he would find his Lifemate if I sent him to find a Healer, so it satisfied both our needs,” the Queen shrugged. Then her sharp eyes came to laser focus, piercing Alazne’s soul. “Question is, did she find him?”

      Holding that gaze a moment, Alazne looked at the floor. Was one of the witches from Hellumon Zenon’s mate? Joan, perhaps? The Water Witch beauty certainly took a liking to him, calling him ‘Light’ and apparently inspiring her to grow wings.

      Queen Ariad seemed to be studying her. Then she waved a hand again, turning towards the squirrel and the big book. “Eh, he doesn’t know it, yet. Neither does she.”

      Sadness watered Alazne’s eyes and tightened her throat even more, not because she wasn’t Zenon’s mate, but because both Zenon and Ariad were losing so much. Zenon was going to lose his mother no matter what, and Ariad wasn’t going to get to see her son find his Lifemate.

      “First thing’s, first,” the older woman said conversationally, bending down to rummage through a box behind the pedestal the book and squirrel rested upon.

      The Queen continued talking, but Alazne couldn’t tell what she was saying, bent away from her as she was. The squirrel watched her, but wasn’t repeating any of the words.

      Approaching the stooping woman, she couldn’t keep her eyes from wondering over the book, an ancient leather-bound thing with drawings and flourishes on parchment.

      A drawing of a squirrel that looked just like her familiar stopped her in her tracks. Bending closer, she read the words written there, “How To Enchant A Squirrel.”

      It was a spellbook! One the Queen clearly utilized. The ingredients caught her eye next, just as Ariad stood up with a quart-size jar labeled “Moon Dust.” Smaller words in parentheses were scribbled “from Earth’s moon.”

      Blinking, she said, “Is that really from Earth’s moon?”

      Ariad held the jar up in the candlelight, arms shaking from the effort. “As far as I know.” She lowered it with a half-smile. “Lern got it for me.”

      “Lern? From Lern’s World?” Alazne’s voice squeaked.

      “It’s a long story, dear, but Lern always gives me what I need.” The candlelight flickered, a flame rising taller than the rest before settling down again.

      Alazne could feel how wide her eyes were. If they got any bigger, she was sure they’d fall right out of their sockets. Who was that desert hermit, exactly?

      Queen Ariad handed her the jar before reaching over the spellbook, the pages rustling as she turned them.

      “The body will die, but the spirit will transfer,” Ariad said, pointing at the page the book was now on.

      Alazne read the words the older woman just spoke, reading faster as she studied this next spell. It appeared to be the next step after enchanting the squirrel—

      “You mean to transfer your spirit into the squirrel,” her voice sounded breathless, even to her ears.

      “For a time,” Ariad said, voice dancing with sparkly eye. “At least the life of the squirrel. I’m not ready to move on just yet. I want to see my grand babies.”

      Alazne’s eyes darted to the squirrel. Was the woodland creature okay with this? A spirit transfer meant death to the being the transfer was taking place.

      I am fully aware of the consequences, the familiar’s voice sounded in her mind. But was it the squirrel talking or the witch queen?

      It is the squirrel talking, the voice chuckled. My life was tied to hers as soon as I gave her permission to perform the enchantment. I will pass when she does, but my body is healthy. She may use it until it is spent.

      In that moment, Alazne fully appreciated how Zenon must have felt when he learned about magic. This was all very strange, even for a witch.

      Then sadness overcame her. The squirrel really was her familiar, enchanted as it was. With the transfer of the Queen’s spirit, it would cease to be. Her familiar would be gone.

      “I will still be your familiar,” both the Queen and the squirrel said at the same time.

      Alazne looked between the two, feeling more like Zenon by the second, skeptical as well as hopeful.

      The Queen grinned, showing perfect teeth despite her age. “The magic is in the squirrel, so I will pass from being Queen of Karr to being Squirrel, Alazne’s Familiar.”

      Alazne’s mouth fell open. “You want to be my familiar?”

      A familiar was an important being, but a Queen who wanted such a role and for her?

      “You are precious to me.” The older witch sounded as if it was the most obvious thing in the universe. “Besides, I’m tired of being Queen. Time to let Zenon take the reins.”

      That last statement, Alazne could relate. The fatigue of royalty was something she understood all too well.

      Acceptance weaved through her heart as she patted the squirrel’s head. Would the Queen be okay with her patting her head?

      A chuckle sounded from beside her. “I am already tied to the squirrel, remember? I felt that and I’m okay with it.”

      Yup, she could definitely imagine how Zenon must have felt. Weird stuff. What would he even think about all this?

      Gaze dropping to the spellbook, she read through the instructions, eyes lingering on the passage that said, “Unlike the enchantment, a second magic-user must be present to ensure the spirit is transferred safely.”

      Of all that was holy, she was the healer after all. The dying mother needed a witch to perform the ritual—

      “But not right now,” Queen Ariad said. “I will still be here when you get back from Adamar.”

      Alazne choked, heart seizing so tightly her lungs burned. The confines of the room felt like they were closing in. “Adamar? I’m not going to Adamar.”

      “You are.” The air of authority in Ariad’s tone made her look years younger. “It is the final key to everything that has been set in motion. You will do this for Zenon.”

      The final key? For Zenon? But the Queen was dying. She made it clear it would happen no matter what, that she was so sure of it she was having her spirit transferred—

      The Queen’s eyes were steel, daring Alazne to argue. She wanted to argue, wanted to protest, wanted to open a portal and get lost forever. The Dead World was more desirable than returning to Adamar. But she was too stunned to say or do anything.

      “Time for me to see Jessa,” Queen Ariad said. “And Alazne? Look at me, dear.”

      She didn’t want to, but she forced her eyes to meet Ariad’s, steel replaced with a determination Alazne didn’t understand.

      “Zenon must not know any of this. Not yet.”
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      Alazne stared at the familiar on her lap, who stared back, eyes alight with a knowledge she wasn’t privy to. Filled with unease, she looked at the closed golden door to Queen Ariad’s bedroom suite.

      Jessa had come when called and the witch queen had demanded that no one be in the room when Jessa examined her. It didn’t make sense. The doctors and the Queen herself already knew she was dying. What could Jessa do about it?

      Zenon waltzed through the hallway with a smell of sandalwood riding a gust of air. Black hair neatly cropped, he wore a form-fitting navy blue uniform trimmed in red that accented his best features. Gaze wondering to his rear, her breath caught in her throat and she averted her eyes to the floor.

      “Is Jessa here?” he said.

      Jessa? Who the heck was Jessa? Alazne shook her head to clear her mind. Right, Jessa.

      A slight weight shifting in her lap sobering her, Alazne replied. “Jessa is with your mother, yes.”

      “The Healer is going to make it right,” he said.

      Alazne’s heart felt as if a boulder rested upon it. Jessa wasn’t. Nobody was.

      The slight weight in her lap shifted again, little feet digging into her thighs.

      This is what I want, Ariad, the familiar, said in her mind. Everything will be right. You’ll see.

      Staring at the squirrel, her temples throbbed. This was a projection of Zenon’s mother and she couldn’t even tell him. Not only was he a powerful magic wielder, but his mother was a Witch of Adamar and he didn’t even know it.

      And going back to Adamar was the worst thing that could happen to her. The life she created for herself would be over. How could everything be right? If her head didn’t explode from sheer anxiety, she was sure she’d lose the contents of her stomach any minute.

      Zenon paced the floor, his hurried steps reflecting the turmoil inside her.

      Then he was kneeling next to her, grasping her right hand between his. Blinking, she met his eyes, worry evident in those depths. She didn’t even notice him stop his pacing. Did she black out?

      “Are you okay? You look pale.” He pressed his hand against her forehead.

      The touch grounding her, warmth spread throughout her body, infusing her heart.

      You will do this for Zenon, the mother queen had said. And she would. She’d do anything for Zenon.

      Holding his gaze, he leaned forward and she closed her eyes, ready to feel his warm lips upon hers—

      The doors to the bedroom suite creaked and her eyes fluttered open as Zenon jumped to his feet. Jessa walked into the hallway, the doors closing behind her.

      “She wishes not to be disturbed,” Jessa said.

      Zenon opened his mouth, taking a step towards the door, and the healer held up a hand. “She’s tired. She says she will speak with you when we get back from Adamar.”

      “We are going to Adamar?” Zenon looked at Alazne, but she couldn’t meet his gaze.

      “We are,” Jessa said. “Your mother needs Nora Potion. The only place I know to get it is Adamar.”

      Alazne’s head snapped up. Nora Potion? Was that a needed ingredient for the spirit transfer? Why didn’t Ariad just tell her an ingredient was missing? She didn’t need to go to accompany Jessa and Zenon to Adamar for that. They could just go without—

      You must go, Ariad said, the squirrel tapping her chest until she looked down. It is important that you go.

      “Nora Potion can only be acquired with permission of the Queen of Adamar,” Jessa said. “We need your help to get that permission.”

      Needed the Queen of Adamar’s permission? Alazne had never heard of something like that. All of this was starting to seem a little fishy—

      “You have the Prince of Karr,” she said, eyes narrowing. “The Queen will grant permission to another royal family in need. You hardly need my help.”

      Jessa looked like she was about to protest, but Zenon spoke up instead. “I’m sorry about whatever happened between you and your family.”

      “You don’t even know who my family is,” Alazne couldn’t keep the accusatory tone from her voice.

      “No,” he admitted. “But if they have some influence with the royal family of your world, then we have to try. My mother is dying.”

      You have no idea, Alazne thought to herself. And your mother will die whether I go to Adamar or not.

      Glaring at the squirrel, she dared it to say something.

      The familiar remained quiet, for once, just studying her with a watchful eye.

      “Please, Alazne,” Zenon said.

      The sorrow in his plea tugged her heart so hard, she thought it might be yanked from her chest. She never wanted to hear that tone again.

      Head bowing in defeat, she said, “Fine. I’ll go. But we’re taking your ship.”

      This is not defeat, Ariad said. All will be clear soon.

      Or maybe you can just tell me what you’re up to so it’ll be clear now.

      The familiar said nothing more, but Zenon’s voice cut through the air.

      “We can’t take my ship,” he said. “It will take entirely too long to travel to your region.”

      “We need to take a ship,” Jessa said.

      Finally, it sounded like her healer friend was on her side. Alazne wasn’t so sure with that stars-forsaken made-up rule about needing permission for a potion—

      It’s not made up, Ariad said. There really are potions that need the Queen of Adamar’s permission to obtain.

      You be quiet, Alazne snapped. She’d had enough of Ariad having access to her thoughts, Queen of Karr or Zenon’s mother or squirrel familiar or not.

      “We will be taking your ship. The one you have on Spice,” she said aloud, making eye contact with Zenon.

      It would still take an extra couple days from Spice to get to Adamar, but Ariad could handle that. Plus, that was how it had to be.

      “Protocol dictates we enter Adamar by ship,” Jessa explained, also looking at Zenon. “No portals. No magical realms. They want to see who is coming.”

      “You make it sound more like it’s a desire than a hard rule,” Zenon said, glancing between them.

      “That’s true,” Alazne said. “But if you want an audience with the royal family, you won’t be starting off well by going against their desires.” She held his gaze. “We take your ship. That’s the only way I’m going with you.”

      Blowing out a breath, he shook his head. “Mother is fading so quickly.”

      Alazne glared at the squirrel again. This game the Queen was playing was difficult to watch. Being party to it made her mouth sour.

      I assure you, this is no game. Ariad’s voice had an edge to it, but Alazne couldn’t bring herself to think this was anything other than a cruel manipulation.

      “Your mother will still be here when we return,” Jessa said, tone assuring. “I promise.”

      Zenon stared at the healer a moment, then slowly shook his head, gaze fixing on Alazne again. “Okay, we take my ship from Spice.”
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        * * *

      

      The smell of spice from the planet with the same name gave her a feeling of nostalgia as she exited the portal. It seemed ages ago that she first saw Zenon in the market, handsome as he was, even dressed as a Hunter. She shook her head. Thinking of a Hunter as handsome, even a fake one, had to be sacrilege.

      Said man stepped through the portal after her, their eyes meeting with a flutter of her heart. Yes, this is where it all started and he was much more handsome in his navy blue uniform. Tearing her gaze away, she looked ahead, dreading the way it was all going to end.

      Ariad sat on her shoulder, attempting a comforting pat that she ignored.

      “You missed again,” Zenon said, tone mischievous. “The space-port is over there.”

      Alazne threw him a sardonic grin. “At least I didn’t portal you into the wall of the space-port.”

      Satisfied to see his eyes grow wide, she laughed as Jessa came through, the swirling circle collapsing down into sparks that dispersed through the air.

      “Don’t worry, stick boy, that’s not even possible,” Jessa said with a grin of her own.

      Alazne threw her friend a look of mock-betrayal. “Hey, now, don’t give away all my secrets.”

      There were no bystanders as they made their way to the port, exactly as she’d planned. If she’d bridged into the port, there would have been quite a few witnesses. The last thing she wanted right now was to attract the real Hunters, who were likely present.

      “Be on the lookout for Hunters,” she said.

      “Don’t worry,” Zenon said. “There won’t be any Hunters within a mile of my ship. Hangar 3; right here.”

      Fighting the urge to roll her eyes, Alazne stopped dead in her tracks when they entered the hangar indicated.

      No less than a dozen armed, blue uniformed men stood at attention.

      “Good to see you again, Highness.” The apparent leader bowed.

      Zenon gave a pointed look at all the men before turning to the leader. “You should not have allowed us to enter the hanger.”

      “I knew it was you, Sir,” the man said, eyes darting to the side before focusing on the Prince again.

      “I could have disguised my face,” Zenon countered. “Perhaps a Hunter captured me and had physiology altering tech—”

      “We have cleared this world of the Hunters,” the man said.

      Zenon seemed to think about that a second, then raised his forearm. “You received my messages. Good work, Trotter.”

      The man smiled, bumping his forearm against Zenon’s, relief evident on his face.

      Zenon turned to Alazne with a smirk and something else she couldn’t interpret. Was it pride? “See? Not a Hunter within a mile of my ship, within the entire planet.”

      Alazne heard the entire exchange, but none of it really sank in, not until that last part when he turned around, his smirking comment about no Hunters being near his ship.

      His ship—

      It was the only thing she noticed upon entering the hanger, the conversation between Zenon and his men a warble on the edge of her mind. She thought Keia’s ship was impressive? This ship was over the top impressive.

      All black, it reminded her of the warship on Hellumon, except that it more resembled a pleasure cruiser, a yacht with rounded edges, sleek design. If she were a betting person, she’d bet this craft could stand its own against the fastest ships in the known galaxy. She’d also bet formidable weapons rested in the near-invisible indentations along the hull.

      And, if the busyness of the hangar was anything to go by, with these twelve armed men and no doubt more aboard, along with the maintenance folks inspecting various parts of the hull, tools tweaking this and that, Zenon’s ship had a sizeable crew.

      Any Hunter would have to be crazy to approach a ship like this.

      The conversation between Zenon and his men finally caught up in her brain. They’d gotten rid of the Hunters on this planet, apparently having gotten word through messages from Zenon.

      The Karrians were already helping the witches. Did Zenon mention it was witches that were being hunted, or did he convince his men to round Hunters up for Adamar? Did they even know Adamar existed? Did it even matter? Come to think of it, these men seemed like the type to do whatever Zenon said, without question—

      Adamar needed Karr. Zenon thought he was going there to get a potion for his mother, but Alazne now realized she needed to go to convince the royal family of this grand new ally. The thought of having to marry her asshole betrothed in order to do so made her stomach churn. The knowledge that Queen Ariad knew everything and still condoned these events, even after complimenting her on doing what she had to do before, made her want to throw up.

      But she’d do it for the Witches of Adamar. Her misery for the lives of an entire population was a small price to pay.

      How was all of this helping Zenon, though? There must have been something Karr needed from Adamar, something for Zenon specifically, something more than just a potion that wasn’t going to work—

      When her familiar said nothing of her thoughts, she risked a glance at the woodland creature on her shoulder. Nothing. Ariad had certainly perfected the poker face on the squirrel.

      I already told you. The squirrel’s eyes darted to hers. All part of the plan.

      Right. A plan that required her to give up her happiness, her very life. There was such a thing as a living hell where the only freedom was death.

      A flurry of movement caught her attention as a man dressed in a white uniform very similar to the one Zenon’s dad wore in the portrait glided down the ship’s ramp. Lined with pinpricks of white light, the ramp was as beautiful as the rest of the ship.

      “Captain,” Zenon said as the man in white bowed. “Set a course for Adamar. Full speed.”

      “As you wish, Your Highness. Glad to have you back.” They bumped forearms and the Captain began barking orders, disappearing back into the ship, Zenon following.

      She thought the hangar was busy before? Everyone rushed to do their respective jobs at a dizzying pace.

      Just standing there, next to the ramp, she looked at Jessa. Shrugging, her friend looked around at the crewmembers running this way and that.

      “Do we just climb aboard?” Alazne said. The ship looked like it contained a maze of corridors and rooms she had no hope of interpreting.

      As if on cue, Zenon appeared at the top of the ramp. “This way, ladies.”

      “Goddess,” she said. “I thought you’d abandoned us.”

      Zenon smiled, grabbing her hand as she got to the top of the ramp. “I’d never abandon you.”

      Holding her gaze, a thrill shot up her spine, the palm of her hand in his becoming sweaty.

      “Anna will show you to your suites,” Zenon said. “Dinner will be in the galley in two hours. Please join me.”

      The hopeful look in his eyes made her heart skip. Then a short woman in a flowing blue dress bowed to them. Was she standing there the whole time?

      Reality came crashing in and she pulled her hand back to her body. They were returning to her home world, where she was already betrothed, where she’d have to marry to solidify the terms of agreement between Adamar and Karr. A relationship with Zenon was impossible. If she joined him for dinner, she’d let him seduce her in the best way. She didn’t want a one-night stand. She wanted all of him—

      Besides, he needed to save himself for his Lifemate, Joan or whoever it was.

      With a heavy heart, she followed Anna to her suite, through the predicted maze of corridors. She would endure this journey in her room alone.

      I am with you, Ariad said from her shoulder.

      You are not with me. Unable to keep the bitterness from her tone, it was hard not to demand the squirrel leave her presence for the duration of the trip.

      I am, Alazne. You’ll see.
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      Zenon watched the empty seat across from him as he ate his meal. Except for the occasional nod and “Welcome back,” his shipmates left him alone.

      Alazne wasn’t coming.

      Was it because of his royal status? There were two kinds of women in his experience with that: ones who were intimidated into running away and ones who flocked to him in the hopes of being lavished with riches. The latter type, the ones who threw themselves at him, were the most common, unfortunately. He could only ever play with them, as a relationship could only be between he and another royal.

      Playing was something he learned early on he didn’t want. Those women took advantage, knowing he could play but never marry. They were in it for the money, like with his uncle.

      Uncle Hector was a playboy to the max, the women not minding one bit, loving all the money he threw at them; boats, cars, posh spacecraft, lavish hotels and spas, lavish worlds—

      It just wasn’t Zenon. What he wanted was a true mate, his Lifemate.

      Alazne didn’t seem to be either the type to run away or flock. She didn’t react, one way or the other, upon learning he was the Prince of Karr. The fact that she didn’t throw herself at him made him love her all the more.

      Or maybe his status as royalty was sickening to her. Was she disgusted by him? Did it bother her that people followed his orders simply because he was Karr’s future King?

      Maybe it was for the best she didn’t show to dinner—

      But why did she seem so forlorn? Taking her back to her home world was exacting a toll he didn’t fully understand. He wished he could banish whatever was bothering her. He wanted to go to her now. She was attracted to him and he was definitely attracted to her—

      Shaking himself, Zenon mentally stomped the thought. But he hadn’t felt this strongly about anyone ever in his life. He truly loved this woman. Was it possible for him to have a Lifemate that wasn’t a royal like himself?

      And his mother immediately liked Alazne, he knew. Would it be possible to drop the rule of a royal having to marry another royal? His mother believed in fated mates. Surely, she could put this one exception into law—

      “You look like someone snapped your wand in half.” He saw movement out of his periphery a moment before the healer, Jessa, sat in the empty chair across from him.

      “Stick?” Thoughts a whirlwind on his brain, he put on a nonchalant front. “Oh, he’s out exploring the ship.”

      The woman blinked. “He? You make it sound like it has a mind of its own.”

      “Make no mistake,” Zenon leaned forward, eyebrows raised. “Stick does have a mind of his own.”

      “Your wand isn’t like a typical wand, you know that?”

      “It’s not a wand.” Zenon sat up straight, popping a morsel of protein into his mouth. On second thought, maybe Alazne wouldn’t be interested in such a bland meal to begin with.

      Sitting in companionable silence, he asked the question he wanted a real answer to. “How is my mother? Really? The doctors said there was nothing that could be done.”

      “Queen Ariad is going to be fine,” Jessa said.

      Zenon took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Thank the stars.

      “I want to talk to you about Alazne,” the healer said next.

      Zenon nearly choked on the next morsel his put in his mouth. That was abrupt.

      “It has been a very long time since she’s been home,” Jessa said. “Going back to the place she ran away from is hard.”

      “I understand,” he said, heart heavy that he was the cause of Alazne’s forlorn state.

      “She wants to be more than some other man’s Queen,” the healer said next.

      Zenon did choke this time, no air passing between his mouth and his lungs, not even enough to cough. Chest burning, Jessa stood up and went around the table to pound on his back. When the food dislodged, he coughed, sucking in air until the burning in his chest ceased.

      “Are you okay?” she said after a moment, waving off a concerned crewman who poked his head into the dining room from the galley.

      “Did you say, ‘some other man’s Queen?’” Coughing again, he took a swig from his glass.

      “Yes, she is engaged to be married,” Jessa said, returning to the seat. “I thought you knew that.”

      “Not that part. The Queen part—”

      Right then, Stick came rushing in through the main entrance, buzzing around his head like a worried mother hen.

      “I’m fine, Stick.” Zenon swatted the air half-heartedly.

      The stick patted his head, then his neck. When it went to pat his throat, he grabbed it out of the air. “Everything’s good. Time to go to sleep for a bit.”

      Apparently convinced, the wand didn’t protest when he slipped it into his handmade pant side pocket along his leg.

      Jessa’s mouth was hanging open. “That is the oddest—”

      “Getting back to the Queen part,” Zenon interrupted. The last thing on his mind was the oddity of his possessed stick.

      “You don’t know? That’s weird.” Jessa looked confused. “Queen Ariad knows.”

      His mother knew? “Knows what?”

      “Alazne is the crown Princess of Adamar. At least, until she renounced it.”

      Zenon simply stared, eyes not focused on anything. The words the healer spoke played over and over in his head. Alazne was royalty after all. And his mother knew—

      But this also meant Alazne really was his Lifemate. Did his mother know that too? What did she tell Alazne during their private moments together? The Queen of Karr was up to something. Did she really need a potion from Adamar?

      Heart surging with such intensity, he jumped to his feet, pacing the floor, Jessa’s head following his movements as she continued talking.

      “That’s what I need to talk to you about,” she was saying, and it took a second for him to realize she was talking about Alazne and not the potion. “Everyone knows what happened publicly. It’s what happened privately—”

      “Treat it like not everyone knows, public or private, because I don’t.” Zenon needed to know this story from the top. Looking at the healer, he stopped pacing. “What is the public part ‘everyone knows?’”

      “That Alazne renounced the throne. She went on the PWN—”

      The healer must have seen his brow furrow at the acronym because she paused, adding, “Planet-Wide Network, and announced it to the entire planet, said she accepted exile and bid everyone farewell.”

      “Exile?” he said, blinking.

      “Yes, to renounce the throne means exile.”

      What kind of draconian society was this? He was almost afraid to ask— “And the private part?”

      One of the serving crew came into the dining room, both Zenon and Jessa turning abruptly towards him. The man stopped in his tracks, looking at each in turn. “I’ll come back later.”

      Once he disappeared back into the galley, Zenon turned to Jessa. “And?”

      “Alazne believes in fated mates,” Jessa said.

      He could see where this was going. Since he was her fated mate, she didn’t find him in time—

      “She’s the sole heir to the throne and they thought she was getting too old to have babies. Alazne never picked a suitor, so they arranged a marriage for her.”

      “Who are ‘they?’”

      “Her parents,” Jessa’s tone suggested he should have that one figured out.

      Zenon couldn’t imagine his parents doing that to him. Too old to have babies? Alazne wasn’t that old—

      “The guy is a complete asshole,” Jessa continued, lip curled in disgust. “He’s barely even a Prince. Just some mogul from a barely populated ship-building outpost that calls himself a Prince. I don’t even know why her parents would arrange for Alazne to marry such a man. She didn’t know either. She agreed to meet him, just in case he was her fated mate, but she hated him the moment she saw him. Said she would never marry him, so they said they’d disown her if she didn’t.”

      Zenon could feel his eyes growing wider and wider.

      “So, she did one better,” Jessa continued. “She disowned her place as royalty, so she wouldn’t have to suffer the humiliation of disownment. She told me right before she did it. Her parents didn’t even know until it was done and she was gone.”

      Zenon sat in complete silence as Jessa gave her accounting. He had no words. Anger set him on edge.

      So, he was correct in his earlier thought that her desire not to marry was so strong, the power to create portals to run away from such a situation manifested itself. But it was more than that—

      What her parents did was an unthinkable betrayal. What he said to her on Keia’s ship, about how it was stupid for her not to go immediately to Adamar to get a healer for his mother simply because she didn’t want to marry—

      It hit him square in the gut.

      No wonder Alazne wanted to run away. She was the daughter of the rulers of Adamar and all her life she was told she had to find her mate. But she wanted her fated mate and didn’t find him in the time they considered. So, she was being forced to marry and have kids to carry on the royal family—

      Zenon had the overwhelming urge to get on the intercom and tell Captain Selman to turn the ship around. He walked over to the intercom unit mounted on the wall, finger raised to punch the code to the bridge—

      “I think they regret it,” Jessa said. “They’ve sent people out looking for her.”

      He remembered Keia saying something similar. A sardonic smile lifted his lips. Fitting that it would be hard to find someone who could open doorways to other worlds, exactly the way Alazne wanted it. They deserved every bit of anguish that likely caused them.

      “Your mother wanted me to tell you what I know,” Jessa said.

      Of course. And Jessa just dealt a big hand without knowing it, orchestrated by his mother.

      Zenon lowered his hand away from the intercom. The part of him that was his mother wanted to let all this play out. The part that was his father? A good mystery meant everything else could wait.
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        * * *

      

      Zenon stood with Jessa and several crew members in the viewing bay beneath his spacecraft, blast doors fully open, revealing panoramic views of star-studded space surrounding them, the planet of Adamar growing larger as they approached.

      Deciding to play along with his mother’s scheme, whatever the result was supposed to be, he told Captain Selman to report to the planet’s traffic control that they were returning a wayward Princess to her home world. Good thing Alazne wasn’t around for that conversation.

      Said Princess glided into the room and his heart beat faster. This was his Lifemate. She was royalty. They could be together after all. And the Fates chose well. His mother was going to be so pleased.

      Alazne didn’t judge him for being royalty, because she was as well. Yet, she didn’t tell him she was, even after finding out he was. Why? Did she believe that renouncing it meant she was no longer fit to be with him?

      Semantics.

      When his mother got better, she would be there for the wedding. Zenon’s heart was full.

      The robot, a constant presence on Alazne’s shoulder these days, held his gaze when Alazne wouldn’t look at him. That piece of tech got creepier by the minute.

      As they got closer to the planet, Zenon was surprised by how much of it was a dark, industrial city.

      “I never understood why Adamar is so industrial,” Alazne said and he wondered if part of her magic was the ability to read his mind.

      “Sometimes opposites make the most sense,” Ariad responded, still watching Zenon.

      “What is your industry?” Zenon shifted under that creepy gaze, but he was curious. He expected to see more natural terrain. There were green spots here and there, likely large gardens.

      “Ship-building,” Alazne said.

      Not what he expected to hear at all. Maybe that explained her fascination with his and Keia’s ships. Having assumed it was because she hadn’t been around many space-faring vessels, he was reminded why assumptions should never be made about anything. Or maybe she meant the sea-faring kinds of ships—

      “When you say ‘ship-building,’ you mean—”

      At that, she turned a smirk on him, complete with an eye roll. “Space-faring. Not everyone can live on a natural landscape like Karr.”

      He didn’t push for anything more. Maybe her status as royalty didn’t allow for much experience with spacecraft, even on an industrial ship-building world such as this. At least she was looking at him.

      Although, the idea that his mother was cooking a scheme was becoming more evident by the minute—

      “There are cities beyond our mountains, with burgeoning industry,” he said. “We’re ship-builders, too.” He gave her a sidelong glance, lips twisting upwards. “The space-faring kind.”

      Then it hit him. Perhaps he didn’t know what his mother was up to, but a scheme of his own was formulating. Knowing exactly how to manipulate his actions, he couldn’t help but think Queen Ariad orchestrated the hand he was about to play.

      Bowing politely, he said, “If you’ll excuse me.”

      Walking to the intercom panel on the far wall, he keyed in the bridge. “Captain Selman, I need you to send a message for me. Say exactly what I tell you—”
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      Alazne looked over the surrounding walls of the ship as Zenon excused himself.

      So, the Karrians built their amazing spacecraft. She didn’t pretend to know much about it, but her people could learn a lot about the advancement of space-faring vessels from the Karrians. Yet another reason an alliance with them was increasingly necessary.

      But Karr had the upper hand. They had the army and tech to fight the Hunters and they had the more advanced ship manufacturing. What in the universe could Adamar offer in return? Magic could certainly serve as an enhancement, but would the non-believing Karrians consider that equal value?

      Soon they were on the ground, Alazne standing at the top of the ramp. Zenon insisted she stand beside him as the ramp lowered.

      Jessa stood behind them along with the Captain and Zenon’s head of security. What was his name? Oh yes, Trotter.

      Alazne heard the sound of her mother gasping, but it was her betrothed that had her attention. Lych was every bit of what she remembered, crooked nose and all. Not an inherently ugly man, she’d find the crooked nose charming if he weren’t such an ass.

      As they descended the ramp, he waltzed over to Zenon, hand outstretched. “You will bow to me, Sir.”

      And there was the ‘ass’ part. The way he pronounced the ‘S’ in ‘Sir’ made him sound like a snake. What a vile person. The thought of this man touching her made her skin crawl.

      Zenon took it in stride. “As the Crown Prince of Karr, I will do no such thing.”

      When Zenon stuck out his hand to grasp and shake Lych’s outstretched one, Alazne’s mouth dropped open. The look on Lych’s face was priceless.

      “Leach, is it?” Zenon said.

      Alazne’s father stifled a chuckle and she knew her eyes had to be as wide as her mother’s.

      “It’s pronounced ‘Lich,’” Lych said.

      “I’m Jerryd.” Her father brushed Lych out of the way, grabbing Zenon’s hand, shaking enthusiastically with a smile.

      “And I’m Lissa,” her mother said. Why was she being shy? She turned to Lych. “We can take it from here, dear.”

      Alazne blinked, hands tingling. She’d never seen her parents openly dismiss her betrothed like this. And Zenon was showing no discomfort with the hand-shaking greeting he snubbed not so long ago.

      Alazne turned to Jessa and mouthed, What is going on?

      Jessa looked as confused as she was, shrugging with her hands in the air, head shaking, mouthing back, I don’t know.

      The tickle of her familiar’s voice sounded in her mind, full of amusement, I know what’s going on.

      Thankful the squirrel was in her pocket, out of sight, she ignored it.

      Once Lych disappeared, her mother said, “We received your message, and we accept your terms. We have everything you need, but if you’d like to freshen up before you go—”

      Everything you need? Message? Accept your terms? What in Goddess’s name?

      “Yes,” Zenon said. “We’d like that very much.”

      Reaching over, he pulled Alazne to his side, arm around her shoulder. She was so well and truly lost, she had no idea what to think, or say, or feel. The easy way he dealt with her parents and betrothed was mind-boggling.

      “If we could speak to our daughter alone,” her mother said.

      Yes, she would like that, too. But Zenon didn’t budge until she nodded her buzzing head.

      Once he disappeared back into his ship, her mother broke down in choking sobs, embracing her. “We thought we’d lost you forever.”

      Wrapping her arms around her mother, tears welled up in her eyes, spilling down her cheeks. Her father encompassed both of them in a giant hug.

      “We did not want you to leave,” he said.

      “You were just taking too long to choose a suitor,” her mother added through the sobs.

      “You didn’t allow me to choose,” Alazne cried. “There was no choice. You took the choice away from me.”

      “We were wrong,” her mother said, backing away slightly to look her in the eye, holding her upper arms. “What we did was wrong.”

      Alazne resisted to the urge to pull out of her grip. “You said you were going to disown me. That I was worthless without a husband to produce heirs with.”

      “We acted on emotion,” her father said as her mother’s arms dropped, the look on Lissa’s face guilty and forlorn. “We didn’t really mean it. What we know now is we should have waited. It’s your choice.”

      Should have waited? Choice? Alazne chest was so tight she couldn’t breathe.

      “It’s your choice to marry,” her mother said.

      “Getting married wasn’t the problem,” Alazne said when her constricted midsection loosened up enough to breathe again.

      A very relieved sounding sigh escaped her mother. “So, you do want to get married.”

      Seriously? How could they not know that?

      “Of course, I want to get married,” Alazne said. “But, Lych? What were you thinking?”

      Her father began pacing the floor. “His family builds ships that are slightly more advanced than ours. Combining that technology with ours—”

      He trailed off, no doubt because of the incredulous look she knew was on her face. Though, she knew all along that the man she would marry would be an alliance between her world and another. She just never thought the choice of who to marry would be snatched from her.

      “You do need an heir,” her mother continued.

      Alazne blew out a breath, resisting an eye roll. “I’m 28 years old. There’s plenty of time for an heir. But there’s no way I’m marrying Lych. I decide who I will marry. No one can decide for me.”

      “It is your choice,” Jerryd said, head slightly bowed.

      “We will reinstate you as the sole heir to the throne,” Lissa said next. “It was only ever going to be you, anyway.”

      Alazne could hardly believe what she was hearing. “What about the traditions?”

      “We are the ruling family,” Jerryd said. “We decide the traditions.”

      Mind a maelstrom, one thought surfaced above the others. Queen Ariad was right; she didn’t have to marry someone just because she was engaged to him.

      The glint in her mother’s eyes made her head spin. “This Karrian Prince you found—”

      “—Would make a grand ally,” her father finished, eyebrows raised as he looked at her from his bowed head.

      Zenon? But Zenon had a Lifemate. Though she knew he would probably marry her, she would not take that choice away from him.

      “Zenon already has a mate.” The words were hard to say, and she fought away the tears.

      Her parents exchanged a glance, something knowing being communicated and unsaid. Brow furrowing, Alazne had no idea how to interpret that.
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        * * *

      

      Zenon rode in the transport vehicle in silence. Alone, he left his ship and crew to prepare for the trip back to Karr. Jessa had gone ahead, to procure the potion from the palace, as was part of the arrangement in his message. Alazne had also gone to the palace with her parents. Having instructed the ship to leave without him, everything he needed was now in one spot.

      The city-planet of Adamar was bright with twinkling lights, the vividness of shiny reflective, mirror-like buildings outlining the darkening twilight sky. When the transport reached the palace, he was struck with the contrast.

      Red walls and black spires, the palace was gothic, dark, a tradition about it belying the glittering lights.

      The vehicle stopping at a tall, black iron gate that seemed to be gathering fog, the door opened, no one on the other side. Unmoving, he thought the place more like something from the Dead World than Adamar.

      A head popped in the frame of the door, his heart leaping. Ah, so someone solid did open it after all. No soul-sucking specters or bargaining light spirits to be seen.

      “Welcome to Adamar Castle, Sir,” the young man said, opening the door of the vehicle, motioning for Zenon to step out.

      The doorman led him inside, promptly leaving him alone. Ancient armor and swords lined the walls, candles hanging from the ceiling. There was an impressive display of modern weaponry, as well. But it was the models of ships that caught his eye; sea-faring boats, cruising vessels, and battleships to space-faring transports, yachts, and battle cruisers.

      Wiggling free of the side pocket against his leg, Stick shot into the air and disappeared down a hallway. “Dammit, Stick, now is not the time to explore!”

      A brush against his arm alerted him to someone’s presence and he looked down to see the fiery red hair of Alazne, green eyes studying him.

      “Your family is the royal family of Adamar,” he said after a moment.

      “I guess we’re both full of surprises,” she said with raised eyebrows.

      Touche. He didn’t exactly advertise his status either.

      “I didn’t want you to think less of me,” he said, turning towards her.

      “Less of you?”

      “Well, yea. You know what it’s like. Some people hold royalty in high esteem, others just as soon shit on us.”

      She nodded her head. “I do know what it’s like.”

      Staring at each other a moment, he shuffled closer when her eyes darted to his lips. The candlelight from the candelabra overhead cast flickering shadows against the walls.

      “What did you tell them?” she said.

      “Tell them?” All he wanted was to press his lips against hers.

      “Yes, my parents, in your message. What did you tell them?”

      Oh, right.

      “I told them who I was. Then I proposed an alliance, that I had it on good authority that they were looking for ship-building collaboration and sent the schematics of my personal ship. I said I knew there was a society hunting them and that Karr would offer help if they accepted my terms.” With each sentence, he leaned further down, towards those soft lips, memory of how they felt against his tantalizing him—

      “What were your terms?” Her eyes darted to his lips again and when her tongue momentarily swiped her bottom lip, his face heated up.

      He leaned further, and was she leaning towards him too? “I told them all they had to do was give you the choice.”

      Her chest bumped his and he felt the mounds of her breasts the moment before she pulled back slightly, as if the touch was too much. Sending a jolt down his spine straight to his groin, it was.

      “That’s it?” she said.

      “That’s what they said, too,” he chuckled. Did Alazne not know her worth? Did her parents not know? “But, no. They must also reinstate you as the Crown Princess of Adamar. Did they?”

      His palms itched to grab her and pull her back against him.

      “Yes,” she whispered, face reddening.

      “It’s your choice to marry and your choice who to marry.”

      Her lips were on his in the next instant, having lifted herself on her tippy toes. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her flush with his chest, reveling in the feel of her breasts once again. Stars, he wanted this woman in every way imaginable.

      “And what did you choose?” he asked when his pants became too tight. This wasn’t really the time or place to act on his fantasies.

      “I’m not marrying Lych, that’s for sure,” Alazne said.

      The mention of the worm’s name was enough to lesson some of the heat, but every bit of desire he had remained. Curiosity winning out, he asked the question that would extinguish the fire—

      “You haven’t been home in a long time. Why is that guy still around?”

      It was hard watching her face the moment the fire went out, even harder when she backed out of his arms.

      “A betrothal is a contract in our region. If the betrothed can uphold his end of the contract, marriage will follow. It might as well already be a marriage, because the contract also means an alliance between the communities the couple is from.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?” he said.

      “Lych is our Chief of Commerce. What’s ours is his.”

      Zenon had a feeling this Lych fellow wasn’t going to simply give up his position. He was upholding his part of the contract, which also meant there was something of value he wanted. Jerryd and Lissa said they were going to propose buying him out, but Zenon wasn’t so sure how well that was going to go.

      A problem for another day. For now, he needed to get back to his mother.

      Movement on the far side of the room catching his eye, he looked up to see Jessa walking towards them, smile on her face, holding up a small bottle.

      “I have the Nora Potion,” she said.

      Perfect timing.

      Alazne’s parents weren’t far behind. “A feast is prepared,” Jerryd announced with a smile.

      Not wanting to be dismissive or rude, Zenon wanted to get back to Karr post haste, now that they had the potion.

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” he said. “But we must return to Karr immediately.”

      “Then you can take it with you,” Lissa said. “The journey will be long.”

      “I have already sent the ship away,” Zenon said. “The journey will only be a few minutes.” Did they not know what their daughter could do?

      Turning to Alazne, Zenon added. “If you will?”

      Alazne hesitated only a moment before pulling her wand. “Mother Universe, Grant me a gate to the Far Expanse.”

      Jerryd and Lissa’s eyes grew along with the glowing, swirling portal that opened up before them. Zenon surmised that they had no idea what their daughter was capable of.

      “Stick, come,” he commanded, holding up his hand.

      His wand came flying from some space overhead, zipped a circle around the King and Queen of Adamar, then landed soundly in his palm. Slipping it into his side pant pocket, he thought he might have to help them pick their jaws up off the floor.

      As they entered the portal, Lissa suddenly called out, “It’s your choice, Alazne, but this man would be a great choice!”
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      Alazne sat in silence outside Queen Ariad’s suite, her mother’s last words playing over and over in her head. Zenon had a fated mate. Choosing him would mean taking his choice away and she knew all too well what that was like. Heart so heavy it might pull her over any moment, she would not do that to him.

      Zenon paced the floor between her and the door to the suite, Ariad the squirrel staring at her from her lap. Déjà vu.

      The door creaked and Jessa’s head popped through. “Ariad wants to see you,” she said, looking straight at Alazne.

      When Zenon made a move to go through the door, Jessa held up her hand. “Not yet. Alazne first.”

      The squirrel ran around his feet, darting into the room, the look on his face the most unhappy Alazne had ever seen.

      Not knowing what to say, she ducked around him, allowing Jessa to shut the door once she was inside.

      Birds chirping outside the window, Alazne could see the prone form of the Queen in her blue-canopied bed, the squirrel sitting on her chest.

      Jessa came around her, blocking her view of the window and the bed.

      “There is nothing that can be done,” Jessa said. “I knew it before we went to Adamar. The Karrian doctors know it too.”

      So, Jessa knew. But went to Adamar to get a potion anyway?

      “Ariad knows, too,” Alazne said, voice soft.

      “You don’t have to whisper, dear,” the Queen called from the bed.

      Jessa smiled, looking back at the form on the bed before turning back to Alazne. “She’s something, isn’t she?”

      “Zenon won’t accept it,” Ariad said before going into a coughing fit.

      “So why did we go to Adamar?” Alazne said, feeling deflated.

      She was thankful for what Zenon did, but he tied Karr to Adamar for nothing. Just for her to have a choice? That was nothing—

      There was movement on the bed, followed by more coughing, then an outstretched hand. “Come here, dear,” Ariad said.

      Alazne slowly shuffled forward, grasping the outstretched hand, zip of shock passing through her at how cold it was.

      “Choice is everything,” Ariad said. “Our choices make us who we are. Choosing your mate will determine the rest of your life.”

      But if it was a fated mate, would that mean there really wasn’t a choice?

      “There is always a choice,” Ariad’s cold fingers patted her hand.

      “But who is my mate?” Alazne’s temples throbbed. Too much was happening too fast.

      Ariad chuckled, looking at Jessa. “She still doesn’t know.”

      The Queen went into a coughing fit again, fading with each breath it took from her. The squirrel on her chest drooped.

      Jessa pulled the bottle of potion from her pocket. “Ariad has a plan. The Nora Potion was my idea.”

      Why did this plan have to be so cryptic?

      Because you have a choice.

      Not fully grasping why this choice thing was so important to Ariad, she focused on the potion. “What is Nora Potion for?”

      “It will ease her passing,” Jessa said, pouring a couple of drops in the Queen’s mouth, the coughing easing immediately.

      “Ease her passing?” Alazne said, alarmed.

      “No, not like that. I mean, she will not be in pain.”

      “Alazne,” the Queen said, voice scratchy and weak. “It is time.”

      “I already got the spellbook,” Jessa said, hefting the giant book onto the edge of the bed.

      So, Jessa knew everything. Couldn’t Jessa perform the ritual? What if it didn’t work?

      “It has to be you,” Ariad said through the squirrel, body shutting down to the point she could no longer talk. “And it will work.”

      Reading over the spell, Jessa handed her Lern’s jar of moon dust, which she sprinkled in a circle around Ariad’s body.

      “But, Zenon—” Alazne’s said. Zenon didn’t get to say goodbye.

      “We have to do this now,” Jessa said.

      “You must hurry,” the squirrel said.

      “Body to body,” Alazne chanted, heart heavy. “Spirit to spirit.”
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        * * *

      

      Zenon briskly paced the floor, patience completely shot. Why had his mother not asked for him, yet? Why did she ask for Alazne? And why was the damn robot allowed in there?

      A flash of light shot through the cracks in the doorway. What the hell?

      Forget waiting. He was going in—

      Bursting through the door, he stopped in his tracks at the sight of glowing, wispy light passing from the mouth of his mother into that of the robot squirrel. Alazne’s voice was monotone, chanting something, and Jessa stood with her arms raised towards the ceiling, eyes closed.

      What the hell?

      Charging towards the bed, he grabbed the squirrel from his mother’s chest.

      Alazne jumped to her feet, screeching, “You must not interrupt!”

      The squirrel wriggled in his hand, saying, “It’s okay. It worked. Thank you, Alazne. You have saved me.”

      As it moved, he noticed how warm it was, the feel of its fur in his hand. The way it moved—

      Holding the squirrel’s belly up to his face, he saw no telltale signs of tech. “This is not a robot.”

      Stick came flying from his pant leg pocket and promptly slapped his hand, causing him to drop the squirrel onto the bed.

      “Of course, I’m not a robot,” the squirrel said as he flung his hand to ward off the sting, his stick hovering protectively over the woodland creature.

      “What in the universe is going on here?” he demanded.

      “Zenon,” his mother said softly from the bed, looking like death incarnate. She waved her hand weakly. “Come closer.”

      As he knelt beside the bed, she looked at Alazne. “There is enough animate energy left to use my initial body.”

      Zenon glanced at Alazne. What the hell did that mean?

      “My spirit is now in here.” He jumped when the squirrel spoke from beside his arm.

      “What? No, that doesn’t make any sense.” Zenon’s head swam, his very eyeballs throbbing.

      “There is no cure for what I have,” his mother said. “It is just my time.”

      He looked from the body of his mother to that of the squirrel, as both were talking at the same time.

      The doctors were right. She was dying anyway.

      “All that running,” he said, letting his head fall to his chest. “The quest to find a Healer. It was all for nothing.”

      The room suddenly felt hot, the walls closing in, Jessa and Alazne too close, the robot— No, the actual squirrel, with his mother’s spirit? Alazne’s familiar?

      He couldn’t breathe.

      Jumping to his feet, he fled the room, bursting out on a balcony on the opposite side of the suite, emptying the contents of his stomach onto the flowering garden below.

      Zenon. That voice again, the one he heard when the squirrel first appeared, running laps around his clothing, causing Alazne to take back her offer to help him, back when he thought he’d lost his last chance at finding a Healer—

      Zenon, sweet boy, I will always be there for you. Only his mother ever called him ‘sweet boy.’

      Glancing at movement out of the corner of his eye, the squirrel slowly, tentatively, approached along the railing.

      “And I’m still with you now, sweet boy,” the woodland creature said as it stopped on the railing right next to where he leaned over.

      “It was you,” he said. “The voice and the familiar. It was always you.”

      The squirrel smiled and he could almost see his mother in the gesture. So, the squirrel didn’t simply have the same name as his mother. It was his mother, Ariad.

      Throat burning, he tried swallowing several times to ease it. “How is this possible?”

      “My great grandfather, your great great grandfather, was from Adamar,” the squirrel said. Was he supposed to think of her as a squirrel or his mother? “I developed magical powers in my early teens. That’s when I found out I’m part witch. My power is to see through the eyes of animals. Looks like some magical ability has passed to you too, hmm?”

      He had magical abilities. That’s what Alazne kept telling him, anyway.

      “Why, though?” he said next. “You knew you were dying anyway. Why send me away?”

      “I also have the gift of foresight,” she said. “I saw that if I sent you to find a Healer, you’d find your Lifemate.”

      The moment the words came out of her mouth, he knew she was talking about Alazne.

      When the squirrel smiled this time, he definitely saw his mother, right down to the mischievous glint in her eye.

      So, she knew. All the things the woodland creature had been doing, it was his mother trying to get he and Alazne together.

      But at what cost to her?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “No matter what, I will die anyway. There is a time to go for all of us. My time is now, Zenon.”

      Watching the tranquil mountains, his chest tightened, tears stinging his eyes. He swiped at them with his shirtsleeve.

      All he wanted was a Healer for his mother and all she wanted was for him to find his Lifemate. Even knowing certain death, she wanted what was best for him. He only hoped he could be half the parent she was.

      “I am in this body now,” she said, raising on hind legs. “You can still talk to me any time.”

      Eyebrows also raised, he blew out a breath. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

      A bird landed on the railing next to them, chirping a cheerful melody as a breeze rustled the bushes in the garden below.

      “My bipedal form is fading,” Ariad said. “It’s not goodbye, but I want to look at you with my own eyes one last time.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting with Zenon, Jessa, Ariad the squirrel and Queen Ariad, Alazne’s heart was full. A doctor sat at the end of the bed, waiting to record the time of death. Though it was a somber occasion, there was no sadness in the air.

      Queen Ariad also demanded there be no shedding of tears. She lived her life and was dying a happy woman.

      “That’s a good portrait of him.” Zenon had been glancing at the portrait of his father since he reentered the room. “We need to tell him.”

      “No, he shouldn’t see me like this,” Ariad said, still able to manipulate her bipedal form with some residual magic from the spirit-transfer spell. “He gave me what I needed. He’s done what he could.”

      “Mother—” Zenon’s tone was stern.

      The contents of Ariad’s secret room of spells and potions flashed through Alazne’s mind, candlelight and the bent form of the Queen flickering in her memory. Lern always gives me what I need.

      Staring at the moon dust still surrounding Queen Ariad’s prone form, she looked at the portrait.

      That familiar gaze—

      The look in those eyes—

      It was Lern! No wonder the man in the portrait reminded her a little bit of the desert hermit. He was the desert hermit.

      Forcing her legs not to propel her to her feet, Alazne whispered, “He knows.”

      “What was that?” Zenon said, clearly not hearing her.

      “Lern already knows—”
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        * * *

      

      Thousands of lights rose into the air as horns sounded, ships appearing above the mountains, lighting the sky with flares. The twinkling stars danced for the Queen, welcoming her body home.

      Watching the glow of the celebration of his mother’s life, Zenon stood on the balcony, spirit heavy, but heart renewed with purpose.

      There was movement behind him, then beside him as the woman of his dreams joined him. Alazne—

      His one and only mate, his Lifemate.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, face aglow as she watched the sky.

      But he only had eyes for her. “Yes, it is.”

      Her head bowed from the glow. Gaze meeting his, she said, “I’m sorry it ended this way.”

      Turning towards her, he said, “She made her choice.” Alazne trembled as he cupped her face in his hands. “And I made mine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zenon’s soft lips were upon hers in a searing kiss that ignited a fire that started at the end of her toes and blazed through her entire body. When his arms wrapped around her, Alazne thought she might spontaneously combust then and there.

      Alazne was his choice? Deepening the kiss, she melted in his arms. This was too real not to mean one thing: Alazne was Zenon’s Lifemate.

      And Ariad knew it all along.

      Why didn’t you just tell me? She thought at her sneaky familiar.

      Because the choice is yours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Zenon and Alazne stepped from the portal into a dimly lit room her parents designated in the castle on Adamar. As the space bridge collapsed, her parents standing with their mouths open, Alazne looked at Zenon.

      “See? I can be accurate,” she said.

      Throwing her a sidelong glance with a smirk, he said, “Sometimes. When there isn’t the added pressure of us possibly dying.”

      Alazne put her hands on her hips, returning the smirk.

      “Wow, that’s amazing,” Jerryd said as the portal completely winked out, once he’d gotten his jaw closed again.

      “We got your message and returned right away,” Zenon said.

      “Let me guess,” Alazne said. “Lych isn’t leaving without an argument.”

      Her mother stepped forward. “He refused the offer to buy him out of the contract.”

      “Leave that to me,” Zenon said, taking his leave from the room, Stick buzzing in his pocket.

      As soon as he was gone, Alazne turned back to her parents. The fact that she might not have ever met Zenon if they hadn’t done what they did wasn’t lost on her.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Thank you?” they both said at the same time, twin looks of confusion crossing their features.

      “Yes.” Alazne smiled. “I never would have found the choice if it wasn’t for you. I will marry Zenon and hopefully give you a grand baby, or two.”

      Her mother squealed like an excited teenager. “You have chosen well!”
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        * * *

      

      Zenon heard the worm’s voice a moment before a voice full of static squelched from an intercom. When he rounded a corner, he saw that Lych was talking in his wrist.

      “I can’t hear you. The signal is bad,” the man was saying.

      Zenon pressed himself into the shadows, something this place had no shortage of.

      Lych looked around, his stance suggesting he was up to something and didn’t want to get caught. He continued walking, Zenon following until the man disappeared into a side room at the end of a dark hallway, a medieval suit of armor standing there.

      Darting forward as quietly as possible, he ducked next to the suit of armor, looking into the room. It was a comm station.

      “She will marry me,” Lych was now saying into a comm unit he procured at a large desk. “And then we will have complete control of their shipping commerce.”

      The worm’s head shot up when Stick flew from his pocket, buzzing loudly. Dammit, he was going to have to have a talk with his wand about always giving away his position.

      Lych pulled a wand out of his shirt. Of course, the worm had a wand; this region of space was full of witches.

      Stick flying into his hand, Zenon rolled his hand in a circle.

      Vines sprung from the desk, grabbing and fusing Lych’s wand until it was one of many branches.

      “What the?” Lych yelped, springing away from the new vegetation.

      “You will leave this planet at once and never return,” Zenon said.

      “Alazne and I are betrothed.” Hearing the worm say her name made Zenon’s skin crawl, but there was a satisfying waver in the man’s voice.

      “Consider this a break-up,” Zenon said.
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        * * *

      

      Surrounded by sounds of celebration, Alazne felt at home for the first time in way too long.

      A long table covered with colorful plates of food from every region of the galaxy stretched down the middle of the banquet hall of Adamar Castle. Candlelight augmented by bright electric lights cast shadows of dancers upon stone walls. Guffawing laughter filled the air.

      “Congratulations on your engagement,” a voice sounded from behind her and Alazne turned to see beautiful blue wings spread wide, Joan hovering under their support.

      Xia stood beside the winged beauty, along with Keia and even Heather.

      Alazne had heard they were all doing well and that they moved to Adamar upon the announcement that Alazne and Zenon were getting engaged.

      “Thank you for coming,” she exclaimed as happiness overcame her, smile wide, heart full.

      “We would not miss it,” Joan said, blue wings flapping occasionally.

      Keia pulled her into a bear hug. “Where’s Zenon?”

      “Oh, he’s right here, enjoying himself,” Alazne said, turning towards the table, all the witches’ eyes tracking to his sitting spot.

      Zenon sat, a plate of food piled high before him, woodland creature plucking choice morsels from the pile.

      “I’m so glad I sent you on that quest to find your Lifemate,” the squirrel said between bites.

      “Yes,” Zenon smirked. “My mother, the matchmaker.”

      Laughter and celebration echoed throughout the day and into the evening. Heart bursting with joy, eyes beaming, Alazne never dreamed of a more perfect happily ever after.

      

      The End
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        Present day- Texarkana TX

      

      

      

      It was a warm winter, even for East Texas. The trees were bare but winter refused to make its appearance. The Christmas decorations looked out of place next to the kids in shorts. The city of Texarkana, Texas had a twin city on the Arkansas side. In both cities, the people acted differently this winter than previous ones. It wasn’t the weather affecting the residents; Constantine could feel the unrest in the air. After five-thousand years living around humans, the feline was very in tune with their mannerisms and traits.

      When the cities of Texarkana became the official haven for all supernatural beings in North America, the population in the cities doubled. The increased number of supernatural beings was slowly changing the dynamics of the cities. The human mind was incredible. It refused to process anything that it didn’t understand. While the eyes registered the strange beings, the brain ignored it or blocked it. It was the only way the gnomes, pixies, fairies, shapeshifters, and all the other creatures were going unnoticed in the cities.

      The Chamber of Commerce for the cities described the phenomenon as an economic boom. Businesses were moving into town and new residents were coming at an incredible rate. The cities were both expanding, which was a celebration for both communities. Unfortunately, the new residents brought with them their own set of problems that only Death’s team could handle. It was due to Death’s North American Intern, Isis Black, claiming Texarkana as her home that made the cities Haven. Policing the supernatural community was another duty that fell on their lists of things to do.

      “At this rate, we will still be wearing shorts at Christmas,” Bob told Constantine as he stared out the window of his baby blue truck.

      “I’m sure the kids won’t mind.” Constantine licked his paw and looked out the passenger window towards Whataburger’s parking lot.

      “That’s just wrong.” Bob shifted in his seat and carefully adjusted the gun in his pants holster.

      “Why do you care? You hate Christmas. Last time I checked, you despise the cold and the snow.” Constantine eyed Bob before returning to washing his face with his paw.

      Constantine’s cleaning habits were the only normal cat things Constantine ever did. He was an Egyptian cat who served as the guardian of the interns and Death’s representative in the moral world.

      “It’s about the principle of the matter,” Bob answered, not making eye contact with his boss.

      “Of course. Principles,” Constantine replied rolling his eyes. “Let’s make sure those principles don’t get you killed.”

      A smirk spread across Bob’s face as he ran his hand through his short blond hair.

      “Do you think they would come?” Bob asked after a few minutes of silence.

      Constantine took a few deep breaths. His fur radiated with a soft glow as he scanned the area like a true predator.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Constantine answered. “Where else are they going to find this concentration of kids on a Friday night? It’s not like we are in Dallas, or even a large metropolis.”

      “Great.” Bob shook his head. “We don’t need another werewolf gang in town?”

      “Does anybody need a werewolf gang recruiting in their town?” Constantine snapped his head back. “Shorty is coming.”

      From his side mirror, Bob saw Shorty marching towards the truck. Like his name implied, Shorty was barely five-feet-four inches tall and maybe one-hundred and twenty pounds fully clothes. Shorty was hired by Constantine earlier in the year for his great network of connections in the town. A once-homeless man like Bob, Shorty now ran the most organized underground network of informants in the four-state regions.

      “Big Bob. Boss man.” Shorty handed Bob a large strawberry milkshake.

      “Anything out of the ordinary?” Bob asked as he poured the milkshake into a small ceramic bowl and placed it in front of Constantine.

      “It’s Friday night on New Boston Road, so everything is out of the ordinary.” Shorty pointed across the street towards the auto parts store. “We found three kids high on pixie dust twenty minutes ago. The Triplets rushed them to the station. When I find that dealer, I’m going to choke him.”

      “Welcome to Haven,” Constantine told both men in between licks of his milkshake. “Keep us posted.”

      “Will do.” Shorty saluted Constantine and made his way across the street.

      “Havens are a blessing and a curse,” Constantine mumbled. “Everyone is always welcome. A blessing for everyone who is persecuted. Unfortunately, you always have those who take advantage of any opportunity. If we don’t take full control of the situation, Texarkana could easily become a living hell.”

      Bob froze, holding his cup midair. “Hell? How?”

      “With all the magic here, the death toll will quadruple.” Constantine’s gaze was distant. “Death will be busy escorting souls to their final destinations from this town at an astronomical rate.”

      “How do we stop that from happening?” Bob lowered his cup, unable to take another sip.

      “Simple, they have to fear us more than the opportunities to make money or gain power.” Constantine gave Bob a wicked grin, making his sharp canines shine in the night.

      “I hope Isis is ready.” Bob leaned his head against his window and looked down at his boss.

      “Trust me, give her two months of moderating supernatural domestic disputes and she will be ready.” Constantine giggled. “That girl has a temper. You push her hard enough, and the goblins, trolls, and ghouls would be terrified of her.”

      “I hope you are right, boss,” Bob replied, rubbing his eyes. “We might as well get comfortable. Looks like this could be a long night.”

      Constantine took his favorite Sphinx pose and watched the parking lot from his window. After a few minutes, he said, “Have I told you the story of how the Reapers were created?”

      “I don’t think so.” Bob sat up in his seat and gave Constantine his undivided attention.

      “This is a long one, but we do have plenty of time,” Constantine said, starting his story. “We are not proud of this part of our history, but it happened. The year was four hundred and seventy five AD, before the fall of the Roman Empire.”
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        475 AD- Rome, Italy

        

      

      

      The narrow alley was dark, and the stench of human feces assaulted Constantine straight on. The Romans claimed the Western Empire was the crown glory of the world, but Constantine usually disagreed. He never remembered ancient Egypt smelling this bad. The Roman Empire was in a state of turmoil, mainly because the young Emperor Romulus Augustus struggled to keep control of the empire while the wealthy were too busy enjoying their riches.

      “This way Sergius. We don’t have a lot of time.” Constantine hurried down the alley towards a dark lump on the ground.

      “Why do we always have to wander the city at night?” Sergius pulled on his toga and rushed quickly behind Constantine.

      “Do you want to lose another soul?” Constantine muttered, stopping in front of the hump. “This one is fresh.”

      “Of course I don’t, but some of us don’t have your eyesight,” Sergius replied, a little out of breath.

      Sergius leaned down and turned the dismantled body around. The corpse had well-defined muscles, but the left side of his face and neck were gashed open. Constantine moved to the opposite side of the body and sniffed the corpse’s clothing. Very little blood was found around the body despite the large wound on the neck.

      Sergius leaned back on the balls of his feet, playing with his curly brown hair. On normal days, Sergius looked younger than his eighteen years, a great asset to help him fool the authorities and escape some very indiscreet situations. This evening, though, he looked aged and worried.

      “Nothing. The soul is gone and I can't feel its presence anywhere around here.” Sergius scanned the alley. “How is that possible? This man is still warm.”

      “Quiet.” Constantine spun to face the entrance of the alley. “Hurry, someone is coming.”

      Sergius squinted, his eyes following the direction Constantine had been looking. Constantine jumped over the body and dragged Sergius by his tunic. They barely made it to the far corner when two large men walked toward the corpse. Sergius held his breath and Constantine stood ready to pounce.

      “We need to assign this job to the new recruits,” the taller of the two men said in a hushed voice.

      “I wish,” his companion replied, looking up and down the alley. “Last time that happened, those halfwits ate the body. Who eats flesh?”

      The first man made a retching sound. “These new recruits leave a lot to be desire.”

      “Tell me about it. Grab the body; we have a lot to do. This day is not over.” The second man headed out of the alley without waiting for a reply.

      His companion picked up the body with one hand and tossed it over his shoulder in one smooth motion. He left the alley at a leisurely pace, like a man without a care in the world.

      “Constantine, what in Christ’s name is going on here?” Sergius moved slowly to the center of the alley. “There is no way they were able to see him from over there.”

      “Even If their vision wasn’t extraordinary, they didn’t need to see him. They knew exactly where to find him.” Constantine moved, stopping next to Sergius. “This just confirms we have bigger problems than those two.”

      “We have bigger problems than men with superhuman strength that can see in the dark?” Sergius asked, his tone sarcastic as he paced circles around the location of their missing victim.

      “If they were the only ones, I wouldn’t care, but by the sound of their conversation, there are many more.” Constantine smelled the ground, his ears twitch.

      “What exactly do we have more of?” Sergius kneeled next to Constantine.

      “Vampires,” Constantine hissed the word. “A large concentration of them by the sound of their conversation.”

      “In Rome? That’s impossible. We have an agreement.” Sergius ran his hands over his hair, making it stand up in straight. Sergius took a deep breath before speaking, but the veins on his forehead were pulsating. “What are we going to do?”

      “We have to call Death.” Constantine stood on all fours and shook himself.

      “I thought we were never supposed to call Death?” Sergius’ voice cracked and sweat beads ran down his forehead.

      “We? That sounds like too many people,” Constantine replied, wiping his face with his paw. “You are not supposed to call Death. I can call whenever I want to. We need to leave before someone else comes to investigate.”

      Sergius followed Constantine out of the alley, looking over his shoulder. He adjusted his toga several times and picked up speed as soon as they cleared the alley.

      

      ***-***

      

      Constantine and Sergius lived in a modest brick cottage by the Tiber River. The cottage was comfortable and secure but not so extravagant it would draw attention. Being employed by Death had provided Sergius with an increase in wealth, something he was still trying to get used to since he’d been a poor farmer boy from the countryside. Constantine had advised not sharing his new occupation or income with anyone. The Roman Empire was in a transition of faith and accidentally informing one of the zealots could land them both in a dungeon.

      While the cottage had very few neighbors, both Sergius and Constantine made it a point to avoid attention. They entered their residence through the back to avoid potential onlookers of their constant travels. As they entered the house, Sergius stopped short at the doorway. In the living room, he found a couple of candles lit.

      “What are you doing?” Constantine asked after slamming into the back of Sergius legs.

      “Somebody is here,” Sergius whispered.

      “Of course somebody is here. I told you I was calling Death.” Constantine rolled his eyes and walked around Sergius towards the living room.

      On the far side of the room, standing by a window stood Death. His muscular frame made him look dignified. He was wearing a Shendyt, an Egyptian male pleated skirt. His dark hair was combed back, making it sparkle when the light hit it.

      “Well I see someone was home recently,” Constantine told Death as he entered the room. “For a being who swore never to go back, you do spend a lot of time in that part of the world.”

      “People die everywhere, remember.” Death never turned around to address Constantine. “What is so important that you dragged me here at this hour?”

      “Your favorite pests of the realm are back.” Constantine hopped on the small table in the center of the room and proceeded to clean the underside of his leg.

      “Are you sure?” Death asked.

      “We found eight dead bodies in the last three days but not a single soul,” Constantine answered, not bothering to look up at his boss.

      “Did any of the bodies have anything in common?” Death paced the room, staring at the floor.

      “Nothing,” Sergius answered from the door way.

      “Oh, thank you for deciding to joined the party.” Constantine signaled to Sergius with his paw. “Would you care to come in or are you planning to hold that door up all night?”

      “Sorry,” Sergius mumbled.

      “Death, you remember our little apprentice Sergius?” Constantine asked in an overly dramatic tone, pointing at Sergius.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I know Sergius.” Death shook his head and stopped pacing.

      “Just making sure, since you come around so rarely. I figured introductions were in order.” Constantine blinked fast and a mocking smile spread across his lips.

      “Thank you for the reminder, but can we get back to your vampire theory.” Death sat on one of the chairs and pointed to the empty one next to him. Sergius quickly took the seat.

      “The rumors started at the capital after sightings of mysterious bodies that appeared and were gone by the time the legionnaires showed up.” Sergius delivered his speech without breathing. “The strangest part was nobody came forth to report anyone missing. The witnesses swore the bodies they saw were dead but there is no proof.”

      “Tonight we saw two bloodsuckers collecting one of the bodies.” Constantine cleaned his face as he spoke. “Have you heard anything in your travels?”

      “Nothing.” Death was rigid, his only movement coming from his index finger causally tapping his leg. “It seems like you two have work to do. We had an agreement and I want to know if the vampires have broken it. If they are taking humans without their consent, they will meet their end in the underworld.”

      “Yes, Death.” Sergius bounced to his feet and saluted Death.

      “I like him,” Death told Constantine. “You could learn a few lessons from him.”

      “Not in this lifetime.” Constantine hissed and rolled over, pointing his butt towards Death.

      “Enough games Constantine. Get to work.” Death snapped his fingers and disappeared.

      “Wow, impressive,” Sergius squealed.

      “He is Death. Dramatic is part of his persona.” Constantine rolled back to his side and sat up. “Unfortunately, he seems to be getting a little more arrogant with age. I hope that doesn’t come back to get us.”

      “How do you get used to all his finger snapping and disappearing?”

      “After a few millenniums, you don’t even notice, but enough about Death. He is right, and we have a lot of work to do.” Constantine slid down off the table, landing gracefully on the floor. “I have a few places to visit tonight, so get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be an early day.”

      “You don’t want me to come with you?” Sergius asked as he sat down.

      “Don’t give me that lost puppy look,” Constantine told Sergius.

      “I’m not doing anything.” Sergius pouted his lips and made his eyes wide and innocent.

      “Of course not.” Constantine glared at him. “Where I’m going, you won’t fit. Go to sleep. You will have plenty to do tomorrow.”

      Before Sergius could say anything, Constantine jumped out of the open window. Sergius ran to the window, but Constantine had already disappeared.
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      Constantine and Sergius prowled the city before dawn. They avoided the stares of onlookers by staying on the deserted streets before sunset. They made their way past the colosseum and arrived at the Market of Trajan. Trajan was a work of art. Five stories high and housing over one-hundred and fifty vendors, artisans, and business people, the market was a jewel to the Romans who loved to shop. Constantine had one special vendor in mind and they made their way as quickly as possible to the booth.

      “Grab that basket.” Constantine pushed a discarded basket at Sergius as they walked up the stairs.

      “What exactly am I carrying in this thing?” Sergius asked, pulling the basket up.

      Constantine leap inside. “Me. We don’t need to draw any unnecessary attention. I’m too recognizable in these parts.”

      “And too humble by the looks of it.” Sergius threw the basket over his shoulder and made his way up the market.

      “Remember, we are looking for Marie,” Constantine whispered from the basket.

      “If you are trying to avoid drawing attention, not talking would be a great help,” Sergius replied, keeping his face down while examining the vendors out of his peripheral vision.

      The vendors were busy setting up for the day. Nobody paid any attention to Sergius or his talking basket. They climbed all the stairs and headed towards the far side of the fifth floor where the most affordable vendors were located. None of the wealthy patrons of Rome, or their slaves, ventured to that area. That was left for the poor citizens of the empire. By a wide window, a beautiful maiden organized breads, fruits, and jams.

      “Your beauty illuminates this entire hallway,” Sergius announced as he reached the young lady and her merchandise.

      “The words just flow from your tongue like honey. What do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Sergius? And are you alone?” The maiden’s eyes flicked every direction around Sergius.

      “Of course not, he would never make it back from courting every pretty girl he sees.” Constantine jumped out of the basket and strolled towards the young lady.

      “That I do believe,” she replied, crouching to rub Constantine’s head.

      “I don’t court every girl I see. You are special, Marie,” Sergius replied with his hand over his heart.

      “Whatever you say, Sergius.” Marie laughed softly. “What is the real reason you two are here. Something must be going on for both of you to be here before sunrise.”

      “Why do you have to assume something is wrong? Maybe I just can’t stay away.” Sergius dropped to one knee and grabbed the young lady’s hand.

      “Because she is right and we are wasting time.” Constantine slapped Sergius over the head and leaped on the windowsill. “Marie, we need information, and it’s urgent.”

      Marie pulled away from Sergius and sat next to Constantine by the window. Sergius stood up and joined them both, wiping his hands on his tunic.

      “I’m listening.” Marie peered down the hallway before talking. “Keep your voices low. You don’t want everyone here listening.”

      “Have you heard anything about bloodsuckers?” Sergius whispered to her.

      “Shh.” Marie pulled Sergius to her and covered his mouth. “Definitely do not talk about that in here.”

      “What do you know?” Constantine inched closer to Marie.

      Marie looked a little pale, and she chewed her bottom lip, then she squeezed her skirt tightly.

      “Marie, what is going on?” Sergius asked, trying to make eye contact with the young lady.

      “It started a few weeks ago. A couple of men came around asking the vendors questions.” Marie looked down at the ground, trying to catch her breath.

      “What were they asking?” Constantine prodded her to continue.

      “At first it was all innocent. How we felt about the empire and if we were happy with our faith.” Marie’s voice became softer and Sergius had to lean in to listen.

      “Did they say anything that made you uncomfortable?” Constantine asked in a gentle tone. “Breath Marie and just tell us.”

      “The questions always sounded normal and conversational, but they only spoke to the young man.” Marie pointed to an empty space near her booth. “Last time I saw Titus, he was speaking with one of those men. Titus told me they had offered him an opportunity to join a prestigious group to serve the empire. Titus refused. He never came back to the market after that visit.”

      “How long ago was that?” Sergius asked, walking over to the empty vendors’ space.

      “Six days ago.” Marie covered her face with her hands and wiped her cheeks. “What is happening?

      “That’s exactly what we are trying to find out,” Constantine told her, rubbing his head on her shoulder. “Anything else you can tell us?”

      “People have been leaving the market. The strangers come over and talk to the vendors. Some take the offer and leave their shops. Anyone who declines goes missing the next day.” Marie wiped her face with her hands.

      “Please don’t cry. It is going to be fine.” Sergius walked over to Marie and kneeled in front of her. Taking her hands, he peppered her hands with soft kisses.

      “I’m going to be sick,” Constantine mumbled while making choking sounds. “Marie, be careful and avoid any type of conversations about this topic. Sergius we need to go. It is time we get to the bottom of this.”

      “Marie, promise me you will be careful.” Sergius held her hand tightly.

      “I will, as long as you stop overreacting.” Marie pulled her hands away from Sergius, and before she stood, she kissed his forehead. “I’ll be fine, I promise.”

      Constantine glanced at her one last time before he left the market with Sergius.

      

      ***-***

      

      Present day- Texarkana, TX

      

      Bob leaned down closer to Constantine, listening attentively. More cars had arrived at the Whataburger, making the drive-thru line at least ten cars long.

      “We should have never left her alone.” Constantine faced the parking.

      “You never saw her again?” Bob’s sea-green eyes were wide and his mouth hanging open.

      “That was the last time we saw her as a human.” Constantine turned to face Bob. “There are many things I regret about that era. Her loss is one of the greatest. I can see the error in our actions now. We had so little information and underestimated our enemy gravely.”

      “Boss, what…” Bob stopped himself as he followed a group of teenagers with his gaze as they approached a small Honda. “Are those our werewolves?”

      Constantine lowered his window and focused on the group, sniffing the air for several seconds. Bob waited quietly for further instructions.

      “I wish, but no.” Constantine watched as the eight youths squeezed themselves inside the small four-door car.

      “Do I want to know how they managed to get everyone in that car?” Bob asked Constantine, and the cat shook his head.

      “Three witches, an elf, a shapeshifter, a pixie, and three humans, which is also the beginning of a horrible joke.” Constantine stretched himself in the seat before getting comfortable again. “Trust me, you do not want to know how they all got in.”

      “They had a shifter in that group?” Bob took a sip from his shake and watched the car drive away. The amount of weight was making the back fender scrape against the ground. “How many more species are we expecting to join us in this little haven?”

      “Those are only the beginning. Soon, the wealthy ones will start moving in, so we better get things under control before that happens. Last thing we need is spoiled kids with money running the street.” Constantine smoothed the fur on his stomach with his paw and turned back to watch the other cars in the drive-thru line.

      “Boss, what happened to Marie?” Bob asked.

      “It happened when we were away. I’m still not sure if she was taken, or she volunteered,” Constantine resumed. “Sergius and I were having horrible luck in Rome getting any answers. Nobody wanted to talk to us. We took drastic measures and left the city. I still question if we should have taken Marie with us when we left.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        475 AD- Island of Capri

      

      

      

      The deep blue water splattered against the tall cliffs. The island was breathtaking but only accessible by boat. Back in 27 AD, Emperor Tiberius had picked the island, both for its beauty and of its strategic location. The cliffs were dangerous to scale, with jagged edges and deadly rock formations. The main road leading to the palace was heavily guarded by legionaries.

      “What are we doing here? You are not thinking of invading the palace?” Sergius asked Constantine over his shoulder.

      Sergius had created a pouch with one of his tunics and placed Constantine inside. Supporting himself and Constantine proved to be challenging, but he was doing it.

      “Have you lost your mind? That’s a worthless suicide mission,” Constantine replied in Sergius’ ear. “There! That cave to your right is where we are going.”

      “How did you see that?” Sergius angled his body towards the cave and continued his climb.

      “Unless you know where it is, you will never find it.” Constantine leaped out of the tunic to a small ledge formed by rocks.

      “You couldn’t find an easier way to get here. I climbed all morning.” Sergius pulled himself up the ledge and sat next to Constantine, breathing heavily. “By the way, you really need to lose some weight. You are a lot heavier than you look.”

      “Boy, I’m solid muscle.” Constantine admired his physique, then stretched his limber body flat on the ground. “To answer your question, there is no way to get to the cave from the outside. The only other way is through the Grotta Azzura, and everyone who has tried to navigate that cavern has drowned. Figured you rather face your chances on the cliffs.”

      “Those were our only options?” Sergius wiped the sweat from his face. “I hope this person is worth all this trouble. I’m tired already.”

      “She is worth it, trust me. Now come along.” Constantine led the way on a thin passage towards the mouth of the cave. Before entering the cave, Constantine whispered to Sergius, “Whatever you do, don’t touch anything.”

      Sergius only nodded and followed Constantine inside. The entrance to the cave was dark, and it reeked worse than the fish market. Sergius’ steps made low crunching sounds while Constantine’s were completely silent. Sergius looked down at the ground but the place was too dark to see anything. Deep inside the cave, a small candle was lit.

      “I think it was better without any light since I know what’s on the ground now.” Sergius covered his nose and took shallow breaths. “Please tell me those are not human bones?”

      “Not all of them.” Constantine made his way towards a large cauldron near the light.

      The ground was littered with bones of all shapes and sizes. Herbs in a variety of colors hung from hooks on both walls of the cave. A small table that looked more like an altar was placed next to the empty wall.

      “Where is this person you are looking for?” Sergius asked, staying a few feet behind Constantine.

      “Right behind you,” a raspy voice whispered in Sergius’ ear.

      Sergius screamed, but before he could move, a knife dug into his neck, making him freeze and Constantine turn around, almost as if in slow motion.

      “Balbinus! There you are, my favorite demented witch.” Constantine smiled, and the light made his canines glow. “Put the knife down before you hurt someone. If you kill him, I will be forced to rip out your throat, and that would be a pity.”

      “Isn’t that a lovely offer?” Balbinus pressed the knife harder to Sergius’ neck. “Why are you here? Don’t tell me you missed me.”

      “I have a job offer,” Constantine said, stalking towards the witch.

      “Sorry, I’m not looking for work. How about you and your frail little friend leave now?” Balbinus pushed Sergius towards Constantine.

      “I’m not frail!” Sergius whined.

      Balbinus made her way to the opposite side of the cauldron away from Constantine and Sergius. She wore a long, wool robe with the hood hanging over her face. Even though it was dingy and tattered, it covered her entire face and body, making it difficult to see any of her features.

      “You are pretty small compared to most soldiers.” Constantine inspected Sergius, his eyes moving up and down his body.

      “In that case it’s a blessing I’m not a soldier.” Sergius crossed his hands over his chest and stuck his tongue out at Constantine.

      “Are you two done with your couple’s quarrel?” Balbinus pointed to the entrance of the cave with her knife. “Leave.”

      “We need your eyes.” Constantine looked at the witch from across the room. “We are not leaving until you help us.”

      Constantine strolled to the corner of the cave and made himself comfortable on a pile of furs. Sergius followed Constantine but kept looking over his shoulder every other step so he had an eye on the witch.

      “You are insufferable Constantine. Ugh!” Balbinus grabbed a few herbs and mashed them with her fingers.

      “Vampires are back to their old ways and we need to find them.” Constantine causally licked his paw.

      “Are you sure?” Balbinus froze and stared at Constantine.

      “We tracked them all over Rome for the last two months, but we are always too late,” Sergius volunteered.

      “Why didn’t you say that in the beginning?” Balbinus ripped off her robe and got to work, gathering herbs, bones and other ingredients from the cave in a rush.

      “Wow, you are gorgeous.” Sergius drooled at the sight of Balbinus.

      Balbinus was a tall, slender beauty in her early twenties. Her golden hair looked as if it was mad of silk, and the braid she wore tightly behind her head seemed to go on forever. The thin white tunic she wore barely covered her curves. Balbinus had one golden eye and one blue eye, but instead of distracting from her beauty, it only made her more mesmerizing.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Balbinus dismissed the compliment with a wave of her hand. “I’m old enough to be your mother, boy. Do not let this body deceive you?”

      “Impossible.” Sergius shook his head in disagreement. “You are barely a few years older than me.”

      Balbinus laughed, the sound bouncing off the walls of the cave.

      “Relax, my little hero.” Constantine patted Sergius’ leg. “Our little witch here is actually over two hundred years old. Trust her, she definitely could be your mother, grandmother, and almost any other of your predecessors.

      “How is that possible?” Sergius observed the witch more carefully, and Balbinus gave him a flirty wink.

      “I’m sure you don’t have time to hear my little story.” Balbinus circled the cauldron, mixing the ingredients with a large wooden spoon. “Do you have anything that belongs to those filthy creatures?”

      Constantine motioned to Sergius, who pulled a small piece of cloth from his pocket. Sergius inched towards Balbinus, hesitant with his steps. When he tried to hand her the cloth, she refused to take it.

      “Throw it in the cauldron. I don’t need to contaminate it with my scent.” Balbinus continued to stir the cauldron as Sergius dumped the cloth inside.

      “How does it work?” Sergius asked, peering in the cauldron.

      “I don’t ask how you guys do your job, so don’t question my methods.” Balbinus slapped Sergius’ hand away from her concoction. “I recommend you step away. It is going to get messy.”

      Sergius backed away until he stood next to Constantine, who climbed on the work bench and had a better look at the potion being brewed.

      “What exactly are you looking for, Constantine?” Balbinus asked, her gaze not leaving her work.

      “We need an address. After months of searching, all we have found is that piece of cloth you are boiling in there.” Constantine leaned in closer, somehow maintaining his balance on the edge of the table.

      “Can you really find them from just that piece?” Sergius peered into the cauldron.

      “I can find anyone with less than that, so this will do nicely.” Balbinus stirred the ingredients one more time. “Now quiet, I need to concentrate.”

      Balbinus raised both of her arms straight in the air. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. She swayed back and forth, and the liquid in the cauldron matched her rhythm. Her hands made small circles over her head and the brew mimicked her actions before it changed to a blood red color. Balbinus gave a small cry and her head dropped back.

      “Oh God, should we help?” Sergius lunged forward but Constantine stopped him with one sharp claw.

      “Don’t touch her unless you want to end up in that pot,” Constantine warned Sergius.

      Balbinus slowly lifted her head. Her hair floated in an invisible wind, while her multicolor eyes were now black.

      “That’s not good.” Sergius scurried back as far away from the possessed witch as he could get.

      “The creatures you search for are deep in your city.” A harsh, cold male voice came out of the witch’s mouth. “You will find the one you seek at this location.”

      Constantine leaned closer to the cauldron and looked at the image. A tavern full of people stood by a pier that overlooked a cliff.

      “Thank you master, your services have been most helpful.” Constantine bowed to the witch, who licked her lips. “Sergius, please pay the master.”

      Constantine poked Sergius on the side to bring him back from his trance. Sergius pulled a small pouch from his tunic and dropped it in the corner where Constantine was pointing. A few gold coins escaped the pouch, but neither one bothered to retrieve them. The image in the cauldron slowly blurred away, and Balbinus dropped her head to her chest.

      “Are you back Balbi?” Constantine purred to the witch.

      “I hate when you call me that,” she hissed. “I hope you found what you needed.”

      “Fisherman’s Inn in Naples,” Constantine replied.

      “You figured that out from that image?” Sergius asked, looking between Constantine and the empty cauldron.

      “Constantine has a perfect memory, little one, and he never forgets a single place, or person for that matter. Isn’t that right, dear?” Balbinus asked, picking up the bag of coins.

      “Tools of the trade,” Constantine replied. “Thank you for your service, but we better be going.”

      “Kill them all, Constantine,” Balbinus told him.

      “That’s the plan.” Constantine headed out of the cave, followed by Sergius.

      Outside of the cave, Sergius asked, “Why does she hate them so much?”

      “Vampires turned her only brother against his will. Balbinus had to kill him before he killed their family,” Constantine answered, searching the ledge of the cliff. “Balbinus hunted that vampire for decades, but too many people had been converted to vampires in her village. Her family was butchered while she was hunting.”

      “That is awful.” Sergius glanced back towards the cave.

      “She takes pleasure in eliminating vampires whenever she can, which is the reason she helped us,” Constantine added.

      “What are you expecting to find at this inn?” Sergius asked as he stretched his legs.

      “Anything,” Constantine admitted. “Right now, all we have are dead leads, no pun intended.

      “A fresh one would be nice.” Sergius looked down the cliff at the sharp rocks below. “Guess we are climbing down?”

      “Not this time.” Constantine pointed to a pile of furs in the corner. “We are sliding down.”

      Sergius walked over to the furs and found a long rope underneath. Sergius smiled at Constantine as he dropped the rope down the side.

      “I like going down much better than up.” Sergius grabbed Constantine and place him in the back of his tunic.

      Without another word, Sergius repelled down the side of the cliff and towards their boat.
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      The port of Naples had as much traffic as many of the major ports in the empire. Vessels were constantly entering and leaving the city. Many boats carried legionnaires or supplies to many locations across the land. Stories of unrest and civil wars were escalating, and in return, the empire sent more troops to many of the major cities and ports. Constantine and Sergius paid for passage to Naples from a fisherman near Rome. They hoped to avoid dictation from the vampires by blending in with the regular population. The fisherman was eager to agree. He had a horrible season due to the high winds and deadly storms. At least he would return home with money in his pocket just by bringing a strange young man with an angry cat.

      Constantine and Sergius arrived at the port late in the afternoon but didn’t leave the boat until the middle of the night. The least amount of people knowing of their arrival the better. The plan was to gather as much information as possible on their enemies and return to Rome to prepare a plan. Fortunately for the two friends, Fishermen’s Inn was a short walk from the port, and Constantine led the way through dark alleys and rat infested side streets.

      “I was under the impression Naples was a magnificent city.” Sergius scurried around a rat the size of a small rabbit.

      “Naples is a beautiful city, but not this part.” Constantine swatted a few rats that refused to move out of his way. “This is where men fall prey to sins of the flesh, as your dearly departed apostle called it.”

      “Did you meet any of the apostles?” Sergius asked as they scurried across the alley to the back of a two-story building.

      “Yes, a few.” Constantine looked up and down the street. “I admired their commitment and focus, even though they all knew it was a suicide mission. But that’s a tale for another time.”

      “Why am I not surprised you knew them?” Sergius told Constantine.

      “I have been around for a long time and have met a lot of people. Now is not the time to discuss that, though. Stay focused.” Constantine motioned towards the building next to them. “This is the building. You are listening for information. Don’t ask too many questions.”

      “Got it.” Sergius adjusted his tunic and headed inside the Fishermen’s Inn.

      The main floor of the Inn was a large tavern. Wooden tables littered the room but few patrons were still around. Sergius walked slowly towards the back of the room, keeping his head low and breathing steady. He found a small table in a corner and sat down.

      “What can I get you?” a young maiden asked with a wide, toothy smile. She was curvaceous with curly red hair. Her face was average, but her other assets made up for that, attracting the attention of the patrons.

      “A large Calda if you still have it,” Sergius answered casually while looking around the tavern.

      “Not any more. All we have is Posca.” The smile was gone from the Maiden’s face as she waited for Sergius to reply.

      “In that case, bring me two. If you have any bread and fruits, could you bring that out as well?” This time Sergius gave her his undivided attention and placed two gold denarius Aureus in her hand.

      “Of course master, as you wish.” The maiden pocketed the coins and scurried back to the kitchen.

      “That’s a lot of money for a young fellow,” a large man with a silver beard told Sergius from the next table. “These are dangerous times.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not traveling alone,” Sergius replied, bowing his head to the stranger. “Our master sent a group of us down to find entertainment for his upcoming party. I figured he wouldn’t mind if I feed myself after doing all his dirty work.”

      “The patricians and their parties.” The man spat on the ground in disgust. “They are the reason the empire is falling apart. They deserve what is coming to them.”

      “What is coming?” Sergius lowered his voice and looked directly at the man.

      “You will see. It’s only a matter time.” The man stood from his chair and his large frame almost touched the ceiling. “Enjoy the meal. Your master doesn’t deserve your service.”

      Sergius observed the man as he exited the tavern. Two other patrons followed shortly after him. Only four people remained in the tavern, and that included Sergius. Two drunks laid motionless over their tables, while the remaining patron ate his food quietly.

      “Here you go, master. Will you need anything else?” The maiden placed a glass of wine in front of Sergius large enough for two people.

      “Thank you, this will be enough.” Sergius smiled. “Are you normally this slow?”

      The maiden’s gaze scanned the tavern, a nervous look passing over her face. “People are afraid to come out at night lately. You never know who you will find.”

      “I believe that.” Sergius struggled to pick his glass up without spilling the drink

      The maiden gave him another close-lipped smile and left his table. She made her way around the tavern, wiping down tables and picking up empty plates. Sergius finished his drink but ignored the rest of the food.

      After an hour, the tavern remained empty. Sergius left quietly and headed straight to the alley where Constantine waited.

      “That was a waste of our time,” Sergius announced as he reached Constantine.

      “But not for us.” The two patrons that had left the tavern dropped down from the roof.

      Sergius tried to scream but the tallest of the men slammed him to the wall, knocking the air out of his lungs. The duo moved with a quickness that made Sergius’ head hurt. Sergius kicked and punched, but his assaults never landed. The duo laughed at his failed attempts. The first assailant picked Sergius by the neck and pinned him to the wall.

      “You will make a delicious meal for our master this evening.” The man opened his mouth and his jaw stretched to a size that wasn’t humanly possible. Canines and teeth appeared as large as sharks’ teeth.

      “Too bad he already has plans for the evening.” Constantine pulled the vampire off Sergius.

      Sergius dropped to the ground, wrapping his hand around his throat while trying to breathe, and when he glanced up, Constantine had turned into a large lion and was ripping the vampire apart. No blood flew anywhere, but the vampire turned to dust that dropped to the ground and flew through the air.

      “I don’t know what you are, but your friend here is going to die.” The second vampire reached for Sergius.

      Sergius rolled to his side and landed next to a pile of tools. He grabbed the closest one to him, a scythe, and scratched the incoming vampire across the chest. The vampire did not evaporate into dust, but the assault stopped his approach.

      “This is not over,” the vampire hissed and leaped over the building.

      “Are you alive, Sergius?” the lion asked.

      “Constantine, please tell me that is you?” Sergius watched as the lion shifted to a cat-sized Constantine.

      “Wow that is incredible.” Sergius leaned down to touch Constantine’s fur. “How did you do that?”

      “We don’t have time to explain, and get your hands off me.” Constantine slapped Sergius away, who was still trying to pet him. “Did you recognize those two?”

      “No, they were in the tavern but left shortly after I arrived. I never learned who they work for but they looked normal.” Sergius dropped to the ground and rested his head against the wall.

