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      To all of my nieces, with a special mention of Annie because of her name—


      “Here’s to strong women.


      May we know them.


      May we be them.


      May we raise them.”


      —Author Unknown
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      She is of our world and beyond. From another place, another time, she will come. She carries the burden of tomorrow, and her true essence will be birthed with the moon and the dawn. The Singing Stones once more will sing, and she shall unite those long hated with those who long have feared them. Unity with the everlasting will heal her soul, lifting the eternal from rejection and fear. She will be untouched by man and untainted by The Evil. In her will be met all the Powers of Good, and with them shall she defeat The Evil. The Dark Powers she shall overcome by becoming, yet not. Bound to the past, the bond will be broken that she may pass through the vales of shadow and despair to walk forevermore in the light. Wars may rage, kingdoms rise and fall, and monarchs topple, but the Artan will defend her people. Aerisia by her strength will be kept, and in her time peace will prosper.
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          “Come, Faeries, come take me out of this dull world,


          For I would ride with you upon the wind,


          Run on the top of the dishevelled tide,


          And dance upon the mountains like a flame.”


          ― W.B. Yeats, The Land of Heart's Desire
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          Cheers


        


      


      


      Waiting in the darkened wings off the makeshift stage in the middle of Orlando City Stadium, a soccer stadium in downtown Orlando, Florida, I felt my skin prickle in the sluggish breeze that stirred the heavy evening air. Moisture filled the atmosphere, but rain hadn’t been promised by the weather forecasters, only humidity and more humidity. My makeup team hovered around me, blotting the perspiration from my face, neck, and arms before reapplying a fresh layer of paint and powder—stage makeup. Another girl stole a moment to ruffle the layers of my short, black hair, making sure I was ready for tonight’s closing number.


      “We’re back on in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1…” announced Gil, my band manager, ticking off the seconds with his fingers.


      I nodded, waving an arm to scatter the makeup team. As they dashed off, I reached for my favorite guitar, leaning against a nearby stage prop. I slung the strap over my shoulder and secured it, the strap I’d inherited from my father. He’d sometimes played in the past, and the strap was hand-embroidered with Cherokee emblems and symbols. I always felt connected to him when I wore it.


      “Ready, Annie?”


      This from Greg, a backup singer.


      “Ready.”


      “It’s show time!” Gil announced. “Let’s give ‘em a good one.”


      Surrounded by bandmates, flanked by backup singers and dancers, I left the shadows, jogging up the short flight of stairs and out onto the stage in the center of the field. The dizzying cheers of a crowd over twenty-five thousand strong washed over me like a wave. The flashing lights of cameras and phones and spotlights momentarily blinded me, but I kept smiling and waving my free arm, knowing my image could be seen on the huge projectors overhead. My band took their positions and began to play. It was the final encore for tonight, and the last event in my southern tour. After a few weeks off to rest and regroup, we were headed to the Northwestern United States, travelling from one corner of the nation to the other. Fans had packed the Orlando stadium tonight, wanting a good show. I hoped I’d given it to them. Their reaction hadn’t disappointed. It never did. Now, it was my turn not to disappoint with my third and final encore.


      Positioning my guitar, I joined in with my band, strumming along with the introduction before stepping up to the mike. As Greg, Holly, Taylor, and Deanne approached their mikes, I opened my mouth and started to sing. The already buzzing crowd roared. Electric energy filled the sluggish heavy air, chasing away the moisture, the humidity. Or so it felt to me. People were dancing in the aisles, dancing in front of their seats. I felt my body swaying to the rhythm as I played and sang. Tonight’s performance had felt especially powerful. The crowd was alive, fiery and on fire. The beat was a pulsing, breathing thing sweeping every human heart in that audience into the melody pouring out of my soul. They were straining towards me from the stands, bending to the power of my song.


      We played the first two verses. Then came the bridge. Handing off my guitar, I merged into the line of backup dancers and released the music another way, in cadence with the other swaying bodies, shifting shadows, and pounding feet on stage. The cheers grew even louder. I was grinning, although I was dripping sweat that would ruin my makeup team’s artwork. The heat and humidity didn’t matter. I was alive, my spirit thrilling to the cadence that moved my body.


      The bridge died away. With a final spin, I stepped up to the microphone to finish the song. My voice soared on the final note, and I put all of my energy, all of my heart, all of the power inside my body and soul and mind into it. The crowd was yelling as if they felt that power and responded to it. A rush of sheer adrenaline started at my toes and swelled through my core, spiking at the top of my head, my upraised hand. The screaming was hysterical. Despite multiple loudspeakers and a stellar sound system, I could barely hear my own voice over the shouts.


      This was it. The power in the song, the power in my voice, was indescribable. I’d never had a bad concert, never had a dull crowd, but this—this was another level entirely. The rush and the adrenaline spike were ten times what they’d ever been. It felt like lightning sizzled from my voice, striking the stadium around me.


      Maybe it did, because there was a blinding flash of light. Lightning. Real lightning. The weather forecast had been wrong. Clouds that hadn’t been there before had suddenly rushed in overhead. They broke apart, releasing a torrent of rain. Thunder boomed, but even that didn’t stop the crowd or its noise. I ran off stage to the sounds of their cheers, cheers which rang in my ears long after the concert was over and I was back in my hotel suite, showered and changed and tucked into bed for the night. Cheers which echoed in my dreams…


      Until they were choked off by a sudden, mysterious presence.
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          Voice Unheard


        


      


      


      “So, just to clarify, when you have these dreams, you feel like you’re somewhere you don’t want to be. You’re trapped. You’re shouting for help, but no one can hear you. Correct?”


      Glancing up from her notes, my therapist pushed her glasses further up her nose with a forefinger, but I still felt as if she was peering at me over the black rims like a teacher waiting for an answer on a pop quiz.


      I cleared my throat softly. “Yes. Yes, that’s pretty much it.”


      “I see.”


      She glanced again at her notes, and silence fell. I resisted the urge to squirm in my seat. Instead, I crossed my legs, giving my skirt a gentle tug to drape the hemline over my knees, then folded my hands in my lap.


      Poise, Annie, poise.


      I could hear Stella, my agent, rasping it at me. In the beginning of my career, that had been her main tip.


      Poise, Annie, poise. Never let them see you upset. Never let them see you mad or throwing a fit. Never let them see you drunk, or stumbling out of a bar, or making out in public—not unless you’re in a very committed relationship. Be careful how you get in and out of a car. Don’t want the bad press other stars got when they slipped up? Then keep it together. The paparazzi will be after you—there’s no stopping that—but don’t give them anything to use against you. Be smart. Be collected. Be cool. Poise, Annie. Don’t forget it.


      I’d been at this for years now. Her lessons were well ingrained. I was naturally reserved anyway, but all her teaching, her training, and her recounting of other celebrities’ most embarrassing moments that had flooded the press for weeks at a time had turned me into an introvert off stage. But a cool, calm, collected one, or so I was told. Usually, it was an act. I got nervous in certain situations, like this. I just knew how to hide it.


      “Why do you think that is?”


      Carla, Dr. Weathers, my $800 an hour therapist, broke the silence, pulling my focus back to her.


      “Pardon me?”


      She shifted in her seat, laying her notes in her lap, angling her head thoughtfully.


      “I said, Annie, why do you think that is? Why do you think you’re having these dreams?”


      “I—I don’t know,” I said, smoothing my skirt again. “To be honest, that’s why I’m here. If the dreams weren’t reoccurring, I wouldn’t be here. If I knew what they meant, I wouldn’t be here. My manager suggested you, and I was kinda at the end of my rope, so I came.”


      “They bother you a great deal.”


      “Yes.”


      I hated to admit it, but yes, they did.


      They’d begun about three months ago, the night of my concert in Orlando. First, it was as if a presence was creeping about the edge of my dreams, hushing the echoes of a cheering crowd. I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what the presence was. Whether it was male or female—whether it was even human. That went on a few weeks. Then, the dream changed. The presence grew stronger, more invasive. Then it was not only reaching out to me, it was touching me. The touch terrified me. Not because it was slimy or icky or cold, but because it was cunning. It wanted something from me, but I never could figure out what that was. The dreams continued to change, morphing over time as the presence strengthened.


      The past few nights had been the most terrifying yet. The presence consumed me without pain, binding me without rope or chains or fetters, simply by power alone. I was isolated in a dark place that reeked of power. It was suffocating me, pressing in on me. I felt like my head might explode. I wasn’t gagged, but every time I opened my mouth to shout for help, no sound came out. My vocal chords simply didn’t work. I was screaming. I was screaming with all my might, but not the slightest sound came out.


      For someone who made their living with their voice, that was a terrifying nightmare. So terrifying that I would wake up soaked in sweat, trembling, shaking all over. I had a difficult time going back to sleep. When the dreams wouldn’t stop, I began avoiding sleep. I’d had to shove back my Northwestern tour dates due to sheer fatigue, which was never good for business. Something like that always winds up blasted across social media, with rumors running amok. My manager, my agent, my assistants, my friends—such as they were—were all worried about me. Worried that if this problem wasn’t resolved soon, I was going to slip up, and the media would catch it. I’d spent years maintaining a scandal-free career. Or as scandal-free as a career could be when every word I spoke, each outfit I wore, and even whether I took my own dog for a walk or carried out my garbage was photographed and splashed all over the internet.


      “They bother you so much you can’t sleep,” Dr. Weathers was saying, “but you refused to try any sleep aids? There are non-habit-forming ones, you know.”


      “I know.”


      She looked at me as if waiting for more. It wasn’t in my nature to spill my guts. I hated being here. I hated having to talk about my private life, my private thoughts, my private demons, but I needed help.


      Seated next to me on the rich leather couch, Gil, my band manager and longtime friend, reached out to give my hand a gentle squeeze.


      “It’s okay, Annie,” he said quietly.


      Bolstered, I looked my therapist in the eye and went on.


      “I don’t take medication. Ever, for anything, if I can help it. Not even aspirin for a headache. My mother was—she was a junkie. I was only a kid, but I remember the fights she and my dad used to get into before she left. She died alone on the streets, you know. Heroin overdose. I remember…”


      I stopped, scrubbing slick palms on my skirt.


      “You’re afraid you’ve inherited this weakness from your mother?”


      “Something like that,” I all but whispered.


      Gil shifted closer. His presence was the only thing keeping me on that couch.


      “What about your father?”


      “Daddy never touched anything. He saw what it did to my mom. Oh, he’d have a couple beers every now and then, but he didn’t drink-drink. I guess I took after him.”


      “I see,” Carla said again. “Then I suppose anti-depressants are out of the question?”


      That irritated me a little. “I’m not depressed, I’m having reoccurring freakish dreams, and I’m scared,” I snapped.


      Carla’s carefully penciled brows lifted, and Gil stepped in, leaning across me to address her.


      “It’s a sore subject,” he mouthed.


      “I heard that,” I said, giving him a sour look.


      He smiled and winked. I ignored him.


      “When I say anti-depressants, I’m really using it as an umbrella term. There are medications meant to ease anxiety, for example. Perhaps one of those might help you.”


      Pressing my lips into a thin line, I shook my head.


      “I see,” the therapist repeated. It was starting to get on my nerves.


      “Let’s talk about your voice,” she said, switching the subject. “In your dreams, you say you are trying to shout or scream for help, but your voice won’t cooperate. What do you think that means?”


      How would I know? If I knew, I wouldn’t be here!


      I kept the thought quiet, but mentally I was throwing my hands in the air.


      Maybe she could see I was getting exasperated.


      “Do you suppose,” she asked, leaning towards me, bracing herself with a forearm across her knee, “that this is your subconscious protesting the way your career has been handled? For instance, is there something you would like to say, but you’ve been advised to keep mum? Are there songs you want to sing that it’s recommended you not sing? Would you like to change your image, perhaps? Do you feel you’re being repressed?”


      I just looked at her, uncertain how to answer. When my career first began, it was suggested I maintain that down-home, wholesome, girl-next-door persona. That hadn’t been hard, though. I was who I was—I’d simply wanted to sing. All the bright lights, rubbing elbows with the stars, performing to crowds of thousands, world tours, meeting world leaders…of course it had been intoxicating in the beginning, but the glitter wore off quickly. In the end, there was only one thing driving me: music, and an inborn, undying passion for it.


      “No,” I finally stated in answer to her question. “I’m very happy with my career. I sing whatever I want to sing. I try to portray myself accurately. Honestly, I’d love more peace and quiet. I’d love to not have paparazzi following me wherever I go. But I guess that goes with the territory, doesn’t it?”


      “Of course, of course.”


      She would know. The reason she could get away with charging such exorbitant prices wasn’t because she was the world’s best therapist. It was because she knew how to be discreet. I was far from her only celebrity client.


      “If you don’t feel that’s it, then we will simply have to dig deeper. Clearly, something is bothering your subconscious. Maybe an incident from your past. Maybe it’s something you’ve forgotten, or suppressed, and it’s trying to work its way to the surface of your memory. Maybe…”


      She waved her hands gracefully as she spoke. Her voice was quiet and low. She seemed like a nice person, so I tried not to look at her askance, but it was hard. I wasn’t sure how I felt about any of her psych-babble. Coming here hadn’t been my idea, but it had been a last resort. I reminded myself of that, reigning in my scattered thoughts as I went back to what she was saying.


      “…after all,” she was summarizing, “it’s not as if your voice isn’t being heard. What is it they call you? The most famous woman in the world? Your voice is out there. Everyone knows who you are. Your voice has made you into a worldwide phenomenon. What we need to do is try and figure out why your mind feels this way. Maybe it isn’t even your voice not being heard that your mind is protesting. Maybe it’s your real voice. We’ll work on that during the next few weeks. I have good hopes that, together, we’ll be able to discover what that real voice is. Does that sound good?”


      “Yes, sounds good.”


      “Excellent.”


      A warm smile. A subtle glance at her rose gold Rolex. “I’m afraid we’re out of time for today, but I’ll see you at eleven next Friday. Meanwhile, feel free to call me if you’d like to talk, or if anything occurs that might be important to your case. That’s what I’m here for, after all. To listen and to help.”


      I nodded. “Thank you, I will,” I said.


      I knew I wouldn’t.


      Gil stood, brushing the wrinkles out of his slacks. Gathering up my purse, I looped the thin leather strap over my shoulder, rising as well.


      “Thank you, Dr. Weathers,” he said, extending his hand to her. They shook hands, then she and I did the same.


      “Hang in there, Annie,” she said, as she walked us to the door. “I’m confident we’ll figure this out. In the meantime, if you decide you need some help to…er…relax or sleep, it’s okay.”


      We stopped in the doorway, and she took the opportunity to look me deep in the eye. “It really is. After all, if you’ve managed to stay off narcotics, drugs, even legal ones, in your profession for this long, you’re doing remarkably well. You wouldn’t believe how many people in your line of work— Well, let’s just say some problems are pretty common,” she grimaced.


      I didn’t reply. What she was saying was no secret. From the onset, those closest to me had drilled into me no excessive drinking and no drugs or you could wind up in rehab with your career flushed down the toilet, like so many other budding celebrities.


      We said our goodbyes and her polished door closed softly behind us. Her secretary smiled sweetly and asked about setting up our next appointment. Once that was taken care of, added to her computer, the calendar on my phone, and Gil’s meticulous planner, we left. Outside Dr. Weather’s suite of offices, Jack and Kym, two of a rotating team of six bodyguards, quietly fell into step behind us.


      “So, what do you think?” Gil asked as we headed down long corridors of dark green walls and rich, glossy woods. Halls that spoke of money and people with power.


      I shrugged. “Not sure. This is way beyond my comfort zone.”


      “Most people where you’re from probably don’t blab to therapists about their problems, do they?”


      “Most people where I’m from believe, or act like they believe, a lot of hard work and a few beers will solve any problem.”


      “If only it were that easy.”


      If only.


      Despite years in my profession, I tended to agree that hard work, or maybe a nice, long run, could help me face any sort of problem. Nevertheless, the scars left by my mother’s battle with addiction and her sad, untimely death had taught me some problems needed help. I knew I needed help with mine. I simply didn’t know where to turn.
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          Making a Choice


        


      


      


      “You know what I think?”


      Blair, my bodyguard, calm, confident Blair, her long red hair slicked back into a no-nonsense ponytail, sat next to me on the balcony of a Seattle hotel. The autumn breeze off the mountains was chilly, and there was moisture in the air, but, luckily, no rain.


      “What do you think?” I murmured sleepily, burrowing down further into the depths of my oversize hoodie and sweats.


      “I think you need a break. The strain is killing you. You can’t hide it anymore. I don’t know why you’re paying that therapist those big bucks, because it doesn’t seem to be helping. You just need to get away from it all. Forget this. No career is worth ruining your health because you can’t rest. I’m not sure how you can rest anyway, with bodyguards and managers and agents and the press and tabloids and all that junk constantly in your face. You need a break. A real break from everything. You need to go home.”


      I blinked a few times, considering. In the distance, Mt. Rainier glowed with the last rays of evening light. Snowcapped. Majestic. Beautiful. Towering over the landscape like an ancient guardian. We’d come to Washington to begin our fall tour; after pushing it back twice, the media was beginning to buzz. In order to quiet their never-ending speculations, I’d decided to go against Dr. Weathers’ advice, as well as that of my own team, and continue on. True, I wasn’t getting any better. In fact, the dreams were getting stronger. I slept only from sheer exhaustion, when lack of sleep forced me into it, but I awoke shaky and nervous. Dark circles had appeared under my eyes that my makeup team spent extra time trying to conceal. I didn’t know the answer. I had no solution. I wasn’t sure going home was it.


      “There’s nothing for me there,” I said finally. “Not since Daddy died. You know that.”


      “I know his ranch where you grew up is still there. You didn’t sell it.”


      I hadn’t. Maybe I should have. Daddy had never approved of a career in the entertainment industry. I guess he saw it taking me away from him, just like drugs had taken Mama. Sadly, he was right. As the years went by and my popularity skyrocketed, the visits to the ranch that had been in our family for the past four generations had dwindled. All he’d ever wanted was his only child to take over running this family legacy. My path had taken me further and further away from that, from him. We’d never agreed. In the end, our phone conversations had become less and less frequent. By the time he died a couple of years ago, we hadn’t spoken in weeks.


      No, I hadn’t sold his ranch, my inheritance. Daddy’s ranch manager, or foreman, was still managing it. As far as I knew, things were running smoothly. Dr. Weathers had tried to suggest maybe some of these troubling dreams—nightmares, really—were tied to unresolved guilt over my father’s and my broken relationship. Maybe she was right, although I couldn’t see how the two things were connected. Part of me was terrified to return to the place of my birth; terrified to cast light into the shadows of my upbringing, my past, my troubled mother, my rift with my father. The other part of me…


      The other part of me was listening to Blair as she talked quietly about peace and quiet and nature. The other part of me remembered the vastness of the Oklahoma sky: how it stretched for eternity under the blazing sun, without stacks of buildings to break it up. The other part of me remembered what it was like to see atmosphere without smog, a nighttime sky packed with millions of stars, the sounds of birds chirping, insects droning, and frogs croaking instead of cars and vehicles and more cars and more vehicles. Some things a person never forgets or grows away from. Some things can bring healing.


      “Maybe you’re right,” I said finally, turning to my bodyguard and friend. “Maybe going home and facing the past will help me heal. Maybe just—just leaving all this behind for a while will help me calm down.”


      “Not to mention, I bet there’s unlimited room for running,” Blair grinned.


      I chuckled. “Miles and miles of country roads. Not to mention hundreds of acres of pasture, if you want to do some cross country running. Couldn’t ask for better than that.”


      “Sounds like a recipe for stress relief. Just what you need.”


      “You’d have to come with me, though.”


      The thought sobered me a little. Even way out in the middle of nowhere, lost in the Oklahoma panhandle, I’d need a bodyguard. You never knew what crazy would catch wind of where I’d gone and decide to follow. I’d had my run-ins with overeager fans and crazies a time or two. I didn’t care to repeat it.


      “You couldn’t pay me enough to stay away.”


      “Well, I have plenty of money,” I laughed.


      “Well, it’s not going to do you any good.”


      Blair was a good friend. Honest. Blunt. Plainspoken. More than that, one of only two of my bodyguards who understood and shared my love of running. She got that, aside from music itself, running was my happy place where all the rest of the world faded away and there was only me against myself, me against the road. She understood it was my way to unwind, my method of fortifying myself against a world that constantly pushed against me. Back home, there would be unlimited time and distance for running, not to mention the option of plenty of physical labor. Maybe that would help settle my soul—dealing with my demons in the place where I’d spent the first eighteen years of my life. Either way, Blair was right. I couldn’t do this any longer. I had to call off this tour, these events. Even if it meant the end of my career, my life as I knew it.


      I needed to go home.
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        * * *


      


      Two days later, I hurried through a private terminal at the Seattle airport, carrying one bag and pulling my small suitcase behind me. Blair was a few steps behind and to the left. Davin, another member of the team, flanked my right. Even though we weren’t in the main part of SEATAC, we were all dressed as inconspicuously as possible. Thankfully, it was autumn. With a hat to hide my hair, and covered up in a jacket, jeans, and boots, I wouldn’t stand out to anyone I passed.


      Just before we stepped outside to board our private plane, I saw a poster of myself and stopped. It was a poster advertising VIP seating and treatment for my Northwestern tour. No matter how many times I saw them—the posters, the cutouts, the advertisements, the billboards, the neon signs—staring back at me, it was still surreal. Surreal to realize the girl in those images, that confident, capable looking woman, flashing a calm, inviting smile to the world, was really me. Me, Annie Richards. I stood there studying it as objectively as possible.


      There she was, there I was, in dark-wash flared jeans, a sparkling purple tank, and cowgirl boots, leaning against my favorite guitar. Hoop earrings, light jewelry, natural-looking makeup that, in reality, had taken my makeup team a good hour to perfect. My trademark haircut was ala Courtney Cox, the tousled layers not quite reaching my shoulders. The haircut would’ve been dated a few years ago, just like the choker I wore in the ad, but the 1990s had cycled back into fashion again, and so had the haircut I’d always favored. The girl in the picture was tallish, slim, and not particularly pretty except for the beige skin and high cheekbones inherited from her half-Cherokee father, and her unique violet eyes that were a gift from nobody knew which ancestor. The girl in the picture was me, but not as I felt now. I didn’t feel any of her confidence, any of her allure. All I felt as I looked at her was a peculiar mixture of sadness and relief.


      Sadness that this way of life, this career that had marked and defined me for the past eight years, was possibly gone. Relief that this way of life, this career that had marked and defined me for the past eight years, was possibly over. Wonder at what was coming next. Both the excitement and the fear of possibly starting over. I knew I’d never be finished with music, or music would never be finished with me, but a musical career…that was another thing entirely.


      Blair must’ve sensed something of what I was feeling. I felt her step up, lay a hand on my shoulder.


      “It’s okay, Annie. It doesn’t have to be over if you don’t want it to be. This can just be a break. A voice like yours—you can always make it back on top.”


      That was the thing, though. I didn’t know if I wanted to be back on top. Still, I didn’t know that I didn’t, either.


      I smiled at her over my shoulder. “Thanks, Blair. You’re right. It’ll be okay.”


      Collecting myself, I drew a deep breath, blowing it noisily out of puffed cheeks. “Okay, let’s go,” I said and walked away. From the poster, the woman who no longer existed. From that part of my life, myself. Maybe forever.
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          In the Clouds


        


      


      


      I buckled my seatbelt, laid my head against the headrest, and closed my eyes. The pilots went through their pre-flight checks. A flight attendant approached, offering drinks before takeoff. Davin thanked her for all of us, saying we were fine. The hum of the engines became a roar. The plane began to move, picking up speed, raising us off the ground. Opening my eyes, I looked out the window, knowing the spectacular view I’d get of Mt. Rainier and not wanting to miss it. After all, I didn’t know when, or if, we’d return to the beautiful Northwest.


      We were just a dot before the mighty mountain that filled my window. All the fame, power, and money in the world were quashed into nothing before this raw reminder of nature’s power and majesty. I let my mind dwell on that until the mountain faded into the distance, then I sank back into the seat, closing my eyes once more. The sun was sinking into the horizon, evening was coming on, and the muted roar of the engine lulled me to sleep. I prayed I would have no nightmares.


      For a little while, the world faded away and I was at peace. I flitted through my dreams, flashing through scenes of last night’s closing concert—maybe the last concert I would ever play. Blair on the balcony. Dr. Weather’s office— “What do you think this means?” Even Stella— “Poise, Annie, poise.” Flashes of home, of the cattle ranch in the Oklahoma panhandle. A magnificent Oklahoma sunset. Nothing scary, nothing frightening, until…


      I was standing on the empty plains, the house and stables and barn somewhere far behind me. Nothing was there except for me, a sea of waving grasses, and the sunset sky overhead. It was so beautiful, so right. I knew I’d made the best decision for myself in coming back. And then—and then I felt it. The whisper of a presence. A raven soared overhead, drifted towards the ground, lighting on the earth a few feet away. It eyed me with its beady black eye, and I could’ve sworn there was humor on the bird’s face.


      You’re losing your mind, I thought. Birds can’t show humor.


      Then I was seized. The presence. It had crept up on me unaware. It grabbed me with a pair of invisible hands; I was frozen by its strength. Abruptly, the raven took flight, soaring into the air. I rolled my eye upwards, all that I could move, to see an entire flock of ravens materializing out of nowhere, flying in circles over my head. I could hear the beat of their wings. Their beaks opened, but they made no sound. They were all eyeing me sideways as they flew. I was shaking, trembling. I opened my mouth to scream, but instead of my voice, I heard another’s.


      “Speak to us. Come to us. Help us.”


      The presence had never spoken to me before. The voice in my head was masculine, soft as a whisper, smooth like silk, but deadly like a blade.


      “Help us. Speak to us. Come to us,” it whispered again.


      The power of that voice, of the presence, was folding in on me, pressing into me from all directions. I was going to suffocate or implode. More and more ravens joined the flock, the air from their beating wings tousling my hair, tugging at my clothing. I tried again to scream.


      “Speak to us. Come to us. Help…”


      “Help! Help!”


      Someone was screaming, but it wasn’t me. It wasn’t the presence. My eyes bolted open as the plane jolted in the sky, rocking us all to the side. I glanced around wildly, saw Blair, seated across from me, staring at me wide-eyed with fear. The flight attendant was still screaming. The turbulence had knocked her off her feet and sent her skidding into the wall. She’d dropped a tray, and hot coffee had splashed all over her. Davin was resisting the pressure that had suddenly filled the cabin, trying to unbuckle his seatbelt and go to her.


      The captain’s voice filled the chamber.


      “Everyone please…stay…seated…remain…calm…”


      It sounded like he spoke through clenched teeth. Likely, he did, as he fought to control the plane, which was now bucking and bouncing in the clouds. The flight attendant couldn’t get to her feet. Davin couldn’t get to his. I was pinned to my seat as the pressure in the cabin expanded and strengthened.


      I’ve never been in turbulence like this. What’s happening? We’re going to crash, aren’t we?


      I glanced out the window and saw a sea of clouds, a sea of fluffy, floating cotton balls tinged with sunset colors: red, gold, purple, orange, pink. It looked so peaceful out there, so at odds with the shuddering plane. For a second, the plane righted itself, levelling back out. The pressure eased. I cut my eyes to Blair, who was struggling to push herself upright, her hands fumbling for the seatbelt. The flight attendant stopped screaming. The pilot’s voice came back on over the intercom.


      “Hold tight, folks, I think we’re past that bit of turbulence, and—”


      From the corner of my eye I saw a flash of ebony. Again, I turned to look out the window, only to see a raven alight on the wing of the plane. My eyes widened in disbelief.


      No way…


      Suddenly, there was another raven, and another, and another, and another. They filled the sunset skies surrounding us. They were coming for the plane, they landed on the plane; they were smothering it. It all happened so fast. I looked to Blair to see if she saw what I was seeing, but I never got the chance to ask. The plane bucked again, dipping beneath the weight of the thousands of ravens intent on smothering it. The pressure was back. I couldn’t move, couldn’t scream, couldn’t speak. Into the pressure, I heard a voice, that sibilant male voice whispering in my head,


      “Come to us. Come to us. Come to us…”


      I recognized the pressure for what it was. The presence from my dreams was there in the plane, surrounding the plane, just like the ravens. The presence was the ravens, or the ravens were the presence. None of it made sense. I had to still be dreaming.


      However, if it was a dream, it was a nightmare. The plane tilted downwards. It picked up speed, turning in circles as it descended, spiraling downwards. The ravens swirled around us, a black whirlpool sucking us to the bottom. I was frozen in my seat. I wanted to scream. I tried to scream, but when I opened my mouth the presence filled it, stopping my voice. It plugged my ears so I couldn’t hear, shut my eyes so I couldn’t see.


      Nothing could stop me from feeling the impact when we crashed.
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          The Clearing


        


      


      


      I slept, dreaming dreams where there was no presence and no ravens. Instead, there was blackness. Comforting deep blackness, darker than the darkest, deepest blackness imaginable. I should have been afraid, but I wasn’t. While I drifted in that sea of obsidian, I could forget everything and simply rest. When I awakened and spoke, the blackness heard.


      “Where am I?”


      The blackness didn’t answer, but it did ease, lifting ever so slightly.


      Encouraged, I asked again. “Where am I?”


      I thrust out blindly with my hands, waving them in front of my face. I felt nothing, saw nothing. For an instant, panic spiraled through my bones. Then it hit me: I couldn’t see because my eyes were still closed. Confusion lifted. I raised my eyelids. Above me was a canopy of green, soaring high over my head. I didn’t try to get up, but lay still, moving nothing except my eyes. To the left, to the right, up, down—


      Where am I? How did I get here?


      I remembered flying, being on a plane, and nothing else. What happened? Had we crashed? If so, how had I survived? Where had we crashed? I couldn’t remember how long we’d been flying before the accident. I couldn’t remember our point of departure or our destination. However, something tickled at the back of mind. Lifting my eyes to the canopy overhead, I realized what it was. These were clearly deciduous trees, their boughs heavy with leaves rather than needles.


      So, I’m not in the Northwest. Maybe I’m in—where? The South? The Midwest? East coast?


      Carefully, I pushed myself up on my elbows, examining the terrain for signs of the plane, my fellow passengers, anything. There was nothing except trees and more trees. Clumps of moss on a fallen log. No, wait, there was something. A young deer, half-hidden in the shadows of a great tree, gazed at me solemnly as if wondering why I’d invaded its domain. I was used to the whitetails back home in Oklahoma, and had seen the mule deer of other regions of the States. I’d never seen a deer like this. Its fur was slightly greenish, as if, like a chameleon, it could change colors to blend in with its surroundings. It had only one antler between its ears, but that one antler was as tall and wide as an elk’s, looking far too heavy for the deer’s slender neck.


      As the deer and I gazed at each other, my mind whirled with a million questions, each begging to be answered first. Slowly, hoping not to startle it, I drew myself upright, mindful of my back which had begun to ache. I must’ve tweaked it during the crash. While I sat there watching the deer, I wriggled my fingers and toes, making certain everything still worked. I rolled my neck. Nothing paralyzed. Nothing wrong, except my back, which ached right between my shoulder blades.


      “Whatever happened, if a sore back is the worst of it, you’re pretty lucky,” I told myself.


      The sound of my voice, quiet as it was, startled the deer. Whirling, it bounded away into the depths of the forest. On impulse, I shot out my hand as if to call it back before realizing how ridiculous that was.


      Can’t call back a deer. A deer’s a wild animal.


      Rational thought was returning, so I got to my feet, turning in slow circles to survey the area. If there’d been a wreck, I would’ve expected to see twisted hunks of metal on the ground and maybe caught in the trees. Litter strewn about, and signs of my fellow passengers. Smoke. Fire. I didn’t see any of those things. I even sniffed the air for signs of smoke but smelled nothing beyond the scents of the forest itself.


      “I don’t understand.”


      Nevertheless, since I didn’t have any other recourse, I gathered my courage and began to walk. What direction, I didn’t know. I’d lost my bearings. I just walked, pushing aside limbs and sparse undergrowth, trudging around great ferns as high as my shoulder and low bushes with reddish leaves, as soft as velvet. None of the plants looked familiar.