      “They work for the Senator of this region. You didn’t recognize them as vampires?” Constantine walked over to Sergius and peered at his face from inches away.

      “What are you doing?” Sergius tried to back away, but he was pinned between Constantine and the wall.

      “We have a problem. If you are not able to recognize them, you are as good as dead.” Constantine hopped off Sergius and marched out of the alley. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go.”

      “Besides being attacked, we didn’t find anything.” Sergius struggled to get to his feet.

      “But we learned high members of the Senate have vampires as employees, and might even be vampires themselves. That alone is a lot of information. We need to hurry.” Constantine rushed out of the alley. “A ship is leaving out of here before dawn, and we need to be in it. You should bring your new weapon. I have a feeling we are going to need it.”

      Sergius grabbed the scythe and ran out of the alley behind Constantine. He was a limping a little but not enough to slow him down. Constantine did not waste any time hiding in alleys. Instead, he took the main road to the port and out of the treacherous sector.
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      The dim light of the candle in the living room was the only light on in the house. Sergius and Constantine sat on opposite sides of the living room, each lost in their own thoughts. Rome was crawling with legionnaires, twice as many as normal. Unlike Naples, it appeared citizens were encouraged to be out at night. The streets were full of people and nobody seemed concerned with the current state of the empire.

      Sergius and Constantine sprang to their feet at the sound of the backdoor being opened. Sergius pulled out of a knife from his toga. Constantine had ordered him to start carrying one for protection. Constantine’s claws were fully extended. They each took a position on either side of the door, waiting for the intruders quietly.

      “Hey, what is wrong with you two?” the young man screamed after being pushed to the wall by Sergiu, and after Constantine bit his leg.

      “Nico, what are you doing here?” Sergius let go of Nico and walked back to his seat.

      “Constantine, do you mind letting go of my leg?” Nico looked down at Constantine, who was still latched on.

      Constantine squeezed one last time and walked away as well. Nico followed them into the living room and took a seat.

      “How did you know we were home?” Constantine lunged back on his seat and made himself comfortable.

      “I have been coming around the house every night. I wasn’t sure you would be home, but I was hoping.” Nico took a deep breath and dropped his head against the back of the chair.

      “What’s happening?” Sergius asked.

      “The city has gone mad,” Sergius muttered.

      “What else is new?” Constantine replied, not looking at Nico.

      “They are looking for you two.” Nico closed his eyes.

      “Who?” Sergius jumped to his feet and pace the room.

      “The legionnaires,” Nico mumbled.

      “That’s unexpected. Why?” Constantine turned to look at Nico, his ears straight up.

      “People are worried about all the questions you’ve been asking.” Nico opened his eyes to focus on Constantine. “Nobody understands your business, but they are worried. To make things worse, people are saying that vampires have infiltrated the legions and are making decisions against their enemies.”

      “Now that makes sense,” Constantine told both men.

      “What part of that makes sense?” Sergius stopped pacing and walked towards Constantine.

      “These vampires seem highly organized, well trained, and as if they have plenty of funds to run their operations. How else could they pull this off?” Constantine settled back in his chair and started his grooming ritual.

      “That’s not all.” Nico faced Sergius. “Marie is missing. Nobody has seen her in three days.”

      “What?” Sergius rushed to Nico’s side. “Tell me everything you know. What happened?”

      “Sergius, please come down,” Nico replied, his voice trembling.  “Marie had been asking a lot of questions as well. She left the market for lunch and never came back. When I checked with her father, she never made it home.”

      “This is all my fault.” Sergius was back to pacing the room, this time faster. “I told her to stay out of this. Why doesn’t she ever listen?”

      “Marie is just as stubborn as you are. She doesn’t follow orders from anyone,” Nico told Sergius from his chair.

      “Our little friend has a point,” Constantine told Sergius. “Once Marie sets her mind to something, nobody can stop her.”

      “Thanks Constantine but you are not helping.” Sergius looked out the window. “We need to find her.”

      “Don’t you dare leave this house,” Constantine growled at Sergius. “If Nico is correct, the city is crawling with legionaries turned into vampires, and they are all looking for you. You stay here and I’ll go looking for information.”

      “You can’t expect me to do nothing?” Sergius’ face was bright red and his nails were digging into his fists.

      “I expect you to be smart about things.” Constantine jumped down from the chair. “You are not going to find Marie or be of any use to her if you are dead. Start thinking and stop being emotional. Nico, anything else we should know?”

      “Maybe, but this can’t be true.” Nico scratched his head before continuing.

      “What can’t be true?” Constantine hopped back on the living room table, looking Nico straight in the eyes.

      “The rumors around town all mention that the bloodsuckers are working directly for the Emperor,” Nico replied softly. “Some believe that the bloodsuckers are working as the Emperor’s personal soldiers.”

      “This could complicate things.” Constantine sat on his hind legs. “If they have access to the Emperor, their power and reach could be endless. Nico I need you back on the streets, let me know if you hear anything else. Sergius, tomorrow morning you, need to get in touch with your contacts in the city. We are going to need a lot more apprentices.”

      “On my way Constantine.” Nico saluted Constantine and ran out of the living room.

      “Let me change these clothes and I’ll be on my way as well.” Sergius walked past Constantine as he headed towards his room.

      Constantine grabbed Sergius by the leg with his claws. “Not in the middle of the night, foolish boy. Didn’t you hear anything I say? I need you start doing that in the morning, while the sun is out.”

      “What difference is it going to make?” Sergius looked down at Constantine.

      “It’s bad enough having legionnaires looking for you, but adding vampires is a nightmare.” Constantine let go of Sergius. “Try to sleep. I will go do some scouting tonight.

      “How come you get to go out?” Sergius pouted and crossed his arms.

      “Nobody is looking for a stray cat roaming the city. They are looking for a man and a cat. If we are separate, they are going to have a harder time finding us.” Constantine smiled at Sergius. “I will take the night, and you do the day. We have to be smart here.”

      “I don’t like it.” Sergius dropped himself on the chair vacated by Nico. “Do you have a plan?”

      “The two of us are not enough to take on an army of vampires, and we need help,” Constantine told Sergius.

      “We are going to need a lot of help,” Sergius agreed.

      

      ***-***

      

      Constantine left the cottage to start his recruitment mission. He didn’t trust Sergius to stay home and mind his own business. Not only did he have connections with many of the humans in the city, but he also knew every four-legged creature in Rome. He left a dozen stray cats watching the house, each in a different location. Their orders were simple: If Sergius left the house, they followed him. If anyone entered the house, they were to contact him immediate. Constantine couldn’t watch Sergius all the time, but he could assign the work to very reliable sources for only a few fish. Paying felines for their services was a lot cheaper than humans.

      With Sergius under surveillance, Constantine made his way to all his usual spots. He started with the innkeepers and tavern owners. He checked for any former soldier or slaves from any other countries who were looking for work. Their replies were always the same: Nobody was willing to risk their lives for a lost cause. The new comers to the city had heard rumors of the vampires’ recruitment process and what happened to those that disagreed. Even those with nothing to lose were terrified to get involved. Fear was a great tool for control.

      Constantine made one last stop to his favorite tavern on the fisherman’s quarters. The owner, Horatio, was an old associates of Constantine’s who still believed in freedom for people. They met in the alley behind the tavern, where Horatio sat on the ground next to Constantine, both with a glass of Horatio’s finest wine.

      “Constantine, you know I would join you in this. But these old bones wouldn’t last a day in battle, not against those monsters.” Horatio took a sip of his wine.

      “I know, old friend, and I’m not asking you to join us. I just need to find some able bodies.” Constantine dipped his claw in the glass and stirred the wine.

      “You are only looking for able bodies?” Horatio asked.

      “What do you mean?” Constantine glanced up at his friend.

      “Normally you are looking for the cream of the crop, but if it’s only able bodies you need, I might know where you can find some.” Horatio winked at his friend and this time took a gulp of his wine.

      “Am I going to like these men?” Constantine asked.

      “They are good men, just rough, misunderstood, and not afraid to hold their ground. You offer them a nice wager and hot meals, and you, my friend, will have an army.” Horatio looked around the rooftops of the nearby buildings. “You are going to need them Constantine. The bloodsuckers are multiplying rapidly, and because of the lack of control by the empire, the vampires are becoming bolder by the day.”

      “Where can I find them?” Constantine took a sip of his wine.

      “A small tavern by the port is one of their normal spots. Just be careful my friend. You won’t be the only one recruiting them.” Horatio stood and headed inside the tavern.

      Constantine took another lick from his glass before taking off. He watched the shadows move in the alley and realized he was being watched. If Constantine’s only option to save humanity was to recruit a bunch of miscreants, then he better be quick about it. Before the shadows were able to close in. Sprinting down the alley, he moved as fast as a jaguar on a hunt. Not even vampires could keep up with him.
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      Constantine had spent most of the night talking to as many people as he could. He was passed out on the living room table by the time Sergius woke up. Sergius tip-toed to the table Constantine was sleeping on and leaned down.

      “If you don’t want to lose that hand, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Constantine hissed, his eyes still closed.

      “You were snoring, so how could you possibly have heard me coming?” Sergius dropped into the chair next to Constantine, his bottom lip extended in a pout.

      “Sergius, it isn’t not your fault. I have extremely good hearing. To me, you sound like a small elephant moving through a glass shop.” Constantine rolled over and stretched.

      “Thank you for letting me down gently.” Sergius joined Constantine, reaching his arms over his head and yawning. “Did you made it in last night?”

      “Right before dawn, but it was long night. I’m surprised you stayed in all night.” Constantine turned to look at Sergius.

      “Did you have people spy on me?” Sergius asked.

      “Not people, but they did keep an eye on you for your safety.” Constantine stood on the table and looked around the room.

      “Of course it was for my safety. Any word on Marie?” Sergius pulled his legs up to his chest and took slow breaths.

      “None. It’s like the earth swallowed her whole. I have all four-legged spies searching the city,” Constantine told him. “That’s all we can do now. In the meantime, we have work. It’s going to be another long night. We have a meeting this evening.”

      “Who are we meeting?” Sergius asked.

      “A bunch of tough men who are willing to fight.” Constantine smiled wickedly.

      “Are they trustworthy?” Sergius started biting his nails, rocking back and forth.

      “I have no idea, but we might not have a lot of choice here,” Constantine replied. “If they join our cause, we will find out the true nature of their character.”

      “I hope you know what you are doing.” Sergius looked around the room. “What do we do in the mean time?”

      “Breakfast would be a great start.” Constantine leap from the table. “We have a few visits to do before our meeting this evening.”

      “Guess we will start with breakfast then.” Sergius followed Constantine out of the room and towards the kitchen.

      

      ***-***

      

      It was a moonless night, and the darkness reached across the city like millions of hands grabbing everything. Sergius and Constantine crossed the streets of Rome on their way to the port. They avoided congested areas, staying close to the shadows. Sergius was busy looking over his shoulder, tripping over his own feet on several occasions. Constantine stayed low to the ground, moving quickly around corners and open areas. They arrived at a large building near the water. The front of the building was locked, so they entered the building from the back.

      A small run-down door was ajar. Constantine went in first, slithering his way through the small space. Sergius waited by the door, keeping watch on the surrounding building.

      “All clear,” Constantine whispered to Sergius.

      Without replying back, Sergius pushed his way inside and shut the door as much as he could. The inside of the building smelled of mildew. The only light in the room came from a small candle on top of a table in the center of the room. Sergius found Constantine underneath the table struggling to open a small box.

      “Do you need help?” Sergius asked, kneeling next to Constantine.

      “We need a few more candles. We don’t want to scare away our potential army.” Constantine pushed the box towards Sergius.

      Sergius pulled the lid off the box and grabbed a handful of candles. He lit the candles and spread them around the room. The additional light made the room look less menacing. It was still not welcoming, but at least it looked functional. Constantine turned to face the door, ears fully extended.

      “What is it?” Sergius turned in the same direction.

      “Someone is coming.” Constantine crawled toward the door.

      “Constantine, we are here.” Nico rushed towards the light, a young man with dark blond hair keeping pace with him.

      “What are you two doing here?” Sergius asked first.

      “That is a very good question.” Constantine joined the trio.

      “We are here to help,” Nico announced. “Linus and I are experts in gathering information.”

      “That is great. Too bad we need fighters,” Constantine told the young men who were beaming with joy.

      “We don’t have time for this. You two need to go before people get here.” Sergius grabbed both Nico and Linus by the arm.

      “Too late for that, Sergius. Our visitors are here.” Constantine pointed in the opposite direction. “Everyone get behind the table and let me do the talking.”

      Sergius dragged Nico and Linus with him, while Constantine maneuvered himself on the table next to the candle and got comfortable. As he adjusted his tail, two large men came into view. They were over six feet tall with biceps bigger than a normal person’s head. Constantine waited motionless as the men came nearer.

      “This is a small crowd,” one of the men with brown hair spoke first.

      “You are early,” Constantine replied softly. “But don’t fear, a few more are right behind you.”

      The two men turned around to watch several more enter the building. The new arrivals were just as big as the first, with more muscles and weapons everywhere. In a short time, over thirty men gathered around Constantine, all the men looking at each other without talking.

      “Not a bad turn out for such a short notice,” Constantine announced. “Welcome to the party.”

      “I heard the rumors but didn’t believe it.” One of the men in the back shook his head. “A talking cat. Never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Did you also hear this cat can rip your throat apart if you betray him?” Constantine stood atop the table, claws fully extended and canines showing.

      “They mentioned that, yes,” another replied with a chuckle.

      “We were promised a fortune if we join your little crew,” a smaller man with thick brown hair stepped forward. “Is that true?”

      “What’s your name?” Constantine asked.

      “Julius,” the man replied, facing Constantine.

      “Julius, the pay is more than you will make in a year, but survival rate is low,” Constantine told the crowd. “This job is not for everyone.”

      “Or you can join us and rule the world,” a male spoke from behind the crowd.

      The group turned to face the man, who was flanked by two others. The speaker was tall with jet black hair, a perfect complexion, and he wore an officer’s uniforms. His companions had similar uniforms, but one had straight brown hair while his companion’s hair was curly.  Constantine stood at the edge of the table, ready to leap. Sergius covered his friends with his body.

      “What makes you think we want to join the legion?” Julius asked, and the crowd laughed.

      “Who said we are legionaries? Jet Black smiled at Julius, making sure his teeth were visible to the group. The group gasped as the fangs glistened in the light.

      “What do you guys offer?” Julius asked, his voice no more than a soft whisper.

      “Immortality, power, riches...” Jet Black answered.

      “Death,” Constantine interrupted him. “Don’t forget death and damnation. And your soul will be lost for all eternity.”

      “Do I look dead to you?” Jet Black laughed at Constantine. “The talking cat offers you money, but I offer you the world.”

      “All you have to do is let them nibble on your neck, take your life, and you give up your free will forever,” Constantine purred in a condescending tone.

      The group of men turned to looked at the vampires, then their eyes fell on Constantine again.

      “Yes, my friends, your will is part of the deal,” Constantine clarified for the crowd. “You will forever have a master you report to and do his work. Good luck ruling the world.”

      “Or we just walk away,” one of the men in the group said and marched towards the door.

      “You will choose a side,” Curly growled, stepping in front of the man.

      The man pushed past the vampire, and the creature tossed the man five foot in the air and he landed against a wall. Half of the group pulled weapons from their togas and charged the three vampires. Within seconds, five men were dead, shredded to pieces, and the remaining were limping or missing appendages.

      “Join us or prepare to die,” Jet Black ordered the crowd.

      “Oh, I hate when my guests are mistreated.” With a swift swing of Sergius’ scythe, Death cut Curly in half from behind.

      The vampire erupted into dust as Death walked through it. The men pulled back, dragging their wounded with them. Jet Black and his friend faced Death, teeth bared and claws extended.

      “You know the deal, you do not take a life without their permission.” Death pointed the scythe at the two vampires.

      “You are the famous Death? I was expecting something more frightening.” Jet Black laughed.

      “Who needs to be frightening when I will be the last thing you will ever see?” Death moved with lightning speed toward the vampires.

      Before the vampires could move, Death ripped Jet Black’s head off with his bare hands, and his companion was impaled to the ground with the scythe. Death casually wiped his hands off as the vampires disintegrated into dust.

      “You are late,” Constantine told Death as he sat back on the table.

      “I had deliveries to make,” Death replied. “Speaking of that, Sergius, would you please gather our friends over there. I will be with them shortly.”

      “Of course Death.” Sergius ran towards the dead bodies.

      The crowd watched silently. As Sergius approached one of the bodies, the man’s ghost appeared.

      “By the gods, what is this sorcery?” one of the men screamed.

      “Oh please, it’s your soul you fool,” Constantine shouted back. “That’s what you will be giving up to the vampires. When you die your second death, there will be nothing left but dust. They will be going home now.”

      Whispers and murmurs spread around the group. Some of the men’s complexions changed to a light shade of green, while a few threw up on themselves.

      “Unlike the vampires, we will not force you to join us.” Death crossed the room and stood next to Constantine. “These are dangerous times, and you are free to choose. But if you choose their side, let me warn you, a war is coming. If you cross us, we will hunt you down.”

      “Can you offer us your abilities?” Julius stepped forward and asked. “We all saw it, and we are no match for those beasts this way. If you can’t make us their equals, we are all as good as dead.”

      “That’s an idea,” Death replied, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “When you decide, you let us know.” Julius walked over to one of the dead and picked him up by the shoulder. “We have people to bury now. Please take care of their souls.”

      Without waiting for Death’s response, the group picked up their dead and left the building. Sergius stood to the far side with the five souls. He spoke in soft voices with the dead as Death and Constantine watched.

      “Are you sure you two want to join this?” Constantine asked Nico and Linus, who were huddled in the corner.

      “War is coming whether we want it or not. I don’t think we have a choice,” Nico answered, wiping his tears with his sleeves.

      “It’s going to be a bloody one, Constantine, so we need to be ready,” Death told his friend in a quiet voice. “I will meet you back at the cottage after I deliver these men.”

      Constantine nodded and watched Death take charge of the souls. He gathered them like lost sheep in the night. Constantine took a deep breath and sprang down from the table.

      “We need to get back home,” Constantine announced to the living. “I’m sure their master was watching that episode and more will be coming.”

      Death disappeared with the souls and Sergius joined Constantine, Linus, and Nico.

      “Death said we need to hurry home,” Sergius informed Constantine.

      “I completely agreed, so let’s go.” Constantine led the way out of the building as fast as the men could follow.

      The three young men followed closely behind, occasionally looking over their shoulders. The streets were still dark, but the air felt sticky and humid. The group picked up their speed across the port.
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      Death was already in the living room when Constantine and Sergius walked in. Constantine was the first one to spot Death leaning against the window in the dark room as he held Sergius’ scythe. Sergius lit a few candles while Constantine strolled over to Death.

      “I thought we were over you moping around in corners,” Constantine whispered to his old friend.

      “Not moping this time, more like plotting.” Death chuckled, still staring outside. “If I hadn’t arrived, it would have been a massacre. They killed five of the toughest men in the city in less than a blink.”

      “But you made it,” Constantine answered.

      Death pushed himself away from the window, dragging the scythe with him. He leaned the weapon on one of the chairs and sat down. Sergius remained standing, while Constantine made himself comfortable across the table from Death.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed your scythe, Sergius,” Death whispered.

      “Not at all, it comes in handy,” Sergius replied, fidgeting with his hands.

      “War is imminent, now, and I can’t be everywhere at all times.” Death ran his hands through his hair. “Julius was right. If I can’t make the humans as strong as the vampires, this is going to be a slaughter.”

      “I don’t like where this is going.” Constantine stood from his chair and hopped on the table to be closer to Death.

      “What if we gave them selected powers?” Death faced Constantine before continuing. “Give them the strength, agility, and speed of vampires with my powers to kill them.”

      “Is that even possible?” Sergius asked, taking a seat in the chair Constantine had vacated.

      “It has never been done before,” Death replied.

      “But is it safe?” Constantine asked.

      “You survived.” Death winked at Constantine.

      “Not the same and you know it.” Constantine rolled his eyes at Death. “We share a life force. You would be giving them unlimited powers with no constraint. Humans have a way of being power hungry and reckless, no offense Sergius.”

      “None taken. You are right.” Sergius sucked in long breath. “Humans with that kind of power and without the limitation the vampires have could be extremely dangerous.”

      “Sounds like restrictions would be in order.” Death stood from his chair and started pacing. “Long life but still able to die. That’s the balance of nature.”

      “You are serious about this?” Constantine covered his face with his paws. “This could end badly.”

      “Our current situation is already bad. People are being changed all the time, most against their wishes. Other areas are just being killed. We need to stop them.” Death halted his pacing to stare at Constantine.

      “You have a point.” Constantine resigned himself and sat on the table, shaking his head. “What’s the plan?

      “Guess we need to start making an army—an army of Reapers.” Death slowly walked over to the chair and grabbed the scythe.

      “Reapers?” Constantine looked behind him towards Sergius, who just shrugged.

      “Yes, my friend. It’s harvest season and we are going to rid the earth of all the bad seeds.” Death spun the scythe in one hand, making the blade shine in the candlelight.

      “You are so dramatic at times.” Constantine shook his head.

      “What do you need me to do?” Sergius asked Death, jumping up from his chair.

      “You are not doing anything besides sitting back in that chair,” Constantine growled at him.

      “We need an army, and we don’t even know if this superhuman thing is going to work,” Sergius told both Constantine and Death, the words rushing from in. “We might as well try it with me. Last thing we need is to run the experiment in front of the crowd and have it go horribly wrong.”

      “Sergius, are you sure?” Death held Sergius by the shoulders. “Whatever happens, there is no turning back.”

      “No, but we are all eventually going to die.” Sergius’ voice cracked. “If I don’t make it, I would like to see heaven. The apostles said it is an amazing place, even better than the Elysian Plains.”

      “I knew letting you follow the teachings of Paul was a bad idea.” Constantine rolled his eyes.

      “I will not force this on anyone. It has to be your free will.” Death scanned Sergius’ face carefully.

      “It is my will to do this,” Sergius replied softly.

      “I don’t like this,” Constantine added.

      “We don’t have a lot of options here,” Death replied, not looking at Constantine. “Take a deep breath Sergius, then close your eyes and clear your mind.”

      Sergius followed the orders, closing his eyes while taking a deep breath. Constantine moved to a chair closer to both men. Death placed both his hands on Sergius’ face, covering his ears and temples, then he took a deep breath and slowly breathed out on Sergius.

      “Anubis, are you sure?” Constantine whispered.

      “I need to concentrate, Constantine, but yes, we must do this,” Death snarled back.

      White light covered Sergius from head to toe. Death chanted softly over him. The light changed colors from white to yellow to red as Death spoke to it. “Strength, speed, power, and immortality, this I give you.”

      Death let go of Sergius and the light sank into his skin. As the light receded, Sergius’ body vibrated, then he screamed and dropped to the ground, writhing and screaming out in agonizing pain. Constantine jumped next to him but Death stopped him.

      “Don’t touch him.” Death kneeled next to Sergius and watched the transformation. “I’m not sure how your powers would mix with his.”

      “Powers? He looks like he is being shredded from the inside out.” Constantine stood, ready to pounce on Sergius as he rolled around on the ground.

      The screams stopped then, and Sergius rolled into a ball on the ground, covered in sweat. Constantine and Death watched him from a few feet away. Sergius stirred, but he couldn’t lift his head. Death grabbed the scythe and waited for Sergius to move, and Constantine extended his claws, prepared to attack. Sergius turned to face the duo, sweat matting his hair to his face. Slowly he wiped the sweat away, exposing silver irises.

      “That’s unexpected,” Constantine told Death.

      “Sergius, how do you feel?” Death asked, pointing the scythe at the young man.

      “Like I’ve been stomped by a horse.” Sergius’ voice was scratchy and rough. “It hurts to talk.”

      “I just dumped a lot of power into you, you are going to need rest.” Death moved closer to Sergius. “Can you stand?”

      Sergius nodded and took Death’s hand. Death examined him carefully as he helped him up. Sergius was dizzy but managed to stay standing.

      “Wow, now that’s impressive.” Constantine whistled at Sergius.

      Death looked down at Sergius’ chest. The young man had developed well-defined muscles, both in his chest and arms. His legs were equally impressive with a physique that would mirror any gladiator.

      “He has the muscles alright.” Constantine walked around Sergius, inspecting his legs as well as his back. “Do you feel any different? Like you have a craving for blood?”

      “Yes, that is important to know. Are you feeling a need to eat a human?” Death asked Sergius, holding on to his arm.

      “I’m really thirsty but I’m sure it isn’t for blood.” Sergius tried to pull away from Death but fell backwards.

      “Not the most intimidating move when you land on your butt.” Constantine climbed on Sergius’ lap and looked directly into his eyes. “Why did you agreed to become Death’s apprentice?

      “What? Are you serious?” Sergius tried to stand up but Death pushed him back down.

      “Answer the question, Sergius.” Death held him in place as Constantine got closer to his face.

      Sergius took a deep breath. “I never wanted anyone to die alone like my mother did. I wanted to help the souls find their way home in peace.” Tears ran down Sergius face as he looked down at Constantine, who gently wiped them away with his paws.

      “He is still there.” Constantine bounced off Sergius with a smile. “You can put him to bed now.”

      “What?” Sergius whined as Death pulled him back up.

      “I needed to make sure we hadn’t lost your soul in this transformation.” Constantine smiled wickedly. “You passed.”

      “Constantine. Sergius.” Nico rushed in the room screaming at the top of his lungs.

      “Boy, what is the matter? Didn’t we leave you at your house?” Constantine reprimanded Nico.

      “They took her and they want you at the port tomorrow or they are going to kill her,” Nico rambled, not even taking a breath.

      “Slow down Nico, we have no idea what you are talking about.” Constantine moved back on the table to have a better look at Nico.

      “The vampires took Marie,” Nico replied, crying.

      “Are you sure?” Sergius asked.

      “By the Gods, what happened to you?” Nico moved closer to Sergius but Death pushed him away.

      “Sergius is the first of Death’s Reapers,” Constantine told Nico. “Please have a seat before you pass out.”

      “What’s a Reaper, and can I be one?” Nico stared at Sergius like a thirsty man eyeing at water.

      “You have no idea what it is and you want to be one. What is wrong with you boy?” Constantine slapped Nico over the head.

      “Sergius is huge.” Nico pointed at his friend. “We could get Marie back and beat those bloodsuckers. I’m in. So what’s a Reaper?”

      “Our future Army of super humans,” Death announced. “Now I’m going to put this one to bed before he falls on his face.”

      “But we have to find Marie,” Sergius protested.

      Death picked him up in his arms like a small child and headed out of the room.

      “It sounds like we know exactly where Marie is,” Death told Sergius, who was struggling to keep his head up. “Unless you rest and let the transformation take effect, you will be useless to her and us. Now sleep.”

      With that command, Sergius passed out in Death’s arms. “Constantine, I’ll be right back.”

      Death walked out of the room with Sergius. Nico’s mouth was still open and Constantine tapped it with his paws.

      “Nico, breathe,” Constantine told him.

      “Can I be a Reaper?” Nico whispered to Constantine.

      “That is up to Death to decided, but tell me everything the message said.” Constantine sat on the table and faced Nico.

      “That the vampires had Marie, and if we wanted to see her, we needed to be at the port by dusk tomorrow,” Nico repeated the message a lot slower this time.

      “Anything else?” Constantine asked.

      “No, but you know it’s a trap. They are planning to kill us.” Nico fidgeted in his chair.

      “Sounds like we are going to have a long day ahead of us.”

      Death entered the room. “Constantine, we need to scout that location and figure out any potential places we could be attacked. Nico, you need stay here with Sergius.”

      “Are you going to make me into a Reaper?” Nico asked Death.

      “Not until we find out the full extent of his powers,” Death replied. “It doesn’t do us any good to have a muscular Sergius with no extra strength.”

      “Finally you are speaking reason here.” Constantine hopped off the table, waving his tail. “We might as well get started, and you have souls to collect as well.”

      “Yes, my job is never done,” Death replied.

      “Nico, if anyone comes in the house, hide,” Constantine ordered him.

      Nico nodded and headed towards Sergius’ room. Constantine waited for him to leave the room before jumping out the window.

      “And I’m the dramatic one here,” Death told himself and vanished through the door.
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      The stars lined the sky, making the march to the port a less somber occasion. The streets were packed with pedestrians. It appeared the residents knew of the meeting with the vampires and avoided eye contact. Some closed their doors and windows when Constantine and Sergius walked by. Sergius had convinced Nico and Linus to stay behind. With their current human condition, the only thing both of them would achieve was death. Constantine led the way down the main road. As they plotted their route, he explained to Sergius there was no need to hide since the vampires were expecting them.

      It didn’t take Constantine and Sergius long to reach the port. There were no ships by the pier the vampires selected. The port was empty, at least of humans. Constantine sniffed the air and his tail stood up straight.

      “What is it?” Sergius asked, keeping his features as neutral as possible.

      “We have company, at least six of them,” Constantine replied through gritted teeth.

      “I can hear them,” Sergius told him.

      Constantine snapped his head up and looked at Sergius. “Anything else you can do that you haven’t told me?”

      A small smile spread across Sergius’ face. “I can see perfectly clear in the night. I have never seen so many details in my life.”

      “Let’s hope this means you won’t be surprised from behind.” Constantine turned to face away from the water as four vampires descended from the sky. “I wondered if they can truly fly or just jump really high.”

      “I don’t think it matters because we are still outnumbered.” Sergius turned to face the group who were all wearing hoods that covered their faces.

      “We didn’t think you would come, and instead you show up alone? How brave,” a tall vampire with a brown cape and a hood told Sergius as he walked closer to them. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Anthony.”

      “Why do we care?” Constantine growled. “Besides, if you are so brave, why don’t you show us your face?”

      “All in due time. I figured it would be a shame for you to die today without knowing the name of the person that killed you.” Anthony took a bow and his companions laughed.

      “How nice of you. Where is Marie?” Sergius shouted, his eyes scanning the crowd.

      “Oh, she is here, but we wanted to give you one last chance.” Anthony pointed at his companions with his elongated nails.

      “One last chance for what?” Sergius asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “To join us,” Anthony purred to them. “You will not win this war, so join us and live forever.”

      “Unfortunately, we have already pledged our allegiance to one powerful being, and he doesn’t share very well.” Constantine squared his shoulders and showed the vampires his own teeth. “Give us the girl and we can make this a short night.”

      “You had your chance. Don’t say we didn’t warn you.” Anthony waved behind him and two more vampires dragged a small female between them.

      Marie was bound by her wrists and legs. Her head was covered by a piece of cloth and her toga was ripped and filthy. Her body was exposed in different places, making Sergius growl in anger. Constantine held him back as the vampires dragged the poor girl in front of them.

      “Marie, is that you? Speak to me?” Sergius asked, his voice quivering.

      “Sergius, oh please do as they say,” Marie whimpered.

      “Something is not right,” Constantine whispered to Sergius.

      “What?” Sergius looked quickly down at him.

      “Can’t you smell it? She is not right?” Constantine sniffed the air again.

      Sergius stepped back and took a deep breath. He looked around at the vampires again.

      “I can’t tell the difference. There are too many of them,” Sergius replied, looking around.

      “Take the cover off her head,” Constantine ordered.

      “You don’t trust us?” Anthony placed his hand over his heart.

      “Not in a thousand years, and I’ve lived that long. Now!” Constantine shouted.

      Anthony signaled for one of the guards holding Marie to take the cloth away. Marie looked at the ground with her eyes closed. While her toga was dirty and ripped, her face was clean and almost glistening. Her complexion sparkled in the night and she had a glow about her. Sergius made his way slowly towards Marie.

      “No!” Constantine growled. “She’s been turned.”

      “What?” Sergius stopped to look at Constantine.

      “Aren’t you the smart little cat now?” Marie told Constantine as she raised her face to look at them.

      Sergius screamed as he looked at Marie. “Oh God, what are you?”

      “I could say the same thing about you, my little Sergius,” Marie told him as she met his eyes.

      Marie strolled seductively towards Sergius with her hips moving to their own beat. She ripped the remaining of her top off, exposing her breasts and caressing them gently.

      “Don’t you want me, Sergius?” Marie flashed a bewitching grin while she removed the remainder of her clothing.

      “You are not Marie, stay way.” Sergius stumbled backwards.

      Marie flew on him and pinned him down, her face pressing closer as she tried to kiss him, but Sergius elbowed her aside. He rolled to his feet and Constantine joined him.

      “You can see them for what they really are, right?” Constantine asked, extending all his claws.

      Sergius swallowed his own saliva before talking. “I don’t know what she is. It’s like a bat and a shark had a baby and created a monster. Her breath is like hot, rotten carcass burning your flesh.”

      “That is no way to talk about a lady, Sergius.” Marie laughed at him and joined her fellow vampires.

      “Oh God, it’s Marie. She must still be in there.” Sergius moved in her direction but Constantine pulled him back.

      “She is gone,” Constantine whispered.

      “I can’t see the monster anymore.” Sergius watched as Marie covered herself with a hood similar to her companions.

      “Different,” Constantine said.

      “What is it?” Sergius asked, looking around as six vampires made a semi-circle around them.

      “No time for explanations now, but can you smell them?” Constantine angled himself towards the vampires approaching on the right-hand side.

      “Unfortunately yes.” Sergius faced the left side.

      “Sergius, why do you always have to be difficult? We could have been together forever,” Marie told him, shaking her head.

      “You have made your choice. What a pity,” Anthony announced. “When Death comes to collect your souls, give him a message. His time has passed and we are running this world now.”

      Marie wrapped her arms around Anthony and waved at Sergius and Constantine. The six vampires moved all at once and attacked Sergius and Constantine. Constantine was prepared for the attack and hurdled over the assailants. He flipped his body in midair and landed on the back of one of the vampires. Before the vampire could react, Constantine decapitated the man with his claws, and they exploded into a cloud of dust.

      Sergius was not having the same luck as Constantine. He was stuck in a hand to hand battle with two vampires who were a lot better at fighting than he was. While Sergius’ new-found speed allowed him to block the vampires’ punches, it didn’t help him fight back very well. He managed to kick one of the vampires hard enough to crack a wall with his landing. Unfortunately, the blow was not fatal, and the vampires kept coming. Constantine had taken three of the vampires down by the time he made it to Sergius. One of Sergius’ attackers had acquired a knife and was ready to stab Sergius when Death appeared.

      “Three against one is not a fair fight,” Death announced as he ripped off the head of the vampire.

      Death crossed the cloud of dust that was left from the vampire and threw a scythe at Sergius, who managed to catch it in midair. With two quick swings, Sergius dispatched one of his vampires. Constantine took care of the remaining one, leaving Death to wipe dust off his clothes.

      “I understand the concept, dust to dust, but do they need to have that much of it?” Death asked, shaking dust out of his hair.

      “The horror! Vampire ashes in your hair,” Constantine mocked.

      “I don’t see you cleaning yourself off with your tongue now.” Death pointed at Constantine’s back, which was covered in dust.

      “Ick.” Constantine gave himself a brisk shake, trying to knock away as much of the dust as possible. “Fine, you do have a point. This country is nasty enough without adding dead vampires to my list of things to clean. Do you know how long it takes me to get clean? I’m not licking dead corpses off me.”

      “Now that we settled our priorities, are you okay?” Death asked Sergius.

      “They turned her,” Sergius mumbled.

      “That was to be expected, but I’m sorry,” Death told him, patting him on the back.

      “Good news, he can smell them,” Constantine reported to Death.

      “Can he see them?” Death asked.

      “You two know I’m standing right here,” Sergius interrupted, but they ignored him.

      “Yes but only when they make eye contact.” Constantine looked at Sergius again.

      “About that, why?” Sergius leaned on his scythe.

      “The eyes are the windows to the soul, and they don’t have one,” Death clarified. “You see what is left behind, the monster that destroyed the human soul.”

      “Well, I would be perfectly fine if I never saw that again,” Sergius announced.

      “Too late for that, my little apprentice,” Death shattered Sergius’ dream, making his head droop. “Word is going to spread now that they know you can see them. They will be looking for you.”

      “It’s not like they stopped looking,” Sergius replied, and Constantine agreed. “Now what?”

      “Now we train,” Constantine jumped in.

      “Train?” Sergius asked.

      “Just because you have superhuman powers doesn’t mean you know how to use them.” Constantine walked in circles around Sergius. “You are terrible in a fight, and that will get you killed.”

      “Constantine is right. You need training.” Death cracked his knuckles as he looked towards the ocean. “We also need to increase our numbers. This is going to be a nasty war.”

      “Of course it is,” Constantine replied, wiping dust off his face. “This stuff is nasty. Are you heading back with us?”

      “No, I have deliveries,” Death said softly. “Can you two make it without me?”

      “Of course we can,” Constantine replied, rolling his eyes. “It’s time to test how fast our little Reaper is.”

      “We can?” Sergius squealed.

      “He is all yours,” Death told Constantine, covering his face.

      “Yes, we can. You are a strange boy,” Constantine told Sergius who was bouncing on the balls of his feet with excitement. “Now, pay attention. We are going to cross the city at a very fast pace. Stick close to me and don’t pass me. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir.” Sergius gave Constantine a salute.

      “Please try not to kill him,” Death told Constantine before disappearing.

      “Ready, let’s go.” Constantine took off at a full sprint without waiting for a reply from Sergius. Within a few seconds, Sergius was running right behind Constantine and keeping up with him. A devious grin appeared on Constantine’s face as he sped up.
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        Present day- New Boston Road Texarkana

      

      

      

      Constantine took a deep breath and settled himself in the seat. Bob waited patiently looking out of his window.

      “Boss, are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Bob pointed towards the small outdoor plaza in front of Oakland Village.

      The shops were closed this late in the night, but Bob and Constantine could see a group of seven teenagers hovering on the sidewalk. The group stood in a semi-circle facing the buildings.

      “It looks like Shorty’s dealer has migrated to this side of the street.” Constantine leaned out the window. “Why don’t we pay this little group a visit?”

      Before Bob could say a word, Constantine hopped out of the window and was maneuvering his way towards the group. Bob grabbed a few syringes from the truck’s console. By the time Bob made it out of the truck, Constantine was nowhere to be seen. Bob untucked his shirt, messed up his hair, and limped towards the group. Some of the teens noticed Bob, but they dismissed him.

      As Bob neared, the teens in the middle of the group floated off the ground. He looked around the parking lot and across the street. No other human was anywhere in sight. From the small of his back, Bob pulled out his dart gun.

      “Those are some dangerous drugs you are playing with,” Bob told the group in a soft voice.

      “Who asked you, old man?” the tallest of the group shouted.

      Bob covered the distance between himself and the group in less than three seconds. When the youth turned to confront Bob, he had the dart-gun pointed at his face. The teen screamed. Some members of his group tried to run away, but he hit two right in the back with tranquilizers, knocking them to the ground immediately.

      “I recommend not running. The pavement leaves a nasty mark when you land,” Bob told the teens, and his words stopped the others from trying to escape. “Hand me the pixie dust.”

      “We don’t know what you are taking about,” the tall boy replied.

      “Really?” Bob walked over to the two floating teens. “You are telling me this is happening from thinking happy thoughts?”

      Bob grabbed one of the floaters—a red-headed girl—and injected her with the syringe. The girl gasped for air and dropped to the ground. Her friends rushed to her side and helped her up, as Bob administered the second antidote to their floating companion.

      “You know this stuff causes brain damage, seizures, and even strokes, right?” Bob asked as he examined the pupils of the red-headed girl. “Prolonged exposure to this stuff will kill you.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to say can kill us?” the tall one asked.

      “There is no can or may. It will kill you. Just a matter of time.” Bob flashed a light in the pupils of the young man who was not responding. “Another three minutes and you will be wiping the drool of your friend for the rest of his life. He has enough dust in him to turn him into a vegetable.”

      Bob pulled his cell out. The teens rushed towards their friend, who now laid unconscious on the ground. The red-headed cried on his shoulder, her back heaving uncontrollably.

      “Shorty, I need you to swing by with the truck. I have a kid who needs medical attention now.” Bob waited, listening to Shorty’s quick reply, then he hung up.

      “Guess what I found?” Constantine asked, emerging from behind the building and dragging a male pixie by his wings.

      “Let me go.” The outraged pixie thrashed as Constantine slapped him on the ground with his paws. “If you damage my wings I’m going to report you at Reapers.”

      “Perfect, I’ll save you the trip,” Constantine hissed. “I’m the top feline in charge, report.”

      “Oh Gods, no!” The pixie howled. “Constantine, I’m so sorry. I didn’t recognize you.”

      “You didn’t recognize me? What?” Constantine growled, spraying spit all over the pixie. “How many talking cats do you know in Texarkana? One! There is only one. Me, Constantine, feline extraordinaire.”

      “I think I’m suffering from brain damage. I hear the cat talking.” The red head covered her head and rocked back and forth.

      “Explain to me how these kids can buy crap from a six-inch pixie, but they are shocked by a talking cat? How does that work?” Constantine slapped the pixie one more time for extra emphasis.

      “It’s because I’m cute,” the pixie answered from the ground.

      “Cuteness is not going to get you out of this,” Constantine told the pixie, only inches away from his face. “You know the rules. It is illegal to sell dust, magic, or any other concoctions to minors.”

      “Minors? They are minors? I just thought they were really short humans,” the pixie rambled.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I would rip your wings off with my bare teeth if they didn’t taste so bad.” Constantine whacked the pixie over the head.

      “This is police brutality. I’m going to report you.” The pixie covered his face with his hands before Constantine could hit him again.

      “To whom? Do you want to talk to Death? I’m sure we can make an appointment for you.” Bob told the pixie as he leaned down to look at him.

      “Death? No way,” the pixie screamed. “Don’t you have a complaints department?”

      “You are looking at it,” Constantine told the pixie. “You are going downtown. A week at the station should help you remember the rules and regulations of Haven.”

      “You are going to take him to the police station?” The tall teen shaky voice showed exactly how nervous he was.

      “Not the human jail, but our Union Station,” Constantine replied with a wink.

      “The old train station? Why?” This time the tall teen sounded more confident, his tone strong and sure.

      “Let’s just say it’s under new management and for a whole new purpose. Look, Shorty is here, so I recommend everyone clear the area.” Constantine dove out of the way, dragging the pixie with him.

      Bob pulled the red-head with him, while knocking the two boys away from the sidewalk just as Shorty made a classic stop in front of them. He stopped inches away from the comatose teen on the ground. The three teens that were standing jumped at Bob, and the tall boy’s fists were shaking.

      “What is wrong with you people?” screamed the tall boy.

      “This is coming from the boy snorting pixie dust.” Bob shook his head.

      “Shorty, do you still have the cage?” Constantine held the pixie by his wings in front of him.

      “Of course, Boss. What do we have?” Shorty ran to the bed of the truck and grabbed a small cage similar to those used for catching squirrels.

      “Your dealer.” Constantine handed Shorty the pixie.

      “You little bastard,” Shorty yelled at the pixie. “You had me running up and down New Boston Road chasing your little trail. You are going on ice for this.”

      “You really don’t mean that, do you?” The pixie’s voice broke, and Shorty slammed him in the cage.

      “Oh yes I do. We have an industrial-sized fridge with a two-by-four block of ice that you will be sitting on for a week.” Shorty glared at his prisoner.

      “Shorty, no cruel and unusual punishments. The sentence must match the crime,” Bob lectured his old friend.

      “Fine, a day in the fridge and the rest in the basement.” Shorty stuck his tongue out at the pixie and put him in the truck. “Okay, who needs medical attention?”

      “They all need to be examined, but that one on the floor and the red-head need their stomachs pumped,” Bob ordered. “Everyone in the back of the truck, now.”

      The tall teen tried to protest but Shorty and Bob both pointed guns at his face. Tall and his quiet companion helped the red head into the truck. Bob and Shorty dragged the other three knocked-out boys to the truck. Once everyone was loaded inside, Shorty peeled out of the parking lot, heading towards downtown.

      “I hate to admit it, but Isis is right. Shorty is a menace to society in that truck,” Constantine announced, watching Shorty burn rubber down the road.

      “You gave him the truck,” Bob told his boss.

      “Not one of my brightest ideas, but he does get to places faster now.” Constantine laughed at his own joke and Bob joined in.

      “Do you think we scared away our little werewolves?” Bob asked as they marched back to the truck.

      “We are not that lucky, my friend.” Constantine reached the truck first and leap back in through the window.

      Bob made himself comfortable in the driver’s seat and went back to scanning the area. The drive-thru line at Whataburger was still as long as when they’d left. Cars continued to arrive at the location.

      “This is one busy place,” Bob said, leaning against his window.

      “It’s all about convenience, not many places are open twenty-four hours in Texarkana,” Constantine replied. “Some of our night creatures are taking full advantage. I’m surprised a few of them haven’t opened any late-night establishments.”

      “I heard Abuelita is planning to extend her hours to accommodate the late crowd,” Bob told Constantine.

      “That is the best news ever! Mexican food available during our stake-outs? She needs to hurry.” Constantine licked his lips and rolled in his seat.

      Bob laughed. “So boss, what happened to your vampire war? I have a feeling it doesn’t end there.”

      “I wish that was the end, and we had a happily ever after.” Constantine sat back up in the seat. “The battles raged on from town to town. Death was really good at making Reapers, but for every one we made, they raised fifty vampires. Our numbers were dwindling, and we were becoming less selected in our transformation process. We needed more bodies. Those were dark times, but we didn’t realize they were only the beginning.”
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      The smell of burned flesh was thick in the air. Dawn was only a few hours away, but the vampires kept fighting like it was merely sunset. Constantine had three pinned against a wall. They were recently made, still clumsy and struggling to master their full powers. Hunger moved most of the new ones to action, and the smell of spilled blood drove them nuts. After five months of fighting, Sergius was an expert at decapitations. With only a single swing, vampires’ heads rolled and bodies crumpled to dust.

      The fighting was brutal that night. The Reapers had decided to change their plans and went on a full-scale assault. Their first target was a large residence in the center of the city. Based on their informants, one of the wealthy citizens was aiding the vampires and allowing them to stay at his home. Upon their arrival in the house, they found that the citizen wasn’t aiding the vampires…he was one of them.

      “Constantine, they are heading underground. We won’t be able to fight them there,” Julius yelled from the second floor.

      “We have three Reapers down.” Sergius tossed one of the injured Reaper over his shoulder and dragged the other two. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Torch the place,” Constantine ordered after ripping apart his three vampires. “Set up a perimeter around the house. Cut down anyone trying to escape.”

      “On my way.” Julius ran to the first oil lamp near the stairs and lit the curtains on fire.

      He whistled across the house and Reapers scattered through doors and windows, each one knocking candles and lamps down on their way out. Constantine helped Sergius drag the injured reapers out of the house. Over twenty Reapers all covered in blood and bruises surrounded the house, waiting for their enemy to appear. Julius was the last one to leave the house.

      “How many vampires were left?” Constantine asked Julius as he reached them.

      “At least twenty in the cellar.” Julius dropped on the ground next to one of the wounded Reapers. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Stop the bleeding on Amos’s arm.” Sergius pointed to the unconscious Reaper next to Julius. “As long as the bleeding stops, he will be able to heal himself.”

      “How bad is Lucas?” Julius asked, holding Amos’s arm with one hand and ripping a piece of his clothes with the other.

      “Not as bad as he looks.” Constantine smelled the wound on Lucas’ shoulder. “His muscles are already healing themselves. He will be back to normal in three days, but we need to cover this wound.”

      “Let me finish here and I will take care of that.” Sergius finished bandaging the leg of the Reaper he was carrying.

      “Fangs on the roof!” a Reaper shouted from the left flank.

      “Don’t follow,” Constantine ordered.

      “We are not taking him out?” Julius glanced over his shoulder at the crouching figure on the roof.

      “If you said twenty are still in that house, the one on the roof is just a distraction.” Constantine pointed to the right side where four figures were sneaking out a window. “Any questions?”

      “On my way.” Julius pulled two small daggers from his pants and sprinted across the grounds.

      Three more Reapers followed him as silent as the night. Before the vampires could assess the situation, the Reapers were on them. Julius decapitated the first one using both of his knives. His companions speared the other with their scythe, and the vampires were dispatched in record time. Julius ripped another piece of his clothing off and crept to the open window in the lower level. He lit the material on fire and threw it down the lower window. The flame quickly spread and screams erupted from the lower levels. Within minutes, a slew of vampires were rushing out the building.

      Reapers attacked from all sides of the house. The vampires trying to escape the house were experienced fighters, which made the battle more intense and dangerous. A few of the Reapers were knocked down, others were cut, and some tossed yards away.

      Sergius joined the battle after bandaging his companions.

      “Nico, guard these three!” Constantine shouted as he ran to the battle. “Don’t let any of those blood suckers near them.”

      “Not a problem.” Nico position himself in the center of the bodies and spun his scythe with expert precision.

      A vampire escaped the front line of Reapers, knocking two of them out. He headed for Sergius, who was busy battling two other vampires by himself. Claws extended and fangs bared, the vampire flew to take his kill shot. In mid-air, Constantine intercepted him bringing him out of the air with his feline power. The vampire and Constantine rolled on the ground several times, each trying to gain an advantage over the other. Constantine’s tail wrapped around the vampire’s leg, pulling his attention away long enough for Constantine to find an opening. Before the vampire could react, Constantine ripped his neck off.

      From the cloud of dust, Constantine emerged to dispatch two other vampires trying to escape. The vampire on the roof blew a loud horn but nothing happened. As the last note left the instrument, the first rays of sunlight broke through the night. The vampires screamed in agony as the sunlight engulfed them, tearing them to shreds. The Reapers stepped away to give the sun room to finish its work.

      “This was part of your plan, right?” Sergius asked Constantine, holding a Scythe he picked up from one of his peers.

      “Of course,” Constantine answered, not looking at Sergius.

      “Right.” Sergius laughed. “What did you think the alarm was for? A retreat or back-up?”

      “That is a very good question. Too bad we won’t be finding that out today.” Constantine rubbed his paw on Sergius’ clothes.

      “Do you really have to clean yourself on me?” Sergius asked, pulling his blood-covered clothes away from Constantine.

      “I’m not licking vampires’ dust. That is disgusting.” Constantine gave himself a brisk shake, scattering dust everywhere. “Besides, you are already dirty.”

      “Have you considered wearing clothes to avoid the dust and blood on your fur?” Julius asked, joining Sergius and Constantine.

      “Please tell me he was hit in the head and lost his mind.” Constantine pointed at Julius with his claws. “Can you possibly imagine covering this amazing coat with that?”

      “At least your coat wouldn’t be getting dirty all the time,” Sergius added with a shrug.

      “What side are you on?” Constantine rolled his eyes and marched back to Nico.

      “I’m sure we can get a toga in your size,” Julius teased as he followed closely behind Constantine.

      “Nico, give me some good news before I have to choke these two.” Constantine sat down next to the unconscious Reapers.

      “Nothing good.” Nico pulled out two parchments from his clothes, handing them to Sergius.

      Sergius unrolled the parchment and spread them on the ground in front of Constantine.

      “This can’t be right. These documents are addressed to the Emperor.” Sergius scanned the documents several times, reading to himself.

      “We knew this could be a possibility. It makes sense,” Constantine told the group. “Who else could control the Legions?”

      “What you are implying is that the Emperor of Rome is a vampire? That is impossible.” Julius threw his hands in the air and paced around the bodies.

      “Constantine, we can’t win a battle against Rome. We are barely holding on now.” Sergius covered his face with his hands in resignation.

      “Alone, no. They would wipe us all out,” Constantine told the men.

      “I don’t like that tone in your voice,” Nico told Constantine, glancing at Sergius and Julius for support.

      “What are you talking about?” Constantine replied, his eyes big and innocent.

      “That one that says we are in serious trouble.” Nico pointed directly at Constantine.

      “There is only one way to end this war. We need to cut off the head of the snake,” Constantine announced.

      “By the Gods! We are all going to die a horrible death,” Julius added, taking deep breaths.

      “What do you have in mind?” Sergius asked, sitting next to Constantine.

      “You have gone mad just like him,” Julius shouted.

      “I have some friends outside the border that have been waiting for an opportunity for payback. It’s time for us to join forces.” Constantine smiled.

      “What kind of friends?” Sergius leaned in closer to Constantine.

      “Some called them Barbarians, but they are a really nice group of people,” Constantine replied in a sweet voice.

      “Yes, if the Emperor doesn’t kill us, the barbarians will.” Julius stopped fidgeting and sat on the ground next to Constantine. “Just tell us your plan. At least if we die, we will see it coming that way.”

      “I’m starting to think being dramatic is contagious.” Constantine looked deep in Julius’s eyes. “You get that from Death. I’m positive.”

      “Very funny,” Julius answered, poking Constantine on the side of his ribs.

      “Stop that.” Constantine giggled. “Everyone focus. Julius, we need you to continue the attacks on the vampires. We don’t want them to realize anything has changed. Sergius and I will be traveling to meet my friends at sea and coordinate an attack.”

      “Sailing is going to take forever. Why don’t you ask Death to take you there? We don’t have a lot of time.” Nico waved his hands in front of him.

      “Hard to convince people to help you when Death is at your side,” Constantine explained.

      “That is true,” Julius conceded. “Fine, you two head out to find the barbarians. We will continue to cause trouble for our dear friends. When do you leave?”

      “As soon as Sergius gets cleaned up.” Constantine stood up and Sergius followed.

      “Julius, are you going to be able to handle everything while we are gone?” Sergius faced his friend.

      “Believe it or not, creating a little chaos is my specialty.” Julius gave them both a wicked grin.

      “That is what I’m afraid of.” Constantine patted Julius’s leg. “Don’t burn the city down before we return. Sergius, we need to hurry. I know a guy who can give us a lift. And Julius. Take good care of them.”

      Constantine took another look at the Reapers and his eyes shone with unshed tears right before he took off down the road.

      “We will be back as soon as possible.” Sergius extended his hand to Julius, but he swiped it away and hugged him instead.

      “Try not to let that silly fur-ball get you killed,” Julius whispered in Sergius’ ear.

      “I will do my best, and you do the same.” Sergius gave Julius another hug.

      Sergius hugged Nico and kissed both of his cheeks. Nico was ready to cry, but somehow Sergius pulled away and followed after Constantine. He never looked back to say goodbye to his friends. Instead, he rushed down the quiet streets in the early hours of the morning, enjoying the rays of sun.

      At least the sun was part of their team.
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      Constantine and Sergius approached a large ship off the coast of Italy. Their small vessel moved swiftly through the waters without making a sound. Their captain was covered in a dark wool robe from head to toe.

      “Boatman, you have made incredible time,” Constantine praised the captain.

      “How did you pull that off?” Sergius asked, looking around the empty ship.

      “I have my ways, little brother,” the Boatman replied in a scratchy tone.

      “Do I want to know what is underneath the robe?” Sergius whispered to Constantine.

      “No, unless you are ready to take your final ride.” Constantine moved closer to the Boatman as he maneuvered his vessel towards the battleship.

      “Are you sure this is safe?” the Boatman asked, examining his surroundings.

      “I sent word, so Sunigilda is expecting us.” Constantine pointed towards the side of the ship where a rope ladder was hanging.

      “You know that woman is trouble.” The Boatman directed his ship smoothly towards the ladder.

      “Have you met any human who isn’t trouble?” Constantine replied.

      “You are so right.” The Boatman laughed.

      “You two remember I’m still standing right here?” Sergius asked them.

      The Boatman and Constantine both spun around to look at Sergius. Constantine’s eyes glowed red in the moonlight, and so did Boatman’s. Sergius cringed and strolled away in the direction of the ladder.

      “Never mind, you both can go back to facing the other way.” Sergius grabbed his bag and examined the edge of the boat. “Are you ready, Constantine?”

      “As ready as we are going to get.” Constantine leaped on Sergius’ back and wrapped around his neck. “Boatman, we shouldn’t be long.”

      “I will be here waiting. The boss is handling the souls alone tonight.” The Boatman took a seat and made himself comfortable.

      Sergius gave the Boatman one last look before starting to climb, and he was scratching his face with a white skeleton hand. Sergius snapped his head back to the front and climbed the ladder, not attempting to look back. At the deck of the ship, a beautiful woman waited for them.

      “What took you so long?” The woman glanced around the deck, rubbing her hands on her tunic and glancing over her shoulder.

      “Sorry Sunigilda, we came as quickly as possible, but it is a little hard to judge time when you are reading the ship of the dead,” Constantine replied sarcastically, jumping off Sergius. “Just take us to your husband.”

      “Follow me and hurry.” Sunigilda wrapped herself with her blanket and led the way towards the haul of the ship.

      Soldiers moved out of her way while their eyes remained locked on both Sergius and Constantine. Sergius kept his head down and stayed close to Sunigilda, and soon, she knocked at a wooden door on the far side.

      “My husband, it is me,” Sunigilda announced.

      A large soldier with long hair and a full beard opened the door. He allowed Sunigilda to enter but blocked the door for Sergius and Constantine.

      “They are with me,” Sunigilda told the soldier.

      “We don’t allow strangers near the General without proper inspection.” The soldier approached Sergius.

      “We don’t have time for this.” Constantine walked underneath the soldiers legs and entered the cabin.

      “By God, what kind of sorcery is this?” The soldier spun around to face Constantine.

      All four people in the cabin stood up and pulled out their swords.

      “Oh, everyone relax. If I wanted to hurt you, you would all be dead by now,” Constantine told the group, jumping on the table attached to the wall.

      “Odoacer, this is Constantine.” Sunigilda rushed to her husband’s side.

      “Woman, what kind of witchcraft have you brought upon us?” Odoacer, a large man with a mustache, asked his wife.

      “General, I told you it was bad luck to have a woman on board.” The first soldier pointed his sword at Constantine.

      “Constantine is the messenger of Death,” Sunigilda explained.

      “That is definitely not helping us,” Sergius muttered from the door.

      “Are you plotting to kill me?” Odoacer grabbed his wife by the throat.

      “Not you, barbarian. Let her go,” Constantine told him casually, making himself comfortable at the table. “We have a mutual enemy.”

      “Who could we possibly have in common?” Odoacer released his wife and faced Constantine.

      “Orestes.” Constantine licked his paws as the name settled over the room.

      “Orestes?” Sergius was the first one to speak. “I thought we wanted Augustus dead.”

      “The boy Emperor is only a figure head placed there by his father. The real power is Orestes.” Constantine directed his full attention towards Odoacer. “Unless you have made peace with his double crossing last year and denying you the lands that he promised.”

      “You are very well informed for a cat.” Odoacer put his sword away and the rest of his troops followed.

      “I make it my business to stay very well informed.” Constantine took on his Sphinx pose.

      “What has the great General Oreste done to you?” Odoacer took a seat near the wall, while his men flanked the table.

      “We have reasons to believe the great General is a bloodsucker.” Constantine stood on the table.

      “A vampire!” one of the soldiers shouted.

      “Is that so hard to believe?” Constantine asked the man.

      “It actually makes sense,” Odoacer added. “I couldn’t figure out how he was always one step ahead of us. His power continued to expand, but his spies were always more lethal at night. What are you proposing?”

      “A coordinated assault to take place in three weeks.” Constantine signaled Sergius to come over.

      Sergius pulled out several maps from his toga and spread them out next to Constantine.

      “We have been monitoring his movements and if we attack Rome at the same time, we should be able to force him out.” Constantine drew a line with his claws on the first map.

      “What do we get from helping you?” Odoacer asked, walking to the table to look at the maps.

      “Italy and the empire.” Constantine hovered over the map where Italy was located.

      “You are giving me the entire empire? So what do you two get?” Odoacer played with his mustache as he looked at the map.

      “Freedom from those creatures.” Constantine moved away from the map, giving Odoacer room.

      “This seems too good to be true.” Odoacer moved to his chair and sat down.

      “We are very well compensated by our employer,” Constantine said, looking back at Sergius, who nodded in agreement. “Besides Flavius Odoacer, King of Italy, has a nice ring to it.”

      “King of Italy,” Odoacer repeated the title in a whisper.

      “That is a great title,” Sunigilda supplied.

      “I will be king and my army would finally have the land they were promised, and you get a bunch of dead vampires. Sounds like we are getting the better end of this deal.” Odoacer crossed his legs together and leaned back in his chair.

      “Sounds like you shouldn’t pass on this offer,” Constantine told Odoacer, wiping his face with his paws.

      “Fine, but if we are betrayed again, you are going to find yourself wishing Death would take you away.” Odoacer pulled a dagger from an inside pocket of his jacket and tossed it next to Constantine.

      “If you are trying to intimidate us, don’t waste your time.” Constantine slowly lowered his paws. “I’m over two-thousand years old, and I have done things you couldn’t even imagine in your worst nightmares.”

      “Sounds like we are understanding each other.” Odoacer smiled broadly at both Sergius and Constantine. “What is your plan?”

      “In three weeks, we coordinate an attack on the city that would force the general out of hiding,” Constantine said softly. “We need to get him away from the Emperor and his troops.”

      “That is it?” the first soldier asked.

      “We have found simplicity works best every time.” Constantine winked.

      “Simple but brutal…I like it,” Odoacer proclaimed to his soldiers. “Aulas, it seems we will be changing course again.”

      “As you wish, my general.” Aulas saluted Odoacer and headed out of the cabin.

      “Sergius, please give the last documents to our new allies.” Sergius followed Constantine’s request and provided two rolls of parchment to Odoacer. “There is the location of our forces and details of the enemy. On August twenty-second, we will be in a position to charge the castle. We will need you and your men to attack the legions all around the capital. Can you handle that?”

      “We are trained soldiers,” Odoacer answered.

      “Perfect, don’t be late,” Constantine told the man as he hopped down from the table. “We have things to do.”

      Sergius followed Constantine out of the cabin and to the upper deck. They made it to the top floor in silence.

      “Do you think this is going to work?” Sergius asked as they reached the edge of the ship where the ladder was located.

      “Revenge is a powerful motivator, so yes, it will work.” Constantine leaped on Sergius’ back and once again wrapped himself around his neck. “Now we just need to make sure the Reapers are ready for the upcoming battle.”

      “They will be ready. For now, we need to concentrate on getting down from here.” Sergius dove over the edge of the boat and landed smoothly in the Boatman’s ship.

      “Now you are just showing off,” Constantine muttered.

      “Not bad timing, fur-man,” the Boatman told Constantine.

      “It was a simple proposal.” Constantine bounced off Sergius and landed near the Boatman. “How quickly can you get us back to Rome?”

      “Hold on tight, my friends. We are going to fly.” The Boatman let out a long, eerie laugh that echoed even when he stopped.

      “Sergius, hurry and get down here.” Constantine dropped to the bottom of the boat beneath one of the wooden seats.

      Sergius made it just as the Boatman picked up speed. Water sprayed all around them as the boat cut through waves faster than the craft should be able to move. The Boatman sang to his own beat and moved the boat like he was the only one in the sea. Sergius held tight to the seat in front of him. Constantine, on the other hand, made himself comfortable on the floorboards and prepared himself to nap.
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      The team found out that three weeks was not a lot of time to mobilize an army, especially one that was half depleted. As Constantine and Sergius returned to Rome, they learned they had lost more than half of their Reapers. In an attempt to maintain their assaults and numbers, Death charged Julius the task of recruiting more candidates.

      “Where exactly did you find these guys?” Constantine asked Julius for the tenth time in the last week.

      “Our options were quite limited,” Julius replied looking at two Reapers sparring with each other. “Most of our supporters were terrified once they learned we were going against the empire as well.”

      “I understand that, but these men are bloodthirsty.” Constantine watched as one slammed his sparring partner against the ground. “Is he trying to kill him? He does know they are both on the same side?”

      “I don’t think so,” whispered Sergius. “Are you planning to tell him?”

      “I’m not getting near that mess in a thousand years,” Constantine muttered back.

      “By the way, what is wrong with their eyes?” Sergius pointed to three different Reapers walking by. “Why are they black instead of silver?”

      “You noticed that? too.” Julius leaned in. “Half of the new guys have eyes that way. The more ruthless they are, the darker the eyes.”

      “I don’t like it.” Constantine sniffed the air. “There is something off about them. I need to ask Death about it.”

      “It will need to wait until after the assault because we are attacking at dawn.” Julius patted Sergius on the shoulder. “The fur-man might not need sleep, but you should get some. We only have a few hours before we move.”

      “I will,” Sergius told Julius. “Constantine, the plan is going to work.”

      “It better work.” Constantine turned his gaze to Sergius. “We have five-hundred Reapers scattered around the city waiting for dawn. You gave the orders?”

      “Yes, made sure they were repeated back at least five times.” Sergius held out five fingers. “None of the civilians should be harmed but eliminate any and all vampires. What are you worried about?”

      “I don’t know,” Constantine admitted.

      “Julius is right. I need to get some rest before we head out.” Sergius patted Constantine on the head, who in return swatted his hand away, laughing.

      “It’s going to be a brutal day,” Constantine told himself as he marched to one of the windows to contemplate the stars.

      

      ***-***

      

      Before the first rays of sunlight hit the earth, Reapers were in the position to attack the royal palace. They all wore long robes with hoods hiding their faces. Their scythes were sharpened to a fine point. Constantine watched the sky carefully from the rooftop of one of the nearby buildings.

      “The madness ends tonight,” Sergius told Constantine.

      “I hope you are right,” Constantine whispered.

      As the sun broke through the clouds, Reapers descended on the palace. Some plummeted from rooftops as others ran across the streets. Sergius gave Constantine one last smile before dropping to the ground. Constantine watched the assault from his position, waiting for the first servants to be evacuated from the grounds. Instead of being escorted out, a Reaper chopped down two defenseless girls trying to leave.

      “No!” Constantine growled.

      “I created monsters,” Death mumbled as he held on to the rooftop for support.

      “I don’t think you created them; we just gave them too much power.” Constantine walked to the edge of the building. “We don’t have a lot of time. Save the humans first, kill the vampires next, and take care of our mess later.”

      “You make it sound so simple, my old friend,” Death told him.

      “Do you have a better plan?” Constantine looked back at Death as he prepared to pounce to the ground.

      “Not at all.” Death shook his head.

      “In that case, we are going with mine. You take the right; I have the left.” Constantine dove from the roof before Death could reply.

      Constantine landed in the courtyard of the palace, but Death was already walking inside. The screams rattled through the palace from all directions. Constantine rushed inside, slamming into a dead body in the first corridor.

      “Death walks the night,” the soul told Constantine.

      “Killers walk the night. Death is just a little too late tonight.” Constantine ducked out of the way as an arm flew over his head. “This is a nightmare. Hey boy, listen to me.”

      The soul drifted in and out of awareness, looking down at his dead body. Constantine slapped his thigh, making the young man’s gaze lock on him.

      “Ouch, how did you do that?” The boy touched his thigh in astonishment.

      “No time to explain, I need you to focus. Can you do that?” Constantine asked the young man, who nodded back. “Good. I need you to grab every soul you see and take them to the courtyard. Can you do that?”

      “Soul?” The young man glanced around the corridor.

      “Yes. Every soul, every ghost. I don’t care what you call them. Can you get them out?” Constantine pointed at two more souls hovering over their dead bodies. “I need them out of here.”

      “What are we supposed to do in the courtyard?” the young man asked.

      “Wait for Death to take you home,” Constantine answered softly.

      “Home.” A smile spread across the young man’s face. “Yes, I can do that.”

      Constantine did not have time to give him any more guidance because the young man ran to grab the first souls he could find. Constantine ran in the opposite direction towards the sounds of battle. He arrived in the throne room to find the place was a killing field. Blood covered the floors, the walls, and every living person in that room. A few vampires fought in a corner but most were fleeing down hallways. Constantine found Sergius in the center of the room, kneeling on the ground and completely covered in blood.

      “Are you hurt?” Constantine shouted.

      “Linus is dead.” Sergius sobbed next to his dead friend.

      “We will make them pay, Sergius.” Constantine bared his teeth, ready to devour the enemy.

      “It wasn’t the vampires.” Sergius closed Linus’ eyes and forced himself to stand with his scythe. “Those Reapers killed him when he tried to save a young girl. They are killing everyone Constantine.”

      “This is worse than I expected.” Constantine took a deep breath. “Sergius, I need you to get every human out of here. Can you do that for me?”

      “What are you going to do?” Sergius asked, eyeing the carnage in the room.

      “Stop them before everyone is dead.” Constantine extended his claws. “Death is on the other side doing the same. They need to be stopped or they will kill Odoacer and his troops.”

      Constantine ran out of the room at a full sprint, moving with a vengeance. Every evil Reaper he found he cut down. Constantine followed the sound of metal crashing and found an underground chamber. Julius and ten of his men were fighting twenty vampires. The vampires were gaining ground and Reapers were being chopped down one at a time. Constantine leaped over the Reapers and landed on top of two vampires in full leopard form. The vampires were unable to reach the feast fast enough. In one fluid motion, Constantine ripped four of them apart. The Reapers took advantage of the confusion and rallied behind him.

      They battled for almost an hour in the confined space, but eventually Constantine and the Reapers defeated the vampires. Only four Reapers were left standing, including Julius.

      “I’m glad you made it, Constantine,” Julius told the leopard. “That is you, right?”

      “How many wild leopards have you seen in Rome lately?” Constantine asked Julius as he shifted back to his normal size.

      “Leopards, none. I saw a few lions once, though.” Julius wiped the blood from his face. “I think we lost him.”

      “Who?” Constantine asked.

      “Who else? Orestes?” Julius replied, taking a knee.

      “We will find him, but we have other problems now.” Constantine walked slowly towards Julius. “How many of those new Reapers have those black eyes?”

      “What?” Julius mumbled.

      “Almost a hundred, sir,” one of the other Reapers replied.

      “Are you sure?” Constantine marched over to the young man.

      “Yes. Some of us have been monitoring them.” He motioned with his head to his peers.

      “There is something different about them, about the way they look at people.” His friend moved closer to them.

      “Constantine, what is going on?” Julius asked.

      “They killed everyone they encountered, even our own,” Constantine whispered.

      “Are you sure?” Julius stood up very slowly.

      “I saw it myself,” Constantine told him.

      “This is all my fault.” Julius covered his face with his bloody hands. “I thought we needed fighters willing to do anything. I didn’t know they would…”

      “Constantine, Odoacer’s troops have entered the city.” Sergius rushed into the chamber. “Jesus Christ!”

      “I know,” Constantine replied. “We need to focus. Julius, Sergius, I need you two to take as many of our Reapers to meet Odoacer. He needs to secure the city and find Orestes as soon as possible. The rest of us need to find Augustus before our demented Reapers find him. Go.”

      “Constantine be careful,” Sergius told him as he left the room.

      “I’m sorry.” Julius cried.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong, you couldn’t see in the hearts of those monsters. Hurry, go.” Constantine pushed Julius out the door. “You three follow them, and make sure you all come back.”

      “You are right. It is my fault.” Death appeared behind Constantine.

      “Ahh.” Constantine jumped a few feet off the ground. “What is it with you sneaking around today? You are not even supposed to do that to me. I’m obviously exhausted if I’m not able to sense your arrival.”

      “There is too much death here for you to feel me properly.” Death kneeled next to one of his Reapers. “I did this. I should have taken my time and inspected them better.”

      “Sure, there are hundreds of things we could have done better, but we didn’t.” Constantine slapped his friend over the head.

      “Ouch.” Death rubbed his head softly. “Have I mentioned you are violent?”

      “Sometimes it’s the only way to get you out of this doom state you get in,” Constantine answered. “We don’t have time to find who is at fault. We need to stop a hundred Reapers from killing half of Rome, destroy the remaining vampires, and put a barbarian on the throne. So can you focus now?”

      “Are we doing the right thing?” Death asked Constantine.

      “Only time will tell, but right now, we have work to do.” Constantine pulled his old friend off the ground and dragged him outside. “You take these souls home, and I will find the soon-to-be former Emperor of Rome. Then we hunt some vampires. Simple enough?”

      “You are nuts.” Death forced a smile and wiped the tears from his cheeks. “Time to work.”

      Death disappeared down the hall and Constantine followed him. The morning was half way over but he was the best tracker in the empire. If anyone could save the young boy, he could.
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      Bob sat in the truck, speechless. Constantine tapped the arm rest with his claws at a slow, steady beat. The silent stretched between them, and Constantine eventually faced Bob.

      “Are you serious?” Bob had to swallow twice before the words could come out.

      “The good news is, we saved Augustus,” Constantine told Bob with a shrug. “Yes, he was deposed of the empire, and Odoacer’s men declared him king. We did capture and killed Orestes in Placentia. Basically, everything was accomplished.”

      “Boss, you started the Dark Ages?” Bob mumbled as his eyes became increasingly bigger.

      “One coup. It was one simple coup.” Constantine stood up on his seat. “Do you know how many coups I had organized before that one? Do you know how many political powers I had dethroned? How was I supposed to know it was going to take humanity one-thousand years to get over that one?”

      Bob busted into uncontrollable fits of laughter. “Humanities darkest time were instigated by you!”

      “When people say it out loud, it always sounds a lot worse,” Constantine mumbled, rolling his eyes.

      “Did you at least kill off the vampires?” Bob struggled to breathe and speak at the same time.

      “No!” Constantine pouted and sat back down. “It took us a year to hunt down all the demented Reapers. Julius didn’t realize he had recruited blood-thirsty mercenaries. After we cleaned that mess, we spent the next seventy-seven years hunting down vampires in every part of the world. We didn’t have time to focus on Rome. Both the East and the West of the Roman Empire had fallen into chaos. Our war only left more carnage in its wake.”

      “How did you stop the war?” Bob leaned closer to Constantine, who was barely whispering.

      “War,” Constantine mumbled.

      “War? What do you mean?” Bob asked.

      “War intervened.” Constantine almost choked on the words. “The great Horseman War mediated a treaty between Death and the Vampires.”

      “Now that is insane,” Bob said incredulously.

      “He had never mediated a successful peace treaty in his existence, and he was the one that ended the horror.” Constantine covered his face with his paws. “To this day, I still have to hear about it. Of course, he took full advantage of the chaos and conducted some of his most memorable war campaigns against humanity, but he blames the Dark Ages on us.”

      “You technically started it,” Bob added.

      “Don’t take his side,” Constantine snapped.

      “And Death?” Bob tried to change the topic a little.

      “Damaged forever.” Constantine took a deep breath. “That was the last time any human ever saw his real self. He blames himself for everything. Death became a monster to humanity, the bringer of suffering. To punish himself, he shifted to whatever vicious image a person believed Death was.”

      “Is he still punishing himself?” Bob asked.

      “Not anymore. Now it’s just a habit. At least that’s what he wants me to believe.” Constantine stared out the window with teary eyes.

      “I’m sorry, boss.” Bob reached over and touched Constantine on the back.

      “Some lessons are hard to learn,” Constantine admitted.

      “What happened to the Reapers?” Bob asked softly.

      “Asleep in the river Styx waiting for judgment day,” Constantine gave Bob a weak smile.

      “I. Need. Back up!” Isis’s voice blared through the speaker system in the jeep.

      Bob hit his head on the roof of the truck, startled by the sound. Constantine looked around the area for Isis.

      “How in the hell did she find them before we did?” Constantine asked, his eyes still searching.

      “It’s Isis we are talking about. She would find trouble at a Tibetan Peace Summit.” Bob pressed the speaker button on his truck.

      “Isis where are you?” Bob asked.

      “Behind Oakland Village,” Isis mumbled back.

      “Of course she is around the corner from us.” Constantine shook his head. “Swing the truck around. I’ll head that way now.”

      Constantine jumped out of the window again and dashed through the parking lot. Bob put the truck in drive and rushed after him.

      “Never a dull moment,” Bob told himself, shaking his head.
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      Aleria

      Cold sank deep into my bones as I wrapped my arms around my knees and drew them up to my chest, the hollowness I felt inside gnawing away at my sanity. I had betrayed the person that had looked at me like I mattered most in this world. Why? Because of my family. I had always known that they would cause my downfall, and here I was, trapped in a cold prison cell because of them. I deceived him and now I would be punished. Pain radiated from my chest, the thought of never seeing him again made me nauseous. I would make my family pay for the pain that they had caused me. Tears fell down my cheeks as the despair overwhelmed me.

      How was I going to survive this?
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      Aleria

      “Aleria, come downstairs now, everyone is gathered,” My mother shouted, echoing throughout the old house. I made a face of disgust and rose from my desk. A few deep breaths and I was ready to make my way into the figurative Lion’s Den.

      I forced a smile as I mingled and made small talk with the men and women that knew my parents. The entire party was a demonstration of power and wealth. Our large home was adorned with large paintings and statuary, the food that was being served was of the finest quality and the top shelf alcohol flowed freely. It was nothing but a grand facade. 

      “Aleria...” Disdain dripped from my mother’s voice as her eyes trailed over my dress.  Her blood-red nails tapped against the glass in her hand, her lip curling before she took a sip of her champagne. “...that is a horrible color on you. Why didn’t you wear the dress I had set out?” 

      “It didn’t fit,” I muttered. She knew that; purposefully getting a dress that was a size too small in an effort to make me feel insecure in my body.

          “Well, dear, if you would stop eating so much, then maybe you would be able to lose that weight and fit into a dress of the proper size.” She walked away, laughter echoing behind her. 

      Swiping my sweaty palms on the fabric of my dress, I snatched a flute of champagne from a waiter as he walked by. My anger dulled as the minutes passed, and I conversed with the familiar strangers. The snide comments of the company in the room did not hit their mark after my mother’s caustic remarks. I was used to their insults and passive aggressive complaints about my shortcomings as their eldest daughter.   

      The faces in the crowd blended together as I drank the bubbly liquid slowly, smiling and nodding when appropriate. I didn’t listen to the conversations; the words went in one ear and out the other. They were all about the latest trends in the fashion or financial markets, things that never interested me. Continuing to attend these boorish events was not my choice. I only attended because my absence would have been frowned upon. 

      My ears perked up as I heard the whispers of a group of girls just a few years younger than my twenty-one-year-old self. 

      “Did you see how gorgeous Maximos looked?” One of the girls gushed, putting a hand over her heart as she fanned herself with the other. 

      “Yes!” They all squealed in response, “When he was holding his daughter, it was just to die for.” 

      I blanched in horror. Their chorus of laughter was anything but subtle and as I realized their topic of discussion, they needed to be more discreet. I gave them a withering look, arching a brow in question while signaling across my throat in a cutting motion.

      Abruptly ceasing their mirth, their faces paled as they moved apart and returned to their parents sides. 

      The girls could only be discussing the photos released of one of the Dragonkyn warriors and his infant daughter. I had seen the photos myself and agreed with the girls, but this was not the place to be discussing such matters.

      I was ten years old when the Dragonkyn arrived. They had come from another planet thousands of lightyears away, reaching Earth after their home world was destroyed. Due to environmental instability and a shift in their planets core, their world was no longer able to support life. 

      Once it became clear to the people of the planet Drakona, their king had sent out ships to try and find the closest planet would support their lives and way of living. He found Earth just a few short months before the planet collapsed and became a neutron star.

       They had wished for peace among our kind, showing us their technology in exchange for asylum for their people. The proud Dragonkyn had shown the people of Earth what their advanced tech could accomplish, quickly propelling our planet into the same realm of space travel. 

      The partnership had been truly beneficial. The Dragonkyn warriors had found mates among the human women to replenish their depleted population, and Earth had been thriving under their superior medical and technological advances. 

      “Aleria.” my father appeared, taking my arm in a firm hold and pulling me to the side with him, distracting me from my musings. 

      “Yes Father?” It took every ounce of strength I had within me to keep the bite of sarcasm out of my tone. My father was a brutish man, short in stature with dull brown eyes and a receding hairline that he desperately tried to hide. 

      He sneered at me, drawing up an elegant lip as his brow furrowed in disgust at me. “You look like a trollop. But I guess that is to be expected.” Yet another insult, one I had heard countless times before. 

      My uncle opened the door to the study, glass of alcohol in his hand, and smiled down at me, the look in his eyes anything but familial. “Frederik, this is exactly what we need. She will be perfect.”

      What the hell was he talking about?

      Father chuckled before leveling me with a wilting glance. “I suppose you are right, Gustav.” He grasped my upper arm firmly before jerking me into the study.

      Wincing in pain, I tried to drag my arm away from his grip. “Father, you are hurting me.”

      Gustav and Frederik both howled in laughter as they shut the heavy wooden door behind us.
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      Aleria

      Father deposited me into a familiar wingback chair and settled his palms on my shoulders from behind me, securing me in place. Blocking any hope of escape. My uncle took the chair opposite me and leered at me while stroking his thick brown beard. His cheeks were ruddy and pink from the scotch he consumed so heavily. Gustav Mikkelsen was a man who was as wide as he was tall, with a rounded stomach, and more hair on his face than was on his head. I shuddered every time he glanced at me, feeling his gaze crawl over my flesh, making me want to vomit.

      “Now Aleria,” Uncle began, his eyes lingering on my cleavage. “It is past time for you to be useful to the Brotherhood.”

      From the moment that the Dragonkyn arrived on Earth, my family had hated the sight of the proud warriors. I could never understand why they had harbored such a hatred for such a peaceful race that was just doing what they could to survive. My father and uncle had banded together with several of their comrades to form the Brotherhood.  

      The Brotherhood for a Pure Society had the mission of keeping the races separate. They knew that the Dragonkyn were desperate for women to grow their rapidly dwindling population and as such, the Brotherhood did everything in their power to stop the matings from occurring. While they were a hidden, covert organization, the Brotherhood had their hands in a number of different branches of government. They made it their number one objective to get rid of the aliens.

      “You live here, enjoying the vast benefits of the wealth of the family, but contribute nothing,” he continued. 

      My anger rose and I bit the inside of my cheek until the metallic taste of blood flooded my mouth. I took care of most of the day-to-day operations required to run the house, as mother couldn’t be bothered with communicating with the maids and other household staff. She felt she was above them. I was the one who made sure that the staff was paid, the menus were approved, the schedules were made, and the house was kept in top shape.

      “We will finally have our opportunity to make our way into the heart of those bastards’ inner-circle. You, my dear, are going to be that opportunity.” My uncle smiled widely, his eyes gleaming with malice.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I snapped, unable to keep quiet.

      My father dug his nails into the flesh of my shoulders so hard I knew there would be bruises in the morning. “My darling daughter, haven’t you heard?” His smile was pure evil. “The twin dragon brothers are finally hosting their own ball with the intention of finding a mate. Those filthy bastards are finally coming of age.”

      The twins that he referred to were Alexandros and Drakon, the only sons of King Dimitros. They were the youngest of the Dragonkyn and last born before the planet Drakona collapsed. They were just fifteen years old when they arrived on Earth, still reeling from the loss of their mother just a few months earlier. The king had shielded them from the public eye as best that he could, maintaining their privacy to grieve and grow.

          Upon their first appearance to the general public at age eighteen, I was immediately obsessed with the teenage princes. They held themselves with a regal, yet friendly air, much like their father. And they were so handsome. Long black hair, strong angled jaws and arched brows with deep midnight blue eyes. They were every woman’s fantasy.

          I couldn’t help my sharp intake of breath at the thought, drawing myself back into my uncle’s words.

      “And you, my dear, are going to make yourself very available for them,” he sneered at me.

      “I won’t be your whore.” I lifted my chin in defiance, meeting his gaze, fire in the depths of my eyes. There was no way that I would do this. I couldn’t. 

      Laughter filled the room. “You seem to think you have a choice, dear Aleria.” He drew his stubby fingers down my cheeks, causing a shiver of revulsion to run down my spine and nausea to overwhelm me. Seven hells, how I hated this man. I tried to jerk my face away, but he held firm to my chin.

      “Why do you hate them so much?” I implored, my voice barely above a whisper. 

      My uncle and father laughed, holding their bellies, looking at me as if I sprouted a second head. “You silly, naïve girl. Those filthy dragons are polluting our blood. The species are to remain separate. They are no better than animals,” Uncle spat. 

      I wiped my cheek in disgust as a droplet of spittle hit my skin.

      “I have never trusted them or their technology. Just another way to enslave us,” my father continued, nodding his head in agreement.

      “You are wrong.” I said, raising my chin in defiance. “They just want peace. Can’t you see that?” 

      He tisked as he patted my face. “If you want your darling sister to keep receiving the generous medical care that we provide her, you will do as instructed. The ball has been announced for Halloween, just a few weeks away. An invitation has already been secured for you.”

      “You’re a fucking bastard.” I bit out through clenched teeth, not able to help the insult that left my lips. 

      A crack echoed through the room as his palm slapped my cheek. My neck ached with the force of the snap as I brought my hands up to cup my face. A ferocity unlike anything I had ever felt before welled up within me. Angry tears gathering in my eyes that I refused to let fall clouded my vision. My uncle looked triumphant across from me as he took in my appearance, thinking me defeated.

      Oh, I would play his games alright. But we would see who would come out on top when the ashes cooled. My fury drove me. I would make them pay for this. The wheels were already turning in my mind as to how I would accomplish my revenge. 

      “Aleria, you will respect your uncle, as we have raised you to do. Another outburst and the punishment will be exacted against Sariah.” My bastard father had the nerve to carry a note of glee in his tone as he spoke. They knew they could never get my obedience with physical attacks against  my own person, so the threats were always made against my little sister, Sariah. I couldn’t care less about myself. Sariah was my main reason for living in this hellish place.

      Sariah was born when I was five years old with a rare genetic condition which caused her immune system to be susceptible to attack, and any little virus or germ that entered her environment could be fatal. Last year she had spent almost six weeks in the hospital with pneumonia as a result of a simple cold. It almost killed me to see her so helpless in that hospital bed day in and day out.

      The only reason that my parents kept up with her treatments was to maintain their image with their friends. How bad would it look in their circle if one of their daughters had perished because of their own negligence? 

      Lowering my head, I feigned defeat, knowing in my heart that this was all temporary.  At least that was the dream I always strived towards. My jaw ached with the effort I used to keep it shut, my tongue itching to give them a few choice words. 

      “Now that we have that settled,” Uncle clasped his hands together as he rose from his chair, smiling, “I don’t care which of the filthy twins you seduce. Screw both of them for all I care. Once you gain access to their home, you will begin the search for a very important artifact that the Brotherhood has learned of.”

      Curiosity piqued, I watched him as he approached the wet bar and poured himself another drink. I’m sure he has already had quite enough of the fine scotch, but Gustav never knew when to say no to a good stiff drink. “What kind of artifact?”

      “You don’t need to know anymore about that just yet. Your goal is to get yourself into their bed and then into their home. We will instruct you from there.” He took a long, lingering appraisal of my body from head to toe. “I’m sure you will have no trouble getting them into your bed, girl. You’ll just have to learn how to keep that mouth of yours shut long enough to get into their home. Well, unless you are opening it for an entirely different reason.” Thinking himself funny, he laughed loudly at the joke and sipped his alcohol.

      “She better be really good in bed, otherwise this plan will fail,” Father murmured, finally releasing my shoulders. I rolled the joints in them when I was finally free, trying to restore some of the blood flow as my fingers tingled from the punishing grip he had.

      “With that body, Frederik, and that attitude of hers, I’m sure the dragon will have his hands full.” The creep didn’t lift his eyes from my chest as he said the words and licked his lips in anticipation.

      I needed to get out of the room, and fast. 

      “May I be excused now?” I asked, using my best meek and mild tone, dropping my eyes to convey a submissive demeanor.

      “Leave us, girl.” Father dismissed me with a wave of his hand. “But don’t forget what will happen if you run away or fail us on this mission,” he added, severity bleeding from his words.

      I nodded as I rushed out the door, ignoring the rest of the partygoers as I rushed up the stairs. I vaguely heard my mother call out for me, but I breezed past her, intent on getting to Sariah. She would be the only one that could calm the storm within me, who could help me understand this task which was forced upon me. 

      Closing the door to her room softly behind me, I gazed at my sixteen-year-old sister as she sat next to her window, reading her tattered copy of The Odyssey, brow furrowed in concentration. Her dark brown hair was arranged in a messy ponytail behind her head, strands of hair scattered all about her face. Her skin looked particularly pale today, the black circles under her hazel eyes more pronounced as she hadn’t been getting much sleep.

      “What are you up to, Monkey?” My tone lightened, trying to cheer her up as I reached her side, leaning down to plant a soft kiss on her forehead.

      “Same thing I always do on party night, Ria, I’m watching people come in and out of the house while I read.” She sighed, pressing her face into the cool glass, watching the scene below. Her room overlooked the front courtyard of the house, and she had a perfect view of the long driveway and the cars that arrived during the many social engagements our parents hosted.

      “You are lucky you don’t have to talk to these people, Ari. They are vile.” I lifted the skirts of my simple champagne colored dress and sat down on the window seat, facing her. I lowered my head, placing my chin on top of my knees. “They want me to seduce a dragon. But get this-- not just any dragon.” I paused, swallowing thickly as the words caught in my throat. “One of the princes. Father and Uncle want me to seduce and honeypot one of the fucking prince dragons so that I can weasel my way into their house to find some fancy artifact thing they want.” The angry tears returned to my eyes, but this time I couldn’t help them falling down my cheeks. “You know how much I’ve always idolized them. I can’t imagine doing this to them. Why do they hate them so much, Ari? What did they ever do to any of us? All they want to do is live their lives!” I wanted to scream the words, but I knew that that my parents had ears everywhere in this house, so I whispered instead. “They are the opposite of humans-- they treat their women so well. They are wonderful fathers. You should see the latest episode of Dragon Daddies. Maximos was so adorable playing with his daughter.” I wished that I could have a father that treated me half as well as those dragon fathers adored their babies.

      Sariah reached out a hand, intertwining her fingers with mine and giving a light squeeze. “Aleria, you need to just leave. Run away,” she choked out, her own tears beginning to form in the depths of her hazel eyes. “You can’t keep staying for me. I’m not worth it.”  She shook her head, eyes pleading with me to finally take her advice. She had been begging me for years to just leave her, to quit sacrificing my life for hers. 

      “Don’t say that. I can’t leave you little Monkey.” I gathered her into my arms and held her tight as we both let the tears flow freely. “You never have to worry about me leaving you. I will always be here, Sariah. Always.”

      Scooping her small frame into my arms, I carried her to her bed. She had fallen asleep about thirty minutes after our emotional outburst. They rarely happened anymore, but after the revelations of tonight, it was warranted. Sariah tired easily; her body was not able to handle stress such as extreme emotions. I placed her on the soft mattress and swiftly changed my clothes before crawling into bed next to her. We would both need the comfort of each other tonight.