      This is strange, so strange, I thought, my head pounding, my brain spinning, but I kept walking, mostly circling the area where I’d awakened, searching desperately for any signs of my fellow passengers or the aircraft. The more I travelled without seeing anything, the more agitated I became. Where had they gone? Why wasn’t I with them? Was this some sort of sick joke? I couldn’t imagine my bodyguards or the pilots of my private jet doing something like this. Had we been hijacked in the air—by the flight attendant, maybe? Maybe it was a kidnapping plot. If so, why, why was I here—wherever here was? And where was everyone else?


      I charged back through the undergrowth to the spot where I’d first come to. My heart was pounding rapidly, fear and confusion robbing me of breath and saliva. My mouth was so dry. I licked my lips. Parched.


      “Okay, Annie, stop. Stop and think. You need water. You’re dehydrated. In a forest this green and healthy, there’s gotta be lots of water. Find water, follow it downstream. You’ll find people eventually. You’ll find help.”


      Even after that pep talk, I continued to stand there, motionless, my arms wrapped around myself as if for comfort. I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to leave this place, which I obviously didn’t know, but which was also the only place here that I did know! I was so confused! Still, I recognized the pull for hydration as being real, and also the reality that, where there was water, sooner or later there’d be people. Even though the idea of meeting foreign people in an unknown place intimidated me, I was also desperate for help. I realized by the darkening canopy that the sun was beginning its downward arc. Daylight disappeared much faster in a forest, so I had to find shelter or help before it was all gone.


      “Water. Okay, look for water.”


      I didn’t know where to look, so I simply picked a direction and started off. Or intended to. I’d barely pushed through the undergrowth, making it just past the area I’d circled before, when something shiny and silver caught my eye. It was partially hidden beneath one of those velvety bushes, and I only needed one glance to recognize it. With a gasp of relief, I ran, falling to my knees before the bush, pulling out my carryon bag.


      “Look at you, you made it too,” I said, tears clogging my throat. It was stupid, but the sight of that carryon reminded me that I wasn’t completely insane. We had been on a plane. What happened to it and where I’d ended up, I had no idea, but the carryon affirmed that my mind wasn’t completely lost.


      Swallowing the tears, I unzipped the soft bag and pushed its contents around to see what was inside. Maybe something would jog my memory. A pair of athletic clothes and running shoes. Typical me. Despite the gravity of my situation, I grinned. I never flew without running clothes in my carryon, just in case a travelling incident occurred, and I wound up in a hotel wanting to use the treadmill. Also, a change of underwear. A few makeup items. Toiletries: hair brush, travel size deodorant, toothpaste, toothbrush, etc. A soft knit hat, pinkish-red in color.


      I stared at that hat, unblinking. Something about it, something about its color…


      Bam!


      Suddenly, I remembered putting the hat on this morning, in a hotel, in downtown Seattle. Blair, my bodyguard, had been there. In fact, she was the one who tossed it to me.


      “Better wear this,” she’d said. “Cover up your hair. Easier to pass unnoticed.”


      I dropped my head back with a sigh of relief. Another door open. Another memory returning, teeny though it was. I remembered being in the Seattle airport, wearing the hat, seeing the poster of myself. Yes, yes…I remembered stopping to study it. Remembered feeling sad that this way of life was probably over.


      But why was it over? I asked myself. Why was my career ending? Why did I think I had to give it up?


      That still made my head hurt.


      Allowing myself to let it go for now, I returned each item to the carryon. I also removed my dark pea coat jacket, wadded it up and stuffed it inside. After zipping the bag, I checked its outside pockets. A few snacks, but no water bottles. Of course. That would’ve been a no-no going through security. Resigned, I slung the strap over my shoulder and stood.


      “Okay, same plan. Pick a direction. Walk. Find water.”


      I set off, still not knowing where I was or what I was doing. I simply chose the easiest paths through the forest, hiking around monster trees and sidestepping boulders dotted with moss. The day was warm. Sweat beaded my forehead, and my boots weren’t the most comfortable. I stopped to change into my running shoes. The boots wouldn’t fit into my bag, not with my jacket in there too, so I tied the jacket around my waist, stuffed my boots in the bag, and set back off again.


      I hadn’t wandered far before I discovered a tiny stream, one that was clear, clean, and shallow. Grateful, I cupped my hands and dipped them into the rapidly moving stream. The water was so cold it made my teeth hurt and my throat ache, but I drank until my belly felt swelled and the dehydration was gone. At last, satiated, I sank back on my heels, looking around.


      “Well,” I said, a little louder now, feeling better and a bit braver, “That’s some progress. Now I guess I should just—” I glanced around. Nothing but more trees and the stream. “…follow this creek and see where it leads me.”


      So, I did, the scuff of my footsteps on the forest floor muted by the babbling of the stream beside me. I’d traveled perhaps an hour, possibly a little more, when the ground, which had been steadily descending, leveled out to a flat place. The stream broadened into a pool, a pool that was in the center of a clearing. A pool with a film of black scum across the top. Something felt strange about that clearing, that place. I didn’t want to step into it, but I felt compelled. Almost drawn against my will. Clutching my bag a little closer, I walked slowly along the edge of the pool, gazing around the mysterious site.


      At first, I couldn’t figure out why this place seemed at odds with the surrounding forest. There was the stream, there was the pool, there were leaves on the ground, there was a number of scattered boulders, and there was a single, dead tree in the middle of the clearing.


      No, check that. I looked again. Turned to look behind me, from where I’d come. There were leaves on the ground here, but only a few. The barest few, disseminated by the wind. Again, I looked behind me. There was a veritable carpet of rotting leaves on the forest floor there. Why so few here? The bare, black soil was easily visible. And the wind—where had it come from? Here, the slight breeze I’d noticed earlier had picked up and blew constantly. In fact, and this took me a minute to grasp, it was blowing the opposite direction from the breeze in the trees. I looked again and again to be sure, my eyes straining. Yes, no doubt about it. The ripples on the pool, the leaves scattered across the clearing, were all being blown the opposite direction from the fluttering leaves inside the forest. At the same time, incredibly, everything on the edges of the clearing seemed to be blurred. The effect wasn’t strong; I had to look with my peripheral vision to catch it, yet the blurring was definitely there.


      A dark, creepy feeling skittered up my spine, made worse by the creaking of the dead tree’s bare branches. They almost sounded like a cry or a moan. Almost human. I rubbed my forearms to dispel the goosebumps that had popped up. For no reason at all, I got the sense that I was being watched. I jerked my head to the right to look behind me, then to the left. I didn’t see anything, but the feeling didn’t dissipate.


      This is incredibly weird. What the devil is going on around here?


      Waking up in a strange place with no memory of how I’d gotten here, and now this? I wasn’t sure how much more I could handle. I was prepared to dart back into the safety of the larger forest when I saw a flash of life. A bird, a great, black bird, flew into view. It alighted on a pile of boulders, turning its head sideways as if it were watching me.


      Something felt off. No, something felt on, like a switch was being flipped. Like the sight of the raven triggered something that I knew or should know. The pain between my shoulders flared up as I stared right back at the bird, right back into its beady little eyes, straining mentally to allow the memory to burst forth. Before I could figure it out, the bird took flight, beating its wings to raise itself into the sky. When it did, three or four more ravens that I hadn’t seen before also rose from the blackened branches of the dead tree, taking flight, soaring off above the canopy.


      “No, don’t go!” I cried, stumbling forward a few steps, watching them leave.


      They didn’t listen. Of course they didn’t, and in moments they’d disappeared over the treetops. I drew a deep breath, released it.


      “That was crazy.”


      Understatement of the year. Before the creepy feeling could consume me, I backed out of that strange clearing. Turning, I plunged deeper into the forest, making a wide, wide circle of the clearing, but keeping the stream within earshot so I could pick it up on the other side. Once I did, I hit the trail, picking up my pace. I’d travelled for a while when my ears noted the sound of more water. Faster and deeper. Like a river, opposed to a stream.


      Where there’s a river, there has to be people, eventually. I’ve done it!


      By now I was jogging, practically running. I would have run, if not for my carryon, which I refused to set down. Still, I was headed downhill at a steady decline, and it was only a few minutes before I rounded a bend and there, just fifty paces or so down the hill, I saw the river. The stream tumbled down into it, melded with it, strengthening it as it meandered off into the trees. I stuck to its brink, and before long the trees were thinning. By this time, I’d struck a path that hugged the riverside, and was looking more and more well-used the further along I got. Reenergized, especially since the sun was continuing to sink and the forest to darken, I dashed the last stretch of the path leading to the edge of the woods, my bag striking against my hip with every step. Breaking free of the trees, I halted to look around.


      Lush grasses, hip high, stretched between the forest and a road, a road that the trail led towards. My eyes followed the road past fields of crops and seas of grasses. The road ran on, straight up to a city off in the distance. A city with high walls, towers on the corners, and what appeared to be a high, arched bridge in its center. Beyond that, so far distant that I couldn’t be certain my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, appeared to be a palace.
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      A walled city. A palace beyond that. Where had I landed? Maybe somewhere in Europe, where castles still existed? Or in Asia, near a relic of antiquity? From what I could make out of the city, since it was the closest, it didn’t bear much resemblance to a medieval European castle or an ancient structure in Asia.


      “Well, you haven’t been everywhere in the world,” I reminded myself. “Just because it’s not recognizable doesn’t mean that’s not what it is.”


      Part of me was hesitant to approach either the city or palace. What if nobody spoke my language? What if we couldn’t communicate? Nevertheless, the sun was sinking, so what choice did I have?


      I gauged the distance about three miles off and the palace a couple miles beyond that. Logically, it only made sense I approach the city first since, unless the palace was a tourist destination, I obviously had no business being there. In a city full of people, there must be someone who could help me. I hadn’t been able to locate my iPhone, but surely somebody in the city would let me borrow a phone to call for help.


      The setting sun was incentive enough to hurry me, and I jogged along, keeping my pace and breathing level. I’d gotten close enough to decipher more details of the buildings when I heard a peculiar creaking sound. I quickened my pace, rounded the curve, and stopped dead in my tracks.


      A wagon. An honest to goodness wagon, pulled by a team of bay horses, creaked along the same road as me, the road leading to the city. The driver’s back was to me. I could’ve called out for help, but I couldn’t collect my thoughts to do so. He wasn’t Amish, and he didn’t appear to be some poor fellow in a third world country. In fact, the closest thing I had to describe his clothing was from a movie set, or a comic con; maybe a Renaissance Faire.


      Is this a Renaissance Faire? I wondered as the wagon ambled off. I know they’ve got some pretty big festivals in Europe. Maybe they hold them at castles, and that’s what this is. Maybe this is the granddaddy of them all and has its own city.


      I looked down at the road beneath my feet. I hadn’t thought to study it previously, but now I looked at it with fresh eyes. No tire marks in the hard dirt, but there were hoof prints and wheel tracks, like the wagon had just left.


      No way. No way.


      My faced wrinkled in confusion.


      What is going on here?


      I ran after the wagon, my footsteps unheard over the sounds of the vehicle. Again, I could’ve called out, and was considering doing so, but a strange sort of fear held me back. I wanted to scout the area a little before I made my presence known. I wanted to see what was actually going on here. My plan was all well and good until we rounded another bend in the road, and there, approaching from the opposite direction, was a horse and rider.


      I gasped, instinct propelling me to dive into the plants lining the road.


      “Don’t see me,” I whispered as I crouched, peering through the leafy stalks. “Don’t see me, please don’t see me…”


      The rider hailed the wagon driver in a friendly greeting I couldn’t catch, although I did hear enough to discern their accents were like nothing I’d heard before. And I’d traveled quite extensively during the past years. I guess the rider hadn’t noticed me because he clomped on past without turning his head. He was also dressed in some strange costume. If these people were attending a Renaissance Faire, they certainly went all out.


      Once he was gone, I poked my head cautiously from the plants, only to see another horse-drawn conveyance approaching from the same direction I’d been travelling, and another leaving the city.


      “Crap. Don’t see me,” I gasped, diving back into the plants.


      Again, I watched through the leaves as the folks greeted each other and continued on their way. I didn’t even have time to try stepping out before another horse and rider approached. Then another.


      This close to the city, I realized, traffic was going to pick up. I couldn’t continue the rest of the way unnoticed. Not unless I stuck to the plants. They were taller than me, but not so tall I couldn’t see the spires of the city when I looked up. Besides, I knew which direction I was headed now. Making my decision, I left the comfort of the road and edged deeper into the field. Once I was far enough no one was likely to see me, I surged forward, pushing thick green stalks and bountiful leaves out of my face.


      Traveling through a corn field, if that’s what it was, was harder than I would’ve thought. I kept having to stop and bounce up on tiptoe to make sure I could still see the city and was still headed in the right direction. The straps of my carryon snagged, but I persevered, determined to get close enough to see what was going on around this place before I made my presence known. Darkness was falling swiftly, especially in the depths of the field. I tried to hurry, while also keeping a wary eye out for snakes and other critters: a habit ingrained from spending the first eighteen years of my life in the Oklahoma backcountry. Just before the sun dipped over the horizon, I was close enough to the city that the crops had thinned out. My cover was vanishing in favor of broadening roads and the flat, grassy grounds encircling the city.


      Here goes nothing, I thought.


      Ducking my head beneath a leaf, I emerged from the tangle of crops. I expected to see cars belonging to employees and visitors parked all over the grass. If this were some sort of Renaissance Festival or Comic Con, I figured I would see signs or banners advertising it. The massive city gates were within view, and they were flanked by men dressed like soldiers—soldiers from ancient Rome, was what they reminded me of.


      That’s kind of out of era for a Renaissance Faire, isn’t it? Or are they allowed to dress up in whatever costumes they want?


      I’d never visited one, so I didn’t really know. I continued to observe the traffic entering and exiting the city, which was lessening as evening drew on. I wasn’t sure why until I heard the driver of an approaching wagon holler out to the guards,


      “Sill time to enter?”


      “Best to hurry,” the guard replied. “The gates shut when the sun sets. High-Chief’s orders.”


      High-Chief? I’d never heard that term before.


      None of them had seen me, hidden as I was at the edge of the field. Holding my breath, I debated my next move. I wanted to get inside the city before the gates shut. I knew that. However, how was I going to do that without being seen by the guards? Did I want to be seen by the guards? Why not just go up and ask them for help, which half of my brain said I should?


      After all, it demanded, what do you think is really going on here? Do you think you’ve been transported back in time? Fallen through a wormhole, or a rip in the space time continuum?


      I didn’t even know what either of those terms meant. My mind was just throwing out possible suggestions garnered from science fiction movies. Whatever the case, the entire ordeal and this bizarre setting were too weird for me to be comfortable striding right up to the guards and asking for help. Instead, I chose to backtrack a little. Wending my way back through the plants, I headed in the direction I’d come from. Not too far, just far enough that the guards wouldn’t see me when I emerged onto the road. Next, I snuck right up to the edge of the corn and waited. After slinging my carryon crossways over my shoulders, I tightened down the strap until it nearly hurt. I shifted my shoulders, testing, readjusting. It was heavy, but it wasn’t going anywhere. Good. This had to work, or else that sun was going to set, the gates would be locked, and I’d have to sleep out alone in this corn field.


      I really didn’t want to do that.


      I felt like a predator stalking its prey as I waited for the right vehicle. It had to be a wagon or a cart. It had to be big enough for me to get inside, and it had to have something in the back that would provide cover as we drove past the guards. Time was slipping away quickly. Nobody had left the city in quite a while. A couple of riders on horseback had entered, but no carts or wagons. I was about to despair, rethinking my options, when I heard the creak of wood and the plopping of hooves. I melted a little further into the tangle of greenery, thankful for my brown skin and dark hair. If I were as light skinned and blonde as most of the folk I’d seen so far, chances were I’d have been spotted a little easier.


      The wagon slowly swayed into view. It was a big one, a long one, pulled by a pair of massive draft horses. Even from here, I could see it was loaded down, which stood me in good stead. I kept still, my muscles tense, debating over and over again if I really wanted to do this, if this was really the way to go. If the driver caught me, what would I say? How would I explain trying to sneak onto his wagon?


      I didn’t know, and that doubt almost prevented me from following through on my plan. I’d stolen from the field as soon as the wagon was past. In the back, I could see an assortment of wooden crates and burlap bags bulging with goods. I also noticed several empty sacks, which I could use to cover myself. The driver sat hunched in his seat, whistling a cheery tune as if to hurry his horses along before the city gates shut for the night. He hadn’t seen me; didn’t know I existed. I started to follow him. Stopped, wracked with doubt about what would I do if I was caught? Then, reality hit. It was either this or spend the night alone in this strange place. A place where weird things like that clearing back in the forest existed. Suppose I had to camp in the woods tonight? Suppose it was too dark to see what I was doing, and I wound up in another creepy spot like that one?


      That was enough to settle it. Gathering my nerve, I ran on tiptoes a few steps, getting my speed even with the cart.


      “Don’t see me. Don’t see me and don’t hear me,” I mumbled under my breath, as if my invocations would change anything. Nothing was going to get me through this except stealth and speed, not whispered begging.


      Once I was running even with the cart, I put my hands on the wagon’s tail and jumped, using my momentum to swing lightly into the back of the vehicle. Here, my experience as a dancer served me well. I was able to get aboard with nearly no sound. Rolling onto my side, I carefully inched forward, wedging myself between two crates and several fat sacks. I strained, reaching for the empty sacks I’d seen earlier. My fingertips brushed the rough burlap. Quietly, I clenched my fist, inching them closer, until I was able to grab a handful of fabric and draw them over myself.


      Once I was covered from head to toe, I relaxed into the wagon driver’s goods, smothering a sigh of relief.


      So far so good.


      When I’d stood at the edge of the field watching the guards, I hadn’t seen them checking anybody’s wagons or goods, so I wasn’t too worried about discovery from them. My mind was already churning, trying to plan how I’d get out of this without the wagon driver noticing me.


      Just wait, my inner caution reasserted itself. You made it this far without being seen. An opportunity will turn up. Just be patient.


      I settled in.


      I heard the clopping of the horse hooves on the cobblestones, felt the wagon’s swaying change as we crossed from the dirt road to the cobblestoned streets leading into the city, and knew we were approaching the gates.


      “Whoa, whoa,” the driver said, and the vehicle came to a stop.


      “You’re the last one in for the night,” I heard someone say. Judging from his voice, he was the same guard from before.


      “Lucky I made it in time,” the driver replied. “Can you direct me to Born Street? This load goes to Mistress Wright’s sundry shop. I’ve never been. Was hired into delivering this load for a sick friend.”


      “To be sure,” answered the guard. “As you come in the main thoroughfare, watch for Elton’s wineshop. Turn left and…”


      In the back of the wagon, practically smothering both from nerves and the heavy burlap sacks, I listened in awe to their conversation. Either these people truly believed in keeping in character, or the insane, the impossible had happened, and I really had fallen through some wormhole or black hole into a different era.


      But that’s impossible, my mind kept protesting, even as the wagon lurched forward. Things like that don’t happen!


      No, they didn’t, but how else could I explain this?


      Behind us, I heard a loud clunk of metal followed by grinding and creaking. I assumed that meant that gates were indeed closing behind us, which also meant I was locked inside this city for the night. I swallowed down my panic.


      It’s okay. It’s better to be here in this city than out there in the woods, all alone. At least you can understand their language, even if their dialect is old-fashioned. Communication won’t be a problem.


      I clung to that one bright spot, even as my legs cramped from sitting in the same spot and the ache in my back worsened from being crushed between my bag and the tight strap across my chest. Thankfully, the trip to the sundry shop, whatever that was, didn’t take long. By the time we arrived, I was so tense my muscles were quivering as I waited for an opportunity to sneak off the wagon. I felt a slight dip as the driver climbed down. I could hear the shuffling of his feet even over the sounds of his incessant whistling. A door opened, and a bell chimed.


      “Ah, so you brought the load on time, did you?” a woman spoke. “Master Resh never fails to deliver. Will you bring it around back? Plenty of room to unload. Easier for my lads to transport the goods directly into my shop.”


      “As you like,” the driver answered and in a few moments the wagon was moving again.


      Rats.


      I’d been hoping to sneak out while the driver went inside to speak with the shop owner. On the other hand, maybe this was better. Behind the shop, there were likely to be fewer passersby, and less likelihood of being seen. I waited until we stopped again, and I heard the woman—presumably Mistress Wright—say, “Here’s an extra copper for your troubles. Why not have a drink at the tavern down yonder while my lads unload? I’ll have young Som come fetch you when they’ve finished.”


      “Thank you, Mistress, very kindly,” responded the driver.


      Muted footsteps told me when he walked off. Next, I heard the shop owner moving away, calling out, “Som, Tiln! Wagon’s here. Come unload.”


      The echoes of her words faded. This was it. Quickly, I shoved the sacks off and scooted toward the edge of the wagon. My feet dangled for a second before I hopped off, glancing around. The shadows were deepening, but I could see I was in a back courtyard of sorts behind the shop. It was connected to several back alleys. The buildings around me were a mix of stone and brick. I turned to look at the sundry store, only to look right into the wide green eyes of a young boy about thirteen. I went stock-still and so did he as we gazed at each other. He was staring at me like he’d never seen anything like me before—which was odd since I was as human as he was. Maybe it was my unfamiliar clothes, or the fact that a strange woman had hitched a ride with his mother’s store goods?


      I worked up a smile. “Hey, how are you?”


      His eyes bugged out even further, and his mouth opened. “Mother!” he shouted.


      “No, no, it’s okay!” I tried to say, but he wasn’t listening.


      Wheeling, he dashed into the store’s rear entrance, shouting, “Mother, mother! Tiln! Come quickly, make haste! I just saw a girl. A girl with black hair and strange eyes!”


      “Black hair and strange eyes?” scoffed another male voice, which sounded deeper, older. “Were her eyes black, as well? Was she Simathe, mayhap?”


      “No, not Simathe, but she did have black hair, I swear.”


      “No such thing exists,” jeered his brother. “You’re just trying to avoid unloading the wagon. Your lies won’t get you far, will they, Mother?”


      “Get back out there, Som. Tiln will accompany you. The wagon must be unloaded tonight, so I can stock the shelves before store’s opening in the morning. No more nonsense, lad, or I’ll box your ears. Away with you both now.”


      I decided not to stick around. That conversation alone was enough to convince me of what I’d suspected earlier. Wherever I was, clearly people with dark hair were scarce—except for the Simathe, whoever they were. I couldn’t hope to go incognito.


      Before the shopkeeper’s sons could return, I ran out of the courtyard and into the nearest back alley. Behind me, I heard the older boy say to his brother, “A girl with black hair and strange eyes, eh? So where is she…” before I hurried away.


      There was no way to know where I was going. In the dim half-light, all of the structures looked alike. I simply ran, through patches of light from windows and doorways interspersed with shadows from buildings and alleyways. I didn’t stop moving, not until I found a secluded doorway, where I stopped, sinking onto my haunches and pressing my back against the wood. Light spilled from the ornate shutters of a building close at hand, offering some comfort in the darkness. Elbows on thighs, I steepled my hands under my chin, rocking back and forth on my heels as I attempted to think.


      You can’t just run through alleys all night. Someone is going to see you. You have to find somewhere safe. You need to figure this out. You can’t hide forever. Just because you stick out here doesn’t mean they’re bad people or they’re going to hurt you.


      I was reluctant to just walk up and expose myself, though.


      Especially since that first encounter went over so well, I thought dryly.


      First things first. I buttoned up my plaid top, covering my white tank top, hoping to attract as little attention as possible. Next, I dug into my bag until I found my hat, pulling it low over my head to cover my hair.


      This morning, or however long ago it’d been, I was using the hat to cover my hair in the airport, trying to conceal my identity from the paparazzi or any overeager fans. Tonight, I was using the hat to cover my hair again, but not because of too many fans…


      Oh, the irony.


      While I was arranging my clothing, I formed a plan. I would keep to the alleyways, see if I could find an empty building or shed where I could hunker down for the night. I had some snacks in my backpack. My stomach growled at the thought, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten in hours. Tomorrow morning, after I’d gotten some sleep, I would reconsider and try to deal with this problem on a different basis. Judging from what I’d seen so far, it didn’t look like anybody around here had a phone they could lend me. So far, I’d seen absolutely no signs of modern technology. No cars, no electric lights, no people staring at screens or even sucking at e-cigarettes…


      Before my courage could fail me, I gathered up my carryon and set off. When I heard talking or noise from buildings, I turned the opposite way. I did run into a few folk. Some were clearly drunk, stumbling to or from a tavern or pub, I presumed, but the alleys were dark, I kept my head down, and strode ahead as if with purpose, whispering my new refrain, “Don’t see me, don’t see me.”


      Nobody stopped me. Nobody appeared to notice me at all.


      Each time I spotted a likely looking shelter, I would creep up as inconspicuously as possible to examine it for signs of life. However, rundown, ramshackle buildings were few and far between, at least in this part of town. The city was amazingly clean and well kept on the whole. Despite a lack of modern technology, there was no open sewage in the streets, and no mounds of trash or garbage piled up. Whoever these people were, they had some sort of basic sanitation system that worked. That same industry and neatness was reflected in the shape of the houses, but I kept going, turning away from lights and noise, music and voices, deliberately seeking out the deeper, darker inner parts of the city.


      By the light of the moon, lantern light from shutters, and the few street lamps swaying in a gentle breeze, I finally found a shed tucked up against the corner of a dark house. Before trying the door, I peered around cautiously, making sure there was no dog to warn the homeowners. I didn’t see one. The shed door opened, and I slipped inside. My eyes strained to pierce the darkness. From what I could tell, it was a storage shed of some sort.


      I tried to be quiet, tripping over its contents in the dark, and had to restrain a curse when I hit my funny bone and knocked my head on the corner of a shelf. Finally, at the very back, I found a place where I could curl up. After eating a couple of snacks from the carryon—I made myself save some granola bars for the morning—I pulled my jacket from my carryon in case the temperatures dropped drastically during the night, and stuffed the bag itself against a nearby crate, leaning against it for a pillow.


      I didn’t figure sleep would come easily under the circumstances, but I must’ve been more tired than I realized. As soon as I shut my eyes, I was down for the count and didn’t waken until dawn.
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      The sounds of morning, of a city coming to life, awakened me. The shed had a tiny window that allowed me to see dawn had streaked the sky and the sun was arising in all its splendor. Yawning, I sat up, scrubbing my face with a palm. I’d never felt so blah in all my life. Not even following a concert, with after parties running into the wee hours of the morning. Not even after an awards show, again with parties starting and lasting late. Took me a few minutes for my groggy brain to figure out why I felt so awful. My back hurt, probably from my awkward sleeping position, but that wasn’t it.


      Oh yeah. No coffee.


      I wasn’t a morning person. To say I needed coffee in the morning was like saying a junkie needed a hit. I was addicted and knew it. I also knew I needed to figure out my next move. I might even need to leave the shed, in case the homeowners decided they needed something from it. Carefully, wary of my bleary eyes and fuzzy head, I gathered up my belongings and stood, looking around. As the sun brightened the world, I could see the shed was full of fat sacks marked Flour, Barley, Rye, etc. It seemed like a lot, until my other senses finally wakened. I sniffed the air, and my stomach growled in response.


      Mmmm… fresh bread.


      What I’d mistaken for a home last night must be a bakery, or else someone baking out of their home. Which left me a little surprised someone would’ve left the door to the shed unlocked. Either they didn’t have crime here, or someone had been careless. Either way, I’d lucked out, and hopefully was about to luck out again with snatching something to eat.


      I felt bad about the idea of stealing. I’d never stolen anything in my life. There were a few bills wadded up in my jacket pocket. Somehow, I had the feeling American money wouldn’t do me any good here. Wherever here was. But I was hungry and had few other options. I didn’t want to eat up the few snacks in my bag; besides, I couldn’t live on granola bars forever. Creeping from the shed, I glanced every which direction. I could clearly hear the hustle and bustle inside the building, whose open shutters emitted the sounds and smells of the bakery into the world.


      “Lil, fetch more yeast,” a woman’s voice ordered. “Customers will be arriving any minute. Wendyll, mind your braiding, if you please. That sweet loaf must look as sweet as it tastes. My dear, would you take this tray to the ovens, please?”


      I switched my attention from the harried baker to her wares as I crept toward the window at the rear of the house. As I might’ve expected, a large kitchen. Brick floor. Massive ovens. A tall, thick woman in a long, dark dress and white apron, her hair caught up in a net, was issuing orders and seemed to be in charge. I assumed Lil was the preteen girl playing gopher for the baker, either her boss or her mother, and Wendyll was the seven or eight year old boy whose fingers were flying, braiding strands of dough, shaping them into pretty loaves that he then set aside on a tray to be baked.


      The man the baker had asked to carry trays had his back to me. He was bending to slide loaves into the oven using a flat wooden paddle with a long handle. Straightening, he turned—and looked directly at me.


      “Don’t see me!” I gasped, and ducked down, but I hadn’t been quick enough. He had to have seen me. I expected to hear him say something to his wife. Something like that boy last night, about a girl with black hair and strange eyes. He didn’t say anything. Maybe he hadn’t noticed me, although it seemed he was looking right at me. Cautiously, I raised myself eye level with the window, already whispering, “Don’t see me…”


      The baker’s husband was standing exactly where he’d been moments ago, staring right at the window, a frown on his face, as if he knew something wasn’t quite right but he couldn’t put his finger on it. When I saw him looking right at me, I dropped again. My heart was pounding. Still, there was no reaction from the man, no outcry. Almost as if…almost as if he’d caught the merest glimpse of me earlier, or thought he had, but couldn’t confirm it.


      An idea tinkered in the back of my brain. Could it be? Was my vocal command the way I’d actually managed to get in and out of the city incognito? That seemed impossible, but the baker’s husband had definitely had time to catch a glimpse of me outside the window. What else would explain his odd reaction? Rather, his odd non-reaction.


      No way to know but to test it.


      Slowly, daring the limits of my courage, I raised again. He was still staring at the window.


      “Don’t see me,” I breathed.


      I raised until my entire head was visible, and I was staring right back at the guy. At last, he shrugged, turned away, and got back to work.


      My mouth dropped open.


      No way. No way! And yet it made sense! I’d thought I was being so sneaky yesterday and last night. Could it be the real reason I hadn’t been spotted by anyone, except for the shopkeeper’s son, Som, was because when I whispered my “don’t see me” refrain they didn’t? They couldn’t? Som was the only person so far I’d tried to address. He was the only one that had reacted. How could this be?


      This doesn’t make any sense, I said to myself, standing there fully in the window as if daring these people to look at me and see me. They went about their business, their eyes more than once sliding right across me. No reaction.


      A bell on the doorframe tinkled as someone opened the door. A customer stepped into the shop.


      “Don’t see me,” I whispered, just as the elderly man in white shirtsleeves, a red vest, and dark boots stepped into the shop, using a cane for balance.


      “Open yet?” he croaked.


      The baker’s face broke into a warm smile. “Always open for you, Father,” she smiled. “Lil, fetch your grandfather a chair. Wendyll, why not let Grandfather be the first to try your sweet bread? His first time to make them by himself,” she said to the old man, pride on her face as she reached out to ruffle the boy’s strawberry-blonde hair.


      The homeliness of the scene suddenly caught me unawares. Watching Lil seat her elderly grandfather then lean down to kiss his cheek before she scampered away to fetch him tea. Wendyll serving his grandpa some of his bread, waiting eagerly for his approval as he tasted it. Grinning a toothy smile when his grandpa complimented him, patting him on the back, promising he’d grow up to be a better baker than his mother if he stayed the course. A lump of emotion swelled in my throat, and I sank down, unable to watch any longer.


      Why it hit me so hard, I didn’t know. Maybe because I was friendless, lost and alone. Maybe because I didn’t know what a solid family life was like. I was only eight when Mama had finally left our home for good. Prior to that, there was the constant arguing, the pleading, the bargaining. I knew my father loved my mother, but his love wasn’t enough. I was eleven when Daddy got the phone call from the Phoenix police saying she’d been found in a well-known haven for junkies, dead of an overdose. My strong, stoic father had broken down and cried. I was just a kid, but I stood there, my thin arms wrapped awkwardly around his shaking shoulders, trying to summon up grief for the woman I barely even recognized as being my mother. The woman who, from that day on, I swore I wouldn’t be anything like.