      My head hit the pillow and I slipped off into a fitful sleep, my dreams filled with dragons staring down at me with glowing blue eyes, sharp talons closing around me as we flew through the sky. The wind rushed through my ears and stung my face as the strong, beautiful black dragon flew through the air. His rumble of laughter was the only sound that I heard before his talons expanded, releasing me, and I plummeted down towards the earth. I shot straight up in bed just as I landed on the Earth, falling to my death.
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      Xander

      Waking from a nightmare, my dragon rumbled deeply inside of my chest. He had been in a tizzy lately. The closer it got to my twenty fifth birthday, the more difficult it was to contain him within. The dream had been strange. He had a girl, no, a woman, clasped in his talons as he flew through the sky. The cool air felt heavenly on his wings, but for some reason, an emotion overtook him that made him release his grip on his precious cargo and watching in horror as she careened down towards earth.

      “What is a dream like that supposed to mean?” I scrubbed my hands over my face, throwing off the sodden sheets as I climbed to my feet. From what I could remember of the woman, she was utterly beautiful. Dark auburn hair fell in waves down her back and around her heart shaped face. Piercing, intelligent green eyes spit fire at him before I had gathered her up in my claws and took flight. She even had an adorable sprinkling of freckles along her nose and cheeks.

      Great, now his cock was awake too. “Fuck.” I cursed as I walked across the floor to the large shower.

      Descending the stairs forty-five minutes later, he still couldn’t shake the dream or the woman that he saw and let die. Maybe his father would know the significance of the dream? Perhaps it was just a side effect of getting closer to his twenty fifth birthday.

      When a dragon reached the age of twenty-five, he was fully matured and his dragon fully developed. It was at this point where his powers were revealed and the bond between his human soul and his dragon soul merged together. Together, the merged soul could find their mate, the one person who would complete them and provide balance to the darkness within.

      “Xander,” Drake, my twin brother, shouted from the other end of the large dining room as I entered, “heads up.” He tossed me an apple, which I caught in one hand and took a large bite of before smiling.

      “Thanks, bro.” I gave him a high five as I grabbed a plate and loaded it with the various breakfast items that our chef and head of the house, Hilde, had prepared for us this morning. “Damn, did she make us her orange glazed cinnamon rolls?” I groaned in anticipation as I shoveled two of the delicious treats onto my already full plate.

      Another perk of being a dragon was an extremely high metabolism. We had to consume a lot of calories to maintain our bodies, especially when we shifted. Drakon and I were royal Black dragons, meaning that we were the largest and most powerful of all the dragon clans.

      The other dragons of our kind were a variety of colors and had various abilities. Blue dragons held power over the elements and could command water and ice. Red dragons were masters of fire and the purple dragons held very strong psychic abilities. Only black dragons possessed power over all the elements, hence our rule over the Dragonkyn. Our father, Dimitrios, was the king, maintaining the balance and ensuring that our laws were obeyed.

      He was a kind, generous and fair king, always listening to his people and providing judgements that all could abide by. Since the environmental collapse of our planet, caused by the shifting of the planets core, and our subsequent departure for earth, he had been the pillar of strength for the Dragonkyn. Shortly before our actual departure, a series of natural disasters rocked the planet, causing total chaos and massive casualties.

      Our mother had been one of those casualties.

      Since her death, our father hadn’t been the same person. He still ruled, still maintained the order and peace, but nothing brought him joy. His mate was gone, and he was a dragon without the light to balance his soul. My own heart ached when I thought of my beautiful mother.

      “Earth to Xander,” Drake tossed a piece of scrambled egg into my face, which landed square on the bridge of my nose. It caused him to snicker before he dug back into the food on his plate. “Stop brooding.” He said, mouth full of bacon, the remaining half piece he used to point at me. “You have that look on your face that says ‘I’m thinking too much’ like always.” 

      Hilde walked through the swinging door to the kitchen and gaped in horror at Drake, “Drakon Rathnar Scwartzen how many times have I told you not to speak with your mouth full?” She approached him, her deadly wooden spoon in hand.

      Drake’s eyes widened as he looked at the barely five-foot-tall spitfire of a woman that had been running our house since shortly after our arrival on earth. “Hilde, I’m sorry. You know I didn’t mean to.” He turned his charming grin on the woman, knowing full well that it never worked on her. I couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped my mouth.

      Thwack!

      She brought down the spoon on the back of his hand. “Ow!” He shouted.

      “Manners, Drakon. Manners. Your father raised you boys as gentlemen and I expect you to act as such,” she scolded. The familiar words were forced into our heads, not that we needed them. Honor was a staunch value among dragons, and manners and respect were deeply ingrained in our upbringing as Dragonkyn. We just liked to have a bit of fun and rattle Hilde from time to time.

      Thwack!

      This time it was his bicep. “You are princes of the house of Black Dragons.” Thwack! “You will” Thwack! “Chew with” Thwack! “Your mouth shut” Thwack!

      The final blow landed, and I howled with laughter. Poor Drake looked contrite after Hilde laid into him.

      My laughter quickly died as she turned towards me with fire in her eyes, “And you, no laughing or antagonizing your brother. I know you, Alexandros, you egged him on.” My gaze didn’t leave the deadly spoon she waved about in her hands, accenting each of her words in a threatening manner as she approached me.

      “Yeah, Xander, don’t antagonize me,” Drake taunted, sticking his tongue out, acting like a child rather than the almost twenty-five-year-old dragons we were.

      Hilde just sighed, shaking her head, muttered something neither of us could make out as she left the room through the swinging door.

      “So, brother, what has you in such a tizzy this morning? Another dream?” Drake arched an eyebrow at me, setting his fork down and leaning back in his chair.

      I raked my fingers through my hair in agitation as I told him of the dream. “I have never seen her face before last night. I mean, I know it was the same woman, but before it was just flashes, her scent, the flow of her hair, a glimpse of her eyes. I don’t understand why I drop her. I feel such a connection to her, why would I kill her? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Drake narrowed his eyes, considering my words carefully. “And your other dreams of this woman?”

      I groaned. “Nothing as intense or detailed as last night. This time, I saw her fully, and fuck Drake, she was beautiful. Her eyes, her hair, her body.” I sank down into the seat and looked upwards, squeezing my eyes shut tightly, imagining her curves. 

      “Dude, it sounds like she is your mate,” Drake whispered hesitantly.

      The words caused me to still. I hadn’t even thought of that possibility. We had heard of times where dragons had premonitions or dreams of their fated before meeting, but never before reaching the age of maturity. It was why the thought had never even crossed my mind. This was beginning to be much more complicated than I first expected. I needed to have a discussion with my father. He would know something. He had to.

      “Damn it, Drake, if that is the case, then this fucking sucks,” I answered, letting my fork fall against my plate with a clatter. Because the foreboding feeling I got when dropping her to her death made it obvious that my dreams were trying to tell me something. 

      “Yeah, Xander, it does.”

      ----------------   

      “Enter,” My dad’s strong voice called from the other side of the door after my knuckles rasped against the dark wood.

      “Pateros,” I hesitated, using the word for Father in our native tongue as Drake and I had always done. “I was wondering if you had a moment?”

      I knew he was extremely busy with preparations for the ball as well as trying to pinpoint the movements of the Brotherhood for a Pure Society. The Brotherhood was an anti-Dragonkyn movement that had existed for several years but had made a strong push in the last six months, gaining momentum and followers.

      I never understood what the Brotherhood had against us. We did nothing to hurt human society. In fact, we’d done the exact opposite. We shared our technology and scientific knowledge with the humans, allowing them to invent cures to some of their deadliest diseases. They had perfected space travel because of us, cured cancer because of us, yet they were not grateful. Factions like the Brotherhood still insisted we had nefarious intentions behind our arrival on Earth.

      “Yes, son, what is it?” He removed the glasses from the bridge of his nose and held his hand out, gesturing for me to take a seat opposite him.

      Sighing, I took my seat and took in his appearance. Lately, I had begun to think the stress of this life was starting to get to him. The lines around his eyes deepened, the dark circles beneath more pronounced. I knew he wasn’t sleeping. My father was the strongest person I knew, always carrying the weight of his people on his shoulders, and after losing my mother, he had no one left to share the burden with. 

      I often wished there was more that I could do to help bear the load. 

      “I hate to bring this to you, but I need some advice.” I hesitated.

      “Son,” he sighed, rubbing his temples. “I have always told you and your brother that no matter the significance, you can come to me with anything. Now what is it that has you in such knots?” His lips curled up slightly in a semblance of a smile, seeing right through me. 

      “I’ve been having a recurring dream. Not the same dream mind you, but of the same person.” I paused. “A woman.”

      He leaned forward in his chair, his amber eyes glowing with excitement. “Tell me about her, Alexandros.”

      “At first, I never saw her face or even her body, it was as if she was stuck in a fog, but I felt her. Her presence would overwhelm me.” He nodded his approval. “Then last night, I saw her. She was the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on and something inside me snapped.” I swallowed harshly, trying to find a way to go on to the next part of the dream.

      “But then, something happened. I shifted into my dragon. I scooped her up in my talons and we were flying through the sky. Then, I released her. I let her go. Let her fall down to the ground and her death.” I couldn’t meet his gaze. I dropped my head down in shame and clenched my fists. “How could I have done something like that, Pateros? Why?”

      He leaned back in his chair, exhaling deeply, his eyes calm. “Alexandros, it was just a dream, it doesn’t mean anything.” I couldn’t believe the words. His tone when he said them didn’t sit quite right with me. He knew more than he let on. 

      “You have always said that dreams can be a premonition.” I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to determine what he was hiding. 

      “They can, but not always. It doesn’t sound like it in this case, my son. I wouldn’t worry about it.” He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “You have two weeks until your birthday, you have enough on your plate to worry about. This dream is nothing more than a stress induced event. You are simply worried about coming of age and finding a mate. It is perfectly reasonable.” He nodded, considering the discussion closed.

      Rising from my seat, I blinked in confusion. This is not how I expected this conversation to go. There was something going on with my father, he knew more than he was letting on. “Thank you, Pateros. You’re probably right. I will go, let off some steam by taking a good long flight.” I smiled, although it didn’t quite reach my eyes, and turned to leave.

      “Alexandros, please do not worry about this, all will be fine.” He tried to reassure me. 

      I nodded without turning back in his direction and shut the door behind me.
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      Xander

      Two Weeks Later

      

      “I hate wearing this shit,” Drake remarked, tugging at his cravat in the mirror. “Why Pateros insists we always look like we came out of Earth era Regency England I have no idea.” He rolled his eyes as he tugged down the ends of his black suit jacket, tails flapping out behind him.

      We were both on edge, the ball started the night before our birthday and would stretch past midnight, when we would turn twenty-five and reach our maturity. I knew Drake was just as anxious as I was. There was something about this night, something about this party that was going to happen.

      “I feel like this damned thing is choking me.” I situated the fancy knot, meeting my brother’s gaze in the mirror, grimacing.

      “You and me both, brother,” he groaned.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I muttered, turning on my heel and leaving the room.

       

      Drake and I plastered on smiles as we stood beside our father, greeting the guests as they arrived. Human and Dragonkyn alike flooded the vast ballroom for what was deemed the party of the decade. Many of our kind had been waiting years for us to reach our maturity, as we were the last remaining children born of our home world.

      “My King, thank you so much for the invitation.” Maximos shook my father’s hand firmly, his infant daughter balanced on his other hip. “This little gorgeous princess is Larissa.” He cooed at his daughter, who smiled and giggled in response.

      Dimitros smiled widely and took Larissa from her father’s arms, holding her up before cuddling her to his chest. The girl planted a wet kiss against his cheek and squealed as his beard tickled her face.

      Father had always adored children. He took every opportunity there was to visit with the men who had sired children, spending time with them and getting to know their mates and offspring. Just another reason why he was our beloved ruler.

      Maximos laughed as Larissa tugged at the strands of Father’s beard. “She is a grabby one, my King, you better watch it.” His mate, Anja, joined them, a look of horror on her face as her daughter began tugging in earnest at the king’s face.

      “Larissa, no.” Anja breathed, trying to extract her daughter from his grasp. “I’m so sorry, your majesty, we have been working on having her not grab at things, but...”

      We all started laughing. Maximos gathered his mate into his arms and placed a gentle kiss into her hair. “Darling, it is quite alright. Trust me, the king has dealt with much worse than an eight-month-old tugging at his beard.” He bent down and whispered more words into her ear.

      Anja dropped her eyes, a blush staining her cheeks, and Dimitros continued to bounce the small girl. “Anja, your daughter is utterly beautiful and a wonderful baby. You should be proud.”

      Our king always did have a way with words. I could see the sheen of tears in Anja’s eyes as Maximos tightened his arm around her shoulders. “Thank you, your majesty. She is our pride and joy,” she whispered in response. 

      “Anja, please, call me Dimitros, you don’t need to be so formal.” He smiled and returned Larissa to her mother. Anja gaped at him, and then turned to her mate, confusion clouding her features. Larissa let out a loud yawn and then squirmed in her mother's arms until she settled against her shoulder.

      “Thank you, Dimitros.”

      My father smiled brightly, giving Anja a small hug before placing a gentle kiss on Larissa’s forehead. He shook Maximos’ hand again before they departed.

      Drake snorted in laughter as he left. “Maximos has grown soft since he mated.”

      “Shut up,” I slapped him across the back of the head. “He is happy. We can only be so lucky.” I added, jealousy clear in my voice. 

      “Thank you, Alexandros.” Father smiled, winking at me. “You will both understand more when you find your mates.” 

      “Why do you always pick on me?” Drake sighed as he rubbed the back of his head.

      “Oh, boo hoo,” I scoffed, teasing him. 

      “We all know it’s the TV show that made him soft.” Klaas, the captain of the Elite Dragon Flight, commented as he approached from the right. He wore a soft smile on his face, his dark eyes focused, ever searching the room for threats. Long brown hair was secured with a queue at the back of his neck and he was dressed in his formal armor for the occasion.

      “That’s right, I forgot about that silly reality TV show that he is on. What is it called again? Baby Daddy?” Drake comments, causing me to laugh.

      Drake’s deep belly roll laughter answered mine and I even heard Klaas let out a chuckle. “Dragon Daddies, that’s what it’s called.” I finally remembered the title of the show. “God, I can’t believe that I agreed to do it with that horrendous title. Whose idea was that anyways?”

      “Mine.” Father answered, leveling me with a gaze that challenged me to make a further comment. 

      “Okay, changing subject.” Drake said, whistling loudly.

      Klaas approached father and whispered something in his ear, to which Father nodded and Klaas returned to his post by the door. “What was that all about?” I asked, cocking my head at my father.

      “Nothing you need to be concerned about, Son.” He smiled, “Have fun, mingle, meet some women.” He clasped a hand on each of our shoulders and squeezed tightly. He turned on his heel and left the room.

      “Am I the only one who thought that whole exchange with Klaas very strange?” Drake remarked, taking a long pull from his glass of champagne.

      “No, brother. It was strange indeed.”

       

      Aleria

      “Fuck.” I cursed as I stepped on the hem of my dress. I heard the hiss of the fabric tearing and prayed that it wouldn’t be something too noticeable. Damn mother for her dress selection. The black dress flowed in waves off my curvy figure, accentuating my breasts and lush hips, but the hem line was way too long and I was constantly stepping on it. The heels that she had paired with it were too wobbly and I couldn’t balance very well.

      “Damn it, Mother, I hate you.” I gathered the skirts in my fist and made my way up the stairs of the grand house. This place was amazing, a dream come true. I just wish that I could be here under better circumstances.

      “Name?” the doorman asked as I approached. My face was flushed with frustration and exertion after climbing the stairs and sweat beaded along my brow.

      “Aleria Mikkelsen.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Mikkelsen, if you would please step this way, we just need to check your clutch to make sure you don’t have any weapons.” He swept a hand to indicate a table where a security guard, dressed in a fancy black suit, stood.

      I smiled and tilted my head in response. I didn’t have any weapons, just my phone, make up and a few other items that would be considered harmless. Nothing to hide in there. I opened the small beaded bag and after a quick glance the monster of a man waved me through.

      “Wow,” I gasped as I glanced up in the ballroom. This place was utterly magical. Crystal chandeliers lined the room, bathing the room in a soft glow. In the middle of the arched ceiling hung a massive piece that had to be taller than my five-and-a-half-foot height. It glittered, throwing rainbows of colors along the painted murals. The portraits showed dragons flying, playing, eating and gathering in peace. I was struck by the details of the wings, the colors of the different dragons as they flew across the room.

      “I know that look, this must be your first time here.”

      I spun around when I heard the deep voice, my pointed heel catching on my skirt again. Large, muscled arms wrapped around my waist, securing me tightly as I laid my hands against the wall of a firm chest. 

      “Thank-“The rest of the words died in my throat as I looked up at him. It was Alexandros, one of the dragon princes. My heart rate quickened as I explored his features, midnight blue eyes looked at me with concern. His face was regal, with full arched eyebrows, high cheekbones and full lush lips. 

      “I know you,” he breathed, recognition sparking in his expression. 

      I blinked in confusion. “I’m sorry, your majesty, but I don’t believe we have actually met.” I whispered.

      I felt his chest rumble beneath my fingertips as he growled low and deep in his throat, a shiver running down my spine at the sound. My eyes looked him up and down, taking in his handsome appearance. He looked even more gorgeous in person. His black hair was slicked back from his face, secured at the back of his neck with a simple tie. Crisp white shirt, sable black suit jacket and a maroon old-style cravat centered below his powerful throat. Everything about this man called to the woman inside of me.

      “My apologies.” He cleared his throat, taking a quick step backwards. “My name is Alexandros.” He lowered himself into a bow, never taking his intense eyes off my face. Heat crept up my chest and a flush spread over my cheeks.

      “Aleria Mikkelsen, your majesty.” I held out a hand before realizing that was a socially inappropriate move. I blanched and moved to take my hand back, but Alexandros captured it between his large fingers and brought it to his mouth.

      “A pleasure to meet you Aleria. Please drop this ‘your majesty’ nonsense. We don’t have many formalities here.” His lips brushed over the bare skin of my knuckles, causing a shiver of excitement to run through me. This man was good. Heat pooled in my lower belly and I clenched my thighs together as he smiled at me, showing just a hint of his perfect white teeth.

      “You can call me Alexandros, but I prefer Xander.” His pink tongue traced a small line along my skin before releasing me, making me shiver again. 

      “I-I-“Stammering, my brain would not form a sentence as I tilted my head back to look at the dragon prince towering over me. “Thank you, Xander,” I finally was able to spit out.

      “You are very welcome, Aleria.” He drew the back of his hand down my cheek, and I savored his feel of his hands upon my body. “I must attend to my father now, but will you save a dance for me, little one?”

      I nodded and he smiled in response. “Good. Until later, Aleria.” I was rooted in place, watching his lythe form move across the room, the muscles in his legs showcased by his tight breaches, his firm ass drawing my ultimate attention. A shiver of desire ran through me as my heart fluttered in my chest. My response to this man was visceral and primal. 

      Good lord, I was in trouble.
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      Xander

      I barely made it out into the garden before my claws exploded. My dragon was roaring from within to be set free so that we could claim the woman, who we had left inside, as our own. In the state I was in, it was impossible for me to hold control over my human form. In the distance, I could hear the clock chime, signaling the arrival of midnight and with it, my maturity. I ran further into the garden, towards the woods, shedding my clothes as my feet pounded against the cold ground.

      I collapsed to the soft grass of the clearing, hidden by a thick cover of evergreen trees, just as my dragon took control. I hissed as bones shattered, tendons tore, and my body restructured itself into my dragon form. Snorting, I watched as the smoke left my nostrils, holding back the fire rising in my throat. I couldn’t set anything on fire. Father would get very upset if the party abruptly ended because I engulfed the house in flames. I had once ended a garden party by setting the bushes on fire. Drake and Father still didn’t let me live that one down. 

      Fuck. That woman was breathtaking.

      The instant I saw her, my blood set to fire inside my veins, my dragon roared in triumph and my cock lengthened behind the zipper of my trousers. There was no doubt in my mind anymore. The woman from my dreams was my mate. And now she was inside my home, waiting for me. She had watched me with the same rapt attention and attraction that I had for her. 

      A low keening sound left my dragon throat as I thought of her death at my own hands. It didn’t have to mean anything. I wouldn’t let it mean anything. It wasn’t going to happen. 

      “Xander, where are you? Father is getting anxious. I’m trying to stall him, but you need to return inside.”

      Drake’s voice fluttered through my mind on the familiar psychic link. He knew that I had shifted, sensing my emotions and reaching out along our familiar twin bond. Dragonkyn twins were rare and had deep psychic bonds as a result from sharing a womb. There was only one other set of twins in history, cousins from our mother’s side. 

      “Tell him I’ll be there momentarily. The hour hit me a bit hard.”

      “That is an understatement brother.”

      He chuckled, causing me to wince. 

      Forcing my mind to clear, I focused on my dragon and merged with him. We became one as he drew back, and I regained control of my form. I shifted back into my human body, my elbow and knees supporting my weight. The cold seeped into my bones as my muscles protested the quick change. My teeth chattered as I slowly climbed to my feet, my breath coming out in white clouds in front of my face.

      “I left your clothes at the edge of the clearing.” 

      I was seriously going to owe Drake at the end of the night. I jogged to where he indicated and dressed swiftly. I knew there would be hell to pay with my father at the end of the night.

      Struggling with the damn cravat, I ended up tearing the fabric before tossing it to the forest floor, deciding to forgo it and go with the simple unbuttoned shirt look. I would catch a few dirty looks, but it would be better than being choked by the stupid necktie anyway. Drake had forgotten my socks, causing me to curse again as I put my shoes on.

      “Damn it, Drake.” I hated shoes to begin with. These boots were uncomfortable as hell without socks on. Grimacing as I walked through the garden, I tucked my shirt into my pants and threw the jacket on.

      Spotting her, I stopped dead in my tracks, almost tripping over my own feet. She was standing on the patio, her face frozen in sheer terror for a moment before she took a deep breath and composed herself. Her hand trembled as she took a drink from her champagne glass. My eyes were drawn to her throat, where the muscles contracted as she drank the liquid.

      Emerald green eyes found mine in the darkness, trapping me, holding me captive as we couldn’t look away from each other. Her auburn hair was gathered elegantly around her head, with tendrils draping down to grace the ivory skin of her neck. I was utterly entranced by this woman. She took a deep shuddering breath, dropping her gaze from mine, breaking the spell between us, before turning and scurrying inside.

      Confusion and frustration rolled through me as she broke the connection. A deep rumbling settled in my chest, anger clouding my vision. How dare she turn away from us? She was our mate, destined for me and my dragon, didn’t she know that? 

      Of course, she didn’t, you idiot. You barely spoke twenty words to her. Slowly counting to ten to control my temper, I approached the door and returned to my father and Drake.

      

      “What the fuck, dude?” Drake whispered, looking me up and down while handing me a crystal glass full of scotch.

      “Don’t ask right now,” I growled as I threw back the amber liquid, savoring the burn as it settled in my belly. It took a large amount of alcohol to get a dragon drunk due to our advanced metabolism, but I was sure as hell going to try tonight.

      “Where have you been, Alexandros? We were supposed to start speeches thirty minutes ago.” My father remarked through gritted teeth. His cheeks had slashes of red, relaying his fury to me. He hated to be late.

      “I apologize, Pateros.” I worked every ounce of meekness into my tone. Drake coughed to disguise his laughter, his eyes gleaming with mirth.

      My father snorted in response. “I don’t care what your silly excuse is, although I am curious how you have lost your tie.” He paused and stroked his beard as his eyes narrowed at me. “Let’s go, we need to address our guests and then we can begin the dancing.”

      Drake and I nodded in response and fell in line behind him as he approached the crowd to speak.

      He clapped, drawing the attention of the crowd as he stood on the landing overlooking the ballroom. “My honored guests,” his loud booming baritone echoed throughout the ballroom. “On behalf of myself and my house, thank you for attending tonight to help us celebrate the twenty-fifth birthday of my beloved sons, Alexandros and Drakon.”

      The answering applause from the crowd was deafening from our position on the balcony. Drake and I bowed to the crowd to signal our gratitude before Father continued.

      “Ever since our arrival on Earth a decade ago, it has been my primary goal to see the peaceful cohabitation of the Dragonkyn and humankind. Our numbers were once bleak, but thanks to the wonderful mates our males have found, we have breathed new life into our people.” More applause rang out before my father lifted a hand to silence the crowd, his smile warm.

      “Now, my sons have reached their age of maturity, and thus are able to find their mates. It is my sincere hope that they each find their mate and have a long, loving relationship filled with many children.” He raised his glass towards Drake and I. “To my boys: may your dragons be strong, your mates be fierce, and your children be healthy.”

      The dragons in the crowd roared in response, my Father, Drake and I joining in with the familiar family call. The music started up shortly after, and our dragon warriors filed up the stairs to give my twin and I handshakes and hugs of congratulations. While the Dragonkyn spoke of their own maturity parties, my eyes never left the party below, scanning the people, looking for my feisty Aleria, needing her contact.

      The world snapped into focus as I found her curvy form close to the exit, my breath leaving my lungs as I excused myself from the other Dragonkyn to get to my mate.
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      Aleria

      I could feel his eyes on me as I moved about the ballroom, causing me to break out in a flush. When he saw me outside, I nearly fainted, his gaze had been so intense. He looked at me as if he wanted to eat me alive. My libido went into overdrive. In my mind I pictured his dark head between my legs, feasting on my sensitive flesh while his large hands pinned my hips to the bed.

      My heart raced in my chest as heat crept up my chest to my cheeks. My breath left my lungs in shaky pants as I wobbled on my feet as I made my way to the restroom. What was it about this man that affected me so much? I had never been a woman ruled by my desires. In fact, I never dated, had barely even kissed a boy much less slept with one.

      My father and uncle had no clue that they had sent a virgin to seduce the dragon prince. I groaned in frustration. How much worse could this get?

      The bathroom door swung open as I pushed it and I walked through having composed myself. I walked the hallway, eyes on the ground, my hands clutched on my long skirts to prevent me tripping over them once again. Looking down and muttering to myself, I collided into a strong chest. Thick arms wrapped around me, as I gasped and looked up into the eyes of the object of my erotic thoughts. 

      “Hello, little one. Where have you been hiding?” His voice was smooth as silk, the deep tones sending chills across my body, goosebumps rising along my arms. 

      “I, um,” I licked my lips and swallowed, “had to go to the bathroom.” I inhaled sharply and raised my chin, our gazes connecting. The electricity crackled between us as his eyes zeroed in on my lips. My tongue reached out to moisten them again in a reflexive gesture, the answering growl that left his throat causing me to moan.

      “Aleria.” He whispered, he settled his hands on my hips and dragged me closer into his hard frame, his body bathing me in heat.

      “Xander,” his name left my lips on a breathy exhale as his nose drifted along my neck, inhaling my scent.

      “I love it when you call me that,” he growled, his voice the sexiest thing that I had ever heard in my life. 

      Giggles drifted up to my ears, breaking the spell that Xander held over me. A group of girls was leaving the bathroom, their eyes wide as they walked by us. I cleared my throat, pushing at the wall of his chest as I took a step back. Their whispers echoed through the hall as they discussed what they saw between the prince and I. It was a sobering moment. 

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me just now. I apologize for running into you.” Formality dripped from my tone as I put on the familiar mask I used with my parents. “If you will excuse me, I must be going.”

      His hand shot out, circling around my wrist. “Please, Aleria. You still owe me a dance.” His lips tilted at the corners and he gifted me with an enchanting smile. Xander could get any woman that he wanted, so why did he want to dance with me?

      Are you forgetting that this is your mission? Don’t forget Sariah. You must do this.

      Yet, the idea of deceiving Xander made my soul scream in protest. I couldn’t explain it. I had just met the man, yet I already felt so connected to him. 

      Anything for Sariah. That was the goal.

      I decided then that I would keep with my meek and shy act, throwing in touches of my inner fire when called for. The dragon would eat it up and hopefully this mission would be over quickly, and I could get back to Sariah and forget any of this ever happened. Although my heart contracted at the thought. 

      “I suppose I have time for just one dance,” I said sweetly, smiling up at him. He returned my smile with one of his own as his hand slid up my arm to cup my cheek.

      “One thing first,” He said softly, bending his head down towards me. His soft lips descended upon mine with a gentleness that I didn’t know existed. I gasped in surprise and he deepened his kiss by running his tongue along mine. I reached my hands up and wound my fingers around his shoulders as I arched my back into his chest. A moan lingered in my throat as our mouths, tongues and teeth dueled with each other. A tangy flavor lingered on my tongue, something that was uniquely Xander; it made me crave more.

      He drew back slowly, his lips hovering above me before he rested his forehead against mine. “Aleria.” He whispered against my swollen lips, and I had to fight the sound of pleasure that threatened to echo in the room at the sound of my name leaving his mouth on a hoarse growl.

      This man was going to be the end of me, I just knew it.

      

      Xander

      I shouldn’t have kissed her. I really shouldn’t have. Seeing her perfect pink tongue lick at those plump lips had been my downfall. When she tried to leave, I had to get her to stay, reminding her of her promise to dance with me, but instead I stole a kiss.

      Damn, what a kiss it was, too.

      She had been hesitant, unpracticed, but followed my lead and fell into a perfect rhythm with me. We were made for each other and I just knew that everything between us would be explosive.

      Straightening to my full height, I winced as my erection pressed against the zipper of my slacks. Good thing when I buttoned my coat, it would cover my groin, otherwise that would be fun to explain to the guests. 

      “Come, darling.” I held out a hand and smiled at her. She returned the smile. I could see the wheels in her mind working as she reached to take my outstretched palm. This woman was up to something, but I couldn’t quite place it yet.

      She was obviously not comfortable or very familiar with men, and it set my blood on fire to know that I may be one of the only men to have kissed her. I would discover all of her secrets, and I would give her all of mine in return. Together, we would explore each other, body and soul. My cock jumped again at the thought of thoroughly exploring her lush body.

      “So, Xander, I have something to confess.” She tucked an escaped tendril of hair behind her ear and looked up at me.

      “Oh?”

      “I don’t know how to dance.” Color stained her cheeks as she turned away from me in shyness.

      I laughed, the rich sound echoing in the hall around us. “That is quite alright, little one. I have a plan.” I winked at her, teasing gently. 

       

      My hands settled along her waist and lifted her until the front of her heels rested on the tops of my boots. She gasped as she realized my intentions, a tentative smile easing across her face before she placed one hand on the top of my shoulder and laced her fingers through my other.

      “Just follow my lead. I won’t let anything happen to you.” I leaned down and whispered the words against her ear and grinned as I felt the shudder that ran through her body. This woman was perfect.

      The music started. The string quartet my father hired had been the best that money could buy. The soft melodic notes flowed over us as I moved to the beat, Aleria secure in my arms, not a care in the world. I held her tightly, the dance making our bodies move and twirl along the marble dance floor. Her breathing accelerated, and a lovely pink color rose along her ample chest and settled in her cheeks. She was lovely when she was flushed. I couldn’t wait to see her entire body heated with passion. 

      “Enjoying the dance so far, Aleria?” I spun her out of my body before using her momentum to twirl her back into the shelter of my arms. Her answering laughter was a soothing balm on my soul, calming me. 

      “You are an amazing dancer, Xander.”

      Her voice was intoxicating, flooding over my senses along with her scent as I inhaled from her neck. “You are amazing, cara.” My lips feathered along her pulse, feeling her soft, hot skin beneath me.

      The song ended on a crescendo as I held her body closer to mine.

      “Alexandros, why don’t you introduce me to this lovely woman you found this evening?” My spine straightened as my father’s voice broke through the fog that had settled over me. I heard Aleria’s gasp as she looked around me to see who had spoken the words.

      “That’s the king,” she whispered, astonishment making her cling tighter to me. Her delicate nails curled into the fabric of my suit jacket.

      “I know, darling. He’s my father, or did you forget that?” My hand slid along her waist to settle at the base of her spine, just above the luscious curve of her ass.

      She nibbled on her lip as she looked up at me, that adorable blush still staining her cheeks. “Father, this is Aleria Mikkelsen, I just met her this evening. Aleria, this is my father, King Dimitros Schwartzen.”

      “Your majesty, it is an honor to meet you.” Aleria bowed before my father, bending her back low, not making eye contact with him and not straightening her spine until she was sure it was proper.

      His booming laughter made her gasp. “My dear girl, we don’t do such formalities here.” He smiled warmly at her, pulling her into a fierce embrace, his large arms wrapping around her frame, much to her shock. I cleared my throat to stifle my laughter knowing it wouldn’t earn me a slap upside the head from my father. Awkwardly, she brought her arms around him and returned the hug, her movements stiff.

      “Please call me Dimitros, Aleria. I am sure we will be seeing a lot of each other very soon.” Pulling back, he raised her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles, his dark amber eyes twinkling with warmth. “I recognize that look in my son’s eyes. We are very blessed indeed that you came to our event tonight, Aleria. To meet one’s mate on the night of maturity is almost unheard of, but it is a sign from the Gods that this is a blessed pairing.” With a warm smile, he placed a soft kiss on her cheek before he placed her hand in mine.

      Clasping a hand on my shoulder, he said, “My son, I couldn’t be prouder. She is beautiful and I see she has a fierce soul within her. Aleria will make a fine mate for you.” He squeezed my hand and I could see the sheen of tears in his dark eyes. 

      “Thank you, Pateros,” I whispered softly, pulling him into a firm embrace. He slapped me on the back before turning and leaving the room.

      The grin dropped from my face when I turned to Aleria. She looked utterly terrified as she turned to me, trembling as she whispered, “mate?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Aleria 

      The king looked like he was about to explode with happiness as he looked at me, then he began to speak. One word stood out above all the others. Mate. He had referred to me as Xander’s mate.

      No.

      This could not be happening.

      Xander couldn’t possibly be my mate. Guilt ate at me, turning my stomach as Xander smiled brightly, embracing his father with such ferocity. I placed a firm palm over my belly, trying to stop the nausea that was rolling within me. Attraction clouded my judgement, a result of the bond. I had watched enough of the Dragonkyn reality TV shows to know the effects of the mate bond on the human partner. 

      This intensity was beyond anything that they had described before. My body felt hot as I looked over the black dragon prince, with his dark hair and sapphire eyes. Everything inside of me screamed to touch him, that I needed him by my side. 

      What was wrong with me?

      Dimitros departed, and Xander turned to me with that sexy as sin grin on his face; the hollowness I felt inside intensified. How could this man that I just met set me on fire with just a glance?

      “Mate?” The grin dropped immediately, replaced with a fierce scowl as his brow furrowed.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t feel the connection between us too?” He reached out a hand for me, trying to draw me closer, before I took a hasty step back. Of course, my heel caught on my dress, sending me flying backwards. I braced myself for the nasty fall, but Xander saved me by curling an arm around my back.

      “Why are you pulling away now?” He cocked his head at me, confusion marring his perfect features, hurt flashing in the depths of his midnight eyes.

      “I barely know you,” I breathed, sliding my hands up his chest, reveling in the feelings of his muscles bunching and jumping beneath my touch. “I met you an hour ago.”

      “Then stay and get to know me.” His face hovered above mine, lips held a scant inch away. Flames of desire flickered in his eyes, his warm breath washing over my parted lips. 

      “Not here, Xander.” I breathed, eyes darting around, seeing the scene that we had been making on the edge of the dancefloor. A crowd was gathered, their greedy eyes taking us in as we spoke. I was sure they had heard the comments the king had made, maybe even some of them heard him refer to me as Xander’s mate. 

      As if this night could get any worse. 

      His features hardened as he led me out of the room with a firm hand on the small of my back. The heat from his touch radiated through me, igniting the fire within me. I didn’t know if I could resist this man. His passion, his intensity, everything about him reached into my very soul and drew me to him.

      Damn it. I squeezed my eyes together tightly, feeling a tear leak down my cheek. I swiped it away quickly, hoping Xander wouldn’t see the movement. Why were my emotions all over the place? It was almost as if everything was more intensified, my body on fire, my feelings out of control. The hand that Xander had on the small of my back spread heat throughout my body, making me shake with anticipation. 

      “Xander, you going to introduce me to your lovely mate?” Another distinct voice drawled as we entered a private corridor, causing me to squeak in surprise as it pulled me from my musings.

      “Fuck, Drake.” Xander growled, the sound sexy. I loved the sound of the curse falling from his lips, it stoked the fierce desire inside me and I almost moaned his name thinking of all the dirty things he could whisper in my ear beginning with that word. 

      “Shit. You already kissed her?” Drake muttered doubling over in pain, putting a hand on the wall to steady himself. “I’m Drakon, or Drake to those closest to the family. Nice to meet you. I’m going to leave before Xander beats me to death.” His twin disappeared into the darkness, causing Xander to breathe out a sigh of relief.

      “Little one, I need to get you away from the crowd and the other dragons now. I am not going to be able to control my instincts much longer.” His voice was deep, layered with power as he laid his hands on my cheeks and tilted my head up to meet his gaze. “It is already starting. Damn it, I thought we would have more time.” 

      I gasped, his eyes were glowing, shining brightly in the dimly lit hallway. His features appeared sharper, more refined. His pupils were dilated as his gaze traveled from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Heat pooled between my thighs as his eyes lingered on my breasts.

      “Xander,” I breathed, feeling as the heat grew too much for me to bear. My fingers itched to reach out and touch him; instead I clenched them into fists at my sides. 

      “I know, little one. I need to get you up to my room. Now.” He lifted me into his arms, sprinting down the hall and up and flight of stairs. 

      My teeth started to chatter as I couldn’t stop my hands from running along the hard muscles of his chest, shoulders and neck as he ran. “What is happening to me, Xander?” I was hot and cold, fire and ice battling their way through my system as all I could think of was Xander buried deep inside my body.

      “Damn it, Aleria, your scent is driving me insane.” He groaned, a deep painfilled sound, as he slowed his pace. “Think about the most non-sexy thing you can to calm your scent. We need to have a little chat once we get to my suite.”

      I squirmed in his arms, my body desperate for release, for my mate deep inside my body, thrusting in and out in a perfect rhythm. Closing my eyes, I could feel it. My hands running over the glistening golden skin of his back as he gave me the most intense pleasure of my life, his eyes never leaving mine as he told me I was his forever.

      “Aleria. Think of moldy bread. Sour milk. Gods help me, anything to calm down the lust blazing inside you. Damn it, I wish I had a sister right now.” He muttered the last sentence, but the words were enough to break me out of my lust filled spell, like pouring a bucket of ice over my head.

      Sariah.

      My mission.

      My breathing slowed as I settled calmly into his arms, falling back into my memories of my sister. I would do this for her. I had to. It was life or death and I had spent my whole life protecting her and I wasn’t about to fail her now. Falling too far under this dragons spell would spell disaster for me and mean the death of my sister.
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      Xander

      Tearing open the door to my suite, I swiftly placed Aleria in a chair and moved to the other end of the room. I needed distance from her before I kissed her again. I was such an idiot, kissing her in the first place. Black Dragon matings were fierce, beginning with a kiss from the male, which would secrete a hormone that caused the female to go into heat. Typically, it took several days, but it seemed the human system metabolized the hormone faster than a dragon would and Aleria was already fully under the spell.

      Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes unfocused as she clenched her thighs together. I could almost read the thoughts that were running through her mind. They were the same thoughts that were running through mine. Us, entwined together, my cock ramming into her soft heat, my hands roaming her body, my tongue exploring every curve she possessed.

      “Damn it.” I cursed, running my hands through my hair. My body raged, my dragon roaring at me from within to take its mate. But I couldn’t do that. Not without explaining everything to Aleria. She deserved that.

      “Aleria.”

      Her gorgeous emerald eyes turned up towards me, her perfect white teeth nibbling on her lip, causing a growl to rumble in my chest. I wanted to replace her teeth with mine. 

      “Xander, what is going on?” She shuddered, her whole body shaking as she wrapped her arms around her middle to try and ease the ache I knew she felt inside.

      “Aleria,” I cupped my hands on her cheeks as I knelt before her. She leaned into my touch with a whimper. “You are my mate. One of the unique, shall I say... quirks... of a Black Dragon, is that when he finds a mate, he begins to secrete a special hormone meant only for her.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me, confusion maring her features. “You mean to say you basically poisoned me with some crazy dragon hormone?” Her voice rose in hysteria.

      The smile quirked my lips before I could stop it. “It isn’t something I can control. It’s biology. As soon as midnight struck and I reached the age of maturity, the glands in my mouth began to produce the hormone. For you. My soul had already recognized you as my mate. My body has just caught up.” I laid my forehead against hers, my heart racing inside my chest, afraid of her reaction. Of her possible rejection. 

      “So, what does this crazy hormone do? I am guessing it is the reason why it is taking every ounce of willpower I have not to tackle you and ride you until dawn?” She squeaked as the words left her mouth, as if she didn’t believe she had actually said them, and I couldn’t help the deep laugh that rumbled out of my chest. Her palm slapped over her mouth. She dropped her gaze from me, looking away shyly.

      I ran my fingers through her hair, marveling at the texture. “You are utterly amazing.” I breathed, rubbing a strand of hair between my thumb and index fingers. “I shouldn’t have kissed you. This is all my fault,” I whispered, guilt making my words heavy. Sitting back on my haunches, I looked up at her.

      “My mate, I pledge myself to you. My honor is yours. My body, my soul, my sword is yours for as long as we may grace this world.” I bowed my head, taking her small hand between my large ones, laying my forehead against her fingers. The ritual pledge was sacred between a Dragonkyn and his mate, made before the first joining where the male laid out himself for his female.

      She gasped and pulled her hand away from me, whirling to her feet so fast the chair fell backwards, crashing to the ground. “No, Xander. I’m not ready for this.” Her eyelids fluttered shut, a tear leaking out the corner of each eye.

      “Aleria.” I said firmly. “This is not something that I was ready for either, but we cannot fight our fate, little one.” My palms cupped her cheeks, thumbs swiping away the drops of moisture leaking down her face.

      “But you are a dragon. You have had years to get used to this. I barely know you. I- I-“She hesitated, wrenching from my touch and turning towards the door. She was trying to leave. 

      My mate was rejecting me again.

      The deep roar that echoed through the room had her tripping over her own feet as she backed away further in fear. “This is not something that we can control! There are no other Black Dragons. My father, brother, and I are it. The hormone wasn’t supposed to react within you so quickly. I have no clue what it will do to your body if it is left unchecked!”

      Her chin lifted, even as her bottom lip trembled. “Why did you have to do this to me, Xander?”

      The words tore at my heart. “Rashka.” Never did I think I would utter the term of endearment. The word had no translation in English. In my native tongue it was the highest form of address for one’s mate. The unlimited term of love and devotion. This beautiful human had affected my body so much, in just a matter of hours, that I uttered the word desperately.

      I was a Black Dragon Prince. I never begged, I never pleaded. But I would do it all for this fierce woman fighting through her tears, through the haze of arousal I knew had to be overwhelming her, as it was beginning to overwhelm me.

      The soft moan that left her throat at the word almost took the breath out of my lungs, and when she whispered my name, I descended upon her, slamming my lips over hers, unable to hold back any longer.

      “Rashka.” I keep uttering between kisses, my tongue invading her mouth, sliding along hers. I felt her soft hands dig into the flesh of my neck before tunneling into the strands of my hair. More of the sweet secretions pooled in my mouth, only to be swept up by her tongue, causing her to moan and grind her pelvis into mine.

      “Xander. Please. I can’t think. It hurts.” Her teeth sunk into my bottom lip and the metallic tang of blood filled my mouth, causing me to groan against her soft lips. 

      “I’ll take care of you, baby.” My lips trailed down her neck, nibbling and leaving my mark upon her skin. Dragons could be possessive creatures and I needed everyone to know this woman belonged to me. “Trust me.” Sliding the straps of her dress down her arms, the fabric slid down to the floor.

      She stood before me, wearing only a lacy strapless bra and matching panties, and leaning back, my mouth fell open as I took in her beautiful curves. “You are absolute perfection.” The flush that colored her cheeks deepened and spread throughout her whole body. “And you are all mine.” 

      My palms slid from her waist to her full ass, pulling her body flush against mine. My erection dug into the soft skin of her belly as I flexed my hips forward. The little sounds that came from her throat left me hungry for more. I wanted to hear her scream my name as she came apart in my arms. 

      Her skin was so soft as I slid my fingers over her belly, to the tops of her panties. Her breath came in soft pants as my tongue traced a line along the tops of her breasts. “I love how soft your skin is.” I closed my mouth over her nipple, through the fabric of her bra, her back arching into my touch, her eager hands reaching behind her back to unclasp the black material.

      I chuckled, looking up at her through my lashes. “My mate is a bit impatient I see.”

      “Xander, everything hurts. I’m on fire,” she groaned as my teeth bit down on the erect bud, pinching it then soothing the ache with my tongue.

      “I know,” I licked a long line over her sternum to the other breast, paying it the same attention. “So am I.” To accent my point, I grabbed her hand in mine and led it to the front of my trousers, wanting her to feel how hard I was for her.

      “Fuck,” I cursed as she wrapped her hand around my shaft through the fabric. My eyes rolled back into my skull as she squeezed me. Her other hand fumbled with the buttons of my shirt. If she kept touching me like this, even through my pants, I was going to come like a teenager. She was wreaking havoc on my body. I needed this woman with every fiber of my being.

      Securing her wrists, I stopped her stroking, giving me back a measure of my sanity which caused her to pout. I tore at the buttons of my shirt, sending them scattering to the floor with a pitter-patter as they rolled throughout the room. Next, I worked on the buckle of my belt, sliding the soft leather through the loops and discarding it on the floor next to the shirt, before unbuttoning the slacks and sliding them down. When I was standing before her in just my boxer briefs, her eyes smoldering as she looked at my body.

      Aleria was nibbling on her lip again, eyes lingering on my defined chest and abs before flickering downwards hesitantly. “Xander, I, uh,” She stammered, “I need to tell you something.”

      I took her hand in mine, placing it against the skin of my chest, my lips returning to her neck. “What is it, little one?” The flush on her body deepened, her cheeks going cherry red, and she looked away from me.

      “I, uh, am,” those damn teeth were nibbling on her lip again. Oh, the things that did to me. “I have never, uh, been with someone like you before.” Her fingers curled on my chest, sliding down to the top of my abs, nails grazing my flesh.

      I cocked my head at her. What was she talking about? “Aleria, what do you mean? A dragon? I would hope not.” I huffed, frustration peaking within me that she would even bring up such a topic.

      “Anyone. I haven’t been with anyone before.” The words were rushed out in one breath, mumbled together and so soft I could barely understand them.

      Disbelief at what she said caused me to laugh, tilting her chin up to have her eyes meet mine. Tears shimmered in their depths. My laughter had hurt her; she was telling the truth. “You’re a virgin?” The words were soft, my thumb brushing lightly over her bottom lip. 

      She nodded, trying to turn her head away in shame, speaking softly. “From the moment I first saw you, something inside of me sparked, and feelings that I had never felt before came roaring to life. Every time I saw you on TV, my gut would clench, but seeing you in person, it felt like someone sucker punched me.” Her voice was thick with raw emotions.

      Her words left me reeling. I took a step back, trying to cool the fire within my soul, trying to slow down so I could give my mate everything she deserved and more.

      A virgin. 

      I would be her first and only.

      The thought was intoxicating to me. My dragon roared in triumph, celebrating our mate and the pleasure we would bring her this night. 

      I breathed her name as I brought my lips back down to hers, kissing her gently, slowly, savoring the moment. Savoring each sound that she made, the way that her hands slid up my arms and down my back. “I’ll go slow, baby.” I breathed against her lips.

      “I don’t want slow, Xander. I told you that so that I wouldn’t be lying to you.” She winced as soon as the words left her lips, but she covered it up quickly as she kissed me again. Her arms wound around my neck as she lifted her body and wrapped her legs around my waist, bringing her center in line with my hard cock. Even through two layers of clothing I could feel her heat, her wetness, how ready she was for me.

      I palmed her ass, walking towards my bed. I was going to lay claim to my mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Aleria

      His strong hands gripped me firmly, his lips never leaving mine as he guided us towards what I assumed was his bedroom. A million thoughts tried to run through my head, but none could penetrate the haze of desire that I was feeling. The hormone or whatever it was that Xander had spoken of was something. It drove me wild, lowered all my inhibitions while making my body burn for him. I could feel the dampness of my panties between my thighs, my nipples hard and erect against his bare chest.

      My back hit the soft mattress. My eyes were drawn to Xander as he stood over me, his body utter perfection as he crawled over me. My arms and legs opened to him, his weight settling on top of me as he gripped my hips to remove my underwear. I heard his harsh growl as his fingers parted my soft folds, feeling my wetness. His thumb circled my sensitive nub as the tips of his fingers teased my entrance.

      “Baby, you are so fucking wet.” His words were harsh, sending another wave of arousal through me. I loved his voice. I arched my back on a gasp as one of his large fingers entered me, giving my body time to adjust before circling lightly, thrusting in and out.

      “And so tight.” Xander’s jaw was clenched, making the veins in his neck bulge. Another loud moan escaped me as a second finger joined the first, my hands digging into the soft fabric of the comforter beneath me.

      “Xander, please.” I moaned. His jaw released as he looked down at me, morphing into a devilish smile, his eyes glowing brightly in the dim light. His thumb brushed over my clit again, circling, drawing out my pleasure as his fingers continued to thrust in and out to the opposite rhythm.

      “That’s it, Aleria.” The spasms started deep in my belly, my mouth opening on a silent scream. “Come for me.” Spine arched, my entire body seized up as wave after wave of pleasure washed over me. His hands never stopped their ministrations, ringing every ounce of pleasure I had out of my orgasm.

      Lips crashed over mine, swallowing my final cries as the last aftershock swept over me. Xander took his place between my splayed thighs, having removed his boxers. I bit my lip as I caught sight of his large cock. “Xander.” I hesitated.

      He smirked, kissing me again. “We’ll go slow.” He took his erection in hand, dragging the head through my slick folds, teasing my clit as I shuddered. An elbow planted next to my head, he leaned more of his weight down on me as he slowly entered my center.

      My walls stretched, burning as he slowly sank his way inside. “You okay?” He breathed, his forehead against mine. At my nod of agreement, his hips drew back then forward, sinking in another inch, my hips arching into his at the feeling of fullness he was already creating within me.

      “More, Xander. I need more.” My nails clawed at his back, the burn within me climbing higher as he penetrated me further. With a final shallow thrust, he was fully buried inside me and held still, allowing me to adjust to his length and girth. His fingers clutched my hair, dragging my head back and baring my neck for his mouth.

      “Fucking perfect.” His teeth bit deeply before releasing quickly, marking me, claiming me. I clenched my thighs around his hips, digging my heels into the muscles of his ass, arching my pelvis, trying to get him to move.

      His answer was to chuckle softly against my skin before his length slipped almost completely out of me before slamming back inside. I screamed in response, clinging to his back, my nails scoring his back so deeply I’m sure I was drawing blood. His pelvis kept a punishing rhythm, thrusting in rapid succession that had my eyes rolling into the back of my head from the sheer pleasure.

      Reaching down between our sweat soaked bodies, his thumb found my clit, strumming it in time to his thrusts. My climax shot through me like lightning, his name leaving my mouth on a scream as my vision darkened. Xander slammed against my hips, his nails digging into the soft flesh of my waist as he climbed to his peak. A deafening roar echoed through the room as I felt his hot seed release inside me.

      Our bodies continued to move, shifting slightly to the aftershocks as we kissed gently, sweetly in the wake of our frantic lovemaking. “My Rashka,” He whispered as he swept the strands of damp hair from my brow. A shiver ran down my spine at the word. I didn’t know what it meant, but every time he had said it, my heart melted.

      “Xander,” I replied as my lips met his, our tongues softly mating, lazily exploring each other’s mouths. I winced as he pulled his still semi hard cock from my body, before he rolled to his back, taking me with him and tucking me against his side.

      “Are you okay, Rashka?”  He asked, tilting my chin up, thumb stroking softly over my cheekbone.

      The lazy smile spread over my face as I took inventory of my body. I was sure I would be sore soon, but for right now, I just felt deliciously sated and ready for sleep. Ready to escape the outside world and enjoy my time in the arms of my Dragon Prince. “Perfect.” I sighed as I drifted off into a restful sleep.

       

      Fire consumed me, swallowing me whole as I stared up into the flames coming out of the black dragon towering above me. Brilliant sapphire eyes I now knew intimately, narrowed at me as I burned, my screams echoing for a moment before ceasing abruptly.

       

      “Aleria!” Xander shouted, shaking me awake, concern dripping from his tone. “Wake up, you were having a nightmare.” He caressed my face as I blinked up at him, the scream of terror still lodged in my throat. 

      “Fire,” I muttered, turning away from him, trying to pull away. “Burning.” I probably wasn’t making any sense to him, but my brain still hadn’t fully grasped that it was awake yet.

      Rays of sunlight filtered through the curtains, playing across my body. My eyes tried to adjust to the light. It was already morning? My arms wrapped around my middle, trying to stop the crawling sensation on my skin. “Make it stop.” I moaned in pain, my nails scratching at my flesh.

      Xander’s eyes went wide as he looked down at me, securing my wrists beneath his. “Stop, Aleria. You’re hurting yourself. It was just a dream.” His tone was soothing, penetrating through the fog within.

      I blinked as awareness washed over me, the strange sensation traveling along my skin torturing me.” Xander, my skin. It burns!” I bit out, fighting his hold.

      “It might be a side effect of the hormone,” he confessed, “I don’t know. Damn it.” He roared, the sound so fierce and loud that the pictures on the walls rattled with the force of it. His face was contorted with rage and a mixture of concern as he looked over me. 

      “Sh-Shower?” Now my teeth were chattering. It was like the night before, but this time there was no deep-seated arousal behind it. He gathered me into his arms, his skin against mine easing the stinging sensation. I rubbed against him seeking relief from the discomfort.

      “Touching you helps,” I brushed my cheek against his neck, my chest against his, sighing in contentment. The warmth of his bare golden skin under my fingers made my heart beat faster, but soothed the ache. 

      “It has to be the bond.” He muttered, shuffling me in his hold as he adjusted the taps for the walk-in shower. I yelped as the water cascaded across my skin, before the temperature heated and the lukewarm water felt heavenly against my flushed skin. He placed me carefully along the tiled bench and knelt before me.

      “I was able to call Drake through our telepathic connection. He should be here in a few minutes. We have to try and figure out what is causing this.” His palms ran up and down my arms, spreading the warmth of the water along my skin. “Shit.” He cursed, laying his forehead against mine as the shaking slowed. “I’m so sorry, little one.”

      “It’s getting better.” My fingertips grazed along the droplets covering his shoulders, fascinated by the path they were taking downwards on his naked body. My tongue peaked out and traced a stray drop along his chin, causing a shudder to run through him.

      “Tell me how you are feeling other than the shaking?” He pulled away slightly, separating our bodies and breaking the spell I was under. I blinked up at him, taking inventory of how I was physically feeling.

      “Sore.” My cheek pinkened, thinking of our activities last night and how wonderful he made me feel. “Muscles I didn’t even know existed ache. I feel itchy, like something is trying to crawl out of my skin. I’m hot, but cold.” Flicking my wet hair over my shoulder, I continued, “Being close to you helps.”

      He pulled down a bottle of shampoo and squirted a small dollop into his hand before massaging it into my scalp. I sighed, leaning back into his magic touch. “What was your nightmare about? Do you remember?” He asked gently, not pausing his ministrations. He pulled down a handheld wand and carefully rinsed the suds from my hair. 

      I swallowed, hesitant to tell him. “A dragon burned me alive.” I confessed, my voice a low whisper, barely heard over the sound of the shower.

      “What?!” He roared again, making me wince at the anger in his voice. 

      “Xander, what the fuck is going on in there?” The voice I recognized as his twin brother echoed through the bathroom. Xander shielded me with his body, hissing as he stood in front of me.

      “Drake, get out of the bathroom immediately.” He bit out through clenched teeth. I heard Drake’s answering laughter as he shut the door gently behind him.

      Xander turned to face me again, taking my hand in his and laying it against his chest. “We are not done discussing this dream. Are you feeling well enough that you can finish showering on your own?”

      I nodded in response. His lips parted in a small smile before he placed a gentle kiss on my forehead and departed the large shower stall. The breath I had been holding inside my lungs left in a loud exhale as I leaned my head against the cool tile wall.
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      Xander

      Drake arched an elegant midnight brow at me as I departed the bathroom, a towel wrapped around my waist, my wet hair slicked back and water dripping down my back. He looked as if he wanted to start in on his teasing but was holding back purely based on the murderous expression I was sure I had on my face.

      “Did you consult with Pateros?” I bit out, sweeping across the room to the closet to retrieve some clothing.

      “I did, but he doesn’t have a clue. Human physiology is so much different than our own, we may just have to wait and see. Although, we both agreed that a full physical and blood work should be done to ensure that she is healthy and there are no significant changes to her body.”

      Slipping on shorts and a tee shirt, I rubbed my hand across my face as I thought over his words. “Damn it, Drake. I didn’t even think when I kissed her. It was pure instinct.” To be honest, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to resist the urge. She was too tempting, too beautiful, too perfectly mine. 

      His eyes shimmered as he looked at me, the pity evident, but underneath it was a hint of jealousy. Every dragon dreamed of meeting their mates as soon as they reached maturity. Existence could be lonely without the other half of your soul. “I know, Xander. I felt it through you. There was nothing more you could have done.” He laid a hand on my shoulder in a gesture of comfort. “You tried to run away, but we had to call you back.”

      “Do you think the hormone will have a damaging or lasting effect on her? Honestly, Drake?” My voice was hollow, my mind going to all sorts of crazy scenarios that involved Aleria dying because she was my dragon mate. I would never be able to live with myself if I caused her any harm, even indirectly. I hardly knew her, but yet our souls were already connected on such a deep level.

      Drake shook his head in response. “The humans are compatible with us on every level. I can’t imagine that there would be such an issue that it would cause any damage.” He sighed, kicking out a chair before sitting down heavily. “We are the last of the Black Dragonkyn.” He said, stating the obvious, but trying to lead me somewhere.

      “Your point?”

      He chuckled, “Biology may be accelerating matters within her body to prepare her to produce your children.” He pointed out. Damn Drake and his scientific mind. Outwardly he may be a sarcastic asshole, but he had genius level intelligence.

      Even though we were only fifteen when we arrived on Earth, we immediately began to study culture, sociology, science and medicine. Drake gravitated towards the latter two, and within the ten short years had grown to be one of our top scientists despite our age.

      “There is no way in hell that is going to happen!” Aleria shrieked, stepping out of the bathroom, the towel wrapped tightly around her shapely body. Her face bore a mask of fury and anger.

      Drake leveled a withering look at her. “You may have no choice in the matter, dear sister. The hormone running through your system may spur your reproductive cycle and drive you into heat. You will remain in a constant state of pain and arousal until you are impregnated.” His words were said in complete confidence, without regard to her swirling emotions. 

      “No, I refuse to believe that.” She held her chin high even as I saw the tears that formed in her eyes.

      “We need to do further tests, sister. I think it best you don’t have any physical contact until we know the results.” Drake said, his face a grim mask. 

      I hated that he had to say the words, but until we had a better idea of what we were working with, they were necessary. He was right, although I wasn’t going to admit it out loud. 

      She nodded. “I need some clothes, please.” She said softly, her gaze not meeting mine, still glued to the floor. Her jaw was clenched tightly along with her fists, her expressive face not holding back any of her emotions. 

      “Of course,” I nodded at her, retrieving a pair of shorts with drawstrings I knew she could tie to fit as well as one of my tighter shirts. The thought of her in my clothes made every possessive fiber of my being catch fire at the thought. Her eyes still refused to meet mine as she snatched the clothes from my hand and retreated to the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

      “So, brother, you seem to be handling this well.” Drake covered his mouth with his palm to stifle the laughter that threatened to leave him. 

      “Sod off, this is your fault.” I grumbled. If he had been a little more delicate with his theories, maybe she wouldn’t be freaking out right now. 

      “Have her in my lab in thirty minutes and we can get started with the tests.” I nodded in approval and Drake left quietly.

      Sucking a harsh breath into my lungs and exhaling deeply, I knocked softly on the door. “Aleria, can I please come in?” I said, my voice low and soothing.

      “No.” The muffled response tore at my heart. My dragon wanted to roar and tear down the door.

      “We need to talk, please. Can I come in or will you come out?” I laid my forehead against dark wood of the door.

      My hands clenched into fists as her muted sniffles hit my ears, followed by haste shuffling around in the cabinets. Damn, I was really messing all of this up. I stepped back as I felt the handle move. Looking down at her red rimmed eyes I felt the pain radiating from her aura and my heart seized in my chest. 

      I gathered her into my arms without thinking of the consequences, trying to soothe her with my touch. It seemed like the most natural thing in the world to do. “Drake said we shouldn’t be touching.” She whispered, her hands clinging to the cotton fabric of my shirt, contradicting the words she just uttered. 

      “Drake likes the sound of his own voice, so he talks constantly. Pay him no mind, I never do.” I rubbed my chin on the top of her head, savoring the feel of her in my arms. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yes.” She said simply.

      “I’ll need a little more than that sweetheart.” I took a step back and lifted her chin up with my thumb and forefinger, making her gaze meet mine. 

      She gasped, seeing the intensity in my eyes, and expanded upon her answer. “The burning and tingling sensations have stopped. I’m not quite so sore and I don’t feel like I am going to tackle you, so I think that is a vast improvement.” 

      Oh, this woman and her wit. I laughed deep in my belly, my thumb lingering on her cheek before fully disengaging myself from her. My expression turned serious as I began to speak, “Aleria, I am not going to apologize for claiming you as my mate because I wouldn’t be being honest. I will apologize for the manner in which I did so, though. You should have had a choice. I took that away from you.”

      Aleria just gaped at me, her mouth hanging open as I said the words. “Well, I guess that is better than nothing.” She muttered, wrapping her arms around her middle.

      “I value honesty above all else, Aleria. I will always be truthful with you, even if I know it is something that may displease you.” It was a Dragonkyn principle, a matter of honor. We must be honest and trustworthy to each other in order to make our society work amongst the humans. 

      She blanched, her face drained completely of blood and she looked as if she was about to collapse. “Are you okay, what happened?” Concern dripped from my tone as I made a move to grab her.

      A raised hand and shaking head stopped me before I could touch her. “No, I’m fine. It was nothing.” Her voice was hoarse, the words dragged out of her throat with considerable effort. “Let’s go see Drake so we can see what is going on with me.”

       

      Aleria

      When he uttered those words, my heart shattered. How was he going to react when he found out who my family was? I wasn’t going to be able to keep the secret from him for very long, but I had to keep firm on my path to save Sariah. My sister was everything. Yet, why did the thought of that leave me in such shambles?

      What was going to happen to me once I retrieved this silly artifact and gave it to my father and uncle? I knew Dragonkyn matings were for life, but what happens when one partner wanted out? 

      That was a ludicrous notion; matings were fated and no one wanted out. 

      Xander would surely want out once he found out what I had to do and who my family was. 

      My body had finally settled down, my heart rate returning to normal, and my skin no longer felt as if a million insects were biting me. The memories of the dream still haunted me and Xander’s reaction was troubling. I hardly knew the man, but already I was so in sync with him. Of course, I had known all about Dragonkyn matings from the TV shows, but they had never spoken of them having this level of intensity so quickly. My soul yearned for him.

      He led me out into the hallway, making sure our bodies didn’t touch. The silence was deafening. I took in my surroundings as we made our way through the house. To say that this was a mansion was putting it lightly. The Black Dragon King and Princes lived in a home that was designed with luxury in mind. The hallway had chair rail height wood paneling, crown molding and expensive paintings that were expertly hung on the wall with placards and lighting. There were busts of famous philosophers and poets, statues of Greek gods and goddesses.

      “Your house is like a museum,” I uttered in awe. Of course, I had come from a family of wealth and privilege, but this was beyond anything I had seen before. 

      He rolled his eyes, “It is all a status symbol. Drake and I hate it. Father says it is necessary to try and impress people, to seem like we fit in and belong, but it just seems fake to me,” he said simply as he looked around the room, taking in the various expensive items, his lip curling in disgust.

      “We discovered early on after we arrived here that humans believed royalty to behave in a certain way and in order to blend in, we had to assimilate to that behavior. Our people know our real intentions, but the house is merely one of those ways we present ourselves to the world.”

      I stopped and turned towards him, cocking an eyebrow with a hand on my hip, questioning him with my gaze. “What are you talking about?” His cryptic musings were confusing to me.

      Xander laughed. “In Dragonkyn culture, while the Black dragons rule, we don’t really view ourselves as superior in anyway. We share our wealth, food and shelter with all. The Black dragons have ruled simply because we have been the most powerful, in the best position to defend and support our people.”

      “Dragons really are too good to be true,” I muttered under my breath, not believing what I was hearing. How was this all true, and how was it that none of us knew about this? 

      “What was that?” He smiled, knowingly

      “Nothing,” I grinned sweetly. “So, the palace, the fancy clothes, cars… it’s all to impress us lowly humans?”

      His smiled dropped as his eyes burned, searing into me. “You are anything but a lowly human, little mate. And if I wasn’t forbidden from touching you right now, I would show you just how much you mean to me.” He stepped closer, his breath tickling the nape of my neck, sending goosebumps down my arms.

      “Besides, the cars, those are purely a selfish fascination.” The devastating smile on his face made my cheeks flush with warmth, tingles of awareness swirling throughout my body. “We enjoy anything that goes fast and the Italians and Germans have developed some wonderful machines that I am utterly fascinated with. I will have to take you out along the coast very soon so that I can show you my favorite spots.” His fingers grazed my cheek with the barest of touches.

      I turned my face away from his, continuing our journey along the hall. He exhaled, frustrated that I pulled away from him. 

      “I know this all seems like a lot to you.” His agitation was evident as he ran his hands through his wavy black hair. “Tell me about your family. Do you have any siblings?”

      Closing my eyes, I slowly counted to ten, trying to decide what I was going to tell him. I was playing a very dangerous, deadly game with a dragon prince. But he is your mate, something inside of me whispered, trying to make me understand and see reason.

      “I have a sister, Sariah. She is five years younger than me.” I swallowed harshly before continuing. “She was born with a very rare genetic condition that weakens her immune system. Even the smallest cold virus can be devastating to her.” I felt the tears shimmer in my eyes; I hated talking about this with others. 

      Xander tilted his head at me, surrounding me in the warmth of his sapphire gaze. “You care about her very much.”

      I just nodded. “She is everything to me. Our parents-“ I hesitated, clearing my throat. “-are not the most nurturing of people and if it wasn’t for me, she wouldn’t receive the care that she needs. I had to be the one to make sure that doctors’ appointments were scheduled and that she was taken to them, to pick up her medication, get her diet correct, comfort her and take care of her when she did become sick.” 

      Damn it, I needed to stop talking about this before I started sobbing. The subject of Sariah was the one thing that could bring me to tears this quickly. I didn’t know if they would stick to their word and take care of Sariah while I was here. It had only been a day, but I already missed my sister. I desperately needed to talk to her about what was happening with Xander.

      “That burden should not have been placed on you.” His voice was barely more than a growl. “It is a parent’s duty to care for and love their children, not place them in harm's way.” The fierceness of his statement made me pause. His eyes glowed in the low light of the hall, his hands clenched into fists as he visibly struggled to contain his emotions.

      “Yeah, my parents are not really the type for ‘duty’.” I laughed at the irony.

      “I will be having words with them for putting my mate in such a position.” His voice was low and menacing, leaving no doubts in my mind that he would confront my parents.

      “No!” I shouted, scared to death of something happening to Xander at my parents or my uncle’s hands. Stealing from him was one thing, but physical harm was another. Xander was much stronger and had his ability to shift on his side, but I knew that the Brotherhood had been developing poisons that prevented the Dragonkyn from shifting, thus making it much easier to overpower them if they had a group.

      “No,” I said, much softer this time. “I can’t risk them doing anything to harm Sariah.”

      His response was a grunt as we made our way through another corridor. His mouth was set in a grim line, brow furrowed as he contemplated my statement. This room was in vast contrast to the previous ones. Stark white walls, the same solid wood door, but this one with an electronic lock and keypad next to it. Xander approached and slid his thumb over the pad, which illuminated green, and the door opened with a click.

      “Welcome to my lab, little sister,” Drake boomed, arms splayed open, a wide grin on his face.
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      Xander

      My little mate was hiding something about her family. Her story about her sister was sincere. Every word she uttered chipped away at my heart. Aleria was a fierce woman who protected her sister at her own personal cost, but why was it when I mentioned having a chat with her parents that she panicked? There was something there, and I would have to find out what.

      Drake was showing Aleria around the lab, introducing her to his various scientific toys and gadgets, most of which I had no clue about. 

      “So, you haven’t had anything to eat yet this morning, correct?” Drake asked, his eyes leveled at me. He gave me a shake via our mental bond, to get my attention.

      Aleria shook her head as I cursed. Some mate I was, not even feeding my woman.

      “In this case it is a good thing. Aleria, if you would please have a seat here,” he indicated a chair next to his phlebotomy supplies and drew on nitrile gloves, “I will just have to get a few vials, shouldn’t be too much. Do you have any trouble with needles?”

      She shook her head, watching as Drake opened the blood draw kit. “Good,” he commented, “I am also going to attach these to your temples to get a few readings of your brain waves. Nothing to be alarmed about, just standard stuff for us.” The way he smiled at her made me curl my lip. Drake placed two electrodes to her forehead, taking great care not to make direct contact with her skin. 

      Moving onto the blood draw, he secured a blue rubber strap to her upper arm, then swiped at the crook of her elbow with an alcohol wipe before setting the butterfly needle in place. A slight wince was the only reaction from Aleria. The vials filled quickly, for which I was thankful because seeing my mate so close to my brother was making me feel very possessive. The sight of her blood didn’t help any either.

      “All set,” Drake smiled and winked as he wrapped a bandage around her arm after he pulled the needle from her skin. “I would probably suggest some food before we do the physical. The doctor is also taking her sweet time to get here this morning, so it gives you the opportunity.” He pinched and removed the wires and sensors from her head as well. 

      “Monika?” I responded, curious when he said ‘she.’

      “Yes. I knew that it would be a very bad idea for me to perform the physical myself as I am sure your mating instincts are going off the charts right now with me even being this close to her.”

      Aleria snorted, rolling her emerald eyes at me. “What, Xander, are you jealous of your brother or something?”

      Drake sobered, pinning her with a withering stare. “Aleria, this isn’t a laughing matter. Dragons in the first stage of mating are extremely possessive beings. Having his mate be touched by another male during this time has led to more than one bloody fight. I have no desire to fight with my brother today. He is on edge enough with us just being in the same room together.”

      She blinked at him, before sliding her glance to me. “They really don’t cover this in the TV shows.”

      My eyes collided with Drake’s, our eyebrows arching before deep rolling laughter poured out of us. “Little mate, you really are a delight.” I said, tears pooling in my eyes from the force of my humor. “The shows, which I produce and direct by the way, are never going to show that intensity of it. They show some possessiveness, which ladies like, but we do not want negative publicity out there for our people.”

      Everything had to be about image for us. As I had explained to Aleria earlier about our home, it was a status symbol, something that was expected of us as the Dragonkyn royalty. We had to keep up appearance to the humans. There were already a number of radicalists that called themselves the Brotherhood for a Pure Society who were causing problems for our kind. They had been responsible for various terrorist attacks against Dragonkyn, one of them even resulting in the loss of a male and his mate. The thought of their deaths made me furious, wanting the fiercest revenge that I could enact against them.

      “You produce the shows?” She sounded surprised.

      “Yes. We don’t just sit in our ivory tower, watching Netflix all day. Drake is a brilliant scientist and in charge of all of our medical research, which includes working with your government to synthesize vaccines to diseases that Dragonkyn have long been immune to.” Drake smirked at the praise, his ego not needing anymore inflation, but I had to show Aleria the good that we were doing for her world.

      “I studied sociology, organizational, and regular psychology in addition to communications. I have been the CEO of the TV network for that past three years.” While my work might not be as important as Drake’s in the physical sense, I am responsible for the image of my people and how they were viewed by human society. It was vital to our survival to fit in and be well received by the humans, who, while technologically inferior in every way, could defeat us with their sheer numbers.

      Aleria stared at us both with wide eyes, “Wow. Just wow.” She rubbed at her face and turned towards the door. “I am seriously starving, Xander, can we please get some food before I pass out?” She whispered, desperation underlying in her voice. She was obviously deflecting, and I would indulge her in this instance.

      Turning to Drake, who just shook his head and waved me off, I rolled my eyes in response and approached my mate. She was starving, overwhelmed and tired. I was doing a horrible job of caring for her. It was my duty as her mate to see to her every need. I caught the growl that threatened to leave my throat and held a hand out lead her out of the lab.

      “Aleria, I am sorry that I have not been a proper mate to you yet. I haven’t even seen to your basic needs.” I bit out through clenched teeth as we approached the kitchen. Her body language remained closed off, her arms wrapped around her middle, head tilted down and eyes downcast while she stared at the floor.

      She shook her head at my words as I held open the swinging door that led to the heart of the kitchens. It was late morning, the kitchen was done with preparing breakfast and not yet set to prepare lunch, so it was deserted. Instructing her to sit in one of the stools, I pulled out several containers from the fridge, thankful that there were usually leftovers hanging out that Hilde kept because either Drake, I or the staff would gobble them up.

      “It looks like there is quiche, French toast, bacon, sausage and pancakes left. Any of that sound good?” Her emerald eyes caught mine, blinking at me in confusion as if she hadn’t heard a word that I had said.

      “What?” She asked absently, lost in her own thoughts. 

      “Aleria.” I said, drawing her attention back to me. “You need to eat. What sounds good?” I held my arm out, indicating the different options that she had to choose from.

      “Oh. Uh,” she licked her lips, swallowing heavily while putting a hand over her belly. “French toast with bacon and sausage?” She said, her voice rose in a question. She still was too hesitant with me.

      Nodding in acknowledgement, I pulled two plates out of the cabinet and piled the food up for each of us. A few minutes later, Aleria was digging into her butter-and-syrup-covered French Toast, the moan of approval leaving her throat had my cock hardening in my pants once again. Damn, this woman could set me on fire with just a sound. 

      “Thank you, Xander,” she whispered, wiping her mouth with a napkin as she finished her plate of food. I inclined my head, picking up her plate along with mine and placing them both in the sink.

      My hands firmly planted on the counter before the sink, I stood and hung my head low, eyes closed as I debated what to do next. I had been so used to my life going the way I had intended it to. On a planned path, one that I controlled. In one night, a small sprite of a woman came rushing in and threw everything off track. 

      “Xander.”

      The hesitation and question in her voice had me gripping the counter so hard I felt the stone crack beneath my fingers. Forcing the calm into my voice, I addressed her without turning, not trusting myself to face her yet. My emotions bubbled just beneath the surface, with my dragon so close that my features would be heavily distorted. “Yes, little one?”

      “Do you know where my phone is? My sister is probably worried that I haven’t checked in with her yet and since I was gone all night…”

      The smile spread across my face before I could stop it, thinking of the beauty of our mating last night. “It is probably upstairs in my room. I had your belongings gathered and put there. Let’s make sure that Sariah is not concerned about your wellbeing before the doctor arrives.”

      Aleria hesitated, confusion flashing across her face as I turned to stand before her. “Xander, is all of this necessary?” She gasped. “I mean, I am human, how are you even sure I’m your mate?” The self-doubt in her words made me growl.

      My palms cupped her cheeks, tilting her head up towards me. “Aleria, you are, without a shred of doubt, my one true mate. Human or not, it does not matter, you are it for me. If you don’t feel the same, you can walk away. It may kill me, but I would let you go it that is what you truly want.”

      I didn’t want to say the words but felt in my heart that Aleria needed me to say them in this moment. I could only imagine how she was feeling. Trapped, scared and alone, feeling things that she possibly and hopefully had never felt before. Her swift intake of breath as the last sentence left my mouth, followed by her rapid heartbeat made my heart break. Was this going to be the moment she was going to run away from me?

      No, my stubborn little mate had other plans. She rose to the tips of her toes and laid a soft kiss against my lips, careful not to press too hard. “Xander, I can’t deny that I am terrified of what is happening or how this is going to play out, but I also can’t deny that what I am feeling is real. The thought of leaving you makes my heart ache and air leave the room.” She shook her head. “So, no, I won’t be leaving just yet. I appreciate the offer, though.”

      She dropped back down to the flats of her feet, staring up at me with her intense emerald gaze. “Can we go get my phone now so I can check in with Sariah? I need to make sure she received her medication this morning.”

      “Of course.” I nodded and led her out of the kitchen with a firm hand at the small of her back.

      She never saw the small smile of triumph that lingered on my face.
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      Aleria

      

          Xander’s words, offering me a way out, lingered in my mind as we made our way back upstairs to retrieve my phone. Would he actually let me go if I were to just walk away now? No, that wasn’t even an option. I had to retrieve the stupid artifact that my uncle needed so that Sariah would stay safe. I had no other choice in the matter. My heart shuttered at the thoughts and I quickly shut down the line of questioning.

      His hand was firm and warm at my back, obviously ignoring Drake’s warning of refraining from touching me. It was comforting, his touch soothing me in ways that I couldn’t yet fathom. “Tell me about your family. I know about your brother, and a little about your father, but what about your mother?” I knew it was a deeply personal question, one that he probably didn’t want to talk much about considering his mother died when he was an early teen, but I needed to know more about this male that was my mate.

      I felt his fingers clench as his eyes took on a faraway look. “She was one of the most beautiful dragons ever born. From a blue dragon family that lived high up in the mountains of our home world. She used to tell me stories of how cold the winters were, the snow building up taller than their homes. My father came through on an outreach expedition, shortly after he took over the throne when my grandfather died.”

      The smile on his face was enchanting as I hung on his every word. “He said the second he saw her, he leapt from his horse, took her into his arms, shifted into his dragon form and flew away with her. They were secluded for weeks as they sealed their mating. It was a grand tale back home, an inspiring story after the tragedy of my grandfather’s death.”

      “Of course, my mother had a bit of a different version.” Xander chuckled. “She said that Father was a brute, picked her up without saying one word to her, and dragged her away. They loved to tease each other as they would tell the story over and over again.” He paused, pain clouding his features as he briefly closed his eyes. 

      “Drake and I hated the story, we would groan and complain every time they brought it up, but now, we would both do anything to hear them tell it together just one more time.”  

      Tears filled my eyes as I laid my hand against his cheek, my head leaning down to his strong chest as he gathered me into his arms. “What did she look like?” I asked, softly, curious about the woman who he spoke of so lovingly. 

      “She had hair so blonde it was almost white, and piercing ice blue eyes. One look at her and you could mistake her for being soft and frail, but one wrong move or misstep and she would put you back in place so fiercely your head would spin. She was a fierce dragon, loyal and protective of her family and clan. I swear she had eyes in the back of her head too.” He shook his head, laughing quietly. “She had to, Drake and I were not the best of children.”

      I chuckled. “Somehow, I can imagine that. You two had to be a serious handful.” Another devastating grin had me biting my lip.

      His expression turned grim as his continued. “When the disasters started happening, she insisted on staying through the worst of it. Always said it was her duty as queen to help her people. She became ill shortly after a volcanic eruption, her lungs were singed from the hot air and ash she breathed in. Even her dragon healing could not aid her. It was already too far gone. We couldn’t believe it, a dragon being burned by fire.”

      His eyes glistened with tears. “We could do nothing but make her comfortable as we sat by her bed and watched her fade into the next life.” He paused, swallowing deeply, composing himself. “I didn’t think my father would recover from his grief, but he knew he had a duty to his people to move forward. Drake and I were too young to help him with the responsibilities of the crown, so he had no one to shoulder the burden with any longer.”

      “He became obsessed with finding another planet capable of supporting our people as the prognosis of our home world stated we only had a few short months before total collapse. Once Earth was found, we were all gathered up and made our way here.” He pressed a kiss to the crown of my head before opening the door to his suite of rooms.

      “Thank you for sharing that with me Xander.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and squeezed tightly before letting him go. I immediately regretted the loss of his body against mine. 

      “We are getting to know each other, little one.” He tucked a wisp of hair behind my ear, his eyes still haunted by the memories of his past. “It is customary to share the stories of our past.” 

      “I know but, still, thank you,” I whispered, placing my fingertips on his lips, wishing I could kiss him properly. But, until we knew how the hormone would continue to affect me, no more kisses from my handsome dragon mate.

       “Call your sister, Aleria, ensure her that you are safe.” He smiled down at me, his soft blue eyes captivating me with their warmth and emotion. He retrieved a bag from the corner of the room which held my dress, under garments and my small clutch inside, handing it to me before retreating to the other room to give me some privacy.

      Exhaling sharply, I sat down heavily on the sofa in the living room, staring down at the dozens of notifications on my phone. Luckily, the phone was still at twenty percent battery, leaving me enough to get through the notifications and contact Sariah.

      I went through the texts first. Sariah had dropped a few in the beginning of the evening saying that she loved me, that she hoped I would have a good time and that I would meet some handsome dragons. Then there were harsh texts from my father and uncle.

      

      Uncle: You better not have run. You know we will let your whelp of a sister die if you run away from your mission.

      

      Father: You dirty whore, out all night. Alright getting right down to business I see.

      

      Uncle: You work quickly. Already have one of them in your bed? Or maybe you have both. No matter, you will do what we want you to do.

      

      Father: Stupid filthy cunt. You are no daughter of mine. Soiling yourself with dragons.  

      

      Uncle: I see the dumb brutes couldn’t resist your charms. Report back to the house by 3pm for your next steps or we will withhold all of Sariah’s medications from her.

      Angry tears fell from my eyes as I read the messages. Conflict raged within me. Lost in my thoughts, I jumped when the phone began to buzz in my hands. Sariah’s name flashed across the screen and I sighed in relief.

      “Monkey, are you alright? Have they hurt you?” My voice was desperate, frantic.

      “I’m fine, Aleria.” She was weak.

      “Sariah, did they give you your medication this morning? Or anything to eat?”

      She just sighed through the phone, “It seems they forgot about me again.” A small, weak laugh echoed through my ear. “Tell me about the party. You didn’t come home, so that must mean something happened.”

      “Sariah, listen to me right now. I am going to call Father. You need to take your medication and eat or else you won’t recover properly from this little cough you have.” Damn them. I was going to kill them for this.

      “Aleria, don’t do this. Enjoy your mate.” She sounded so weak, so fragile, but her words made me pause.

      “Wait. How do you know he is my mate?” I asked breathlessly.

      “It is all over the internet, Ria. There are pictures of you two out on the balcony. Him carrying you away from the party. The gossip sites are all in a flutter about it. I can hear father and uncle shouting up here.”

      My mouth fell open, the phone almost slipping from my hand. “Oh my god I’m so screwed,” I muttered, putting my head in my hand. “Ari, I’ve got to go, but I’ll make sure that someone brings you food and your meds. Please take them. I will be home as soon as I can.”

      She huffed at me before disconnecting the phone. My mind was whirling as I brought up my social media account and saw the numerous messages and tags from old acquaintances asking me about my relationship with the Dragonkyn prince.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” I repeated, thumbing through the dozens of articles that speculated and assumed that I was his chosen mate. Some were even predicting the arrival of a new dragon princeling in nine months’ time.

      I fired off a quick text to Lucille, our head housekeeper, asking her to sneak some food up to Sariah’s room through the servant’s staircase. Within the message I added our code that meant to grab her spare medication that I had stashed just along the exit of the corridor as well. She responded immediately with a thumbs up, and I exhaled sharply, relieved that one thing would be going right this morning.

      The phone buzzed again, this time my Uncle’s name flashing across. I buried my rage and answered the phone with a gruff “Yes?”

      “Your job was to seduce them, not to fucking mate with one of them.” He was furious. I could only imagine how red he was, sweat beaded along his brow and spit flying from his mouth as he uttered the words.

      “I can’t really control that, now can I?” I bit out sarcastically.

      “Do you really think it wise to talk back to me, little girl? When your poor sister is in such a terrible predicament? What if we were to leave one of her bedroom windows open all night? Perhaps she would catch a terrible cold. Without her very expensive medical treatments, she would perish in no time, I am sure.” I heard my father and mother in the background, their cold laughter all blending together.

      “I’ll find your stupid artifact. Just tell me what I’m looking for.” My jaw ached from how hard I was clenching my teeth together. “But I won’t give you a thing if you don’t continue Sariah’s treatments and feed her. Don’t think I don’t know that you left her to starve since I left.” It was my only bargaining chip. My only hope was that they wanted this, whatever it was, so badly that they would keep up their end of the deal.

      “We shall keep our end of the deal, you brat. But know that your little relationship now complicates matters. You will need to dispose of him if you want to see your sister again.”

      My heart slammed in my chest, stuttering as he said the words. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, silly girl, he will never let you go. You are going to have to kill him if you are going to get out of that house alive. I will send you a picture of what it is we are looking for. You have three days. If that key is not in my possession at the end of the third day, Sariah will be dead, and it will be all your fault.”

      The line clicked dead, the phone dropped from my hands as tears streamed down my face, the thought of having to harm Xander physically made me sick. I knew I could never hurt him, but I would have to be creative to get this key and get out of the mansion to rescue Sariah.

      Why don’t you just tell him everything? He has resources, he can rescue her and keep her safe from the family. The nagging little voice inside her head yelled at her to trust my mate with the truth, beg his forgiveness and help with my desperate situation.

      No.

      I would do this and then leave. He deserved a better mate than me, anyways.
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      Xander

      Pacing the other room, I left my mate to tend to her affairs. It was extremely early in our relationship, so I needed to learn to give her space to do her own thing. As I picked up my own phone, my brow furrowed at the number of notifications I had, ranging from text messages, missed calls and voicemails.

      A voicemail from my assistant, Ashley, had me pinching the bridge of my nose and growling. “Xander, what the fuck? You get a mate and you don’t even call? We need to do a press release and damage control ASAP. You need to call me the second you get this!”

      I was worried this was going to happen. I knew with the amount of press at the event last night, someone may have been able to snap a picture of Aleria and I at some point. Scrolling through my emails, I discovered it was just that. Several gossip magazines wrote articles detailing their version of the evening’s events.

      The curse that left my mouth was fierce and I even felt the smoke leave my nostrils as I pressed the call button to ring Ashley.

      “Xander, fucking finally. What the hell is going on?” Her voice was frantic, an unusual sign from my always well put together and organized personal assistant.

      “Well, Ashley, I think that would be rather obvious. I reached my maturity last night and found my mate.” I chuckled, wishing it was as simple as that.

      “Damn it, Xander, I am buried in requests for interviews, for photo ops, for any details on the mystery woman that they caught on camera as you carried her away.” I heard her shuffling around papers followed by a deep sigh that ended on a groan.

      “Are you at the office? I thought I told you specifically to take the damn weekend off?” I growled at her.

      “How the hell can I do that when the social media world is blowing up around us because you found your freaking mate?” She blew a raspberry at me. “Congrats by the way.” She followed up, quickly.

      I shook my head and laughed softly. “Thanks, Ash. You’ll like her. She has spunk and is full of sass. Let’s just say that it has been a very interesting twenty-four hours.” I ran my fingers through my hair in agitation, pacing the length of my home office.

      “I’ll do what I can to hold off the vultures but start thinking strategy on how we introduce her to the world, because they are dying to know more about her. See you on Tuesday.”

      I said my goodbyes and slid the phone back into my pocket. That was why I paid Ashley the big bucks. She was a human but had proved her loyalty time and time again. She was more than just my personal assistant, she really was more like my right-hand-man. In fact, she didn’t know it yet, but I was already planning on giving her a sizable promotion to a new position that I had created as the Director of Community and Social Engagement. It was right up her alley and she more than deserved it. We always took care of our own, regardless if they were human or Dragonkyn.

      My head cocked as a feeling of despair settled in my stomach.

      Aleria.

      There was something wrong.

      I left my office and approached her in the living room, watching her quietly as tears streamed down her beautiful pale face. “Aleria, what happened?” Sitting down beside her on the couch, I gathered her in my arms. Her body shook with the deep sobs as she struggled to speak.

      “Baby talk to me. Did your family say something awful? Is Sariah okay?” I wiped away the wetness on her face, my thumbs lingering and stroking a soft rhythm against the skin of her cheekbones.

      She shook her head. “No, everything is fine. I had to contact my housekeeper to send her up some food because they forgot, but other than that she was okay.” The smile that graced her face was forced, put there only for my benefit. More happened during her conversations than she was telling me. I would have to get Klaas to check into her family immediately to see what he could tell me about them. There was something that I couldn’t quite put my finger on here.

      “Why were you crying, Rashka?” I swept the hair from her face, placing a kiss against her forehead.

      “Overwhelmed, tired, shocked.” She swallowed, looking me squarely in the eyes, her gaze flickering with fire now, “Did you see the articles on the internet about us?”

      Exhaling loudly, I nodded. “We are aware. My assistant is doing what she can to put out fires, but we will have to plan on a press conference or a released statement soon to keep the vultures off our backs.” Her spine stiffened at my words, a shudder running through her small body.

      “Xander, I need to-“ Her comment was cut off by the shrill ringing of my phone.

      “Drake.” I answered, indicating to Aleria who it was on the other end.

      “Monika has arrived and is on a bit of a tight schedule today. Can you please bring Aleria down as soon as possible?” Drake sounded off, but I wasn’t going to question it while in my mate’s presence. I had a feeling it had to do with her blood work results. I could sense his agitation through our bond. 

      “We’ll be down shortly.” I ended the call before I pulled the phone away from my ear.

      “Let’s go, little one.” I rose to my feet and held out a hand to assist her up. “The doctor awaits.”

      She hesitated, wringing her hands together on her lap. “What is going to happen after the exam?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “What do you mean?”

      A deep sigh left her lips. “Xander, I mean, what happens? Where do we go from here? I need to go home and see my sister. I have a life.” 

      Of course she did. She also needed to gather up her belongs because there was no way in hell that I would allow her or her sister to stay under that roof any longer than absolutely necessary. A growl left my throat at the thought.