      Daddy had done everything for me. He’d been everything to me. From my earliest remembrances, it was him, not her. A family like this; I didn’t know what it meant. I’d known my grandma, Daddy’s full-blood Cherokee mother, a little. Even though Cherokees were mainly settled in the northeastern portion of the state, around their capital, Tahlequah, my grandmother had met and married a white man, a rancher from the panhandle and moved out into “no man’s land,” or the “neutral strip.” After her husband, my grandpa, passed away of cancer, she’d raised Daddy and run the ranch on her own. Maybe it had prematurely aged her. She’d seemed old to me when I was a kid and had died when I was barely six. Time with other relatives was scant. There was always too much work at the ranch. Then music had taken me from the ranch when I was barely eighteen.


      No, I didn’t know about a simple family life at all. There sure weren’t many great examples of it in the entertainment industry.


      These people, though…


      Forcing my emotions away, I peeked in again. They were chatting as they worked, comfortable and easy with one another. They certainly weren’t wealthy. They worked hard, but they looked happy.


      I couldn’t steal from them.


      Even though my belly was starting to cramp with hunger, I ducked away from the window, slung my bag over my shoulder, and left, wishing them well.


      I might as well test out my new theory, I figured. There weren’t many folks out and about yet, as it was still very early. However, the streets were beginning to stir. From within the homes I passed, I could sometimes hear voices and shuffling about. The few people I did pass, I kept my head down and whispered, “Don’t see me.”


      They didn’t. It helped me snatch a quick breakfast and continue on my way.


      Since I didn’t know the extent of this newfound gift, or power, I tried to avoid the more populated areas of the city. After all, I had no idea if it would work on crowds or large groups of people. I still wasn’t sure I was ready to be discovered, since the more I saw as I hurried along told me this was definitely no Renaissance Faire or comic con or wizard con. This was real life to these people, whoever they were.


      I spent the next couple of hours simply exploring the inner city and listening in on conversations. Slowly, I began to piece a few things together. Some names I kept hearing thrown about were Aerisia and Laytrii. Aerisia they pronounced like “Air—ee—shuh” and Laytrii like “Lay-tree.” I spoke the strange-sounding words out loud a few times until I got the pronunciation right. Once, I heard someone refer to, “Laytrii’s palace,” which I assumed must be a reference to the palace I’d seen yesterday. I assumed Aerisia and Laytrii were both place names, but it took me awhile to nail them down, until a few people used the phrase, “Aerisian,” and then someone said, “Laytrii’s city and palace.”


      Okay, so maybe Aerisia was the name of the state or county, or, heck, I didn’t know—the whole kingdom, however this place was divided. That would explain the citizens calling themselves Aerisians. Apparently, both this city and the palace in the distance were called “Laytrii.” Boy, did they have some odd names around here. Made my name, Annie, which was a little old-fashioned back home, seem downright boring by comparison.


      There was nothing boring about exploring this place, though. And I couldn’t possibly be bored as my mind worked double-time to figure out why I had this strange new power to tell people “Don’t see me” and they didn’t. I decided to test it further, whispering, “Don’t see me. Don’t hear me,” and then stepping up next to someone and whispering in their ear. The young man I tried it on first was stacking crates outside a business of some sort. At my whisper, he frowned, scrunching his shoulders as if to brush off a fly. Again, it was like he knew something was there, he just couldn’t pinpoint it.


      Odd.


      The next couple of people had a similar reaction. One woman waved her arm by her ear, saying to her friend, “The weather warms, and gnats arrive.”


      I’d never imagined anything so bizarre.


      I was walking along now, not really seeing or hearing the strange new world around me, consumed by the mystery of where I was, how I’d gotten here, and why I was able to cloak my presence. I was paying next to no attention to my surroundings, until I heard a commotion from the next street over. Raised voices and people calling out in shock, anger, or fear.


      Wonder what’s going on?


      Picking up speed, I jogged toward the sounds, curious to see what was causing trouble on this otherwise peaceful morning. Whispering my refrain to cloak myself in invisibility, I took a narrow alley between two houses and broke out onto a broad street. People were talking loudly, gesturing, pointing. The commotion was attracting more onlookers, like myself, who hurried over to see what was going on. I kept to the fringes of the crowd, circling, whispering my refrain. I’d been doing it so much during the past few hours that it had become almost as mindless as breathing.


      There was a chance I could’ve not said it and still gone unnoticed. Everyone was all worked up about something, and I soon saw why. The door of a nearby house flew open, and out strode a man like I’d never seen before. He was tall and athletic, dressed in practical, almost warrior-like clothing. My eyes bugged at the naked sword in his hand, but even more at his appearance. Unlike the rest of the people here, who tended towards lighter skin and some version of red, blonde, or reddish blonde hair, this man’s hair was an inhuman, impossible black. A black that defied description, almost as if it sucked the light into itself. The only thing I’d ever seen to match it were his eyes—and that was the creepy part. Even from where I stood, across the street and behind several people, I could see that his eyes were that same eerie black, and that the color consumed the entire eye, not just the pupils. His skin was a deep, burnished bronze, his face so hard it might’ve been carved from stone.


      I stood there, dumbfounded, watching as he exited one house and entered the next, his sword still in hand. There was no knocking, no requesting permission. He was just going in houses and no one was trying to stop him. That told me he was an authority figure of some sort, but what kind? And what was he up to?


      No one else seemed to know either. Around me, the crowd was filled with people whispering, “The Chief Captain, isn’t it? What is this about? Who does he seek, do y’suppose? What could have called the Simathe out at this early hour?”


      Simathe…


      I knew that word. The one boy had asked his brother yesterday if I was Simathe.


      That made sense. None of these people had black hair or were even true brunettes. So, whatever a Simathe was, they stood well apart because of the darkness of their hair and even their skin. Not to mention those creepy eyes.


      The Simathe in question came out of the house he’d just entered. His head started to turn my way. I didn’t even realize I was standing there, with no one in front of me, exposed. Instantly, I gasped, “Don’t see me!” His eyes latched onto the place I was standing, and I was frozen. He stared so long and so hard at that spot that it seemed he was looking right at me. His face didn’t change. Not a muscle so much as twitched. A second passed, and I realized he must not be able to actually see me, but I could’ve sworn it was like he knew I was there. I stared right back, right back into his eyes. I wanted to whisper my refrain again, but I was terrified to move, to breathe, in case any spell of protection I’d cast over myself would be broken if I made a sound.


      The deadlock was broken when the man’s head abruptly whipped away. What had attracted his attention, I couldn’t tell, but suddenly he took off running. The noise of the crowd assaulted my ears again. The world had gone quiet and still while the Simathe looked at me, but now there was sound and movement.


      “Make way,” the warrior shouted, shoving people aside as he ran—what few people that hadn’t already sprung out of his path.


      The road opened up, and I could see what he was chasing: another man, maybe in his thirties, dressed much nicer than most of the people in this district, with shiny boots and a golden gilt to his clothing. He was terrified, running as fast he could, but even with his head start the man with the sword was quickly gaining ground. All around me, the crowd surged forward to see what would happen next, and so did I. My heart was pounding in my ears, but I kept whispering, “Don’t see me, don’t see me,” as I wove through the onlookers, determined to witness what was happening and how it would play out.
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      The conclusion to this drama was inevitable. The man simply didn’t have the speed to pull away from the Simathe pursuing him. He was shouting for help, looking about wildly for a place to hide, but it was all over and everybody knew it. In a matter of seconds, the Simathe caught up to him and grabbed him by the arm. Jerking to a stop, he used both of their momentum to wrench the man to the side and down, bringing him to the cobblestone streets on his knees in front of him. The victim was blubbering now, pleas for help, for mercy, for forgiveness. The Simathe’s face was passionless, and his voice, cutting through his quarry’s cries, hard as flint.


      “Tell me you know,” he demanded. “Tell me you know why you must die.”


      The man was crying so hard he couldn’t speak. This seemed to anger the black-haired warrior.


      “Tell me you know!” he snarled, grabbing his victim by the shirt and pulling him up, putting his face in his victim’s. “Tell me you know why you must die.”


      The man sobbed, and in a weak, pitiful voice, whined, “I know. I know.”


      The Simathe didn’t change expressions, not really, but somehow I could read his contempt. He let go of his quarry, who fell, weeping in the street.


      “Then let justice be served,” he said.


      I should’ve looked away. I knew what was coming. I should’ve looked away, but I didn’t. The Simathe drew back his sword, both hands wrapped around its hilt. For a second, the weapon’s tip caught the sunlight, glittering icy and bright. I jolted when it made impact as if his sword had stabbed through my heart, not the man’s in the street. The victim tried to scream, but it was drowned out by the burble of blood leaking from his lips. Caught on the Simathe’s sword, he stared up at his killer. From where I stood, even I could see his eyes glazing over. His mouth worked as if he were trying to speak. More blood trickled out. Putting a boot to his victim’s chest for leverage, the Simathe jerked out his sword and the man swayed, falling backwards. I heard the thud of his head striking a cobblestone. He gazed at the sky, sightless.


      Kneeling next to him, the Simathe coldly wiped the blood off his sword with the victim’s clothing. Rising, he beckoned to a nearby spectator, who approached cautiously. I didn’t blame the man.


      “Send word to Lady Etly. I suppose he deserves a burial.”


      That was what he said, but he looked at the corpse like he’d just as soon kick it or spit on it as have it buried.


      “A—aye, my lord,” the man stammered, then whirled, dashing off to do as bidden. People cleared a path for him. No one got in his way.


      The Siamthe now singled two or three other people from the crowd, ordering, “Stay with the body until it is fetched. The rest of you—” His gaze swept the crowd. “—may disperse. Justice has been served.”


      That was it. There was no explanation, no justification, no rationalization for what he’d done. He simply expected everyone to obey. Which they did.


      All around me, the mass shifted as people hurried off whispering among themselves. Stunned by what I’d witnessed, I didn’t move quickly enough. The next thing I knew, again there was nobody between the Simathe and me. Even though I’d been whispering my refrain, and I didn’t think he could see me, it was just like before. He stared directly at the spot where I stood, those weird, alien eyes narrowed as if he knew, he just knew something was off and he was trying to figure out what. I stood stock-still, barely daring to breath.


      Then he took a step toward me.


      I whirled and ran.


      I didn’t stop to see if he was following me. I didn’t dare look back. I ran, my carryon thumping against my back, begging, imploring to go unseen and unheard. Suddenly, it was all too much. The shock of crossing to a strange new place, without being able to remember how I’d gotten there, or why. Realizing I was not only a stranger here, but I was a complete anomaly when I compared my appearance to everyone else’s. Realizing I had some weird power over these people to stop them from seeing me. Watching this non-human warrior hunt somebody down and slaughter him in the streets without a peep of protest from any bystanders. That, coupled with the fact that I somehow knew this very same person, human, non-human, creature—whatever he was—could practically discern my presence when nobody else could was enough to trigger fight or flight.


      I’d had enough.


      I chose flight.


      I chose flight to I didn’t know where, but it felt as if the city walls were closing in on me and I had to get out. I had to breathe. I wasn’t thinking anything through—what was there to debate? If I stayed, if I slipped up and that Simathe found me, would he kill me too? Obviously, I didn’t belong here. So where did that leave me? These Aerisians hadn’t protested one of their own being publically butchered; highly unlikely they’d stick up for me.


      All of these wild notions pounded in my head as I ran. Glancing back, I saw no one was following me. That settled me from a wild, pell-mell run that ate up energy and breath to a more regulated pace I could sustain as long as needed. I passed horses tied to hitching rails, and briefly considered taking one. However, I didn’t know if my invisibility would stretch to a mount, so I dropped that idea and just ran. The streets were becoming broader, the houses finer, the shops more upscale. I presumed I was headed towards the main road through the city on which I’d entered last night. Finally, breaking free of an alley, I found myself standing on the broad, cobblestoned thoroughfare.


      Pausing my flight, I turned to look at my surroundings. I was breathing lightly, sweating, but far from exhausted. To my right, the street wended its way in the direction of the walls and city gates. To my left, it stretched out between buildings, headed towards the soaring bridge spanning the middle of the city. For a second, I considered going that direction. The bridge looked fabulous. I’d have loved to see it in all its splendor.


      No. Memories of the blood recently spilled in this city was far too fresh. At some point, I was going to slip up. Somebody would see me. I couldn’t maintain this refrain forever. It was only a matter of time, and I didn’t want to be trapped inside the city walls with that Simathe when it happened. With slight feelings of regret, I turned to the right. The streets were busy here. I didn’t stop my incessant whispering for even an instant.


      As I jogged along, going around people, wagons, carriages, and carts, dodging when I had to, and shoving through when necessary, I kept an eye out for the Simathe. Once, I thought I saw him. The black hair and bronze skin were unmistakable in this sea of fair-haired, fair-skinned Aerisians. He was striding alongside a wagon, purposefully, one hand on his sword hilt and the other on the cart rails as if guarding it. Clearly, whatever the other man had been, he was too, but it wasn’t the same person. The first man’s hair had been shorter, only to his shoulders, while this second Simathe’s was grown well past. I stopped, hidden by the crowd, not daring to move expect for my lips whispering their refrain, watching until the wagon and the Simathe accompanying it had vanished from view down the city street.


      I continued on, but before I reached the gates was arrested again by the sight of people almost as strange looking as the Simathe. It was a man and woman, an older man with brilliant white hair and a long, soft beard. His simple robes were the color of rich, dark coffee, as were the woman’s. Although it was clear she was younger than him, given the lack of wrinkles and marks on her smooth skin, her hair was the exact same shade of white. Both of them had blue-green eyes, warm and inviting.


      They didn’t look dangerous at all—not like the Simathe. Quite the opposite, in fact. Whereas people had given the two Simathe a broad berth, these two walked along smiling, nodding at everyone they passed. People returned their greetings happily. Children ran up to them. The young woman would stoop to pick them up, hugging them, speaking to them before setting them down again. The old man smiled fondly, reaching out to pat their little blonde heads, smiling like a proud grandpa at each and every one. Everybody seemed to like these two, trust them. As I stood there watching, I wondered if I could too.


      Maybe I should let them see me and ask them for help. They wouldn’t attack me or hand me over to that Simathe, surely. They look peaceful. They look trustworthy. They look nice, in fact. Friendly. I could use a friend.


      My throat tightened. I could. I really, really could. I could use a friend to reassure me I hadn’t gone completely insane. To promise me there was a way out of this mess and a light at the end of the tunnel. I could use a friend to remind me that someday life would be normal again, even if it was a brand-new normal.


      Yeah, like that’s ever going to happen, I thought, forcing away tears.


      I wasn’t a crier. Daddy had discouraged it. He’d been all about self-control and believed other people should be too. His life lessons had served me well in my former career, especially when coupled with Stella’s, “Poise, Annie, poise.” All of that training came to the fore now as I watched the white-haired man and woman pass by, letting them go.


      It was better to get out of the city, I decided. No matter what, I knew I didn’t want to be trapped in here tonight, unable to escape, if necessary.


      I went on toward the gigantic city gates, which were wide open in the warm sunshine. There was a small cluster of guards today, as opposed to the two I’d seen the night before. They really did remind me of legionaries from ancient Rome, with shiny armor, black-plumed helmets, white tunics, and sandals. A few had removed their helmets, probably because the day was so warm, but they still carried themselves with a military bearing. I studied them briefly as I walked unseen out of the city, wondering how they’d react to a foreign woman in their midst who had the power to sneak in and out of their gates completely invisible.


      Probably not very well. Hopefully not as violently as that Simathe.
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          Caught


        


      


      


      Outside the city, I hitched a ride on the back of a wagon like I’d done yesterday. This time, I didn’t bother smothering myself beneath canvas sacks since I knew I could hide myself. The driver had a pair of boys that looked about six years old. Their short blonde hair poked up at crazy angles, their ears stuck out from their heads, freckles were scattered across their noses, and they shared the same bright, mischievous grin. They had to be twins. They chattered, argued, poked each other, and bickered, while their father held the reins loosely in one hand and his pipe in the other, smoking and ignoring his sons.


      Once we were well underway, I was able to relax a bit and enjoy the banter, especially since I didn’t have siblings and didn’t know what such family dynamics were like. The kids kept me entertained for the hour or so that we traveled down dirt roads winding their way through mazes of crops, until we approached a stout, two story stone-and-timber farmhouse with brightly painted window boxes full of flowers.


      “Home, home!” shouted one boy, bolting upright in his seat.


      “Down, lad,” ordered his father around his pipe. “Be there soon enough.”


      As he spoke, the door of the farmhouse opened, and a woman in a simple grey gown covered by a white apron stood in the doorframe, waving.


      “Mother, mother!” shouted the other twin, also bounding up in his seat.


      “Down, lad,” their father said calmly. Clearly, he was used to his children’s antics, and unperturbed by their wildness.


      “Can we go to mother? Can we race Silny home?” they begged, bouncing impatiently in their seats. “May we? May we?”


      Chuckling, their father drew back on the reins. “Why not? Give my ears a rest from your constant chattering.”


      When the boys jumped down off the wagon and took off, so did I. Shouldering my carryon, I made my way back to the main road, leaving the farmer and his family behind. I continued on that road for most of the day, headed I couldn’t tell what direction, but away from the city and toward the towering mountains in the distance. I didn’t meet many travelers, and it was a relief to quit whispering, “Don’t see me; don’t hear me.”


      The day was clear and beautiful. Only a few clouds dotted the blue sky. I passed the occasional farmhouse, and even came upon a small village or two where I was able to get a drink from the well. I snitched food from a vendor’s stall, stuffing the outer pockets of my bag with bread and hard cheese to eat later that day. I left that village and struck back out, determined to travel, even though I didn’t know where. I needed to get somewhere, and I needed to find help. I just wanted to feel like I had a handle on my situation before I approached anyone.


      When evening came on, I decided I’d better look for a farm or village: anywhere I could find shelter for the night. My luck held, and I came upon a roadside inn as dusk fell. I looked longingly at the inn itself. Through the open windows, their wooden shutters thrown back, I could see people moving around inside. Music was being played on stringed instruments, with rough voices singing along. I could smell hot food, and my stomach cramped in response. I hadn’t eaten a hot meal in a couple of days.


      A glass of wine wouldn’t be so bad, either.


      It wouldn’t, and I could’ve tried to get in and out, grabbing what I wanted without being noticed. However, I had food and I’d already gotten a drink from the well in the courtyard. Better to avoid large groups and a potential slip-up. Even though my invisibility had lasted so far, I was certain that one Simathe earlier had been onto the fact that I was there. Who was to say someone else might not be able to pick up on my presence too?


      Rather than enter the inn, I crept into the stables, stepping around the two or three stable boys with a muttered, “Don’t see me.” As I’d hoped, there was a loft above the horse stalls filled with hay. Even though I hadn’t lived that lifestyle in nearly a decade, I was from a ranch. The sounds and smells of horses didn’t bother me. Knowing there might be mice or even snakes hiding in the hay did, but it was either take my chances with critters or sleep in the forest or on the open road where anything might be lurking about. Curling up in the hay, I ate the food I’d stolen earlier and tried not to think about Earth, about fine dining, five-star hotels with room service, and my comfortable homes in San Francisco, New York City, and Nashville. Loneliness washed over me, tinged with despair, but I didn’t give in. I couldn’t.


      You’ll find a way out of this, I promised myself. This isn’t going to be forever.


      After eating, I quieted my mind in an effort to sleep while trying not to think of that Simathe stabbing his victim in the street, completely cold, merciless, pitiless. I tried not to wonder for the millionth time where I was or how I’d gotten here, how come I could keep people from seeing me, or why the Simathe had seemed to sense me anyway. I tried to shut my brain down. It took a long time, but at last I was able to catch some sleep.


      Until strong hands grabbed me.
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          Flight


        


      


      


      “Told you I smelled something besides hay and horses,” the man jeered at his companions. “My grandfather, he was half Warkin. They bond with those dragons, y’know. See what the beasts see. Smell what they smell. Some of that dragon blood was passed along to me.”


      He puffed out his chest with pride, leering at me in the dim half-light of the stables.


      “Is she not strange looking, though?” asked the other man, the man who had grabbed me by my ankles, jerking me plumb out of the loft and to the stable floor.


      I’d screamed, but the scream was cut short on impact. The loft wasn’t very high, but it was high enough to knock the wind out of me. Before I could recover, they were on me, one of them grabbing me by the hair and jerking me to my knees. The leader, or the man I assumed was the leader, kept a hand in my hair and held a knife to my neck as I wheezed, struggling to catch my breath.


      Blair, Kym, Davin, Jack…where are you guys? I pleaded desperately, but I could barely breathe, much less speak.


      “She is,” the last of the three men agreed. “Dark hair, will you look at that?”


      “She dyed it,” the first man said bluntly, the one who’d been gibbering about dragons. “No one has hair that color. Simathe are the closest, and she’s no Simathe.”


      “Darkness take them,” spat the one who’d jerked me from the loft. “Is she worth anything then?” he asked the leader, who stood over me, grinning down into my face.


      “She’s female, so worth something. We lost the load. No one will pay enough for her to offset that, but we deserve some compensation for our toils. Maybe we’ll take a little of our own along the way.” He threw me a wink that made me cringe. “Wint—” He nodded at dragon-man. “Fetch rope from my pack. Syl—have anything for a gag?”


      A gag?


      Finally, my mind jolted into action. If they gagged me, I couldn’t talk. If I could talk, there was a chance—providing I could get away from the knife—that I could escape, if my strange power of invisibility held.


      “No,” I whispered, finally able to inhale. “No need for a gag. I’ll go with you.”


      Despite the dim light, I saw the leader’s distrust on his face. “You will, will you?”


      “Yes. Just—please, no gag. I feel sick already. Something in my mouth—I’m afraid it’ll make me vomit.”


      I willed myself to look as helpless as possible, all the while anger and fear were roiling up inside.


      I’m going to get away from you. I’ll escape, and I’ll make you sorry.


      I didn’t know how I’d do it, but the urge was there.


      The men flicked glances between one another, weighing my promise. Finally, the leader shrugged.


      “Very well. But if you scream, you die. You might fetch some gold, but not enough to risk damaging our entire undertaking. Wint—bind her.”


      I felt myself dragged to my feet. My hands were pulled together and lashed. Panic struck, but I beat it down.


      “I’ve got a bag up in the loft,” I said. “Please, it’s all I have left of my home.”


      Again, the three men exchanged looks. The leader jerked his head at the other man, Syl.


      “No harm, I suppose. Fetch it. Might bring an extra copper or two.”


      Syl shimmied up the ladder and back down, my carryon clasped in his grimy hands.


      “Say, what manner of bag is this?” he asked, giving it a shake. “Neither leather nor burlap. Not even canvas.”


      “Does it matter?” the one called Wint snarled. “Fetch it. We must make haste if we’re to catch Goroll’s tideracer. Goroll swore he’d not wait, and we don’t wish to be left in Laytrii’s port without a ship.”


      “Agreed,” said the leader. “Bring it and let’s go.”


      With no further fanfare, they pulled me outside and around the back of the stables. I didn’t know how long they’d been there while I was sleeping before they woke me up, but a stable lad was finishing saddling a third horse and tying down their packs.


      “Ah, fine job, lad,” said the leader. “Syl, pay the lad, will you?”


      “Aye, Devvs.”


      Syl flipped the boy a coin that flashed in the moonlight. He caught it in cupped hands, backing away, babbling his thanks.


      I considered hollering to the boy for help, but the knife in my back dissuaded me. Not to mention, I didn’t want to risk getting him hurt, so I kept silent. My bound hands were hidden in the shadows, and even though the kid tossed me a quizzical look as he ran away, he said nothing. As soon he’d disappeared around the corner of the stables, the leader, Devvs, snapped, “Mount up. The lass rides with me to start. We switch off with her every hour to spell the horses. Any questions?”


      No one had any. No one except me. A million questions were racing through my mind. Did I try to escape now or wait until I was mounted? Creating a diversion then might be easier, provided I could spook the horse. I chose to wait, carefully noting which animal they tied my carryon to. I didn’t want to leave it behind, not unless I had no choice. It was my one tangible link to my past, to home.


      As I’d promised my kidnappers, I kept quiet. I didn’t fight when, after Devvs mounted, Syl came over to assist me up behind his leader. I kept my promise even after he’d gotten me on the horse’s back, and ran his hand caressingly down my thigh, wondering aloud, “Pretty legs in those trousers. Strange clothes, these. Strange for a lass. Strange shoes too,” he said, noticing my running shoes. “Where d’you hail from, girl?”


      Luckily, I was spared a reply when Devvs barked, “Does it matter where she hails from? What matters is where she’s going. Some Sanlyn will pay a hefty price to add her to his harem.”


      I swallowed hard but crammed down my fear as Syl mounted.


      Not if I have anything to do with it.


      This adventure was getting crazier by the minute, I thought as we took off, riding quietly out of the inn’s courtyard, then picking up speed once we were on the main road. I was forced to hang onto the leader’s belt for balance. This close, I could smell his unwashed body, tempered a little by the smell of tobacco or whatever they smoked, mixed with something like cloves. I shifted my hips as far from his backside as I could, which wasn’t far. Since we were riding double, there was nowhere to go. I had no choice but to turn my mind elsewhere, watching for a chance to escape.


      The forest gave it to me.


      For the most part, the trees were pushed back well beyond the fields, but I knew from passing this way earlier that we’d eventually come to a small bridge crossing a good sized stream. Here, the trees grew right along the streambank, so large and so thick they encroached on the road. The farmers had let them go and moved on before planting again. That was it. That was where I’d take my chance.


      Just as we were clopping over the bridge, I worked up my nerve to kick Devvs’ horse in the flanks as hard as I could. The horse spooked and bolted. Simultaneously, I let go of Devvs’ belt and felt myself fall. Thankfully, the other men were a few paces behind us, and they jerked their mounts to the side. I could hear their leader hollering at his horse, just as I mumbled, “Don’t see me. Don’t hear me.”


      “Where did she go?” yelled one of them. Syl, I think.


      “She can’t have gone far. She fell from Devvs’ horse.”


      “Find her, you fools!”


      They were sawing on their horses’ reins, and the beasts were prancing from side to side as they looked every which way for me. I wanted my carryon, but I had to stay shy of the horse’s hooves. I dodged in once or twice, still whispering my refrain, before I got bold enough to dash right in and grab the carryon. It was tied on, and the horse pulled back. I needed a blade to cut that rope, as well as the bindings on my hands. Fortunately, Wint, the rider, had one on his belt. Under cover of darkness, and my newfound power, I was able to reach up and grab it out of his belt. He felt it and yelped, twisting behind him in time to see my carryon fall to the ground as I hastily sawed through the ropes on my bag then my hands.


      “She’s going for her pack!” he warned, even as I shouldered it and headed for the trees.


      “She’ll try for the trees. After her, lads. Chase her down!”


      They could try, but the trees were right there, and I knew they’d have a hard time getting through woods in the dark on horseback. I also knew since they couldn’t see or hear me, they weren’t likely to catch me.


      There was one thing I hadn’t counted on, though, and that was the weirdness of this place. If I had the power to make myself invisible simply by whispering my refrain, maybe it really was possible for the man called Wint to have inherited some supernatural sense of smell. His companions must’ve believed it, because I heard Devvs order, “Syl, stay with the horses. Wint is it true you’ve Warkin blood? Can you track her?”


      “Is rain wet? Only let me pick up her scent...”


      The next thing I knew, I heard a low, almost subhuman howl.


      “He has it!” the leader cried. “Syl, you’re with the horses. I’ll follow Wint.”


      I overheard all of this behind me as I sprinted off, making my way into the trees and up the steady incline. What if Wint actually could track me? What if he wasn’t simply blowing smoke? Obviously, dragons didn’t exist, but what if he was on some kind of drug that gave him a heightened sense of smell? What if he simply had superhuman smelling powers? Could I still get away?


      I could hear them crashing through the woods behind me, although the darkness of the forest hid them from sight. I didn’t know if I was pulling away or not. I heard that weird howl again. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. No, I didn’t believe in dragons, but just in case there was some other explanation—


      The water.


      I changed direction, charging right into the stream. It must’ve been melt-off from the mountains. It was icy cold and a real shock even compared to the cool night. The water came up to my knees, my thighs. I was not only sledging through a creek, I was also wading upstream, against the current. In the dark. I couldn’t see where I was going. I stepped in a hole, stumbled, and went down. Water covered my chin, seeped into my nostrils. Flailing, I managed to find my footing and clamber out of the hole.


      This is stupid. He can’t see or hear you. Even if he could smell you, he’s got to have lost the scent by now. Get out on the other side. You’re safe.


      Easier said than done. The creek bank was slick and muddy, and I couldn’t find purchase. There was no gravel here, no rocks to push off of. I scrabbled helplessly for a foothold, fell to my knees, got up again, fell. By now, my fingers and toes were numb, and I was shivering from the icy water. A couple of feet to my right, downstream, I saw what appeared to be a branch or root sticking out over the water.


      If I can just grab that, I can get out of here.


      Letting myself go, I allowed the current to carry me toward the root. I snagged it, pulled on it. For a second, it seemed solid, then my wandering feet found another hole. I plunged with a scream, and my weight on the branch was too much. It broke, and I went under. I flailed mightily, but the current tore at me, shoving me into a boulder hidden under the water. Pain exploded across my ribs. I fought to get my head above water, only to realize my carryon, which I’d slung across my shoulders before bolting, was caught on something. It was all I could do to lift my mouth and nose out of the water. I opened my mouth to shout for help. A weak cry escaped before water filled it. Coughing, I bounced up on my tiptoes, doing all I could to keep my nose in the life-giving air. I couldn’t shout for help. I couldn’t break free. The cold and the current were sapping the energy right out of me.


      I may not make it out of here alive…
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          “You Heard Me.”


        


      


      


      Did you hear?


      Cole, lord among Simathe, pulled his Restless to a stop in the middle of the road. Flanking him, his fellow Simathe did the same.


      Horses, angry men? Torrin replied using mindspeech, a means of mental communication distinct to the Simathe clan.


      Aye. Our quarry, do you think?


      We have ridden hard. We could have caught up to them by now, inserted Vordeld, the third member of their party.


      Complaints had been besieging Laytrii for months now of a smuggling ring functioning between the Sanlyn Wilds and all the way to the Andles Mountains. Tracking the smugglers was exceeding difficult, as they changed methods of travel often. Tideracers, wagons, farm carts, mounted horsemen…they utilized them all. City officials in Laytrii were complaining. Port officials in Laytrii and all up and down the Largese were complaining. The smugglers must be stopped, but whoever led the bandits was clever. The ruling Elders had turned to the Ranetron, Aerisia’s official armed forces, and Lord Garrett, the Ranetron High-Chief, was taking the city and its surrounding areas in hand. However, when additional help was needed to track the extent of the ring, the Simathe had been brought in. Another Simathe lord, Contrey, had gone east to the rivers, while Cole had journeyed west, towards the mountains.


      Weeks of searching turned up scant information until three days ago. A village elder had reported a team of waggoneers entering the village, stopping for a drink and a hot meal. While they were inside a tavern, a curious lad had slyly peeked into their wagons. The riches he’d seen sent him scurrying to his father, who in turn sent for the village elders. Upon inspection, the elders had discovered that the three wagonloads of expensive goods bore no official seals or trading marks. These were smuggled items.


      Apparently, the smugglers saw the men gathering around their wagons, for they’d escaped the tavern through a rear entrance, stolen horses, and fled. Once the report reached him, through the Simathe’s own information network, Cole and his two warriors had given pursuit. Three men on horseback were not easy to track, especially when they repeatedly changed horses in an attempt to maintain speed and pass unnoticed. The last tavern the three Simathe had stopped at a few miles hence, no one reported seeing them until they questioned the young stable lad. Blunt inquiries from three Simathe warriors, including a Simathe lord, had proven too much. The lad broke, admitting he’d accepted money for covertly exchanging horses for three men.


      Although Lord Cole and his men had not rested for days, they were closing in on their quarry and took no delay. Instead they’d pushed harder, intending to cover ground and catch them before they either melted into the City of Laytrii or caught a ship at her port. Either way, apprehending them would be arduous. Now, hearing the sounds, the warrior-lord was certain they were closing in on their prey.


      At his signal, they kicked their mounts back into motion, but kept the pace slower, quieter. As they approached the bridge spanning Falmon’s Creek, Cole drew back on the reins, studying the scene. Even the secrets of night yielded to the warrior’s incomparable night vision. He saw one man waiting with three horses, while the sounds of crashing through the forest told him the other two—for reasons unknown—had taken to the trees.