      I chose to calm my errant thoughts, not wanting to frighten her. “Let’s take it one step at a time. Once we are done with the doctor, we can go to your house and get a few things for you to stay here for a few days? We will have to wait for the news to die down a bit before you can go about your normal routine, so staying here it the safest option for now.”

      She placed a hand on my chest and took a step back. “I am going to my house, alone. Not with you.” She said firmly, her fist on her hip.

      “Aleria, the reporters may not know who you are now, but they will find out. We have enemies, people who do not want Dragonkyn and humans being together.” I held my ground. I would not leave my mate unprotected. Not when I had just found her.

      “I know that.” She grumbled under her breath.

      I continued, “And my duty as your mate is to protect you. I cannot let you go out alone right now. If you can’t agree to my condition, then we can send someone over to your residence to grab some items and to check on Sariah for you. I would even send Drake for you if it would put your mind at ease having someone you know go.”

      “No!” She protested harshly. “No, you don’t have to send Drake.” She sighed. “What about your assistant? She is human, isn’t she?”

      My eyebrows arched as I regarded her. What did Ashley being a human have to do with if she could retrieve items from Aleria’s house or not? This situation was growing stranger by the second.

      “That is a good idea. I will reach out to Ashley and ask her to retrieve some items. If you get me a list, I’ll send it to her.”  I nodded as we left my rooms, making a mental note to get Klaas investigating as soon as physically possible.

       

      Drake greeted us with a smile that did not quite reach his eyes. Monika, our family’s primary doctor for years, warmly introduced herself to Aleria and then escorted her into the exam room. I jerked my head to the side, indicating for Drake to join me in his office, which was sound proofed, ensuring we would not be overheard.

      Holding up a hand to stop Drake I spoke, “Before you begin with what is bothering you, I need to make a call to Klaas. Now.” 

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed his number. As always, he answered on the second ring with a deep, “My Prince,”

      “Klaas, I need you to begin a thorough background investigation of Aleria Mikkelsen immediately. There is something that is off about the information she is telling me. Her family seems very peculiar. They are hiding something. I need you to find it.” Drake’s brow furrowed as he looked at me, the shock etched across his face.

      “Something struck me as odd as well, my Prince. Not about the girl herself, but the aura surrounding her.” Klaas spoke, his deep voice thick with mystery. He was the Captain of our guard for many reasons, the first of which was his loyalty to our family, but coming in a close second was the fact that he possessed an uncanny second sight and affinity for sensing auras. A useful tool when trying to learn someone’s intentions.

      Klaas was a purple dragon, possessing strong telepathic, psychic and telekinetic abilities. He was raised alongside my father, and they were the best of friends. The man would willingly lay down his life for any member of my family without hesitation. There was no one else I could trust with this matter. 

      “I think it is her family. Begin with putting men on watching their movements. Focus on the sister, her name is Sariah. She is an innocent in all of this and may be being used as leverage for something.” I rubbed my chin as I spoke.

      “It will be done my Prince. I will be in touch shortly with my findings.” Klaas, ever the efficient man, would get to the bottom of this situation quickly.

      Drake whistled as he sat down in his desk chair. “Fate sure knows how to pick them, doesn’t she?”

      The laugh that bubbled from me held no mirth, only frustration. “So, lay it on me, brother. What more do you have to pile on to my already fucked up situation?”

      He cleared his throat. “It isn’t exactly bad, just strange.” He pulled a file out from his drawer, examining the results again. “Some of her levels are going through the roof. I pulled her medical records from the online database of the clinic she attends and compared them. Her numbers and her results from this morning are aligning more with Dragonkyn results than any human results.”

      “What are you saying, Drake? That the hormone is messing with her body and what, turning her into a dragon? That is ridiculous!” I exclaimed, laughing at the thought.

      He set down two pieces of paper in front of me. “Here are your bloodwork results from last week, very standard normal numbers across the board for a Dragonkyn, right?” He pointed to one chart with various lines and levels. “Now here are Aleria’s results from this morning. Her levels are way higher than any human that I have ever seen and just below yours.”

      “Her brain functions are also off the chart, Xander, matching ours. The hormone is changing her body. I am guessing because nature has realized that we have no Dragonkyn females to carry on the black dragon line.” Drake seemed utterly fascinated by it all, his eyes flowed over all of the data, a glimmer in their sapphire depths.

      “Do you think this means that she will also have an increased immunity and life span?” I asked, sitting on the edge of my seat. It was one secret that we kept well hidden from the public. Dragonkyn lived for a lot longer than humans. My father was almost two hundred years old and still in top physical condition. Many of his men had shared this information with their mates, but the women seemed to be benefiting somewhat from their mate bond. Although the oldest couple had been bonded for just under ten years, Gregor’s mate, Hillary had remained very healthy and had hardly aged in their time together. It was a test that only time would tell.

      “I am almost positive if you remained physically intimate with her, that the benefits would remain.” He grinned at me. “We all know that would not be any hardship.” Clasping me on the shoulder, he sighed.

      “The one thing that I am concerned about is fertility. Father has told us countless times how many miscarriages Mother had, and then how difficult her pregnancy with us was.” The thought crossed my mind, making me dread the possibility of Aleria suffering the same fate. 

      “I know, Drake, but for now, we just have to do what we can. Do you think birth control will be effective on her?” I asked, knowing that neither of us would be ready for a child quite so soon.

      “I believe so, Monika asked about it as well and said she would discuss it with Aleria during their exam.We both reviewed her results and concluded that the reaction that she had to the hormone could be controlled with a higher dose of a standard birth control shot.”

      “Good.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Drake remarked as he saw Monika and Aleria walk back into the hallway. Aleria was smiling at the tall woman, she looked pleased with whatever they had discussed and at ease.

      “Let me go get my mate.” I growled, rising from my chair to take my place by Aleria’s side.
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      Aleria

      Drake and Xander approached us, Monika smiling as she reached out and gave each of the twins a firm hug and kiss. “Xander, you have got yourself one heck of a mate. Do not screw it up.” She scolded him pushing her finger into his chest with narrowed eyes.

      I turned a side gaze towards Drake and we both snickered at Xander’s downcast look towards Dr. Monika. “Aleria, if you need anything, you call me okay? I gave you all my numbers on that card. If you feel any side effects from the shot, just let me know.” She pulled me in for my own hug and I sighed in contentment at her motherly affection.

      “I will, thank you for everything.” Dr. Monika had proven to be just what I needed to settle my nerves through my young relationship with Xander. She had been around the twins since shortly after their arrival on Earth, became the family’s personal physician, and saw to all of their healthcare needs. She understood the situation that I was being thrown into and tried to explain to me a little bit of what she saw was happening with my body.

      “According to your blood results, the hormone is essentially making a more viable and healthier Dragonkyn mate. Your brain functions and vitamin levels are now just under those of a typical Dragonkyn female, suggesting that nature is trying to prepare you for future fertility and healthy children.”

      The words, while softly spoken, were blunt and matter of fact. Something that I appreciated, but I was still shocked at. Drake had theorized it, but now the blood and other scans had confirmed it. Yet, the good doctor had surprised her by continuing.

      “We believe that a simple birth control shot will prevent pregnancy for now until you and Xander have that discussion about when you choose to bless us with little ones.” Her smile was warm, easing my anxiety at the situation. I knew there would be no children, because once I got the key and delivered it to my Uncle, my life would be forfeit.

      “It should also counteract some of the effects of the hormone, letting you both resume your exploration of your mating bond.” She winked knowingly at me, sending heat flooding into my cheeks and turning them a shade of deep crimson.

      After she finished the exam, she administered the shot before escorted her back into the hall.  The stories that Dr. Monika had shared with her of the twins as small boys had her belly still aching with laughter. 

      Xander turned towards me as Monika gathered her belongings and left the lab, making me grin wider. “You seem to have won her over, little mate.” He smiled, sending a shiver of awareness running down my spine. That devastating smirk should be outlawed for what it did to me. “Not an easy thing to do with our tough-as-nails doctor.”

      Drake snorted. “Seriously. At times that woman is more of a dragon than we are.” Xander and I both snickered in response.

      “She was very nice to me. I have no idea why you would say that.” I feigned shock at them. “Maybe because you two were such little hellions?” I added sweetly.

      “You have no idea, darling.” Xander whispered in my ear, before his teeth nibbled lightly.

      “Oh, Xander, before I forget, Pateros said we are to all have dinner together. Six PM sharp as always.” Drake said, looking down at his tablet, walking away to his research. “Until then, little sister.” He winked at me, causing Xander to growl in response.

      “See you then, brother.” He bit out as he guided me from the room.  

       

      Xander guided me through the house, taking me on a tour through the various rooms of the vast mansion. “I am going to get very lost in this place,” I giggled, then quickly sobered, realizing that I probably wouldn’t be here for too long.

      While we looked in the various rooms, I committed the layout to memory, analyzing it to refer back to later when I began my search for the artifact. Frustration rolled through me at the thought. I didn’t want to do this, but I knew I must. 

      “Don’t worry, you get used to it after a bit. It is laid out in a pattern. You just have to learn it.”

      As we were walking down the hall, we passed by a young blonde boy carrying a stack of paperwork, dressed in black slacks and crisp white shirt with a black tie. I cocked my head as his eyes me mine and a spark of recognition struck. I had seen this boy before. In my home, at a party. 

      What was he doing at Xander’s house?

      “How are you doing today, Daniel?” Xander asked the familiar stranger, his hand tightening on mine. 

      “I’m well, thank you, sir.” The boy, Daniel, squeaked in response, a look of horror on his face as he looked at me. 

      “I must go, your father is expecting this file,” he held up the bundle of papers he carried and darted through a door at the other end of the hall and out of sight. 

      That was strange. 

      “Daniel is a strange boy, but he is my father’s valet slash errand boy, helping him out with simple tasks.” Xander shook his head, rolling his eyes at the closed door that Daniel has walked through. 

      He turned to me and smiled with dark intentions before his lips descended on mine, backing me into the wall of the library.

      “Aleria, I am dying for you.” He whispered, his words husky as his lips hovered above mine. A firm hand slid along my leg, up to my thigh as I lifted and wrapped it firmly around his waist. “Are you dying for me too, little one?” Sharp teeth nibbled on my bottom lip. 

      His name was a plea as it left my throat, heat pooled between my thighs, sending waves of arousal throughout my body. He hadn’t even properly kissed me yet, hadn’t released his crazy dragon hormones into my bloodstream, yet, my body already cried out for his. “Kiss me.” I uttered, twining my fingers through his hair and crushing my mouth to his.

      Our tongues danced together, dueling as he thoroughly fucked my mouth. The tangy flavor that was purely Xander flooded my senses, drawing me under his spell, making me soft and pliant in his arms. His deft fingers slid up my waist, under my shirt to trace a line along the bottom of my breast, eliciting a shiver from me.

      My other leg lifted from the ground as he fully supported my weight between the wall and his body. Hips arching into his, I ground against the firmness of his erection, moaning in delight at the friction along my aching clit. 

      “Xander, please.” I whispered against his lips, my fingers working to slide down to the front of his pants.

      He chuckled, pulling back to pull my shirt over my head, followed by his. Xander was so impatient that, rather than set me back on my feet to pull down my shorts, he yanked the waistband and ripped them down the center. A groan rumbled from his chest as he realized I wasn’t wearing any panties. He stroked my aching nub, making my back arch and a sound of pure need leave my throat.

      “That’s it, ride my hand.” He bit down on the lobe of my ear as his hot breath washed over me. One long finger swept inside me, curling and stroking the inside of my channel. My hips bucked in response, the moans growing louder as he kept up a punishing rhythm. Rubbing lightly over my hard nub, he thrust two fingers deep at the same time he sank his teeth into the flesh of my neck.

      The climax that washed over me left me breathless, floating on air as sensations flooded my body. His soft tongue soothed the ache from his teeth, his nose rubbing lightly over the mark as he withdrew his fingers from my body and settled the hand back on my hip. His firm cock nudged my slick folds, demanding entrance as his gaze collided with mine.

      “Now, Xander.” My nails dug into the flesh of his shoulder. My head snapped back in ecstasy as he seated himself inside with one deep thrust.

      Soft words, whispered in another language against the skin of my throat, left me panting as his cock claimed me. Every thrust, every sound of pleasure he uttered, heightened my pleasure, sending me into subspace.

      His name was a chant on my lips as I reached another impossibly strong climax. His hand tightened on my hips in a bruising grip, his thrusts growing in their intensity as he reached his own peak on a long groan. “Aleria,” he whispered, his lips moving over mine in featherlight kisses. Sweat beaded on both of our foreheads as he cupped my face in his large hands.

      “Rashka”  

      The damned word again.

      The tears gathered in my eyes, unbidden, and I tried in vain to swallow them down. A deep exhaustion settled in my bones as Xander set me back on my feet. A forceful yawn stretched my mouth as I fought the overwhelming fatigue. 

      He chuckled as he gathered me in his arms. I snuggled into his chest, asleep before we even got up to his rooms.

       

      “Aleria,” Xander said my name softly, his warm breath fanning over my neck as he traced my cheek with his fingertip. “Time to wake up.”

      I groaned as my eyelids fluttered open, gazing into his beautiful sapphire gaze as he beamed down at me. His head was propped up on one hand, braced on an elbow as his other still traced the line of my cheekbone. “You look beautiful, all sleepy and mused from my lovemaking.” He rumbled as his thumb traced my lips.

      A sound of pure need left my throat. “You know just what to say to a girl to make her feel special.” My lips quirked in a half smile as I stretched out my aching limbs.

      “I can make you feel special, all right, little one.” He rolled on top of me, pinning my wrists beneath one of his large palms as my legs opened to wrap around his hips. His firm erection pressed into me, sliding along my folds, causing the ache for him to intensify.

      I breathed his name, pleading for him to relieve the emptiness I felt inside of me. “We don’t have time, little mate.” He nipped my neck, as my back arched into him. “Dinner is in less than 45 minutes and we can’t be late.” He chuckled as he gracefully climbed to his feet, leaving me a throbbing mess on the bed. I eyed his naked backside hungrily as he padded to the closet.

      “Damn you, Xander.” I muttered, sitting up and trying to tame my wild auburn hair back into some semblance of order. “I’ve known you a whole twenty-four hours and you are already driving me crazy.” He just shook his head and chuckled.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He leaned his head out of the doorway, winking before smiling at me. “Now get that adorable ass into the shower.”
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      Xander

      Aleria exited the bathroom and lifted her eyes to me with hesitation. The air was immediately sucked out of the room as I took in her enchanting form, the dress that I had selected for her was perfect in every way. The emerald color brought out her eyes, the gold trim and accents reflected the highlights in her auburn hair, which was gathered atop her head in a simple knot. She was enchanting.

      My mouth hovered open as she approached me, “Well? What do you think?” She asked, a coy smile on her face. Her eyes betrayed the tone as they looked for approval and praise.

      I cupped her cheeks in my palms, tilting her head up towards mine as I kissed her lips softly. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes upon.” I clasped her hand in mine, intertwining our fingers.

      “Ready for dinner?” I asked.

      She nodded, clearing her throat, blinking away the moisture in her eyes. “So, will this be super formal? Three different kinds of forks on the table type affair?” She smirked at me, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Do you know the proper usage of each fork or do I need to give you a crash course?” I played along with her little façade as we left my rooms.

      She chuckled, the light sound warming my soul. “Actually, I do. I was raised in an extremely formal, rigid household.” The smile immediately left her face as an echo of a memory crossed over it.

      I brought her hand to my lips, kissing the inside of her wrist before biting gently. “No, love. It’s not a formal dinner. We typically have dinner together several times a week. With the hectic nature of our schedules, it is the one time that we have together as a family to simply enjoy each other’s company. There tends to be a lot of business discussion, but Drake typically steers us in other directions and makes us laugh with his sarcastic wit.”

      She tilted her head up at me. “Do you always dress up for it?” She looked me up and down, eyeing my trousers, button down shirt and blazer. I had forgone a tie as I despised the things, only wearing them when absolutely necessary at the office.

      “Father does like certain formalities, dressing semi formally being one of them.” I leaned down and inhaled the skin of her neck, easing my nose along the dark smudges of a developing bruise where I had bitten her.

      “Admiring your little love bites?” Aleria asked, quirking her brow at me. My answer was to place a lingering kiss along the mark and settle my hand at the small of her back. “Brute.” I heard her mutter.

      “I didn’t hear you complaining when I gave them to you.” I quipped, watching the flush rise up her cheeks.

      “Ugh, you two are going to be insufferable, aren’t you?” Drake made a gagging noise as he brushed past us, taking his seat at the dining table.

      Aleria blanched before Drake winked at her, which I answered with a growl. “Stop flirting with my mate.”

      “Calm down, brother.” He held his arms up in surrender. “I’m not flirting.”

      Aleria laid her hand on my chest, just above my heart. “Xander, he just winked at me. It was a joke. Nothing flirty or seductive about that.” She murmured, rising on the tips of her toes to give me a soft kiss, calming my ire.

      “Look at that, Aleria is a good ol’ fashioned dragon tamer.” Drake snorted as he laughed, slapping his hand on the table, making the wine glass in front of him rattle.

      “Drakon, that is quite enough of that behavior!” Hilde scolded as she came out of the kitchen door, holding a bottle of wine in her hand. “We now have a lady in the house and you will be on your best behavior.”

      “Yes, Hilde.” He grumbled, lowering his head like a child who got caught with their hand in the cookie jar.

      Hilde’s smile brightened as she settled her soft brown eyes on Aleria. Setting the bottle down on the table, she approached her, arms open wide, and engulfed her in a tight motherly hug. “My dear, it is so nice to meet you.”

      Hilde held tight to her hands, taking a step back to look at her. “Alexandros is a lucky, lucky dragon to get a mate so beautiful. You are too skinny though, we need to get some meat on your bones.” She huffed and released Aleria’s hands to begin pouring the wine.

      The look on Aleria’s face was priceless as she stared at the short woman in her sixties. “Aleria, that is Hilde. She has been taking care of our household for many years. We would be utterly lost without her.” I said, settling my hand across her shoulders, tucking a stray wisp of hair behind her ear.

      “Darn right, young man. You two would never get fed or mind your manners.” Hilde said gruffly, nodding her approval.

      “Thank you for your kind words, Hilde.” Aleria said, her voice low. My mate didn’t know how to take compliments. With the little I knew of how she was raised, I wouldn’t be surprised if she never received any in her short life. 

      “You are quite welcome, dear. Now sit, sit. King Dimitros should be here any moment.” She waved her hand and indicated for them to sit in their usual spots.

      “Thank you, Hilde.” I kissed her on the cheek while pulling out the chair for Aleria to sit in. She was surprised at my gentlemanly gesture, but quickly smiled as I pushed her up to the table.

      Drake was already drinking from his wine glass, so I pulled the glass to my lips as well. Aleria followed our lead and sipped as well. “Good wine selection, Hilde. What’s for dinner?”

      “Roast chicken, potatoes, sprint vegetables and some fancy sauce that the chef came up with. He was very eager to impress your mate this evening.” She beamed at Aleria again, stars in her eyes, as the blush crept up Aleria’s face once again.

      “You will have to get used to people wanting to impress you, my love. It is part of your world now.” I smirked, winking at her shocked expression.

      She swallowed, not looking up from her plate as she nodded. “I am not used to even being noticed, much less people trying to actually impress me. It is a lot to take in right now.” She said, her voice soft.

      I tried to respond, but my father chose that moment to walk through the door, causing the three of us to rise from our seats out of formality.

      “Ah, Aleria, my child.” His eyes sparkled in greeting as he took Aleria’s hand and placed a gentle kiss across her knuckles. “It is good to see you again.” He embraced her, his gesture one of fatherly affection. My heart beats faster in my chest. Seeing my mate be accepted by my father and king made my pride soar.

      Dinner passed with ease, my father charming Aleria with his wit, and in return Aleria had my father wrapped around her little finger. His eyes kept meeting mine, as if to convey their approval of my mate, but there was something lingering behind the dark depths. I arched a brow at him to signal a question, but he brushed it off with a subtle shake of his head.

      Shortly after we finished eating, Ashley arrived with the items requested from Aleria’s residence. Klaas escorted her into the dining room as we rose to leave, both with severe expressions on their face, but wiped them clean when Aleria returned to us.

      “Aleria, this is Ashley, my PA, and the brooding giant there is Klaas, the captain of our elite guard.” Ashley plastered on a smile and reached out to shake her hand. Klaas said nothing, only nodded in her direction to acknowledge the greeting.

      He must have found something very interesting in her background for him to act so coldly to her. He was a severe, quiet man, but never downright rude like this. The action was an obvious snub. 

      “Here are your things, Aleria. Your parents gave me quite a fit and wouldn’t let me see Sariah as you requested, and then they wouldn’t let me get a few of the items on your list.” Ashley was flustered, with a fire in her eyes and redness in her cheeks. “I had printed the list so I circled those things, it’s on top of the suitcase when you open it.”

      Aleria bristled, her back going stiff as she listened to Ashley. “I’m sorry they gave you trouble. I appreciate you getting these for me.” She turned, suitcase in hand and started walking up the stairs.

      She paused, looking back at me. “Xander, I am exhausted, it is alright if I just go to bed now?” Eyes shining with moisture, Aleria’s expression pleaded with me to let her have some time to herself. 

      Letting out a deep breath, I placed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “Are you alright getting back to our rooms on your own? I have a few items to discuss with Ashley and Klaas.”

      I watched, heart in my throat, as she nodded and walked away. 

       

      My head jerked in the direction of the study, making my way there with Ashley and Klaas close behind me. Pouring myself a drink, I closed my eyes and spoke, “Ashley, tell me what happened?”

      She sighed, her arms crossed over her chest, her agitation had eased but she was still visibly upset. “Those people are monsters, Xander. You need to stay as far away from that girl as possible. There is no way that you can be around that evil without it rubbing off on you.” She shuddered.

      My anger rose, a growl rumbling in my chest. “What are you talking about? How are they evil?”

      “There was an overwhelming feeling of evil in that entire house. The way they talked, the way they moved, the way they watched me. It scared me, Xander, and you know nothing really scares me other than spiders.” Her breathing became heavy. Klaas settled an arm over her shoulder, providing her with a comforting touch. I could feel him pour some of his energy into the small human, feeding her positive emotions. 

      “Her uncle was the worst of all of them. He is a vile man. The way his eyes lingered on me. It made me sick.” Klaas gathered her into a hug as the tears pooled in her eyes. Ashley was an extremely strong woman, but very susceptible to evil entities, making her the perfect judge of character. If she said that Aleria’s family was evil, then evil they were.

      The thought made me sick inside. I knew that Aleria was not like that, even if she had been raised by it. I had seen into her soul, seen her light. She wasn’t like that, was she? Was I blinded by the bond somehow?

      “Ash, I am very sorry that you had to go through that.” I said softly as she sniffled into Klaas’s black shirt.

      “Please, Xander, I care too much about you to see you get hurt. You need to push her away.” Ashley pleaded with me, her eyes wild.

      I shook my head with regret. “It is too late for that, Ash. She is my mate, there is nothing that I can do.” I paused. “She isn’t like them, she isn’t evil.” I muttered under my breath, knowing in my heart that what I said was the truth. My dragon would not accept such a mate for us.

      “Ashley, love, why don’t you go see Drake and have him give you something to help you sleep tonight? Take one of the guest rooms on the west side of the house.” Klaas said thoughtfully.

      She nodded in response, giving him a small smile of thanks before leaving us in the study.

      I poured another drink, holding up a glass to Klaas, offering him one as well. He took it with a grateful bow of his head. “So, I am sure you have even more to add to that lovely conversation.” Sarcasm dripped from my words. 

      Klaas exhaled, “I’m afraid so, My Prince.” He knocked back the amber liquid, handing the glass back to me for a refill. “From the intelligence I have gathered, it is looking like her uncle and father may be high level members of the Brotherhood.”

      The glass shattered in my hand, blood mingling with the alcohol as it dripped down my fingers to the floor as I cursed. “Do you think she is involved as well?” I snagged a towel from beneath the wet bar and picked the glass out of my flesh.

      “I don’t believe so, but I also don’t think it was a coincidence that she was at the ball yesterday either.” Klaas crossed his arms over his wide chest and pinned me with a stare. “You do need to tread carefully, My Prince. You may be mated, but that does not mean that she won’t betray you. There is something that she is hiding and it has to do with her family, I am sure of it.”

      “What about her sister? Did she lie to me about that?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      Klaas shook his head, his look turning to one of pity. “Unfortunately, that is completely true. The girl has been seriously ill most of her life. The medical records are extensive. The worst part of it all is that the parents don’t seem to care about her at all.” He growled in disgust. Our honor as Dragonkyn placed a high priority on children and their treatment. To hear of a parent treating their children in such a manner would set any sane Dragonkyn on fire with rage.

      “The nurse that I talked with at the clinic that the girl goes to said that Aleria is the one that takes her to all of her appointments. She even added that they have tried to contact the parents on numerous occasions and have been hung up on saying that they couldn’t be bothered with matters so trivial.”

      At least Aleria was telling the truth about Sariah. One small thing that made me feel better, but to know that her father and uncle may be high ranking members of the Brotherhood? That made my dragon claw to the surface, raging for revenge against the slight of my people.

      “What do you suggest we do now, Klaas?” I sat heavily in the armchair, my head in my hands as my weariness took hold.

      He settled a firm hand on my shoulder, squeezing in reassurance. “We need to trust our instincts in this matter. What are they telling you about your mate?”

      I hesitated, trying to put into words the feeling surrounding my mate. “I don’t believe she wants to harm me, or any dragon for that matter, but she is hiding something. Something that could potentially harm us. It is almost as if they are holding something over her head, forcing her to do something against her will.” I ran my fingers through my hair in agitation as the captain looked down at me.

      “I agree, and I think it has to do with the sister. I have already discussed her condition with Drake and he agrees that he would be able to treat her.” He paused. “With your permission, I would like to plan an operation to remove the girl from that wretched home.”

      “What about Pateros, don’t we need to discuss this with him?”

      My father walked through the door giving him a knowing look, “My son, I am already one hundred percent aware of the situation and agree wholeheartedly with Klaas and his assessment, as well as you regarding your little mate.” Dimitros stroked his black beard, drifting his eyes between Klaas and I. “While the girl may be hiding something, there is no way she can be that good of an actor to fool us all. Not you, anyway, son.” He nodded.

      “Thank you, Pateros.” I inclined my head in appreciation.

      “Of course, my son. Now, Klaas, let’s rescue the poor girl and get to the bottom of this plot so that we can move on with our lives,” he said firmly, authority as king surrounding him. 

      Klaas smirked, the corners of his mouth lifting in amusement. “Of course, your majesty.”
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      Aleria

      

          The suitcase opened and unpacked, I paced the room, scrolling through the messages on my phone. My uncle had sent the information about what it was he wanted me to steal while we were at dinner. The object was a key of some sort, ancient and ornate. I had no idea what kind of door or lock it would go to since it looked to be nine inches long. Etched into the gold, dragons danced along the metal in an intricate pattern of wings and claws. 

      My mind pictured Xander and what his dragon form may look like. Flashbacks of being burned by a black dragon made me shudder as the memories of the dreams returned to me. I knew I couldn’t do this. I had to make it seem like I got the key to them, without betraying Xander. In my heart, I knew it would shatter me completely to do so.

      I read through the rest of his messages detailing where the kept the key, hidden in an unassuming box in the library, where no one would actually even think to find it.

      How did he know this information? Someone inside the household had to be feeding him information, and I needed to find out who. I needed to fish for some information.

      

      Me: How will I get it to you?

      

      Uncle: You will hide it under a yellow rose bush on the Western lawn outside on Wednesday morning at exactly 9am. My contact will then bring it to me.

      

      Me: If you have someone on the inside already, why did you need me in the first place?

      

      Uncle: No one outside the family is allowed inside that library, hence the need for a whore like you. Remember you have until Wednesday. If that key is not inside the box, Sariah will pay for your failure.

      

      I could imagine his evil laughter at the end of the sentence. Erasing the messages, I sat down on the bed, allowing myself a moment to lament about my situation. Two days was all I had left until the drop off time. 

      Thinking of who he could possibly have on the inside, I immediately thought of the boy, Daniel, that Xander and I ran into. He looked so familiar because I had seen him at Brotherhood events when he was a child, his parents were very close with my uncle. 

      I cursed, needing to make sure Sariah was secure before I set my plan into motion.

      With a flurry, I began to fire off emails and text messages.

       

      The door closing softly, followed by footsteps startled me awake. “Xander?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

      “Yes, love.” He crawled into bed behind me, wrapping an arm around my waist and drew my back against his chest. “Sorry I’m so late, please go back to sleep.” He kissed the top of my hair and my eyes fluttered shut, sleep claiming me once again.

       

      When I woke, Xander was already gone, causing me to blink in confusion at the empty room. Dinner had seemed to have gone well, and then he disappeared once Ashley showed up. She said my parents gave her a difficult time, but did she suspect anything? I bolted upright, wide awake as terror flooded me. My fingers circled my throat, my pulse racing beneath them. No, he was just an early riser, that had to be it.

      “Good Morning, sleepy head.” His rich voice washed over me as he opened the bathroom door, wrapped in just a towel, water dripping down his golden skin.

      Now my pulse was racing for a much different reason. “Good Morning,” I rasped, my eyes running up and down the length of his body. Heat pooled in my belly. He stalked towards me, his gaze heated as he licked his lips. Setting one knee on the bed, he leaned forward and grabbed the back of my head, kissing me soundly, running his tongue along mine, making me moan deep in my throat.

      “That is a pleasant sound in the morning.” His lips trailed down my neck, teeth nipping, tongue tasting me as they blazed a path downwards. My fingers tangled in his wet hair as I tried to drag him closer to me.

      “Aleria, baby.” He breathed against my neck. “I have to go into the office for a bit today. Will you be okay here?” His thumb traced a pattern across the exposed skin just above my hip, causing a shiver to run down my spine.

      I pulled back with a frown. “What do you expect me to do all day?”

      “You can do whatever you like, there are plenty of movies, TV, books in the library, you can take a stroll of the grounds.” More nuzzling of my neck caused my mind to go blank of any thoughts except for him. I wanted him on top of me, his weight holding me down as he drove his cock deep inside me. 

      “You are trying to make me pliable and more agreeable with sex aren’t you?”

      “Is it working?” Clever fingers slipped beneath the waistband of my panties, running through my folds before circling my clit.

      Arching my back, I made an approving noise in the back of my throat. “Keep doing that and it just might.” I felt his lips curl into a smile against my collarbone as he pushed aside the strap of my tank top with his nose.

      “Challenge accepted, little mate.” He growled, two of his fingers penetrating deep inside of me as his lips clamped around an erect nipple.

      He expertly worked my body into a frenzy with his fingers, mouth and tongue. I was at his mercy, a slave to the desires of my body. “Xander, please, I need you inside me.” I pleaded on a breathy moan as his fingers continued their assault on my pussy.

      “Come for me first,” He growled, his voice coupled with the firm stroke of his thumb over my clit sent me spiraling over the edge.

      He whipped off his towel, pulled my panties down to my ankles and entered me in one swift thrust as the aftershocks ebbed, sending me into another dimension of pleasure. “My Rashka” He repeated in my ear, his thrusts growing in their intensity, each stroke had his hard cock rubbing along my clit, sending shockwaves of pleasure throughout my body.

      With ease, he gripped my hips and flipped me over onto my stomach, planting a kiss at the small of my back before urging me to my knees. His fingers tangled in my hair, jerking my head back as his cock entered me from behind. I groaned at the feeling of fullness. Lips descended upon my neck, his teeth sinking into my flesh as his resumed his relentless thrusts into my body.

      “You are mine, Aleria.” His nose brushed along my ear, while his fingers still fisted in my hair aligning me to the exact angle he desired. “Forever and always, Rashka.”  I screamed as the orgasm washed over me, taking me by complete surprise.

      His answering groan had my hips bucking wildly as he moved faster and faster into me, his release filling me and prolonging my pleasure, nails digging into the flesh of my hips.

      Our bodies drenched in sweat, we both collapsed to the bed, his head resting between my shoulders. “That was..” I groaned into the pillow, my body refusing to obey my commands.

      “Amazing, epic, out of this world?” He laughed, feathering kisses down my back as he separated us and drew me into his arms.

      My nails lightly ran up and down his abs. “It seems I’ve gotten you all dirty again after your shower.” I bit my lip, giving him a coy look.

      “Well then, little mate, I guess you will just have to clean me up.”

      --------- 

      Xander’s lips lingered on mine as he broke our kiss, “Are you sure you will be okay? I will only be gone a couple of hours.” Hands settled on my hips, drawing me closer into his body. 

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll probably spend most of the time reading or watching TV. I know you need to get some work done after the whole…” I waved my hands in the air, “mating fiasco.”

      His lips quirked as he held back a smile. “I wouldn’t call it a fiasco, Aleria. It was a whirlwind, yes, but I do not regret meeting you.” His eyes darkened with intensity as he looked down at me, the midnight blue irises drawing me in, pulling me deep under his spell.

      “I don’t regret meeting you either. Or letting you kiss me.” I whispered, toying with the hair on the back of his neck, the soft strands tickling my fingers. “Now go.” I skated my hands down to his chest and pushed at the solid wall of muscle.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He chuckled and gave me a swift kiss before grabbing his keys to head to the garage. I stayed in the kitchen, watching the door for a moment, my plan replaying over and over in my head.

      I needed to get the box from the library, switch out the key and place it somewhere safe so that my uncle would never get his hands on it. It was going to be dangerous, I only hoped that the favors I called in would be enough to save Sariah, and that Xander would forgive me for what I was about to do.

       

      Xander

      It bothered me to leave her, even more so after the discussion with Klaas, Ashley and my father last night. But I had to do some damage control today. The press was having a field day, speculating that I had kidnapped the woman and taken her off to my secret lair. Ashley was close to having a mental breakdown after her experience with the evil that was Aleria’s family last night; she needed my assistance today.

      Thinking over the time that I spent with my mate left me conflicted. Now that I knew what she had been hiding about her family, things started to make more sense. The strange look she gave me after speaking about honesty. When she told me about her virginity so she wouldn’t be lying and winced afterwards? It had to be because she was lying about so many other things. 

      My sleek black sports car took the curves of the country road as I pushed the gas pedal down towards the floor. I was anxious to get to the office, get done what I needed to and get the hell out of there. I was still in the throes of the mating bond and being without Aleria was making my skin crawl. I only hoped that as a human, she did not feel the same discomfort that I did.

      Ashley was waiting for me to arrive, tapping her foot in annoyance as I walked through the door to my office, coffee in hand, wearing this god-awful tie. At least Aleria thought it looked good on me; she said the deep red color complimented my eyes and hair. I reached the cup out to her as a peace offering, which she gratefully accepted, taking a sip with a groan.

      “Xander, it has been murder. We have to release a statement today or the press is going to run away with this.” She echoed my earlier thoughts.

      I pulled out my laptop from its case and booted it up while I took a seat in my chair. “I agree, which is why I already drafted something up last night. You should have it in your email within the next minute or two to proofread and get down to PR,” I said, knowing she would be pleased that I had done some forethinking before coming in today.

      I snarled as I saw that I had over four hundred unread emails. “How many of these are going to be requests for interviews or photo shoots?” I growled in frustration.

      “Most of them,” Ashley answered, taking another long drink of her coffee.

      “I think I may need one of those too, send one of the interns down the street with the card. Make sure you get orders from the whole floor. I think they are going to deserve it after we clean up this mess.” I scrubbed a hand over my jaw as I hunkered down and started going through the disastrous emails.

       

      “Xander, it’s already two. You need to get out of here.” Ashley poked her head in, her brow furrowed in concern. “And you haven’t had anything to eat. Leave. We have done all that we can for now.”

      “Damn it,” I looked down at my watch, realizing she was right. I ran my hands through my hair, leaning back in the chair to roll my stiff shoulders. How had I let that much time pass? I was planning on getting out of here by noon. 

      “Here, I had an extra sandwich, please eat it and then get out of here.” She set it on my desk and raised her eyebrow at me, leveling a look so fierce, I had no choice but to comply.

      “Yes, drill sergeant Ashley.” I grabbed the sandwich, tearing it open, and took a bite without even realizing what was in it. Turkey, nice. As I packed my laptop and tablet away, she still stared at me.

      “Anything else you would like to add?” I tilted my head.

      “Be careful, Xander. I don’t want anything to happen to you.” She whispered, a tear running silently down her face before she swept it away with a swift swipe of her fingers.

      “I will, Ash, don’t worry about me.” I didn’t reach out to touch her, my dragon recoiled at the thought of touching a woman that was not our mate. Instead, I pulled out the packet that I had hidden inside my desk.

      “Here, take a look at this over the next few days and let me know your answer. I am probably going to take the rest of the week off, but you know how to reach me.” I slid the envelope across the desk. The very one that held her new contract, with the new title, salary, benefits and even the keys to the new car that we had purchased for her.

      “What is this?” She hesitated before opening the envelope, gasping as she read the first few lines of the document. “Xander, no, this is way too much.” She stammered.

      “I won’t take your answer now. Read everything over. I will expect a yes when I return next week.” I twirled my key ring around my finger, leaving her in stunned silence as she slid into the chair on the opposite side of my desk.
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      Aleria

      I began in the library when I was sure his car had left the driveway, shutting the heavy doors behind me. I explored the large room, running my fingers along the spines of the books, smiling at the array of genres and collections within the shelves. From the classics, to horror, to westerns, they had it all. The dark oak shelves even had ladders affixed to them to get to the upper racks of books.

      A smile on my face lingered as I remembered when Xander first showed me this room. I hadn’t seen much because he shoved me against the wall and had his way with me. It was a memorable moment, to be sure, but I did not recall a single detail about the room itself.

      Several portraits caught my eye on the opposite wall. They looked to be of King Dimitros and a woman who had to be Xander and Drake’s mother. Her beauty took my breath away. The twins looked very much like their father, but there were subtleties that they took from the mother. The shape of their eyes, the fullness of their lips, even their ears were the same shape. Her white blonde hair was elegantly arranged on the top of her head, her bright blue eyes piercing into the depths of your soul, even from a painting. She was just as Xander had described. Utterly beautiful. 

      The second portrait was of the four of them together, posed regally, dressed in fine garments that were similar to tuxedos, but slightly different. It had to be shortly before she died because the boys looked to be about the same age as when they arrived on Earth. They were the perfect, happy family. 

      My heart ached inside of my chest as I squeezed my eyes shut tightly. It would do no good to keep up this line of thinking. I needed to focus. Find the damn key and move on.

      Off to the right stood a shelf, but this one did not contain books. It held various mementos: a statue, a hand painted sculpture, and the box that I was looking for, tucked down in the bottom corner. I bent to retrieve it, blowing the dust from the surface. The box was just as well decorated as the key itself, delicate carvings of wings, dragon claws and filigree. The lid creaked as I opened it, the key sitting in a bed of black velvet. I stared at it in wonder.

      What could this key go to that made it so very important?

      It didn’t matter, my uncle would never actually get his hands on it. I closed my eyes with a finality as I took the box, setting out phase one of my plan.

       

      Xander returned home much later than I expected he would. When he said he was only going to be a few hours, I expected him to be back around one as he had left at eight. It was almost three-thirty when he opened the door to his suite and found me curled up on the couch, watching a movie on the large flatscreen TV.

      “Sorry that took so long.” He sounded tense as he ripped off the tie with a grimace and flung it on the other side of the room, pulling his jacket from his broad shoulders. Leaning down to place a soft kiss on my lips, he smirked.

      “What have you been up to today?” He asked curiously before he walked to the closet, changing his clothes.

      I craned my neck to get a glimpse of his gorgeous body. When he caught me, a flush rose in my cheeks. His jeans were slung low on his hips, unbuttoned, as he approached me, shirtless. “Are you going to answer my question, little mate?” He said in a low tone, causing me to shiver in anticipation.

      I stammered, “I uh- Read for a little bit. Helped Hilde make some stuff in the kitchen, then came up here to watch TV.” My eyes lingered on his strong chest, the soft, smooth, toned muscles. I wanted to feel them beneath my fingers, his body firm, his skin hot under my touch.

      “My eyes are up here, Aleria.” He tisked at me, tilting my chin up with his long fingers. He smiled, white teeth gleaming as he unleashed the full power of his devastating grin.

      “It’s not fair when you do that to me,” I groaned, covering my face with my hands.

      His laugh intensified as he stepped back. “I’m not doing anything, I have no idea what you are speaking of.” He feigned innocence, pulling me to my feet to stand flush against him. His eyes gleamed as he bent down to capture my lips.

      “You don’t play fair, dragon.” I whispered, tangling my fingers through his midnight black strands as I deepened our kiss.

       

       Tuesday Night

      I opened my eyes and adjusted to the darkness, trying to shake off the sleep in my body. Xander had made love to me twice more after we came upstairs after dinner. My muscles were aching, legs shaky as I slowly slid out from underneath him. I had come to realize that he was a heavy sleeper, which worked to my advantage right now.

      Wincing as I walked towards the closet, I swiftly grabbed a pair of leggings, tank top and running shoes. I would need to be able to move freely to get the box down to the location for it to be picked up in the morning. Knowing night was my best option, I had hidden the box underneath a giant pile of sheets in the linen pantry. It made for an easy access point.

      Giving Xander’s sleeping form a lingering look, I swallowed deeply, making my way out of the room. “Please forgive me for my deception.” I mouthed, silently praying that he would listen to my explanation when all of this was over.

      Tiptoeing down the hall, I recovered the box, and made my way to the back entrance. I had identified the rose bush mentioned by my uncle easily, because it was the only yellow rose plant on the eastern lawn, and it had the perfect little alcove right next to it, perfect for hiding something.

      The French doors to the patio opened easily, but I paused briefly, caught in the memory of when I saw Xander standing across the gardens the first night we met. Shaking my head, I descended the stairs and shoved the box into the alcove and started to run back up the steps.

      A hand covered my mouth from behind as a large male subdued me, his arms becoming steel bands as they tightened around me. I tried to scream, but the large palm covering my mouth prevented any sound from escaping. 

      “I am so disappointed in you.”

      It was Klaas, the captain of the royal guard.

      I had been caught.
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      Xander

      Loud voices roused me from my deep sleep, causing me to bolt straight up in the bed as my father bellowed my name. “Alexandros!”

      I blinked, rapidly becoming more aware of my surroundings, realizing that Aleria was no longer in bed beside me. Confusion furrowed my brow as I threw off the covers and grabbed for a pair of pants, intent on stopping my father’s yelling.

      “What, Pateros?” I said, opening the door to my bedroom to see Drake, Klaas and him standing in a loose circle around the door, their expressions grim as they would not meet my eyes. “What is going on?” I asked, this time more insistent.

      “Where is Aleria?” I demanded, fury pouring out of me as thoughts of my mate consumed me. 

      “Alexandros, she was caught with the key. We are guessing trying to deliver it to her father or uncle.” Father said, his tone softening with pity.

      “Where is she?” I bit out.

      “In the dungeons.” He answered simply. “She has betrayed us son, she must be questioned and then face punishment for her crimes.” His voice held a note of bitterness.

      My dragon could not be contained any longer, the roar bursting from my chest, causing the furniture to tremble with the ferocity as I ripped open the doors to the balcony and leapt from the second story rise, shifting as I fell.  My wings caught me, and I flew off into the night.

       

      My dragon and I tried to process Father’s words as we flew across the sky, watching the sun rise over the horizon. There would have to be an explanation for Aleria’s treachery. How would she even know of the key or what it would do?

      It had been an extreme secret, known only to our family and those closest to us such as Klaas and Hilde. Had someone betrayed them and told the Brotherhood of the secret of the key and the power that it could unleash?

      The key was a ceremonial, it didn’t unlock anything or play any role other than to be ornamental. The real value was the large gemstone at the base of the metal, which when ground and mixed properly became a poisonous substance to all Dragonkyn. In the hands of the Brotherhood, it could be devastating to our people.

      After flying for what seemed like hours, I circled back towards the house, realizing that I needed some answers. I landed in the clearing outside the garden, shifting just before my feet hit the soft grass. I strode across the lawn, not caring that I was walking the grounds naked. My thoughts were centered on how I was going to handle this situation, rather than protecting my non-existent modesty.

      Drake was leaning against a stone column, waiting for my arrival, holding out a pair of pants for me. I nodded my thanks without saying a word. “I need to go and speak with her immediately, Drake. I need answers.” The words were barely more than a growl, my dragon still close to the surface.

      “Klaas and Pateros have forbidden you from stepping foot on the lower levels until they have questioned her themselves.” His hand settled on my bare shoulder. “They know your sympathy for your mate will overrule your common sense and you will more than likely let her go.”

      I roared, “Not until I have answers!” My fury overwhelming me. I needed to know why my mate would betray us like this. And what she knew of the key.

      “Calm, brother. We will get answers, but not if you barge in there with a temper. Get your dragon under control.” Drake spoke calmly, holding his hands out in front of his body in a show of non-confrontation.

      Pacing along the stone walkway, I ran my hands through my hair in agitation. “Drake, I can’t calm. My mate is inside our fucking dungeon for stealing the one thing inside this house that could actually kill us.”

      “I will go and speak with her.” He stated finally. “That way you can merge with me and you can gage her reactions through me.” 

      I raised an eyebrow in question, “Will Father really let you do that?” It was a brilliant plan and would be as if I was almost there. I could speak with Drake telepathically, seeing and hearing Aleria as he questioned her. 

      He shrugged, as if to say that he didn’t care if he would or not. “I will find a way.”

      “What about Sariah? Were we able to get her out?” I exhaled deeply, still worried about the innocent sickly teenager that Aleria had left behind.

      Drake looked stricken at the mention of the poor girl. “Thankfully, she was evacuated shortly before Aleria was caught.”

      I let my head hang low, “I know Father will do right by her, even with the treachery in her family. She is only sixteen years old and has been ill her entire life.” I whispered. My father had more honor than to subject a teen to the sins of her family.

      “There is a lot more to it than that, Xander.” Drake said, his voice a broken sound.

      Eyeing him warily, I cocked my head in confusion. “What is it?”

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself with yet, brother.” He swallowed, turning his back to me, hesitating with his hand on the doorknob. He looked defeated at the mention of Sariah, but I couldn’t figure out why. “I am going to the dungeon now. I suggest you make yourself seen going to your room.”

      Nodding, I trudged up the stairs to my quarters, to anxiously await my brother’s interrogation of my mate.

      

      Aleria

      Klaas had placed cuffs around my wrists before dragging me down the dank stairs to a cellar. He didn’t utter a word, his face devoid of all emotion, the scar across his eyebrow making him look even more ruthless. I shuddered thinking of the punishments that they were most likely going to level upon me. I deserved them all. I had lied and tried to steal from them.

      The silence was unnerving. I didn’t say a word for fear that the large dragon would strike me. Almost tripping as he led me down the dark stairwell, his firm grip on my upper arm was the only thing that kept me from falling. I was sure there would be bruises from his tight grip, but I was grateful not to fall.

      A gasp lodged in my throat as we reached a row of cells. This wasn’t a cellar or a basement. It was a dungeon.

      Withdrawing a set of keys from his back pocket, he unlocked the first cell and pushed me inside. With an overwhelming finality, he closed the door with a loud bang, his silver eyes gleaming in the low light.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” His low gravelly voice whispered, fury rolling off him in waves.

      “I want to speak with Xander.” I answered firmly, holding my head high even as the tears pooled in my eyes.

      “That will not be happening. You will confess your crimes to me or to the King. The Prince will not see you.” The Captain crossed his arms over his large chest and narrowed his eyes.

      My heart broke at his final words. Xander refused to see me or speak with me. It was as I feared. He would never understand. Lip quivering, I backed away from the bars of the cell to the hard, stone wall. I slid down, the coldness of the bricks seeping into my bones until my bottom hit tiled floor.

      “I have nothing to say then.” I needed to give my contacts time to get Sariah out. It was my only hope now. When my uncle’s inside man didn’t find the box where it was supposed to be in the morning, then they would act swiftly in punishing her. The only way that I could hope to save one person I loved was with even that small amount of time.

      Klaas nodded grimly. “So be it.” He turned on his heel and stomped up the steps, the door leading to the corridor slamming.

      Hot tears ran down my face as the room was plunged into darkness.

       

      Heavy footsteps accompanied by a sliver of light a short time later had me looking up to see who appeared. I held a hand above my eyes as they adjusted to the light, my heart leaping in my throat as I made out a shape that looked like Xander making his way towards my cell. A sob lodged in my throat when his face came into view and I could tell from the cut of his hair that it was Drake.

      “I brought you some food.” Drake regarded me wearily with an arched brow as he placed a paper bag inside the cell and slid it across the floor.

      I didn’t move from my spot along the wall, staring at the paper bag. My stomach in knots, I was sure I wouldn’t be able to eat anyways. “I’m not hungry,” I said in a low whisper.

      He sighed, walking away briefly before returning with a wooden stool and sat down outside of the prison. He said nothing, just gave me his normal inquisitive stare, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back.

      “Why are you here, Drake? To stare at me? To torture me?” I growled, tired of the game of chicken we were playing. Being near Drake was making me anxious and miss Xander. I knew it was a foolish notion, he wasn’t coming. Would never be coming. He didn’t want to see me.

      Perfect black eyebrows rose in question, “Aleria, I am here because Xander wants answers and Father will not let him anywhere near you right now.” His matter of fact tone had me bristling in surprise.

      “This is just a trick to get me to talk.” I muttered, burying my head back in my bent knees. Fresh tears sprung to my eyes, but I refused to let them fall.

      Drake made an exasperated sound, “No trick, little sister.” He held up his hands. “Why did you do this?” He asked, his tone taking on a low tone.

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      He just sighed, throwing his arms up. “I am going to guess that they were threatening Sariah.”

      My head snapped towards him as he said the words. “What do you know of it?” I said through clenched teeth.

      The damned dragon just rubbed at his chin as he contemplated what he was going to say, “I am also going to guess that you have no idea what you were actually handing over to your wretched father and uncle. Am I right, Aleria? I usually am, you know.” His white teeth gleamed as he smiled at me, a wicked mirth in his eyes.

      “How…” I sputtered, “Did you know about my uncle?”

      “We found out two days ago that your family is involved in the Brotherhood. If you had bothered to tell us of your predicament, we would have been able to assist you, but instead you had to do things on your own and muck everything up.” He waved his hand and sighed in frustration. “Now Xander is worried out of his mind, furious that his mate betrayed his family and confused with trying to figure out who to be loyal to.”

      “Damn it, Drake! None of you understand!” I screamed, rising to my feet. “They will kill her and the only thing that I could do was exactly what I did.” My face was hot with fury, my hands clenched at my sides. This dragon had no idea of the life that I had been raised in, no idea of the monsters that lived in my house. I was doing this to protect my sister.

      “Then make me understand, Aleria.” He said, his tone softer this time. “Make Xander understand.” His blue eyes blazed into me as he uttered the words.

      “My family is pure evil,” I spat. “They are founding members of the so-called Brotherhood for a Pure Society.” The name caused a shiver to run down my spine. “I never understood why they hated the Dragonkyn so much. All they,” I pinned him with my gaze, “All you ever did was help our society. You were just trying to survive by coming here. What is so wrong with that?” I said in a broken plea.

      He nodded urging me to continue, “Sariah has always been sick, and it has always fallen to me to take care of her. My mother is too busy prancing around the house hosting parties or getting too drunk to care and my father and uncle are so involved in the Brotherhood they never notice anything.” I turned away, closing my eyes as the memories haunted me.

      “When I turned eighteen, I tried to go to college. I was surprised they even let me go.” A bitter laugh echoed in the cell. “Within six weeks Sariah had gotten so sick she was in the hospital. Her doctor reached out to me because he hadn’t been able to get a hold of my worthless parents to make a decision on treatment. I had to drop out and come home.”

      The tears of anger fell down my face and I quickly swept them away. “I was the one that made sure the house staff was paid and taken care of, I made sure food was ordered, menus prepared, schedules were done. Yet, they insisted that I didn’t do my part to pull my weight around the house.”

      Drake just sat in silent contemplation as he regarded me, waiting for me to finish. His jaw was set in a firm line as he barely contained his fury at my mention of Sariah’s treatment. “My filthy uncle and father demanded that I infiltrate your house,” I uttered softly, dropping my gaze to the floor, embarrassment overwhelming me. 

      “And how were you supposed to do this?” He asked cautiously.

      “By seducing one of you. They didn’t care which. One, both, it didn’t matter as long as I could get what they desired. I was nothing more than a pawn in their ruthless game.” My voice began to shake.

      A low, menacing growl sounded from his throat, setting me on edge as I lifted my eyes to his. “The moment that I laid my eyes on Xander, I knew was a goner. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I had to protect Sariah, but I couldn’t betray him. Then my uncle messaged me and said he would harm Sariah if I didn’t get the box and the key and place it in the designated area as instructed for their contact to obtain.”

      I paused, swallowing the lump that formed in my throat. “Drake, they are going to kill her. I made some calls and did what I could to try and get her out, but I need to make sure she is safe. She is innocent in all of this. Please, whatever happens to me, can you please make sure that she is taken care of?”

      “Aleria, if you had just come to us and talked to your mate you would have realized that we were already planning to get you and Sariah both away from your awful family.” He exhaled deeply. “Sariah is safe and sound in one of my secure medical facilities as we speak. We extracted her yesterday. She is malnourished and dehydrated, but otherwise fine.” 

      There was a hidden emotion in his words. Desperation. The way that he spoke Sariah’s name, with such intensity, his eyes sparkling and his hands clenched into fists. Something else had happened between Drake and Sariah that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. 

      Sobs began pouring out of me and I collapsed to the floor. Relief washed over me at Drake’s words. Sariah was safe. Drake would be treating her now, they would care for her as I knew their honor would demand.

      Composing myself for a moment, I looked up at him through my wet eyelashes. “The key is hidden inside the black and white vase beneath the chariot painting in the hall outside Xander’s rooms.”

      Drake’s eyes widened and his mouth hung open as he blinked at me in shock, “You weren’t planning on giving them the key? Then what was in the box, why even place it there?”

      “To buy time. I had to play their game, make them think that they were getting the key. It also gave an opportunity for you to try and identify the traitor in your midst.”

      He closed his eyes as a multitude of expressions crossed over his face. More than once he grimaced as if in pain before his face went blank once again. “Shit. I need to go and talk to my father immediately.” He scrubbed his hands over his face before they tangled through his dark hair.

      “I had to have the box in the garden by 6am. Keep an eye out for your traitor. Keep my capture quiet if you hope to catch them.” I hoped that they would be able to get the person responsible to the betrayal. Even if I would be punished, I would make sure that the true evil ones would be held responsible and pay along with me.

      He nodded, brow furrowed as he rose to his feet. “Xander heard you little sister.” His eyes, so like my mate’s, bore into me, causing my heart rate to accelerate.

      “How?” I responded.

      He tapped his temple, a soft smirk tilting his lips. “Twin bond, comes in handy in these situations.” He tilted his chin towards the paper bag, forgotten in the middle of the cell. “Eat now, we will be back for you as soon as we can.” Drake stalked towards the stairs.

      He muttered something under his breath, which sounded suspiciously like, “Yes, for maker’s sake, I’ll tell her,” before turning back to me. “My idiot brother says that he is proud of his mate.”

      Shock washed over me as he shut the door behind him.
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      Xander

      Gasping for air, I broke the connection I had with Drake and slammed back into my own body. Aleria’s words were still ringing in my ears. Of course, my fierce little mate would have come up with a plan to not actually hand over the key. She still didn’t even know what it did, yet she stashed it away to keep it hidden from her traitorous uncle.

      Fists forming at my sides, I thought of the ways that I was going to enjoy his suffering. Dragonkyn justice would be swift and firm when it came to those that betrayed our people, and the Brotherhood was enemy number one. With the intelligence that Aleria had now provided us, we could start dismantling their evil organization piece by piece.

      Quickly mounting the stairs, I retrieved the key from the vase Aleria said it would be hidden inside and went off in search of my father and Klaas. 

      Finding them talking in low whispers in father’s study, I didn’t bother knocking before I threw open the door, slamming the key upon the table before them. Anger and determination driving me, I would prove my mate worthy in their eyes.

      “Here is your proof. It wasn’t in the damn box the whole time. Aleria hid it, trying to spring a trap that would allow for time to rescue her sister and for us to catch a traitor in our house.” My lip curled in a scowl as I looked from my father to Klaas. Their foreheads rose in surprise as they stared at the key.

      “And how did you obtain this information, I wonder?” Father said, his mouth tilted in just a hint of a smirk.

      “He didn’t go near the dungeons, Pateros. I did.” Drake sauntered in, a smile on his smug face as he pulled out a chair, flipped it around and straddled it.

      “Of course, you did.” Klaas muttered. “Stupid damn twin connection.” He growled, narrowing his gaze at me. I responded with a smirk and a nonchalant shrug of my shoulders. Drake and I had played many pranks on the captain in our youth using the connection and it irked him to no end.

      “What is this about a traitor in our midst?” Father stroked his beard, his eyes blazing with inner fire as smoke swirled out of his nose. Our king had a harsh stance on traitors, which did not come about very often, but they were dealt with quickly and fiercely.

      “Someone should be trying to retrieve that box in the early hours of the morning,” Drake commented, “Did you remove the box, Klaas?”

      The captain snorted as he gave Drake a withering look, “Why on earth would I leave the box outside? That is just irresponsible. Do you think me a fool, young prince?”

      “Well, that makes it a bit more difficult to try and capture the traitor.” I mused, approaching the wet bar. Pulling out several glasses, I poured each of us a small amount of scotch to help ease the night. It was four in the morning, while we didn’t require much sleep, the stress of the evening was grating on us all. I nodded my head at Drake, who took a glass from my hand and passed one to my father and then another to Klaas before accepting one for himself. All three inclined their heads to me in appreciation as they sipped the amber liquid.

      “Do you suggest we put the box back?” Klaas said, sarcasm dripping from his tone. The captain did not usually show this much emotion, opting for the stoic, soldiery demeanor, but this evening had brought out his true nature.

      “Precisely.” Drake smirked.

      Klaas growled low in his throat, his eyes turning a deep shade of purple as the pupils elongated, his dragon close to the surface. “You black dragons are impossible.” He mumbled, retrieving the box from a shelf in the back of the room and slamming the door behind him.

      “Are we done with believing Aleria a traitor?” I asked. My eyes drifted around the room from my father to Drake. I knew Drake believed her innocence, but I didn’t know what my father was thinking about her actions. He was a fair and a just man, always listening to all of the sides of the story before making a determination.

      Clear blue eyes regarded me with just a hint of pity, his mouth set in a harsh line. “Alexandros, Drakon, I need to hear the entire story that she has shared with you about her family, her upbringing and this cockamamy plan she came up with.” He sat down heavily in his chair, resting his chin on a closed fist as Drake shared with him the story that she told him while held in the dungeon.

      “Son,” He addressed me. “I know that she is your mate and your feelings are biased. What is your dragon telling you?” Leaning forward slightly, he eyed me with rapt attention.

      Exhaling deeply, I thought carefully on his question before answering. “When her initial betrayal was exposed, my dragon was angry beyond measure. I knew she was hiding something, I thought that it was because of her family being involved in the Brotherhood.” I ran my fingers through my hair as I paced the floor in front of the desk.

      “While I flew, I went over her actions. She is scared Pateros, and with good reason. Aleria was sent here against her will to seduce and infiltrate our family to steal from us and they threatened the one thing in this world that she cares about the most to do it.” My voice rose as anger flooded me. “We shouldn’t be angry at her for defending herself and her sister, we should be punishing her so called family for putting her in this position.”

      My chest heaved and I knew my eyes were glowing with the force of my emotions. “Instead of betraying us,” I paused, my throat thick, “Of betraying me, she came up with a brilliant plan to save her sister and catch our traitor, all while not handing over the one thing that could kill us. She doesn’t even know what the key is, Pateros.”

      My father nodded in response, the smirk on his face telling me he agreed with my assessment and was going to rule in my favor. “I see your fierce little mate has surprised us all, Alexandros.” Pausing, deep in thought, he looked out the window as his eyes clouded with memories. “Your mother would love her fire and the passion with which you defend her.”

      Jaw clenched, I fought to control myself as the thought that Aleria and my mother would never meet flooded me. His words soothed my soul. He knew her better than anyone; if he told me she would love my mate, then she would. There were many things that I missed about my mother: her rich laughter, warm smile and comforting touch. I know that my mate would have loved her in return and I regretted that they would never get the opportunity.

      Looking up, I realized that my father was now standing in front of me as he laid a hand gently on my shoulder. “Son, your mother would be so proud of you both. You have become fine men, honorable and brave. We would expect nothing less from your mate.” He pulled me into his arms, holding me tightly as I squeezed my eyes shut tightly and fisted my hand against his back.

      “Thank you, Dad,” I said in a broken whisper.

      He released me, but held my biceps in a firm grip, his eyes becoming fierce again. “We are going to catch this traitorous bastard and teach him the meaning of Dragonkyn justice.” His palms slapped me. I nodded in agreement. “Now, son, go get your mate.”

      Not thinking twice, I rushed out the door and bolted down the stairs to the dungeon.

       

      I tore the door open and whirled down the steps, cursing the terrible conditions that my mate had been left in even if it was only for a couple of hours. The safe with the keys sat at the front of the room, secured with a biometric lock only accessible with one of the family or Klaas’ signature. I quickly pressed my hand to the pad and wrenched the keys from the box.

      “Drake, I told you, I have to stay here in order for you to catch the traitor. What are you doing getting the keys?” Her voice was weak and defeated. She didn’t even look up, just assumed that it was Drake down here visiting her again.

      “I am disappointed in you, little mate.” I sauntered over to the cell, placing the key in the lock and sliding the door open with an echoing slide. My eyes were smoldering as I looked her over from head to toe. Her pale form was huddled against the wall, knees drawn up to her chest with her cheek pressed against them, her auburn hair fell like a curtain over her face.

      “Xander,” Aleria breathed my name, climbing to her feet, leaning heavily on the wall as tears pooled in her eyes. “I-” A shudder ran through her body, “I’m so sorry, please forgive me. When I met you I knew that I could never betray you, I- “

      I cut her off, eating up the distance between us in two large strides, taking her face between my hands and slamming my lips over hers. My tongue demanded entrance into her mouth, dominating her, pouring all of my emotions into her as I aligned my body with hers, her breasts pressed against my chest, her hips against mine as her legs lifted and wrapped around my waist. I groaned as I rocked into her softly.

      “I love you, my fierce little mate,” I breathed against her lips, thumbs stroking the soft skin of her cheeks. 

      “I love you too, my fiery dragon mate.” She smiled back at me, light in her eyes.
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      Aleria

      Two Months Later

      Strong arms clenched around me as I shifted and tried to wiggle out from underneath his hold. “Xander, I need to get up.” I groaned, trying in vain to break his iron hold around my body.

      “No, I’m not letting you go.” He murmured sleepily, nuzzling his nose into my hair and shifting his hips to press his firm erection into my backside.

      “Don’t even start that, you know I am spending the day with Sariah going over wedding plans.” My protests were feeble as his teeth began to nibble on the delicate skin of my neck. 

      “Drake can entertain her until then.” He growled as he licked a trail along my collarbone. 

      “What is going on between those two? They argue constantly, I’ve never seen Drake so frustrated.” My brow furrowed in confusion. Sariah and Drake had spent a lot of time together since she had been rescued from my parent’s clutches. Drake had found an innovative treatment for her immune disease and Sariah was healthier than she had ever been before. There was something between the two of them, a fire, but Sariah was only sixteen years old so nothing could come of it, right? 

      Xander chuckled, his chest rumbling against my back as he drew me closer into him. “Don’t think on it, little mate.” 

      It had been two months since the incident with the key, Xander and his family forgiving me for the role I played that night. King Dimitros was quite impressed at my plan to catch the traitor.

      I had set up the case to project a colored dye the moment it was opened, like those that banks used when catching robbers. Mine was homemade of course using products I had found in the kitchen but was still effective. I was thankful that none of the dragons had opened the case to verify the key was still inside.

      The traitor was exactly who I suspected, King Dimitros’ personal valet, Daniel. He was only twenty years old, raised within the Brotherhood and he knew nothing but hatred for the Dragonkyn. From a young age, he was groomed and set up to be placed within the household to spy and gather information, feeding it back secretly to the Brotherhood. 

      When questioned, he had broken easily, spouting off his disdain for the dragons in an almost verbatim speech that the Brotherhood had shoved down the throats of children for years. When Xander told me, I snorted in disgust, having no pity for the hateful boy who betrayed such a loving family.

      “I still say we just elope,” he slowly pulled the sheet down, exposing my naked body. “It would be so much easier than all of this planning nonsense.” He grumbled, fingertips circling around my puckered nipple.

       “You know as well as I do that your father, and the world for that matter, would never let us get away with eloping.” I arched my spine, pushing my breasts further into his touch and grinding my ass into his firm cock, causing him to growl against my skin.

      I found myself flat on my back, my wrists pinned to the mattress beside my head as Xander leaned over me, fire in his sapphire blue eyes. “I know, little mate.” His lips parted in a seductive smile, causing me to shiver as his tongue reached out to moisten his lips. Two months later and we still couldn’t keep our hands off each other. And from what Dimitros had told me, matings were typically always this intense and remained so as long as the mates lived.

      “When I first dreamt of you, my love,” Xander stared down at me, emotions close to the surface, “I knew you were my mate. I was terrified because in my dreams I had dropped you while flying.” 

      I gasped at his words, “I had the same dream, Xander.” I said softly, causing him to smile in return. 

      His nose nuzzled along mine, his soft lips placing gentle kisses all over my face. “I know now that dropping you was not literal. Your falling was a rebirth, much like the dreams you had of being consumed by dragon fire. You were reborn stronger and capable of anything. I am honored to be your mate, my Aleria. My Rashka” 

      “I love you, Xander.” I whispered, tears pooling in my eyes.

      His smile widened, leaning down he pressed his lips to mine. “I love you too, Aleria. Forever.”
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      Most people believe the gates separating life from death only open one way. That’s not true. What is true is that once you pass through the gates and then return, you are never the same again. I found this out the hard way. I died on my 17th birthday.

      And then I came back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            You’ll be sorry when I’m gone

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t even remember what the argument was about. My stepmother and I fought constantly about everything…everything and nothing. Often our arguments were about me *not* doing something. One day it would be about me not making up my bed.

      I kept the door to my bedroom closed, what did she care?

      Another day it would be about me not putting gas in the car the last time I used it.

      The morning of my birthday, it had been about me not wanting to eat the nutritious breakfast Elle had cooked especially for me, relaxing her ban on eating what she called “flesh” to fry up some turkey bacon. Though why she had even bothered, I don’t know. I usually just grabbed a cup of yogurt on the way out the back door and on the one day—the one day—she decided to do the mom thing and cook up some eggs and bake some refrigerator biscuits, I didn’t want to slow down to bond with her.  It was my birthday and it already sucked.

      I was already missing my real mom worse than usual; the idea of making pre-coffee chit-chat with her flawed replacement was not appealing.

      It never occurred to me offering me breakfast might be Elle’s way of trying to make me feel better, to start the day off in a nice way. It never occurred to me to give Elle credit for anything, especially not for doing something nice.

      My best friend   Kasi told me I was being a bitch when I complained to her about what a big deal Elle had made of me dissing her breakfast.

      Kasi’s mother’s idea of cooking breakfast was throwing a box of toaster waffles on the table as she left for her office. “You should be grateful she cares enough to cook for you.”

      Maybe, but I was sure Elle wasn’t cooking for me because she cared about me. She just wanted to look good for my father.

      Not that he was there. He was hardly ever at home any more, at least not for more than a week at a time before he jetted off to some exotic place to advise his clients on the best way to exploit the natural resources of their or someone else’s country.

      Sure there was email and WhatsApp, and even the occasional phone call, but he was usually half a dozen time zones away so I was often asleep when he got out of meetings.

      He talked to Elle a lot more than he talked to me, but he didn’t talk to her enough to suit her, and she took that out on me. But she kept her real feelings about her abandonment hidden to the world even from the so-called friends she surrounded herself with, self-involved trophy wives married to my father’s business associates. But she couldn’t really trust them not to weaponize any confidences she might spill. After all, their husbands were ambitious and ruthless—just like my dad had been at their age.

      It’s a dog eat dog business,” he used to say, “and the first bite counts.”

      I used to think that was funny.

      Elle used to laugh when he said that, too. Laughing at his lame jokes was apparently part of the “contract” she’d made. That and pretending to be the “perfect stepmother.”

      That would have been fine with me if her definition of “perfect” had been anywhere near what mine was.

      I get it, step-parenting isn’t easy, and when you’re stepping into the maternal role because your predecessor is dead, it makes it that much harder. How do you compete with a saint?

      By being a martyr.

      Elle would have preferred to marry a guy without kids, and she was jealous of dad’s bond with me.  The only reason she hadn’t shipped me off to a boarding school was that he wasn’t onboard with it. Especially in the first few years they were married, she walked on eggshells around him, being extra careful not to contradict him or cross him in any way.

      And she probably figured once I got into college, she wouldn’t have to deal with me anymore. Hence the charade.

      I’ll give her credit; she could be pretty convincing. It helped that dad traveled a lot. She could keep it together for short periods of time, so he never knew just how awful she could be to me.

      Or how spiteful and petty I could be to her.

      It never occurred to me how depressing it must have been to be confronted by my mother’s presence every time she turned around. My mother had been fond of whimsical decorative touches while Elle was a minimalist and scornful of the cutesy switch plate covers and the kitschy tchotchkes that were liberally sprinkled around the house. The first weekend Elle moved in, right after the wedding because my father had wanted to keep his sex life apart from me, she’d boxed up a load of my mother’s belongings and taken them to the nearest Goodwill while I was still at school. I was furious and even my father had thought the action was a little abrupt.

      There were a couple of things I’d really wanted, like a fancy hairclip she’d worn every Christmas. And a small ceramic cardinal that she’d bought because it reminded her of her hometown in Virginia. They don’t have cardinals in Los Angeles. There was also a small green glass pitcher that had been my grandmother’s. I’d really wanted that too. Elle taking all those things was just plain mean and it was a declaration of war, a war we’d been fighting ever since

      She might have scrubbed every remnant of my mother’s presence from the place, sterilized it, nuked it, but she couldn’t do much about me, the daughter everyone said was the spitting image of the mother who had died.

      “Have you ever thought of coloring your hair?” she’d once asked me.

      “I like having red hair,” I’d said, annoyed.

      She’d wrinkled her nose in distaste. “It’s just so…carrot top,” she’d said.

      My mother always called the shade “rose gold.” When her hair had begun to fall out because of the treatments, she’d braided it and cut it off. I still had the braid, coiled inside a plastic zip bag I kept in my school locker because I didn’t trust Elle not to throw that out too.

      Think about coloring my hair? That was typical of the passive/aggressive volleys we lobbed back and forth.

      I don’t know what the end game was for either of us. I knew in my heart that my father wasn’t going to divorce Elle, just as she knew he wasn’t going to kick me out of the house, or ship me off to a monastery, but we just kept up this asymmetrical warfare just because it gave both of us a focus for our unhappiness and anger.

      She was good at it, but I was better.

      I’m not necessarily proud of that, but at the time, I saw it as a survival strategy. I figured we’d be locked into this battle royale forever.

      And then my 17th birthday rolled around.

      Elle and I had been in sniping at each other all week, barely speaking, hardly even acknowledging each other’s existence. She was pissed dad was off on another business trip; this one to Barcelona, a city where she’d never been and wanted to visit. He’s put her off. “It’s business, Elle, I’ll be tied up in meetings all day.”

      When she’d pointed out that she didn’t need him with her to walk around and take in the sights, he’d said, “It’s not safe,” and that had been the end of that.

      Like Los Angeles is the safest city in the world.

      I was not happy he was gone either. When I was young, it was fun when he went away because he always came back with presents. Also, he hadn’t traveled as much. When my mom got sick, he used work as an excuse not to have to stay home and watch her deteriorate day by day. I confronted him about that one day and he’d gotten angry and defensive. He told me better times were coming but for the moment he had to practically sell his soul to make ends meet. At the time, I didn’t really pay much attention to the words he used, I was just upset that I’d been left to handle things alone. To be fair, he’d talked about getting someone to stay with me and mom, but I’d convinced him that I could handle things by myself with the help of a practical nurse to do the medical stuff.

      The idea that my grandmother might come stay with us, horrified me. She and I got along okay, but she and my mother hated each other. And since it was pretty clear that my mother wasn’t going to get well, I didn’t want her to spend the last months—it turned out to be only weeks—being annoyed by her mother-in-law.

      He gave me an emergency credit card so I could Uber us around to doctor’s appointments and hospital visits and buy groceries and other necessities. Kasi’s mom checked in often, bringing food she hoped would tempt my mom to eat and stacks of DVDs to distract her from the pain. She was around a lot, but she never stayed long. I understood, being around a dying person was depressing.

      Mom and I would eat the snacks and watch the DVDs and try to pretend that things were normal. Just a bald-headed chemo-brained woman and her daughter kicking back on a Friday night Nothing to see here.

      I knew it was stupid to want my dad around to help me celebrate my birthday, but it was so hard not having at least one of my parents around. He had called me and given me permission to use the auxiliary Amex card  he‘d given me to “buy myself something nice.” He’d even suggested Elle and I go shopping together. “She has such great taste,” he said to me. Which was true but…

      As if.

      He told me I could spend up to five hundred dollars. I’m sure he expected me to spend it on clothes or makeup or something. Which told me how out of touch he was with me. . Unlike Kasi and a lot of my friends, I’m not  a devotee of fast fashion. Almost all of my clothes came from a thrift shop in Studio City or yard sale treasures.

      Elle hated that I was a “thrifter.” She’d often make snarky comments about me coming home with clothes infested with lice or someone else’s body odor. Which never happened.

      She was just a snob.

      I got a money order with a credit card advance and put it into my “escape fund,” writing a vague “thank you” email that didn’t mention what I used the money for. Dad didn’t ask. He had changed since Mom died, but lately, he’d been even more disconnected than usual. Emailing him was like sending a message to a total stranger you were obligated to check in with.

      I knew there was something going on with him and even asked Elle if she had noticed a change in dad lately. “Why would you ask me something like that Roisin?”

      Because you might know, bitch, I thought, but all I said was, “forget it.”

      So that’s how it had been for a while, and all my birthday week we’d been rubbing up against each other. By the actual day, the tension between us was so thick it was almost visible as a toxic haze to the air. I should have just skipped the whole day.

      After the breakfast I’d bailed on, it just got worse. In first period, I got back an essay I’d written on Ophelia’s daddy issues in Hamlet and saw that Ms. Ptak had given me a C on it.

      A C, seriously?

      I went up to her desk after class to protest and she took off her hipster horn-rimmed glasses and stared at me blankly when I asked her why she’d given me a C on what I considered an A minus paper. (I actually considered it an A plus, but I said A minus in order not to seem arrogant.)

      “You just phoned it in, Roisin, she said mildly, ignoring my air of injured self-righteousness. “If you want to revise it and turn it in tomorrow, I’ll reconsider your grade.”

      “It’s my birthday,” I said, because obviously I shouldn’t be expected to do homework on my birthday.

      “Happy birthday,” she said and then glanced at the clock. “You’d better get moving or you’ll be late to your next class.”

      “Fine,” I said, and stomped off. I spent lunch rewriting the essay, which meant I missed out on the day’s info dump of intel from Kasi and Jared. I was in all AP classes, so I only saw them before and after class, and they were always full of great gossip about what was going on. That time was always the highlight of my day, which tells you how boring my life was.

      Kasi was smart enough to be in AP classes but just to piss her mother off—LeeAnne was the poster girl for female empowerment—she pretended to be dumb. I’d called her on it a couple of times and she’d just shrugged. “Sue me for not wanting to spend three hours a night doing homework,” she said.

      It was more like four.

      “And I can’t afford college anyway,” she’d added because she’d learned that was the quickest way to get someone to drop the subject. Her plan was to get her real estate license and go to work for her dad, who sold commercial real estate to foreign investors and had more work than he could handle. Her dad hadn’t gone to college either, and he fully supported her choice. I thought that working in real estate sounded like a good way to end up an alcoholic at thirty, but then I was a little jealous. My dad’s successful at what he does but his work involves what whistleblowers would consider “dubious practices” and he had absolutely no interest in me joining the family business.

      Not that I wanted to sit in a cubicle all day anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Earlier in the week, Jared and I had made plans to celebrate my birthday with a private party of two, but when I came home from school, Elle was in a rage. She’d found a joint in my bedroom—because she’d been snooping—and when I started to leave for Jared’s, she told me I was grounded, and snatched my car keys away.

      I could have snatched them back. I’m taller than she is and stronger, but that’s what she wanted, so I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

      Instead, I retreated to my room and planned my next move. I knew my calm reaction would drive Elle crazy. She’d wonder what I had up my sleeve.

      She’d know I had something planned. You don’t ground a girl on her 17th birthday and expect that she’s going to be fine with it.

      Maybe she was counting on me defying her in some way that would give her plausible deniability for whatever happened next. “You see how she is Ryan,” she would say to my father. “Oppositional defiant.”

      She used phrases like that because she once read an article on teenage psychology and thought she knew everything there us to know about it.

      I considered my options.

      I could go over to Kasi’s house and see if I could borrow her car. There was an old Jacaranda tree just outside my bedroom window that allowed me an easy exit. I’d been jumping onto the nearest branch since I was eight years old, so by now it was as easy as stepping onto an escalator.

      Kasi almost never went out on school nights, but since her mother worked late, there was plenty of mischief she (we) could get up to if we wanted to. Kasi’s brother had  hooked her up with some really good weed and if we smoked it outside on the patio and buried the roaches under the rose bushes that only the gardener ever messed with, Kasi’s mother would never know.

      And there were always quality munchies available. While Elle was all about the Morningstar veggie burgers and the Quorn chicken, Kasi’s family freezer was stocked with frozen gourmet pizzas and full-fat ice cream in wild flavors like avocado fudge from Salt & Straw that only places like Bristol Farms carried. LeeAnne spent more money on groceries in a week than my Elle did in a month. Kasi’s parents could totally have afforded to send her to any college in the country. She just liked playing the victim.

      I decided against pulling Kasi into my drama. She’d want me to hang with her and I was late for meeting Jared as it was.

      I knew she’d understand my priorities. Ever since we were in seventh grade, Kasi had been the kind of girl who disappeared when she was dating a new guy. She’d be gone for weeks or months or sometimes just a day or two and then reappear like nothing had happened when she broke up with whoever.

      Getting to Jared’s place was going to be kind of a pain. Elle had revoked my Uber privileges by putting a hold on the card linked to my account. I could have charged it to the account Elle didn’t know about, but I hated spending money on transportation when there were three perfectly good cars sitting in the garage.

      It was easy getting into the garage. All I had to do was stay close to the walls after I climbed down the tree so I could avoid the motion detectors. There was a side door off the garage from where the old owners had started to install a mother-in-law apartment, and no one ever bothered to lock it.

      I had copied the valet key from Elle’s key ring months ago, so all I had to do was open the door of Elle’s pearl-gray Mercedes—the model with the seat warmers and the Pandora subscription, make myself comfortable and start the engine up. Sure I could have taken my own car—of course I had a copy of my key—but the Mercedes was a lot nicer, even though it smelled like cigarettes.

      I knew Elle would hear the sound of the garage door opening, but by the time she got downstairs and out the kitchen door, I’d be gone, baby, gone.

      And I was.
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        * * *

      

      It took me twenty-five minutes to get to Jared’s place in Encino. The joke in L.A. is that it takes you half an hour to go anywhere, whether it’s to the airport or down the street to the grocery store.

      I don’t mind driving, but it used to make my mother crazy that traffic was heavy any time of the day or night. She’d tried to get my father to move to a smaller town using the argument that he spent more time on the road than he did at home anyway, but he’d never been interested.

      The house was dark when I pulled up to the back gate. Good, that meant his parents weren’t at home. Not that they ever bothered him much. Jared lived in his parents’ basement in what amounted to a one-bedroom apartment with his own bathroom and his own separate entrance. They  leave him alone if he leaves them alone and it works out fine all around.

      I envy him that. We have a big house, but even so, my bedroom is right across the hall from dad and Elle and I can’t even poke my head out the door to let the dog in without a light snapping on in their bedroom.

      I assumed Jared  would be playing Fallout or something while he waited for me, so I tiptoed in so as not to startle him. Once I’d caught him watching porn and jerking off. He downloaded a ton of German bondage porn and liked to act it out when I was over. His parents had no idea. But then, neither did mine.

      Jared’s “rom” was dark when I arrived without so much as a computer screen to illuminate it. How romantic, I thought and wondered if he had some wonderful surprise for me, like piles of rose petals leading the way to his bed. That thought made me happy. And then I pushed open the door that led into his bedroom and called his name.

      “Jared?” There was a sound like a scuffle and then Jared turned on the light. He was naked, which would have been fine except that he was in bed. Without someone I couldn’t see. Who wasn’t me.

      “Rose,” he said when he saw me at the door. He calls me Rose because he can’t pronounce Roisin.

      “Fuck are you doing here?”

      “It’s my birthday,” I said. “We had a date.”

      “That’s today? You should have reminded me.” There was movement on the bed as someone squirmed out from under the covers and sat up. She was biracial with a cascade of copper curls that went down to her breasts. She was gorgeous and I’d never seen her before.

      “Who’s this bitch Jared?” she said.

      “Rose,” he said again, ignoring her, and then he said a lot more things after that, but I wasn’t listening anymore.

      I wasn’t there anymore.

      Somehow I stumbled back to the car and got it started. By the time I turned onto Mulholland for the drive back to Century City, my vision was blurry with tears.

      How could he?

      How could he?

      How could he?

      I wondered if Kasi knew if he was cheating on me. I reached for my phone and hit speed-dial. The call went to voice mail. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t picking up.

      Bitch.

      I was driving fast and though Mulholland Drive is usually deserted this time of night, I could see one lone headlight behind me, gaining on me. For a moment I wondered if it was Jared, whose parents had given him a motorcycle for his last birthday. But as it got closer I could see it was a cop.

      That was all I needed. I hadn’t been drinking and I hadn’t smoked since the night before, but I didn’t need the hassle of being pulled over and breath-a-lyzed. Not on my fucking birthday.

      And then out of nowhere I heard a voice saying, “It’s not going to get better Roisin. Why not end it now?”

      What. The. Fuck? If it had been daylight. If I hadn’t been alone. If any one of a dozen different variables hadn’t been present, I’d have shrugged off the voice as some sort of weird thing. But the voice was persistent, seductive. “It can all be over, Roisin. And then there won’t be any more pain.”

      “No,” I said weakly because I could tell the car was starting to drift toward the edge of the road. The car had some kind of safety feature that would nudge the car back into a lane if a driver was straying, but I knew I could override that by signaling like I was going to make a turn.

      A flicker of movement caught my eye. I glanced over at the passenger seat and saw I was no longer alone in the car. A tall, thin guy was riding shotgun.  He was tall and thin, about my age. His dark hair looked like he hadn’t washed it in a month, and I could smell it from three feet away. I’d never seen him before in my life.

      “Who are you?” The guy grinned, but he didn’t answer. The voice in my head returned.

      “It’s time Roisin. Turn the wheel. Turn the wheel.”

      I looked at the guy on the seat next to me. His shirt had been white when I first noticed him but now it was a dark red, the color of arterial blood.

      I turned on the signal. Behind me, I could hear the roar of the motorcycle as it pulled up parallel to me. I looked over. And I could see the cop’s face as clearly as if his helmet was an illuminated fish tank. This is L.A. Every other guy you pass on the street is handsome. This cop? He was beautiful. Michelangelo could have sculpted him.

      He was trying to get me to slow down, to pull over, to get away from the edge of the road. But that voice in my head kept talking. “Look at the lights, Roisin. Aren’t they pretty? You could be swimming in a sea of stars.”

      “No,” I said again but I wanted to turn the wheel. I had to fight against myself to keep the wheel straight. And I was losing the fight.

      The lights of the valley below were so beautiful. Nothing but clean, sparkling light hiding all the dirt and the ugliness, and the meanness.

      “turn the wheel Roisin,” the voice said again. And it was weird, but for a moment, the voice sounded like my father. “Turn the wheel.”

      The guy in the red shirt reached and wrenched the wheel out of my grasp. The tires slipped a bit and the car slewed sideways and then raced toward the edge of the road as if leaping into the void.

      The guy in the red shirt disappeared.

      The car flew for what seemed like miles before gravity took hold and we crashed into the canyon below. The sturdy chassis of the Mercedes shattered like an eggshell as the car rolled and rolled and rolled.

      Pain!

      Oh God, the pain. My head cracked against the windshield as every bone in my body broke. I couldn’t draw a breath as my lungs were crushed. Panic overtook the pain. I felt my heart strained through the bones of my ribcage and like meat forced through a grinder. Blood filled my mouth and I choked. Then…

      …everything went black and the pain blessedly stopped. Though my eyes were closed—or were they? I could no longer feel my face—I saw a rapid montage of images. Is my life flashing before my eyes? I wondered. And then … nothing.
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        * * *

      

      I looked up to see the beautiful cop bending over me, his mouth bloody from where he’d been giving me mouth-to-mouth. The feathers of his wings enfolded me like a cradle.

      Feathers?

      Wings?

      I blinked blood out of my eyes, and he turned back into a cop. I could feel heat flowing into my body. Not the gentle warmth of a summer day, but a searing fire that charred my bones and boiled my blood. I screamed.

      “Stay with me Roisin,” he said, and his voice was beautiful too, a rich baritone that flowed like dark honey.

      I’m not going anywhere, I thought, but moments later, I fell into the dark again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Why am I still here?

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in so much pain it felt like I’d been flayed and then stomped on by an elephant with spikes in its feet. My face hurt a lot, and when I reached up to touch it, I felt bandages. That can’t be good. But then I realized, I could reach up to touch my head. I looked down at my body. I didn’t see any casts. I wriggled my toes experimentally. They worked. I cranked my neck around. I could still move.

      How? For a moment I was confused, but then it all came back to me. The voice in my head urging me—no compelling me—to drive off the edge of the road. I remembered the guy in the red shirt grabbing the wheel and guiding the car over the edge. I remembered mashing the accelerator all the way to the floor. I remembered the pain. So much pain.

      I’d felt every single bone breaking.

      I’d felt muscles and ligaments tearing.

      I’d felt hot metal slicing into my flesh. I looked down at my legs beneath the thin sheet. Both of them were there. I distinctly remembered my right leg being sheared off.

      I remembered the blood and the choking and the pain. So much pain.

      I’d felt everything right up until I died.

      I’d died.

      And yet, here I was. I’d been in a crash that had destroyed $150,000 of steel but somehow I was still breathing. Somehow I was still whole, if a little banged up.

      I remembered he motorcycle cop. I remembered…the angel! And then the pain swallowed me.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I woke up, I was floating on a lovely cloud of painkillers. I was still hooked up to monitors but nothing hurt, not even my head. I was profoundly relieved—no, grateful—to still be alive. The overhead lights in the corridor were dimmed, but I could make out the shadow of a woman moving around my bed.

      “Mom?” I said, and as soon as the word left my mouth I remembered that my mother was dead.

      “Your mother left to get something to eat,” a woman’s voice told me. Although I could somehow sense that she was a warm and caring person, her voice sounded cold and clinical.

      That was my first taste of what I’d soon label “suicide backlash.” For all the awareness campaigns around the act, there’s still a lot of anger and judgment directed toward the people who survive the act.

      The voice belonged to the nurse who’d cared for me since I’d been moved from I.C.U. into another “room,” if you could call a curtained-off cubicle a “room.” Though I hadn’t seen her face before now, I recognized her presence. How?

      I understood her anger. She spent her days trying to save people and she thought I’d intentionally tried to end my life. But I hadn’t. when I went over the edge, I wasn’t the one in control. But I knew if I told anyone about the voice in my head or the guy I’d seen in the passenger seat, my next stop would be a mental hospital. For Elle’s purposes, a mental hospital would work just fine for getting me out of her hair. The thought skittered away from me. The drugs were making me foggy, but I did feel one source of discomfort.

      “Thirsty,” I said, and my voice came out in a rusty croak. The nurse brought a straw to my lips and I sucked down a mouthful of lukewarm water. For a moment it felt like I was drinking blood and I nearly gagged.

      I could still feel disapproval radiating from her. I wanted her to know I hadn’t tried to kill myself but when I tried to tell her, the words wouldn’t come. Somehow I knew she didn’t want to have a conversation. All she wanted to do was go home and eat the leftover Chinese takeout in her fridge.. She was exhausted. She’d been working night shifts while her friend was on vacation and she was tired and foot-sore. It was taking a lot of effort just to stay awake, never mind deal with me. I felt sorry for her and my sentiment surprised me. Before the crash, I would have been annoyed by her attitude. After all, my father’s insurance was paying her salary. She owed me service with a smile.

      Would I really have thought that? I wondered and knew that I would have. Elle had once accused me of having “affluenza,” which I thought was pretty hypocritical for someone who drove a Mercedes and had a whole closet full of designer shoes.

      I mean that literally. The closet in the master bedroom was the size of a studio apartment and arranged like a fancy boutique. Her purses and shoes had their own little home down the hall in what had once been a tiny maid’s room. Because heaven forbid the live-in maid should have a bedroom big enough to walk around in.

      Affluenza. I had never seen any reason to apologize for being a rich girl. I’d never even stopped to consider my privilege, much less acknowledge it or check it. I’d lived in a comfortable, cozy bubble. Somehow in the crash, the bubble had burst. I had only ever cared about myself, the girl whose mother had died. Now it seemed, I could sense all the sadness around me. It was overwhelming and I couldn’t seem to shut it off.

      I closed my eyes and let the drugs pull me under, away from other people’s problems.
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        * * *

      

      I knew I was dreaming. I’d never had lucid dreams before, but I knew this was one. I was standing on a mid-rise rooftop looking down at Sunset Boulevard. I could see billboards advertising a movie I’d never heard of. It was one of those distracting animated billboards and as I focused, I realized the “trailer” it was showing was actually a video of my car crash filmed from a God’s eye view. Horrified, I watched as the Mercedes veered right and then drove straight over the edge, catching air before crashing down.