      Vordeld, he’s yours, he ordered, swinging off the back of his Restless. Quietly, to the horses, “Catal.” Back to his men. Torrin, with me. We’ll fetch the others.


      Aye, my lord, answered Vordeld. No killing?


      No killing. They’re our sole link to the smugglers. Break them, and we possibly break the chain.


      Cole jerked his chin at Torrin, and the two men slipped off the road and into the trees, trusting Vordeld to handle his part. Perhaps the Simathes’ ability to see in darkness as well as daylight lent them an unfair advantage as they hastened through the trees, but the men were criminals. If they caught them, any information they could glean might assist in smashing the entire smuggling ring. They would catch them, Cole thought grimly, slipping through the forest on nearly silent feet. The sounds of the crashing grew louder, and he knew they were closing in.


      He heard a low, almost animal howl, then picked up the sound of a splash in the creek.


      Do they follow someone? Torrin inquired mentally.


      It would explain why they left the road.


      The warrior-lord edged closer to the creek, signaling Torrin to keep after the two men. As Torrin sped off, he stopped beside the streambank, quieting his mind and heightening his senses, listening. Aye, definite splashing, more than simply water over rocks. Normal human ears likely would not have distinguished the sounds, but his Simathe abilities told him someone, or something, was in the water. Just as he made that determination, he heard a sharp, short scream that sounded female.


      A woman.


      His breath stilled. Cold anger stole into his veins.


      Having lost their wagonloads of goods, they must have taken a woman instead. Sanlyn Wilders were rumored to pay well for new breeders to add to their harems. It was a practice the Artan had sent emissaries to deal with, but without firm evidence, beyond the harems themselves—and no person lacking Sanlyn blood was permitted near the harems—the emissaries had met with no success.


      So, we have smugglers, perhaps with a woman, perhaps intent on selling her to the Sanlyn.


      Catching the men could both confirm the rumors and help halt the smuggling, as well as the selling of women. Snaring their prey was vital. Lord Cole knew Torrin would bring down at least one of them. They risked losing the third, but helping the woman was paramount.


      He was running along the banks now, his senses straining, trusting them to lead him to her. Splashing and another gasp told him the noises from the creek must be the girl in the water. Had she attempted escape by means of the creek? That seemed foolish for an Aerisian in the dark, especially given the coldness of the waters. However, like as not the lass had been frightened and not thinking clearly.


      He heard a soft, pathetic cry. His pace quickened and then, in the midst of the stream, he saw a face nearly covered by water. Only the nose, mouth, and chin were visible, along with one hand that clawed the surface as if she was seeking something to cling to. Without hesitation, he kicked off his boots and plunged into the rapid, cold stream. The water surged over his knees, his thighs, coming up to his waist, then his chest. His feet slipped on a rock, but he righted himself and thrust his arms as if he were swimming, letting their strength push the water out of his path and ease his way to the girl.


      A ripple of water surged over her face, and she fell back, going down. The Simathe dove for her, catching her around the waist, attempting to bring her up. Instantly, he felt the resistance and realized the bag on her back was caught. His fingers fumbled for the dagger in his belt. Pulling it free, he sliced at the strap. The weight fell away, the girl was free, and he snatched her against his chest as he surged upward, kicking his legs mightily to get them moving toward the streambank. He could see it was steep and nothing but mud. No wonder she’d not been able to get out. Clasping her against his chest with one hand, he used the other to plunge his long dagger into the mud. It pierced solid ground beneath the slick mire, stuck, held. Clutching that, he wrestled them both out of the water, crawling from the icy stream where he collapsed across her, momentarily spent.


      He lay still a second or two, finding his breath, before he pushed himself up on his elbows and looked down. Beneath him, the girl’s long, slender body was still as death. Her skin had gone pale, a paleness accentuated by the darkness of her hair.


      Dark hair…


      What is this? he thought, but there was no time for wondering. He fumbled at her neck for a pulse, but his hand still trembled from the cold, his body not yet having willed itself into full recovery. Laying his ear to her mouth, he felt breath, weak and pitiful though it was. Encouraged, the warrior rose to one knee, cupping her face in his hands, lifting her head off the grassy streambank.


      “Lass? Lass can you hear me?” he asked, giving her a little shake. “Lass?”


      Nothing, at first. He tried again, shaking her a little harder. Her eyelashes fluttered. Once, twice.


      “Lass?”


      They fluttered again. Her eyelids half lifted. Shut. Lifted entirely, opened, and he found himself staring into violet eyes, eyes such as he’d never seen, not in all his years travelling the length and breadth of Aerisia.


      “You—you heard me,” she whispered.  Her eyes were wide with astonishment. “You heard me.”
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          Suspicions


        


      


      


      The significance of that, beyond him chancing to hear her during his pursuit of the smugglers, Cole knew not. Yet, from the way she looked at him, it seemed to mean a great deal to her.


      “Aye,” he said finally. “I heard you.”


      Tearing his gaze from hers, he looked about, deciding what to do. He glanced down again, only to see her watching him still, staring up at him with bewilderment mixed with awe and possibly fear, as well.


      “You’re one of them.”


      “One of who?”


      Had she seen his fellow Simathe before?


      “One of them,” she repeated. “I saw him, in the city. He—he killed that man. Right in front of everyone. No one tried to stop him. It was awful.” She paused, then asked fearfully, “You wouldn’t—wouldn’t hurt me, would you?”


      Staring down into her face, he felt an unknown surge of protectiveness. Brought on by having drawn her from the water, or by her stumbling question, he didn’t know, but gently he reassured her, “No, never.”


      She was beginning to shiver, shiver badly. Her body was waking up, realizing she was going to live, and seizing control. He needed to get her warm, safe. Sliding one arm under her shoulders and the other beneath her knees, he lifted her from the wet, grassy shore and carried her a few feet away, closer to the trees. Even as he did, he heard Torrin calling out to him.


      I have them. One is wounded but will live.


      Easing the girl onto the grass, Cole replied, They hunted a woman. I pulled her from the water.


      Alive?


      Aye, but in need of care.


      He glanced down at the strange young woman. Her arms were wrapped around herself for comfort or warmth or both, but she was shaking from head to foot. Her eyes had turned glassy. Shock, either from the cold water or her ordeal, threatened.


      Take the prisoners to Vordeld. Bring my pack. See if Vordeld has clothing.


      His warrior was the smallest of the three men. Significantly larger than the girl, but closer to her size than either Torrin or himself.


      Aye, my lord.


      While he waited for his warrior to return, he crouched next to the lass, putting himself on eye level, catching her gaze.


      “I will gather wood for a fire. We must warm you.”


      She nodded shakily to show she understood, and he rose to fetch kindling. He didn’t go far, keeping one eye on the lass as he located sufficient dry wood to begin a blaze. Returning, he dumped the kindling at her feet, but she didn’t start.


      Her eyes were closed, and she was rocking back and forth. He began to be fearful for her. What had she endured before he came along? Had she been assaulted?


      He laid a hand to her knee.


      “Lass?”


      Her eyes fluttered open.


      “Mmmm.”


      He looked her deep in the eye. “Stay with me,” he said firmly, willing her to obey. “You are safe now.”


      “I—I kn-know,” she stammered. Then, “My-my bag?”


      Her bag?


      He glanced around, at a loss.


      “Bag?”


      “It was c-caught. Couldn’t g-get it out of-of the w-water.”


      Understanding dawned. The pack on her back that he’d cut off.


      “I’ll find it,” he promised. He may as well search, since he couldn’t build a fire until Torrin returned with supplies. “You will be well?”


      She nodded shakily. “D-don’t go f-far.”


      “Aye,” he promised.


      Rising, the Simathe strode toward the streambank and walked along it, casting his gaze up and down both banks and even into the water. All the while, he kept turning to glance behind him, keeping watch over the girl who now sat with her face pressed against her knees. He would have rather have stayed with her, but this bag, whatever it held, was important to her. The warrior began to think he’d not locate it; that it must have sunk when he sliced it loose. Even as he was ready to give up for the time being, he glimpsed something long and dark and sinuous floating atop the water. The strap from her bag, the very strap he’d cut. Carefully, he waded back into the icy creek, finding the bag had floated a little downstream where it had become wedged. Luckily, the strap had floated to the surface, without which he may not have located it. After retrieving her possessions, he crossed to the opposite streambank for his boots before re-crossing back to the girl.


      He’d finished pulling on his boots when he heard the sound of someone moving through the trees. Branches parted, and Torrin appeared. The warrior felt his comrade’s astonishment upon seeing the strange-looking woman, albeit his face betrayed nothing.


      “Your orders, my lord?” his warrior asked, passing him the supplies.


      At the sound of another voice, the girl’s head lifted slightly. When she saw Torrin, her deep violet eyes registered surprise.


      “Th—there’s even m-more of you.”


      She’s not seen Simathe before, Torrin observed silently.


      I think she has. But she knows not what we are.


      To her, he said simply, “Torrin brought help.”


      Back to his warrior, quietly. “Take the prisoners to Laytrii. Hand them over to the Ranetron High-Chief. We’ll follow when she is able.”


      Torrin nodded.


      “Another thing.”


      “My lord?”


      “Not a word of this—any of this—” He nodded significantly toward the girl, “Except to the High-Chief or Lord Norband. It will not do to let our quarry know we’ve gained an upper hand. All of this stays silent.”


      “Understood.”


      Cole nodded his dismissal. Flicking a final glance at the young woman, Torrin left, melting back into the woods, while the Simathe lord carried the supplies back over to the girl. His first act was to build a fire. Aside from shivering, the stranger didn’t move, not until the flames caught and began hungrily devouring the wood. When the heat touched her, she slowly raised her head, looking around.


      “Y-you’re still here.”


      He nodded.


      “I thought—thought maybe I dreamed it all. This wh-whole crazy thing.”


      This whole crazy thing…


      His suspicions grew. The way she spoke, similar and yet dissimilar to Lady Hannah, the Artan. The odd color of her hair and eyes. He cast a glance over her. Even her strange attire—some sort of heavy trousers. Shoes with vividly colored soles and orange laces. Aerisian women did not dress like this.


      “Do you hail from Earth?” he said at last.
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      “Do you hail from Earth?” the man asked.


      His voice was low and deep. Calm—so calm. There was never a moment since he’d pulled me from the icy creek that he hadn’t radiated calmness. As if he were fully in control, knowing exactly what to do and how to do it. But that question—from Earth. As if there were anywhere else to be…


      I struggled to make sense of it.


      “I-I don’t know what you mean.” My voice still trembled from the chills. “Where else w-would I be—be from?”


      He shook his head. “It matters not.”


      I let the remarks go. I didn’t have enough energy, mental or physical, to grapple with them right now. The heat promised by the fire was drawing me in, but I was stiff from the cold and being banged up against the rocks. My ribs ached, and my back throbbed mercilessly. I tried to scoot closer but found I could barely move and that it hurt to try. A moan escaped, and suddenly the man was there, sliding an arm around my shoulders. Without a word, he carefully eased me closer to the fire, where I extended my shaking hands over the blaze, soaking up the warmth.


      “That feels g-good,” I breathed, feeling the shivers start to subside. “Th-thank you.”


      He drew back, giving me space, but I clutched his arm, stopping him. “I m-mean it. Thank y-you. For everything.”


      He nodded and went back to his side of the fire. There was a pack on the ground, and he rummaged through it, pulling out what looked like clothing.


      “When you are able,” he said, handing it over. “Dry clothing to wear.”


      That was it. No insinuations or creepy jokes about helping me change. Just a simple, “When you are able.” I appreciated his reserve, as well as his thoughtfulness. After what I’d just been through—kidnapped, groped on the leg, and threatened with possible rape as well as being sold into some stranger’s harem—his formality was weirdly comforting.


      “Sounds g-good. Just let me w-arm up for a minute, first.”


      He continued with what he was doing, building up the fire.


      “Are y-you going to change?”


      His head came up. “I will survive wet clothing.”


      It was true that he wasn’t shivering at all, not like me. Almost as if the freezing water hadn’t bothered him a bit, which was nuts, because it had been like ice.


      Now that I was coming out of the fog, I watched him, trying to figure him out. In many ways, he looked like the other Simathe I’d seen. The firelight pushed back the shadows of the forest, and I could see he had the same impossibly black hair and those spooky eyes: eyes so full of blackness they glittered in the night, seeming to absorb the darkness around us. The flames reflected on the bronze of his skin and danced off the gold hoop in his ear. When he turned his head his hair shifted, revealing that the left side of his neck was scarred. His left hand was scarred too, badly. I couldn’t help wondering what had happened to him.


      Since I couldn’t inquire about that, I summoned up my courage to ask instead, “Are you…Simathe?”


      Those deep eyes flicked toward me. “Aye.”


      It wasn’t like me to ask tons of questions, but he was the first person I’d had a chance to talk to since arriving here. Thankfully, the shivers had subsided and so had the stammer in my voice.


      “I hope you don’t think this is rude, but what is a Simathe? I can see you look—different, than most people around here. Heck, some kid was making fun of his brother saying he’d seen a girl with black hair when he saw me. His brother asked if I was Simathe, then said there was no such thing as a female Simathe. I didn’t understand it.”


      The man took his time before replying. His facial expression never changed, yet I got the feeling he was debating what and how much to tell me.


      “We are warriors,” he said at last, “created by the Scraggen, or witch-women, ages past. The lad was correct: no female Simathe. We are born of human Aerisian parentage. Scraggen magic makes us what we are.”


      I stared at him. None of that made any sense. I wouldn’t have believed a word of it if I hadn’t already witnessed so many inexplicable things the past couple of days. Instead of requesting further explanations, I said, “Earlier, you asked if I was from Earth. I am. I am from Earth. Somehow, I’m beginning to doubt that you are. From Earth, I mean.”


      He looked at me levelly. “I am not.”


      His dialect alone should’ve told me that.


      “Then can you tell me, please…where am I—where we are—if we’re not on Earth anymore?”


      “You are in Aerisia,” he said gently, as if breaking bad news, “the land beyond Earth’s sunsets. Welcome.”
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      Aerisia…the land beyond Earth’s sunsets.


      When he said that, I had a wild urge to laugh.


      I’ve lost my mind. This isn’t happening.


      That was what I wanted to protest. All that I’d seen, all that I’d survived, restrained me.


      I’d known I wasn’t in my own time period or homeland for a long time now. I hadn’t considered the possibility I wasn’t on Earth. Not really. That defied too much imagination. However, what this man, this Simathe, this warrior said made sense in a really sick, crazy way. I wished it didn’t, but it did. Furthermore, something about his odd phrase, the land beyond Earth’s sunsets, clicked in my brain. A flash of memory, of being up in the air…


      I glanced out of the window and saw a sea of clouds, a sea of fluffy, floating cotton balls painted all the colors of the sunset: red, gold, purple, orange, pink. It looked so peaceful out there, so at odds with the shuddering plane…


      “Lass, are you well?”


      The man’s voice jolted me out of the memory. I turned to him, swallowing hard. “I—I think so. I don’t know. I mean, I just…I can’t…”


      I trailed off, staring at him helplessly. He’d saved me from drowning. He couldn’t save me from this: the fathomless truth that I’d crossed into another world. I desperately needed something to ground me back to Earth, back to reality as I’d known it.


      “Did you find my bag?” I blurted out.


      “Aye.”


      Reaching behind him, he lifted it and handed it across. I grabbed it, mindful of my sore ribs, and clutched it close for a second. Stupid, but it was my sole link to who I’d been and where I’d come from. I needed that right then to remind me I wasn’t going crazy.


      “You will be well,” the Simathe said now. I looked up at him, forcing away the tears burning the backs of my eyeballs. “There is someone in Laytrii who can help you.”


      “Who?”


      “Lady Hannah, our Artan. She, too, is from Earth.”
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      So many questions. They wanted to bubble out one right after the other, but I didn’t know where to begin. I clung to what the man had said, however. I clung to it with all my mental strength, determined not to fall apart.


      “There’s someone else here from Earth?”


      He nodded.


      “How did she get here?”


      “The Moonkind fetched her.”


      Moonkind. I hadn’t heard that one yet.


      “Who’re the Moonkind?”