      The video ended and then began again. I turned away and saw someone was standing on he roof with me. The cop.

      “You,” I said.

      “Roisin,” he said, his voice still as sexy as I remembered it. he was wearing civilian clothes—tight jeans and a white t- shirt that was untucked. He had an elephant-hair bracelet wrapped around one wrist and his feet were bare.

      “Your feet are going to get filthy,” I said stupidly.

      “I’m not really here,” he said. I thought about that for a minute.

      “Where are we?”

      “Between,”’ he said. “We call it ‘the Between.’”

      “We?”

      He didn’t answer my question, just gazed out over the street. There wasn’t any traffic and it was very quiet. It’s never truly quiet in Los Angeles, just like the sky is never fully dark. There’s so much noise and light pollution that you don’t even notice it. Except that even though I could see all the lights of the city, I could also see the stars. There were so many of them and I realized I could see a great white ribbon of them undulating across the whole sky.

      “Is that the Milky Way?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “I’ve never seen it.”

      He didn’t say anything so I just studied him as if memorizing his features so I could draw him later. Eventually he turned to face me, his expression serious and sad.

      “I imagine you have questions.”

      “That’s an understatement. Are you an angel?”

      For a moment, he didn’t answer, then he said, “Yes. My name is Dai.”

      “Die?” I asked, confused.

      “D.A.I.,” he clarified. “It’s a Welsh form of Dai.”

      “You’re Welsh?”

      “It’s not the first name I’ve had.”

      “That was cryptic.”

      “My name is not important,” he said. “Ask your other questions.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you you’re bossy?” Dai looked taken aback by that question and then for a moment I thought he was going to laugh before the serious look settled over his face again.

      “We really don’t have much time. Don’t waste it.”

      “I wasn’t trying to kill myself.”

      “I know.” His answer threw me.

      “How do you know?”

      “Keep an open mind,” he said.

      “I’m already standing on a rooftop talking to an angel, I think I can handle the truth.”

      “You were being manipulated by a demon.”

      A demon. Of course. “I don’t mean to be skeptical, but why would a demon target me? What did I ever do to attract a demon’s attention?”

      Dai looked somewhat amused by that. “It’s more what you didn’t do,” he said, “but in this case it wasn’t personal.”

      I probably should have asked why it wasn’t personal first, but I wanted to know what he meant by “What you didn’t do.”

      “I don’t understand. What didn’t I do?”

      “You didn’t do anything,” he said. “That was the point.”

      I must have still looked confused because he added mildly, “To whom much is given, much is asked.”

      I actually felt those words as if they were blows. As I averted my eyes in shame, my gaze was caught by new images on the moving billboard. Now it was playing what looked like a montage of “greatest moments” from my life, only they weren’t great moments. They were scenes of me being thoughtless, careless, and downright mean. I saw every hateful thing I’d ever done to anyone—things I’d done because I wanted to. Things I’d done because I could. I saw myself laughing at Shanda Jenkins when she got her first period at school and bled through her uniform skirt. I saw myself eating cupcakes in front of Ashley Martorelli who was desperately trying to lose weight. I saw myself deliberately tripping Naomi Addisu in the middle of a soccer game so I could score. I saw her limping away, a huge, bloody gash in her knee. Further back I saw myself stealing toys and breaking things, and generally being a brat. I saw myself making my friend Noelle’s little sister cry because she was annoying me. The images went on and on. “Stop,” I said. The images kept rolling. I couldn’t look away. “Stop,” I said again. “Those are things I did. What didn’t I do?”

      “You didn’t think about other people’s feelings. You didn’t think about what they might be going through. You didn’t think about the harm you were doing by dismissing people.” Dai’s gaze had sharpened into a silver glitter.

      Are his eyes silver? I thought and in the next minute, they turned back into a more human blue-gray.

      “You’re saying I was self-centered,” I said, just to clarify.

      “Self-centered, self-involved. Everything but self-aware.”

      “I’m aware now,” I said, thinking about how I’d sensed my nurse’s feelings.

      “Yes.”

      “You said it wasn’t personal. Do you mean the demon wasn’t actually targeting me, I was just a…target of opportunity?”

      “Not exactly.”

      I waited for Dai to say more but he didn’t. “Do angels communicate telepathically?” I asked, annoyed. “Because getting an answer out of you is like pulling teeth.”

      “I can’t tell you everything.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Cannot.  I sensed the demon working on you and all I could determine was that it wanted you dead as part of a bargain someone else had made.” A chill ran through me.

      I immediately thought of Elle. Of the gold cross she sometimes wore around her neck. She’d been raised Catholic—though as far as I knew, the last time she’d been in a church was on her wedding day—but I knew she believed in all sorts of woo woo things. She believed in fallen angels. She believed in curses. And she was the only person I could imagine who would want me dead.

      “But I didn’t die.”

      “No.”

      “Thanks to you.”

      “It was not your time.”

      “So the bargain hasn’t been fulfilled.”

      Dai nodded slowly. “that is true.”

      “Is that why you’re here? You expect another attack on me?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “And your job is to protect me?”

      “If I can.”

      “‘If’ is not a reassuring word, Dai.”

      “Much depends on you,” Dai said. And then there was a sound like a thunderclap, and I woke up in my hospital room to find my father sitting next to my bed. I could sense his sadness and worry even before I opened my eyes. But underneath the sorrow and the worry there were other emotions that didn’t quite fit. Relief and guilt made sense but there was also a feeling of…frustration. He was angry about something. I had probably pulled him away from some important business deal. He was on his phone, texting someone. It was strictly forbidden to turn on your phones in the hospital—something about interfering with the machines or something—but my father was one of those guys who felt untethered if he didn’t have a phone or a device in his hands. And he was also one of those guys who didn’t think rules applied to him. I can’t tell you how much money he’d paid in parking fines for getting caught taking up a “handicap space.”

      I studied him for a minute before he knew I was awake. He was handsome as ever, his dark hair just beginning to show a little silver. He’d always kept himself in good shape, running and playing tennis, but he was looking particularly buff for someone who was working so hard.

      He keeps himself in shape for Charisse, a voice said in my head. Charisse? And the moment I thought the name, I got a flash of a beautiful biracial woman laughing at something my father had said.

      Charisse. Oh no, I thought. My dad was cheating on Elle. I wondered if she knew. Probably. That would explain why she was angry all the time.

      Poor Elle.

      That last thought surprised me. It was probably the first time I’d ever had a sympathetic thought toward my stepmother. And it led to another unfamiliar emotion—anger at my father. He was such a good-looking man—actor handsome—and even some of my friends had mentioned how hot they thought he was.

      Euww.

      But it had never crossed my mind that he might be a cheater. And of course, as soon as I acknowledged that thought, I wondered if he’d cheated on my mom.

      Maybe he did, a voice whispered in my head and I tried to ignore it.

      “Hi dad,” I said.

      “Roisin,” he said. “My darling girl.” My father is two generations removed from Ireland, but when he gets emotional, he starts talking like his grandfather. Eamon had been around when I was a little girl and I remembered him as a man who always smelled of cigarettes and booze, though he always had a sweet in his pocket for me.

      “Why did you try to kill yourself?”

      “I didn’t,” I said. And it must have been because I was under the influence of the painkillers that I blurted out what I hadn’t told anyone. “There was a guy in the car,” I said. “A guy in a red shirt. And he forced me off the road.”

      “You were carjacked?”

      I nodded, because in essence, that’s what had happened. I could feel his rage flare and that confused me. Because nothing in his emotions said “disbelief.” He believed me and he was angry about something.

      “Dad?” I said.

      “Fuck,” he said under his breath. “Yes?”

      “You believe me?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Get some sleep. I need to talk to Elle.” He was already dialing his phone as he walked out the door.

      Elle. She hadn’t been to the hospital to see me in days. I’d heard the nurses talking about her being a no-show at my bedside and clucking about what a shame it was. I was mostly grateful. I was already dreading going home and having to cohabit with her full time without the buffer my father’s presence provided. I already knew he had one foot out the door. I could sense the anxiety under his words wasn’t for me.
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        * * *

      

      He came back into the room with a tight smile on his face. It couldn’t have looked phonier if he’d tried to manufacture the expression. “Good news,” he said. “They’re taking your bandages off tomorrow and if all goes well, you can go home.”

      I was not looking forward to either event. I knew my face was healing under the bandages because I felt the wounds itching as they formed scabs under the thick ointment coating my skin. “Will you be here tomorrow?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, I’ve got to fly back to Azerbaijan.”

      Of course you do, I thought.

      “He’s lying,” said the voice in my head. But I had already known that. He was going to Charisse, whoever she was.

      My father left soon after that and I got a text from Kasi, asking me what was up. Kasi had been the only friend who visited me in ICU and she had been angry with me too.

      “If you were suicidal, you could have told me,” she said.

      “I wasn’t suicidal,” I said.

      “You crashed Elle’s car into the canyon.”

      “I wasn’t suicidal,” I insisted.

      She looked at me skeptically.

      “It was an accident,” I said. “I’d never driven Elle’s car before, and it had way more horsepower than my car.” This was the lie I had decided to tell. No point in trying to convince anyone that a demon had caused the accident.

      “Oh Roisin,” she said. And tears started sliding down her face. I was annoyed by that. I was the one in the hospital, I was the one who needed comforting and nurturing, and nobody wanted to nurture me.

      I want my mommy, I thought, and was horrified when Kasi said, “I know you do, but she’s dead.” I had said it out loud.

      Soon after that, she stopped coming to see me. Told me hospitals depressed her, but that she’d see me when I got home.

      She texted me a lot. But I didn’t have the charger for my phone and Elle kept ‘forgetting” to bring it.

      If she hadn’t been my best friend since we were in grade school, I would have written her out of my life right then. I hadn’t expected anyone else to visit—especially not Jared—but I’d always thought Kasi was a rock and she’d turned out to be a pile of sand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Pretty is as pretty does

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Patel cut off my bandages the next day, using a pair of curved scissors that felt cold against my skin. She examined my face from every angle., keeping her own studiously blank. “It’s looking good Roisin. Skin’s a little puffy in some places but I don’t see any serious infection.” She held out a mirror for me to take a look.

      It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. I looked like someone had taken a picture of me, turned it into a jigsaw puzzle, and then run a red sharpie along the edges of the pieces where my face had been stitched back together. Some of the seams were barely noticeable, but in other places where the flesh joined, there were angry ridges of thick, seeping scar tissue. I didn’t look like a candidate for a face transplant, but it was still pretty awful.

      “You ready to go home?” Dr. Patel asked.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said. She gave me a sheaf of prescriptions and then I got the obligatory wheelchair ride down to the lobby where Elle was waiting for me. She nodded toward the women manning the front desk. “I’m her guardian,” she said, and they nodded and made a note. I knew they wouldn’t let me leave unless they were sure I was in the hands of a family member or trusted friend. I wonder what people who didn’t have any family or friends did. Did they pay an Uber driver to pass themselves off as family?

      The orderly pushed me out to the curb, and we waited as Elle went to fetch our ride. I wondered what she was driving since I’d destroyed her car.

      She was tight-lipped and silent all the way back to the house. I could smell cigarettes on her breath, but it didn’t seem like the time to say anything about her secret smoking. When we got home, she opened the door and walked to the door without waiting for me. I think she would have slammed it in my face if she could have gotten away with it. I got a text from Kasi just as I was changing my clothes. I’d been cautioned to take only baths because it was dangerous for me to get water splashed on my healing face.

      She wanted to come over and see me, but I told her I needed to rest. She sent me a return text full of emojis. I hated that. I get that emojis can be useful for short-handing emotion but a string of prayer hand and heart emojis didn’t really work for me.

      I could feel depression setting in, chilling me like a cold fog during “June gloom.” While I’d been in the hospital, I’d been so drugged up that my emotional level had pretty much been “zoned out.” Now I had to deal with the reality of my situation. The surreality of my reality.

      “Dai?” I said experimentally, hoping he might answer. Of course he didn’t. I still wasn’t sure how this “guardian angel” thing worked. And just as I was about to start an epic pity party, he was suddenly there. He was dressed much the same as he had been when I’d seen him in the Between, jeans and a t-shirt and bare feet.

      “What’s with the bare feet?” I said. “It makes you look like the ghost of someone who was buried without his shoes.”

      He ignored the comment. “You having bad dreams yet?” he asked.

      Yet? I did not like the sound of that. “No.”

      He nodded at that. “Let me know if you do start having them.”

      Hmmm. That sounded like he was planning on sticking around, which made me a little happier. “What kind of bad dreams?”

      “Nightmares,” he said.

      “Nightmare is a synonym for bad dreams,” I said. “Could you be a little more specific?”

      He sighed. “The Between is a construct,” he said. “A buffer zone between the world of the living and the world of the dead. There’s a gate at bounds each side of the Between and you went through it when you died.”

      He looked at me to see if I was following. “Okay,” I said, because he seemed to be waiting for some acknowledgement.

      “You’ve gone beyond the Between and into a place where souls reside.”

      “You mean Heaven?” I asked.

      “And hell,” he said.

      “So, angels and demons, and souls?” He nodded. “What about God?”

      “He exists in another realm entirely.” I didn’t know how to process this. My mother had been a Christmas and Easter churchgoer and my father had gone along with her, mainly to network. I’d never gone to Sunday School or Bible Camp or anything that would have prepared me for this.

      “What does this have to do with bad dreams?” I asked.

      “The thing that wants you dead exists in the realm beyond the gate but now that you’ve gone through it and returned, it has a way to get into your world. Through you. Through your dreams.”

      “I can handle bad dreams,” I said. “Can it get into the real world?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what do I do then? Find an exorcist?”

      “That might help,” Dai said.

      “You have a terrible bedside manner for an angel.”

      “It’s not my duty to comfort you with pretty lies,” he said. “I told you it wasn’t your time to die, and it wasn’t. But now that you’ve been given a reprieve, it’s up to you to find out what your destiny is.”

      “It sounds like I’m being groomed to be a demon hunter.”

      Dai looked thoughtful. I think there’s more to it than that,” he said. “and I think you’ll find the answers in your dreams.”

      He squeezed my hand then, and his touch made me blush. Physically, he looked like he was in his early twenties, but I knew he had to be a whole lot older. How old, I wondered. “How old are you?” I blurted out.

      “Angels were created long before humankind,” he said, which was only half of an answer.

      “So you’ve been around for thousands of years?” I asked. “Do you ever get tired of life? Bored?”

      “We are not made the same way as humans,” he said. We do not spend much time in the earthly realm and in the realm beyond the Between, time works differently.”

      “Still—”

      “Still,” he said.

      “Have you always looked after me?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Does everyone have a guardian angel?”

      A shadow passed over his face. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I do not know,” he said. Somehow I knew he was lying.

      “Yes you do,” I insisted.

      He sighed again. “It has to do with destiny and free will,” he said. “It is beyond your understanding.”

      “I’m in AP classes,” I said. “I got close to perfect scores on my SATs.”

      “I know you’re intelligent,” he said. “But there are things that are not meant to be shared.”

      “That’s not fair,” I said, knowing I sounded like a child.

      “I know,” he said. “I must go.” He left as unceremoniously as he had arrived. The room felt empty without him.
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        * * *

      

      A few weeks after I got out of the hospital, weeks in which Elle and I probably didn’t exchange two words, she drove me back to the plastic surgeon’s office for an evaluation. Dr. Patel took my head in her hands and tilted it this way and that while shining a light so bright it made me squint.

      Her hands were warm on my skin. Her touch felt good. I wondered if she had kids. I wondered if she touched her kids like she was touching me now. Gentle. Soothing. Soft.

      “I’m pleased with the way this is healing up,” she said. “In about a month we can do the plastic surgery.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Elle said. Dr. Patel looked up, puzzled. “Roisin can live with the consequences of her actions.”

      Elle glanced over at me with a mean smile. “Unless she wants to pay for the surgery herself.”

      Dr. Patel didn’t have much of a poker face and her shock was evident.

      “I wonder if I could have a private word, Mrs. Quinn,” she said.

      “It’s fine, Dr. Patel,” I said before Elle could reply. “My father will be home soon, and he can sort out the next step.”

      Dr. Patel  glanced from me to Elle and back again, but all she said was, “I’ll see you in a couple of weeks, then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The darkness at bay

          

        

      

    

    
      Elle caught up with me in the parking lot as I reached my father’s car.

      “Your father and I have discussed this,” she said.

      “You’re a liar,” I said. I think she wanted to slap me, but the optics wouldn’t have been good—woman slapping girl with stitches all over her face in the middle of a hospital parking lot. There were security cameras all over the place. A video like that would go viral in minutes.

      “Get in the car,” she said.

      I did, and carefully buckled the seat belt. Dad’s car was built like a tank. Elle preferred driving  it to the rental car the insurance company had provided and told my father he could get a rental the next time he was in town. I got the impression she didn’t think that would be anytime soon.

      Elle kept glancing at me on the way home, clearly expecting me to say something but I just looked out the window and pretended she wasn’t there. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction or arguing or begging her to change her mind. If my parents wouldn’t pay for it, I would set up a GoFundMe campaign. That might not sway Elle, but it would embarrass my father, make him lose face with his business associates.

      I knew he wouldn’t want that, especially now that he was suddenly facing all kinds of legal trouble stemming from some deals he made right around the time my mother died.

      The school year was almost over, but I figured I could spend the summer in a no-tell motel somewhere, financed by my “emergency” fund. I’d long had a contingency plan in case I had to make a quick getaway.

      Kasi had told me if I needed some breathing space, I was always welcome at her place, but I knew LeeAnne wasn’t someone who’d be happy hosting a long-term guest. I knew I was pretty much on my own.

      I’d been saving every single dime of extra money that came my way for the better part of three years. Every once in a while I’d turn the cash into a money order or load it into one of those pre-paid credit cards you can get at a kiosk at CVS. I kept the cards and the burner phone I’d bought at school. I knew there was a possibility that she might convince the headmaster that I was using drugs and force a locker search, so I kept most of my stash of plastic cash in the library, secreted between the pages of books no one had checked out in this century. There was always a chance that someone would stumble across them, but I figured it was low risk scenario. I had intended to use it to get my emancipated minor status.

      Even though I wanted to wait until summer break, it got so bad between Elle and me that I was ready to go early.   And just before I took off, Elle went nuts on the dog for having an accident in the kitchen—on the tile floor, which was easy to clean up. Poor JoJo was cringing in the corner by the dishwasher, her body language totally submissive.

      “It was an accident, Elle,” I said as I picked the dog up. I could feel her trembling as I cuddled her. “You’re scaring JoJo.”

      Elle turned to me and her face was scary. “She’s got to learn,” she said. And that’s when I saw it. Elle was wearing one of the low-cut tank tops she favored to show off her fake tits. And suddenly I could see the tumor growing on her right breast.  It looked like a tiny, angry red spider clutching the flesh just on the side of her nipple. The sight of it was so arresting that I stopped in the middle of what I was saying.

      “Elle,” I said.

      “What?” she yelled.

      “Elle, you need to get a mammogram right now,” I said. “Get an appointment for tomorrow.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy, and I felt crazy, but I also knew I was right and that what I was seeing was not a hallucination.

      Of course she was angry. Of course she thought I was playing some kind of evil game just to freak her out.

      “You’re just spiteful,” she said.

      “I’m serious Elle. I can see it.”

      I thought she might slap me, but she managed to stop herself. Probably because dad was supposed to come home for a few days, and it would be hard to explain a bruise to him. “Oh Roisin just walked into a door. Clumsy Roisin.”

      “I wish you had died,” she said, showing she could be spiteful too.

      “That makes two of us,” I said. “But really, you need to have your boob checked out. I know how fond you are of them.”

      With that zinger, I turned and stomped off to my bedroom.

      It was the weekend, so I slept late the next morning. When I finally got up, I saw that dad’s car was gone and so was Elle. I made myself lunch and fooled around on the computer, but I couldn’t settle. All I could think about was where Elle was and what she was going to find out.

      She finally came home around four. The moment she saw me she went into attack mode.

      “What did you do?” she shrieked, hitting me over the head with her Prada purse.

      “I covered my head with my hands thinking she looked like some sort of monster with her face all contorted by rage.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I yelled back. “What are you talking about?”

      My denial just made her angrier. Then I realized. The doctor.

      “What did the doctor say?”

      “I have a tumor,” she said, anger abruptly melting away into something that sounded like defeat. “He did a biopsy right there.”

      And suddenly, I didn’t just see the tumor, I saw her fear. She was afraid she was going to die. And she was right. I could see death sitting on her shoulder.

      Her face crumpled. “It’s malignant.”

      I didn’t know what to say, didn’t know if she would accept anything I said. On impulse, I moved to give her a hug and she recoiled. Fine, bitch, I thought, but I felt guilty about it. Later, I heard her calling my father from their bedroom. “Mastectomy”  was the only word I could understand.

      According to an email Dad sent her and copied me on, he’d tried to rearrange his work schedule, but some sort of complication came up and he had to fly out the night before Elle’s operation. I was so horrified I called him. “Dad, you’ve got to be here for the operation.”

      He’d been exasperated. “The doctor thinks there’s a good chance the tumor is contained. She’s going to be out of it. I’ll be  back by the time she’s in the recovery room.”

      “Don’t do it,” I said.

      “I hardly think you know what’s best for Elle.”

      “I know she wants you here.”

      “I’ll bring her something nice,” he said. As if a piece of jewelry is something you want to celebrate your mastectomy. I wonder if they made a greeting card for that.

      Dad rang off with more insincere words and I went to the master bedroom and knocked. “Come in,” she said, and her voice sounded ragged. I knew she’d been crying.

      “Can I fix you something to eat?” I asked.

      “Not hungry,” she said.

      “Is there anyone you’d like me to call?” I cast around for the name of one of her trophy wife friends. “Marla? Simone?”

      She kind of snorted. “There isn’t anyone,” she said.

      “Then I guess you’re stuck with me.” She looked at me angrily.

      “Are you enjoying this?” she asked.

      I was horrified. “No,” I said, and I realized I really meant it. “I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.” She didn’t really believe it, but she let it drop. “You want some garlic chicken and fried plantains from Versailles?” I asked, because  I knew that was her favorite comfort food. She had said she wasn’t hungry, but I was hoping I could tempt her.

      ‘No,” she said. “I’m not supposed to eat for twelve hours before the surgery.”

      I couldn’t believe they were going to do the operation on Sunday, but I guess her doctor didn’t mess around. “What time do we need to leave tomorrow?”

      “We have to be there at three,” she said.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll be ready.”

      It took us almost an hour to do the paperwork for Elle’s check-in. I say “we,” because she kept excusing herself to go to the bathroom. She always peed a lot when she was nervous about something. She was sent to a prep room where she was told to take off all her clothes and put on a hospital gown. The nurses gave her some pressure socks and fetched a warming blanket when she complained it was cold. Nobody offered me a warming blanket and I’d begun to wish I’d at least brought a sweater. But outside it was eighty degrees.

      Elle looked so forlorn sitting on the bed that I reached out and took her hand. To my surprise, she let me. “Your father didn’t even text me,” she said. My heart sank.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. A nurse came in then with yet more paperwork. Elle signed a couple dozen more documents. You’d think that hospitals could figure out a way to just fill out forms once. And I had to sign paperwork too. “Will you be waiting?” one of the nurses asked me.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Relationship?”

      “Daughter.”  The word had just slipped out. But I wasn’t sure if “stepdaughter” had any standing and I didn’t want her to wake up all alone.

      After the nurse left, Elle’s anxiety level rose. “I know why they don’t want you to eat before they operate. You get so nervous you puke.”

      She really did look like she might puke. And her face was almost as white as the paper sheets on the bed. “In a couple of hours you’ll be an Amazon,” I said.

      “No,” she said. “I told them to take both of them. I have the markers. They’re going to take my  uterus too.”

      And then she started to cry for the first time since we’d arrived. “I’ll never be able to have children.”  Personally, I didn’t see what the big deal was, but I could tell she was broken-hearted about it. I patted her hand and tried to think of something to say. I then I saw Dai out of the corner of my eye, standing in the corridor, dressed in a white coat and blending in.

      “I’ll be right back, “ I said, then left the room. “May I have a word, doctor?” I asked Dai softly.

      “Of course Ms. Quinn.” He drew me to the side of the corridor where we could speak without being heard.

      “She’s going to die, isn’t she?”

      “She’s going to survive the surgery, but while in recovery, she’s going to crash.” He looked at the wall-mounted clock. “In seven hours, she’ll be dead.”

      I looked at him, absolutely horrified. “That can’t happen,” I said. “It’ll kill my father.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “He and Elle are headed for divorce.”

      Now that Dai had said it out loud, I realized I already knew that. Even before I’d heard about Charisse, I knew that things weren’t going well between them. Seriously, who has to go out of town on business as much as he did?

      “There has to be something you can do,” I said.

      “No,” he said. “But there’s something you can do.”

      “Me?”

      He nodded again, fixing me with his silver-blue eyes. “You walked through the gates, Roisin. And then you came back. This is why.”

      “This what?”

      “To show people the way back when they leave too soon.”

      “I don’t know how,” I said, but even as I protested, I knew that wasn’t true.

      “It’s a lot like riding a bike,” Dai said, though I wondered if he’d ever ridden a bike in his life. “Once you’ve done it, your body remembers.”

      “I need to be in the operating room with her,” I said. He nodded in the direction of the nurse’s station where Elle’s doctor and the anesthesiologist were shooting the shit with the head nurse. I walked over to them. “Excuse me,” I said. “I’m Roisin Quinn. I need to be in the operating room with my mother.” I put a lot of emphasis on “need.”

      “No,” her doctor said.

      “I must insist,” I said, but clearly my attempt at a Jedi mind trick wasn’t working. I could hear Dai sigh and then he joined me. “Ms. Quinn, there you are.”

      I turned to him. “Doctor!”

      Dai smiled at me and then looked at Elle’s doctor. “Roisin needs to be attending her mother during the operation.”

      “Of course, doctor,” Elle’s doctor said. Then he turned to the head nurse. “Callie, see that Ms. Quinn is scrubbed up.”

      “Thank you doctor,” I said to Dai and threw my arms around him in a quick hug. Surprised, it took him a moment, but he hugged me back. I could feel the warmth of his skin through the lab coat he wore and the chill I’d felt since arriving melted. He felt so good. I caught Callie’s scandalized expression out of the corner of my eye but ignored her. “I’ll be right back,” I said, and practically ran down the corridor back to Elle.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark in the operating room except for lights focused on Elle’s torso. Her body had been draped so only her breasts were on display and I flashed to a memory of some science fiction movie I’d seen where female android parts were laid out just like that. The thought chilled me.

      She’d been fearful about the anesthetic. She’d never had surgery before, not even on her teeth, and the idea of being knocked out terrified her. Just before the mask when over her face, I squeezed her hand and she squeezed back. I kept my hand on hers so that the minute she went under…I went with her.

      We ended up in a vast gray space where the floor—ground?—was the same color as the sky—ceiling?—and it was impossible to tell where the horizon was. It was warm and quiet, but somehow I found it ominous. I knew we were in the place Dai called “the realm beyond Between.”

      I heard a noise and turned around to see Elle curled up in a fetal position, whimpering with pain or fear or both. She didn’t seem to see or hear me as I approached. I felt rather than saw Dai appear beside me. At least he looked like Dai to me.

      “Pop Pop?” Dad had told me Elle’s parents died in a car accident when she was ten and she’d been raised by her grandparents..

      I looked at Dai. His expression was loving. “I’m here Ellie.”

      “Pop Pop,” she said again, and reached out for a hug.

      I noticed how thin her arms were as she embraced the man she thought was her grandfather.. Had she been losing weight? I hadn’t noticed.
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        * * *

      

      Then, like a cut in a movie, what I saw shifted to a different scene. Now Elle had turned into a little girl kneeling with her head down as two adults stood over her. She was wearing a dress that was too small for her, and I suddenly understood that she’d grown up wearing hand-me-downs and that was why she had no love for my “thrifter” fashion. She was also on the chunky side of plump, with a bad case of cystic acne and braces.

      The whole trifecta of physical attributes that get a kid bullied, I thought. No wonder she was so fanatical about what she ate.

      I was too far away to hear what they were saying, but I could see their words coming out as red sparks. Every time one of the sparks hit Elle, she flinched. I looked around for Dai, but he’d disappeared. I walked towards the trio and the adults looked up. One was a hard-faced bottle blonde who was so thin the tendons on her arms stood out like steel cables. Her companion was a tall man with full, wet-looking lips, like he was wearing gloss. His eyes narrowed as he saw me.

      “Go away,” he said.

      “No.”

      Elle lifted her head. “Please don’t make them mad at me,” she said.

      “I won’t let them hurt you,” I said.

      The man laughed, spittle coming out of those fleshy red lips.

      “She’s just a stupid little cunt,” the woman said. And again, Elle flinched.

      “Leave her alone,” I said.

      The woman bristled and puffed up like an angry bird. “Don’t you tell me what to do,” she said. “We’re her legal guardians.”

      “You don’t deserve her,” I said to them and to Elle I said, “Come on, we’re going home.”

      ‘Home?” she repeated, like it was a concept unfamiliar to her.

      I reached out my hand and she grabbed it like a lifeline, which in a way, I guess it was.

      “Let go of her,” the woman said.

      “No,” I said. The woman looked at the man and before I could turn, he walloped me on the side of the face with a fist that felt huge.

      So that was the dynamic, the woman was mean, and the guy was the mean and stupid muscle.

      It hurt, but I was pretty sure that nothing could permanently hurt me beyond the Between. I guess I was going to find out.

      I pulled Elle to her feet. She was wearing a hospital gown open at the back over scrub pants. She was barefoot. It wasn’t cold, but she was shivering.

      ‘She’s not going anywhere,” the woman said, and the guy raised his hand to hit me again.

      I turned to face him. “Don’t hit me again,” I said, and it wasn’t a request. To my surprise, he kind of scrabbled backwards, as if I’d zapped him with a taser.

      This made the woman turn on him and she screeched and battered him as Elle and I walked away.

      “You haven’t won,” the woman cackled. “He’ll find you. He’ll kill you.”

      He who, I wondered.

      We kept walking. I had no idea where I was going but eventually we came to what looked like a curtain of vines growing in the middle of nowhere. The Gate? I wondered, realizing there was only one way to find out. And wondering what would happen if I chose the wrong direction. Would we end up in hell?

      As we approached the green curtain, I could feel Elle tense up. “It’ll be all right,” I said. “I’m with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A debt must be paid

          

        

      

    

    
      Elle survived. Dad came home about a week after her operation, bearing gifts for both of us and full of tender words for her. The words sounded sincere, but if I looked at him in just the right way, I could see black spiders tumbling out of his mouth as he spoke. That visual made me pay close attention to the intention behind his words, and what I heard there, I didn’t like.

      Elle and I existed in kind of a truce and life went on in a seemingly normal way. But weird stuff was happening at school.

      I still hadn’t had the plastic surgery that Dr. Patel planned. Elle had relented, but I’d gotten a stubborn infection in one of the affected sections of my face and she wanted to wait until that was perfectly healed.

      As a result, I’d had to endure a fair amount of unwanted attention. I’d learned that the best way to deal with everyone’s morbid curiosity was to answer the questions I could and just ignore the others.

      When Zondra first approached me, I thought her attention was annoying, but benign. “Hey Zondra,” I said when I saw her hanging around my locker. She looked surprised.

      “You know my name?” I sighed. I really had been a mean girl back in the day and I felt like I was going to have to spend the rest of my life making amends for that.

      Of course I know your name,” I said. “We’ve had classes together since fourth grade. You did that book report on Maurice and His Educated Rodents which was my favorite book.

      “Mine too,” she said.

      “Great minds think alike.”

      I thought she might crack a smile at that, but instead, she just kept looking at me in a judgy kind of way.  Okay, I thought. Nice talking to you. As I turned away, she suddenly blurted out, “Is it true you can see the future?

      Oh shit. I turned back. “No.” Normally, I would have left it at that, but something in her face told me that she hadn’t asked the question idly, so I relented. “I can’t see the future, but sometimes I can see things,” I admitted.

      “For real?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Bad things?” I flashed to my vision of the red spider on Elle’s breast.

      “Sometimes.”

      “Come outside with me. I need a smoke.”

      I didn’t really  have time to indulge her, but I felt guilty, so I followed her outside to the rectangle of concrete where seniors were allowed to smoke.

      We weren’t alone. There were five mean girls waiting for us and they wanted to beat me up. What the hell?

      The other girls were scholarship students I’d seen around. I wondered why Zondra was hanging around them. They usually kept to themselves, ate lunch as a pack, hung out together. I remembered running into one of them, Tracy, in the girl’s bathroom on the first floor. She’d been smoking and there was a nasty nicotine haze I had to inhale. I’d have walked out if I hadn’t had to pee so bad. I had called her “white trash.”

      It was Tracy who stepped forward. She had a knife in her hand. I didn’t need to be able to read the future to know she didn’t mean to just hurt me; she was planning on killing me.

      Why?

      I looked around at the others and saw no help on any of their faces.

      Think. Think.

      And then I saw it. A little flicker at the edge of my vision. I turned and there was a small girl in a pink party dress. It didn’t quite fit her, which told me it was either a hand-me-down or a thrift store purchase.

      “My sister doesn’t like you,” the girl said.

      I took a chance and turned away from Tracy to focus my attention on the little girl. She wasn’t wearing shoes, which meant she was from beyond the Between.

      “I can see that,” I said. “Do you know why?”

      I could see some of the girls behind Tracy giving each other looks. Wondering what was going on because I was speaking out loud. I knew I could communicate with the little girl mind to mind but some part of my brain was telling me there might be an advantage to Tracy and the others listening to my side of the conversation.

      “She doesn’t like rich girls,” the little girl said.

      “I’m not,” I said, and realized what a ludicrous denial that was. “Rich” was relative. My father made a ton of money but didn’t feel reach because he couldn’t afford his own jet. I  shopped in thrift stores because I wanted to, not because I had to. I never went hungry unless I was skipping meals to lose a few pounds. I was never cold unless I forgot to put on a coat before going outside.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Stacy.”

      “Can your sister see you, Stacy?”

      The little girl’s eyes flickered over to Tracy. “She used to see me when she was little, but people kept telling her she was crazy, so she stopped seeing me.”

      That was so sad, but I’d already encountered more than a few people who thought I was crazy for recounting the few things I had about what I’d seen since the accident. Even Kasi didn’t really believe me.

      “Why are you here Stacy?” I deliberately used her name again, hoping it would penetrate whatever angry haze Tracy had wrapped herself in.

      “I don’t want her to hurt you,” Stacy said.

      I was thinking that was kind of her to look after me and then she punctured my self-involvement by saying, “She’s in trouble a lot and if she does something really bad, they’ll take her away and then Lacey will be all alone.”

      “Who’s she?”

      “Our little sister.”

      I was starting to get the picture now.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let me see what I can do.”

      I turned back to face the girls. Looked Tracy right in the eyes. “Stacy doesn’t want you to hurt me.”

      “Stacy?” Tracy looked enraged. “What do you know about Stacy?” She stepped forward. A couple of the girls looked less blood-thirsty than they had a moment ago but Zondra looked like she was a Roman watching a gladiator fight and they’d just let the tigers loose.

      What did I ever do to Zondra? I heard Dai’s voice in my head. “It’s not what you did so much as what you didn’t do.”

      I shook my head to clear it. I couldn’t afford to screw this up.

      “She says if you get in trouble, they’ll take you away and leave your little sister alone.”

      That got through to her.

      “What does Tracy look like?” she asked me as if daring me to lie.

      “She’s about this tall,” I gestured. “She has brown hair and blue eyes. And she’s wearing a pretty pink dress with ruffles on the collar and cuffs.”

      “I bought her that dress,” Tracy said. “Pink was her favorite color.”

      I held my breath. Finally she looked up.

      “Get out of here,” she said to the other girls.

      “But Trace—” Zondra whined.

      “Shut up Zee.”

      Zondra shut up and I walked away though I wanted to run.

      What the hell was that all about? I found out soon enough when Tracy caught up to me in the cafeteria. She sat down and slammed her tray so hard on the table that her fruit cup bounced.

      “If I ask you who the guy in the red shirt is, what would you say?”

      “Tall, thin, white with dark hair that looks like he never washes it?”

      Tracy nodded and peeled back the lid on her fruit.

      “I don’t know who he is, but I know what he is.”

      She looked expectant.

      Even though she’d already accepted that I could see dead people, I hesitated. If I told her what I thought the boy really was, there would be no going back. And if I told her how I knew what he was, it would be even worse.

      “I think he’s a trapped soul,” I said. “Demons are trying to use him to do their earthly dirty work, sort of like an apprenticeship to getting a job in hell.”

      “I don’t believe in hell.”

      A line from Dr. Faustus popped into my head. Because—A.P. English. “I think that hell’s a fable,” I quoted. “Think so still, till experience change thy mind.”

      Tracy narrowed her eyes. “Shakespeare?” she asked.

      “Marlowe,” I said. “Sorry, it’s a bad habit of mine to quote other people when I don’t quite know what to say myself.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “that’s not a word I’ve heard you use very often.”

      “Since the accident, I’ve been working on being a better person,” I said.

      She nodded, then asked, “Why am I seeing him?”

      “I don’t know that either. You’re not the only one seeing him. And every time they see him, they want to do something really bad.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like kill me.”

      That stopped the conversation for a moment. “I don’t have any reason to want to kill you,” she said. “I don’t even know you really. We haven’t had any classes together since sixth grade.”

      “the demon that’s giving this kid his marching orders wants me dead,” I said. “It’s just looking around for a way to do it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Tracy said and dug into her fruit.

      “I’m sorry about your sister,” I said. “When my mother died, I thought I’d die too.”

      Tracy looked at me. “My mother’s dead too,” she said. “She died in the same accident as my sister.”

      Shit. So much for bonding. “I’m so sorry,” I said again, knowing that my empty words would offer her no comfort. She just nodded and finished her lunch without saying anything else.

      I was troubled by the thought that my life was still again in danger. I had thought that whatever supernatural force had originally targeted me had turned its attention to Elle. Clearly not. Now we were both apparently in its crosshairs.
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        * * *

      

      Word of the incident with Tracy and her squad got around.

      So now people were afraid of me. I heard the whispered conversations that followed me around in the halls. I heard the things they called me. I tried to ignore the names but when I heard my ex-boyfriend’s skanky new girlfriend had labeled me, “that jigsaw-faced freak,” I nearly lost it.

      And by now I was dreaming about the boy in the red shirt nearly every night. Sometimes he would caper around like the Joker or something. But sometimes he’d taunt me with cryptic “clues.”

      “the debt must be paid,” he said.

      “What debt?”

      He’d just grin.

      I’d met Dai in the Between a couple of times to see if he could help me puzzle out what was going on.

      It had finally occurred to me that he was like a supernatural shrink. He might suggest things and he might steer me in a certain direction. He might even give me a little help at certain crucial moments, as he had at the hospital when I wanted to stay with Elle. But mostly he expected me to solve my own problems.

      And I had problems.

      In addition to dealing with the results of all the awful things I ever did, I was also worried about my father.

      FBI agents had shown up in his Chicago office and left with everything but the light fixtures. Former colleagues were making immunity agreements left and right and all of them seemed determined to throw him under the bus.

      I knew my father played fast and loose sometimes but had convinced myself that the white-collar crimes he was involved in were basically victimless crimes.

      I loved my father. And it was hard to see things from another perspective.

      I was in fifth period calculus when Dai showed up. “Ms. Quinn is urgently needed at home,” he said to Ms. Olutunde and she let me go without a comment other than, “I hope everything will be all right.”

      “What’s happened,” I asked Dai as we hustled to my car.

      “Elle’s been mugged,” he said.

      “Is she all right?” I asked.

      “She is. Two Valley college students came to her rescue.”

      “The guy with the red shirt. He’s getting bolder.’

      Dai’s face was grim. “Or someone is getting more desperate.”
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        * * *

      

      We found Elle in the emergency room where she was waiting for someone to take a look at her injuries. There were so many people in the waiting room that other, more inured people had been triaged ahead of her.

      She looked terrible. Both her eyes were blackened and there was a bruise forming on her jaw. She had abrasions and scrapes on her hands and knees and blood on her pants where they’d shredded.

      Dai left but I stayed with her until she finally, three hours later, got in to see a doctor, who cleaned out the abrasions, gave her prescriptions for painkillers, and sent her home.

      We left her car in the parking lot and drove home in mine.

      On the way we stopped at a drive-through pharmacy to fill the prescription and then at a fast food joint to get a soda to wash the pills down.

      “You know,” she said, “if your dad divorces me and the prenup holds up, I could probably go into the drug business with just the pills we’ve got on hand.”

      I looked at her sideways. “Divorce?”

      “You don’t know about Charisse?”

      “I’ve heard her name,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” she said. “I think Ryan is behind the attacks on both of us.”

      “How?”

      “You’re going to think I’m crazy.”

      “You can’t be any crazier than I am,” I said.

      “It was something the kid in the red shirt said. He kept saying, “The debt must be paid.”

      I felt a chill. “He says that to me, too.”

      “What do we have in common?”

      “Dad,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      I was about to say that was crazy and then I thought of the first time he visited me at the hospital after the accident. I’d felt all the expected emotions coming from him. Worry. Fear. And guilt. At the time I thought it was just that he felt guilty that I’d tried to kill myself, guilt over him not being there for me. But what if it had been something else?

      Elle saw my expression. “You don’t think it’s crazy.”

      “I don’t think it’s crazy,” I said, “but it’s awful.”

      “I think it’s worse than awful,” she said. “I think that he’s made a deal with the devil once before.”

      I thought she might say more but around then the pills kicked in and she leaned back against the head rest and started to dose.

      I kind of walked her into the house and got her settled on the bed, impatient to resume the conversation. But when she woke up later, she seemed to have forgotten that she’d said anything. I tried to get her to open up again, but I could tell I was  upsetting her, so I let it drop.

      I needed to talk to Dai.

      His appearance at school had created quite a stir.

      There were plenty of rumors swirling around who he might be and lots of questions too. Everybody wanted to know who he was.

      “The cop who saved my life.”

      “Is he single?”

      “Are you guys dating?”

      “What does a hot guy like that see in you?” Kasi had asked me, adding a perfunctory, “no offense,” a moment later. “I mean, he’s really…and you’re—”

      She gestured toward my mangled face.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I know. Beats me.”

      I’d tried getting back to the Between to find out what he was up to, but meanwhile, my dad’s legal problems were getting worse. Reporters were staking out our house. He’d been working out of his home office and spent hours there behind closed doors. Elle and I were tiptoeing around him because he was so angry all the time.

      Angry and…something darker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The truth revealed

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you sense anything different about Ryan?” Elle asked me one night when Dad was out, and we were eating a dinner of tortilla chips and salsa in the kitchen. Elle was a stress eater and the stress of the past few months had gotten to her. The days of tofu noodles and soy crumbles and fresh berries for dessert had given way to the comfort food of her childhood, salty and sugary snacks that didn’t require cooking. Cheap ice cream and packaged cupcakes and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. She was gaining weight, which was a good thing. She’d been almost anorexic before her mastectomy.

      I could have avoided the question, but I felt like we were both combatants in whatever war was going on and we needed to share intel.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “It’s like we’re not even here,” she said.

      I would have rushed to defend my father, to point out that he was a busy guy who had to deal with a lot of things, but it had long since been clear that all he cared about, really, was his business and himself. Plus, I’d begun to get the terrible suspicion that he was somehow the puppeteer controlling the boy in the red shirt.

      I still couldn’t figure out why the boy wanted either Elle or me dead. But as she opened a Margarita in a can to wash down her chips and salsa, Elle said something that caught my attention.

      “I almost died today.”

      “What?”

      Elle nodded and slurped at her drink. “I was in the pool doing laps and suddenly something grabbed me by the foot and yanked me under the water.”

      “Something?”

      “I couldn’t see what it was. I don’t wear my contacts when I’m swimming.”

      “How did you get away?”

      “JoJo jumped in the water and whatever it was let go.”

      “Good dog JoJo,” I said, and she got up from her bed in the corner of the kitchen and came over to lick my hand. Then she licked Elle’s, who ruffled her fur.

      I guess JoJo’s forgiven her for yelling at her that time, I thought. Dogs are awesome.

      “Elle, we can’t just sit here and wait for this wardrobe-challenged freak to kill us. We need to go after him.”

      “How?”

      “We know he can go back and forth through the Gate. But every time he comes through to our realm, he’s got an advantage. So we need to go to him.”

      “But won’t he have the ‘home team’ advantage?”

      “No. I don’t think so. I think he’s trying to curry favor with someone or something. He’s like the superfluous henchman who gets killed first.”

      “I can’t go back,” she said. “I can’t.”

      “That’s all right,” I said. “You stay here and watch out for Dad.”

      “And if he comes home while you’re …gone…what do I do?”

      I had no idea.

      “Call my name,” I said, with no idea whether that would work or not. I wasn’t even sure I could get to where I needed to go without help. I went into my room and lit the scented candle Kasi had given me for my birthday. It was scented with orange and vanilla and spice and smelled gorgeous.

      I never really meditated but I tried to consciously slow my breathing and my heart rate. I emptied my mind and visualized that gray space and the green curtain.

      And then I was back in the featureless limbo, with no sign of  green curtain or any other thing.

      I had no idea how I was supposed to go about summoning him. “Dai?” I ventured, but there was no answer.

      Because that would have been too easy. I started to walk and eventually came upon what I first thought was a large marble mile marker, but which turned out to be a stone angel made of pure white marble.

      As I passed, she turned toward me and for a moment, I saw my mother. “Mom?” I said but she had turned to stone again and did not answer.

      I felt a pang but kept moving.

      I could hear other things moving and see their shadows, but nothing approached me. And then I came to what looked like a barbed wire fence stretching to infinity in each direction.

      I didn’t see a gate and wondered if I could climb under it without shredding my skin from my bones. Then I heard the crying. Oh hell, I thought and almost laughed at the irony. I carefully grabbed the bottom strand of wire and pulled it up as far as I could. The wire caught on my hair and pulled away large tufts of it. It hurt as each strand was ripped from my scalp.

      But it wasn’t the only thing that hurt. Where the stitches had been in my face started to itch and then started to burn. Soon it felt like the pieces were breaking apart. The pain was so intense I nearly vomited. But I held it together. After what seemed like another mile of walking, I saw a young, black-haired boy wearing a red shirt.

      He was seated with his knees drawn up and his head down. I could feel his pain radiating like heat.

      I walked up to him and squatted beside him.

      “Hello?” I said and reached out to touch his arm. He recoiled, but the brief touch had activated a flood of images.

      I swathe little boy being bullied by bigger boys, coming home to a dark house.

      I saw him being yelled at by an older man who called him a pussy for not fighting back.

      “I’ll teach you how to fight back,” the older man said and slapped the kid in the face.

      “Don’t hit me daddy,” the boy said.

      “Fight back you little prick,” the man said and hit him again.

      “Put up your fists,” the man ordered. The boy complied, forming his small hands into tiny, bony fists. The man ducked the fists and hit him again.

      The boy just covered his face and sobbed. The man looked at him in disgust and stomped off.

      The boy looked so lost and lonely. His name came to me.

      “Dane,” I said. He looked up at me with a tear-stained face.

      “Don’t hurt me,” he said.

      So much pain in the world, I thought. Nobody deserves to be treated like that by his father. I wondered where his mother was.

      As if he could hear my thoughts, Dane replied, “Nobody loves me.”

      “Somebody loves you,” I said, hoping against hope that it was true.

      “Gramma,” he finally said, wiping his nose on his shirtsleeve. “But she’s dead.”

      Okay, I could work with Gramma.

      “What’s her name?”

      He looked at me like I was dumb as a rock. “Gramma.”

      I nodded. Because of course it couldn’t be easy.  “Let’s call her.”

      He looked around at the gray nothingness that stretched out in all directions.

      “She isn’t here.”

      I was worried that she wasn’t. If she was dead, she could very well have gone beyond the Gate and if she’d done that, I didn’t think there would be any way I could reach her.

      “Let’s try calling her anyway,” I said.

      “Gramma?” he said tentatively. “Gramma?”

      The silence was deafening.

      “She doesn’t love me because I’ve been bad,” he said.

      “What have you done that’s so bad?”

      “I tried to kill you,” he said. “And your mother.”

      I though he meant Elle, so I corrected him. “My stepmother.”

      “Her too,” he said. My heart skipped a beat.

      “My mother died of cancer.”

      “Yes,” he said. “I made her have cancer.”

      “Why?”

      “My master asked me to.

      Again I could only ask “Why?”

      “I thought you’d figured it out,” he said, somewhat peevishly. “My master said you were smart.”

      “Who is your master?” I asked.

      “I can’t speak his name,” he said. “that’s the first rule.”

      I know eff-all about demons, so I didn’t know where to start. Belial? Mephistopheles?

      “Why does your master care about my mother?”

      “He didn’t,” Dane said. “But he made a bargain with a human and she was the price.”

      Dad. The only possible person who might make a bargain like that was my father.

      “What was the bargain?”

      Dane shrugged. “What it always is. Money. Power.”

      I thought back to the months when my mother had been sick, all those business meetings he’d attended. I thought it had been his way of shirking his responsibilities, but he had been out in the world, making deals to enrich himself.

      He wanted that private jet.

      “Okay, I get that deal but why have you targeted me and Elle?”

      “Everybody knows that when you make a deal with the devil, there’s always a catch.” He looked at me to see if I understood the concept.

      “So I’ve heard,” I said.

      “So your father got rich and powerful, but the problem was that he did a bunch of bad stuff.”

      “And now the law is after him.”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “So he’s making a deal to get out of trouble.” It wasn’t really a question.

      ‘Yeah,” he said. “You were supposed to die in the car accident, but then that angel came along.”

      He practically spit out the word. “So since I didn’t die, he told you to try again?”

      “Yeah,” he said. And then he snickered. “He was so mad it didn’t work. But what he doesn’t know is that there’s another catch. My master has grown tired of him. He hasn’t fulfilled his part of the bargain, so he’s going to take him in payment.”

      Despite what I now knew, this horrified me.

      “When?” I asked.

      “When it pleases him.”

      I knew I had to get back but before I could, I needed to do one thing.

      “How’d you end up working for a demon?”

      He almost looked embarrassed. “I was kind of a bad kid. With a temper. And one night I got drunk and burned down my parents’ house. With my dad in it.”

      I thought his dad probably deserved it but didn’t think this was the time to say that.

      “I ended up burned up too,” he said, because I stayed too long watching him, and got trapped by a falling beam.

      I got here and Asu—”

      He broke off as he realized he’d almost spoken the name of his master aloud.

      “And my master offered me a choice. He said I could be useful to him and in return, he’d make sure that I was taken care of.”

      I wondered how that worked and what it meant. Again, as if he’d heard my thoughts, he said, “I have a contract.”

      “Are there any circumstances that’ll allow you to break the contract?”

      “If someone who loves me claims me. But that’s not gonna happen.”

      The hell it’s not.

      I stood up, suddenly filled with a feeling that was somewhere between righteous anger and desperate need. I had told Dai that since the accident, I’d been painfully aware of other people’s pain. He’d told me my destiny was to use that new empathy to do some good. If that was my destiny, then I needed a sign right now.

      “Dane’s gramma, are you there?”

      Nothing. Dane gave me a look that said, “See?”

      “Dane’s grandmother, he needs you.”

      The silence was deafening.

      And suddenly there was a whoosh and I felt my ears popping like I was on an airplane.

      A thin woman with a care-worn face stood in front of us. She wore sagging sweatpants and a matching hoodie that hung off her frame like she’d lost a lot of weight. It looked soft and comfy, but the color had been faded by many washings.

      “Dane,” she said, and I could hear the love in that one syllable. Love and regret that she had birthed the monster that had turned her beloved grandchild into a monster himself.

      “Grandma,” he said. She opened her arms to him.

      “I’m so sorry,” he sobbed as she stroked his dirty dark hair.

      “I’ve been waiting for you boy,” she said. “We’ll be going now.”

      “Godspeed,” I said, but I don’t think they heard me. They were already walking toward a gate that had suddenly appeared in the distance.

      And it looked exactly like what you would expect the gate of heaven to look like—fancy scroll work and pure white.

      I felt tears on my cheeks. And weirdly, where my tears fell, I could feel my face healing. It felt like getting a mask treatment at a spa—warm and tingling.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up the next morning to find my face was in fact totally healed. There weren’t even any scars. Elle didn’t seem to notice the miraculous transformation and when I went to school, no one else did either. It was as if the accident had never happened, but it had.

      I had told Elle what Dane had told me.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      “Me, too,” I said.

      Two days later, while driving to the airport, my father was killed in a car accident. The other driver was cleared of all responsibility as half a dozen witnesses saw his car swerving wildly before the collision.

      Both Elle and I cried at the funeral. Because we had loved him.

      I wondered where he had ended up, and if I would ever encounter him in beyond the Between.
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      That night, I once again found myself in the Between. Dai was there waiting for me.

      “Dai,” I said, and he reached for my hand and pulled me to him. Healing warmth poured into me, giving me strength, just as he had once healed my mortal wounds. It felt like we had come full circle and I knew that this was an ending.

      “Will I see you again?” I asked.

      “I’ll always be watching over you,” he said.

      “But I love you,” I said.

      He smiled sadly. “I love you too.”

      “We could live in the world,” I said. “We could work as a team, doing good.”

      “You’re seventeen,” he said. “The world would not let us be a team, even if it was possible.”

      “It is possible,” I said.

      “No,” he said. “Do you remember the first question you ever asked me?”

      I had to think a moment, but it came to me. “I asked you if you were an angel.”

      “I need to show you what that means,” he said. And suddenly a hot wind rose around us, blowing at my clothes and lifting my hair. In front of me Dai was transforming. He grew bigger, until he was at least seven feet tall. His features melted into something softer, more feminine, and then morphed back into the face I knew and loved. But as this physical transformation was taking place, his clothes were dropping away until he stood naked before me.

      Not he.

      Not she.

      His—they’s—body was as sexless as a mannequin, no breasts, no external genitals.  As I watched, wings appeared between his shoulder blades and opened out like a fan. The wings were white with a silver sheen and spread so wide they threw everything into shadow.

      I could see each individual feather, and they looked sharp. Dai fluttered his wings and they made the wound of a windchime.

      “Do you see?” Dai asked, and his voice had altered along with his body. Now when they spoke I could hear the sound of the roaring ocean in their voice, I could hear trumpets on a battlefield. I could hear…eternity.

      I could feel tears sliding down my face, burning tracks in my skin.

      “Do you see?” Dai repeated.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I see.”

      My heart was breaking with a pain greater than I’d felt when I’d been killed in the wreck. I love you I love you I love you, I thought and realized that I was a child, crying for a lost puppy. The sense of wrenching loss was absolute.

      “I will always be with you,” Dai said.

      “Like my guardian angel?”

      “Exactly like,” Dai said.

      “All right,” I said. “Then I won’t say goodbye.”

      Dai smiled and put their hand on my shoulder. It was a very big hand—as big as my head.

      I felt a jolt of absolute elation go through me; a moment of joy so profound it brought fresh tears to my eyes. And then it was gone. And so was Dai.

      Where Dai had been standing was a single silver-white feather. A final parting gift.

      I picked it up.
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        Dear friends,

        What do you make of Death?
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      On that morning, Tillie Boyce woke her six-year-old son. Her cheeks were wet and her brown eyes puffy. Every year, without fail, the day was scorching hot without a cloud in sight. They both cleaned up with the fancy lavender soapweed, scrubbing the summer dust off their freckled, brown skin. Afterward, they dressed in their finest. Tillie chose her favorite yellow dress and brocade bodice, and little Rowan joined her in a dark blue doublet. At last, they left their small wooden cottage on the outskirts of Beralin.

      Tillie was sure to grab the lunches on her way out—last year she had forgotten them and they had been stuck with a pack of rations from the corner store in the next town. Little Rowan held his own lunch this year, his small hands clutching tight onto the cloth bag. Tillie held the other two bags and together they walked to Victory River.

      There were more people at the docks this year. It was busier and busier as the years went by, but no matter the crowds, Victory River was still just as big, blue, and beautiful as it always had been, running through the Siopenne Mainland like a vein of liquid sapphire. Riverboats, sailboats, canoes; they floated up and down during all hours of the day. The city of Beralin was the hub of river commerce in Central Siopenne.

      “Rowan, look!” Tillie pointed out a hawk gliding across the tall line of conifers on the other side of the river. “That was a big one, wasn’t it?”

      They stood in line to board the Queen Otter, a riverboat going south to the town of Riddenholm. The journey would have taken two days by wagon, and while Tillie knew they could accomplish it easily enough, the ride down the river was magical. They would be having a candle-lit picnic in the warm summer evening by sunset.

      The Queen Otter’s captain was a broad dwarven man with a full brown beard save for one jagged triangle on his cheek where there was scar tissue. Tillie knew him well—she’d been riding the Queen Otter since she was little. She boarded, grasping Rowan’s hand as the wooden ramp creaked with their weight. She bumped past the myriad of other passengers until they had a spot to stand together on the deck. They watched the forests of Beralin disappear into the golden, grassy plains just south.

      The deck was full of chatter from all around. Accents she’d never heard before. Bits and pieces of tales from outside Siopenne. Tillie never imagined she’d be able to get off the mainland, but squashed out the inner complaint. Siopenne was the largest continent on all of Rosamar—there was no place better in all the world to be confined.

      “Where’s this thing’s first stop?”

      She looked around for the voice but couldn’t pin it on anyone in particular. “Riddenholm,” she called out.

      Rowan squeezed her hand. “I remember when we used to live there, Ma.”

      “You do?” She gazed down at his big, dark brown eyes. “You were so little then.”

      “We lived next to a book place. You went there every day.”

      “That’s right. That’s where I used to work. I rewrote old books and made them pretty again! I’m impressed you remember.” She mussed his hair but didn’t talk about the past anymore.

      Along the riverbanks, Tillie and Rowan saw glimpses of a competition. People sparred with short swords or fired at targets with regulation short bows. She even thought she could see axe-throwing.

      She focused on it with everything she had. Don’t think about the past, she told herself. Not now. Not yet.

      When dusk was an hour away, the Queen Otter pulled in at the port of Riddenholm. Half the passengers disembarked and just as many boarded in their place. Travel was constant. Tillie took Rowan’s hand again and they hiked into town.

      Several landmark oaks stood tall and proud but most of Riddenholm was covered in honey-colored plainsgrass swaying gently in the breeze. Tillie breathed in the sweet scent deep. She missed her old home. The Mages Academy had their newest students ambling up and down the streets to light the lanterns. Tonight, the magical fire glittered like diamonds in the glass cages.

      “Come on baby, we’re just about there.”

      After a long walk Tillie brought them beneath the arches of the Silver Lady Cemetery. A turn to the left, twenty steps down, and two gravestones to the right. The one with the weathered stone rabbit sleeping peacefully atop a granite marker.

      
        
        Galen Boyce

        Eternally Beloved

        1106-1133

      

      

      Rowan already knew what to do and helped his mother unroll the blanket in her bag. They laid it out and peppered the area with little candles before sitting down. Tillie handed him the third bundle of lunch.

      “Here. It’s almost sunset. You should give your father the meal this year.”

      He sniffled and untied the cloth bag. Inside was fresh rosemary bread they’d baked the day before, smoked fish from the river, and a bright orange peach.

      “The peach will be his favorite,” Rowan said. “He always ate peaches when it got really hot outside.”

      Tillie couldn’t help but tear up as she smiled. “He sure did. Here, I’ll cut it up for him. Why don’t you tell him about how we caught the fish? He’ll love that.”

      Rowan nestled up to the stone rabbit and made himself comfortable, and in no time at all the words were pouring out of him. Tillie loved that he’d become an expert storyteller. At six years old he could take a simple fishing trip and weave it into a tale that would leave any adult on the edge of their seat. She passed him peach slices and he artfully arranged them by the granite marker.

      It was darling to see her son spending time with what they had left of his father, but Tillie’s attention wavered. There was commotion and light from farther in the cemetery. A celebration. She rose and patted Rowan on the shoulder.

      “You eat that fish with your daddy. I’m going to see what’s going on at the warden’s station. I’ll be right back, okay baby?”

      Her late husband’s grave was the only safe place in the world as far as she was concerned. Whether there was a guardian spirit there for him or not, she knew he would be alright. She set off toward the noise, leaving her food and bag behind. Before long she saw a crowd of richly dressed people, city officials most likely, raising goblets.

      “May you live out the rest of your days in peace, my friend!” A man with long salt and pepper hair and reddish skin shook his hand in the air before clapping it on an elderly man’s shoulder. Lord Osprey Tutson—the governor of Riddenholm, and Brin Colt—the grave warden.

      Well, the old grave warden, so it seemed.

      “Thank you, thank you!” Brin’s vocal cords struggled to make noise. “It was an honor to have served this fine town for so many years, my lord.” Tillie was sure he would crumble under Lord Tutson’s grasp, but he stayed strong. There were others surrounding him, including another man about Lord Tutson’s age with short, wispy, graying hair and a wicked grin. Tillie knew him only as Master Tano, the patriarch of one of Riddenholm’s oldest families.

      “You can’t give us one more year, Brin?” a lady in green velvet asked.

      “Shel, I am ninety-two years old. Truth is, I should have hung up my cloak over a decade ago. Maybe two decades ago,” Brin said. “It’s a wonder no one has taken advantage of this frail old man yet. My days of fighting and defending are long gone.”

      Then he gestured to someone else, the youngest one in the group by far. Tillie didn’t think he had made it past his twenties.

      “We are lucky,” Brin said, “that this man moved to Riddenholm! Mister Sheltier, I must make comment on how perfect a fit you are for this job!”

      The young man’s cheeks reddened just a hint. “It is luckier for me that you’d choose a stranger.” He ran a hand through his fluffy brown waves. “Are you sure there was no one more qualified?”

      Some of the others in the group exchanged glances and uncomfortably shifted their weight.

      “Oh, so humble a man!” Lord Tutson clapped his hands. “Even better!”

      The young man let a laugh slip into the celebration, flaunting a wide and charming smile that featured a little gap in his front teeth.

      “Well, don’t let me go without thanking you for the opportunity! I’ll keep a watchful eye over this place, I promise. And please, call me Dane! Mister Sheltier is too stuffy. Maybe in twenty years.”

      A round of laughter came and went, some genuine and some nervous. Tillie left and returned to Rowan and the grave, her mind busy at work.

      “Ma, the fish turned out so good!” Rowan waved to her as she neared. “He’s gonna love it!”

      They watched the sunset and Tillie took her turn talking to Galen. She talked to him about Brin Colt—the same man who had helped bury him—leaving the cemetery after being its warden all her life and most of her mother’s life.

      “I know he’s old,” she sighed, “but I thought he’d have an apprentice or something. Instead it seems like he just plucked a random man off the streets and dropped him here.”

      Rowan fell asleep in her lap as she rambled.

      “His name is Dane Sheltier.” Tillie wove her fingers through Rowan’s hair. “Will you keep an eye on him? I don’t trust him. I can think of at least five other people in this town who could have gotten the job, but no. This new man, somehow perfect for the job, shows up at just the right time. Seems fishy to me.”

      The sun was gone and stars emerged one by one. Tillie knew it was time to go. She said sweet nothings to her late husband and kissed the stone rabbit on the head, then packed, heaved a sleepy Rowan into her arms, and left.

      Her heart was heavy and a little cold. Last year there had been more to say. Galen’s memory was feeling more distant by the day.
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      Tillie woke the following morning at her mother’s home in Riddenholm. Her mind picked up right where it had left off as though the last seven hours hadn’t passed at all. Sun beamed in through old lacy curtains and the scent of fatty, salty bacon pulled her out of bed, into clean clothes, and toward the kitchen.

      There was a note on the stone counter by the hearth. Her mother had gone to work at the fletcher’s and had taken Rowan with her. Tillie ate her breakfast in peaceful silence, imagining Rowan talking a mile a minute about the day before. Fortunately, her mother was a very patient woman.

      As soon as she had finished her meal and tidied up, Tillie grabbed her bag and set off for her final errand in Riddenholm. Her destination was the Physician’s College.

      Riddenholm’s Physician’s College was the only place in all of Central Siopenne where a person could officially become a doctor. Lack of education never stopped anyone from practicing in the smaller towns, but all the best doctors on the mainland studied in Riddenholm. Tillie tried not to think about how different life would have been if she’d studied to become a doctor.

      Those thoughts won’t do you any good, she reminded herself. Galen is gone. You couldn’t have changed that.

      The college was massive. Old stone reached stories and stories into the sky, with covered balconies weaving their way around like a snake. Courtyards trailed through the grounds and were home to miles of wisteria clinging to every brick.

      Like most days, the front doors were open until sundown. Tillie stepped inside and up to the reception desk, building herself up with a smile. A gentleman with a long goatee regarded her with a nod and adjusted his glasses.

      “Well, if it isn’t Missus Tillie Boyce! It’s been awhile, little lady!” His smile looked down on her.

      “Been a whole year already.” The corners of her mouth fell a little. She patted the loose bun at the nape of her neck and cleared her throat. “I am here to make my donation.”

      The man took a thin book out from underneath the desk and readied his fountain pen. “To the Anatomy Wing, as usual?”

      “Yes, Sir Caster. One gold piece to the Anatomy Wing.” Saying it out loud made her face hot with shame. She pulled her eyes away from the book, but not before seeing the other names on the page and their donations of triple digit amounts.

      “Oh Missus Boyce, please don’t fret. We are very grateful for your continued support. Especially the Anatomy Wing. Their studies until recently went mostly unnoticed.”

      He logged her name and donation, then took out a small blue purse emblazoned with the college’s crest. Tillie stared at the sun symbol sewn in gold thread and its five rays ending in different leaves. Then she watched her money disappear.

      “I think you’ll be happy to know that this has been making a difference lately, Missus Boyce.” He tugged on the drawstrings and pulled the purse shut on her single gold coin. “Have you heard the news?”

      She tilted her head. “I have not.”

      “Lord Deloren, head of the Anatomy Wing as you know, has been hard at work with his students. They have a new study. A discovery. And it could be relevant to, well—” his next words stuck in his throat for a moment, “—ah, Galen’s death.”

      Tillie’s eyebrows rose. “Really? Galen’s father died of something so similar, I’m worried the same thing could happen to Rowan. But if they’ve made a discovery…”

      “It’s promising,” the receptionist said, putting the purse away back beneath the desk. “Or at least it sounds that way. He’s going into strange territory with this study. There’s things that involve genealogy and subjects of other Wings. Lord Deloren has been running tests and exper—” he stopped again, searching the air for the right words, “—paying people to help test his theories, is what I meant.”

      “Of course.” Tillie tried to grin but wasn’t sure she had made it that far. “I understand the lengths the medical field must go to for the rest of us.”

      He closed the donation logbook and put it away next. “Don’t be a stranger. You can come see us any time. Not just once a year. Not just for a donation. This town will always be a part of your family, Tillie.”

      She bid him farewell and left to see her mother and son at the fletcher’s. It was time to return to Beralin. The next river boat going back would be at the port in only a couple of hours, and then she could try to go back to normal. Try to forget.

      But the receptionist’s news wouldn’t leave her mind. Her husband’s condition seemed to run in his family. It was a festering in the stomach that eventually ended him, and his mother didn’t speak up about it until after the death ceremony. Every time Tillie looked at Rowan, she wondered if he was harboring the same thing that very second.

      If Lord Deloren figured out what it was, what caused it, maybe Rowan could be spared. She imagined the students hard at work as the receptionist had said.

      But then she wondered a little more. What did that work actually look like?

      How many stomachs, alive or dead, did the Anatomy Wing have to study to get where they were? And where did they come from? Who donated body parts? Were there really people lining up to let Lord Deloren run his tests and experiments?

      Cut that out, Tillie. She breathed in deep. Stop thinking about it. You’re working yourself up for nothing.

      When she arrived at the fletcher’s, Rowan had an endless story about making arrows with grandma. The arrows in actuality were steel-tipped, but to him they were dragon scales and ogre teeth and lion claws. Tillie’s mother gave them a hug, and then they left.

      Tillie and Rowan took the next riverboat to Beralin and were back when stars covered the dark sky above. She made one last stop in the city before going home. She couldn’t let today go by unnoticed.

      “Ma, isn’t this the City Watch building?”

      It was. Tillie held onto his hand as they approached the sturdy masonry that held the City Watch and its officials. A proud blue banner flapped in the night breeze. Blue for Hanarn, the god of Justice and Law.

      “We’ll be just a minute here, okay baby? Then we can go home.”

      Inside, the building was only lit with a handful of oil lamps. The dim yellow light flickered in and out as the flames threatened to die. A woman trimmed new wicks from a long braid of rope nearby, ready to replace them as they burned out. When Tillie crossed her vision, she smiled.

      “Hello there. Are you two okay?” she asked.

      “Doing well,” Tillie said. “I just came by to—well, I suppose I want to leave an anonymous tip. I don’t know if it’s anything, but I can’t ignore it.”

      “Of course.” The woman went to a desk and procured a slip of paper and a leather wrapped pencil. “Here. Write down the details for us and we’ll have it looked into as soon as we’re able.” 

      She felt silly having so little to go on, but she wrote anyway. When she left the City Watch, she did it with a bit of weight off her heart. She skipped home beneath the stars with Rowan.
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      The next morning, just after Tillie sent Rowan away to the schoolhouse, there was a knock at her door. Heavy handed and four perfectly timed raps. She surveyed the front room of her little cottage, and though it was cramped, it was clean enough for visitors. She wiped her hands on a rag and opened the door.

      “Hello. How can I help you?”

      She said it to a woman she had never seen before. A woman who she could not guess one single thing about based on her appearance. She could have been in her fifties just as well as she could have been a dour-faced twenty-year-old. Her hair color and skin color were both a shade of ambiguous tan—she could have hailed from anywhere on Rosamar. The hard stare of her dark eyes couldn’t even be deciphered. Was she angry? Confused? Far-sighted?

      “Missus Tillie Boyce?” she asked. Her voice was harsh but even.

      “Y-yes ma’am. And you?”

      Even the woman’s clothes left Tillie perplexed. She wore a tall black witch-hunting hat with a thin silver ribbon, a long black coat with silver epaulets, and a polished flintlock pistol at each hip.

      “Lady Cadence de la Croix, Bone Priestess from the Botathora Sanctum. Missus Boyce—” she produced a note from her pocket, “—I am told you wrote this.”

      It was from her trip to the City Watch the night before. “I told them that was anonymous!”

      “And I told them to tell me.” The woman tipped her hat and came inside. “My investigation starts with you.”

      “Investigation?”

      “Please close your front door, Missus Boyce. I must discuss this with you, and I do not intend for the whole world to hear.”

      Tillie grunted, shut the door, and hurried to lead Cadence into the kitchen. “You said you’re from the Botathora Sanctum? What does that mean, exactly? Why are you investigating?”

      The kitchen was as cramped as the front room. There was just enough room for a cutting board by the lit hearth and a small pantry. Tillie poured water from a ceramic jug into her kettle and set it by the fire for tea.

      “Botathora is the Goddess of Death and Time, as everyone knows, and as I am a high-ranking dedicant, the Sanctum employs me to investigate any incidents where the dead have been desecrated. I am to enact justice for the dead and then consecrate them again so that their souls may continue the journey to Botathora.”

      Tillie covered her mouth. “Oh gods, you’re investigating desecration? They really thought what I put in my note was that serious?”

      “Perhaps.” Cadence’s gaze didn’t wander for even a second, yet Tillie was sure she had already observed every detail in the room. “And perhaps the City Watch has no idea how to handle something of this nature. The dead are just as sensitive as the living, but they are completely out of the Watch’s expertise or jurisdiction.”

      Tillie took a deep breath and fetched two tea cups. She kept the chipped one for herself—one that Rowan had dropped once—and saved the nice one for her guest.

      “Alright then Lady Cadence, what would you like to know?”

      When Cadence thought, she didn’t move. There was no pacing or idle fidgeting or bouncing. The woman was like stone.

      “Tillie Boyce, twenty-five years old, born and raised in Riddenholm. Originally Tillie Thatcher.”

      “I thought you came here to ask me questions.”

      “Are you confirming my information?”

      Tillie huffed as she retrieved a jar of loose tea. “Yes.”

      Cadence nodded. “Married Galen Boyce in the early spring of 1130. Gave birth to a son several months later. Fall of 1133 Galen falls ill and perishes.”

      “Perishes.” Tillie grumbled and put a pinch of tea in each cup. “Such a sweet, delicate way to phrase an agonizing death, Lady Cadence. I did not take you for a delicate speaker.”

      “I judged you for someone delicate, yourself. I would not have used the word otherwise.”

      Tillie stood across from her at the countertop. A silence fell over them as they waited for the water to boil.

      “Will you confirm the information?” Cadence asked.

      “Yes! Gods, is that all you want? Do you just want my life story, or did you actually come here to solve a potential crime? I must warn you that my life is not all that interesting.”

      Cadence’s eyes shifted to the ground for only a fraction of a second. “Actually, Missus Boyce, I am here to judge character because my next question is why you thought it necessary to report what you saw. And just what was it that you saw?”

      The water started to simmer. Tillie breathed in deep.

      “Can I ask a question first?”

      “You may.”

      “When a place like the College needs to study, where do the bodies come from? We’ve learned so much about all the races on this world through dedicated study… but how do we come by that material?”

      Cadence folded her arms. “Study is important for medical advancement and survival. The Sanctum knows this. Our goddess knows this. Having your body—your soul’s vessel in life—donated upon your death is something that can be celebrated and honored in a death ceremony or Rite of Crossing. A person of significance must make that choice, however. Perhaps you decide to donate your body on your deathbed. Or you let a loved one decide. Or the Sanctum.”

      “But it must be decided upon and noted in the ceremony?” Tillie asked.

      “Yes. Because even though the soul’s ties to all things mortal are severed with the ceremony, sometimes threads are stubborn and still linger.”

      Tillie went to the kettle, now rattling with boiling water. “And what does that mean?”

      “It means the soul cannot reach Botathora to complete the journey. Sometimes the threads pull the soul back and it winds up in the Ethereal Realm as a ghost, or the Silent Realm as something more malicious. Or worse. It could end up as a daemon.”

      “And these are all things that could happen if bodies are improperly—” she poured the steaming water into the cups, “—oh, what would you call it? Used?”

      “A soul being pulled back is angry. A soul being pulled back to see its old body disrespected is furious. And rightly so.” She pushed the cup away as Tillie slid it to her and took the chipped one instead. “You are a nice person, Missus Boyce. Your sacrifice is noticed and appreciated, but please, take the finer things. You have earned more than a chipped cup.”

      The words brought a ferocious blush to Tillie’s cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “The Sanctum’s drive to pursue perpetrators of desecration and improper use of the dead is not just about preventing a soul from turning into the undead, Missus Boyce, though there is nothing more tragic than when that happens. We also do this because desecrating a body is just rude.”

      Tillie hid her smile in her teacup as she tested the water. Too hot. “That it is, my lady.”

      “Now.” Cadence straightened her already perfect posture. “What possessed you to report to the City Watch?”

      Where could she even start? Tillie’s eyes wandered, looking to bowls and spices and knives for answers. Finally, she shrugged.

      “I guess it was just overthinking. I’m told I do it—”

      Her face went blank and yesterday’s events raced through her head. Cadence waited patiently and blew on the tea.

      “It was that damn grave warden!” Tillie shouted. “What was his name?”

      “You wrote ‘Dane Sheltier.’”

      “Dane Sheltier!” Tillie threw her hands up. “He got this whole thing started. He’s replacing old Brin Colt as the grave warden in Riddenholm.”

      “Now there’s a stubborn soul.” Cadence sipped. “A skeleton wearing skin.”

      “I’ve never heard of a Dane Sheltier in my life.” Tillie wandered the cramped space with her cup. “He’s new to Riddenholm. A stranger! And that old man just hands the job over to him like it’s nothing!”

      “Missus Boyce, hiring a grave warden is no small matter. The qualifications are serious. Not just anyone can be picked. Is perfect timing Mister Sheltier’s only crime?”

      “I suppose so.” Tillie stared into the tea and felt her fire snuff out. “I just can’t believe Brin Colt would overlook so many others native to the town who really could have used that opportunity.”

      “My next question, Missus Boyce, is how this links to the Physician’s College.”

      “Oh, it doesn’t.” She sighed and shook her head. “My imagination was getting carried away. I was thinking so hard about how colleges and academies require bodies for research that I dreamed up this whole stupid thing about Dane Sheltier supplying them for money.”

      Cadence sipped. “But where did thoughts of the College come from? Missus Boyce, I must understand the entire thought process and how it was logical to you.”

      “Well, every year since my husband’s death I’ve made a donation to the Anatomy Wing at the Physician’s College. My husband, we later found out, had a condition. You see. Something with his stomach. Maybe hereditary. I want to support any research that could lead to a cure. And on this last trip I was told about a possible breakthrough that Lord Deloren is working away at.”

      “I see.”

      “I told you, I’m an overthinker.”

      Cadence sipped again. “It’s not always bad.” She paused for a moment, collecting her thoughts, then stood straight. “I will see you again, Missus Tillie Boyce. Thank you for your time.” She finished the tea and tipped her hat.

      “What will you do?” Tillie asked. “Is this going to be taken seriously?”

      “Very.” Cadence made her way back to the front door. “I must pay a visit to Riddenholm’s new grave warden. Have a good day, Missus Boyce.”
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      Cadence de la Croix left by riverboat late at night. The crowd was light and quiet, hoping to be somewhere lively when the sun rose. There was a little bit of gambling going on inside, but nothing rowdy. Cadence avoided it easily by standing out on the deck.

      Summers in Central Siopenne were blistering. But at night, along the river, it cooled down and the air soothed what the sun had burnt. If one could tolerate the bugs.

      Cadence did not know the people of Riddenholm. Not like Tillie did. When she arrived, the sun was just climbing over the horizon. The town woke with the sleepy blues, pinks, and yellows in the sky and they promised a hot day. Cadence did not dress any differently. Her long black coat announced her wherever she went, and people kept their distance.

      The cemetery was in sight. She was only five blocks away. As she walked, she seemed to be the only one walking in its direction, as though she were fighting a current. But the people parted for her like she was a shark.

      “Mama, why’s that lady look so mean?”

      A woman pulled her child out of Cadence’s way. “Hush, you. She’s working.”

      Cadence thought to tip her hat to them, but they hurried away from her. What was it? Was it her face? Did she look angry? She wasn’t. She was just determined.

      An elven man strummed a painted mandolin on the corner a couple blocks ahead. Cadence watched his expression change as he decided if she was worth the effort or not. He ducked away as she came near and only gave her a little nod.

      That was for the best, she thought. She was not in the mood to stop, listen, and tip.

      At last she was under the arch of the Silver Lady Cemetery. It was in immaculate shape. She had visited on occasion to make sure it was up to Sanctum standards and it always had been, but it had never been so manicured and clean before.

      Dane Sheltier had a lot to prove, so it seemed.

      Grit had been cleaned out of crevasses in headstones. Spots where engravings had weathered away were chiseled new again. Fenced areas had been mended. Weeds were pulled. Candles were lit at every marker, flickering wildly as they reached the end of their wicks. Walkways were dusted.

      Cadence followed the walkway to the grave warden’s cabin to find a young man applying a fresh coat of white paint. He’d tied a rag around his head to keep sweat out of his hair and another paint-stained rag dangled from his belt. His pants and tunic were dappled with white paint, too. When he saw her approach, he gave her a gap-toothed smile.

      “Good morning, my lady!”

      She tipped her hat. “Mister Dane Sheltier?”

      “That is my name!” He set his brush over a metal paint tin. “How can I help you?”

      “Where did you come from?”

      He shook his head a little and wet his lips. “Oh, this is one of those conversations. Believe it or not, my lady, I come from Vaskio. Um, who are you?”

      “Vaskio?” She stared a hole right through him. “Siopenne’s capitol? Nearly three thousand miles north of here? If I have the choice to believe it or not, Mister Sheltier, I do not.”

      He cleared his throat. “I do hope to remedy that Miss—who did you say you were?”

      “I never did.” She crept around to observe the back of the cabin. “I am a Bone Priestess from the Botathora Sanctum in Beralin. Lady Cadence de la Croix.”

      “Ah, the Sanctum!” Dane threw his hands up and smiled again. “I knew someone would have to come by eventually. Brin told me to expect someone.”

      “For an inspection. You are well prepared.” Cadence rolled her shoulders. “The Silver Lady has never looked better. But please, Mister Sheltier, tell me about your journey from Vaskio City. Is that where you grew up? Why did you leave? Why did you come to Riddenholm of all places?”

      He wiped the quickly forming sweat off his brow. “Can we go inside? Sit down for this, perhaps?”

      “No.”

      “My lady, I need some water.”

      “Sounds like you need a diversion.”

      “No!” Dane waved his hands. “No, gods. Alright. Look, my friends and I did some real stupid things in Vaskio—”

      “Such as?”

      He started to pick the paint out of his nails. “The whole point of me coming here was so I could stop talking about it.”

      “How convenient. How is it that you are qualified to protect the dead with this troubled past? If I am left to fill in the blanks myself, I most certainly will. The reason why you left Vaskio could be none other than necrophilia, which makes you wholly unfit for—”

      “Good gods, it was nothing like that!” Dane shouted. “Okay, okay… my father was an asshole, so I stole money from his shop. And then my friends and I accidentally burned it down. But the arson was accidental!”

      “You keep yelling like that Mister Sheltier and someone will hear about your terrible deeds.”

      He grumbled and wiped his hands on the rag. “Brin did not tell me I’d be interrogated.”

      “Because this is not standard introductory protocol,” Cadence told him. “This is an investigation. How do you know Brin Colt and why did he think you were qualified to be the new grave warden?”

      “I don’t know him!” He opened the front door and beckoned. “Look, you’re making me nervous. Let’s go inside. I’m thirsty. I’m parched. Aren’t you?”

      “Answer the questions, Mister Sheltier.”

      A jug of water waited for him inside the cabin at his desk. The cabin was big enough for several small possessions, a desk, a bedroll, and a bookshelf. An unlit lantern on the floor was ready for nightfall.

      “I met him by accident. All of this was by accident, Lady Cadence. I was originally headed to Dreamer’s End, so you know I had about another two thousand miles south to go when I got here. It looked like a nice place to rest up and resupply, and I specifically wanted to resupply my stock of silver bullets.”

      “Afraid of bloodkin?”

      “I often travel through the night. I am afraid of many things. I was sold a meager supply of silver bullets then told to seek out Brin Colt for the rest. We hit it off because we both had acquired interesting tactics for fending off the undead. That’ll happen when you travel three thousand miles!”

      Cadence waited for him to pour a cup of water, then watched as he drank and spilled it all over himself. She sighed.

      “So, what would you have me believe, Mister Sheltier? That everything has happened to you by accident?”

      He made a futile attempt to wipe away the water on his tunic. “Truthfully, I think Brin Colt was in such a hurry to close this chapter of his life, he was willing to shove it onto anyone in sight. My qualifications were that I was not a familiar face who would come to him with questions every day. I was a stranger who would feel too awkward to do anything but leave him alone.”

      “If that were indeed his thought, is it a correct one?”

      He drank and then gave a long pause. “It is. With the Sanctum so close, they are clearly the better authority if I need more training, anyway.”

      “A smart answer in your company, Mister Sheltier.” Cadence tipped her hat and walked out. “Good day.”

      Cadence left the Silver Lady Cemetery with a quiet mind. When people looked at her, she could tell that some of them knew. They knew she was with the Sanctum. The ones who didn’t know it before knew it as they saw her walk back out under the arch. They made the connection.

      Her next destination was the Riddenholm Post and Roost. Early in the morning it was a mess of townspeople sending news to faraway places or hoping for a response. She could wait an hour for a lull, but there was no point. The time would be wasted waiting either way.

      The doors were wide open and there was dust and dirt everywhere. There were different lines—one for ponies that delivered around town, one for ponies to nearby towns, one for mail via birds, and still more. Cadence waited and eventually she was seen by an elf with deep bronze skin and emerald eyes.

      “Collecting or sending?” she asked.

      “Sending. To Vaskio. As quickly as possible.”

      The elf’s eyes grew wide. “Are you certain? Vaskio is very far—”

      “Yes it is, ma’am. I am aware. I must send a letter immediately.”

      The Post and Roost sent Cadence’s letter on their fastest bird and it took off almost as soon as the pen had left the paper. Cadence hoped the city would respond to her with just as much haste. Until she could confirm Dane Sheltier’s backstory, her only lead rested with the Physician’s College.

      With Lord Deloren.
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      At the beginning of a long, winding trail through the woods, Tillie waited for Lady Cadence de la Croix. She bounced on the balls of her feet trying to catch a glimpse of the woman’s long black coat from between the trees. Instead she saw the busy city of Beralin.

      For four days, Tillie had gone to the Botathora Sanctum hoping to hear of the Bone Priestess’s return. But for four days, she had heard nothing. She’d started to wonder if the woman was avoiding her.

      No, Tillie thought. Lady Cadence is much too straightforward for that.

      It was getting late. Rowan would be coming home from the schoolhouse soon. Just as she was about to give up for another day, however, Tillie caught sight of a tall black hat.

      “Lady Cadence!”

      She’d blurted it out without even realizing it as she flew through the trees and into the city to meet her. Cadence didn’t startle at all. Calmly she turned to look Tillie in the eyes.

      “Missus Boyce.”

      “What took you so long to come back? Did Dane do it? Did he do something?”

      Cadence raised an eyebrow. “Missus Boyce, do you not have somewhere else to be?”

      Tillie choked on words as she followed Cadence back through the trees and to the walkway leading to the Sanctum. “What? No, not really. Not yet. Rowan will play outside with his friends, probably, till it’s time for dinner and homework.”

      “Then I suggest you go home and you deal with that. This investigation is not open to the public.”

      “Surely you can share your findings with me!” Tillie said. “I was the one who tipped you off!”

      “Please, Missus Boyce, go home. I have work to do.”

      Tillie threw her hands out. “Well, what about Dane Sheltier? What’s going to happen to him? Can you tell me that?”

      Cadence got a few steps ahead of her. “Nothing. He checks out. The only crimes he’s committed are in Vaskio, so his fate is out of my hands.”

      “You can’t be serious!” Tillie chased after her. “There’s no way everything is just coincidental. Something else will turn up! It has to!”

      Cadence breathed in deep and turned around. She stood high up on the walkway that climbed toward the Sanctum and stared down at Tillie.

      “The only lead I have left is the Physician’s College, Missus Boyce. After that, if I find nothing, I will have to drop this case and chalk it up to a well-meaning mother’s overactive imagination.”

      “Oh!” She clutched at her skirts with trembling fists. “It is not overactive!”

      “Thank you for your concerns,” Cadence tipped her hat and turned back toward her hike. “This is farewell, Missus Boyce.”

      “Wait!” Tillie chased her again. “How will you approach this part of your investigation?”

      “What does that mean? I will go to Lord Deloren and I will ask him questions.”

      The Sanctum came into view as they continued along the path, passing through patches of sunlight streaming in through the trees. The entrance was marked by tall columns linked in a circle with peaked arches. Each column depicted a different form of Botathora—she was shown as the weaver with her spool and thread, as Death with her black shroud and silver curls cascading from a skeletal face, as Mother Time holding an hourglass in one hand and her child the Moon Goddess in the other, and other interpretations from around the world.

      “You can’t just walk in there with your interrogation, my lady. That’s not how it works, not there! They’re very tight-lipped and secretive to strangers, especially Lord Deloren. I’m afraid you’ll have to be a bit more personable to get your answers out of them.”

      “I do not need your advice.”

      Tillie was suddenly terrified for Cadence. She could picture it crystal clear: the woman marching in as she always did, throwing around her sour face to be intimidating only to be shut down by a group of equally stubborn old men.

      Aside from the columns and arches to distinguish the place, the Sanctum was a somber building. Appropriately it looked like a multi-storied stone mausoleum, just without the charm. Tillie had always wondered what exactly went on inside. She knew about the death ceremony and the Rite of Crossing—some people preferred one over the other and the only real difference seemed to be formality—and she knew that Botathoran initiates were all trained to perform it. But there was so much more to the Death Goddess and her followers.

      The Time Mages. The Bone Priests and Priestesses. The Weavers. Tillie had only ever heard about them in whispers. Her curiosity kept her stuck to Cadence’s side.

      “But I could help, my lady.”

      They stood by a thick wood and iron door that towered above them. Cadence did not go in.

      “You could help. By staying out of it.”

      “No.” Tillie shook her head. “You need an in. There’s no way Lord Deloren will warm up to you. But he’ll warm up to me. He knows me. I could almost say we’re friends.”

      Just when she thought Cadence would say ‘no’ again, the woman stayed quiet. She studied Tillie’s face as she thought.

      “You seem like the kind of person who will get carried away,” Cadence said. “I work better alone. But if I need you to secure this suspect for questioning, you must let me do the talking.”

      “We will not be securing a suspect for questioning!” But Tillie was all smiles as she shouted. “We’re visiting with good news and having a good chat. That’s all. You’ll have to sneak your questions into a normal conversation, if you’ve ever had one of those before. Can you do that?”

      Cadence’s mouth was a flat line. “Of course.”

      “Wonderful!” Tillie clasped her hands together and shook them. “Oh this will be great, Cadence de la Croix, I promise! Come by my place tonight and we will devise a plan!”
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      The next night at seven o’clock, Tillie slipped into the most immodest dress she owned. It was perfectly appropriate for a summer night out. Sleeveless with a neckline that hid what she wanted while still showing off her décolletage, and a bodice decorated with black floral lace. She smoothed out her yellow skirts, then took a brush to her fly-aways.

      “How’s my hair look, baby?”

      Rowan, who also looked sharp in a clean black tunic, folded his arms and nodded. “Looks great, ma.”

      “Oh good. Alright, we’ve got fifteen minutes before Lady Cadence gets here and I have a feeling she isn’t going to be one second late.”

      “Do I look okay?”

      She wiped a smudge of dust off his cheek. “Perfect! Are you sure you want to go with us tonight? I wish you’d stay over at your friend’s.”

      “You need me to sell your act!” Rowan grinned. “Right?”

      “Right.” She pinched his cheek.

      At seven fifteen, Cadence de la Croix knocked on the door and Tillie wasn’t sure what she should have expected. There definitely was not a drop-dead gorgeous vixen under Cadence’s usual black coat.

      “You look uncomfortable,” Tillie told her. “Come in.”

      Cadence was in a cornflower blue dress that she could barely breathe in. Her arms didn’t quite fit in the short sleeves and her breasts were pushed up so high she’d probably be mistaken for a serving girl. She’d braided her shaggy hair and secured it into a bun with pearl pins, and one silver ring served as jewelry on her right index finger.

      “Did you borrow that from someone?” Tillie asked, gesturing at the dress as she ushered her in.

      “No.” Cadence glared at her and they went to the kitchen. “It’s mine. Haven’t worn it in fourteen years, though.” Her hands clenched tufts of skirts with a white-knuckled grip.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Hate it now. Hated it then, too.”

      Tillie sighed. “For gods’ sake, Cadence, why did you wear it?”

      “It’s the only dress I have and you said to dress up.”

      “I meant look nice!” She waved her hands in the air. “We’re going to a fancy restaurant! There’s no way you’ll be able to eat a meal in that. You’ll pass out!”

      “Then I won’t eat.”

      Tillie huffed and started to pace. She didn’t notice Rowan leaving to their room, but saw when he came back with clothing in his arms.

      “She looks about as tall as daddy, right Ma?”

      It was silent for a moment and Tillie swallowed hard. Rowan was beaming. She took a collared black tunic with a deep neckline from him and held it against Cadence’s torso.

      “She does.” Tillie smiled and sniffled. “Got his shoulders, too.”

      “Missus Boyce, I cannot wear your dead husband’s clothes.”

      “You can and you will.” Tillie shoved the shirt into Cadence’s hands. “Because there’s no way you can wear that dress. Go to the bedroom and change and I’ll fill you in on our story.”

      By eight thirty, Tillie, Rowan, and Cadence were about the starlit city at a restaurant called The Plaid Bonnet. The only parts of her outfit Cadence hadn’t replaced were her ring, the fancy heeled boots, and the pins in her hair—everything else was from Galen Boyce’s closet. Brown trousers, a tucked-in black tunic, and a black and tan gingham coat paired perfectly with Tillie and Rowan’s attire. Together they waited outside on the stoop for Lord Deloren of the Physician’s College’s Anatomy Wing.

      It was Cadence’s first time meeting him. His standing in the community was marked by a quality cloak despite the heat and an amber cane in the shape of a very specific species of hooded snake with venom that was rumored to cure terrible ailments. She figured him for a man with many grandchildren as he was old and in good spirits. But there was power in the way he stood. He was strong and lean and had many rich years of life ahead of him despite a slight limp.

      “My goodness, if it isn’t Missus Tillie Boyce and little Rowan!”

      Cadence saw the warmth in his eyes, but she did not like the shape of his smile. It was sharp.

      “Lord Deloren!” Tillie gave him a quick hug. “It has been so long since I’ve been able to see you, much less chat and have dinner!”

      He patted Rowan on the shoulder and regarded Cadence with an awkward nod. “You said there was a special occasion?”

      “Yes!” Tillie mirrored him and patted Cadence’s shoulder. “I’ve asked you out to dine with us to celebrate! You see, I’ve recently discovered I have a half-sister. This is Miss Candice Oliver! She reached out to me after our father—whom I have never met—passed away. She came in from Pitfight Valley, which as you know is only the next town over from Riddenholm. We’ve been writing each other nonstop ever since, and after the story of Galen’s death she has been moved to make a donation of her very own to the Anatomy Wing!”

      “My!” He took Cadence’s hand and shook it. “What good fortune to have found agreeable new family! Rarely does it ever turn out that way. Shall we go in and be seated?”

      Tillie couldn’t contain her grins and went up the steps and to the front doors. “Yes. I’m famished!”

      The Plaid Bonnet was full of class and merriment. Bright light from hanging lanterns shone off polished mahogany tabletops. Every waiter and bartender smiled and wore a plaid bonnet, regardless of gender. The floors were clean, and all the plaid seat cushions were free of rips and tears. Tillie took a peek at the bar and only saw expensive bottles. It left her breathless.

      “I’m suddenly not so sure I can afford this,” she said.

      “Cut that out,” Cadence whispered. “I told you I was going to handle it.”

      “Yes, but this was my idea, I—”

      “Ladies!” Lord Deloren beckoned them to a table where Rowan was already seated. “Please, allow me to get the bill tonight. Order whatever you want. Miss Oliver, your sister and her son are like family to me. I insist.”

      Cadence nodded. “If that is what you wish, my lord, I shall not fuss.”

      They were seated in a quiet corner with a good view of the whole restaurant. They saw the city outside through the windows and they saw the waiters coming by with glass goblets of foreign wines. Tillie let out a dreamy sigh.

      “I bet this is a nice place to work,” she said. “I miss restoring books, too.”

      Lord Deloren perused a handwritten menu of the daily specials. “What about you, Miss Oliver? What do you do in Pitfight Valley?”

      “I’m a hunter.”

      She watched goosebumps crawl up his neck.

      “A fine profession if you’ve the skill and the knowledge. Rabbit? Pheasant? Duck, perhaps?”

      “Elk. I supply a generous portion of Pitfight Valley’s venison. You ever have the Valley’s venison sausage, Lord Deloren?”

      “I can’t say I’ve ever been to Pitfight Valley.”

      “A pity. If you get the chance, ask for Candice Oliver’s meat. You’ll want my meat.”

      He cleared his throat. “I’m going to get us a bottle of wine and some service. Take a gander at the menu, won’t you?”

      He got up from his seat and Tillie swatted Cadence’s arm. “Will you stop being so aggressive?”

      “Will you hurry up and ask him what we came here to ask him?”

      “Don’t rush it!”

      Cadence didn’t care about the menu and let Tillie help Rowan pick something out. They’d be feasting on river shellfish soon and Cadence could take full control of the evening. She looked at all the people she didn’t know, wondering how many of them Tillie was friends with.

      She did recognize a pair just walking out, however.

      “Missus Boyce, are you familiar with the Tano family in Riddenholm?”

      Tillie shrugged. “Not really. They’ve been around since before my mother came to town. Maybe even before the Tutsons. They seem nice enough, but they’ve never wanted anything to do with me. Galen said they’re an elitist family of mages.”

      “Master Tano and his brother were just here. They’re about the only people from that town I know, and it is only because their reputation precedes them. The elitist mage one.”

      Tillie grinned. “Well, this is the fanciest place around for miles and miles.” She flipped the menu over. “Oh, bless the lords, they have dessert! Hot blackberry cobbler!”

      Cadence ignored her and went back to studying the crowd. She found Lord Deloren and his amber snake cane at the bar picking out wine. And four barstools down was Dane Sheltier.

      “Oh hell!” She pointed to him. “Would you look at that!”

      “Is that that good-for-nothing grave warden you said you spoke to?” Tillie asked. “Who’s that old woman he’s with? His mother? A date? If we weren’t already here for Lord Deloren, I’d say we have to talk to him again!”

      “I already told you Missus Boyce, he passed. If the law in Vaskio wants to pursue him down here for his crimes up there, that is their prerogative. But as far as I’m concerned, he’s committed no crime against the Death Goddess and therefore I don’t care where he ends up.”

      “Shouldn’t he be, you know, warding graves?”

      Cadence stiffened. “You’re right. I must confirm that he’s put someone in charge—”

      “Ladies, I’ve returned with an offering!”

      Lord Deloren hobbled back to the table with his cane. A bottle of wine was under his arm and three glasses were awkwardly in his grasp. He set the bottle on the table and showed off the label. It was from a quaint little monkling town in the south where the small humanoid race grew varieties of grapes no one else had ever been able to cultivate. He popped the cork and poured them each a serving of deep orange liquid.

      “Someone will be over in just a minute to take our orders. I’m told the baked clams are just delicious.”

      “I think I’ll have that!” Tillie said. “Rowan and I can share.”

      Cadence saw Lord Deloren’s mouth move again, she assumed to ask her about her own meal preferences, but all she heard was the shatter of glass. People screamed and fled from the windows and two more bricks were thrown, breaking the rest away for people in black wrappings to start jumping in.

      “What the hell is this?” Cadence yelled. She reached for her pistol—Tillie had only let her bring one of the two—and pulled the hammer back, ready to fire.

      But then there were smoke bombs and she could see nothing.

      “Stay low and get to the kitchen!” Cadence told the others. “There’ll be a back door and you can get the hell out of here!”

      Cadence didn’t have anything else with her. She had no way to reload. With one shot, fighting back didn’t seem worth it. And then she changed her mind and swung her fist into the nearest attacker.

      The Plaid Bonnet was a mess. Glassware fell, drinks and food spilled, chairs crashed over. Some people tried to fight back with the fallen furniture, but most crawled through the broken debris on the floor and tried to escape. The smoke stung Cadence’s eyes. She saw Lord Deloren on the ground, unresponsive.

      They had to be a bandit company, she guessed. What were they after? She couldn’t even tell what they were doing as they scattered about the restaurant. Some were fighting with patrons, but Cadence knew there were more around.

      Within minutes, it was over. Suddenly there was no one else left to fight. The bandits were gone, the City Watch had arrived in their blue cloaks, and healers from the Hesperan Hospice were carrying away the wounded. Cadence looked around for Tillie and Rowan.

      “Were there any casualties?” she asked to anyone listening.

      “No ma’am,” a blue cloak said. “Eleven injured that we’ve counted so far. No casualties.”

      Cadence couldn’t even find any of the injured bandits. “I don’t understand. Did they take something? Was anyone robbed?”

      “Too soon to tell, ma’am.”

      Tillie and Rowan emerged from the backside of the restaurant. Smoke poured out from broken windows. Patrons sat on the street, coughing, while the Hesperans tended to their wounds. Cadence came to her with a bold stride.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No, my lady. We’re fine, just a little shaken—”

      “Good. This was a stupid idea!”

      Tillie’s eyes were wide. She couldn’t find words.

      “Are you listening?” Cadence asked. She wiped her forehead. “I can’t believe this. I never should’ve listened to you. I should have done this my way!”

      “How dare you!” Tillie cried. “At a time like this? Have you no tact?”

      “What is the point of tact in my world, Missus Boyce? There isn’t one! All these pleasantries are for you common, romantic folk. I am a dedicant of the—”

      “No one cares, Lady Cadence de la Croix!” Tillie mocked. “No one cares about your special title, your special job, the fancy special place you come from—you still have to exist in the same world with everyone else, so get over it!”

      “Well, well! Look at you, Missus Tillie Boyce—”

      “Stop calling me that!”

      Tillie wiped away tears. Rowan hugged her.

      Cadence’s shoulders relaxed just a little. “Stop calling you what?”

      “Missus.” Tillie found a spot on the stoop of The Plaid Bonnet to sit. She folded her arms over her knees. “Stop calling me Missus Tillie Boyce! I can’t stand it that everyone still calls me that.”

      “But you are married.” Cadence knelt down with her. “You were married. Just because your husband is dead does not erase that.”

      Tillie sniffled. “It makes me feel like I’m married to a ghost.”

      For that moment Cadence only cared about Tillie’s relationship with death. And nothing else. She had forgotten the obvious journey that the living embark upon, and Tillie’s own journey was shifting.

      “Then what should I call you?”

      “If you can’t call me by my name, just call me… call me Miss. Okay? Yell at me however much you like. But call me Miss Boyce.”

      Cadence sighed deep and rubbed her neck. It was still chaos all around them. Tillie needed to go home, and it was much too late for Rowan to be out. Cadence put her hands on their shoulders.

      “Come on. Let’s get—”

      There was moaning coming from inside the restaurant. A man. Then, Dane Sheltier emerged, being helped by the old woman he had been dining with at the bar.

      “Ugh, what happened?” He touched a bloody wound on his forehead. “I feel like I got clobbered with a table leg.”

      “You did,” the woman said.

      “Mister Dane Sheltier!” Cadence pointed her gun at his face. “Explain yourself. What were you doing here tonight?”

      He put his hands up. “Holy shit! Lady, calm down! I was taking Great Aunt Mattie out to celebrate my job! Don’t shoot!”

      Great Aunt Mattie pulled a gun of her own on Cadence. “Listen you crazy woman, you put that pistol down or I’ll blow your damn head right off your—”

      “Ma’am,” Cadence didn’t even look at her, “I am a Bone Priestess from the Botathora Sanctum and this man is a suspect in an ongoing investigation of an act of desecration. You have two options: either rethink your aim, or regret it.”

      After shifting her glare to each person in the scene, Great Aunt Mattie holstered her pistol. Then Dane took off, running back behind The Plaid Bonnet and down an alley.

      “Alright then.” Cadence holstered her own gun. “Missus Mattie, if I promise not to shoot your nephew dead, might I borrow your pistol and ammunition?”

      “You’ll commandeer it whether I say yes or not,” Mattie grumbled, removing her belt and holster.

      “Yes ma’am, I will.” Cadence turned to Tillie. “Tell your boy to go somewhere safe. We’re chasing down Mister Dane Sheltier.”

      And in another moment, they were off. Dane was not a hard person to track in his state. He left footprints that were muddy with spilt beer. He knocked over everything in his way. And he made a very audible oof when he stumbled over something every few seconds.

      “Why are you running, Mister Sheltier?”

      His response came from an alley close by. “Because I want you to leave me alone!” He gasped for air, but it didn’t help. He was a little drunk and his head was pounding. Why did this have to happen on his one night out? He’d gotten so lucky to come by his Great Aunt Mattie living in Central Siopenne. “This was supposed to be fun.” He wiped fresh blood running down the gash along the side of his forehead.

      The alley he ended up in was narrower than the others. He wasn’t familiar with Beralin and had no clue where he was anymore. He couldn’t even see the main streets. Or any streets.

      “They’re gonna find me any second.”

      Between a trash heap, a lane leading to an empty lot, and another narrow alley, Dane chose the alley and snaked his way between the buildings. Were they houses? Warehouses? Shops? He couldn’t tell and it was getting even darker. More blood trickled down the side of his face.

      He heard Cadence and Tillie behind him, arguing in hushed voices. But he heard other voices, too. From ahead. Maybe he was going to run into the Hesperans taking the injured back to their clinic. Or maybe it was the City Watch. His heart pounded against his ribs and he inched forward.

      When he came out to the end where the backs of four buildings met, he met the stares of the bandit company.

      “Damn.”

      He couldn’t even count how many there were. Perhaps he was concussed. They started to draw weapons—swords, daggers, a crossbow, he even though he had seen a casting ring for magic.

      “I’ll leave!” Dane put his hands up. “Don’t mind me, I’ll be seeing myself out.”

      He turned around and started back down the alley, but the bandits hollered and whistled and chased after him, pulling him back.

      “We don’t need you telling anyone where we are,” one of them said. “Should we kill you?” He grabbed Dane’s shoulder and shoved him to the ground.

      Dane groaned and tried to roll upright. “Gods, please don’t. Things were finally starting to look up for me! Can’t you just knock me out or something?”

      One of the bandits cleared his throat. “We’ll take him with us. String him up. First company, take him with you on the horses. Second company will meet you at the rendezvous.”

      Dane looked up at the leader. He was tall and broad, but his features were completely hidden by black wrappings, leather armor, and a cowl. Dane could only see a pair of gray eyes scanning the area, barely giving him a moment’s notice. He could not wait for Cadence and Tillie to find him.

      Where were they? He’d never know—a grain sack was placed over his head and two different bodies jerked him up onto his feet. It didn’t matter that he tried to keep up with them. They dragged him down the next alley anyway.

      Just out of sight, Cadence and Tillie waited for them to clear out. The bandits broke off into two groups and went separate directions. Cadence led the way, following the group that took Dane. She helped Tillie stay hidden behind crates and trash piles as they crept along.

      “Why don’t you shoot that thing?” Tillie whispered, pointing to Cadence’s gun. “I bet it’d make them scatter and leave Dane!”

      “And it’d draw the other group right back. Miss Boyce, I only have six shots and I do not have time to stop and load when we become surrounded.”

      “Those things can only fire one shot before you have to reload?”

      “I will be just as happy as you when the dwarves share their firearm engineering with us, but until that time comes, may we please focus on stealth?”

      Tillie huffed. “Sorry.”

      The company with Dane did not go far. They came to the end of a road where a family kept horses. Tillie didn’t know the family. The property looked disheveled, almost abandoned if it weren’t for the stables and a stack of split wood by the house.

      One of the bandits showed the others to the stables and outfitted everyone with a horse, making sure to secure Dane with one of the other bandits.

      “Can you ride?” Cadence asked.

      “Not well.”

      “Can you shoot?”

      “Better at the riding.”

      Cadence pursed her lips. “Why didn’t I just leave you behind?”

      “Oh, shush! One horse, I’ll ride, you shoot. I can keep up, that much I can promise!”

      “You’d better, Miss Boyce. This is going to happen very fast.”
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      The bandits were ready save for one who was locking the stable back up. She motioned for the company to start without her, and they did, taking off back into the city. When they cleared, Cadence moved in with Tillie close behind.

      The bandit never saw it coming. Tillie tapped on her shoulder to get her attention. She turned around and Cadence launched her fist straight into the side of her face. Her body swung with the impact and she fell to the ground.

      The horse that was meant for her now stared at Tillie and Cadence, saddled up and ready to go. Tillie couldn’t believe what they were doing. Was she dreaming?

      “Quit standing there all panicked and out of breath and get on the damn thing!” Cadence snapped.

      “Don’t you yell at me, Bone Priestess!” 

      Tillie mounted the horse and Cadence situated herself on the saddle, sitting behind her. Then, with a swift kick, Tillie sent the horse chasing after the others.

      “Are there no reins?” Cadence asked.

      “You don’t need any damn reins to ride a horse!”

      “How are you going to tell it where to go?”

      “It has a brain, Cadence!”

      The dark summer night was sticky and humid. They chased the horsebacked group all along the fringes of the city, where there were few lanterns. Shadows were long where there were any at all. Beggars from vagrant camps stared at them through the trees, backlit by their bonfires as they raced by.

      “Can you see the bandits?” Cadence’s voice bounced with the horse’s movement.

      “Yeah, we’re on ‘em. I can’t tell if they know we’re after them yet. You got those guns loaded?”

      “Yes, they are ready to fire.”

      “You ever think about carrying a sword instead?”

      “I had one,” Cadence snapped, “and left it at your place so we could have a pleasant outing as you put it.”

      Tillie let her have the last word. Up ahead, the bandits slowed their pace. She did the same, taking a deep breath and letting it out slow.

      “What do we do now?” she whispered.

      “Just wait and watch. I can’t fight all of them off, and I don’t think they intend to kill Mister Sheltier.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Because they would have done it by now.”

      Tillie’s heart was practically beating in her throat. “How many can you fight? You’ve got more than a couple of slow-loading single-shot pistols, right? Because I can’t cover you!”

      Cadence grinned. “Do not worry, Miss Boyce. A Bone Priestess has a few tricks up her sleeve.” She spun the silver ring that’d been sitting innocently on her right index finger all night. “Let’s find a place to dismount.”

      The bandits on horseback had lead them to a place in a part of Beralin neither woman was familiar with. There were tenements falling apart with boarded windows, an inn with no name, and a large red brick building. It was green and wooded like much of the rest of the city, but overgrown and unkempt. Tillie and Cadence hid by the tenements and dismounted the horse. They watched the bandits drag Dane into the brick building.

      “What do you think that place is?” Tillie asked.

      “Probably a warehouse.”

      They crept a little closer and could hear voices. Just as quickly as they had entered, some of the bandits left. Dane did not exit with them. Cadence secured a few of the pins in her hair and started toward the building.

      “It’s time to start the show, Miss Boyce.”

      Tillie wanted to stay behind where it was arguably safer. But she had to help. There had to be something she could do to help. She followed behind Cadence, her heart pounding away so fast it made her dizzy.

      She wasn’t a fighter.

      What the hell was she doing?

      As they neared the warehouse, voices inside hushed and things fell and clattered and clanked. There were no lit lanterns anywhere along the outside of the building. Cadence had only the half moon above and the rough touch of brick on her fingertips to guide her to a door.

      Another door around the back—or the front for all they knew—burst open with a storm of footsteps stampeding out. Cadence took a steadying breath. Her fingers found the grain of a wooden door and, without hesitation, she kicked it in.

      There were still five bandits inside, lit by a flickering lantern sitting on the ground. Its light wasn’t strong enough to cast the bandits’ shadows to the walls. Instead they streaked out along the floor like beams of darkness. Dane was on his side at their feet, the sack still over his head.

      “Who the hell are you?” One of the bandits pointed a crossbow pistol at Cadence as she came through the doorway.

      “I’m here for that man.” She pointed to Dane as he groaned in pain. “Hand him over.”

      “That wasn’t the question, lady.”

      Cadence knew he was going to shoot, just by the look on his face and the way the literal darkness bounced off his cruel features. She held up her right hand and her silver ring flashed bright white. The bandit fired his bolt, but it sailed through the air slow like a coin falling through the sea. Cadence strode past him as he was stuck in slow time and grabbed the crossbow pistol out of his hand. The other four bandits mobilized against her at once.

      “Miss Boyce, catch that bolt and make it count!”

      Cadence tossed her the crossbow pistol, grabbed a knife off the bandit’s belt, then sliced his throat with it.

      Just as he had been stuck in slow motion, Tillie herself felt stuck too, watching the crossbow pistol come flying toward her. She begged herself not to miss it, drop it, break it. But it landed perfectly in her grasp. When she looked to find the bolt, however, it had found a target in the wall behind her and splintered away.

      “Dammit!” The weapon in her hands was now useless unless she planned on hitting someone over the head with it. Unless the bandit who’d fired it had more ammo on him! She braved the evolving battlefield to inch closer to the dying body, stepping through a pool of blood from the gash in his neck.

      The four remaining bandits had seen Cadence’s ring and moved a little more cautiously. One of them didn’t even look like she’d stay around till the end.

      “That’s Time Magic!” she shouted, pointing a sword. “What’s a damn Botathoran doing here? What’s so important about that man?”

      Cadence drew Great Aunt Mattie’s pistol. “You tell me. You’re the ones who took him. And what were you doing at The Plaid Bonnet?”

      Just as the bandit was about to respond, another one lunged forward with a dagger. But he did not catch the Bone Priestess off-guard. She shot him point blank in the head and holstered the gun.

      “None of you will escape me,” Cadence said. “The price of assisting in a potential case of desecration is death. You may clear your consciences now by giving me answers or I can send them to the Goddess of Death the way they are now. The choice is yours.”

      Tillie fumbled with a quiver on the first dead bandit’s hip. He had bolts. She could help. She wrestled one free and started to pull back the mechanism to cock the crossbow and load it.

      Three bandits remained. The woman kept eyeing the door the main group had left through. The other two charged at Cadence together. One carried a sword, and the other had a knife in each hand. They had a strategy. The bandit with the knives tried to drive Cadence back into the sword.

      But the sword bandit was in perfect range for a low kick. Dane delivered it from where he still laid. The distraction was enough for Cadence to get a bullet in the sword bandit’s head.

      The one with the knives was quick and Cadence didn’t have time to reload, and her spell ring needed time of its own to charge up again. She swung with her gun still in hand, but she was too slow. They went back and forth, swinging and slashing, until the bandit sliced her in the arm and she lost grip on the pistol. It clattered to the ground. Seeing an opportunity, the nervous bandit standing back with the sword finally jumped in.

      One bolt whistled through the air and sank into her chest. Cadence took the opportunity back, grabbed the sword, and cut her down. The bandit with the knives suffered the same.

      “You could have helped stop desecration.” Cadence tucked a wisp of hair behind her ear and caught her breath. “Instead you chose not to. Botathora will see your souls for what they are and will ultimately weigh your consequences. May your journey be swift.” She raised her right hand and the silver ring flickered with a soft glow. Each bandit’s body matched it with a faint glow in their chests. From it, a silver cord reached out and climbed high into the air until it couldn’t be seen. When Cadence closed her fist, the cords were cut.

      That was all of a death ceremony they would get on her watch. Before she had even remembered the reason they were there, Tillie came racing over.

      “Dane! Dane, are you alright?”

      The grave warden was flat on the ground, the bloodsoaked grain sack still partially over his head. He shot her a cocky grin.

      “Aw, you two came for me!”

      “Oh lords, look at the wound on your head! It’s filthy!”

      “I can’t look at it, it’s on my head—”

      “Miss Boyce.” Cadence put her hand up to silence them. “You’re an overthinker. May I have your thoughts on this place and why they may have brought him here?”

      Tillie looked down at the weary Dane Sheltier and then around the dark warehouse. The dark and empty warehouse.

      “I… Cadence, I don’t think he’s actually important at all. Truthfully, I think he stumbled in on them, they kidnapped him to keep him quiet, then realized what a burden he was and dropped him off in the middle of nowhere. I believe they meant to ditch him here.”

      Cadence gave her a glare from her peripheral. “You believe Mister Sheltier is innocent?”

      “After the events of tonight, yes I do.”

      “I am,” he groaned. “Please take me to a hospital. I think I’m concussed.”

      “You’re not concussed.” Cadence pulled him to his feet. Her strength caught him completely off-guard. “And though I do buy that you were ditched, I am not yet convinced of your innocence.” She reached into the deep pockets of Galen Boyce’s pants and pulled out a pair of manacles. “You’re staying with me until I’ve had a look around.”

      “Oh, come on!” Dane rolled his head as she slapped one end around his wrist and the other end around her own. “It’s an abandoned warehouse!”

      “Probably.” Cadence jerked him over and picked up the lantern. “But not definitely.”

      Tillie didn’t dare follow outside the lantern’s glow. The deep abyssal darkness dared to swallow all three of them up. She didn’t think Cadence’s idea was wise, considering the events that had just happened and how terrifyingly dark and unfamiliar of a place they were in, but she knew better than to argue with the Bone Priestess.

      “What do you see?” Tillie asked.

      “It’s been cleared out,” Cadence told her. “Whatever was here before was cleared out. Thoroughly. I don’t think it was anything out of the ordinary, either. And there’s enough dust on the ground to suggest it happened quite some time ago.”

      “Then why are we still looking if everything seems normal?” Dane asked. “This is a waste of time. I bet I need stitches!”

      From over her shoulder Cadence shot him a glance. “The gall of you to speak like that in your position. Will you shut your mouth and let me investigate?”

      Dane huffed and she yanked him in the direction of the overseer’s room. The light warped across the floor as the lantern swung with Cadence’s movements. The room had no door, just an open doorframe.

      “I’m not going in there!” he whispered. “There’s definitely something hiding in there!”

      Cadence paid him no mind. Inside, the lantern showed them a single trunk, nothing else. A very thin layer of dust graced the top.

      “This is newer.” She touched a spot and rubbed her fingers. “I’ll bet it was brought into this place after everything was moved out. Maybe even as recent as a couple days ago.”

      “There’s no lock.” Tillie came up behind her. “Are you going to open it?”

      “Could be a trap on the inside.” Cadence knelt down in front of it and set the lantern on the ground. “Wouldn’t surprise me. This is getting more suspicious every second.” With her free hand, she felt along the sides, the top, the hinges, the edges. Apart from the inside, the only part she had left untouched was the bottom because it was too heavy to turn.

      “Well, you have to open it!” Tillie whispered. “After all this trouble!”

      “Miss Boyce, stay back. Mister Sheltier, stand behind me and shield yourself just in case.” Slowly, Cadence lifted the lid of the trunk. It creaked and creaked, and she listened carefully for the ticking of gears or mechanisms that could trigger a trap.

      But there was nothing.

      It was just a trunk.

      She peered inside at dozens of books. Tillie and Dane’s disappointment was audible.

      “We can go now, right?” Dane asked. “A bunch of books. The end. No glowing amulet, or daemonic mask, or—”

      “Why are these books in a trunk, in a dusty old warehouse?” Cadence asked. “What reason could there be for that? These books were hidden here. For a reason.”

      Dane shrugged with his free arm. “But is it for a relevant reason?”

      She fought the urge to grumble and rummaged through the collection, dusting off a few covers. Most of the titles were in symbols she didn’t understand, but not all of them. The Secrets of Souls, vol I and The Descent of Magic.

      “These are not wholesome books,” Cadence said. “These are relevant. I can find a connection. I know I can.”

      “Is there a library stamp?” Tillie asked. “Sometimes on the inside cover or at the back there will be a stamp saying where the books are from. If they’re kept at a library, of course. Otherwise, if they’re from a personal collection, I doubt someone would write their name on books like—”

      “Tano.” Cadence had one open in her hands and was staring down at the inside cover. “It says Tano. These books belong to the Tano family.” She clapped it shut and tossed it back in the trunk. “Damn. They just had to be involved…”

      “What does that mean?” Tillie asked. “What are you saying?”

      Cadence stood up straight and dusted herself off, then dusted off Dane, too. “These books are forbidden literature from the Tano family private library. They are not meant to be seen by the public! That is enough to get at least Master Tano locked up, if I can prove that these do belong to him beyond a scribbling on the inside. I’m not exactly sure what that means for my case yet, though. I need some sleep.”

      “And I need medical attention!”

      “Alright,” Cadence said. “I will take you to a Hesperan Hospice and then send word to the Sanctum to appoint a temporary grave warden in Riddenholm until we are through, because you are my detainee until I say otherwise.”
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      The sun climbed high over the horizon. Voices chattering on beside him tugged at Dane’s consciousness until he was awake. He blinked at the bright light coming in through the drawn curtains as it beamed over him. His head was absolutely throbbing.

      Last night was not a dream.

      He went to touch his stitches, but the rattling of linked chains startled him. He could not move his hand. Cadence had cuffed it to the bedpost.

      “What the hell?”

      Tillie stood with her at the other end of the room, waving. “Good morning, Mister Sheltier! How are you feeling?”

      “Pissed off!” he said. “Can the crazy lady please let me go? I have to get back to Riddenholm and back to work!”

      Cadence was back in her normal attire, holding her hands neatly behind her back. “Relax, Mister Sheltier. We are in Riddenholm.”

      “We’re… what? But we were just in Beralin last night. When did we—”

      “We commandeered a riverboat after you got your medical attention,” she said. “You don’t remember because they had you drugged up and you passed out as soon as we boarded. Currently, we are at the Alabaster Bobcat Inn in northern Riddenholm.”

      “How’s your head?” Tillie asked. “It looked pretty bad last night. You have five stitches. Can you believe it?”

      “Easily,” he grumbled. “And it hurts like hell. I need coffee and I need to get over to the cemetery. Bone Priestess, let me go.”

      Cadence ignored him and gazed out the window instead. The inn room had another small bed and a cot. It was dusty, but otherwise clean. That was the state of everything in Central Siopenne during the summer.

      “Tillie,” she started, “are you sure you want to continue this investigation with me?”

      “Against better judgment, yes.” She smoothed out her pale blue skirts. “I feel bad about what happened at dinner last night. We could have gotten some answers like you had meant to if I hadn’t stalled so much. Rowan doesn’t have school for another couple days and is staying with his friend. I can help you until then and try to undo some of the damage I did.”

      Cadence sighed. “Miss Boyce, I am sure your idea would have worked had it not been for the attack on The Plaid Bonnet. I place blame on the bandits and whomever hired them. I do not place it with you.”

      “Hey, this is all wonderful news.” Dane gestured grandly with his free hand. “Meanwhile, I’m still filthy from getting kicked around, I’m hungry, I’m irritated, and I’m chained to a bedpost in the worst way.”

      Cadence placed a key in Tillie’s hand. “This is for the manacles. I must investigate the Tano family next and I need someone to keep an eye on him. Otherwise I will have to place him in a jail cell till I’m finished and that would not be good for the new grave warden’s reputation.”

      Tillie stared at it, then stared at Dane. “Hold on, I thought I was going to be helping you! I don’t want to babysit!”

      “What do you know about the Tano family, Miss Boyce?”

      Words caught in her throat. “Uh, w-well…” 

      “They are a dangerous brood.” Cadence picked up her holsters on the table and strapped them into place. “The Sanctum has been trying to bust them for practicing Forbidden Arts for years. Decades. We don’t have any hard evidence, though. Just hearsay. And it varies from daemons to necromancy to blood magic, and while those are all highly punishable offenses, the only one the Sanctum has any jurisdiction over is necromancy. I have to prove that offense to take them in.”

      “Can’t the City Watch take them in for the other things?” Dane asked.

      “That’ll never happen.” Cadence slipped on her silver ring. “Osprey Tutson who governs this damn town is too good of friends with Master Tano. Nothing will happen unless the Sanctum steps in.”

      Tillie raised her voice. “I can help you investigate! I’m not afraid of them, or of what might happen!”

      “Miss Boyce, you have a child to take care of. He’s lost his father. He cannot lose his mother, too. This family is dangerous. Keep Dane Sheltier detained and alive for me while I get into some trouble.”

      “Wait.” Dane did his best to sit up in bed. “You said the family is dangerous and does all this dark forbidden stuff, right?”

      Cadence’s expression flattened out as she waited for what she expected to be an argument. “Yes. And I suspect I can link them back to the reason I began this investigation in the first place.”

      “Well, what are you going to do? If you try stalking around, and they catch you, and they’re in the clear for crime since they’re friends with the governor, can’t they just kill you and dump you in the river somewhere, and that’d be the end of it?”

      “I suppose that would be the end of it.”

      He scratched his head. “I haven’t learned a lot about the people in this town yet in the short time I’ve been here, but I think I’ve met one of them. The wife. Tarina Tano. Maybe work with her instead of Master Tano? I think she would kill you too, don’t misunderstand me, but she’s a surprisingly laid back woman. I don’t think she would suspect you as quickly as the others.”

      “Tarina Tano.” Cadence rolled the name around in her mouth. “Do you know where I can find her?”

      “Without fail I’ve seen her at the farmstand to the east side of the cemetery every morning. She spends at least an hour there, sometimes more. I don’t know what time it is right now, but you might be able to find her. You’ll know her when you see her. Her face looks sharp enough to cut a man, and she’s pregnant.”

      “How pregnant?” Tillie asked. “Lady Clayton is pregnant, too. She’s very pregnant.”

      Dane shrugged. “I don’t know. What does that even mean? How would I know how pregnant she is?”

      “Well, is she hauling a kitten, or a baby goat under her dress?”

      “What? I don’t know. A kitten, I guess.”

      “Alright.” Tillie grinned and turned to Cadence. “Tarina Tano: a sharp-faced woman who is a little bit pregnant. You know, she had twins last time. I wonder if she’ll have them again!”

      Cadence slipped on her tall hat, pushed it gently into place, and nodded. “Thank you Miss Boyce, Mister Sheltier. Please remain here at the Alabaster Bobcat until I return.”

      When she left, Dane fell back into bed with a loud sigh. After that, the room was quiet. Tillie knew she should be watching him in case he tried to get out of the manacles, but she felt awkward staring, and shifted her eyes to the window instead. She could see Cadence in the street.

      “Are you really going to keep me chained up in here like this?” Dane asked.

      “I’m afraid you’ll pull a fast one on me and try to escape if I free your hand. And I can’t let Cadence down a second time.” She shrugged. “Sorry. I hope you understand. Personally, I think you’re innocent.”

      “Innocent of what, exactly? I heard what she said, that she was investigating potential desecration, but what does that mean? What exactly is she trying to find out I did or didn’t do?”

      She pitied him when she finally decided to lay her eyes back on him. There was dirt and grit caked all over his face and arms, and his clothes were stained with blood and grime.

      “Illegally selling dead bodies.”

      “Have I really been here long enough to do that?”

      She shrugged. “How do we know how long you’ve really been here? The first day I saw you, it seemed like you had already been here for at least a little while. Just because I don’t know the exact timeline doesn’t mean you haven’t had time to do bad things!”

      Dane scoffed. “Well I haven’t done any bad things. You two need to calm down.”

      It was quiet again. Tillie sat down at the table, staring out the window with her chin on her palms, wondering what Rowan was doing. It was late in the morning, so he was probably helping his friend with chores before going to chase bugs by the river. Suddenly her thoughts were interrupted by her stomach.

      She hadn’t eaten since… she couldn’t even remember.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      “I thought I was going to have to eat my own arm.”

      “No, no! There won’t be any of that.” Tillie took the key to the manacles out of her pocket and looked it over. “Can I trust you, Dane? It’s really important that you stick with us until Cadence says otherwise. But I would like you to get to wash up and have a meal at the very least. Will you cooperate?”

      “What do you think happens to me if I don’t?” Dane asked her. “She’ll probably have me ran outta town, which means I lose my new job and I have to go back out on the road again. I’m tired of wandering. I like it here.”

      “Look, can you just give me a straight answer?”

      “Yes. I will cooperate. What’s your name, again?”

      She smiled and came over with the key. “Miss Tillie Boyce. Please don’t be so formal like Cadence is. You can just call me Tillie.”

      Dane scooted upright and watched her unlock the manacles, catching the scent of jasmine on her skin. “Tillie. What’s that short for?”

      “Matilda,” she said. “Now, I don’t think there’s much that can be done about your clothes till we get all of this sorted out, but I can show you where the washrooms are. Cadence has a tab open here, so you can take all the time you need. It’s one silver star for fifteen minutes, though, so I’d try not to go over that if you can help it. She’s put up with so much from me already.”

      “Haven’t you put up with a lot from her?” The cuff slipped off his wrist.

      “Oh, no!” Tillie chuckled. “She keeps giving me opportunities to leave, but I won’t take them. She probably would have had an easier time of things if I had stayed home early on. But here I am. I need something like this. I think she knows that.”

      He couldn’t take his eyes off her and didn’t know why. Then, it hit him. He got out of bed and stretched.

      “You were at the cemetery the other day. With your boy. Right?”

      “Yes. That was me.”

      “Parent? Grandparent?”

      Tillie swallowed hard. “Husband.”

      “Oh.” His eyes were wide. “Uh, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to be so nonchalant about that.”

      She shook her head. “It’s alright. Here, let me show you the washrooms. I can wait outside the door for you and then we’ll get something to eat. Alabaster Bobcat serves food all day, so we’re in luck.”

      The Alabaster Bobcat was not busy. A festival had passed weeks ago and most of the town’s visitors had cleared out. It was quiet as Tillie waited outside Dane’s washroom door. She secretly wished it had been loud and hectic instead. Just for those fifteen minutes. It made her heart race to hear the dripping of soapy water, and it took all of her willpower to keep from picturing the wet, bare torso that it trickled down.

      You stop those thoughts right this second, she told herself. Do not let all this excitement get the best of you. Life would go back to normal any day now. She was sure of it. And then she would not have to stand outside the door while an attractive young man bathed himself and get carried away with her thoughts.

      Before noon, both Dane and Tillie had a meal in front of them and were seated by a window, looking out at the town. Horses and mules pulled carriages down the streets, sometimes loaded with crates of goods and sometimes passengers. There was even a view of Tano Manor. Tillie loved Beralin, but she missed Riddenholm so much.

      “Do we really have to stay here all day waiting for that crazy lady to come back?” Dane asked. “Who knows how long that could take?”

      “We should do what she says. She wouldn’t purposely keep us waiting forever. She knows we have lives.”

      “Does she?” Dane piled thick bacon on top of his biscuit and took a bite.

      The way he constantly seemed to whine made her chuckle. “Yes! Of course. I’ve only known her for these days since the investigation, but I have her figured out.”

      “Mm-hmm.” His grin was wry.

      “She’s a little rough around the edges, but she’s very well-meaning and very proper. It would be downright out of character for her to leave us hanging.”

      “Alright, if you say so.” He pointed to her plate. “You gonna eat anything?”

      She looked down at her bowl of perfectly untouched oats and cream. Alabaster Bobcat even served them with a touch of molasses.

      “I’m hungry, but every time think about eating, my insides get all twisted up over this. Guess I should just shut up and get it over with.”

      “Hold that thought.” He stood up and patted her shoulder. “I know what you need.”

      She watched him walk up to the bar with a swagger like he owned the place. Or had just suffered a serious head injury. Either way, he came back with a petite glass of something fragrant that was the color of honey.

      “Been hearing about this place’s mead since I came into town. Here! Have some. Courtesy of the Bone Priestess.”

      Tillie broke into laughter as he sat back down and handed it to her. “Thank you. This place has amazing mead. Can’t get anything like it in Beralin, unfortunately, unless I wanna pay double the price when a bottle comes in.”

      “You live in Beralin?”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “It’s nice, but it’s not home. This is home.” She gazed back out the window, sipping on the sweet mead. “I moved away after my husband died. It just got too hard to see the way everyone looked at me and Rowan. Everyone always wants to tell you they’re sorry, or they want you to open up about it, or worse yet they clam up and have no idea what to say when you start to talk about it. I had to get away. Even still, sometimes it doesn’t feel far away enough.”

      “So, you’d never move back to Riddenholm?”

      “Oh, I think about it all the time.” She smiled and took another sip. “I love it here. I’m getting better, I know I am. It just gets hard around that time every year. But I come back. And I always will.”

      “Then being around Cadence must be perfect for you.”

      She glanced at him and put the glass down. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, no one’s more comfortable with the subject of death than she is. I’d hardly call her nurturing,” he took another bite of his food, “but helping people with a death in their life is part of what she does. Whether you were looking to move on or just cope, it couldn’t have been an accident that you two came to each other.”

      For a second she hated him for his words, just for the mere thought of moving on from Galen, but Dane was right. She nodded slowly, then finally started to eat. Dane finished his plate and stared out the window, occasionally poking at the stitches in his head.

      “So, that big place over there, that dark wood mansion… that’s Tano Manor?” he asked.

      “That’s it,” Tillie said. “I don’t know much about them, and certainly nothing like what Cadence said about them. But they’re strange. That much I can confirm.”

      “A couple of people are going in right now.”

      “Really?” Tillie leaned over and squinted to see. “I wonder who they are.”

      “One of them has a cane.”

      “How can you see so well? Gods, I need a pair of glasses.” She blinked and squinted harder. “Wait, I can see it now. That almost looks like the Master Anatomist’s cane. The amber color.”

      “Who?”

      “The Master Anatomist at the Physician’s College in Beralin, Lord Deloren. It can’t be him, though. He was injured at The Plaid Bonnet. It looked bad. There’s no way he would be healed quick enough to take the riverboat here.”

      “Is the cane shaped like a snake? It kind of looks like a snake.”

      “You’ve got eyes like a damned elf, Dane! That has to be his cane. Did someone steal it from Lord Deloren? It would have been easy to lose sight of, with how crazy it was. Oh, that makes me mad! Someone better not have stolen it!”

      “What if they didn’t? What if that’s really him?”

      “It couldn’t be.”

      “But Tillie, what if it was? What if?”

      She rubbed her forehead and pushed her oats around with her spoon. “He wouldn’t be friends with people like the Tanos. He wouldn’t have any reason to be there unless it was strictly for business.” She took a bite.

      “You and Cadence were out to dinner with him last night, right?”

      “Yes. This doesn’t make any sense. I turned in this stupid anonymous note to the City Watch one night because…” she stopped and sighed, suddenly a little ashamed, “I got suspicious after seeing Brin Colt bring you in as the new grave warden, and coming back to Beralin to find out Lord Deloren had reached a breakthrough in one of his studies. I just, well, I got to wondering how the Anatomy Wing comes by all these bodies to dissect and learn from and get their studies from, and, and—”

      “And one thought lead to another.” Dane rolled his eyes. “I get it. Go on.”

      “City Watch didn’t keep my note anonymous and turned it over to the Botathora Sanctum as a potential case of desecration. So, Cadence came to me for the full story, and then she went to you. When everything with you checked out, she said our last lead was Lord Deloren. And that’s why we went out to dinner. We were trying to get him to spill some useful information when the bandits attacked.”

      “Bandits attacked, kidnapped me, dropped me at an abandoned warehouse where Forbidden texts belonging to the Tano family were being kept, and now here Lord Deloren is walking into their house. Unscathed from the bandit attack.” Dane folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. “Sounds fishy, doesn’t it?”

      Tillie’s heart hurt. “Lord Deloren is a family friend. He wouldn’t…”

      Dane could only shrug. “I hope you’re right. But you should finish eating. You look like you’re about to march up to their front door any second now, and you should do it on a full stomach. Trust me.”

      “I know we should wait for Cadence, but I feel like I’m going to miss out on something important if we don’t see what’s going on!”

      “We should absolutely wait for Cadence.” He nodded. “But you’re just going to find a way to talk us out of it, so why bother?”

      Tillie grinned. “You’re a smart man, Dane Sheltier. I’m glad.”
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      Despite everything, Cadence knew without a shadow of a doubt that she would have done things differently regarding Lord Deloren. She firmly believed she should have gone with her original plan to speak to him plainly and directly while throwing around the weight of the Sanctum. Her stance on that matter had not changed.

      However, Tarina Tano was not Lord Deloren. As much as she hated to admit it, Cadence knew Tillie’s method was the only way to approach her new lead. She spent a brief moment at a boutique down the street from the Alabaster Bobcat to switch out her coat and hat for something a little more… 

      “Approachable,” she told the owner. “Just a little something to look approachable. I will leave my coat and hat here and come back for them when I am done.”

      The owner blinked her eyes in confusion but nodded. “Something in blue? A cap and capelet would look pretty. I’ll be just a moment.”

      When she was finished, she almost looked like she belonged shopping at a farmstand. A few brass pennies fetched her a basket, and then she was off. A carriage dropped her off just a short walk from where she hoped Tarina Tano would still be.

      Butterflies fluttered in and out of various bouquets for sale with the bumblebees. Stalls with awnings shaded produce from the hot summer sun as townspeople mingled and shopped. Minstrels wandered with upbeat songs for the patrons.

      Cadence had never felt more out of place. She took a deep breath and started shopping her way to Tarina Tano. Conversation in the stalls was ripe with gossip about Beralin and the bandit attack.

      “City Watch still sayin’ they don’t know who’s responsible?” a woman asked the peach farmer.

      “Of course they are,” he said. “Do they ever want us to know anything?”

      “Is it that, or do they not want to do the work to find out?”

      They laughed with each other. Beralin, Riddenholm, any city at all, really. It didn’t matter. City Watch was often the butt of jokes. Cadence skirted by and put several coins in front of the farmer.

      “I’d like this one.” She held up a small burlap sack of peaches and set it in her basket. There, she thought, now it looks like I came here to do more than bother Tarina Tano.

      She was only slightly familiar with the woman who was Master Tano’s wife. She was not usually the one who came up in conversation, so there was never a need to be familiar with her. But now things had changed, and Cadence had a new tactic in her arsenal.

      As she wandered up and down the stalls, she caught sight of a dark-haired woman with an unmistakable baby bump. Kitten, not a baby goat. Cadence moved closer to see the woman was buying eggs and having a casual chit chat with the farmer about cooking. Her laugh was silky and cutting. And though her smile was warm, her eyes held something fierce and sharp.

      She had the right woman.

      Putting on her most convincing polite smile, Cadence nodded her head to Tarina and the farmer as she started making her selection in silence.

      “What do you typically do with your eggs, Lady Tarina?”

      She took pause from filling up her little tin egg crate and drummed her fingers on her lips. “We mostly just bake them. Nothing more complicated than that, I’m afraid. I’m not a very good cook.”

      The farmer gestured to her basket. “But it looks like you’re shopping to cook a feast!”

      “Well…” she rubbed her bump, “my husband thinks I’ll be having twins again. And I think he’s right!”

      “Can’t be cheap, buying so much food.”

      “It’s not,” she sighed. “But I know what I’m doing. I won’t spend too much.”

      Cadence cleared her throat a little and smiled. “Perhaps you could teach me a trick or two about finances. I’m always spending too much.”

      Tarina laughed and took a peek inside Cadence’s basket. “Oh, peaches! I can see why. But that’s okay, we’re all allowed something we like, right? What’s life if you can’t even buy peaches?”

      “You are quite correct, ma’am.” She bowed her head. “It’s especially important that I save up this month. I’m making a donation to the Physician’s College. Can’t spend too much on produce, though it all looks lovely.”

      Tarina perked up. “Oh? The Physician’s College? In Beralin?”

      “Yes, ma’am. To the Anatomy Wing. I heard they have breakthrough research and figured they could use all the support they could get. I admire the hard work of the physicians and doctors in Central Siopenne. We can do nothing but benefit from their findings.”

      It seemed that Tarina liked what she heard. She nodded and plucked the last egg from the farmer’s selection for her crate.

      “Very noble of you. Many people think their studies are a waste of time. But I rather agree with you. They can never get enough support.” She closed up the crate and paid the farmer with a couple silver stars. “Here, Doyle. For two dozen. Have a wonderful rest of your day.” She turned to Cadence with her sharp smile. “Both of you.”

      And then she left. Cadence pursed her lips, watching her disappear out the entrance. If only I had shown up earlier, she thought. She could have had more time. Tarina had told her essentially nothing.

      “Ma’am, can I help you make a purchase?” the farmer asked.

      “Can you package up one dozen for me, please? I do not have my own crate.”

      She paid him, took her purchase, and marched out of the marketplace and back to the Alabaster Bobcat. The problem was not with the method this time, she was sure. It had just been the timing. She had a spark of something. She knew she had it. Tarina likely would have talked more about her feelings toward the Anatomy Wing, feeding her valuable insight in the process, if only she had been there sooner.

      She would just have to try something else. Maybe she could try to meet her again the next morning. Holding in a sigh of defeat, she took a carriage back to the boutique to pick up her coat and hat, then resumed course for the Alabaster Bobcat.

      Cadence had the idea to give the peaches and eggs to Tillie. A little free food was never lost on a widowed mother, and after noticing the peach pits that had been left on Galen Boyce’s grave stone, she had a feeling the peaches would be a hit.

      But when she returned to the Alabaster Bobcat, their room was empty. A note waited for her on the bed.

      

      
        
        Cadence,

        Possible sighting of Deloren. We’ve gone to Tano Manor.

        -Tillie

      

      

      

      Cold dread pooled up in Cadence’s stomach immediately. She had to find them.
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      One did not just saunter up to Tano Manor, but Cadence didn’t have a doubt in her mind that it was exactly what Tillie and Dane had done. She pictured Tillie knocking on the door and asking whoever answered if it had really been Lord Deloren they saw a second ago. Then stupidly mentioning the attack at the Plaid Bonnet. Then asking if he was okay. Then Dane’s airheaded smile and wave from behind her.

      Cadence hoped there was still time to stop them.

      She walked up to Tano Manor with thunderous steps. If that family has so much as parted a hair on those two… she didn’t know what she’d do. She was used to thinking clearly, to planning, and to being calm and rational no matter the situation. But now she was furious.

      Why had she let protocol and jurisdiction and other stupid things get in her way of stopping the Tano family when everyone knew they practiced Forbidden Arts? The very governor of Riddenholm was too afraid to stop them. Hell, he’d made friends with them!

      “Of course he has,” Cadence grumbled under her breath. It was smart, the more she thought about it. Forbidden Arts were powerful. Why make an enemy out of someone who summoned daemons, raised the dead, or turned blood to syrup with nothing but a whisper?

      All of Riddenholm had erred on the side of caution when it came to the Tano family. But not Cadence. Not anymore.

      She had half a mind to follow in Tillie and Dane’s purported footsteps and bang on the front door, but she stopped herself when she saw a cart pull up to the courtyard behind the manor. Two workhorses came to a halt and one of the two men in the driver’s bench jumped down to meet someone. Cadence strained her eyes. She did not recognize any of them. 

      But the man from Tano Manor had cargo he was handing off. That much she could tell. Once she had gathered her wits, Cadence took careful steps around the other side of the manor to watch the exchange.

      “You came just in time,” the Tano said. “We’re looking to get rid of some stuff. Master Tano wants it tossed in the river. We’d rather you take it to Beralin, first. You understand.”

      The cart driver nodded slowly, letting a sigh slip out. “I understand. I don’t suppose Master Tano will see it fit to tip me for this pickup, will he?”

      The Tano shrugged his shoulders, then reached in his pocket for a few silver stars. “Come back when it’s done. He’ll have something better for you. If you run into any trouble, cut the job short. And use a sharp blade to do it.” He dropped the silver in the cart driver’s hand, and then Cadence saw the final pieces of cargo.

      They loaded up the back of the cart with four large bundles of canvas. Person-sized. Cadence narrowed her eyes.

      “Beralin, you said?” the cart driver asked. “Just into the river then? Won’t it just come back down to Riddenholm anyway?”

      “You let us worry about that when the time comes. Just get outta town.”

      Cadence fled immediately, keeping her steps light and nimble as she could. She had to follow them. There was no way it wasn’t Tillie and Dane in the back of the cart. Were they still alive? She sensed death in the air for some, but not others. There were at least two living beings in the back of the cart as she watched it ease out of Tano Manor’s yard and down the street. It was headed for the port.

      “It’s going to board?”

      A large cargo ferry was scheduled to leave in the hour. There was no time to waste. The cart rolled down the docks and up a loading ramp. The horses were hesitant to cross with the water just underfoot. Hidden in a sea of passersby, Cadence listened to the hooves prattle on the planks as they gathered the courage to board, ignoring the driver’s barking and shouting.

      Usually, Cadence would throw her title around until it got her onboard, but that was not an option here. She didn’t know exactly what the man had meant when he told the driver to cut the job short with a sharp blade, but she was sure her first assumption would be correct enough.

      The bodies in the back of the cart that were dead—whomever they may have been—were restless. Their ties had not been severed in any way. Cadence could feel souls in the air, and they were rife with uncertainty. Another problem to fix.

      At once she searched for ways to stow away on the cargo ferry, staying out of the cart driver’s line of sight. Riddenholm was not as simple of a place as Beralin. Riddenholm suffered the sickness of Tano, and Cadence could never tell who was a family friend and who was on her side. There was a decent chance that Master Tano and Lord Deloren were already aware of her investigation. Spying eyes could already be upon her, reporting back.

      And if she slipped up, Tillie and Dane would die.

      If they weren’t dead already.

      A line of carts had formed, coming up to board last minute. Boarding was delayed—carts and wagons weren’t parking correctly and workers were frantically trying to rearrange them. That’s when Cadence saw her opening. Towards the end of the line there was a covered wagon with a driver, his face slick with sweat.

      She stared him down. He was young and he was nervous, his wide eyes shifting to his two patient and still horses, and then to the activity of other carts around him. Something was off. His wagon rocked, just slightly, as though it carried something other than cargo. Cadence breathed in deep and stood tall with all the authority she had before marching over to him.

      He wet his lips when he saw her but had no words.

      She glanced up at him. “Sir, what is your cargo?”

      He cleared his throat a little. “Goods.”

      “Of what kind?”

      “Ma’am, that business is of the captain’s concern only.”

      The sudden smoothness of his words surprised her, but she could tell it was a rehearsed line.

      “You are harboring passengers.” Cadence raised her eyebrow. “Fugitives? Or perhaps these are beasts of some kind to be illegally sold as pets when you reach your destination?”

      He swallowed hard and averted his eyes. “My cargo is just goods, ma’am.”

      Cadence looked up ahead to the Tano driver for just a second, then inched closer to the wagon’s driver, narrowing her eyes.

      “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Um, A-Avery?”

      She climbed up into his seat and leaned into him. “Avery,” she growled, “I am a Bone Priestess from the Botathora Sanctum in Beralin, and I am in the middle of a very important investigation.” She grabbed the collar of his shirt. “Under only one condition will you board that ferry with your ‘goods.’ Do you want to know what that one condition is?”

      “S-sure.”

      “You hide me with the rest of your illegal cargo.”

      “Uh… ma’am?”

      “No questions. Do you agree, or do I have to notify authorities?”

      Avery shook his head and scooted away from her. “N-no, ma’am, you do not have to notify anyone. Get in the back. Squeeze between the hay and the crates.”

      Cadence let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and nodded. She stepped down from the driver’s seat and tipped her hat to him before walking around to the back of the wagon to see what she was in for.

      Two more carts had lined up behind Avery’s wagon, but the drivers of both had gotten out of their seats to chat. Cadence climbed up the back of the wagon and slipped inside while the coast was clear. The entire wagon bed was lined in a thick layer of hay, and six crates were nestled on top. Clever, she thought. The hay seemed to be nothing more than padding to smooth a bumpy ride and preserve whatever was in the crates.

      She jostled one around, just to see if she could guess the contents. It was so light, she wasn’t sure there was anything inside, but she could hear the faintest shuffling. Then, she sniffed the air.

      “Flowers?” She jostled the crate again. It was filled halfway with flowers. Torn between curiosity and apathy, she decided to let it be and did as she was told, burying herself in the hay underneath the crates.

      When she had made herself as close to comfortable as she would get, something brushed up against her, then slithered away. She swore she had felt scales.

      “Avery?” Cadence sat up in the hay.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “What is this in here?”

      “A miniature Besqi basilisk. She’s had her poison glands removed and her gaze doesn’t paralyze people like the big ones do.”

      Cadence huffed. “Do you see a cart up ahead with four large bundles of canvas?”

      “Yeah. It’s next in line to board.”

      “Good. Make sure it boards and get off wherever it gets off.”

      “But I have to travel all the way up to Niji with this thing!”

      “Then as soon as you get off and I jump out, you turn around and tell the harbormaster you made a mistake and need to get back on,” Cadence grumbled. “Be stubborn about it and they’ll stop things up to make sure you’re alright.”

      There was a long moment of silence, but then Avery replied. “Fine. Canvas guy just made it on the ferry.”

      “Thank you.” Cadence laid back down in the hay and waited for movement. First from the basilisk, and then after what felt like eons, the wagon lurched forward as the horses stepped up in line.

      Time got away from her as she waited for Avery’s turn to board. Time never got away from her. I’m a Botathoran, she thought angrily. As a follower of the goddess of Death and Time, it was her job to have a solid grip on both. But her mind raced, and her heart tied itself in knots as she thought about Tillie and Dane.

      Two of the stupidest people she had ever met, and only because they wouldn’t stay out of her business.

      Well, Dane wanted nothing to do with her business and had been trying to get out of it since the beginning. She decided to blame his stupidity on good old-fashioned bad timing. But Tillie had been told again and again what her meddling would get her into, and still she had persisted.

      Why? Cadence’s gut writhed with nerves as she tried to figure it out.

      This isn’t like me. I need to get out of my head and focus.

      Eventually she could feel the gentle movements of the river’s current beneath the ferry. They were on the water and on the way to Beralin.
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        * * *

      

      It was late at night when Avery’s wagon followed the Tano cart off the ferry. When Cadence heard the horses’ hooves clunking down the ramp and onto the docks, her focus came back with a fury. She climbed up over the crates and peered out into the scene with Avery.

      “He’s already past inspection,” Avery told her. “Made a turn going west on Academy Road.”

      Cadence pressed her hat securely on her head. “Then I will slip out now and continue my pursuit. Thank you for your assistance, Mister Avery. I apologize for the inconvenience, and I do hope your travel to Niji goes smoothly.”

      “About that.” Avery cleared his throat and surveyed the nighttime townscape around him. The lanterns along the docks were alight with bright yellow fires like giant lightning bugs. The rocking and creaking of the docks mingled well with the light chatter and musical buskers. “You wouldn’t happen to know a place I could unload Cassie, here, do you?”

      Cadence glared at him. “I assure you the sale of miniature Besqi basilisks is illegal in Beralin just the same as it is in Niji, Mister Avery.”

      He shrugged. “Thought I’d save myself a trip.”

      After a pause and a woeful gaze behind her at the lump of hay hiding “Cassie,” Cadence rolled her eyes and sighed. “However, the illegal sale of beasts and monstrous creatures is outside of my jurisdiction. I will not aid you, but the market here is favorable.”

      “That’s right, you said you’re from the Botathora Sanctum, right?”

      “I did.”

      “Even though she’s had her poison glands removed, Cassie’s saliva melts right through the undead!”

      “Mister Avery, just about everything melts right through rotting flesh.”

      “But not all undead is rotting flesh. Right? What about vampires?”

      Cadence raised a brow. “It works on vampires?”

      “Bones, too! Curious thing. Doesn’t matter what it is, so long as it’s undead. Cassie’s spit just eats it away like acid. And don’t think I’m just doing this to make a sale!” Avery waved his hands. “I wouldn’t dare.”

      “No, of course not.” Cadence watched the dock workers as she thought. “It is not so outlandish a claim, however. There are conflicting tales about the origin of the Basilisk. It is widely accepted that the creature was created by the fear goddess, Derivachne. But some texts in the Sanctum’s library depict the creature alongside Botathora.”

      “I can cut you a good price if you’re interested!”

      Cadence grunted before climbing into the passenger chair and jumping out of the wagon altogether. “Enjoy your stay in Beralin, Mister Avery.”

      The man watched her vanish into the buzzing crowd of the docks. She was gone. Gone, and off hitching a ride with some other unlucky cart driver strolling down Academy Road in pursuit of the cart from Tano Manor.

      Cadence had found a man with a fancy, decorative carriage who gave rides all around town. She’d flagged him down and reluctantly he followed her orders to follow the Tano’s cart all the way to a little brick building down a dirty street. A painted wooden sign said “Deloren Sons’ Medical Practice.”

      Lord Deloren did not have any sons.

      Before her investigation had moved to the head of the Anatomy Wing, Cadence knew he liked to talk up his children to anyone he affiliated with in Riddenholm. But when she did the research, she found he had four daughters. Not a single boy, except a first born who had died right out of the womb.

      Cadence ran her tongue over her teeth in thought. “Pull over here. This is fine. Then turn around and tell no one you came this way.”

      The driver nodded vigorously. “Yes ma’am.” He let her out at the opposite end of the street. She had just enough time to watch the Tano cart roll into the alley next to Deloren Sons’ Medical Practice before her carriage left.

      Whatever was about to happen, Cadence was stunned that someone had the audacity to do it in the same city as the Botathora Sanctum. She checked to make sure she was ready for anything—the silver of her ring was cool and comforting around her index finger; a gun loaded with a silver bullet was at each hip, and more bullets were ready and waiting along her belt; one unassuming silver dagger was hidden in her boot for an emergency. There wasn’t time for anything else.

      Maybe she should have taken Avery up on his offer, after all.

      Cadence padded silently down the street to the building. A hushed conversation came into earshot as well as the sound of heavy canvas being hoisted up from the cart.

      “That idiot brother of Master Tano’s really told you to dump them in the river?”

      “Yeah. Pass that along to the lord, will you? Can’t imagine he’ll let it slide. From what I hear, he pays good money to that family and would be pissed for this to go to waste.”

      “Especially now that he can’t rely on Colt anymore.”

      A back door creaked open. Two men started carrying the canvas bundles inside the building. When the last one was taken inside, Cadence ran over and snuck inside before the back door slammed shut behind them.

      Her heart was pounding much faster than she realized. She hated it when she had to be stealthy.

      If they had heard anything unusual other than the door slamming shut, the men were too preoccupied with carrying the canvas to give it a second thought, giving Cadence just enough time to duck down a short hallway and observe.

      The medical practice building was small, but not cramped. The practicing doctor, whomever they may have been, would have been able to fit a few more beds or cots into the space had they really wanted to, but as it was there were only four. One in each corner, walled off by curtain stands with pale yellow fabric. There wasn’t a patient in sight. Everything was clean, save for a fine layer of dust covering the tools at the foot of each bed.

      The two men finished piling the canvas bundles in the center of the room. Seeing them up close, Cadence knew without a doubt they were bodies. Two dead with certainty, but without death ceremonies to sever their threads of life. And two that did not yet have the aura of death around them.

      She prayed to her goddess that they would be Tillie and Dane.

      “Alright, let’s send these down,” one man said to the other. “I want to get this over with. I don’t like being here any longer than I have to.”

      The other folded his arms and nodded. “Agreed.” He went to a bookshelf against the wall between two beds and moved some of the books around. On one of the shelves, the books had been hiding a recessed lever. He grabbed it and forced it down. The sharp crunching sound of dirty gears filled the air.

      Cadence stared at the canvas-covered bodies piled up in the middle of the room as they started to descend on a perfect circular cut-out of the wood floor. The sound of her hard swallow was masked by the creaking gears. There’s a whole gods damned basement under here!

      The men dusted off their hands.

      “Ready to get out of here?”

      “Yeah. He said to come by for our pay next time we’re in Riddenholm. Job’s done, right? Don’t see a reason to stick around.”

      So, they left. Just like that. They locked the back door behind them, oblivious to Cadence still inside. She stared at the hole in the middle of the room and the darkness it led to, wondering just what else she’d find in the basement of Deloren Sons’ Medical Practice. 

      Would she find Lord Deloren? Was he truly at the front of the heinous scheme she hadn’t yet pieced together? She strained her ears but couldn’t hear anything now that the dais had fully descended into the basement. There was no one in the main patient area with her, and if there was anyone below it, they were quiet as a mouse. She let out a silent breath to steel her nerves and decided to make her own descent.

      She crept up to the opening and peered down, seeing the bodies below. To meet the ground would mean a twelve-foot drop. It wasn’t bad, Cadence thought. She had survived longer drops before that were on accident. It wasn’t completely dark down below, either. Somewhere in the basement was a dim light source. 

      Carefully, she hunkered down on the ground, grabbing the lip of the hole, and slid her legs and body off the smooth wood floor of the medical building and into the open darkness of the basement. Her fingertips burned as they held onto the lip. She couldn’t just leap down and fall on the bodies. It would be rude whether they were alive or not!

      Gently, she swung her body to and fro. When she had gained enough momentum, she let go and propelled her fall away from the bodies. Her boots hit the solid stone ground, then her knees and hands. The landing was painful. And not as quiet as she would have liked.

      Cadence got to her feet and dusted her palms off on her trousers. It was not a mere basement beneath the medical practice, she realized, but an entire labyrinth of catacombs. Her eyes went wide.

      She went to the bodies in canvas at last, to the ones still giving off the aura of life, and started freeing them of the ropes and wrapping. Her shoulders relaxed when she revealed Tillie and Dane’s faces.

      “Thank gods,” she whispered. They were out cold, but they were alive and didn’t appear to have any wounds, save for Dane’s ugly scrapes from the night at the Alabaster Bobcat. She continued tugging at the canvas rolls to completely free them, but then she heard shuffling from deeper in the catacombs. A sick, heavy, horrid feeling permeated the air.

      The feeling of the Forbidden. Of hundreds of angry souls flooding into a Realm they no longer belonged to. 

      Cadence stared down at the two, torn between duties. She clenched her fists as she reluctantly turned away.

      “I’ll come back for you two. If I don’t stop this now, it’ll just happen all over again to someone else.”

      But she did not leave without seeing them armed. She left them one of her flintlock pistols and her silver dagger in case they woke. It was the best she could do before striding off down the hallway and into the deep of the catacombs.
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      The catacomb’s walls were lined with the silent screams of the fitful dead--silent screams that Bone Priests and Priestesses were trained to hear. Cadence tried to block them out as she traveled the passageways. The candle flames recessed in the walls shied away from her as she tore past them.

      None of the bodies buried beneath the building had been given a proper death ceremony. It made them ripe for the picking if a necromancer wanted a servant or a soldier. Cadence could have handled a few dozen if she’d had to, but she was unprepared to deal with the standby army in the walls surrounding her.

      Every pathway in the catacombs lead to a large open room. The sick, heavy aura in the air was crushing. When Cadence stepped inside, her stomach turned.

      It was so much worse than she had imagined.

      At first glance she thought she had seen a pile of bodies beside the doorway, but they were only pieces. Not from just one or two bodies, but from many. Arms, legs, whole heads, various organs--the room reeked.

      But in the center of the room was what she had come for. She knew. In the center was an iron table. Laying still and lifeless on top was a massive body, stitched together from the pieces of the others. Lord Deloren stood beside it with a tome in his hands.

      “If it isn’t the lady who claimed to be from Pitfight Valley!” he said with a grin on his face. “My, but I’m not surprised to see you here.”

      “Lord Deloren. I had so hoped I wouldn’t find you here.”

      “You’re Lady Cadence de la Croix of the Botathora Sanctum. You’re one of the Sanctum’s best Bone Priestesses. Eventually you had to know your investigation would lead to me.”

      “Then you suspected me from the beginning.”

      “Just as you suspected me.”

      She hated how calm he was. He had the overwhelming advantage and he knew it. And there wasn’t a chance in all Hells that she’d be able to get away.

      “So, what’s all of this?” she asked, gesturing to the bodies and then to the monstrosity on the table. “All these bodies you’ve destroyed… and not even in the name of your research at the Physician’s College, but for this?”

      “The fabled Flesh Construct.” Lord Deloren closed his tome and set it on a small table with his tools. “Interesting how we are encouraged to experiment and find ways to repair the body as doctors, yet not as anything else. No, no. Discover ways to repair the soul’s vessel as a practitioner of anything but medical science and it’s a crime. It’s Forbidden.”

      “I am not here for a discussion on society’s views of medical science, Lord Deloren. I am only here on behalf of the hundreds of desecrated dead bodies I have seen. As far as I am concerned, that is your only crime.”

      He laughed and took a step closer to her. “You do not have to be naïve with me, Bone Priestess. You know that is not my only crime.”

      Her hand itched to grab her pistol and shoot. Simple. Clean. Done. But she stayed still.

      “Before we begin, Lord Deloren, will you tell me where the bodies came from? The bodies supplied to the Physician’s College in Riddenholm are approved to be there. They are donated after death ceremonies and therefore can be studied without threat of desecration. None of the bodies here have been given a death ceremony.”

      “I would never steal resources from the school.” Lord Deloren shook his head. “If you survive this, Bone Priestess, you can go to old Brin Colt. For decades, he has been supplying me with materials from the cemetery. But his life has been long and rich. He went his whole career without being caught. Surely he doesn’t have time left to repent for his crimes.”

      “A disappointing fact, but it will not shake my resolve, Lord Deloren.” She drew the pistol and pulled back the hammer. “What is most disappointing is how the communities of Beralin and Riddenholm will lose one of its pillars. Please do not put up a fight, my lord. It’s over.”

      “Don’t put up a fight?” he remarked. “But the odds are in my favor. You are grossly outnumbered, my lady.”

      Sensing the threat of Cadence’s weapon now on its master, the flesh construct came to life. Mismatched muscles rippled beneath skin that twisted in patches as it sat up and left the table. Cadence’s breath left her as the eight-foot beast towered above her. She backed away and fired a shot. The construct’s body hissed as the bullet sank in and was devoured.

      “Shit!” 

      It continued forward, but she could only back away so much. Behind her, something wet slithered and squelched along the ground.

      The pile of bodies was moving on its own.

      “Lord Deloren, stop this vile magic, now!” Cadence yelled.

      “They no longer function on magic, Bone Priestess.” He stood back and watched his creatures stalk her. “Can’t you tell?”

      She tried to focus, to beat down her fear so the logic could come back. When she finally had the nerve to stare into the construct’s blue and brown eyes, she didn’t feel the aura of necromancy reanimating it. The pile of bodies crawling around behind her wasn’t reanimated, either.

      “They’re alive. You gave them souls.” Her mouth was dry.

      “It is so good to have the talents of the Tano family close by. Master Tano has this amazing talent to find souls no matter where they are. My newborn son died over twenty years ago in my arms. There was nothing to stop his soul from meeting Botathora and moving on to the next stage of death.”

      “That’s when a soul is finally safe from the prying hands of you wicked necromancers!” 

      “That is what I thought, too. And yet, Master Tano plucked him from Botathora’s special place in the underworld and brought him to me. And now he is here with me, strong and healthy as ever! I guarantee you, Bone Priestess…” he rubbed his hands together, “... you did not bring enough bullets to bring him down.”

      “And this one’s soul?” Cadence moved out of the path of the body pile. It was slow and didn’t have the ability to do anything but feebly wave the limbs awkwardly sticking out of it. The worst it could do to her was make her vomit.

      “My first wife,” Lord Deloren said. “She fell ill shortly after giving birth. Admittedly, my grief for our dead son quickly turned to rage and I didn’t have it in me to give her a proper death ceremony. She didn’t properly nurture our baby while it was inside of her, and I have always held her responsible for his death. Therefore, I didn’t think she deserved a proper death, herself.”

      Cadence’s stomach turned again. She couldn’t find anything to say and continued backing away as the creatures pursued her. Her fingers went to the bullets along her belt and she tried to reload her pistol.

      Lord Deloren went back to his tome, reading it from the small table, and started removing his gloves. The sleek brown goatskin was fit for a noble but hid something vile beneath his left hand. Cadence watched him reveal his Anzharian Maw—the undeniable mark of a necromancer.

      The parasite was given to mages when they were ready to fully dedicate themselves to the practice. It could never be removed. No matter how much of the arm was amputated, the Maw would be there. It was used to siphon life energy out of mortal beings. Once they began reanimating the dead, a necromancer relied on life energy to keep themselves sustained, but it was also the very life force that brought bodies back from the dead for them to use.

      Next time, she told herself, she’d just start investigations with an extremely thorough handshake.

      She was much faster than Lord Deloren’s monstrosities, but she had no idea how to take them down with what little she had. Besides, she knew she was in for a whole lot more.

      “I’m surprised you came down here,” he mused, opening his hand wide. The Maw embedded in his palm had rows of sharp, needle-like teeth. It snapped hungrily at the air. “Took a lot of guts to come down pathways lined with an army in stasis. All for me?”

      With a silver bullet loaded, she turned her pistol on him. The flesh construct’s speed increased and swung its arm to stop her. Cadence felt the impact of over four feet and eighty pounds of flesh. It was like getting hit by a whole other person. She fell back, hard, and the construct loomed over her, getting ready to swing his fist down on her face. She rolled away. The construct’s attack connected with the ground.

      For all the work put into it, Cadence saw that it was an unstable creature. Flesh split along the construct’s hand as it hit solid ground with a splat. Dark, coagulating blood seeped out from the wound, and the dark stitching along the pinky and the wrist started to come undone.

      “You wouldn’t dare wake all those corpses in the catacombs,” Cadence said, getting to her feet. “All that moving earth would cave in this whole place. We’d all die.”

      “I would absolutely dare it, Bone Priestess. I fortified this place long before I started storing bodies.” He smirked. “The earth would rumble a bit, yes. And the neighbors would just shrug it off as feuding faeries or the goddess Rosamar moving beneath the ground. They will have no idea of my creations.”

      “Then why do it?” Cadence was careful to move far away from the construct before aiming her pistol at Lord Deloren again. “That’s what you all want, isn’t it? Necromancers are all the same, Lord Deloren. You all want to control your armies so that you can terrorize those who have wronged you and take over the land.”

      “Trust that those who have wronged me have already been terrorized, Bone Priestess. We are not all the same.”

      The pistol was shaking in her hand. She needed answers before she ended him. She needed to understand. The construct’s speed spiked once again as soon as it saw the threat she posed to Lord Deloren, and it raced toward her. 

      She turned and fired the shot into the construct, hitting it in the shoulder. It reared back and the wound hissed. Threads holding the shoulder and the arm together loosened.

      “Bone Priestess, all this effort was merely a means to protect myself. Once I had convinced myself of what I’d do with my son’s soul, I knew it’d take a long time and I’d be breaking a lot of laws.” Lord Deloren’s hand pulsed with black energy that arced like lightning between his fingers. “I will not be stopped. Even if I wanted to, it’s too late to stop. The Maw is already a part of me. I will be feeding from mortal energy till the day the Rot consumes me.”

      Cadence backed away from the construct, putting as much distance between them while she reloaded.

      “And it was all so you could turn your son’s soul into this thing?”

      Lord Deloren shrugged. “It was also so I could turn my first wife into that thing.”

      The body pile had reached Cadence and swung its several arms at her, knocking her to the ground. Hands clawed and pulled, but the pile’s chaotic movements couldn’t overwhelm Cadence. She shoved them away and crawled out of reach, tucking stray wisps of hair behind her ear.

      The rumble she had been dreading arrived. Lord Deloren summoned his army from the catacombs around them.
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        * * *

      

      “Tillie! Tillie, wake up!”

      Tillie could feel her body shaking, but there was only darkness. The fatigue consuming her was unfathomable. Her eyelids were so heavy, she didn’t think she’d ever have the strength to open them.

      But strong hands shook her shoulders and wouldn’t relent. Her mind slowly rose from the depths of unconsciousness. After a groan, her dark eyes fluttered open.

      Dane breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank gods! How do you feel?”

      Tillie shivered though she was still half covered by canvas. The air was thick and nauseating, and something smelled vile. She sat up from the ground and looked at the two dead bodies behind her.

      “Like I’m going to vomit. We have to get out of here! Something about this place is wrong—”

      “You’re sensing the Forbidden,” Dane told her. “And under any other circumstance, I’d say you’re right about leaving. But…” he took her hand and slapped the hilt of a silver dagger in her palm, “... but Cadence is here. I bet she came to get us.”

      Tillie’s heartbeat quickened. “Where are we?”

      “Not a clue. But we’re underground. Got here on that platform I bet.” He gestured to the dais with the two bodies. “Do you remember what happened before? It’s a blur for me.”

      Tillie pushed the rest of the canvas off and got to her feet. Dane rose with her.

      “We went to Tano Manor to ask about Lord Deloren. We were invited in by the woman at the door, and then she must have used some kind of magic on us to make us fall asleep. That’s all I remember. Did we even get to ask our question?”

      “Does it matter? Seems like the answer is a very positive yes at this point. Come on, let’s see if we can find Cadence. She left us some of her weapons, so be careful. She knew there would be danger.”

      Before they had taken two steps toward the catacomb pathways, the ground beneath them rumbled. The earthen walls of the pathways cracked and crumbled and dust filled the air.

      Tillie glanced at Dane. “Still Forbidden?”

      He nodded. “Guess we found all those bodies you were worried about.” One by one, corpses in varying states of decay burst forth from the rubble.

      Tillie could not be so calm. Her insides quaked as she watched the bodies twist and reanimate, jerking around aimlessly. She had worried about desecration of bodies, but only at the level Cadence first spoke to her of. Only of the casual mistreatment of the dead, the dissection without permission, the lack of proper death ceremonies…

      She never imagined she’d witness necromancy with her own eyes. She lurched forward and wrapped her arms around herself.

      “Hey now, keep it together!” Dane grabbed her shoulder. “Keep it together or we’re never going to get out of this!”

      “Dane—” she willed herself not to dry heave, “—how? How do we get out of this? And how are you so okay?”

      “It’s how I got the grave warden job,” he said. “The only thing stronger than my sense for the Forbidden is my resolve for it. Come on,” he took her hand and led her away from the catacombs, “before they find us.”

      “What are we going to do? What’s our plan?”

      Dane looked around the dimly lit room while the undead hobbled around on the other end. Most of the light came from candles on a desk overseeing the dais.

      “If the necromancer raising the army is smart,” he started, “they’ll have a backup plan for if things go wrong. Magic can be faulty, especially when you’re breaking the rules with it.” He went to the desk and started opening drawers. “There’s got to be something around here somewhere.”

      “If they’re smart,” Tillie reminded him.

      “It’s Lord Deloren.” Dane’s look was a glare. “We both know that’s who we’re going to find if we keep looking, Tillie.”

      She shook her head, still shivering. “I can’t believe that, Dane. No. Not until I see it with my own eyes. He would never do something like this! We were brought to a lair unconscious and rolled up like dead bodies!”

      “We saw him walk inside Tano Manor!” he yelled. “Hell, Tillie, I bet someone’s been shadowing him since before Cadence’s investigation even started! I bet that whole attack at the Plaid Bonnet was staged to get him away from her!”

      “B-but he’s been working on my husband’s case for years, he’s been studying the ailment for me, looking for a—”

      “It was the perfect thing to cover up what he was actually doing!”

      “So what are you trying to say? Are you trying to say I’m stupid? Naïve? Blind?”

      Dane finally yanked open a drawer with something inside. He picked up a key. “Where is there something to open? Something with a lock?”

      “Oh hells, Dane!” Tillie picked up the desk chair and smashed it over the top of the desk. “There’s no time for this!” The desktop splintered away. Directly beneath it was an iron sword with an arrow-shaped tip.

      The corpses took notice of the noise and started creaking their way over. Dane broke away pieces of the shattered desktop and grabbed the sword’s hilt.

      “How the hell did you know there’d be a compartment there?”

      “Have you never owned a desk before, you idiot? There’s tons of places to hide something and you come up with a key? We don’t have time for that!”

      He shrugged. “Alright. Smash first, ask questions later. That’s the Tillie Way.”

      He kept Cadence’s backup pistol at his hip and brandished the sword as they approached the catacombs. Tillie held out her dagger with shaking hands.

      “What’s our plan?” she asked. “And what is that sword? Will it do us any good?”

      “Don’t know what the sword is, but the plan is to start hacking and figure it out on the way. It was there for a reason.” 

      Tillie watched him race forward to the corpses and start swinging. The iron blade cut through them smooth like butter. Each corpse was felled with only one strike, but she was still scared for him and his recklessness. The undead were numerous and didn’t cease coming.

      “Dane, there’s too many!” 

      “We have to find Cadence!” he yelled back. “Besides, this is good experience. Imagine how prepared I’ll be if all the dead in the cemetery wake up!”

      She stared down at Cadence’s dagger in her hand. The Bone Priestess wouldn’t falter. The Bone Priestess would run in with abandon, pressing forward, using her bullish ways to win. Tillie fancied herself a little more cautious but realized how bullish she herself had been when Cadence tried to keep her out of the investigation.

      “I couldn’t take no for an answer.” She swallowed hard. It was time to fight the fight she had earned.

      She ran, taking her place behind Dane to fend off any corpses that snuck in through the range of the mysterious sword. One lunged forward and dug its bony fingers into Dane’s shoulder, and Tillie sprang to action. She sank the dagger into the rotting corpse’s skull. Her blood rushed and excitement filled her core as it fell to the ground.

      “Shit,” Dane said, “I didn’t think you were really going to do it. Come on, let’s do this!”

      They hacked their way through the catacombs. Dane had noticed that some of the undead did not engage them, but walked away, down another path. They were all going to the same place. Dane knew that’s where they would find what they were looking for.

      Some of the dead were too far decomposed to pose a threat. The reanimation spell was not strong enough to keep them pieced together, and after several steps they clattered to the ground in a heap of bones and dust.

      “He tried to do too much,” Dane mumbled. “The scope of his spell was too big. Spread too thin.”

      Tillie’s adrenaline had abolished her fear and she came out from behind Dane, shoving an oncoming corpse to the ground. It tried to push back for only a second, but all its strength had gone to staying together. It fell like the others.

      “Do you think he just wanted to scare us?” Tillie asked.

      “It’s not a bad plan if you consider most people are terrified at the prospect of the Forbidden. Especially necromancy. If I was anyone else, I’m sure I would have shit myself and tried to get out of here. You did pretty well, yourself, Til.”

      The pathways leading to the main room were easy to clear. The silver dagger and the strange iron sword had an advantage against the undead, but it mattered more that Lord Deloren’s magic was losing its power. They reached the main room headstrong and confident, but what they saw stopped them cold.

      The horrific flesh construct and the moving pile of bodies and viscera was much worse than the ragged army of bones and rot wobbling throughout the catacombs. The construct had Cadence in its grasp. It had wrapped its arms around her tight. She coughed as the air left her and could not find its way back in.

      Tillie’s eyes brimmed with tears when she saw Lord Deloren approaching Cadence and the construct with his Maw.

      “You monster!” Her white-knuckled grasp on the dagger quivered. “How could you do this? How could you betray the trust of all the people you’ve helped? I thought the people, your community, I thought we all meant something to you!”

      “Tillie Boyce.” Lord Deloren turned his gaze to her. “I would never expect a pitiful young mother to understand the world around her. You are no exception.”

      Cadence coughed. “Stitches…”

      Lord Deloren brought the Maw to Cadence’s face. He stroked her chin with his fingertips and the Maw snapped at her, so close to the life inside of her.

      “Tillie,” he said, “most of us scholars and doctors have no interest in people and their wellbeing. No, we do what we do because the mysteries of life and of the body pull us into study. All we want is knowledge. We want to understand. Finding the answer to a question like Galen Boyce’s condition was an exciting prospect.”

      Dane drew the pistol and fired it at Lord Deloren. The construct dropped Cadence immediately and raced toward the new threat, its footsteps thundering as it stomped through the room.

      Lord Deloren took the bullet in his arm and roared in pain. The bullet sparked and spit smoke as it stayed embedded in him.

      Cadence gasped for air and locked eyes with him. “Necromancer filth. You commit the highest offense to Botathora. The pain of her sacred weapons will be eternal.”

      Tillie rushed to her side and helped her to her feet. “Are you alright?”

      “Dane’s sword. The Minute Hand. That’s an artifact from the Sanctum!” Cadence said. “Where did he get it?”

      “Ah, the little item I thefted with the help of Brin Colt,” Lord Deloren answered for her, gritting his teeth through the pain. “The Sanctum was such a fan of him. Absolutely incredible how much he was able to get away with.” With his right hand, he materialized a slender black metal staff. Akashic energy crackled at its tip.

      “Gods damned Brin Colt.” Cadence spat. “Tillie, you two take care of the giant. I’ll take this wretch.”

      Tillie stepped away and Lord Deloren turned his magic on her, firing a stream of akasha that looked like lightning. It missed her except for small singe on her cheek. The akashic bruising spread across her skin like a web.

      “Keep your magic on me, necromancer!” Cadence shouted. “Though that was a pitiful Cold Bolt. Clearly you didn’t master your general magic enough before moving on to the Forbidden.”

      Lord Deloren growled and prepared another Cold Bolt. “You and your team will not get out of here, Bone Priestess. I have invested too much time to let you ruin my efforts.”

      She closed the distance between them and threw her fist into his face. He was in good enough health to stand and move without his cane—Cadence guessed he had indulged in someone’s life energy with the Maw before the encounter—but he was still an old man at the end of the day. The impact of Cadence’s fist knocked him back.

      The flesh construct sensed the danger to Lord Deloren and turned back around, heading for Cadence. Tillie stared as it stormed by oblivious to her presence. Her eyes followed the trail of black stitches holding the grotesque beast together. Dane came to her side, holding the Minute Hand out to defend her.

      “Forget attacking it,” she said. “I’m going to take it apart! You kill that other thing!”

      Dane wrinkled up his nose and stared at the mass of body parts pulling itself along the ground. “I don’t want to go anywhere near that thing.”

      Tillie huffed and tailed the construct as it headed for Cadence. She held out the dagger, and when she had stepped in just close enough, she made a tiny cut and watched the stitching come loose along the monster’s back. She cut again and its entire left side started separating from its right. The mess of organs inside spilled out and Tillie retched.

      It turned around to address her, and she nicked at the stitches around its neck. It went to swing, and the arm came completely detached. The final strings snapped with its weight and the arm fell to the ground.

      Cadence hadn’t noticed. She was pummeling Lord Deloren without mercy. She’d finally decided that there was no better way to take him down. He tried to fight back and then to shove away, but he was feeble and old. He lost his footing and fell just like his creation, and then Cadence was on top of him continuing her assault.

      Tillie and Dane ran to her side.

      “Cadence!” Tillie wanted to pull her away but was afraid to touch her. “Cadence, I think we did it. I think we’re okay!”

      Cadence’s bloodied fist trembled, but she drew back. “The flesh construct?”

      “It can’t move anymore,” Tillie told her. “The other thing… well, it’s just kind of slithering around over there. I don’t think we’re in danger.”

      Lord Deloren groaned but made no words. His face was too battered for Cadence to see exactly where she had spit the skin.

      “I admit, Lord Deloren, you had me worried.” She caught her breath. “Quite the parlor trick, shaking up all the bones down here. Had I been alone, you might have done me in.”

      He grunted. “What comes now, Bone Priestess? What pitiful way will your Sanctum seek justice?”

      “Justice for your crimes are not our jurisdiction, Lord Deloren. They are Botathora’s. You will see her directly for your punishment.”

      It did not register with him immediately, but when it did, his eyes widened.

      “Surely you don’t mean to kill me.”

      “Our world must maintain its balance. Order and Disorder. Law and Chaos. Good and Bad. Unfortunately, Lord Deloren, there is no room in life’s perfect duality for the Forbidden.”

      Cadence stood up and held her hand out, the silver ring on her index finger glowing white. The energy enveloped her hand, gathering like a brewing storm. Lord Deloren looked up at the thin electric wisps arcing through the air from her energy.

      “A Crux Bolt, then?” he asked.

      “The Death Goddess’s answer to those who cheat her rules.” Cadence narrowed her eyes. “A Crux Bolt.”

      A ferocious crack vibrated through the air as a silver lightning bolt formed from the ring’s energy and struck Lord Deloren. His roar of pain echoed all through the catacombs as the magic tore through him. When it started to burn his skin to ash, Tillie turned away.

      Cadence’s Crux Bolt left nothing behind of Lord Deloren but a grimy black smear on the ground. Any creature that had still been rustling—the mass of moving body parts and a handful of persistent corpses in the catacombs—stopped and fell, finally at rest. 

      Tillie looked around. “Is this finally over?”

      Cadence nodded. “Looks to be so, Miss Boyce. Are you and Mister Sheltier alright?”

      “I’d rather be somewhere that smelled better,” Dane said, “but all things considered, I feel quite well. Thanks for keeping an eye out for us, Lady Cadence.”

      “I knew you two would do something stupid.”

      “Yes, but look where it got us.” Tillie gestured to everything around them. “This is it. This is what that dumb little note of mine uncovered. Well, it’s what you uncovered.”

      “We did it, Miss Boyce.” Cadence tucked stray wisps of hair behind her ear. “Together. But it turns out we were worried about the wrong grave warden. Brin Colt was Deloren’s supplier all along.”

      “And now,” Dane handed Cadence the Minute Hand, “I get to say, ‘I told you so.’”

      She inspected the sword’s sender design and shook her head. “Despicable that he could come by something like this. And what about you, Mister Sheltier? How did you become so capable? I did not expect you and Miss Boyce to come barreling through the undead so valiantly.”

      “It’s just as I told you before,” he said. “It’s how I got the new grave warden job in the first place. Traveling three thousand miles, coming across the open plains of Central Siopenne, you face some things. Sometimes those things are undead, and you learn how to handle it. That’s all.”

      “Thank you both for stepping in.” Cadence’s lips turned up into the tiniest grin. “Now help me get the dead together so that I may conduct a proper death ceremony. It worries me to know that Master Tano’s abilities can still reach them, but that is something I will just have to address later.”

      “You’re going to go after the Tano Family?” Tillie asked.

      “I must. And someday? I will.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun was high in the sky on a brilliant summer afternoon in Riddenholm. The Silver Lady Cemetery was peaceful, filled only by the sounds of a child’s laughter. Rowan skipped between the headstones with two dandelions in his hair like antennae.

      With a content sigh, Tillie relaxed on a blanket by Galen’s headstone. It had only been a month and a half since her run-in with the Bone Priestess, and already she was back in Riddenholm, visiting a place she usually only saw once a year. She looked at Galen’s engraving and smiled.

      “Did you see me?” she asked. “I was impressive, wasn’t I? Didn’t think I’d ever be fighting against the undead like that. And to think Brin Colt had such a hand in all of it. The Sanctum saw him taken care of and sent someone out to ensure everyone buried here was done so properly. You’ve been well taken care of.”

      A gentle breeze rustled the branches and swept through the long grasses. Tillie felt cozy and warm on the inside.

      She saw Dane come out of the little white grave warden’s cabin and wave to Rowan. The boy skipped circles around him until Dane handed him a piece of paper-wrapped candy from his pocket.

      He approached Tillie next with a friendly grin. “Are you going to stay in town for dinner?”

      She sat up and couldn’t help but blush. “Depends. What’s on the menu?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I’m sure I could cook something up. Throw a bird over the hearth, maybe. I could get some of those swirly green things… what are they called?”

      “Fiddleheads?” Tillie laughed. “You know how to cook fiddlehead ferns?”

      “I’ll just throw them over the hearth, too.”

      Tillie’s infectious giggles struck Dane, too.

      “What?” he asked. “Are you making fun of me, Til?”

      She managed words with a gasp of air. “I would never!”

      They teased each other and laughed about nothing, none the wiser to Rowan rejoining them with a guest.

      “Miss Boyce. Mister Sheltier.”

      They gasped and looked up. Cadence de la Croix tipped her hat to them, a wry little grin spreading across her face. A basket hung from her elbow.

      “Cadence!” Tillie jumped up to give her a hug. Cadence reciprocated by touching her cheek to the woman’s shoulder for just a second. “What brings you over?”

      “I am merely here to check in with Mister Sheltier. Figured there was a chance I’d find you here, too, so I came with treats.”

      “Treats?” Rowan’s face lit up.

      “Yes, Mister Rowan. Would you like a peach?”

      “Ma, can I have a peach?”

      Tillie nodded. “Of course you can, Rowan.”

      Cadence handed the boy a ripe, fuzzy peach. “Brought some bread, too. Mister Sheltier may have told me his big dinner plans ahead of time.”

      “Wait, really? You’re having dinner with us?” Tillie couldn’t keep from clapping her hands together. “That’s wonderful!”

      “Thought it was only right. Dane here has finished his first course at the Sanctum, and he passed with accolades.”

      Dane led everyone into the cabin. A quaint table had been set up and covered in a patchwork tablecloth that was sewn together from various grain sacks. A bouquet of sunset-colored wildflowers filled a jar that sat in the center. Wooden plates, pewter cutlery, and stunning wine glasses were set for four. Rowan’s glass was already filled with juice.

      Tillie’s gasp faded into a chuckle. “Dane! This looks beautiful. I had no idea you could do something like this!”

      “Don’t give him all the credit.” Cadence set the basket on the table. “I donated the glasses. And commandeered a couple recipes, since neither of us knows how to cook. But everything else? All him.” She showed Rowan to his chair and then seated herself.

      Dane’s hearth was occupied by two pots. Tillie followed him over and took a peek.

      “Roast chicken, and a fiddlehead casserole? Dane, you’ve outdone yourself! I wish you had told me the big news so I could have helped, or at least brought the wine!”

      “I wanted it to be a surprise.” His sparse collection of kitchen tools was laid out on a small countertop by the hearth. He picked up the knife and started carving the chicken. “I don’t really have anyone to surprise with good news these days. And Great Aunt Mattie couldn’t make the trip this time around.”

      “We’ll get her over here next time!” Tillie smiled and helped him serve. “And if you really want a crowd, I’m sure my mother would join us, too.”

      “I don’t know that my little cabin can handle that many people,” he laughed.

      Dinner was served with fresh bread and local wine. Dane was excited to finally share his experiences at the Sanctum, making sure to let everyone at the table know that he had much more knowledge than his fellow students.

      “Didn’t feel fair, really,” he said between sips of wine. “When it came time to prove I knew the material, it almost felt like I was showing off. Doesn’t help, either, when my classmates ask what position in the Sanctum I’m training for and I just tell them I’m trying to be a better trained grave warden.”

      “So then, Dane,” Cadence paused, still uncomfortable with the informality of first names, “is it safe to say that you are prepared for your next course?”

      “Absolutely!” He raised his glass. “The letter said the second course starts on the last day of summer. It’s nice that the Sanctum appointed someone to watch over the cemetery on the days I have to be in Beralin.”

      Cadence chewed her food, fighting back a grin. “We wouldn’t want you to be stressed over the curriculum and your job.”

      “Agreed! The students are all telling me that the instructor for the second course is a tough one.”

      “They are correct. But let’s not fret about it, shall we?” Cadence raised her glass for a toast. “We should celebrate your success! There is time to worry about your course on the last day of summer, where I will expect to see you and your classmates at dawn.”

      Dane started to raise his glass then stopped. “What was that?”

      “Mister Sheltier, I am your second course instructor.” Cadence finally let the smile onto her face and beamed at them all. “You’d better be ready.”

      

      
        
        The End
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          Amongst the Clouds

        

      

    

    
      Pa and Grimmie were fighting. Again. Eavesdropping was rude, but the caravan was not big enough for her to avoid hearing. Astra did what any well-raised Cloudtreader would do. She kept her eyes tightly closed and pretended that she couldn’t hear them.

      “She’s 19. You can’t pretend forever.” Grimmie said.

      Pa gave a noncommittal grunt, “Well, not everyone gets married. Happens.”

      Grimmie sighed, “I didn’t expect that from you.”

      Pa’s voice grew sharp, “Then you weren’t paying attention. I told you that nothing mattered more than Astra. Nothing! Back when you promised to be by our side.”

      Even with her eyes closed, Astra knew that her grandmother was pulling herself up top to every inch of her not at all substantial height. “I am on your side.” Grimmie said it with the tone of one who has gone from being a perpetually, peevish elderly woman to something all the more dangerous. Pa did not heed the warning.

      Astra could hear the telltale signs of her father putting his work tools away. He oiled them and repacked them every night. “If you were on my side, you wouldn't be pestering me about things I don't care about.”

      “You wouldn’t think a man would want his only daughter to be alone all of her life.”

      Astra opened her eyes, grateful for the curtain that shielded the bed she shared with Grimmie from the rest of the caravan.

      She pretended that she had accepted her fate. That being bound to an inferior dragon, and living with her father and grandmother all of her life was what she wanted. Astra reached over with her right hand, and stroked the dragon mark outlined on the back of her left.

      “You know it doesn't have to be this way…”

      The slam of her father's fist onto the table made Astra jump in her hidden away bed. “Never! It will not pass to her shoulders. I swore to Hya.”

      Grimmie whispered fiercely through her teeth. “I know precisely what you promised Hyacinth, and I know why. You are not the only one who loved her.”

      Astra had long known that Grimmie still mourned the death of her daughter. “I have sworn my life to protect our girl. I left my own kin to insure she was safe.”

      Pa lashed out, “Well, you can go back to whoever will take you in. We don’t need you, anyway.”

      Astra grimaced, not liking that he could be so unkind to the woman who had raised her after her mother had died.

      “If you think that anything could make me desert our girl, then Guthrie Drakesalve, you are further lost than I realized.” Grimmie marched to the end of the caravan where Astra was pretending to sleep behind the curtain and climbed in beside her.

      By now, most of Astra’s friends slept in their own caravans with their siblings. Astra Drakesalve had no younger brothers or sisters, only her frequently quarreling father and grandmother.

      Pa’s bed pulled down from the helm of the caravan while Grimmie and Astra shared the bed at the back. Astra felt the rigid, angular form of her grandmother slid in beside her. Grandmothers among the cloudtreaders tended to be soft and round with kerchiefs on their heads. There was nothing soft about Grimmie. She was always corseted within an inch of her life and insisted on wearing her hair in the elaborate, piled-high styles that had been popular long before Astra had been born.

      “And now you need to actually go to sleep,” Grimmie whispered.

      “It’s all right, Grimmie, I don’t want to be married.” Astra whispered.

      “Go to sleep,” came the roar from the other side of the curtains. “By cumulus, we all have work to do in the morning!” Astra could hear her father turn himself over grouchily. With the merest flicker of her eyelashes, she showed her Grimmie that she had no intention of going right to sleep.

      Her grandmother reached for her hand. They had always been able to communicate silently but only when they were touching.

      “Tell me about her,” Astra breathed. “Tell me about my mother.”

      Grimmie's strong, tiny hand rested on Astra’s closed eyelids.

      Within her chest, the visions rose. A girl on a swing, her long, violet-colored hair streaming behind her. She had seen this image over and over again. Always before it had been enough. It wasn't this time. Without even whispering, “Show me more,” she conveyed the thought to Grimmie.

      A hitherto unseen image rose this time. The same girl, older now, playing hide-and-seek with a man that Astra couldn't see. The laugh of the lovers caused sparks to fly behind her eyelids. Astra opened her eyes. Her mother had been running on the ground. The ground. Cloudtreaders did not deign to walk on the ground.

      Shepherd Ezekiel had spoken on the necessity of maintaining the scriptures at High Mass just the day before. “We were rescued from the pit of the earth, allowed to sail in zeppelins closer to the creator. What order were things created in?”

      Every child knew the answer, “The heavens and then the earth.”

      Shepherd Ezekiel had smiled then, his bony face still not at all cordial. “We know that that’s right. The heavens first. First, mind you! The earth was an afterthought. We could live down there. We could.”

      Everyone in the congregation had shuddered. “But we don't because the Starkindler has given us the means of sanctifying every second of our lives. We follow the precepts given to us in the Breath of Life. Does the Starkindler want us to have things easy?”

      “No!” the children, including Astra, had shouted in response. “He wants us to be holy!”

      Astra had never been told that her mother had once capered around the earth with some unknown man. She turned over, fully intending to interrogate Grimmie, but the old woman putting a finger to her lips, stopped the girl. Without needing the words to be spoken, Astra realized that her grandmother would explain as soon as she could, as she had always been able to. Grimmie blew a kiss towards Astra, and under its weight, Astra’s eyelids began to drift closed.

      When Astra awoke, Grimmie and her father had long been up. The telltale sound of creaking chains lured her to stick her head out of the caravan.

      They had spent the night in formation, the dragons released, and the community caravans chained together, tightly controlled by an airstream anchor.

      Unsure where the rest of her family had gone, Astra nevertheless knew what needed to be done.

      “Ahoy!” cried Captain Mistral from the nearby caravan. “Hands to the rigging? No gear unstowed?”

      Astra knew without looking that everything on the caravan was precisely where it belonged. “Aye, I will rig!” she assured her neighbor.

      “Carry on,” came his clear firm command. Mistral paused for the merest of second before relaying the message further down the line, “Drakesalve's bearing away, ready to move!”

      “Ahoy!” came the cry from other cloudtreaders in their community.

      She unlatched the hand crank and began to twist it vigorously. “Helio!” she called out cheerfully. “C’mon, girl!” As she turned the crank, the chain began to move towards her caravan, dislodging from the others. It took several minutes of vigorously hard work, but Astra was able to detach and wind up the chains. When they were anchored in one spot, the caravan ships were chained together. Every other time, they were an independent lot.

      Heliotrope arrived just as the chain was wound up. Helio was not a particularly large dragon. In fact, she could accurately, if unkindly, be described as underwhelming. Astra turned a series of keys, and a crane extended from the front of the caravan. With Helio happily flying under it, Astra was able to latch the harness.

      The caravan gave a great lurch as it shed its nighttime placidity, and began to bustle towards whatever adventures the day held. Astra perched on the bench at the front of the caravan, its scarlet canopy arched over her head.

      “How was your night, girl? Did you get plenty to eat?” The vigor with which Helio pulled the caravan through the blue sky seemed to indicate that she had had plenty to eat.

      Astra could sense Helio’s contentment. Bonded dragons were almost unheard of among the cloudtreaders. The one person she could ask about her relationship with her dragon was her father. However, Guthrie had made it clear that he would not talk about it.

      There were legends that implied it had once been commonplace, but Astra knew of no one else who was dragon bound. Heliotrope should have made Astra the most desired bride in the congregation. As things stood, it was a major liability.

      There were ten whispers that must be something wrong with Astra. Historically, the strongest, most beautiful babies were chosen by very young dragons to grow old together. She was quite simply an embarrassment, and so was her dragon.

      The older dragons did not require any guidance. They seemed to know precisely where the flotilla of caravans needed to go. Helio was not your typical cloudtreader dragon. She was prone to slamming into the compatriots and flipping Astra and her things all topsy-turvy.

      The Drakesalve’s had resigned themselves to her flaws, and kept everything tightly secured. Some of their community was not quite so fastidious, and nothing makes a merchant angrier than his wares being strewn throughout the ether.

      Astra cast a nervous glance at the undulating shoulders of the family dragon. “Be careful, Helio.”

      Helio was not careful and careened into a larger dragon that was busily pulling the ironware merchants caravan. Grimmie took advantage of the collision and leapt from the merchant's wagon landing neatly beside Astra in the driver's bench. “Good morning, sparrow,” the older woman said.

      “Where’s Pa?”

      “He went to help the candlemaker’s vixen. She’s torn her wing, again.”

      Astra took advantage of this opening to ask, “Are they really dying out?”

      Grimmie arched an eyebrow, “I knew you were pretending.”

      Astra arched hers right back, “That is neither here, nor there. I hadn't noticed the dragons dying out.”

      “Has your father gone to any hatchings lately?”

      Astra had to admit that he hadn't. “So new ones aren't being born?”

      Before Grimmie could respond, Helio drove them straight into a rain cloud. Suddenly, drenched women dove through the mouth of the caravan.

      “I swear to the Starkindler, that sky serpent was dropped on her head right after hatching,” Grimmie said peevishly. “Get out of those soaked things.”

      Astra hurried out of her sodden clothes. Stepping out of the squelching pile, Grimmie tossed her a towel, and she dried herself off briskly. Pulling a fresh shirt out of the trunk, Astra pulled it over her head. She added a woolen dress and warm stockings. Life among the clouds was a chilly endeavor.

      “Bog pits and graveyards, my boots are wet.” The thought of spending the rest of the day in soaked, cold boots was a miserable one in deed.

      Grimmie reached down and picked them up, giving them a firm shake. “You got lucky. They aren't that wet.” Astonishingly, that was true. With a sigh of relief, Astra pulled the warm, dry boots on and laced them firmly.

      Grimmie always wore layers of clothing. She lifted her outermost dress off and hung it on a hook to dry. Her trim figure was lost in the masses of petticoats and chemises she wore. Smoothing the fresh dress over her voluminous under-layers, Grimmie turned to Astra.

      “The pelicans arrived early this morning. We should get some breakfast.”

      “What did the pelicans bring?”

      “Plums. Green beans, some corn. Your dad bagged some pigeons yesterday. I’ll wash the berries if you’ll warm up the pigeons.”

      Grimmie opened the faucet of the rainwater barrel and filled a bucket. She was less meticulous than the other cloudtreader housewives were. Astra had noticed that even as a child. Everyone knew that dirt was dangerous, resulting as it did from graves, and volcanoes, and animal droppings. Filthy. Grimmie never served food that had visible dirt, but Astra knew that she didn't do the 19 ritual washings that her friend’s mothers all did.

      The dereliction of Ezekiel made the other cloudtreader women shake their heads. Only the Starkindler knew why he made the foods that had to be eaten to maintain health grow in such a disgusting place.

      Shepherd Ezekiel had much to say on the matter. It was to remind them that even the cloudtreaders, the holiest order of creation, could never totally separate from their earthly nature.

      There were rumors of desperate families eating vegetables that had actually touched the earth, but nobody Astra knew had ever done such a thing. The harvesters would fly their caravans low and climb down ropes to gather food that climbed towards the Starkindler as dinner. Pelicans carried each caravan their groceries.

      Leaving Grimmie to scouring the plums, Astra placed the pigeon in a small metal box with a ring firmly secured to the top. This was attached to a chain on a long pole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          A Well-Roasted Breakfast

        

      

    

    
      Astra was about to climb onto the drivers bench when Captain Mistral whistled at her. “Nah, lass. Helio is too unpredictable. Use my Reynard...” It was humiliating to be known as having an unreliable, badly trained dragon. However, the offer was a relief. Reynard was an enormous male dragon who was so well controlled that he could land on the head of a pin.

      Captain Mistral had the most powerful ship in the congregation. It bore the unmistakably tall “Skyscraper” sail. Shepherd Ezekiel made secure the souls of his congregation, but it was Captain Mistral who made the sky caravans function.

      Securing the chain to the rear of the caravan, Astra called, “Helio... Hyup!” Thankfully, the young female dragon did heed the command and fly faster. Towing the metal box behind them, allowed Reynard to come closer, and blow his fire onto the oven box. Reynard was powerful and able to perfectly direct his flame. It took less than five minutes for their meal to be cooked.

      Astra’s rumbling stomach made her glad that she hadn't tried to dangle her breakfast in front of Helio. Helio was likely to get confused, and set the caravan on fire, or knock Astra to her death. She hollered a grateful, “Calm currents to you and yours!” to Captain Mistral, and holding the pole that dangled the cooked food in front of her, she carefully turned into the caravan.

      Grimmie used a hot pad to remove the metal pan and open it up. The smell of warm freshly roasted pigeon filled the air.

      The women sat at the table with their plates. “We have a few days of hard travel ahead of us,” Grimmie reminded her.

      “We’re crossing the mountains?” Astra asked. It was always harder to traverse the mountain ranges, because they would have to reach such altitudes to safely get over the crags and cliffs.

      “It's time for the yearly market over the purple valley.”

      Astra couldn't reach her grandmother’s eyes. Matches were made at the yearly market. It was the one time of the year when every cloudtreader would gather. Matches were usually made in a girl's 19th year. Astra would soon be 19.

      “No one will want me,” the girl said sadly.

      “Well, we shall see.”

      Pa returned home looking very much the worse for wear. “Pfffft,” Grimmie said rudely. “You smell like burnt hair.”

      “I’m just glad it was only my hair,” he said, running his hand over his singed beard. His tunic had a long tear, his boots shimmered with silvery dragon blood.

      “Is the vixen ok?”

      “She will be. That silversmith should be dragged through a meteor shower buck-naked. He doesn't have the sense to take care of his dragon. Her wing caught under his wagon, and he forced her to go forward. Poor thing.”

      “Why are female dragons called vixens?”

      “There’s an earthbound animal called a fox. They are pretty little things, and they are also called vixens.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Pa angrily interrupted, “How is that we have no water?”

      Astra cringed. She had forgotten to open the water barrels when they moved through the clouds. Dammit. Her father was smoky, sore, and filthy, and they had no way for him to bathe.

      Pa glowered. “Well, let’s see if, just this once, we can get that addlepated dragon to do what we need her to do.” He strode to the back of the caravan and unlatched the tub stored underneath.

      The chains spooled loose and soon the bathtub was being towed through the air. “Fetch me the rain harpoon, and lace up the windows,” Pa commanded. Astra and Grimmie tied up the heavy canvas shutters and listened to Pa try and command Helio to do his bidding.

      “Nay, you moronic serpent, higher up into the clouds.”

      The women were swept back and forth as the caravan was careened upwards. There was a stupendous “pop” as Pa fired the rain harpoon up into the clouds to bring forth the rains. Once skyward, the harpoon opened up into a large umbrella. When they shortened the chain, it drove the rain into the tub.

      Had they a better-trained dragon, it would have worked out better than it did. Helio could not time her flame and heat only the water that splashed into the tub. Astra felt her cheeks grow flushed as the cloud around them turned to a floating steam bath. Pa grew increasingly flustered, finally announcing that “It was hopeless, the dragon was hopeless,” and, “Would one of them please get him a towel?”

      Grimmie, with a spryness that belied her age, deftly opened one of the chests and tossed a pile of flannel towels towards the infuriated Master Drakesalve. He furiously yanked the curtain that enabled the caravans tightly packed inhabitants to have some semblance of privacy.

      It was difficult to maintain modesty in the tight quarters of a cloudtreaders caravan, and Astra knew too well the scars that covered her father’s back from his years of treating dragons. Still, he always made a point of pulling the curtain. As he scrubbed the grime from his skin, he kept up a steady tirade about untrainable dragons, irresponsible daughters, interfering old women, and idiot silversmiths.

      Grimmie gave Astra a reassuring pat on the arm and winked. Her father's anger would evaporate like the nebula of steam that the well meaning but hopeless Helio had created. In the meantime, staying out of his way was a good idea, although not exactly an easy task.

      “Ahoy! Astra, are you in there?” a feminine voice echoed through the air.

      “Ahoy!” Astra responded, but her unmagnified voice could not make it through the murky atmosphere.

      Grimmie laughed, “That girl is spoiled. Imagine having a grammaphere of your own.”

      Astra cast a hopeful look at her grandmother, and got what she was hoping for. “Well, go on with you just be back by bedtime.” She climbed up into the bed they shared, and unlaced the canvas shutters. Sticking her head out, she called, “Come around here!”

      Periwinkle Firmament expertly piloted her caravan overhead, and a ladder unfurled smacking Astra in the head, and very nearly sending her crashing out of the caravan. Only Grimmie’s extraordinary reflexes prevented the untimely fall to the death of her granddaughter.

      “You be careful, young lady.” Grimmie exhorted their visitor.

      Astra clamored up the ladder, “See you later, Grimmie!”

      Hoisting herself over the side of the buggy, Astra sprawled in an unladylike fashion.

      Her more fashionable friend gaped at the wet bedraggled appearance of Astra.

      “Long story,” Astra grumbled, twisting her long hair until the water running from it left her standing in a puddle.

      “I don't mean to be unkind, but that dragon is worthless.”

      Astra agreed, and yet felt a surge of protectiveness towards the hapless Helio.

      “She’ll get better.”

      “No one likes to speak ill of the dead, but what was your mother thinking having you anywhere near such an inauspicious dragon.”

      Astra’s hand balled up into a fist. She had always heard the whisperings of her mother’s peculiarities. Everyone knew you needed to select the best specimen to have present at the birth of your child. The caravan where cloudtreader women went to give birth featured a large cage that was chained beside it. A young dragon would be contained there to insure a good bondmating. Unfortunately, the dragons resisted, and no one since Astra had been bonded.

      “My mother knew what she was doing, and take me home.” Peri did not look convinced, “I didn't mean anything unkind by it. I even said not to be unkind. I’ve missed you.” Peri’s wedding and moving into her new caravan had meant they hadn’t seen each other in a few weeks, and it was lovely in the small vehicle. Furthermore, no one else was dropping by their caravan and inviting Astra to come for a visit, so perhaps she wouldn’t punch Peri square in the face, this time.

      Astra looked around the small sky wagon. The grammaphere was bolted to the driver's seat. It allowed Peri to speak into a copper funnel while turning a crank. This sent her much magnified voice echoing through the heavens.

      “What is this?” Astra asked.

      “It’s called a breeze hopper. It glides. We have an hour or so until we have to tie up to a caravan.”

      “I have never seen anything like this.”

      Peri smiled, “I know. They are a new thing and very, very expensive. Zephyr has one for his work. He said, ‘I could give it a try.’”

      Astra realized then that her friend was definitely showing off.

      Peri was a newlywed bride, and it is abundantly clear that her groom was able to provide for her magnificently.

      Peri shrugged, “Stormists are very important.” There was no disagreeing with that, everyone needed to plan their flights around the weather. Living in the sky meant that every storm was dangerous.

      “And you like him?”

      Astra had attempted to speak to the young man at the wedding dance and had found him duller than day old bread crusts.

      “He’s very smart,” was all the response she received.

      “Yes, he must be.” Astra agreed.

      “I want to show you something.”

      Mobility was a valued commodity among the airborne. Moving from one wagon to another required a combination of agility and careful weight management. Astra had never before experienced having total control over where she went. The wind in her hair was exhilarating. Peri laughed as the wagon swooped lower.

      Dropping below the clouds, Astra gasped as the earth came into sharp focus. She had seen mountaintops, but never this closely. “There is another sky on it?”

      “Nope.” Peri laughed, “That’s called the ocean. It’s water. Zephyr says it tastes like salt.”

      Astra rolled her eyes, showing off was one thing, but telling ridiculous lies was another. The breeze hopper dipped lower to the earth than Astra had ever been. She recognized some things from the scripture stories that she had memorized as a child.

      “Then shall the trees of the forest sing for joy before the Lord,” she whispered to herself, astonished at the sight of the forest of green that circled the blue waters.

      The breeze blew them away from the ocean. While Peri manned the sail, Astra rested her chin in her palm and watched the earth unfold beneath them.

      She was astonished to see some people toiling on the earth. Armed with shovels and buckets they dug something up and filled their buckets with round dirty lumps. Revulsion rose in her throat. “Starkindler’s breath, I bet they are going to eat that dirt.” Both women shuddered at the thought.

      The earthly inhabitants, or dirt scrabblers, if you were going to use a term that had gotten Astra’s mouth washed out with soap as a child, didn’t appear to be lumbering, or stupid, or evil. Shepherd Ezekiel had described them as being the lowest of creatures, too lazy to follow the laws of the Starkindler.

      A cry floated up to their ears. They had been spotted. An updraft caught them, and they sailed higher, both of them sinking down as low in the breeze hopper as they could.

      Every cloudtreader child knew that earth dwellers were jealous and would kill them on sight, so the young women huddled together in terror.

      A clatter filled the air, and Astra timidly peered over the rim of the craft, afraid of seeing an arsenal of weapons coming straight for them. What she saw was almost as frightening.

      Helio had heard her fear and had come to rescue her. Unfortunately, Helio was still attached to the caravan, and in her haste to get to her bondmate, had driven through the entire colony. The small dragon was pulling a motley chain of vehicles, sails, and furious cloudtreaders in her wake.

      Only the combination of Astra’s frantic pleading, and her father getting a chain around Helio’s neck and using all of the dragons to pull her back up to an appropriate height got them back up into the sky. The breeze hopper was snuggly tied to the edge of one of the fanciest caravans Astra had ever seen, and both young women were bustled onboard.

      The yelling commenced immediately. Zephyr was aghast at the use his young bride had put his gift to. Peri wasted no time in throwing Astra under the nearest bolt of lightning, “Astra didn't know how to fly it, it’s not my fault.”

      “You lying sky-cow!” Astra retorted. This led to Zephyr, who was even more thin lipped and spotty skinned than Astra remembered him being, ordering her to disembark.

      Guthrie stepped out onto Helio’s back and draped a harness over her back. A stout chain attached to the harness, and then it was secured to the airstream anchor. He had made sure to secure her on the far side of the caravans where she would not be visible to the very angry cloudtreaders. Helio was chained so tightly that she had no choice but to press awkwardly against the anchor. She looked at Astra with pitiable eyes.

      Shepherd Ezekiel’s voice blasted through the air. He had a grammaphere that allowed him to be heard from one end of the colony to the other. “Cloudtreaders! We have been tested before, and we will be tested again. Right your wagons. We will have a prayer service after the evening meal. Guthrie Drakesalve, I would like to speak to you, please.”
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          An Impossible Proposal

        

      

    

    
      Astra knew that, politeness aside, this was not a request her pa could refuse. That it was a command and not a request was made even more evident by a cannon shooting a belay rope onto the Drakesalve’s wagon. It landed with a thud, and the hooked anchor at its end dug itself into the floor. She threw her arms around him, apologizing profusely.

      He shushed her and gave her hair a quick stroke. “I will be fine. Help Grimmie put things in order.” With the alacrity borne of years of practice, he grasped the handlebars on the belay, and by rocking himself back and forth, was able to move along the rope to Shepherd Ezekiel’s large caravan.

      There was no missing the tension emanating from Grimmie. Being accustomed to Heliotropes unreliability, they rarely left anything unsecured in their caravan, so tidying up did not take long.

      Astra tried to make a joke along the lines of, “So much for anyone wanting to marry me and Helio,” but it fell flat, and instead of sounding funny, was plaintive.

      Much faster than the women had imagined, Pa was back. He looked somber. “I have told Shepherd Ezekiel that I have confined you and Helio to our caravan for now. You will stay here while Grimmie and I attend the prayer service.”

      He gave her cheek a distracted kiss, and he and Grimmie moved to the open end of the caravan. There was no question of using a belay rope to move a grandmother, even one as remarkably lean and agile as Grimmie, so they would drop onto a wagon that flew below them.

      “What did he say?” Grimmie whispered.

      Pa gave a pained sigh, “He wants to marry Astra.”

      Clapping her hand over her mouth was the only thing that kept her surprised exclamation reaching their ears.

      Grimmie didn’t seem as shocked as Astra was. “He can’t. He already has a wife, not to mention that he is old enough to be her grandfather.”

      “The scriptures allow for a shepherd to have more than one wife. He has two dragons and plans to chain Helio between them, so she has to behave. He says it’s obvious I can’t control either of them, and the only way we can stay with the congregation is if I give him authority over Astra and her dragon.”

      Astra’s legs failed her. She dropped to her knees. The only thing more awful than imagining a wedding night with the splotchy, nearly bald holy man, was imagining Helio chained between his two brutish, mean-spirited dragons.

      Grimmie's voice remained the lowest of whispers, “What did you say?”

      Pa’s voice took on a contentious tone, “You know what I said. We will have to talk to her when we get back from the prayer meeting.” Astra remained frozen while the rest of her family allowed themselves to drop onto an open wagon being drawn by Reynard, carrying the congregation to the prayer service.

      Astra allowed herself a few moments to weep at her fate. She slunk down in the bed she shared with Grimmie and imagined not only not living with her family, but being under the authority of the sour, demanding shepherd and his perpetually displeased wife.

      She tried to remember how many children the shepherd had. His first wife had died in a horrible storm, since a shepherd couldn’t possibly take care of a family of five (or was it six) very young children, he had been rapidly married to the heavy-ankled, competent Glaw. She had known no one in the colony when her marriage was arranged, and had made very little attempt to change that.

      Over the past years, Astra couldn’t remember if she had heard the story of the first wife or remembered it. Glaw had born the Shepherd 13 more children. It was the largest caravan, but Astra knew in her bones that it could never be big enough.

      She climbed out of her window and was able to drape herself upon Helio’s back, grateful that she could still straddle her neck. Both Helio and Astra were depressed.

      It hadn’t happened very often, cloudtreaders viewed their dragons as livestock, but more than once Astra had been able to pick up what Helio was thinking. If Helio could find her near the earth’s surface in a breeze hopper and rampage through an entire colony to get to her, perhaps she could clearly understand her bondmate as well.

      Maybe it won’t be so bad.

      If it wouldn’t hurt you too, I would just dive into the sea, Helio said with despondency that Astra had never heard emanate from her sweet if unimpressive dragon.

      How do you know about the sea? Can you read my thoughts?

      You mean the sea is an actual thing, not just a place I visit in my dreams?

      It is real. I didn’t get very close.

      If only I could see it with my own eyes, then I could accept whatever they do to us. The reconciliation, the raw mourning in Helio’s heart waves steeled Astra’s nerves.

      As soon as they are all in meeting, I will take you there. The promise was unlike anything Astra had ever done, but having made it, she was determined to see it through. A prayer meeting describing her falling away from the faith and her only hope being joining Shepherd Ezekiel as a second wife, would take a while.

      She moved as quietly as possible and inched her way to Helio’s back legs. Her father had left the key on a nail above the air corral he had locked Helio in.

      Astra’s eyes blinked back tears. When Grimmie had asked, “What are you going to do?” he had responded that “Obviously, he would have give her to Ezekiel.” He had offered nothing in her defense, simply saying, “They would discuss it with her when they got back.”

      Fury met grief in her belly and together became determination. Getting down to Helio’s left back leg was not too terrifying. She could press against the caravan and inch downwards. The manacle came undone immediately, and Astra kept a tight grip on it not wanting to risk it falling and attracting attention. She repeated the same terrifying acrobatic endeavor on Helios right back leg.

      She shimmied up over the dragons back and thought a minute. “I think I will need some rope, not sure how to get the other two manacles off,” she whispered. Helio closed her eyes and gave a sort of involuntary shake, and the manacles were now all in Astra’s lap.

      “Coulda told me that before I risked falling to my death,” Astra said sharply.

      I forget you can’t fly, I’m sorry.

      Astra pressed her forehead against Helio’s It’s all right, let’s show you the ocean.

      Flying out parallel with the ships for some time, the dragon took advantage of the darkness. Astra closed her eyes and tried to picture the little cove where they had been caught, and frog marched home like naughty children.

      Helio began to hum underneath her, and faster than she could have imagined, Astra was making out the glow of the sea. There was a lighthouse, with a large spinning golden light. There were a few fishing boats that had a lantern on a hook above the few men who were pulling in nets. As before, she was struck that it didn’t look like a hellhole run by barely humane, debauched enemies of the Starkindler.

      Helio began to gently turn her head from side to side editing a small flame. It was just enough light for Astra to see a flock of creatures that were traveling together in the sea. They were enormous, and almost the same color of the water. They propelled themselves through the substance with flippers she could barely see at their sides.

      Whales. They don’t eat girls. I promise. They didn’t even seem to be aware that a dragon was flying over them, and then just as they leaned into a turn, Astra saw the whales simultaneously turn on their sides and use their flipper in a kind of wave.

      They had lost light, but the moon was bright enough that, Helio panicked at the sight of the rapidly approaching ground. The dragon made a desperate twist to right herself. It was impossible for Astra to keep her grip, and she began to slip sideways. With desperate hands, she tried to hang on.

      Despite her urgent entreaties, Helio seemed hell bent on reaching the ground. It was as if the dragon was being pulled by a powerful magnet. With increasing speed, they plummeted towards the earth. Astra considered trying to leap off, but knew it would lead to her death. Only at the last second did Astra realize that Helio had overshot her landing, and that they would fall off the cliff.

      It was with great thanksgiving that she realized they had just made it. Only once she hit the earth, Helio did not try to stop. They careened over the edge of the cliff, and fell into the choppy water.

      Instinctively, Astra clawed her way to the surface, only to be knocked around by the surf. The salty water burned her eyes as she tried to find her bearings. It was to no avail. There was nothing but the rock wall of the cliff and an open expanse of terrifying blue water.

      Flailing around trying to keep her head out of the water left her exhausted almost immediately. She realized with a pang that she would never see any of the people she loved again. They would never know what had happened to her.

      Weighed down with hopelessness, she surrendered and began to sink below the surface. She was too weak to fight against the water filling her lungs.

      An unseen, but ferociously strong power propelled her up, up, up. Not even her feet were in the water now, as they swiftly climbed higher. Astra sputtered, both relieved and terrified.

      Only the claws around her middle gave her any idea who her rescuer was. Helio gripped her tightly, and with an agility that Astra would never have expected, carried them both up to the top of the cliff. Helio set Astra lightly onto her feet, and she staggered back, planning to catch her breath, and then demand that Helio return them both to the cloudtreaders.

      One look at her formerly insipid dragon silenced her. Helio was now a vibrant purple. Every scale gleamed. In the place of timid, clumsy Helio, stood a sleek, amethyst dragon with a tail that curved around her.

      Astra staggered back. She had never seen one, of course, but there were legends. Somehow, she, Astra, daughter of Drakesalve, had been bound for life to a water dragon and not just any dragon, an amethyst dragon. According to all of her father’s books, this was the rarest kind. This was impossible. Surely, her father knew, he was an expert. Did Amethysts seem plain when they were young? Is that what had happened?

      Helio gracefully turned and led Astra to a small cave. Helio stuck her head in, inhaling deeply. Astra realized that the dragon was making sure that no animals called that cave home.

      “We won't both fit,” Astra stammered.

      Helio nodded as if to say, I know that, of course. The long twining tail that Helio was now graced with reached around Astra’s waist and lifted her up and behind the dragon. While Astra watched, stunned, Helio blew fire into the small stone cave.

      “I don't think you can light a cave,” Astra prattled, suddenly very aware that things had changed forever between the two of them. Helio stepped back and, turning, deposited Astra into the now exceedingly warm cave. Her soaked clothes began to steam. “You are helping me to get dry,” she whispered. Helio gave a contented nod and lay across the cave opening.

      “Listen,” Astra whispered. “This must be your home, and I do not know how you came to be bound to me, but I promise I will release you. I don't think I can live here,” she looked around in the dim, stone cavern. “But I swear on our bond, that if you will help me get home, then you can come back.”

      She knew from the tremulous sigh given by the newly purple dragon, that Helio would help her, whatever the risk.

      Marveling, she ran a hand over the magnificent jeweled flank. “Did they disguise you? Or did you need the big salty water to turn this color?”

      Helio didn't know. The dragon did know that she was home, near the ocean that she belonged to, and she fell asleep like an infant in its mother's arms. It took Astra longer. The rocky ground was not comfortable. She had always been rocked to sleep by the swaying of the caravan. Finally, exhaustion overtook her.
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      When she woke up the next morning, Helio was gone. Astra was nervous, but realized that Helio was probably going to find her some food. Astra had just given the flying dragon a happy wave when she noticed the other dragon.

      The enormous, brown dragon flew at Helio with a vengeance. Helio dropped whatever had been in her talons and whirled to face her attacker.

      Astra screamed, and although barefoot, began to run down the sand as fast as should could, afraid the huge, brown dragon would hurt Helio and realized that a young man had come running from another direction. He did not wear the growing raggedy clothes that Astra had spent the night in. He wore solid brown leather boots, tucked into there were leather pants, which Astra recognized as riding pants. His tunic was a covered with embroidery.

      “You aren’t supposed to be here,” he bellowed. Astra took a step back. “I don’t know where I am, I am sorry.”

      “Rout, Rout, come back here.” The man was astonished when Rout the dragon paid no attention to him and began to fly languidly in circles around Helio the gleaming purple she dragon.

      The anger of the young man dissipated somewhat, replaced by awe.

      “Have you ever seen another dragon that color?” he whispered.

      “No.” Astra answered, figuring that the answer was completely truthful, and, yes, wouldn’t invite too many questions.

      The dragons continued to slowly dance around each other. The brown dragon was leading, and Helio gave a graceful dip of her shoulders. Astra suddenly realized that the dragon she was bound for life with was flirting.

      “What are they doing! Can you call your dragon back?” She called out shrilly.

      “What do you think they are doing? This is why non-mated female dragons aren’t allowed in the royal enclosure, and what do you think I’ve been trying to do?”

      Astra jumped into the confrontation. “Heliotrope, No!. Come here. Heliotrope!” The dragon didn't even move an eyelash in the screaming woman direction.

      “Rout! You know your duty! Rout! You cannot do this!” The young man screamed at the brown dragon that paid him as little heed as Helio had Astra.

      The reality of this situation began to sink in. Astra hadn’t seen dragons mate before, but she was pretty sure it began with some flirting. Any man who married Astra would be bound to her dragon as well. That meant that if Helio mated with a dragon, Astra would be bound to that dragon’s bondmate.

      Seeing that Helio had no intention of responding to her words, Astra bent and grabbed a rock. It was not a pebble, but it wasn’t huge either. And anyway, no pebble would scare off a dragon, even one as silly as Helio. Screaming her name, Astra flung the rock towards her beloved dragon. It bounced off her flank, and Helio didn't seem to notice.

      The brown dragon certainly did, and he turned on Astra with frightful speed. She had no time to run from him. He loomed in front of her, with his chin almost on the ground, and then gave a controlled and deliberate snap of his teeth less than an inch from her face.

      Terrified Astra held up her hands, “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to hurt her, only scare her away.”

      The brown gave her a glare that made it clear that he might not be so merciful next time and resumed his mid air tango. He was much larger than Helio, but managed to be tenderly indulgent with her while still seeming ferocious.

      “I don’t want to call in the cavalry. I couldn’t bear for them to shoot Rout. He is my bondmate. I can’t let him be killed,” his voice trailed off.

      “Because then you would die.”

      “Did the amethyst bring you here?” he asked. “I can make sure we get you home safely. The dragons were slowly twirling closer and closer around each other when thankfully they passed behind a cloud.

      “So I’ve always heard that this makes us…” her voice dropped to the merest whisper, “married too.”

      The young man exploded. “You mean you are bound to her? I thought you had never even seen a dragon that color.”

      “I meant. That she was the only one I had seen. Don’t you yell at me, this isn’t all my fault. Didn’t you hear me screaming her name?”

      “Heliotrope isn’t a name! I thought you were calling her by her color. Like, “Here yellow doggie.”

      “Oh, yeah, because Heliotrope dragoness just rolls off the tongue.”

      “I can’t believe you couldn’t control her? How could you take her out loose, knowing she could find a mate?”

      “Your dragon was loose! Where I come from, no one ever wanted Helio, anyway.”

      “This is the royal enclosure. It’s against the law for any unmated dragons to be here, so that I can exercise Rout. What were you thinking?”

      “I am not from around here,” she said, which was not entirely true if you counted vertical distance. “Rout? What sort of name is Rout?”

      “A warrior name, Rout the Burnished.” They stood face-to-face. “So you are really bound to her?” he asked. Astra held up her hand so that he could see the purple mark of Helio. Before her eyes, the dragon on her skin twisted and was joined by a brown dragon on Astra’s palm.

      The young man held up his own hand and watched his mark grow to expand his dragon’s new wife.

      “Bogs and Graveyards,” Astra whispered.

      “My father will know how to fix this,” they said in unison.

      “Is your father a king?” He asked simultaneously with her question, “Is your father a drakesalve?”

      “Wait. You have to be royalty if you have an amethyst, so what kingdom is your family’s?”

      “He is not a king,” she began slowly. Astra was unsure of how best to explain that her father had no idea where she was, and reaching him would be impossible if Helio refused to return to the cloudtreaders. She was afraid to do that because she was sure that a very difficult penance would await her, not to mention being walked down the gangplank by her father to be married off to the dreadful shepherd. That suddenly seemed less important as the sky was full of dragons.

      The young man stepped in front of Astra, “I won’t let them hurt you,” he said. Astra appreciated the gesture, but there had to be 50 dragons surrounding them. She glanced at the lovesick Helio who remained nestled under Rout’s wing.

      A single white dragon dropped gracefully to the ground and gave a low bow before Helio and Rout. The white dragon used a claw to scrape off a single scale and laid it at their feet. The white lumbered over to where Astra stood with Linden. The white nodded her head at them, and then launched soundlessly into the sky. With a gasp, Astra realized that her clothes had been replaced by a pure, white silk shift. Upon realizing that her compatriot had a shirt of the same silk, but no pants, Astra kept her eyes elsewhere.

      The next dragon to approach Helio and Rout was red, and after leaving a red scale, he approached Astra. He lowered his massive head and immediately Astra had red silken slippers on her feet. Thankfully, Linden now had red breeches. There was very little that could make this situation less bizarre and frightening, but a compatriot with pants on helped.

      A parade of dragons visited, and each of them left a scale and a gift for the human couple. By the time the last dragon had taken flight, Astra wore bright, blue silk petticoats, a fuchsia silken dress, and golden jewelry. Colored gems had been worked into her hair. Linden was in full military regalia.

      The gallery of dragons overhead parted, and two magnificent dragons descended. The larger one was of pure gold, and the smaller more feminine one glowed with the same amethyst beauty possessed by Helio.

      Helio and Rout began to sing, and as the melodies entwined around them, the gleaming scales left by their herd mates lifted and formed a chain that draped itself around the shoulders of Helio and Rout.

      Astra realized with a pang that these newest dragons were Helio’s parents. Clumsy, stupid, insipid Helio was a dragon princess. Astra had no idea how to reconcile the thoughts dueling within her. Helio nestled her head into her mother’s throat and trilled with joy.

      Astra felt the eyes of the dragon queen bore through her. She had always been able to sense how Helio was feeling, and it was a tremendous relief to realize that Helio’s mother approved of her. Astra stepped closer and placed her hands on the queen’s face. A vision of her mother with a much younger dragon queen came clear in Astra’s mind. She heard a soft woman’s voice say, “I believe your name is Violet.”

      Astra pressed her hands over her heart overwhelmed with love for the dragon who had given up so much to fulfill a bond that had been forced upon her as well.

      The king ponderously approached her and stood for an unbearably long time searching her soul. The king and queen took their leave, with the queen looking over her shoulder longingly at Helio, while her daughter sang happily after her. Astra did not need to speak dragon to know that Helio was assuring her mother she was home, and they would see each other again soon.

      The departure of the king and queen was a cue, as one the other dragons turned in the sky and flew away.

      It was only then that Astra became aware of the small army of men on horseback circling them at a distance.

      “Your Highness,” said a man with gold epaulets as he dismounted and gave a bow.

      “Are you all right, sir? We saw the hordes.”

      Linden leaned closely over the older man. “I am, Concord, but we need to get to my father. We have an emergency.”

      The soldier glanced at the prince’s hand and his eyes flew wide. “Of course, Your Highness.”

      With a flick of his hand, two horses were brought forward. Prince Linden immediately climbed into the saddle.

      “Do you need help, miss?” Concord asked Astra who stood rooted to the ground. She had never seen a creature like the one standing and snorting in front of her now.

      There was only one possibility that could come to the mind of a terrified cloudtreader. “Did I bring on the apocalypse? But then there should only be four of you.” Her voice drifted to silence. The cavalry exchanged bemused looks.

      “Perhaps you would rather ride with me?” Concord asked gently. Only their vigorous training kept the army from exhibiting their shock at such an outrageous suggestion.

      “Couldn’t I just walk?” she asked.

      “It’s too far, my dear. If you are only used to using horses for plowing, I understand your cautiousness, but I swear that you will not be hurt.”

      “I haven’t plowed with…those. I’ve never seen one before.”

      The men exchanged high-eyebrow glances. “Where are you from, young lady?” General Concord asked, seeming to question whether she was a liar or a lunatic.

      Before she could formulate an answer, the dragons brooked this detente. Helio sang to her, and Astra ran to her.

      “Yes, yes, the dragons will come too. Please, we must be on our way.”

      Helio dropped her neck, and Astra climbed on. The army was gobsmacked by the slip of a girl riding a dragon.

      Linden called out, “What are you doing? That’s crazy, you will get killed.”

      For the first time since they had first seen Rout the Burnished, Astra felt an inner strength. “I do it all the time,” she called, which was not strictly true, but she had done it. She would confess it all later, she told herself. The thought made her grip onto Helio’s neck all the tighter. Confess it to whom? If going back meant being shepherd Ezekiel’s second wife, was staying here any worse? Did she even have a choice? She had always heard that separating bondmates for too long caused them both to die.

      Helio twirled up into the air, and Astra gave a cheerful, confident laugh, and whispered into the dragoness’ ear, “Don't show off enough to kill me, please.”

      It was much more comfortable to witness her surroundings from the familiar air. Beneath them, woods, and farms, and small towns with busy outdoor markets unrolled in a symphony of greens and browns.

      Rout easily caught up with them and trilled at Helio. Astra surmised that he was telling Helio to wait until the army caught up to land by the way she began languid wide circles.

      It was astonishing, all that lay beneath her. The castle was large and turreted. Formal gardens were laid out replete with large fountains and streams. She could see paths that she suspected were traversed by the horses, and within the walls, a large kitchen garden could be seen.

      Astra thought to herself that she would have to pay close attention to what she ate. She had no idea which vegetables were clean to eat.

      Rout made a small noise, and Astra looked down to see that the army had caught up and was ready to enter the gates. Rout went first, and Helio followed close behind him. They landed in a broad grassy field, and Rout threw his head back and trumpeted what Astra could only assume was an announcement of his new marital status.

      Astra was reluctant to disembark, unsure as she was of what awaited her. Rout draped a massive wing over Helio, and Astra crouched under its weight. Linden dismounted and was able to calm the brown dragon. The prince clamored onto the dragon and settled beside Astra.

      “No one will hurt you. I promise.”

      “This is all yours?” she asked.

      He nodded. “You didn't know your dragon was royalty did you?”

      “I had no idea,” said Astra aware that she had rarely spoken truer words. “She seemed different before,” Astra paused, not at all sure how much she could safely say. She had grown up memorizing verses about “Don't ever trust your enemies, for as copper corrodes a ship’s mast, their evil permeates the very ground they walk on.”

      Would they kill her? Linden sensed her panic. “Listen, we need to get help. Otherwise, I think that I am your husband.”

      “I have always heard that if your dragon mates, you are bound to their bondmate. But can we truly be married? We have dragons where I am from, but not many that are bound like Helio and I, and…”Astra buried her face in her hands, and despite herself, began to cry.

      The prince desperately looked around, hoping there was someone who could tell him how best to proceed. There wasn’t, of course, because no one had ever heard of such a situation.

      Running feet made it clear that they were being approached. By turning her head, Astra was able to see just a sliver. She saw several pairs of boots and a pair of velvet shoes.

      She nudged Linden and gave a small point. Linden closed his eyes and sighed.

      “What in all the caverns of the blasted earth do we have here?” bellowed the king.
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      Concord was the first to make himself heard. “Your Majesty, it’s a case of which we have never seen the like, I have certainly never heard of such a thing.”

      The king paced, while Astra stayed low to Helio’s back and watched his velvet slippers stride back and forth.

      Concord continued, “Prince Linden, heir of the land and sea discovered that Rout had located a female dragon.”

      “Loose? Who would be so bloody stupid? I will execute that entire idiot family. Don’t they know what could have happened? If the dragons had mated, we would have a new princess. Fill my dungeons with them if you have to!”

      Rout gave a fierce growl deep in his chest. Everyone drew back. Rout slowly moved his wing back exposing Helio and keeping her close to himself.

      The king’s mind changed immediately. “An amethyst, he mated with an amethyst! So she’s royalty. I don’t remember any princesses having an amethyst, but sod all that. Fetch my wizard! Oh, there he is! Mage Permian, change of plans. What do I care for a local marriage with Princess Claris with her boring old emerald! We will throw a feast the likes of which this kingdom has never seen.

      You did it, boy! I never thought you had it in you, but by the creator, you found yourself a match worth having.” The king began to dance a little jig. “Or was she unbound? Could we be that lucky? An unbound amethyst?”

      There was nothing else she could do. Astra sent a thought to Helio to help her down, and Helio bent her knee so that Astra could awkwardly and in a very non-royal fashion, disembark. Her hair whirled about her head. Her gown was disheveled. Only the paths left by frightened tears broke up the dust on her face. Noticing that the women who had gathered in the courtyard dropped into low curtsies to her, she did the same thing to the king. “We have been lost. I’m afraid I don’t look much like a princess.”

      The king was shocked but jovial, “Well, it’s an adventure to tell the grandchildren about isn’t it. I can tell you are a beauty under there. Tell me, my darling girl, how did your family bind you to an amethyst?”

      With his arm around her, he began walking her back to the palace, ignoring his own son. Orders sprung from his lips, every time they passed anyone in the busy courtyard, “Sylpa, she will need a new, well, I suppose everything, don’t skimp. We’ll have the feast late tonight, but as far as the Earth Mother is concerned, they are already married for life. Ebam, shoes, leather slippers, and some silk ones for dancing. My new daughter-in-law strikes me as someone who loves to dance. Izar, she will need the prettiest mare you can find.”

      “Sir, or, Your Majesty, or…” Astra didn’t know how to even address the man.

      “To you, I am Lathyrus, your new father. I must say an amethyst changes everything.”

      Concord had caught up to them and bowed low. “Your affection is obvious, but shouldn’t we inform her kinfolk that she is safe and here?”

      King Lathyrus gave a chuckle, “What would I do without you?” Of course, the parents of this lovely girl must be terrified. How many days have you been lost, my dear? What happened to your guards?”

      Astra feigned ignorance, “A few days, and I am not sure precisely what happened.”

      “Well, do not worry your pretty little head about it, you are safe now. You will find that I have a very good sense about people, and I know that you will be an adored member of this family.”

      Astra was so relieved at his kindness that she stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. The old man gave a delighted chuckle. “You will find that this family takes care of its own.”

      Astra turned to Sir Concord, “I am not sure they want to know where I am.” Concern crossed the faces of the kind group of men, king, counselor, prince, and soldiers who surrounded her. “That’s highly irregular, I must say,” the king said giving her cheek a proprietary pat.

      Sir Concord, sighed, “No accounting for morality in these fallen times. However, since it appears the dragons have erm…entered a conjugal covenant we have no choice in the matter.” He withdrew a clipboard, from where Astra could not have guessed, since his jacket didn’t seem big enough to hide such a thing. “Nonetheless, we must do our duty. What is your name, dear?”

      “Astra.”

      “You must be from far away. We pronounce that differently here, it sounds like Aster the way we say it. What house do you hail from?”

      She was unsure how to answer. The cloudtreaders didn’t have individual house names, only a name that identified the kind of work the family performed.

      “Drakesalve, I am Astra Drakesalve.” There was nothing, short of throwing a hand grenade into the corridor that could have changed the reaction of the men surrounding her faster. The king immediately turned a mottled shade of purple, “Battle stations! Armed corps, get this, this…half-breed abomination in the dungeon immediately!” Permian, you moronic son of a dung beetle, how did you not know who she was?”

      Astra was baffled, “What’s wrong?” she asked pitifully. Her arms were being roughly grabbed by the men on either side of her. She called out to Helio like she had done when the breeze hopper was plummeting to the earth and the roars of the dragons echoed.

      “Wait!” called Linden. “What in the name of supernova catastrophe are you doing?” His language brought the court up short, apparently he was swearing at them all.

      An older woman had arrived and began to scold the prince in a sort of twittery, largely irrelevant way, “I say, heart of my heart, no reason to be vulgar.”

      Astra’s feet pumped furiously trying to gain a foothold on the ground, but the men carrying her between them were too big and tall.

      The king was behind them shouting his outrage, “How DARE they send one of their kind to try to steal my kingdom. They will learn what they face when they provoke a Principality of Terran. I never suspected even he would try something so underhanded...

      The king’s rant was cut short because as they bounded through the gates into the inner courtyard, the two dragons caught up with them. Astra was hustled through the door into an inner courtyard, where even more astonishingly, they were met with Pa and Grimmie. Pa stood with his knife in his hand, but he was outnumbered 100’s to one.

      Astra struggled to get away from her captor, but he held tight. “Pa! Grimmie! It’s all right, save yourselves.” Astra could only imagine the terror they felt, standing on the actual, evil earth surrounded by armed enemies.

      Grimmie spoke first, “Lathyrus, this is stupid even for you, and we both know you excel at stupid.”

      “I will clip your wings, and watch you die a painful death, Grimelda,” he responded. “Glancing at Grimmie’s hair he continued, “Do the zealots make you wear that ludicrous hair style?”

      With a small smile, Grimmie lifted her hands towards her towering hair. Astra was thinking that adjusting her coiffure might not be the best use of time in this situation when she gasped as Grimmie’s hands whipped down so fast that they were a blur. What was not a blur was the two gleaming sabers that she expertly held in her hands. The absurd tightly pinned tower of powdered hair was gone. In its place, silvery, violet hair swirled around her.

      Astra was gobsmacked, who was her grandmother? If the hair reveal had been a shock, what happened next was nothing short of astounding. With a grin, Grimmie reached back over her shoulders and made an elegant swift cutting motion. There was the sound of whalebone being sliced, and as Grimmie’s layers of corsets fall off her body, there was noise like the unfurling of a vast velvet sail. Astra was grateful for the thugs on either side of her because when the wings unfurled and largely filled the room, she well might have fainted.

      Lathyrus stormed to the dias at the end of the room and gestured for Pa to follow him. He immediately turned his wrath onto the drakesalve. “Guthrie Drakesalve, we offered you the chance to become a skilled dragon healer, and you repaid us by corrupting my betrothed and then running away with her child. Your sentence is death.”

      Grimmie lifted from the ground and flew to defend Guthrie. It was a trap, as soon as her foot landed on the elaborately decorated floor, she gasped in pain and understanding. “Iron, this part of the floor is iron.”

      Lathyrus, “Once again, I excel at being stupid...but not too stupid to make sure that if you ever returned, I would be able to destroy you.”

      Astra was able to wrench herself free, and run to her beloved Grimmie who was slowly collapsing onto the floor. A guard pulled her back before she could touch her, laughing in her face at her desperation.

      The king made his voice be heard “Careful, careful. We need to keep the girl intact. I want that amethyst dragon. As for the faerie and the wind walker, do whatever you want. Bury the bodies when you’re finished.” The king turned on his heel. Only the strong clear voice of the prince made him turn around.

      “No, Your Majesty, no one will be killed today.”

      “What now? Idiot boy,” the garrulous kindly father was well truly gone.

      Linden continued, “There is no risk of them getting out of the castle, everyone knows what they look like, and it’s impenetrable. Whether we like it or not, I am bonded with Astra. As her husband, I demand that her family,” he gestured towards Grimmie prone on the floor, and Guthrie surrounded by a number of angry armed soldiers, “be kept under comfortable house arrest until we have decided the best course of action.”

      One of the guards nearest to Linden took a swaggering step towards him. Rout gave a menacing rumble, and the soldier stopped as the walls began to tremble.

      Oh, fuck the Starkindler. Aren’t there enough of you to take out one dragon and one sapling of a prince?” snarled the king.

      This made Astra freeze in terror. There certainly are enough of them, more than enough. If the walls collapsed, she wasn’t at all sure she could rescue Pa and Grimmie.

      The prince had a ready response. He had a small knife in his hand, and he held it to his own throat and addressed the soldier in the front of the phalanx. “Let me talk you through this, you puerile, witless, ale sodden piece of shit. I am bound to Rout.” The guards around him nodded. “Rout is bound to Heliotrope. Heliotrope is bound to your new princess, Astra.” Again, they all nodded their heads, clearly wondering what point he was trying to make.

      “If I die, Rout dies, that makes Heliotrope the incredibly rare amethyst dragon die.” It also meant the sudden death of Astra, but it occurred to her that he wasn’t dwelling on that since his father’s army might not see that as a problem.

      He tried again, “How precisely do you think the queen of the dragons will react to you causing the death of her long lost daughter?”

      Astra was impressed, she could see no way of disputing the arguing with the logical case he had presented.

      “Very well,” the king‘s exasperated voice drifted through the room. “The faerie and the girl stay together. Her father can have a room next door. Guards at each. That will give me time to think this all through.”

      Astra was able to remove herself from the oafish hands of the man guarding her, and she ran to Grimmie. She put her hands under her shoulders and lifted the faerie’s shoulders until her breathing grew easier.

      Linden appeared beside her and bent to lift up her companion. “Please allow me, Lady Grimelda.” Astra hustled along beside him, while a guard on either side brought her father behind them.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Linden’s eyes were cold. “I will do anything to protect my bondmate, even if it means being married to a liar from a family of criminals.”

      He strode through a doorway and laid Grimmie on the bed that dominated the room. There was no doubt that the room was a secure place to hold them. The arched windows were covered with bars. There was the door that they had entered through, and a much smaller door that, oddly, was placed in the middle of the wall. It was suddenly opened from the other side, and Astra realized that it would allow her to speak to her father, while still keeping them in separate rooms.

      “They will bring you water for bathing and a meal, shortly.” The prince turned on his heel and marched out of the room.
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      With the small shuttered window in the wall open, Astra could see a sliver of her father’s room, which appeared much like the one she was in. Clean, warm blankets, and absolutely locked down tight.

      “Wind walker, it’s me,” she heard a deep masculine voice whisper.

      “Firth? Is that you?”

      Astra could hear that someone had slipped into her father’s room but was unable to see. There was the sound of two men clapping each other on the shoulders.

      “This isn’t a social call. I need your skills, Drakesalve.”

      “I don’t know anything that you don’t know, you old dragon hand.”

      “I hope you are wrong about that.” The man moved deeper into the room, and suddenly his cragged face appeared in front of Astra’s. She gave a startled gasp.

      “A lot of Hyacinth, that’s true, but you couldn’t deny her if you wanted to.”

      The window was not big enough for more than one face, so while Firth continued to study her, her father kept up a steady monologue. “Firth, here is the dragonmaster.”

      “Yer father was the smartest student I ever had, hated to lose him when he returned yonder.”

      Firth was suddenly bundled out of the window, and her father said, “He’s senile, always has been, stay with Grimmie,” and firmly shut the window.

      With her ear pressed up against the wall, she could hear nothing.

      “Firth wants your father’s help because the dragons down here are getting sick, your father learned to be a drakesalve at the Terran Academy.”

      Astra whirled around, infuriated by yet another layer of lies. “Is anything you have ever told me, in my entire life, actually true?”

      Grimelda used her wings to prop her up and turned to look at the anguished Astra. “That’s not how it was. It’s complicated.”

      “Complicated?” Astra gave an angry sigh. “Let’s start at the beginning, you are not my grandmother.” Her tone was accusing and flat.

      “Not precisely, no.”

      “What’s so complicated about that? It’s a simple question.”

      “Please sit down, sweetheart.”

      Grimelda clasped her hands and then opened them, apparently deciding that a direct answer was for the best. “I was Hyacinth’s faerie godmother. Her dying wish was that I would protect you, and make sure you were allowed to stay with your father.”

      The earlier visions of her mother running around a tree with an unknown man swirled before Astra’s eyes. “So my mother was a dirtwalker?”

      Grimelda sighed, “A Terran princess, to be precise. And don’t use such rude terms.”

      Astra was glad she was already sitting.

      “Please, dove, come here, it will be so much easier if I can touch you.”

      “So that's why you could tell me stories, lying in bed without us speaking? You’re my faerie godmother?”

      “Yes.”

      “And Pa is my father?”

      “Of course he is. Who else would he be?”

      “I really don’t think we want to open up speculation about what is and what is not possible right now.”

      Astra stood and slowly walked towards the bed. Sullenly she held out a hand. The velvety tip of Grimelda’s wing settled soft as feather down into the upturned palm.

      Astra saw her mother as a young girl, nestled beside Grimelda, looking at the tiny animals that Grimelda brought forth into the air in front of them. Young Hyacinth shivered when the diminutive lion roared and snuggled in closer to her faerie godmother.

      Astra walked closer and lowered herself to the bed. “I should not believe anything you show me,” she said slowly.

      In response, Grimelda draped her wings around her young charge. Astra saw herself as a baby, nestled in her lovely mother’s arms. Her father was beaming and gently stroking the baby’s curls.

      The trio walked down a path to a cavern. Adult Astra watched as the three paused until a trilling noise from within the cave invited them in. A dragoness was nestled beside a nest containing three eggs.

      “Are you certain?” the young mother asked. The deep purple dragoness gave a gracious nod, and Hyacinth knelt beside the nest. One of the eggs began to tremble and move. Without hesitation, it rolled towards the princess and her baby. Within seconds, a tiny vibrantly purple little head emerged from the silver shell.

      “Heliotrope,” Astra gasped. She watched her father take the infant Astra’s hand and stroke the dragonlet's neck. The tiny dragon began to sing, and her music filled the cavern.

      “Do you understand how special you and Helio are?” Grimelda asked.

      Astra was still angry with her, and rolled her eyes. “Dragons and people get bound, it happens.”

      “No, Astra, it doesn’t just happen. For generations, all of the bondmates have been arranged by the humans. They search for the eggs right before they are due to hatch, and make arrangements to get who they want by the nest. That new husband of yours...?”

      Astra winced.

      “Well, he is. Anyone who says there might be something that can be done to break it is just buying time before telling you the truth.”

      The faerie continued, “Linden, and every other bound human was created by the planning of the humans involved. Every one. Except you.”

      A sharp knock at the door ended the reverie. A solemn voice said, “Ladies, your presence has been requested in the library.”

      Astra stood up trembling. Still bedecked in her dragon bestowed wedding finery, she glanced over at Grimelda. The faerie was still dressed in a dull dress that had been slit open in the back to allow her wings to escape. The metal bones of her corset stuck out at odd angles. When she had made long strides to assume a battle stance, she had stepped on her hem and yanked a portion of the skirt from the waistband. Where she had withdrawn her small arsenal of daggers from her updo, she had left a lopsided vortex of hair.

      “Oh, sparrow crap,” the faerie bent, and waggling her fingers began at the hem of her dress, shimmery threads shot out from her fingers, and as she moved her hands upwards, created a silken gown in shades of emerald and sapphire. The gown worked around her magnificent wings.

      When her hands reached her shoulders, her hair began to twist and spin in the air. The hair that had always been tightly pompadoured and shellacked in place was now a vibrant swirling vortex of curls. Grimelda snapped her fingers, and the curls combed themselves out and draped down her back. “Better?”

      Astra sank to the floor with a very undainty thump. “You can do magic, like real magic?”

      “Yes, dear, that’s sort of the point.”

      “Why didn’t you do magic before, back home?”

      “I did, Astra. Disguising myself and Helio took all of my power. I didn’t have any left over, and anyway, we were hiding.”

      “About that…” Astra began when the knock on the door resumed.

      “Ladies, at your leisure,” the footman said in voice that clearly meant, “Hurry the hell up.”

      “We are not finished here.” Astra pointed her finger at the faerie in a way that she would never have done to Grimmie. The door opened. “Astra wait for me,” the faerie said.

      Instead, Astra strode out the door giving the guard waiting for them an appraising look. The second she was past the threshold, an iron gate slammed down. She was in the hallway of a castle belonging to strangers, and her faerie godmother was locked in their room.

      Astra froze. She yanked her arm out of the grasps of the soldier. Years of rigging and belaying had made her stronger than she looked. He made a rough grab at her again, and she turned to run, although she had no idea where she was. Reeling around a corner, she smacked into a broad chest. Realizing that it was Prince Linden, she punched him in the chest. The two soldiers behind him immediately moved to cut her in half with their swords, only the prince’s calm refrain of, “Hold. Hold.” made them restrain themselves.

      “I was coming to apologize for the things I said earlier, but I think this is an overreaction.”

      “You won’t get away with this,” she cried.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “One of your father’s men lured my father out of his cell. They’ve locked Grimelda up and locked me out here! That’s what I’m talking about.”

      He stood silently for a moment, “I’m not surprised that he has separated you and Lady Grimelda, but why do you think he lured your father away?”

      He silently walked to the door of the drakesalve’s cell and peered in through a slit in the door. Exchanging a concerned look with his men, he held a finger to his lips and took Astra’s arm. Actually, he tried to take Astra’s arm, but she lurched away. Glaring at him, she had no choice but to walk along since she was surrounded by his men.

      When they reached a split in the corridor, Linden gestured for Astra to follow him. She was considering screaming, and doing anything she could to get away from his battalion of soldiers when something buzzed around her ear. She slapped the tiny annoyance away only to have it immediately careen around to her other ear. “Grimmie sent me, she says go with the prince.”

      Astra was feeling less than fond of “the Lady Grimelda” but she didn't have anyone else to trust, so she did as instructed.

      Linden led her into a very small chamber under some stairs. “This is the only part of the castle that we can have privacy in. I know you must be scared to death. I mean you no harm.”

      Astra was very aware of how much of the space was taken up with Linden’s broad shoulders.

      “Now, tell me about the men who took your father.”

      “His name was Firth, your father’s dragonmaster.”

      Linden pursed his lips. “Firth isn't working for my father. He was replaced as dragonmaster last year.”

      “My dad says he knows everything there is to know about dragons.”

      “He does, but he had a disagreement with the king. It was all I could do to keep him alive. I don't know why he would risk coming in here.”

      “He said he needed my dad’s skills. What did they disagree about?”

      “Firth believes the dragons are sickening and dying because of forced bonding. Why would that make them sick?”

      She noticed for the first time that his eyes were green and his skin golden. It took effort to pay attention to what he was saying, pressed against him as she was in the cupboard.

      “Because when dragons freebond, they choose the person to bond with. The way we do it here, watching the hatching and grabbing the dragonlet, means that they are bonding with less noble people.”

      “So they are weaker stock?”

      “How are the dragons,” he gestured upwards with his thumb, “up there?”

      “Cloudtreaders don't exactly bond. Their dragons are like… I’m not sure of the word, an animal that works for you…”

      “Livestock.”

      “Livestock?”

      “Yes, horses, and cows, and chickens, not dragons.”

      “I don't know what those other things are.”

      “Horses are what we rode back to the castle on.”

      “Oh.”

      There was another buzz in her ear, and Astra flinched. “Be nicer to him,” said the fierce buzz.

      Astra ignored it.

      “Heliotrope freebonded with you?”

      “I think her mother chose me, well, her mother chose my mother, but they weren't bonded. Which makes no sense.”

      “You don't know the legends of the Princess Hyacinth?”

      Astra was stunned. Unbidden tears sprang to her eyes. “I know almost nothing about my mother.”

      Loud footsteps in the corridor demanded their attention. Linden leaned close and fiercely whispered, “We will agree to honor the marriage. The king has no intention of losing the amethyst dragon. I swear on my mother's soul that I will not harm you, or your father, or your faerie.”

      Linden gave her a firm push into the corridor, and they were immediately surrounded by marching soldiers. Linden kept a reassuring hand on her lower back.

      The soldiers carried on marching. And Linden and Astra turned into a cavernous library. Astra had never seen anything like it. Chairs were covered in a gleaming brown material that she had never seen before. Shelves of books lined the room and reached the ceiling. The king sat behind a long table with advisors on either side of him.

      “The marriage stands.” he said firmly. “You are lucky, my son, this one is rather pretty. Which is beside the point, but still pleasant to behold.”

      Astra said nothing, and Linden merely said, “Yes, Father.”

      Astra couldn't help herself and interjected, “If we honor the marriage, my father and Grimmie... I mean, the Lady Grimelda must be treated well.”

      “Well, working for me won’t be anything like the torture the cloud crazies would subject him to. As for the lawless faerie, no can do. She broke the law, absconded with a princess’ baby and the only remaining amethyst dragon.”

      There was an uncomfortable stirring among his advisors which the king quieted with a ferocious glare.

      Linden was quick to add, “Nothing will happen to the faerie right now, she is safe in the cell.”

      The king shrugged his shoulders, “The dragons have mated, so we’ll have a feast, and then it’s your turn.” The king found this hilarious and laughed so hard that the priest sitting next to him had to pound his back to make him stop coughing.

      Astra was not amused. She was horrified. Linden’s hand on the small of her back was comforting.

      “Fine, then, let’s feast.”

      “Your Majesty, what about...” she was on the verge of insisting that her father must attend her wedding when she realized that if Firth wasn't working for the king, then perhaps it was good that Pa was with him.

      “Yes, my dear,” he said with exaggerated kindness.

      “What about the dragons,” she clumsily blurted. “I would like to see Heliotrope.”

      “Now? Before the party?”

      Astra knew that her well-being was nothing to this king, but that he very much wanted her dragon. “Helio has never been away from me, I do not want her to feel fear or sorrow. It might make her, ummm…less fertile.”

      The little squeeze Linden gave her back told her she had done well.

      The king looked around sourly. One of his advisors said, “Since we can't ask Fir-,” and stopped himself suddenly. “Perhaps better safe than sorry.”

      The king gave an annoyed sigh. “Very well, go visit the dragons, but when the lanterns get lit, I expect you in that ballroom impressing my guests.” He waved them away.

      “He expects to control Helio through Rout,” whispered Astra.

      Linden gave a tight nod.

      “Then he doesn't know Heliotrope…”

      “And he doesn't know me.” Linden said grimly.
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      They were escorted through the castle and out a smaller door than the grand front entrance. Linden knew exactly where he was going and walked confidently down the stone path. Astra had no choice but to hold his hand and struggle to keep up.

      “Oh, sorry,” he said. “You aren’t very tall are you?”

      Astra shrugged her shoulders, “I guess not. You are very tall.”

      He shrugged his back, “Yes, I am.”

      They neared a deep cavern. Linden didn’t even slow down. “Rout!” He called. There was a snorting noise from within the cave, and Rout had magically lit torches illuminating the way. They cast long shadows on the stone walls as they approached the newlywed dragons. Astra was nauseated to see the mostly devoured carcass of a large animal on the floor of the cave.

      Linden shrugged and tried to make light of it, “Even dragons deserve a wedding feast.” The remains reminded Astra of the horses that the soldiers had ridden to the castle. She had no idea there were land animals with four legs. The idea was rather horrifying.

      Rout’s bulk took up much of the cavern, and his more delicate wife nestled beside him. Both looked very pleased with themselves. Astra was discomfited by Helio’s blissful expression. She attempted to scold her dragon in her head but only got, “Oh, hush, you don’t even know what you are talking about yet.”

      Astra clapped her hands to her mouth. She had always known that Helio could hear her, but she had never gotten a response like this. “They didn’t just hide you from the king and Shepherd Ezekiel,” Astra lamented. “They hid you from me, too.”

      Heliotrope pressed her head against Astra’s forehead and gave her happy trilling noise.

      “I am so sorry for the life you’ve had so far,” Astra thought.

      “It was worth it for you, and now I have both of you,” Heliotrope replied.

      Astra sent memories and thoughts of gratitude, wanting to make sure Helio knew how much she loved her.

      Rout nudged Linden with his enormous snout, and the prince said, “We have to return for the feast.”

      Astra followed him out of the cave. “Will your father really execute my pa?”

      “I won’t let him. It would be easier if he could go back to the cloudtreaders, though.”

      “Your father would have to let him out of jail first,” Astra said indignantly.

      “He might not live through the torture this time, though. He’s not as young as he was.”

      “Nobody tortured my father.”

      “His back isn’t covered in scars?”

      Astra spoke slowly, “He is a drakesalve. The dragons aren’t always gentle.”

      “We’ve heard that when he wanted to return there with you, the deal was that he’d get flogged 1000 lashes.”

      “No, I’m sure penance was involved, but not that,” she said, her surety fading. The marks on her father’s back did look more like stripes than the random marks from treating a dragon.

      “Will you tell me about my mother? I mean, what you have heard of her?” she asked suddenly.

      They had arrived at the entrance to the castle.

      “I will as soon as we leave the feast,” he promised.

      There was no way they could quietly enter. A herald called out, “The bride and groom, His Royal Highness, Linden Prince of Eastern Terran and his new bride the Princess Aster.”

      Astra immediately noted the odd pronunciation of her name and doubted that it was an accident. Linden led her to the head table. She curtsied to the king and the sweet, if somewhat befuddled, woman who had chided Linden earlier. “Mother, may I present my bride, Astra? My mother, the Queen Delphine.”

      “Oh, did you marry the girl? I didn’t know.” Queen Delphine was dressed in a well made, if simple, dark velvet gown. A sheer wimple covered her hair. Her eyes widened in surprise, “Oh, hello, my dear. Why are you at the castle?”

      Astra noted the way Linden winced and followed his gaze. On the king’s far side, a young woman sat eating from his majesty’s plate. Astra felt her cheeks flush. It was blatantly disrespectful that the king would flaunt his mistress in front of his wife and the entire court.

      The new bride was outraged on her mother-in-law’s behalf. She leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on the older woman’s cheek. “I will take good care of your son,” she promised.

      “I have a son too. He’s just a little boy. We named him Linden.”

      The prince helped Astra into her chair, and sat down himself.

      Almost immediately, the king made a gesture, and a trio of musicians came forth. While one of them strummed an instrument that Astra had never seen before, the other two began to sing. A group of very pretty, young women stood to dance around the room, while the king openly ogled them. His majesty was delighted with the song and kept pace with it by banging his fist on the table gleefully.

      Lords and Ladies fair,

      Gather ye from near and far

      I have a tale to bare,

      Of fatherly love unmarred

      Tally, tally, tally the song bursts forth

      The king was sought by the dragon Ore

      To bond with one of her own sons

      Our gentle king wanted nothing more.

      But when his prince, his precious one

      Longed to be as knights of lore

      The king put his heir forward then

      Tally, tally, tally the song bursts forth

      The prince was young and pure of heart

      The dragon bronze and strong

      They both vowed to do their part

      Their bond will last their lives long.

      As the singers burst into another chorus of “Tally, tally” the song bursts forth, she noticed the fury her new husband could barely conceal.

      The buzz that she had heard earlier appeared again. Startled, Astra slapped at her ear. A small, red and black sphere landed on her lap and began to crawl. Astra went to frantically brush it off herself, but Linden was faster.

      “It’s just a lady bug,” he said, and gently plucked it off so that it could fly away.

      “That is a very tiny and very inelegant lady,” she said to the laughs of the people around her.

      The king hooted with laughter,” Don’t mind her! She doesn’t know how the world works.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and took a swig of wine, “But who the hell cares, the girl has an amethyst.”

      Queen Delphine patted Astra’s arm, “There is an old legend that ladybugs are faerie’s familiars, they can carry their messages.”

      The king glared at his wife. “That is the stupidest thing you have said in a long time, and that, my addlepated broodmare, is saying something.”

      “He’s hated me since our son was a little boy. Not sure why,” the queen murmured.

      Linden was gripping his knife in a way that made Astra nervous. She reached over and laid her hand on his muscular leg, hoping to soothe him. Neither the bride nor groom had eaten a bite when the king suddenly stood up.

      “All right, those dragon babies will need princes and princesses to bond with. Let’s get these two lovebirds in the mating business.”

      Astra was glad her father wasn’t present because she didn’t doubt for a minute that he would have punched the king in his rude, drunken, greedy nose.

      Linden rose and lifted Astra with him. “No need for a procession, you stay and dance.”

      His bride stood on tiptoe and whispered in his ear.

      The king continued his outburst, “The lad can hardly wait! That’s my lusty boy!” Linden bent and offered an arm to his mother. Astra was relieved to take the prince’s other hand, and without lifting her eyes, be led out of the ballroom.

      The corridors were full of servants all of whom looked at Linden with real fondness. One of them approached and whispered to the prince. Astra winced expecting it to be something else crass.

      Linden replied, “That would do very well, Ebam. Thank you.”

      At Astra’s questioning look he assured her, “Ebam, is arranging for a meal to be brought to my rooms. Sylpa,” he called to a lady maid bustling by, “Will you please make sure that my mother gets to her own rooms.”

      The queen patted Astra’s cheek, “Good night, my dear. I don’t know who you are, but you have a good heart. I am not very smart, but I do know those things. Stay away from the king.”

      She was too polite to say so, but it wouldn’t take much to dissuade Astra from seeking out her new swinish father-in-law.

      “I am sorry, you aren’t dancing at your own wedding,” Linden said. “I had to get out of there.” His eyes searched her face. “My mother is right about you. It was considerate of you to not want to leave her in that ballroom surrounded by people who laugh at her.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I don’t know how to dance.”

      He laughed at her candor. “I suppose the zealots don’t go in much for dancing.”

      She wanted to respond curtly, but he wasn’t wrong. “It is a lot of effort to live in the sky.”

      “It must be. Why go to all that trouble?”

      “Because doing things the easy way is not the way to holiness,” she responded tartly.

      “I meant no offense, Princess.” His gentle smile made it easy for her to believe that.

      A footman opened the door to the prince’s chambers. Walking in, Astra was astonished at the size of the room. It had lit fireplaces on two walls and a large curtained bed.

      Astra hesitated upon seeing the bed. Linden attempted to lessen her discomfort and handed her a goblet of wine. She drank it and held it out for a refill.

      “What have you heard of my mother?” She tartly demanded.

      “The legend of Princess Hyacinth is one all of our children know.”

      Astra held her breath waiting to learn about the mother that both Pa and Grimmie had avoided talking about.

      “Hyacinth was the eldest daughter of the King of South Terran. She was renowned as an herbalist, and said to be the most beautiful princess of all. Many tell tales of her kindness. She would treat the sick, bind their wounds, and help them back to health.

      She was riding along the seashore one day, and found a terribly wounded amethyst dragon. No one knew where it came from. She turned her horse around and galloped to the academy to get it help. An apprentice drakesalve, from far away, returned with her to the dragon. Together they were able to get her to a cave, and slowly heal her.

      The princess… I think that the legend that is told here might not be one you like. The story is that the naive princess was taken advantage of by the ruthless stranger. After she had her baby, Hyacinth died, and Guthrie Drakesalve kidnapped the princess.”

      “He did not kidnap me.”

      “I know that now.”

      “So the amethyst dragon wasn’t bonded to someone else?”

      “No. I suppose not.”

      “But the amethyst wanted her hatchling to bond with Hyacinth’s daughter―I mean, me.”

      “Must be, but it isn’t something people talk about much.”

      “How did my mother die?”

      “They didn’t even tell you that? That faerie and drakesalve have much to answer for.”

      “That faerie and drakesalve are my only family, so I would watch your tone, sir.”

      He grinned.

      “You probably don’t get spoken to like that very often, I guess, Your Majesty.” Astra was suddenly nervous. Perhaps she needed to control herself when speaking to a prince with an evil father and a bewildered mother.

      “From my wife, it’s fine. Hyacinth died in an earthquake. Some people say she was trying to escape from the clutches of the drakesalve, but that never made sense to me.”

      Astra’s cheeks grew hot. She was furious. “They all think she would just leave me?”

      “It doesn’t sound like her, I admit. And Grimelda was Hyacinth’s faerie godmother, so she wouldn’t run off with her kidnapper.”
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      “No, she wouldn’t.” Astra responded firmly. “Do many people have faerie godmothers?”

      “Not anymore. They say that all royalty used to, but they either died or left the kingdom.” He gave a guilty shrug, “Most people think it was because they were so ashamed at Grimelda’s behavior.”

      Astra rolled her eyes. She had a profound desire to punch her new husband for telling her such awful things.

      Before she could ball up a fist, a feeling came over her that she had never experienced before. She was weak in the knees. She was growing short of breath. Her face was flushed. She should have been upset about the legends about her parents, but instead she felt a fire in her chest. A warm tingling seemed to begin in her belly, and spread down between her legs. Running her hands through her hair, she discovered that her skin was beading with sweat. Casting a hungry look at Linden, she whispered, “What is this?”

      Linden looked hungrily back. “The dragons must be mating, didn’t you feel it earlier?”

      Astra shook her head, “No.”

      “I think perhaps you were too preoccupied with worrying about your capture and your family. This is not the first time Rout has had Heliotrope.”

      “I know that,” she said defensively. So was this was what Helio had meant when she said, “You don't know what you're talking about yet?” If it was, the bride had to acknowledge that it appeared to be the truth. She could barely suppress the desire to run her hands over her body and squeeze her own breasts.

      Linden offered her more wine. Astra astonished herself by sauntering over, and instead of offering him her empty glass, grasped the full goblet in his hand and lifted it to her lips. Her desire overpowered her anxiety, and when their fingers touched, she felt sparks.

      Linden was controlling himself, but his desire was evident on his face. He very gently reached for her. Astra threw her arms around him and turned her face towards his. He kissed her sweetly, and drew back to look in her eyes. Seeing an invitation, he leaned down and kissed her hard. Astra wasted no time in being shy, although she had never been kissed before. Their tongues swirled and darted until the pressure building in Astra’s chest was unbearable. Shocking herself, she grabbed her new husband’s hand and stepped towards the bed.

      Linden chuckled and stroked her face. “I feel the same way, I want you more than I have ever wanted anything, but I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” Astra replied, urgently lifting his tunic up so that she could take it over his shoulders.

      Linden paused, with a disconcerted look on his face. “I assumed you were a maiden.”

      “Of course, I am a virgin,” she exclaimed. “Now take me right now!”

      The lust was overpowering. Behind her eyes, she could see Helio’s partially closed eyes as she surrendered herself to her dragon husband. Arching her back, she lifted Linden hands to her aching breasts. He responded with a low moan and caressed her breasts, circling her nipples with his thumbs. With an impatient growl, he turned her around and began to unlace her gown. “Why do women wear so many layers?” he lamented.

      Astra laughed and hurriedly lifted her only partially unlaced dress up over her head. It was a tight squeeze, but with a laugh, she wiggled out. Now wearing only her shift, she turned her attention to stripping her lover. It was a struggle to get his tunic off him when he was determinedly trying to stroke between her legs. Astra decided that she didn’t care how many clothes he was wearing, she wanted him to touch her.

      Linden easily lifted her onto the bed and dropped beside her. “Open your legs,” he whispered. She eagerly did so, He tenderly stroked her, and discovering how wet she was, slid a finger into her depths. She moaned when his palm brushed against her surging pearl. If she had had any control over herself, she would have been shocked as she took his hand and pressed it roughly where the need was raging. Her hips arched.

      Astra reached for his trousers, and whispered, “Help me.” Linden unbuckled his belt. “Have you ever seen a naked man?”

      “Not that part,” she whispered. He took her hand, and wrapped it around his erect shaft. The bride’s eyes flew open.

      “Don’t be scared,” he whispered.

      “I’m not,” she said too quickly. “Only a little,” she admitted. Astra gave a nervous giggle as she discovered how his silky skin moved under her hand.

      She should have been much more nervous than she was. Helio’s comfort and pleasure came over like a wave. Linden noticed that she was dripping with desire. His fingers remained gentle, but he stroked her with more confidence.

      “Now,” she urged. “Now.” His kisses moved from her mouth to her throat, and then down to her breast. He swirled a tongue around one pink nipple and then the other.

      He moved lower on her body despite her clutching at his shoulders. She very much wanted him to continue kissing her and to meet the ache between her legs. He gently pressed her wrists onto the bed.

      “I’ve heard this can make it easier,” he said lowering his lips to her. The warmth of his tongue as he dainty nibbled at her molten core made her groan with pleasure. He stroked, caressed, and kissed her pink pearl until her thighs were slick with her own honey. When she closed her eyes in ecstasy, she felt as if she could see through Helio’s eyes as the torches flames danced on the caves walls.

      “If it hurts, tell me,” he said as she urged him to move over her. His kisses slowed, and he looked deeply into her eyes.

      “I can barely control myself, but I do not want to take advantage of you.”

      “You are kind,” she whispered, pleased with the husband that Helio had chosen for her. “You aren’t taking advantage of me. I want you.”

      He pressed into her slowly. Astra spread her legs and dug her fingers into his shoulders. She had a flicker of anxiety as he moved deeper within her. There was a momentary flash of discomfort as he broke her maidenhead, and then she moved her hips to allow him to enter her more deeply. Seeing that she was eager he thrust deeper within her.

      She was flying, fearless, and wanton. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she winced as he moved deeply within her.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I should have been more careful.”

      “Hush,” she said. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about.” She began to slowly move her hips until she was accommodating every inch of him.

      Linden slowed, and cautiously watched her face. “It does hurt just a little,” she admitted, confused. “But mostly it’s wonderful.”

      She gave a sudden gasp. Fireworks exploded behind her eyelids as they both savagely climaxed. Nestling against his chest, she felt her breathing slow down. Linden held her tightly. Glancing down at their partially clad bodies and the trail of clothes tossed on the floor, they both began to laugh.

      “Are you disappointed?” He asked. “I’m sure that this isn’t how you imagined your wedding night.”

      “I couldn’t have waited another second.”

      Linden covered her up with a blanket and went to stir the fire.

      “You have open fires in your houses? That’s very dangerous,” she said anxiously.

      “Not when you have a stone fireplace.”

      “Stone doesn’t burn?”

      “You have never touched a stone?” He asked incredulously.

      “No, they are too heavy to carry in a caravan.”

      “How do you know they are heavy?” He asked.

      “Because the angel Jacob stood on one before he climbed up to be the first cloudtreader.”

      “But the Creator said, “You are the stone upon which I shall build my everlasting kingdom.”

      “No, he did NOT. The Starkindler said that, but he wouldn’t use stones. He said that he would make us as the firmament upon which he would build his kingdom.”

      Linden opened a cabinet and withdrew a white lacey nightgown. “Here put this on.” As she pulled it over her head he muttered, “Best hope the dragons aren’t too fertile, we need a little time to decide what faith to raise the royal children in.” Sticking her head out through the neck opening, Astra stuck her tongue out at him.

      Linden lifted a hand bell off the bedside table and gave it a sharp ring.

      Almost immediately, the door opened, and Ebam bustled in with a wheeled cart containing a meal for them.

      As soon as the servant had left the room, Astra turned to Linden,” He was waiting out there the whole time?”

      Linden shrugged, “The doors are thick. Don't worry.” She still didn‘t like the idea of a flock of servants waiting in the hall knowing exactly what their prince and princess were doing, but she was suddenly starving. Seeing her eye the food, Linden lifted a plate and began to spoon delicious looking food onto it.

      Astra discovered that she couldn’t identify most of it. She hesitated. There was no going back. Heliotrope would not leave Rout, and Astra realized with a sharp pang that she didn’t want to leave Linden. Even if she did, returning to the cloudtreaders was now impossible. If she could force Heliotrope the Amethyst to leave Rout the Burnished, she wouldn’t. She had to stay on the ground. Did that mean that she would just ignore the scriptures she had been taught all of her life?

      “I haven’t ever had most of these dishes,” she began shyly.

      Linden continued to fill her plate. “What do the zeal-...I mean cloudtreaders eat?”

      “Birds, plants that climb and don’t lie wallowing in the dirt.”

      “A plant can’t really do much other than wallow,” he laughed.

      Astra sat up, clutching the blankets over her breasts. “Do you believe in anything?”

      “Of course we do, we believe in the Creator of the Earth. He created the dirt, the seas, and all of the plants and animals that live in them.”

      “But he created the heavens first,” she offered.

      “Only because he needed a place to hang his favorite planet,” he said it with a wink, so Astra had to remind herself that it was blasphemy. Perhaps she would find a way to please the Starkindler in her new life.

      She had to admit that the plate of food smelled wonderful. Deciding that starving to death wasn’t really an option, she took a tentative bite. The orange mouthful was savory and somehow sweet. “Those are carrots,” Linden said in response to her rapturous expression.

      For a moment, Astra thought he would tell her what carrots were, but instead he held up a fork with a morsel on the tines. She tasted it. The rich flavor filled her mouth, “What is this?” she asked.

      “Beef in wine, I think.”

      “What kind of bird is beef?”

      “It’s not a bird. I’ll show you one of them tomorrow.”
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      “I am sorry you did not enjoy our marriage feast,” she said remembering his fury during the madrigals.

      He looked at her intently, his eyes examining hers. Astra knew that desperate look, he was wondering if she could be trusted.

      “I am your wife,” she said.

      He stood up off the bed and frantically paced the length of the room. “It’s a lie, all of it.”

      “What’s a lie?”

      “That whole song, the legend. It’s all a lie.”

      Astra glanced at the door, “Is it safe for you to tell me in here?”

      He thought about that and settled himself on the bed beside her.

      “Twice my father has tried to force a bond. Eirian the Silver had a brood of eggs. They had her locked up down in the caverns. My father intended to bond with one of her dragonlets. He wanted an audience, so he had my mother and half the court there. I was about 2.

      When the time for hatching came, the cavern was packed with musicians, and scribes, and who knows what else. As the first egg began to hatch, Eirian would not let my father near her brood. She snapped at him every time he tried. It was a disaster.

      The king called for his soldiers to throw chains over her to control her, but when they tried, she started blowing flames. Everyone panicked. My father pushed through the crowd and ran away.

      Astra’s hands flew up to her mouth, “Oh, Starkindler,” she gasped. “He left you? Do you remember it?”

      She knew to her bones that nothing would cause her father to save his own skin at her expense. Nothing.

      “No, but Rout does. Eirian used her snout to roll a hatching egg towards me. I wasn’t afraid. I reached out to touch his head, while his body was still in the shell.”

      “So Rout freebonded with you? He chose you.”

      Linden, miserably nodded. “The king had the dragonmaster and his assistants put to death, then he had to elevate Firth to replace him. There weren’t enough drakesalves after that.”

      “So they let my father come here to study.”

      Linden nodded miserably. “I’m assuming you noticed my mother?”

      Astra wasn’t sure how to reply. “Noticed her?”

      He gave a pained, wry smile. “If she wasn’t her royal majesty Delphine, Queen of Eastern Terran, you would say she’s not all there.” He gestured towards his temple.

      “What happened?”

      “Rout says that Permian, the mage…murderer is more like, suppressed her memories.”

      “Grimmie will know if it can be reversed.”

      “Perhaps that’s why the faeries all disappeared,” he mused.

      “There was another time he tried to force a bond?” Astra asked.

      “Yes, a few years later, a rare dragon had a clutch of eggs. She hid her nest. My father had an entire army out trying to find her while the hatchlings were young enough to bond. They blasted out the side of a mountain to get to her. It collapsed, and all of her hatchlings were killed.

      The dragon mare went on a rampage. She set fire to the army barracks, the castle only survived because it is stone. Many people died. The only blessing is that my mother doesn’t understand that her husband caused the death of so many dear to her.”

      “I think Grimmie knows a lot about memory spells. She cast a forgetting spell on Heliotrope, even hid her color.”

      Linden was horrified. “Why would she do such a thing to an amethyst dragon?”

      “I think because she’d promised my mother that she would make sure I stayed with Pa. I couldn’t have survived without Helio, but she needed to keep us…unnoticeable.”

      He brushed a strand of hair back from her face. “There is nothing unnoticeable about you.”

      She reached for him, of her own accord. This time they were not reacting to the dragons’ lovemaking. She saw him for a young man who had lost much and grown up noble and brave despite his father. He had promised to keep her safe from the cloud of dragons as they descended. She had insisted that her father and Grimmie be kept safe. He was bonded to a dragon that Heliotrope had fallen in love with. He was more than worthy.

      “Regardless of Rout and Heliotrope, I want you, Linden.”

      He looked deep into her eyes, “Just for me?”

      “No just about it. I am lucky to be your wife.”

      “I’m sorry the king humiliated us at our own feast.”

      “Not your fault.” She took his hand and held it over her beating heart. The kiss they shared caused Astra to see stars. Reaching for him, she was surprised, when he stopped her.

      “Are you sore? I don't want to hurt you.”

      She was a little sore, but that did nothing to reduce her desire for her husband.

      Astra arched her back and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I will endeavor to be a good husband to you,” he whispered.

      “I know you will,” she whispered back.

      Without the passion of the dragons carrying them along, they took their time, shyly exploring each other’s bodies, whispering sweet words, falling in love. Astra remembered how delightful it had been when Linden had kissed her all over her body, and she began by laying sweet kisses down his chest.

      He gave a jagged breath as she kissed his belly and his fingers twined deep in her hair. Shyly at first, she ran her tongue along the length of him. As she became braver, she took all of him in her mouth. Slowly at first, she moved her mouth over him. Sensing his pleasure, she was urged on. She grew bolder and sucked him vigorously.

      Linden drew her up, and with strong arms, rolled her over. Tenderly, he entered her, and she whispered his name. This time there was no pain, only bliss, and the promise of a long lasting love. She pressed her hands into his back and quietly urged him on. This time their climax cocooned them in a world made just of the two of them.

      Linden slowly rolled onto his side, gently tracing a finger up her belly and over her heart. Cradled in his arms, Astra watched the embers in the fireplace. She wondered if Helio was watching the dancing flames on the wall of the cavern. Burying themselves beneath the warm blankets, the overwhelmed young lovers drifted to sleep in each other’s arms.

      Astra was deeply asleep when the ladybug lit upon her hair and crawled towards her ear. “Your Grimmie is in grave danger.”

      Astra sat up, suddenly understanding that the voice she had heard, telling her to trust Linden, was the ladybug that had landed on her lap at the feast and that Grimmie had sent her.

      She shook her husband awake. “Can you help me? Grimmie is in danger.”

      Linden sleepily shook his head, “I’ve got spies in the army. If they were moving her, I would know.”

      The tiny little voice said, “Not the army, the mage.”

      Astra leapt from the bed, very aware of what Permian, the mage, had done to Queen Delphine. “It’s not the army. It's the mage.”

      Linden reacted immediately, yanking on his breeches and a pair of boots. Astra yanked a dress over her head, grateful that the king had ordered clothes for her. She ran to the door, and Linden was behind her, pausing only to grab his sword.

      The prince led the way, taking them down into the cellars, where they were less likely to be seen, and across the castle. Astra barely keep up with him, her bare feet slapping on the stone floor. They ran up a staircase. Before opening the door, Linden held a finger to his lips. He looked out, and seeing no one gestured his bride to follow him. He had brought them up close to the cell Astra had shared with Grimmie.

      While Linden listened at Grimmie's door, Astra looked through the window in the door of her father’s cell. Whoever had taken him...he must have returned, since from the door, she could see his narrow bed, and the still form snuggly wrapped in blankets.

      Sparks flew through the cracks around the door. “You stay here, “Linden commanded and used his shoulder to force the door open. Astra had zero intention of staying in the hall and was fast on his heels as they entered the room. The sparks whizzing by made it difficult for her to focus her eyes. There were black sparks circling Grimmie and trying to touch her head. Grimmie was fending them off with bursts of lavender sparks. She also had a battalion of ladybugs standing on her coils of hair fending off the sparks.

      “Halt, Permian. Or I will kill you where you stand.”

      With a startled cry, the mage partially turned towards them and directed back sparks their way.

      Astra smelled sulfur, and the sparks burned tiny holes in her frock.

      That tiny crack in his attentiveness was all that Grimmie needed. She threw back both hands and a shower of silvery purple sparks flew out of her palms, engulfing Permian and causing him to drop to the ground, tangled in coils of her magic.

      A faint buzzing sound caught her attention, and Astra realized that it was the cheering of the ladybugs. There was a ferocious sizzling sound, and the mage became a mass of black sparks that collapsed in on itself.

      “Permian always was an evil fool. It’s a suicide spell. They say you do not want to know what waits for you on the other side if you use memory spells on people. Guess, he’s finding out now.”

      Grimmie had changed her clothes, instead of the falling apart dress she had been wearing, she was now in breeches, knee high boots and a tunic. Shushing the cheering ladybugs, she moved one finger in a twisting motion, and her hair was suddenly in a neat braid down her back. “I will need my sabers,” she said to Linden. “One question, does your mother share a room with your father?”

      Linden shook his head, “No, never. His bed is shared by another.”

      “Then let’s get her out of this forsaken place, because it’s all about to get very dangerous.”
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      “Follow me.” Linden turned and ran. As she followed him, Astra was relieved to see sturdy shoes appear on her feet. Linden led them up a lofty series of staircases, and then once in the attic of the castle, they ran the length of it. “Take my hand,” he ordered Astra. “Are your wings working?”

      “Silly boy, I’ve never been better,” laughed Grimmie. Five more running steps and they dropped down a vent. Linden grabbed a rope that hung within it and expertly began to rappel down it. They suddenly emerged in a simple room. Delphine, queen in name only, lay asleep in a single bed, with the sickly smell of sleeping draught coming from a flagon on the table beside her bed.

      “Mother,” Linden gently shook her shoulder.

      Grimelda gestured him to stand back. She laid a hand on either side of Delphine’s head and began to murmur a spell. Linden winced as Grimelda began to pull out handful after handful of black sparks from the air around his mothers head.

      Glancing around, Astra saw a large silver-lidded urn, the kind used to carry hot water. She ran to the bedside with it.

      “Good girl,” Grimelda said and began to shake the foul smelling sparks into it. Slamming the lid down, Astra was amazed to see Delphine suddenly sit up. Her hands flew to her mouth, “Is it you? Are you my Linden? When did you grow up, and where was I?”

      Grimelda interrupted. “You will have time for this later, now we need to get out of here.” The prince threw open the shutters of the window, and Astra saw that hidden in the flower box was a rope. “I used to sneak in here a lot,” he admitted. “I will take Astra down, and then come back for mother.”

      The door was being battered down when Grimelda, firmly said. “Astra can climb down by herself. I will help you with the queen.”

      As the door began to quiver in its hinges, Astra took a deep breath and began to climb down. Having spent a lifetime among the clouds, working riggings climbing from caravan to caravan, it wasn’t physically difficult. But being able to see the ground, that would only too willingly meet you if you fell, made it much more frightening.

      They got to the ground in a sort of small back garden. Linden led the way with Astra right behind him. The queen after her and the faerie bringing up the rear with her cloud of ladybugs that had gratefully found her. Linden came to a sudden stop, and Astra crashed into him.

      “The cavern is sealed,” he whispered.

      “It’s all right,” Grimmie said. “He wants to make sure that the dragons can’t get out to help whoever just killed his mage. He won’t hurt them.”

      “Did you kill that nasty little man?” The queen asked Grimelda.

      Astra whispered, “Linden did.”

      “Thank you, Son. I really did not like that man.”

      Grimmie asked, “What’s down that way?” pointing to a turn in the path.

      “The pier, where the boats are.”

      Grimmie threw purple sparks over her shoulder, and hurried them down the path.

      “What’s a boat? Astra asked as the forest behind them began to close in on itself and shimmer.

      “Just run,” said Grimmie.

      They exited the woods and began to run down the dock.

      “I don’t know how to sail,” Linden protested as the barrier behind them weakened, and they could hear the coming of the army.

      Astra took one look at the gorgeous vessel in the water, at its lofty sails and firm riggings and shouted with joy. “I do!” The four of them threw themselves into the boat, and Astra immediately began to give her bridegroom orders. “Haul anchor!”

      Linden looked around utterly confused. “What is an anchor?”

      Astra pointed at the shaft that held the anchor to the boat. “Pull that chain as hard as you can.”

      While Linden yanked with all of his might, Grimmie flew to the topmast to attach the rigging. As soon as the sail furled open, Astra expertly turned the boat in the direction of the anchor, glad that doing so moved them out to open ocean.

      The wind was at their backs and Astra was astonished at how similar sailing a caravan through the clouds was to sailing a boat. They were about to clear the bay, and make it to the open ocean when they saw the navy bearing down on them.

      A cannon ball split the water near them, and Astra jumped in fear.

      “Are they crazy? If they kill us, they will lose the dragons too.”

      Grimmie eyed the catapult on the lead ship draped with nets. “They won’t kill you two. They want to sink the boat and take you alive.”

      Linden turned to Grimmie, and with resolve said, “I will surrender. You get my mother and my bride out of here.”

      Over the refusals of Astra and Delphine, shrieks of terror began to be audible. A sharp glance upwards explained why. The cloud of dragons was descending with Guthrie Drakesalve riding the queen and Firth riding the king. The navy tried to turn, but with the dragon’s wings churning the waves, they couldn’t get any distance behind them. Guthrie waved at his comrade, “You go. I will see Astra is safe.”

      The dragon king gave a sharp turn, and on powerful wings, thundered towards the shore. As her eyes followed the magnificent dragon, Astra realized that the king had come out, and having seen the trouncing of his navy by the dragons, was running away.

      A smaller boat, rowed by warriors came powering off the shore. Linden laughed, “It’s my crew. They are here to help!”

      Some of the flying dragons flew low enough to tip over the naval ships. The frantic screams of the sailors hurt Astra’s conscience. She couldn’t stand by and watch them drown.

      Grimelda gave the young bride an understanding smile and wiggled her fingers. The lifeboats tethered to the side of the ships popped off like a cork from a wine bottle. The sailors swam to them and clamored aboard looking like pink toddlers emerging from a too hot bath.

      The golden king of the dragons circled overhead carrying the furious king in his claws. “I will have you skewered and roasted for my dinner, you flying lizard!” The dragon queen banked downwards until she was eye to eye with the king.

      King Lathyrus went white at the sight of her. He began frantic bargaining with the golden dragon. “All right, all right. You can have anything. Just don’t give me to her.”

      Queen Delphine said in a clear loud voice, “You should be afraid of her, killing all of her babies but one. Does Guthrie know it was your fault his wife died?”

      The dangling king frantically yelled at his wife to shut up. “You all know she is crazy, barmy, moonstruck, demented. You can’t believe a word she says.”

      The purple dragon circled her husband intermittently roaring fire.

      “Your Majesty?” Guthrie began from his perch on the dragon queen.

      “What the bloody hell do you want?” screamed the terrified king.

      “Not you. Her.” Guthrie nodded his head respectfully towards Queen Delphine. “My wife died in an earthquake, not in the cave.”

      “No, she didn’t. After Heliotrope bonded with your baby, you were all walking back to the cottage.”

      Grimmie and Guthrie nodded, urging her to continue.

      “Hyacinth went back to check on Violet.”

      “Yes, she did, but she didn’t make it there. The earthquake took her before she reached her dragon.”

      The dragon queen began to make a low keening sound of mourning that broke the heart of all who heard it.

      “I am so sorry, Your Majesty,” Queen Delphine said to the mother amethyst.

      She turned back towards her audience.

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up! For the love of the creator, shut your stupid face, woman! I will lock you up!”

      Delphine gave a bitter laugh, “What do you think you’ve done for the last 20 years?”

      “Guthrie, Grimelda, I am sorry I couldn’t tell you this before. I wasn’t able to. Hyacinth did make it back to the cavern. She wanted to see how the rest of the hatching was going. While she was inside, my husband’s army arrived and trapped them.

      The plan was to drill a shaft just large enough for my unworthy and perpetually disappointing husband to climb in, and force one of the amethysts to bond with him. But the side of the mountain collapsed. This was almost certainly because he had all of his actual engineers either mindwiped or killed after the catastrophe that was Eirian the silver’s, hatching. This time the idiots smashed all the hatching eggs, and left Violet injured.

      She managed to get out carrying her beloved Hyacinth but was too weak to carry her all the way to you. She was so weak she had to set her down along one of the mountain ridges. Violet threw herself to the ground, and her grief shook the mountains.”

      Astra could barely breathe. “So heliotrope was the last amethyst, and you couldn’t let her fall into his hands.”

      Grimmie nodded, “That is true, but it is also true that I would never have let them take you from your father, even if he is stubborn, cranky, and impossible.”

      “Pa, were you flogged 1000 times?”

      “Tell her the truth, Guthrie, enough lies,” sighed Grimelda.

      Her father took a deep breath, and then said, “Yes. I was. I knew going back to the cloudtreaders would be costly, but I had to keep you safe.”

      “How did that not kill you?”

      Tears spilled from Grimelda’s eyes. “It was 100 lashes once a year for 10 years.”

      “Ha! They must be namby-pamby weaklings up there. I would have you beaten to death.”

      They had almost forgotten about the king still in the grasp of the dragoness.

      Linden bowed low to the dragon queen. “Your loss is deep and irreparable. I swear to you that the now deposed King of Terran will not go unpunished. He will never leave the dungeon.”

      “Who do you think you are, my sapling of a perfidious spawn?”

      The golden dragon gave the dangling king a ferocious shake, and let out a roar that blew the ship Astra was sailing further out to sea.

      “I am the man who will devote his life to proving to this commonwealth that a monarchy can be noble and self-sacrificing.” Astra took his hand.

      “He will need a mage,” Delphine said to Grimelda,” and a drakesalve. It will take you and Firth to heal our dragons.”

      Grimmie walked around Astra moving her hands around, and Astra responded, “I like this color. No, wait, it’s too dark… Tighter in the waist… Can we do a really long train? Oh, wait, I can’t walk in it…”

      In the end, the coronation gown was shades of lilac with a moderate train and a cape of silver. The ceremony was held on a high dias, so that the people and the dragons they would serve could see them. The royal dragons stood behind the bishop.

      Prior to the coronation, the bishop had met with Queen Delphine and Guthrie Drakesalve to make sure the ceremony went without a hitch while Rout and Heliotrope flew in gentle circles around the new king and queen.

      Concord, who they had discovered tied up in a broom closet, held Linden’s crown while a bishop intoned a blessing. Linden and Astra both took the oath of office on their knees and pledged their lives to repairing the kingdom.

      When the bishop consecrated Linden’s crown, Heliotrope gave one of her delighted trills. The dragon’s laughter took shape in the air and drifted into a crown of amethysts that gently alighted onto her bondmates head.

      Astra could feel her father’s hand on her shoulder, and she reached back and gave it a grateful squeeze. Grimmie was harshly shushing the ladybugs that swirled around her in a joyous maelstrom.

      “Stand, King Linden Cedar of the House of Terran. Your mother chose your name,” the Bishop made a wise decision in not bringing up the now widely hated former king, “because she prayed you would grow to be as spiritual as the linden tree and as sturdy as a cedar tree. She chose well, and your people will benefit from your attributes.”

      He turned to the young woman with the purple-jeweled crown. “Stand, Queen Aster Astra of the Drakesalves and now the House of Terran.”

      Astra was surprised. She had never heard that name before.

      The bishop continued, “Your name was born of compromise, between two people very much in love, but from different worlds. An Aster is a lovely flower that can survive harsh winters. An Astra is a star. When she chose your name, your mother could not have predicted how true it would be. You have been a flower among the stars, and now you will rule with the pure heart that drew an amethyst dragon to freebond with you.”

      There had been prayers and kind words and reassurances. Grimelda bowed low before the new queen. “Astra, forgive me, Your Majesty, I...”

      “Stop that. You can’t go around calling me ‘Your Majesty’ all the time. I am Astra.”

      The faerie wrapped her in strong hug. “I need you to release me,” she whispered. “I cannot leave unless you release me.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      Grimmie kissed the young woman’s forehead, “Because, my darling, I need to find the faeries and bring them home.”
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      Princess Cassandra knows the only way to save her Kingdom is to burn it to the ground.
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      The war had already been won. We knew it, and so did the hardened soldiers of the Water Kingdom as they stood between us and our prize. 

      Rains struck with the wind like a razor edge, but even the clouds would come no closer to the Flame Bringer Army. Three hundred of our best men stood at my back like a readied whip, tipped with iron and wicked deadly. Not that we even needed them. Prince Camden Chauncey, my cousin, sat atop his ash-colored mount, serious as the trouble he was about to cause for our enemies. My own black beast whinnied softly at the damp earth. Power raced through me like a second pulse, but I was its master, not the other way around.

      This morning had dawned red, and I'd dressed accordingly: a gown of scarlet beaded in pearls of ebony and jet. I’d twisted my brown hair and pinned it like a crown. As though I was entitled to one. As though I believed that. Then I tried and failed to negotiate peace with threats and harsh words. I doubted a single accord had ever been reached that way in the history of the Seven Kingdoms, and if such a thing were possible, it surely wouldn't start with me.

      I was Princess of the Fire Kingdom, hot-tempered with a peculiar scorching presence. I had flames running through my veins where my blood should have been, and I wasn't ashamed of it. I was proud of that burning flame inside of me that could not be snuffed out.

      Armor in black and bronze had replaced my dress shortly after negotiations had broken down, and I was now as ready as I would ever be to start the inevitable end.

      Huron, the last useable port city in all of this cursed country, sat just across a bridge. A bridge which would be little more than kindling beneath my feet if I willed it—but I was trying rather hard not to.

      Down a deep drop, dark waves beat at a rocky shore like a war drum. The cliffs further away smoothed out slowly until they reached the cutout bit of bay at the back of the city. Fog filled every crevice from where I stood, to the end of my good vision. It would have been strange for this time of day if it wasn't magic. The fog could not cut or kill, but it could sense, and it could roll. 

      Our army did not need a net like that to sniff out the magic wielders to learn of those scattered among the mortal men who could drown, or drench, or turn tides with nothing but their hands and their angry hearts. We had Lord Bowen Belleford, the bastard. 

      Bowen could sense every drop of magic even from quite a distance. He would know where that magic had come from, and what it was capable of more accurately than even the person who carried it inside them. He sat atop a horse on my cousin's other side, but I could tell he was staring at me. I kept my head straight. Wisps of hair from my brown crown flew about in the wind. I held the reins in my hands and my palms down. 

      Even the gods didn't know what I'd do when I raised them. Sometimes that fire in my veins had a mind and will of its own. 

      Camden drew his smoky blade, thicker than his battle-scarred arm, and longer, too, not even counting the hilt with rubies like sparks in the palm of his hand. The sound of it slicing through the air was drowned out by the hiss of my name from his lips.

      "Cassandra," he said, where anyone could hear him. "Shall we begin?" 

      My fingers twitched. I could hear the devilish grin in his voice without looking. The Water Kingdom soldiers seemed to flinch back. Who needed fire when you could burn someone with the mere idea of it? It reminded me of our childhood, it reminded me of home. 

      "Burn the bridge," he said, but it wasn't meant from a General to his troops, it was meant for me. 

      And I had to be careful.

      There were children in that city and common men who wanted this fight even less than we did. We fought for peace, again and again—we searched for it. The place in time where history would leave us alone, to burn bright without the rest of the world fearing us, hating us.

      If only such a time had ever existed. 

      I didn't believe it ever would, but that didn't stop me from seeking it out.

      Sparks slithered from my fingertips like hissing snakes. 

      Only the bridge, I told my fire. Only the bridge and nothing else. 

      I pulled my hand, sparks and all, into a fist, and then I released it. Bolts of flame-like arrows flew through the gray sky like falling stars. Knowing my target, men tried to intercept them. But no man was faster than a raging fire, and my aim was true.

      When my flames hit the bridge, they exploded like cracks in glass, before erupting into a world of chaos and cries.

      The Water Kingdom knew they could not save the bridge, so they instead moved to salvage their honor, but there would be no saving that, either. 

      Without a shout of call, without even a backward glance, Camden ran into battle with his blade in one hand, his other sparked with his own brand of fire magic. With a thundering roar, our men raced after him. For fire and glory, but mostly for the idea of peace.

      I sat where I'd started. My mount well-adjusted to the turmoil of the battlefield, did not stir or shake me from the saddle. 

      Bowen sat now just beside me. He stared boldly at one gloved hand, letting his long hair shadow his face. Yet I knew him well enough to know it was all an act. 

      "No blood on your hands today, Princess?" He spoke as though he were inquiring about the weather. 

      It was exactly as he’d spoken to me each time, since the day I'd broken his heart. 

      Deep down, I knew that he would never forgive me for it. It was an odd feeling, somehow both sharp and dull to feel toward my oldest friend. Steel clinked and fire popped, and yet I couldn't dislodge the sound of my own heartbeat from my ears. How could I tell Bowen that my soul was no longer swayed by pure bloodlust? That I was coming to hate it.

      "I've become a pacifist," I said, by way of explanation.

      Bowen just barked a laugh before fixing his eyes on me. They are brown, I reminded myself, but looked all black, as if the pupil had swallowed up half his eye. 

      "You're a lot of things, Cassie," Bowen whispered because the sound of fighting had already died down. 

      "Don't call me that." He'd lost the right to call me that a long time ago. When one day what we had was no longer enough for him.

      "But you are not a liar," he reminded me.

      I wasn't lying, not even by omission. I didn't know what was wrong with me, and I didn't know if it could ever be fixed.

      "Something is different." Bowen did not balk or try and make me explain.

       He pulled his eyes away, though, as if it still hurt him to look at me. "Something is different." He bowed his head. "There's not a single magic-user among them."

      The fire in my veins recoiled. 

      "No magic-users, nothing but untrained men from country seats, and a bridge this city doesn't need, not really. Not when they have that big port. Even if you burned all the docks to embers, ships still traded here before those manmade eases were ever made."

      I could not feel my legs below my saddle, my very middle had gone ice cold and hard. "Why did you say nothing before?" I demanded. 

      Bowen wasn't exactly known for keeping his opinion to himself, ever. We'd been friends from the cradle, and he seldom stopped giving it readily, and without solicitation.

      "You think I didn't try and stop this? When I told Prince Camden as we rode here my very same thoughts on the matter, he clapped me on the back and called me paranoid. Cass, your cousin has a good heart, a big sword, and a strong flame, but he's never going to be a strategist."

      The beating pulse in my head had turned into a roar. I scanned the battlefield for Camden and found him among half a sea of felled bodies. He looked irritated and confused, as if something had been stolen from him.

      "Camden will never be the ruler the Fire Kingdom will need," Bowen said, not at all ashamed someone might overhear him.

      "That's treason," I spat.

      Bowen granted me another laugh before turning back to me. "Well, I did learn from the best." His words were dry and accusatory. 

      We were surrounded by carnage, and here was this man-child making me roll my eyes like a girl again. An annoyed girl.

      "There has never been a Fire Queen," I said. There would likely never be. Not even the wives of the kings past had dared reach for that title. The words were as indifferent sounding to me as I was sure they were to him. It was a fact that I'd lived with for all my twenty years. I'd no more try and change that than try to change the shape of the stars in the sky. It was an untouchable thing. 

      "Well, maybe that should change," Bowen said. "Everything else is."

      A horn sounded out, then another, and the order was given by Camden to return home at once. 

      But that was when things went wrong.

      Fire magic, intense but untamed, bled into the air like ink into water. 

      Bowen and I shared a worried, knowing glance. There was not a living Water Kingdom soldier left standing, and someone had released this blast on purpose.

      The wind shifted and carried the fiery sky to the end of the town. It caught the dead winter grass before the stone city wall. 

      "Shield it!" I shouted at Bowen. 

      "It's already too late." He sounded hoarse; he must have tried to protect the city before I'd ever said a word. 

      Camden was shouting, looking for whoever had started the blaze, but Bowen had known at once. And as he raced down the hill into the chaos beneath us, I let my horse follow.

      The wall around the city was only a half a wall. It relied on the bridge and the sea for defense, but neither of those things would save them from this fire if it caught, and it did. 

      Sparks from the grass had flown over the stone walls and lit up rooftops as if the city was made of oily paper. In a second, smoke clogged the streets, and screaming started a duet with a wailing bell.

      "What water users do we have among us?" Camden said.

      I tried to pull the water from the clouds, but it was burnt off far faster than it could fall. 

      Unlike other kingdoms, we did not kill the masters of different magics. We nurtured them. 

      As I pushed that power into my fingertips, the sea called to me and I made haste, taking a sharp loop and kicking my horse. 

      I heard Bowen say, just before riding after me, that he hoped Marcus Langley had a damn good reason for starting that fire.

      Whatever the reason, though, Camden hadn't wanted to hear it, before plunging his blade into the man. That familiar slick-sliding sound refused to leave my head even as the smell of salt overwhelmed everything else. 

      Flying from my saddle mid-gallop was enough to knock my teeth together but not enough to deter me. I sprinted to the end of the water before jumping all the way in. Bowen was still floundering after me on the sandy beach.

      I'd once watched a man pull enough water from a river to make a hurricane, and I tried to replicate the look of it then. The water rose from my armor-covered legs in the waves, through my fingers, and up, swirling in the sky, taking on a dark shape.

      The entire sky was an angry red, and I could no longer see the city through the clouds of smoke, but I aimed where I knew it would be and unleashed that power over and over again. Bowen was holding me upright, though I wasn't sure when I'd started to waiver. 

      He'd lost both his gloves, but his hands were now as cold as the sea, like mine. A few of his fingers helped me fill the stream in the sky. I kept whipping water into storm bands, but his others were like lead anchoring me to the earth. 

      I could burn for whole days, but other magic drained me quicker than fire ever could. 

      "That's enough," Bowen said.

      But the city still burned, I could feel it. "No," I told him, sprouting more storm clouds.

      "Cassie," he said softly. "There's no saving it now."

      "No," I repeated.

      Bowen ripped my hand from the air, locking that arm against his armored form like a vice.

      No.

      The waves would have claimed me without him there, I knew that, and I hated him for it. 

      The fire had won, as we had known it would, but what was the cost?
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      The Capital city of Adara appeared tired and worn. Rain had followed us the entire way. Gray skies had punctuated my dark mood until I consented to leave my horse with the Flame Bringers before allowing Bowen to teleport us the rest of the way home. 

      In one breathless, airless morning, we were standing at the guard station by the main gate. A fire burned in small grates, night hovered, but you couldn't tell by the low light. 

      If the guards who stood in rows of two by two were surprised to see us, they did not show it. 

      “You all right?" Bowen asked me.

      I didn't know how the bastard had ever gotten used to traveling like this. It felt as if my lungs were simple paper sacks someone had forced all the wrinkles out of, and my legs felt worse. 

      I stamped to force the blood back into them, but the impact only made my bones ache.

      "Fine." My teeth were locked, but I hope he understood the sentiment. If I had to open my mouth again, far uglier words were likely to leak out.

      "Let's get moving then." Bowen pushed past me.

      Thankfully, he didn't comment on my blatant lie. It was always hard for me to guess if he was going to be a right prick or not. 

      The city was silent, a gray shadow of its usual self. Still, it did not rain, yet the streets were deserted as if it was. Doors were shut, vendors’ stalls closed early, if they had ever even opened at all. Safety was premium, even in the capital that had not seen combat in over a decade. 

      And when that happened… 

      I shivered at the destruction that had been brought here last time. There were still cuts among some patches of the main wall, and even scorch marks on many of the older bricks. 

      Even all these years later. I had been so young then. Yet that kind of horror attached to a soul, though they'd tried to shield the children from it. There was no way to avoid it all. 

      Bowen did not try and lighten the mood. Bowen didn't even glance up from the ground, but I knew he was taking in the state of the city, listening, absorbing. I took the lead back from him when he wasn't paying attention to me.

      He had claimed that Camden was not a good fit to be King because he hadn't understood that something was wrong about the last campaign. Well, what was it saying about the royal line that I hadn't, either? Still, I could feel very much that something was wrong here. 

      There should have been kids playing in the streets, music, life. 

      The city looked like a boneyard, and it was all my fault. An empty town, because my heart wasn't full enough of fire to keep the other kingdoms at bay. 

      I could hear the rain before it reached us, it came down behind us in ribbons, and made the smell of town float away. Replaced with a fresh, clean scent that would never stick around.

      I was never any good at being behind walls. I wasn't sure how my grandfather had endured it for so long, crown or no. I could never be Queen. Not because Camden's father had been the eldest, and he was the true heir. Not because we did not make Queens, but because I could never sit upon a throne. My place was blazing a trail on the battlefield, and I wasn't sure where I'd be when that was no longer needed of me. 

      If such a time would ever even come. 

      For a while, I assumed I'd die before reaching old age, but now I wasn't sure which prospect I dreaded more.

      Bowen sighed, flipping up his hood to keep his dark-and-wild hair dry. 

      "You won't melt," I told him.

      I let the water run down my face in wayward little rivers. The brown crown atop my head had long since been mussed. Most of it tumbled down my shoulders like a wet blanket. 

      "You never know,” Bowen said, “I could."

      It sounded severe, but my heart ached at the idea that this was Bowen joking with me. That things had been so awkward and tight between us for so long, this was the best of it.

      "Because you're so sweet?" I asked. 

      My voice was mild, and so was his. I wasn't even sure who we had become anymore, but I knew it wasn't who I thought I'd been when I'd played soldier with him when we were eight and ten. I wondered if he remembered that, too.

      More guards were posted in the city center. I could still feel their eyes on us as we made our way to the castle half a block further. They were the only souls we saw, with swords or staffs, and raging rivers down their shiny armor. The rain pounded harder the further into town we went.

      "If you were a real lady," Bowen began, but it was a waste to roll my eyes because he couldn't see me behind him.

      If you were a real lady—it was a game we used to play in bed, and even before, we'd let ourselves have that with each other.

      "If you were a real lady, I'd have to give you my cloak. But you don't look like a lady now, there's mud on your fingers, and you look no prettier than my cocker spaniel if she were half-drowned."

      There was mud on my hands. I'd gotten it when I'd fallen into the sand at the beach, and it was now caked beneath my nails. 

      My old nurse, who still had a tendency to hover, was likely to take a fright if she were to see me before I was cleaned up. I supposed that was Bowen's roundabout way of telling me we should probably sneak in. 

      "There are two hours before the council meeting.” I shrugged. “I'll have plenty of time to make myself presentable." Although, I wasn't even sure Bowen could hear me. Thunder had begun to clap loudly behind us. 

      Bowen coughed. "I don't think two hours is enough to make you presentable, Cassie."

      I whirled on him then. Fire in my eyes, though I knew from the face deep within his hood that he wasn't afraid of it, that he wasn't scared of me. He knew me too well, and he was calling a bluff I hadn't even known I was making. 

      He smiled at me, happy to be under my skin in the only way he could. 

      "This is sad, even for you," I told him, and I was not smiling.

      We were in front of the castle in another three steps. The gate here was down, but the fire had been burned out by the endless rain. The guards stood stiffly as we made our way to the entrance. I was starting to think it would be faster if we swam. The sky had gone from gloom and gray to danger and green violet. 

      The guards slinked away when they noticed it was me. I expected them to demand were my escort was. To inquire about the prince. I supposed those were things I had to look forward to once I was inside the palace. 

      It wasn't as grand as some of the other kingdoms, for he did not delight in grandeur. We wanted solitude and valued our fire and our children, which for us were one in the same. We would do anything to make sure the light of that next generation was able to grow into a bright light of its own. It was our way, but today that philosophy seemed as tired as the town. 

      The door was barely shut behind me when I was pounced on. 

      "I apologize, Princess." A servant bowed, a young man in a white jacket and dark pants. I recognized him right away and knew exactly what he wanted from me before he'd risen and requested my presence. "Your grandmother—" he began, but I silenced him with one hand.

      "Where is she?" I should have realized she would have had scouts looking for my return. 

      The castle corridor was as deserted as the rest of the town. Even the flags with their golden crests seemed as exhausted as I felt. I couldn't understand how Bowen was standing, after using his power in the battle and then transporting us all the way here. He had to be running low, he hadn't eaten or even rested since then. 

      "In her drawing room," the man said. "She requests your presence at—"

      "At once, I know." I always knew.

      And I was wondering if Bowen knew, too. 

      He had just teased me about how unladylike I appeared, and my grandmother was about to lay into me for the same thing. Still, I didn't think physic was a title Bastard Bowen had under his belt. Those sorts of powers did not exist anywhere—they were fiction, whereas things like fire were magic.

      "Do I have time to have a towel fetched first?" I asked. 

      The man tried to keep his smile in place, but his face told me everything I needed to know. It was amazing how the anger of a family member could instill fear in my heart, even though I could rage brighter than anyone in this castle.

      "This is where I take my leave then," Bowen said with a nod. He'd pulled off his wet cloak and handed it to another helpful servant, as it dropped on the cold stone floor. 

      "Council meeting," I reminded him, "don't be late."

      He dipped his head again, but I had no doubt he had teleported here mostly for his own benefit. As a lord, he was on the council, and he no doubt thought his absence would lead to all sorts of anarchy. I didn't like the idea that the balance of our country seemed to depend so much on one man who could no longer stand to look at me.

      I followed the white jacket to my grandmother's drawing room.  As a true lady of fire, she had no curtains of pink or frills. Instead, the room was done in a deep red, like eyes in the firelight, and golds. She sat atop a sofa with a metallic brocade, every bit the lady I was sure she wanted me to be. Her eyes softened, and I was convinced she was cataloging every scrape on me but relaxed as she realized I wasn't seriously hurt. Not at all. I had some cuts on my hands from where I'd ripped pins out of my own hair as we'd rode here, and the dirt, but I was mostly whole.

      Therefore, I was definitely in for a scolding. I should have asked Bowen to rough me up before he left. I'd probably have escaped a lecture and, instead, be forced into bed with a hot water bottle.

      I wished that was an option.

      The flames in the fireplace danced. The room was stifling hot, just as I liked it. 

      "You aren't very big, my love, but certainly old enough to remember a cloak. You look like a drowned rat."

      I suppose that meant Bowen had been kind, comparing me to his favorite bitch. It was practically a compliment compared to the undressing that I was about to receive. Still, it only hurt because I knew she loved me. It would be more comfortable if we could hate each other properly.

      "I was in a hurry," I admitted. But I wasn't about to tell her why. My grandmother had lived her life, avoiding the business of our world. It would have been cruel to expect her to start now when the wrinkles in her beatific face were sharp enough to cast deep shadows of their own. 

      "Bowen teleported us back. The rest of the Flame Bringers aren't due back until later." The rain must have caught up with them; it was a safe bet to guess that would delay them further. 

      "And how is Lord Bowen?" Grandmother asked. Her lips were pursed in such a way that it surprised me. She had been quite a fan of Bowen's for so long, it was strange to see her distaste at saying his name.

      Though, perhaps it was for my benefit. Grandmother had wanted me to marry him, and I had expected I would never like to marry anyone, not until he had come along...

      "Go get cleaned up," my grandmother said, by way of dismissal, "but I'm not finished with you yet."

      I swallowed down a groan, and it sank through my gut like rocks. Of course she wasn't done with me yet. She had hardly even started on my lecture; she was just tired of me dripping on her imported rugs. 

      I turned around and strode out the door with all the internal calm that a woman of my station was meant to have, but as soon as the door was shut behind me, I ran. The familiar hallways were a blur. I'd been sprinting down them and hiding in them, too, since before I could even remember. No one stopped me, no one dared.
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      I flew into my room and shut the door before I even realized someone else was there.

      It seemed my luck was up at first, but it wasn't the red face of my old nurse who poked her head from the bathing room. It was a young girl, with dark hair and a pale face. Whiter than a snowdrift she was, and she wore the plain-brown dress most of the low servants did. 

      "I was told to run a bath for you, Princess," she said with a rushed curtsey. She wouldn't meet my eyes, either. I was quickly growing tired of that. On the battlefield, Camden, and all my fellow soldiers met my eyes, and rose with the fire they found inside them. All but Bowen, but things had been strange with him for a while, and I wasn't one of the men, not really.

      "I'm told you prefer to bathe alone," she said.

      A small mercy, I'd have hated to scream and throw the poor thing out. She looked like a kicked dog already. If there were anything left in me after this journey, I would have been furious as I wondered who had hurt her. We did not treat servants like that in this house.

      "I will lay out your dress for you, my lady, and brush it out as well."

      I bit my tongue before I could wag it at her. Undoubtedly, the world had been far crueler to her than it was to me. It wasn't her fault I didn't want to wear a dress as was expected of me. 

      I paused, one hand on the wooden door to my bathing room. "What's your name?"

      The girl's white-moon face grew even paler at my simple question. "My name, Miss?" 

      I turned around to face her, making her meet my eyes by dragging them to my face with fluid motions. "Yes, your name. I don't like to have people working for me whose names I do not even know."

      Cecilia, my last maid, had recently been married. She'd married up and left this world of fake smiles and curtseys behind. I was happy for her but miserable for me. It had taken a long time to get the former girl comfortable around me, and she hadn't started quite so broken as the one before me now. 

      Her hands were trembling. Her whole body was. 

      "Whitney," she said, her voice mousey. "My lady," she added after the fact, as if I cared. 

      "Thank you, Whitney, I will be out quickly, as I have an important date that cannot be delayed. Please be ready."

      She dipped down low for a moment. "With Lord Williamson's nephew, my lady?" she asked before clamping her hand over her mouth.

      Neither of us could decide who was more shocked by her forwardness. Where she seemed infinitely ashamed, turning an alarming shade of red all over, I was quite pleased. Perhaps she would not need as much pushing as I thought. I was a bit surprised that word of my and Daniel's... involvement, had reached the servants’ gossip rounds. Gossip was the fastest burning fire there was.

      But we hadn't exactly been discreet. Even though Daniel was not a lord, he was a far better gentleman than Bowen would ever be.

      I admit, at first, that had been a bit of a turnoff. I had no need or want of a gentleman, and Bowen, for his many faults, did not seem to have any in bed. 

      "No," I said with a wry smile, "not with Daniel. Not that kind of date. I'm off to the council meeting. I am sure it will be quite dreadful, and I need something that makes me look..." I trailed off, hoping she'd pick up on my wants. The pale girl's embarrassment had faded, replaced by a light smile.

      "Something more proper, then," Whitney suggested.

      I nodded once. "Something that makes me look less wild."

      The girl again threw her hand over her mouth, but this time, I thought it was to keep from laughing out loud.

      "Best if it's black," I admitted, and then stepped into the bathing room where I dipped myself into the warm steam of a bath.

      I bathed quickly, relaxation would have to wait for another time, a time when I could afford it. My meeting with my grandmother had delayed me more than I wanted, and those aging coots on the council waited for no one. Not even with Bowen there to waylay them a bit, if he was still on my side in such matters.

      I couldn't believe that he wouldn't be, even after everything.

      He might not be a gentleman, but Bowen had his own brand of honor.

      My greatest sadness came from the fact that I'd have to wash my hair. There was a layer of dirt on my scalp. It was from the beach, from clouds of it being kicked up from horses’ hooves, and from who knew what else. There were leaves in my hair in cut up bits, and something that looked like seaweed. 

      I hadn't appeared like a lady, but I wasn't really one, anyway.

      Yet, I would soon have to pretend. 

      "You're not properly dry, my lady,” Whitney said, upon my leaving the bathing room. “You'll catch your death of cold." She snatched up my discarded towel, but I waved her off.

      I knew magic for drying my hair. Some might say it was a waste, but some might also say using other magics except fire was an abomination. There was no way to use magic or not use magic and make everyone happy all the time, so as a general rule, I didn’t even try.

      It was a great philosophy. 

      In two half-circles with two fingers each, my damp hair was bone dry, and so was the rest of my body. 

      Whitney stared at me with wide eyes, I hadn't expected her to comment, but she kept on surprising me. "Now that's the kind of magic I wish someone had taught me," she said. "Useful magic. Nothing like this, ‘burning people alive from the inside’ business."

      It was my turn to laugh. Whitney was turning out to be an absolute delight, and I'd surely have to tell the staffing manager I expected to keep her. It had only been a short while, but already she was mine.

      "What dress have you chosen for me?" I prompted her, and, remembering herself, she whirled around and snatched a wrapped dress from the hook behind her.

      "Black as you requested, Miss," she said, unwrapping it carefully. 

      It was black and had a proper neckline and a subtle train. "It's exactly what I needed, thank you."

      Whitney, who obviously was not used to being complimented, blushed scarlet again, but it seemed good to draw any sort of color in that white skin of hers. Even if it was red. 

      I slid on my own underthings, and Whitney turned her gaze away. Clearly, someone had trained her to be a maid, likely because she had a pretty face. 

      With practiced fingers, she slid my dress over my head and buttoned up the front—it was a row of jet-black buttons like little beetles.

      "What shall I do to your hair, my lady?" she asked, but sensing my hesitation, she'd already started piling it around my head. 

      "I prefer to do it myself," I admitted, and watched with horror as her face fell in the mirror.

      She's sat me on a low bench in front of a black-and-glass vanity. "But if you like, you could pull a little bit up, and leave the rest down."

      Admittedly, my head did still ache where I'd pinned it up to make a crown, but it had been such a powerful effect.

      Whitney said nothing more as she quickly went about her task.

      I couldn't keep my foot from tapping as I waited. Time was slipping by. I dreaded heading into the council meeting only as much as I dreaded missing it.

      Strictly speaking, I wasn't exactly invited. I was confident there would be more than one loudmouth there to tell me about it. 

      Not many lords held me in the highest regard. Although most noblewomen in my generation had been trained in magic and combat, most of them did not wish to see women in those roles. I enjoyed making them eat their words, and they truly hated that. I let the fire in my belly burn as I raised myself and started out of the room.  Whitney said nothing to stop me, and there wasn't a soul in any hall to bear witness to what I was about to do. 

      Too bad. I probably could have used an audience.  Giving empowering speeches was something of a skill of mine. More powerful than magic, and more deadly than any blade. The councilmembers were not very likely to be swayed by any pretty statements or forewords. They wouldn't care, and likely they'd heard all my speeches, anyway. 

      Two guards stood on either side of the large red council chamber door. Scorch marks climbed up the red-stained wood like black vines, from a time I'd thrown a particularly nasty temper as a child. I’d forgiven myself for that outburst a long time ago. My father had just died, and I wanted revenge. The men who filled those chairs then, had been nothing but cowards.

      I thought they might stop me as I strode toward them in my black dress, chin held high. They jerked their hands as if to keep me back by force, so I raised my hand and called fire to my fingertips. 

      But they didn’t stop me, instead pulled the doors open wide. I let the flames on my fingers go out in a small wave of smoke. Hopefully, no one had noticed.

      Only I wasn't so lucky.  

      I was conscious of three things immediately as the guards shut the doors behind me. The first was that my grandfather had seemed to age, even in the little time it had been since I'd seen him. The second was that most of the council members had seen me use fire magic in the hallway, and the third was that Bowen was nowhere to be found. I only had a moment to wonder where he was before he teleported his way into the room behind me.

      It was a pleasant thing, watching all the council members jump. I wondered if I could learn that trick, or if I could ever train myself not to get sick. 

      "My liege," Bowen said with a slight bow.

      My grandfather's gray hair was cropped short below his black-and-silver crown, but at least his eyes were still bright. 

      I slammed my fist on the excellent black council table, delighting as the old bats jumped again. "Who authorized the Huron campaign?" I asked, glancing around the room, accusations manifesting themselves as a fire in my eyes, I was sure.

      "What is the meaning of this?" Lord Wellington’s voice tended to squeak when he was angry at me, which was pretty much all the time. 

      "I did," my grandfather said. 

      I focused my eyes on him, but I did not believe his words for a second. He may have signed the papers authorizing it, but I had no doubt it was someone else's idea. 

      "And did you authorize the burning of the entire town? Children and untrained civilians, as well?" 

      That certainly got his attention. I heard Bowen suck in a breath from where he took up his place on the opposite side of the table. This was probably not how he had intended to address these concerns, but Camden wasn't a strategist, and I was a shit one, as well. 

      The councilmembers weren't mumbling amongst themselves, which meant they already knew. I didn't have to slide my eyes across them again to look for a guilty party. They were all guilty it seemed, in their own way. 

      "We decided..." Lord Wellington began, and I knew a practiced speech when I heard one.

      "You decided," Lord Bowen interjected, "for I wasn't consulted on any of it."

      "A majority decided," Wellington tried again, "that we had been too lenient on the other kingdoms for too long. That they must be taught a lesson."

      Wellington was a wicked, wicked man. The only remorse he held was for himself, for he knew I was about to lay into him. 

      "And Huron was that lesson?" I spat. 

      Sparks flew from my mouth and bounced off the old stone floor like a firework. Driving back the dark shadows of the room, but the darkest things in the whole place were the men who sat around the table looking self-important.

      "Children, my god, Wellington, this is not our way," my grandfather said.

      So, he hadn't known. It was not a comforting thought as it should have been. 

      "No, it is not your way. You have never been heavy-handed, but sometimes there are circumstances that require a little more force."

      It wasn't Lord Wellington who had spoken, but a younger man, Lord Parker, and Bowen called him on it.

      "We do not steep to such atrocities," Bowen hissed. “You do not snuff out wickedness with wicked deeds. We have always been above such things."

      Lord Wellington stood, but he was no threat for Bowen, who was bastard-born but could best all the men here and likely all at once, and Bowen didn’t even spare him a glance.

      "Our methods have not worked. I will not be made to abandon the city again, to see our country ransacked because we have decided we are the nice ones."

      I snorted.

      I wouldn't have gone that far. I felt far from nice, beating back a small group of town soldiers without even one magic-user among them, and I said as much. 

      "You sent me, the crown prince, and Lord Bowen to handle country boys who would not know magic if they were being drowned in it, and then one of your loyalists burnt down the whole damn place accidentally on purpose. It sounds to me some of you are likely scheming.

      Of course, they were always scheming.

      "It looks that way to me, too, your highness," Bowen said, and when he glanced at me, then it was as if he was stabbing me with a knife for my own good. "Perhaps you should consider sitting out the next campaign to keep an eye on them."

      Bowen was a bastard, in far more ways than one.  How dare he suggest I stay behind, when he knew I detested it. And I couldn't even deny that he was right; that someone did need to keep an eye on them. I just wasn't as convinced it had to be me. 

      "How dare you insinuate that we have anything but the council's best interest at heart," a man shouted from down the table. It was Daniel's uncle, and his words made my chest ache. 

      I knew damn well he did not approve of me.

      "We could never—" Bowen began, but his words were hollow before being sliced off. 

      "At least Camden is as bloodthirsty as they come," Wellington said, as though he was paying my cousin a compliment, but to me, it was anything but. 

      "Yes, a warrior through and through," another voice added.

      Wellington smiled and nodded his head. He looked every bit the spoiled child who thought he was getting his way. 

      "Yes, I do think Prince Camden will be more than willing to run all our enemies into the ground.”

      What was awful was, I knew he was right.
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      I was in bed. Someone was knocking on my door.

      When I was a child at the fair that came into the Capital every year for my grandfather's birthday, a fortuneteller told me that when people dreamt of knocking, that it meant the dreamer was in want of a fresh start. A new door. At that age, any door away from my life in the castle would have done. 

      But this was not a dream.

      I glared at the door as soon as I cracked my eyes open, as though it had personally offended me. No servant would have knocked. Whitney or my nurse would have entered quietly, or loudly, depending on what the situation called for. Anyone else would have left whatever they came with by the door.

      I shuffled across the floor and considered if it was worth drawing a blade for dramatic effect or punctuating the threat of harm that I'd have to issue them to avoid any future morning disturbances. 

      I tried to push my power beyond the door to sense who it might be without violence. However, it was asleep as the rest of me was, and I was never anywhere near as good at it as Bowen. 

      Camden stood sheepishly at the other side of the door when I near ripped it off its hinges. He looked rough but bright. 

      "Get dressed," he told me, but he was looking over his shoulder.

      "Did you just get in?" I asked. "You're a mess, go clean up, sleep off the trail, then we'll talk." Camden was shaking his head. The lights were out in the entire corridor, the early morning darkness was thin, but lingering.

      My cousin still had blood on his clothes, and when I was about to point that out, to be afforded a little more sleep, he pushed his way into my room. 

      It wasn't frightening, and I didn't even consider it to be inappropriate, but I knew there would be some who did. I wrapped my arms around my thin nightgown, but Camden paid me no mind. 

      "Something was queer about Huron," he told me.

      A lot had been weird about Huron, and I wondered how much he knew, but he wouldn't let me ask. Camden was already pacing the space between my bed and the fireplace like a lion in a foul mood. 

      "So few men, and not a bit of power anywhere among them. It was like they sent me to slaughter lambs, Cassie, like I'm not a prince, but a hired brute."

      He was furious at some unseen foe, but mostly at himself. 

      Lord Wellington's wicked grin sparked into my vision then. I wondered how hard Camden would rage if he knew what had been said about him yesterday.

      It was no lie; Camden was a warrior and a mighty one. That did not make him a barbarian, and I was glad he saw through the situation. I was glad he hated what was done. 

      "And the city..." I prompted.

      "Marcus Langley is married to Lord Wellington's niece, I believe," Camden said.  

      That explained why Camden hadn't even let him utter an excuse for his horrific actions. His words would have been nothing but pretty lies, and he wouldn't have been swayed by one of them.

      I stoked the fire in my hearth back to life without even moving, but Camden threw a log into it for something to do with his hands.

      "I shouldn't be surprised that snake had something to do with this, but why, why waste resources?” Camden said. “They're the cheapest rats I know."

      And wasn't that the truth.  You couldn't get them to spend a willing copper on infostructure. Yet, they'd willingly send the Flame Bringers and a pointless crusade for a meaningless show of power. Only people wouldn't be telling about how The Fire Kingdom had won a gallant battle, they'd be saying how we slaughtered a whole city in cold blood. 

      We deserved far worse. 

      I should have realized the council was up to something, but the fire in my blood had bid me to go. Perhaps I was the brute. Perhaps we all were. 

      "You've only just got in, we should get some food in you," I said lowly, steering him back toward the door.

      "I got something from a cart on the way into town," he mumbled, but he was thinking about something and paying me no mind.

      It should have been a shock, the town open for business this early. Yet, as the army marched back, banners blazing, you wouldn't want to miss the golden opportunity to make a silver from men who had been earning without the ability to spend anything. There was almost unlimited gold in Camden's pocket, anyway, primarily where food was concerned. It was a far cry from how we'd snuck into town the day before.

      Camden was a large man with big-and-broad shoulders. In features, he looked very much like me, only sharper. Our fathers had been brothers, who had married sisters, so we weren't so very much different in looks or tempers. Out of all our relatives, though, only our mutual grandparents and his mother survived—and that woman detested me. 

      It wasn’t like she was the only one. 

      "Well, I’m sure you can eat again, and I need food,” I said. “If you're expecting me up at this hour." I pointed toward the door. "Now get out so I can get dressed."

      Camden's smile flashed, but he flew out the door as it blinded me. 

      I pulled on my favorite fighting pants and blouse. I didn't even glance at the mirror as I ripped my fingers through my bedhead before hastily plaiting it. 

      Camden was leaning up against one wall as I ran out.

      "Women take ages to get ready," he lamented.

      I didn't know what the poor bloke would do when he wed if he thought my getting ready took forever. I hadn't even bothered with proper attire. I couldn't have gotten into any of my court dresses without help, and I didn't want to wake anyone else, and I sure as hell wasn't going to ask Camden. 

      He was one of my oldest friends, and though we were closely related by blood, it wasn't enough to keep rumors at bay. And there were some who were even for the match, despite our being related. 

      I rather hoped our kingdom wasn't turning into one of those places. 

      The castle was more alive when we reached the center of it. All we had to do was plop ourselves into the plush chairs of the main table, and we were almost immediately served. I supposed these people had also known the Flame Bringers were back, and with that, Prince Camden's appetite. 

      Before the first spoonful had even been dished out, cackling hens appeared in the corners of the room. A whole flock of them. 

      Court ladies, looking to catch Camden's attention. If they'd asked my opinion on the matter, I'd have told them they'd have a better chance if they drew a blade. As it was, he ignored them when taking extra helpings of ham. There were six of them, in shades of red and blue, and not one of them so much as made Camden glance up from his breakfast plate. 

      But then the door opened again. 

      I expected to see another flock of chicks, maybe even better dressed and brighter eyed than the first, having taken longer to arrive.

      I was not prepared to see Daniel. 

      He wasn't as broad as Camden, or even as dark and handsome as Bowen, but he was mine. Red colored the tips of both his thin cheeks and his eyes were tucked behind sandy brown bangs. It was as though he was embarrassed to be caught gazing at me, and knowing him, he was. Daniel thought he wasn't good enough for me, but I thought he was better than the whole of the kingdom. 

      "My lady," he said. "My Prince."

      "Daniel," Camden smiled, finally looking up, "join us!"

      I cringed. Camden must have known, and now everyone did, if they hadn't already. 

      I flicked my gaze at anything to avoid looking at either of them. I wanted Daniel to stay, but that might complicate things. I stared at the banners on the far wall. I stared at the intricate flower arrangements I knew my grandmother had helped arrange herself by hand. Then I glanced back at Daniel in time to watch him try and mutter an excuse. 

      Clearly, he'd come looking for me without realizing I had company.

      "Nonsense." Camden brushed off his excuses. "I've been meaning to speak to you, anyway. I've heard it's a banner year for crops, and I want to hear all about it."

      Camden called a servant to set another place for Daniel. Camden didn't give a damn about crops. He wouldn't know the difference between a carrot and a sweet potato in the field or on the end of his fork, but crops were what Daniel did, and Cam knew that.

      Daniel was always really excited about the idea of talking about plants. I knew more about the best yielding variety of corn in the Fire Kingdom than I would have assumed possible six months ago. Yet Daniel made my heart ache in such a way, I'd gladly listen to it all a hundred times more. 

      "It's been a wet season," Daniel explained.

      "Ah, yes, water is good for plants,” Camden said. “Which explains why I can't even keep the potted ones alive."

      Both he and Daniel laughed, and it was better than I expected. 

      This was good for them. If I had my way, and If I could stay alive, they'd be family one day. I'd have to thank Cam later for making the effort. 

      I glanced back at the flock of women on the other side of the room. I hoped Camden would find someone to love as well, but it didn't seem that it would be any of these ladies. They must have realized it, as well, because most of them looked quite wilted as the sun rose. Perhaps they just weren't morning people, either. 

      I'd missed a whole conversation.

      I jerked my head back, but thankfully neither man was waiting for an answer from me.

      "I must speak to my cousin, dreadful business, you know, but after that, I'm sure she'd love to have your company. She's mad at me for waking her up so early." Camden laughed. 

      I'd already rose from the table, my chair squealing madly. 

      Even I was embarrassed as I walked out the door, Camden behind me as if we were both a little too good for this place.

      Only I didn’t feel good as he led me into the hall, and up half a flight of stairs before deeming a strange landing the place to confer with me. 

      "What?" I hissed, as he looked about the landing, including behind a pair of golden curtains. 

      If he didn't start talking, I was likely to take up the vase in front of the large glass window we were parked in front of and bash him over the head with it. Of course, everyone had watched us go, and they were all curious. Court ladies were nothing but spies in silk. 

      "There's something wrong with the council," he finally said.

      "There's a lot wrong with the council," I near-shouted back. I chewed the hollow part of my cheek. I hadn't decided how much to tell him of what happened yesterday, and I didn't like being cornered about it before I was ready. 

      I opened my mouth to change the subject but stumbled over my words. Before I could pluck the right ones out of my still-groggy head, a scream sounded from up above. 

      Camden drew the blade from his side. It was, thankfully, devoid of blood. He might need a bath, but he never neglected his sword. 

      Fire sprang from my fingertips with a low roar, and that was the only sound I made as we climbed up to the next landing.

      It was identical to the one we'd just been on. Curtains. Vase.

      But where Camden and I had stood at a safe distance conversing in hushed tones, the man and the woman here were pressed together. It was not consensual.

      Lord Wellington, the snake, held Whitney against one beige papered wall. She was thrashing wildly and pulling at the curtain tassels. I considered ripping them from her hands just to wrap about the snake's neck. So, this was who had harmed Whitney, I had no doubt of it. 

      I raised my fiery hand above my head, thinking of the best way to strike him without the chance of it harming her further. She saw me then and stilled. I could see the reflection of my fire in the pupils of her eyes, but Wellington hadn't noticed me yet. I said the word, but Camden slugged him first.
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      Losing his footing, the great snake stumbled to the ground. Unfortunately, he was only out for a moment. Fire streaked from his left hand in angry, shooting sparks. 

      Whitney's eyes were wide as she stared back at me, her face was gaunt. She looked not as though we'd saved her, but that we'd made it so much worse. A strange fear raced down my spine, not for me, who was in striking distance of Lord Wellington, but for Whitney, and what would happen to her when we weren't around. 

      "How dare you?" Wellington shrieked. 

      His face below his greasy mustache was a strange shade of red violet. It clashed with the curtains awfully. 

      "You’ve yet to see me begin to dare, Wellington. Is your money not enough to sway all the women you could want? Must you stoop to forcing yourself on them as well? Do you think it's deserved one way or the other?" 

      The smell of breakfast was wafting up the stairs—that along with what I just saw was making me near ill.

      "Don't answer that," Camden said as Wellington stammered. "We already know what a sleaze you are."

      "Whitney, wait in my room for me, would you?" I said, pulling her along. When we were far enough down the stairs, I whispered, "And lock the door behind you."

      I thought of Daniel, who was probably waiting for me in the dining hall and added, "It might be a little while. Maybe take a bath or lie down a moment.

      Whitney was still shivering, but it grew worse as she tried to shake her head no. No, she did not want to do that.

      "I couldn't do such, Miss. It wouldn't be proper." She was near tears, I noticed, and she was trying to hastily blink them back. I knew the look all too well.

      "Would it help if I commanded you to do it?" I asked. 

      She shook her head more violently.

      "Please." I tried once more.

      Whitney stopped and looked at me strangely for a moment.

      "I will admit, I have never been very proper, and I don't wish to start now. Do as I ask, for, in this case, it's what is best for you."

      Her eyes were wide again, but she raced down the corridor away from me, and I had no doubt that she was planning on doing exactly as I wanted.

      Which was perhaps what she wanted for the first time in her life. 

      Camden was still arguing with Wellington on the landing. I couldn't make out what they were saying, but the lord brushed past me moments later. The purple had drained from his face, as well as his thick neck. He smelled of brimstone and there were deep scorch marks on both of his shoulders. Camden usually kept his temper in check better than that, and when he didn't, he tended to release it with weapons or fists, not magic.

      When Camden came to join me again, he took the stairs with his long legs, two at a time. True to form, he'd just threatened a man with bodily harm, and his hair wasn't even mussed. 

      "I believe we have more problems than I anticipated," Camden said lowly.

      He glanced around, but though I could hear soft noises coming from the dining hall, we were probably better out in the open like we were. There were no shadows to be hidden in, no doors to press ears against. 

      "I know we do," I agreed.

      He took me by my elbow and pulled me closer. Our hair was the exact shade of chestnut, the strands brushed together like a carpet of gold thread. "And what does Grandfather say?"

      How was I to tell Camden that Grandfather was fading? That just the sight of him made me ache. I'd lost my own parents at such a very young age that he was the only father figure I ever had. Only now, I hardly knew him. He was what was left when a fire had almost burnt itself out, and I didn’t think it was possible to stroke those flames again. He was tired, and he was old.

      I just shook my head. I didn't know what to say, and I knew to say the wrong thing would very likely make it worse. 

      I should have struck an alliance with Cam then. I should have told him that when he was king, that I'd still be there for him. That we could always be a team. His bloodlust had never extended to me, he'd want that. The thought might even have comforted him, but I couldn't say the words. I couldn't even comfort myself. 

      "Cass," a voice called from the doorway. 

      Camden and I started apart, looking very much like we were up to no good. Despite that, we really hadn't been. 

      Daniel stood framed in the morning light, half-in and half-out of the dining room.  The sun made his hair look more yellow than brown, as his smile faltered briefly. Daniel knew better than to believe there was any of that going on with my cousin, but he no doubt knew he'd interrupted something.

      "I'm sorry," he said. "Shall I come back another time?"

      Camden had already reattached the mask he always seemed to wear. The mask of the general and prince that all his men loved.

      "Nonsense," he told us both with a wink, "My dear cousin needs some time to relax. I order you to show her a good time, and right now."

      I coughed as I dislodged my tongue from my throat after swallowing it. I had no doubt that Cam had meant that every bit as dirty as it sounded. Who said he wasn't a strategist? They'd obviously never seen my cousin when he was scheming to be deviant. Which was quite often, if I was honest. 

      Daniel blushed red hot from the crown of his head down. Every space between his clothing was scarlet. "I'll do my best, your highness," he stuttered. 

      I couldn't help but cringe. That sounded so terribly awkward, I had to resist the urge to run back to my room and hide behind a locked door with Whitney. 

      Camden roared with laughter. He dropped his head back as if he expected to howl at the moon any minute. 

      "Let's go," I said, dragging Daniel along. We had to get out of here before anymore talking could happen. 

      I pulled him all the way down the corridor and sent the guards away who were guarding the door that led us outside to the gardens. I was confident they had been expecting a dismissal as soon as they laid eyes on the pair of us. Daniel loved the gardens, despite, according to him, that there wasn't one edible thing in the whole place.  The gardens were magic, and a riot of color year-round. My grandmother had tended to it long before I was ever born. There was a bridge leading to a gazebo in the middle of a little clear pond in a sweeping arc.

      Together, we quietly walked across the majestic beauty of the place, but no one else was around. I let Daniel hold me, knowing it was far more for my benefit than his. I felt warmer in his arms, surrounded by water than I did in the middle of my biggest rage, engulfed in flame. 

      When he'd come out of the dining hall, I'd plastered a fake smile on my face, but he was the only one who could ever turn those false things to real ones. 

      "What's wrong, Cass?" Daniel pulled me down to one of the low gazebo benches. The whole place was lovely. Even the pattern of the nails connecting every wooden piece was beautiful. 

      "Everything." But even as the word flew from my mouth like an off-target arrow, I could not wish to take it back. 

      "I can imagine that being a very long list then," Daniel said, taking my hand in his.

      Our fingers were both rough, but they weren't the same. Daniel didn’t use fire magic. His hands were callused from working fields along with his farmhands. Not because he thought he should, but because he loved that sort of thing.  

      It was at that moment I realized how cruel I was to him. He would never be happy in a castle or in a stinking town. He'd hate it even more than I would. He would hate it because he hadn't been trained for it his entire life. 

      How could I do that to him? I wondered. How could I do that to me? 

      Daniel had never even expected to be a Lord, but the last war had left us a lot of orphans, and a lot of childless parents, too. 

      "Want to talk about it?" Daniel asked, drawing small circles on the top of one hand. There was a shiny scar on there. Camden had burned it before we knew how to rein in our fire. When we used to just let it all burn. There were times like that, times like now, where I wished that was still possible. 

      "I don't know," I admitted. 

      So many awful truths that I'd already glimpsed at, and the day was still so young. The sun hadn't even jutted over the low garden wall yet, and it wouldn't for some time still. 

      "Maybe start from the beginning," Daniel said. 

      But that was an impossibility. I couldn't begin to guess where my story began, and where it bled into the stories of those who came before me.

      I shook my head.

      "Okay," Daniel agreed, not even a hint of disapproval in his voice. I always wondered how he managed that.

      It seemed everyone else who loved me was always very critical of me. Strangely, Bowen's face flashed behind my eyes then, but I shook the thought away. He'd been a good friend and was only that way when I needed him to be. 

      "How about, start with the last thing that happened? I interrupted something in the hallway just now—what was that about?"

      If there was an accusation in those words, I could find none. No, Daniel was just as good as he always seemed to be. It was no act. I think that was why every part of him could hurt me so much because I no longer knew how much of me was real. Perhaps none of it was. 

      "We ran into Lord Wellington on the stairs.” I paused for a moment. “He was assaulting my maid." My fingers had curled into fists, but I kept the fire inside of them even though Daniel was looking at me as though he could see them, anyway.

      "And did Prince Camden give him a good tongue lashing?" Daniel asked as he plucked a red blossom from a flowering vine.

      I nodded my head. Of course he had.

      "Well, let us hope it resonates with Lord Worm, shall we?" Daniel smiled. It was so odd to hear him say a negative thing about anyone, but I knew there was some things he didn’t abide.

      "I'm pretty sure it was the punching him that actually got his attention, though," I admitted.

      "You know I don't really enjoy violence..." Daniel trailed off.

      Which was true enough, but also a conundrum, because he liked me, and I was violence incarnate. More so than I even wanted to be. 

      "Some men only respond to those things," he added.

      If he'd spent any time on the battlefield, he'd have learned that lesson a very long time ago, but I was glad he never had.

      Daniel tucked his flower into my braid. Then he ran his fingers down my neck as if I was made of precious silk he was afraid to touch. "I'm glad I got to see you before I have to leave."

      His voice was so sad, it took a moment for me to understand what he was saying. Daniel was leaving, which he was prone to doing, but his tone told me that he wasn't planning on coming back, not for a while at least. I'd grown used to having him here when I returned from campaigns. I'd have to learn how to endure the nightmares on my own, it seemed. 

      "Where are you going?" I heard myself ask. I was unsure where that thought had come from, it was a good one, important even, but I was too busy ripping myself up on the inside to even process what he was saying.

      "Back to Greenwich."

      Greenwich was the providence where all his precious farmland was, and I bit down on the inside of both my cheeks to keep from asking if he loved that land more than he loved me. Not because I was ashamed of that hot jealousy, but because I knew it was very likely true. 

      Daniel saw something in my face, however, and pulled my chin up until we were mere inches apart. 

      Kiss me, I tried to command, but he wouldn't do it. He never did. 

      "We're at war, Cass," he said, as if I didn't know. If I hadn't been making it in fields of my very own. "We need every scrap of food we can get. Likely our trade routes will all be cut off from the south if the fighting lasts through the winter."

      So, Daniel was going back to make sure the Fire Kingdom survived in a different way than I did. 

      He was gone by noon.
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      I considered taking the noon meal in my room, but it seemed an awful far distance to travel just to mope. Then if Whitney found out I hadn't eaten, she'd want to work, and I was prepared to let her do that. Not yet. Hopefully, she was still exactly where I wanted her to be. 

      The dining hall was somber. Half the council, the half I detested the most, sat at the other end of the table from me hissing together in low tones. Once or twice, they tossed accusatory glances in my direction whenever they thought I wasn't looking. I took a sick satisfaction in the realization that the whole side of Wellington's face was red and swollen, where Camden had struck him that morning. I had no idea where Cam had run off to since sending me away with Daniel, but I could have used his company. Neither of my grandparents came in for the meal, either, and I was worse than alone. I was with people who hated me as much as I hated them.

      Every council member had chambers inside the castle when they were in session. Servants were provided for them, and they weren't even housed near each other. Yet, as they fled the dining room, it was apparent to me, they were all heading the same direction. Like a pack of well-bred dogs searching for a bone. 

      I made a show of letting them go, but after a respectable amount of time, I headed after them. They hadn’t gone far. 

      Wellington must have learned his lesson about the landings, because the lords were all tucked in a little nook off a sitting area on the first floor. Lucky for me, their sniveling voices carried. 

      "King Charles is as good as dead," someone said. 

      I was thankful the banister my hand was wrapped around was made of stone. That the kingdom had long since learned that we were likely to explode and made most structures out of things that could withstand fire in the city. Not like those new country homes, which were all made of smooth wood. That was asking for trouble. 

      "He's old." Someone sighed. "His mind has been going for some time."

      "Well, if you ask me,” Lord Wellington said, though no one had, "he never had much of a mind to begin with. His children were both spoiled upstairs, and so are their children."

      My fire wanted to make that evil man nothing more than a pyre, but I reined it in. I couldn't allow my magic to come forth—that would certainly give me away.

      "The boy is a brute, and the girl showed promise if she'd only have consented to be a proper monarch," another voice added.

      "If she had married Bowen," the councilmember continued, "we might have held sway."

      I recoiled. That could not be true. Bowen was many things, but he wasn't in with these men any more than he absolutely had to be.

      "Please," someone countered. "Bowen might be the one person in the entire kingdom who is even harder to control than she is. What a pair they'd have been, we should be counting our blessings."

      Someone slammed a door just above my head. I knew all eyes were darting my way, and though I knew I was hidden from sight, I wasn't sure if I was protected from magic. I couldn't be certain what powers the council members possessed, even if many of them were well past their prime. 

      I held my breath and willed myself further into the shadows, but I was spared by another voice. 

      "Gentlemen." Bowen's voice was cutting. "I wasn't aware we were having a council meeting in the smoker's lounge."

      I suspected that Bowen had teleported right in the midst of them. What a shock that must have been. It made me curious if he had known how close I'd been to being discovered. I didn’t intend to wait around and find out, and yet...

      "I'm surprised to see you, Bowen, you must have just missed our summons. I sent three notes: one to you, the other to the monarchy. The Flame Bringer army rides for the north."

      My heart was thundering in my chest at my near-miss already, but it damn near fell out of the sky at those words.

      They were sending us out again? The Flame Bringers hadn't been back even a full day. This was madness.  Someone was speaking too low for me to hear. I was starting to wonder if they were picking a future ruler based on which of us they could kill first. All while making sure the rest of the world hated us more than it already did. If such a thing was even possible.

      "Well, I hope you have managed to round up more than a few country boys for us to slaughter this trip, Wellington, I'd hate to have the last battle repeat itself. Of course, Camden knows to keep all your men away from open flame at this point..."

      I couldn't hear what he said after that, but Wellington growled.

      "Is that a threat?" Lord Wellington shouted. Brave of him, as he was already roughed up. 

      "I don't make threats, Wellington, but I am rather fond of revenge."

      I started down the stairs. If I tried to escape up them, I had no doubt everyone would be wise to my eavesdropping. They'd all gone so silent that a pin could have dropped on the stone floor, and they'd have caught the echo two flights up.  I was more than a little surprised to see Bowen still standing there. He was somewhat prone to using that unique ability of his to leave in a huff, but he'd have known that I was just out of eyesight. He wouldn't have had to see me to know I was there. 

      "Princess," Bowen said, with more of a bow and a flourish than I suppose he'd ever given me. It was a dare, and all the other lords followed his lead. "I assume you've heard that the Flame Bringer army is to ride again?"

      He knew what I heard, but I morphed my face into a mask of shock.

      "They haven't even been back a day. I suppose they found us a real threat to handle this time? No more children playing at being soldiers?" 

      Wellington wanted to light me on fire with his eyes, and he could damn well try. I was certain he worried I'd reveal his earlier conduct—it was funny he thought any of them would care. They were awful, terrible. Sometimes I'd exclude Bowen from that list, and other times I'd lead with him. At least he was loyal to us, no matter what I did to him.

      Thinking that maybe I should put my name on that awful list as well. "Shall we?"

      Bowen took my arm, and we walked down the corridor as if we weren't heading back into war. 

      Three hallways down, and Bowen finally decided to speak again. I was worried he'd slipped into one of those moods where all he wanted was to read books in strange tongues and mope about. "Did they say anything exciting before I arrived?"

      He was serious, though, so it must have been sheer luck that he'd saved me from being discovered.

      It wouldn't have been the first time. 

      I released his arm and stopped in the middle of a hallway. Two maids saw us there and smartly found somewhere else to be. "They said my grandfather was as good as dead, and that both Cam and I were terrible successors. Though, they must have forgotten that I’m not an option—"

      "One of the council members has petitioned to allow a female heir," Bowen said, and again, choosing not to meet my eyes.

      "You're certain of this?" I asked. But I wasn't sure if it mattered, Camden would be a great king, it changed nothing.

      "I'm certain," he said softly, his head dipping further, before he snapped his neck back, and said, "it was me."

      I recoiled. "Why?"

      I could have seen some of the other men doing it. They'd perhaps, at one time, fooled themselves into believing that, as a woman, I'd be easier to control, but they'd rightly moved past that. 

      "A long time ago?" I breathed. 

      That might have made sense if Bowen had any real ambition. He didn't, but if he had thought that maybe he'd end up King... no, there was not a realm where Bowen would ever be okay with that idea. 

      He shook his head before turning his back to me. I knew what he was about to tell me was dreadful. Bowen was more comfortable to read than all those books he liked to carry around. 

      "You know, Camden is one of my very best friends..." He trailed off.

      I did know that. I remembered being quite jealous of it. "Save it," I said, grabbing his sleeve. "It doesn't matter. Cam is going to be King.  We are going to win this war as much as anyone ever wins a war. Then we're all going to try our best at being happy. All until some other kingdom wants to wipe us off the map... even you."

      Bowen didn’t seem convinced.  He was never precisely the happy sort, except when we... he'd just have to find some other woman to make him feel like that. It couldn't be me, not anymore. 

      "I will see you in the war room," Bowen said, but by the time I'd calmed Whitney and packed, Camden and Bowen were already on the saddle.

      "I assume this means they've found us a real threat," I said, mounting my horse. One where haste would be required. The beast pricked its ears back, waiting for the call to run. 

      "Soldiers are crossing the northern border now, headed this way." Camden appeared a bit like a burnt-out cinder.

      "To the Capital?" I said as the troops began moving out. "That's madness."

      "That's what we were told," Bowen confirmed. "Should I scout ahead?"

      "No," Camden and I said in unison. The ground quaked under so many hooves.

      "We arrive together or not at all.” Camden charged to the front.

      We rode for a day before making camp, and we were still at least another day’s ride away from our best guess as to where the invaders would have traveled. With poor intel, they could be anywhere. The terrain here was barren and rocky. There were no trees but short clutching spindles. There were no weeds, only tumbleweeds, as they rolled on reaching. The sunset was a fiery red orange, which we considered a good omen, but I couldn't make the positive mood of the soldiers fill the dread that seemed to grow in my chest. 

      I had my own tent, but I didn’t pitch it. I declined every offer of help and dozed on and off propped against a large rock with one flat side. The sky was so vast in this part of the world that I felt as though it could crush me if I kept my eyes closed too long.

      It was one of those rough stretches of sleep that soldiers from the Water Kingdom attacked.
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      They slaughtered the horses first—no, not slaughtered, drowned. The noise they made was horrible, and I could not burn off the water fast enough to save a single one of them.

      Camden had stormed from his own tent, shirtless, bootless, and blade blazing. He scanned the crowd, as they sprung away and started the messiest battle I'd ever seen. We were disorganized, our intel had been so wrong, that I could only assume it had been that way on purpose. When Camden's eyes finally met mine, a half-mad smile grew on his face like that of an eclipsing moon. In a moment, it was gone, and I'd almost forgotten what it had looked like. But in the darkness, I felt we were surely doomed. 

      I didn’t need armor or a sword, I could forge both from nothing but my fire alone, and they'd never failed me. My other things had been strapped to my damn horse.

      I lost Camden in the chaos, and I hadn't known where Bowen was when the battle had begun. I downed six men in a sparking ring around my body without even raising a hand, and the ones behind them slid back. Some were even cowardly enough to go searching for an easier target. 

      With my arms crossed, I formed twin knives, one in each palm, and slew anyone who dared get near. With weapons made of flame, the enemy did not even bleed in death. 

      Oh, but how they died.

      They fell and fell until there were no men anywhere within my striking distance without our emblem ablaze across their arms or chest. The battlefield was filled with a familiar stench of burning flesh. I'd just started thinking we'd claim victory from this attack. That we'd managed to kindle a fire from a few hot ashes, but a cold voice spoke to me. 

      "It's nice to see you again, Princess," the man said.

      It took a moment longer than it should for his name to return to me. So did the sharpness of my tongue. "Hello, Prince Loren," I said, tossing a knife straight for his stupid smirking face.

      He washed it away with a watery wave of one hand. I hadn't believed it would harm him, but a lady could hope. 

      "Even with an ambush, none of your soldiers will leave this clearing alive," I told the prince. I didn't want to think of how many of ours wouldn't leave here, either. I'd grieve later. 

      "A calculated sacrifice," he said, sending a wave of water in my direction. 

      It did little good, the air around me was so hot it evaporated before impact. The prince was bluffing, he had to be. I’d bet he thought it was an excellent strategy to attack sleeping men in the night. I was sure he felt robbed of his shallow victory and ached deeply below the stupid grin.

      I grasped my second knife and cloaked myself in crimson-flamed armor. The battle around us turned gravely still, as I extended my arm into a long blade made of nothing but fire and moonless night. 

      The prince was weak, he could not create water, only steal it from around him. I choked that water out of existence with nothing but a look. 

      Out of the air, it hissed, even out of every felled body. I left nothing but hissing steam and dried-up husks as I stalked my prey. 

      "You bitch." He coughed, but they always said that.

      "You can kill me," he said, and I would before long, "but you'll burn yourself out soon enough."

      I laughed as sharp as a crackling flame. "I could burn like this for years.” 

      "Not without food you can't, Princess. Surely you realize this is not our full army."

      I let flames snake their way around his legs, and though he cried out in pain, he would not stop talking.

      "Right now, the other half of my men are seeing the Fire Kingdom providence of Greenwich razed to the ground." 

      I felt my core sputter.

      "As it turns out," the prince hacked, "it is as easy as that old expression made it out to be. You can fight fire with fire, and we have. We've burned every farm, every man, and every last stitch of food. There is absolutely nothing you can do—"

      I didn't need to hear anything else, my fire raged for the first time in my adult life, completely out of my control. Smoke filled my eyes, angry plumes of it seemed to spring up from every direction at once. Until warm hands trapped my arms in a vice-like hold against my body. 

      The smoke. I had dispelled my armor. I hadn't even realized.

      "Stop it," Bowen hissed, "stop it now, you're hurting our men."

      I didn't know how not to hurt.

      "He said…" I had to tell Bowen what he said, but I couldn't say the words, I couldn't even think them. 

      It was Camden's voice that answered me, anyway. 

      He was still shirtless. Cam had acquired a second blade and cut across one shoulder. 

      "He said…" I tried again, but it wasn't any easier.

      "We know." Bowen spoke as if it pained him as much as it did me.

      "Bowen," Camden barked, as he locked blades with two men who had started circling me like sharks, "get her out of here."

      I was already too out of breath to notice a difference. One moment the awful smoke threatened to choke even me, and the next minute, I was sitting nude on a plush green carpet covering a stone floor. 

      A fire blazed to life in a strange hearth, and the space was so eerily still that I had to consider if I'd died. 

      "Where am I?" I asked, my voice rawer than I could have imagined.

      "My manor house," Bowen said, as he draped a blanket across my shoulders. 

      The door flew open behind me, a plump maid with a stern expression barged in, clearly not expecting to see me. Her eyes went wide, but I couldn't even flinch. I knew the blanket wasn't covering much. I'd burned off my clothes when I'd called my armor. 

      "Pardon me, my lord, I was surprised to see you, is all. They said—well, never you mind, I'll just be going…"

      "Lucy," Bowen addressed the maid, "please fetch the large red box for me on top of my bureau, and hurry."

      Lucy left us at once.

      "Did you hear…" I began, but it was like a wall I could not seem to scale, no matter how many times I tried it. 

      "The prince wasn't the only one running his mouth tonight," Bowen said softly. 

      He wouldn't look at me, and I couldn't look at him, and I hated both of us for it.

      Lucy returned and handed Bowen a great red gift box, with a large golden bow attached to the top, he then hastily removed. The whole thing seemed remarkably out of place on a night such as this. 

      Bowen dropped a new set of smooth fighting leather into my lap, boots and all. I slid them on, not caring if he watched. I was almost in a trance. I felt disconnected from every part of me, and it wasn't as though he hadn't seen it before.

      They fit like a second skin.

      "I meant to give them to you for last yule, but…" Bowen trailed off, and I knew exactly why he hadn't given them to me.

      Because I'd broken his heart that night. I'd crushed it into a thousand pieces, and I hadn't even cared. I could live a thousand lifetimes, and I wouldn't be good enough for him, or Daniel, either. 

      "Take me to Greenwich," I pleaded.  

      I knew Bowen would refuse, so I drug myself from the floor to prove I could stand another jump.

      "It's on the other side of the country," he rasped, but I could tell he'd considered it, too. "And I already teleported several other times tonight. 

      "I wasn't in the camp. How do you think they snuck up on us? I'd have sensed them if I had been there, but I was back at the castle because…"

      “Because…” Because Bowen was keeping something from me. 

      "Your grandfather," he said, and nothing else.

      No, no.

      "How?" I asked.

      The fire in the grate roared, but it wasn't half as loud as Bowen. "He was an old man."

      "But you don't believe that." I didn't recognize my voice.

      Hadn’t the worm lord hinted of this outcome today? It was probably restitution from the punch Camden had thrown his way. Bowen didn’t believe it because he knew better. 

      "Take me to Greenwich," I repeated.

      This time, I didn’t even feel Bowen's hands on me before we were gone.
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      It was as though I'd fallen face-first into the fireplace. If the great momentum had taken me only that far. Every part of the world was ablaze, not a corner of it was safe. Bells rang out the moment we arrived, but by the time I'd righted myself, they'd gone deadly silent. 

      All that was left of them was the electric hum of their memory as it rang in my ears. 

      Bowen was dragging me back. He could try.

      His hands shook, but he refused to let me out of his grasp. I whirled back to him. I'd let him think he'd won. My eyes blazed at his blank face as I tried to decide what was the cause of the weakness I'd never once seen in him. Magic toll? Fatigue? Or merely a night of failings and sorrow. 

      He met my eyes, though, finally, and that was when I saw the shadow of it there. A different kind of sadness. 

      "He's alive," Bowen said, less I misread that anguish. 

      "Where?" I demanded. Where was Daniel?

      Bowen didn't answer as he started down a scarred hill that had already been burned to a fine dark dust. Then he had his black fire ablaze in his fingers, even though I knew it was likely he was still trembling. I was, too. In my new leathers, I called to me a long blade that pulsed with the most profound red flame, and yet my insides that had always raged would not grow warm. 

      Buildings were going up like haystacks in every direction. It reminded me of the bonfire burnings we held for the solstice, and I'd never stand before one and think it was beautiful again. 

      Charging through a stream, Bowen did not look back to see if I was on his heels, and I almost faltered. There were so many animals that had come to the stream to seek refuge from the fire. Still, there were men here, too, carrying buckets and wet potato sacks. They were trying to beat back the smallest of sections, even as it raced from every direction to swallow the entire place alive. 

      There didn’t seem to be anything left to save. I couldn’t find one shack or field that wasn't ruined, this was the aftermath. 

      It would have been such a useful skill, to be able to control the fires of others or even just natural fire, but it was only the fire in my own veins that willed to my command. 

      But… "I could use the water from the stream," I said. "I could call for water again."

      Bowen didn’t stop, even though my own lungs ached. I'd never been able to keep up with him, not since we were children, and his legs had grown so much longer than mine. Magic could only take you so far, and I was learning that lesson tonight. All this power and none of it could save a thing. 

      "You'll be too late," Bowen hissed over his shoulder. 

      I could see Daniel then. He was running through a wall of red fire before a barn just as red. The barn was made of metal, I realized, not wood. Daniel was trying to save the food. 

      Daniel was trying to save the kingdom. 

      Only fire was never our real enemy. It had not sprung from lightning or stone; it had sprung from the hands of wicked men who wanted us dead. 

      Laughter rang out from the haze of smoke. Sparks showed up and out from their feet as they stepped toward Daniel and the other farmers. Daniel saw them come, his head whipped back to spit at them, but he remained near the flames by the door. 

      Those men were going to make him stop, though. 

      Daniel hadn't noticed us, and I didn't dare call his name, I didn't dare pull his attention yet another direction.

      "Bowen," I hissed instead. 

      I didn't know what to do. The Water Kingdom soldiers, with white rags tied to their faces like masks, were so much closer to the barn and our men than we were, but Bowen always had plans. He was still two steps ahead of me, and tonight, I relied on that.

      Black flames shot from him in a straight line, as though he'd cracked a well into the center of the earth, as though his black flame was hellfire. 

      Some thought that was precisely what it was, that Bowen had been damned since birth. Perhaps I'd believe that, too, and if it was, I willed him to take us all to hell tonight. I'd willingly go there if we could just save Daniel, who was still trying to spare the barn with nothing but his will and a sorry bit of empty sack. 

      There was a single support left of an outside wooden structure that had been mostly burned to ash. The last section of it gave out, then it fell in a waterfall of flaming bits of wood and hot ash. 

      Daniel cried out at the exact moment I did, and that had been a mistake. 

      Because the Water soldiers were still closer than we were, even as we raced forward.

      Bowen's wall of black flame was in place. Still, the place where the wood had fallen into it refused to entirely reignite again. One of the soldiers stepped through it like a great cat before Bowen could double the wall back around, closing the hole another way.

      These were farmers, though, not fighters, and one soldier was enough. 

      One soot-streaked man who had been handling a pitchfork had worked out this man was the enemy, and he charged him, sharp black teeth of the tool shining, but he was beaten back as if he weighed nothing. 

      Daniel was still fighting fires. He didn’t know the man was behind him. He knew nothing but of his task that I knew in my aching heart would fail, anyway. 

      The man was too close, I had to do it—we wouldn't make it in time. 

      "Daniel," Bowen shouted.

      "Look behind you," I screamed. 

      He didn’t glance back, though. He was staring at me. 

      And that was what killed him. 

      A silver sword the color of choked-out moonlight, and right through the chest.

      The blood of the wound bled into the fire, and then everywhere around us was blood and soot.

      Then it wasn't the world that burned and raged.

      It was me. 

      The fire these men had started could not continue if there was nothing left to burn. I wiped out all but the last one, the one whose sword was still slick with Daniel's blood in a raging inferno that ate up everything and left only charred earth in its wake. 

      "Crazy bitch," the man hissed, flames ripping at his shirt sleeves, but I didn't dare get closer. I wouldn't burn his body, I couldn't. 

      "The Fire Kingdom will certainly burn to the ground with you wearing your crooked crown!" the soldier shouted as he held his blistering arm tight to his side. 

      "Lucky for all of us," I raged, "that Camden will treat everyone so well. I, on the contrary, am planning on personally escorting you to hell."

      I raised the blade in my hand, it pulsed and sparked in my palm, but the man was not afraid. He was amused as he roared with laughter. "Prince Camden has fallen in the north."

      My flame sword blazed.

      "You are a murderer and a fool," I spat. "We have only just returned from the north after assuring our victory!" I pulled my rolling fire back to me then, I was going to burn this bastard from the inside out. 

      "I guess you should have stayed for the second wave, Princess," the man said. "Perhaps you could have saved Prince Camden. Then again, you'd probably be dead, same as him."

      The soldier's body was gone, and in its place was a raging little river of black water. Somehow the water's edge was razor sharp. I heard it whistle as it hurtled toward me like a spear, and I closed my eyes. 

      The fire should have died that night. 

      It no longer seemed to exist inside me.

      Black flames shot out around me: a dome, a shield. The waterman splashed out of existence and vanished in a puff of smoke from the fiery earth.

      Bowen panted behind me; he was just as soot streaked as everything else. 

      "You should have let me die," I said, and my breath alone made ash fly.

      He looked at me then, really looked at me, in a way that he hadn't all year. It was as dark as his black flame, and just as encompassing. 

      "There's one thing in all this miserable world that I love more than you," he said, "and that is my country, my kingdom, and right now, you're its only hope."

      

      THE END… FOR NOW.
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      This is a prequel of the new Fire Queen Series. To stay up to date with all things Angela Kulig, go to her website where she blogs about bookish things, her characters, and everything in between.

      https://www.angelakulig.com/
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      Sign up for Angela Kulig’s newletter

      https://bit.ly/akemailo
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