      “Folk who fled to Aerisia when their homeland was laid waste.”


      “Their homeland…the Moon?” I ventured.


      Again, he nodded. “Aye.”


      My mind was whirling.


      This is ridiculous. This is a nightmare.


      A nightmare, yes, but there was someone else here from Earth. Someone who could help me make sense of it all.


      “I think…I need to talk to this Lady Hannah,” I faltered.


      “She will help you,” the man promised. He looked me over, questioningly. “When you are ready, we can depart for Laytrii.”


      Was I? Was I ready?


      Part of me screamed yes. I wanted to find this Lady Hannah, this Artan, whoever she was. I wanted answers. I wanted her help. The other part of me wanted to retreat, if only for a few minutes, to let my mind grapple with this new reality. Here in the dark forest, shrouded by trees, huddled next to a warm fire with this abnormal looking man who’d saved my life. I never would’ve dreamed such a setting could feel almost peaceful, but there was something about him, despite his bizarre appearance, that put me at ease. I couldn’t believe I was admitting that to myself, but it was the truth.


      “I need to change first,” I said finally, stalling. “I don’t remember how far it is to Laytrii, but I don’t wanna make the trip in wet clothes.”


      I summoned up a weak smile. He didn’t return it.


      “You visited Laytrii?”


      “That’s the first place I came to after I…woke up, here.”


      Technically, that wasn’t true. That odd clearing where I’d seen the ravens was the first thing, but I bypassed that part of the story.


      “I woke up in the forest, and I followed a stream to a river until I found a path. I followed that out of the trees, and I saw a road—the main road. It took me to Laytrii, the city. That’s where I saw the other Simathe,” I added, because I abruptly remembered babbling to him about the Simathe I’d seen kill someone in the streets and asking him if he was going to hurt me.


      “I see,” he said thoughtfully, rubbing his chin. “You were in Laytrii, you saw another Simathe, and no one saw you?”


      Clearly, he doubted I could pass unnoticed in that city, especially by his fellow Simathe, and I knew why. I hadn’t seen anybody in Aerisia that looked at all Native American. Ironically, the Simathe were probably the closest, but they didn’t even look completely human.


      “I know this will sound crazy,” I said slowly. “But…”


      Briefly, I confided the details of my newfound ability. He listened without interrupting, without changing facial expressions, but I got the impression he wasn’t convinced even though all he said was, “I see.”


      “Look, it’s nuts, I get that. I swear I’m not just lying or making this up. That first Simathe, the one who-who killed that guy right in the streets, he was the only one it didn’t seem to work on. Or didn’t work as well, I should say. It was like he knew I was there, but he couldn’t quite spot me. He reacted to my presence. I know he did.”


      The man looked me dead in the eye. “Try me.”


      I felt my brows lift. “What?”


      “Try me,” he said again. “Make yourself invisible.”


      “Okaaay…” Accountably nervous, I brushed my wet hair behind my ear. “Okay…don’t see me.”


      No reaction. He stared directly at me.


      “Don’t see me,” I ordered again. “Don’t hear me.”


      He continued to stare, his face giving nothing away. Was it working?


      “Well?”


      Finally, he shrugged. “Though you did not disappear, you did…dim. Also, your voice was difficult to hear.”


      “Wait…” That didn’t make any sense. “You mean the first Simathe I saw maybe knew I was there but didn’t see me. For you I only dimmed? I didn’t disappear entirely?”


      “I could see you.”


      “Nobody else could.” He simply stared at me. “They couldn’t!” I said defensively. “How do you think I managed to get in and out of Laytrii without being seen if I’m making this up?”


      “I doubt you not,” he said carefully. “When you spoke, you dimmed. But I do not understand—”


      He broke off. Pressing his hands to his thighs, he stood, towering over me. He was a tall guy, at least six feet and probably a little over. Like the other Simathe I’d seen, he was well built. Athletic. Broad shouldered. Muscular. I was suddenly aware of my utter vulnerability here in a strange land and a nighttime forest with a man like him. Strangely, I wasn’t scared. Maybe I should’ve been, but I wasn’t.


      What is wrong with me?


      “We should make for Laytrii,” he said. “Perhaps Lady Hannah can assist in finding answers.”


      He extended a hand toward me, which I took. He drew me carefully to my feet, but I couldn’t hide a grimace, which he noticed.


      “Injured?”


      “My ribs,” I said, a hand to my side, my teeth gritted against the pain. “Got slammed up against a rock when I was in the water.”


      “Can you travel?”


      The pain was subsiding. I released a breath. “I think so.”


      I looked up into his face which was closer now, now that we were both standing.


      “What’s your name?” I asked softly.


      “Cole.”


      That was it. No last name. No explanations. Simply, “Cole.”


      “And yours?”


      For a split-second, I was tempted to lie in order to remain anonymous. Then, with a stab of bitter humor I realized I didn’t have to. I wasn’t on Earth anymore. Nobody here knew who Annie Richards was and probably wouldn’t care if they did. As long as I was in Aerisia, that part of my life—being a worldwide celebrity—was finished.


      “Annie,” I replied. “Annie Richards.”


      “Annie…” He repeated the name as if testing it out. I guess, to him, it probably was unusual.


      “Can you change, Mistress Richards?”


      I stepped back, frowning. “I think so, but please—don’t call me that. We’ve been through way too much already for you to call me that. I’m Annie. Just Annie.”


      A quicksilver smile, so fast I almost missed it. “As you wish. Now, are you able to change?”


      I nodded shakily, looking around. “Yeah, just let me find a place…”


      “Stay by the fire. I will go—”


      “No, don’t go.”


      The words slipped out before I could stop them. The warrior’s dark brows lifted slightly, and I felt my cheeks heat. Embarrassment, sticking my foot in my mouth—that wasn’t typical of me. I had too much training, too much practice playing it cool for the media. What was it about this Simathe, this strange man that had me both flustered and trusting him at the same time?


      “I didn’t mean that. I just meant I don’t want to be alone. Those creeps who kidnapped me…what if they’re still around?”


      “My men have them.”


      “Your men?”


      Another flashback to right after he’d pulled me from the water. Another Simathe, like him. I couldn’t remember what they’d talked about, but I remembered him being there.


      “I travelled with two others. They have your assailants.”


      “All three of them?”


      “Aye. You are safe.”


      I still didn’t want him to leave. I’d been through too much. Way too much. He was the one thing keeping me sane, and I had this wild feeling that if he left, if I lost him, I might fall to pieces.


      Probably some kind of survivor’s emotional dependency. I’m sure Dr. Weathers would have something to say about that.


      Wait…Dr. Weathers.


      Her face flashed into my mind. I tilted my head, trying to grasp the memory, hold onto it. Why was I seeing her? I remember seeing her. She was my therapist. But why? Why did I need a therapist?


      The warrior, Cole, noticed my pause. “Lass? Annie?”


      His voice shook me from my reverie.


      It’ll come back eventually. It’s got to.


      “I’m fine,” I said out loud. “Look, if you wouldn’t mind, can you just wait and—and turn around? I’ll only be a minute.” I gestured toward the other side of the fire.


      He considered a moment, then stepped away. “As you wish.” Rotating, he crossed to the opposite side of the fire. In complete silence, he waited while I began fumbling with my clothes. At first, I cast quick little glances his way, making sure he wasn’t going to pull a fast one on me and turn around while I stripped down to my skin. Not that I could do anything about it if he did. It didn’t seem like something he’d do, but how well did I know the guy? I didn’t know him, but there was something almost courtly, chivalrous about him. Old-fashioned, but in a nice way. He certainly didn’t give off pervy vibes like the jerks who’d kidnapped me.


      Even serial killers can be charming, my brain reminded me as I struggled against painful ribs to wrestle out of my wet tank top.


      He’s not a serial killer. If he wanted to kill me or rape me he could’ve done it by now.


      That was true. And it was also true he continued to wait patiently while I kicked off my wet jeans, not saying a word, giving no hint that he was at all aware of a woman stripping her clothes off behind him. I appreciated his patience, his restraint, something I wasn’t used to in the entertainment culture, where sex sold and women were often treated like meat. All of that aside, once I was down to my bra and underwear, which I left on even though they were wet, I dressed in the clothes he’d provided—which were a lot like his, actually. I could only assume they must’ve belonged to either him or one of his men that he’d mentioned. They were way too big, but I did my best to make them fit by rolling up cuffs and hems and tightening the laces across the front of the shirt.


      Finally, I said, “I’m done. Just gotta get my shoes on.”


      He turned. “I will gather your effects.”


      He extended his hands for my wet clothes, which I’d just picked up off the ground. I hesitated, then handed them over. With quick, efficient movements he gathered up my clothing, my bag, and his own pack, folding and lashing everything together into a neat bundle while I sat down to put on my running shoes.


      “I hate wet shoes,” I grumbled, rising.


      My feet squished with each step. I hoped they weren’t ruined. Running shoes were going to be hard to find around here and who knew if, when, I’d be able to go home?


      “Ready?” the Simathe asked.


      When I nodded assent, he kicked out the fire, then spread dirt over the coals to smother them. The forest went dark. I had no idea what time it was, but several hours had to have passed since I’d been awakened and kidnapped. Hopefully, it would be morning soon, but it wouldn’t be here quickly enough to get me out of the trees. Earlier, I’d been running for my life and didn’t care where I was going or if I tripped and fell. Now, the nighttime forest was not my friend as I tried to follow the warrior down the hill and back out. He must’ve noticed how hard I was having it because, after just a couple of minutes, he stopped to look back at me. I couldn’t get over the strangeness of his eyes, how they glittered darker than the forest enclosing us. Without saying a word, he offered me his hand. I wavered only a second, then slid mine into it.


      The going became much easier after that. He must’ve been well acquainted with this stretch of woods. He wasn’t running into anything, tripping, or falling. He guided me with uncanny accuracy around rocks, logs, and fallen limbs, mostly wordless, but sometimes with a brief warning. After the night I’d had, his patience was like a warm blanket and his hand a lifeline. I didn’t realize how hard I was squeezing that strong, calloused hand, those solid fingers, until we broke free of the trees and he released me. I almost felt like a piece of myself had broken away, but off in the distance I could see the faintest lightening of the sky, which made me feel better. Also, at the base of the hill, down by the bridge, waited a magnificent ebony horse whose dark coloring was uncannily close to his.


      “Yours?” I asked, nodding toward the animal.


      “Aye. He can carry us both to Laytrii.”


      The idea of riding double with this stranger, this warrior who’d just saved my life made me feel a tad awkward. Not because he gave me the creeps, like Devvs and his gang earlier, but for the exact opposite reaction. He didn’t give me the creeps, and the idea of sitting that close to him wasn’t the least bit off-putting.


      Survivor’s dependency. Is that a thing?


      When we approached the animal, Cole caught it by the reins, stroking its face gently, speaking quiet words in a language I didn’t understand. The horse responded, nuzzling his shoulder as I reached out to trail a hand over its withers.


      “He’s beautiful,” I said. “I’ve never seen anything like him.”


      “There are no others like him. He is a Restless, peculiar to the Simathe.”


      I didn’t know what that meant, but I stepped closer, letting the animal smell my hands before I stroked his velvet muzzle, scratched behind his ears, and patted his strong neck, greeting him quietly, befriending him.


      “You are unafraid,” observed the Simathe, who’d edged back to let me get acquainted with his animal.


      I looked up at him. “Of the horse?”


      He nodded. “Lady Hannah, when she first came to Aerisia, did not favor the Restless. At all.”


      “Oh.”


      I guess he was going to judge me by this Hannah, this other woman from Earth. It felt strange to be compared to someone I’d never met, but I couldn’t blame him. She was the only guideline he had.


      “Well,” I chuckled, “all women from Earth aren’t the same, believe me. I don’t know where your Lady Hannah’s from, but I grew up in Oklahoma.” Realizing that wouldn’t mean anything to him, I added, “That’s a part of the country that’s pretty…I don’t know, rural. I was raised on a cattle ranch. I’ve been around horses my entire life.”


      Except for the last eight years.


      I kept that part quiet.


      “I started riding when I was a kid. I love horses.”


      “He favors you,” the Simathe observed, and I smiled.


      “I think we’re gonna be friends.”


      “Evidently.” He moved around behind me. “I’ll assist you up.”


      “I can mount a horse. I told you I know how to ride.”


      “He is tall. And you are injured.”


      Oh yeah.


      To mount a horse this tall would definitely require some upper body strength, putting a strain on my ribs. Part of me warned it wasn’t smart to let a strange man put his hands on me—a man to whom I was having such an odd reaction. The other part realized it would be stupid to turn down his help, so I stood still while he placed his hands on my waist, lifting me so easily onto the Restless’ high back that it was almost scary. He handed me the pack to hold before mounting himself.


      Once he was in front of me, and we were of necessity shoved together, I felt unaccountably awkward. I was accustomed to working with men. In my profession, it wasn’t any big deal. There had been countless duets, countless dances, countless numbers on stage in front of audiences of thousands. I had male bodyguards with me constantly, and yet I could barely make myself put my hands on this Simathe’s waist to steady myself on the back of his horse as we started off. He didn’t act like he noticed when I touched him, but I was confused and scolding myself for being a fool.


      What is the matter with you? He’s a guy. Just a guy like any other guy. Think of him like that.


      Well, I could try, but it was painfully obvious he was no ordinary guy. His looks alone screamed that. Nor was he a professional musical artist, someone like me who was accustomed to getting up close and personal with another artist for their job. Plus, he’d risked his life to save mine, a total stranger’s.


      It doesn’t mean anything. You’re just tired and emotionally out of whack because of everything you’ve been through, I told myself.


      The lie pounded in my ears during the next few hours as the sun slowly brightened, and a sense of safety stole in, wearing down my defenses. My companion didn’t talk much. In fact, he didn’t say a word. That was fine. I was worn out and would’ve had a hard time coming up with any responses. Even as the world came fully awake, I drooped until I was so sleepy that I lost all sense of embarrassment. It felt only natural to give in, to finally slide both arms around him and lean into his back, his strong, solid back. His clothes were still damp from the stream, and smelled like water and woods and man, but I barely noticed.


      My last thought was, He promised not to hurt me.


      I didn’t know him, but I believed him. It made me feel secure. Sleep overcame me and I surrendered, feeling truly safe for the first time since arriving in this strange new land.
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      The ride was too long. It wasn’t long enough. I came to when the rhythmic swaying of the Restless’ gait stopped, along with the clip-clopping of his hooves. My eyes were heavy and so was my head as I raised it, trying to figure out where I was and what I was doing there. A broad back, a man’s back was in front of me, and the ground was far below. I gasped, grabbing at my companion, who put a hand over mine and twisted to look at me.


      “Steady, lass. We’ve arrived.”


      I looked up into his face, that hard, scarred face with those deep, deep eyes and everything returned. Being kidnapped, making a break for the forest, nearly drowning, this man—this Simathe—rescuing me. Me leaning against him and falling asleep…


      Mortified, I pushed myself up, pretending I hadn’t been laying over on him, my arms wrapped around his waist like I’d known him for years instead of hours.


      “Where are we?” I croaked.


      “Laytrii’s palace.”


      “Palace?”


      I remembered seeing a castle or palace beyond the city when I’d first arrived and emerged from the forest. Was this the same one? Has to be, I thought, gazing up at the towers and spirals piercing the clear morning sky.


      “Lord Cole?”


      A man had approached, one of the soldiers I remembered seeing in the city whose armor and weapons were similar to a legionary from ancient Rome. Two or three others followed him. I assumed from his bearing and the fact that his uniform differed subtly from theirs that he was their leader. He was as tall, handsome, and fair as the Simathe with whom I rode was dark.


      “High-Chief,” the Simathe answered. “I trust my men delivered the prisoners?”


      “They did.” The High-Chief’s gaze swept me. “They failed to mention this.”


      The Simathe offered no explanation why. “She was their prisoner,” he said instead. “Injured when I rescued her. I thought it best to bring her along slowly.”


      The soldier thinned his lips, nodded. He may have kept his own counsel, but I didn’t miss the way his soldiers gawked at me. As a celebrity, I was used to being gawked at, but because of my status, not because I was some sort of freak.


      “I am Garrett Wy’ Rinstead, High-Chief of the Ranetron,” the man introduced himself to me. “And you are?”


      “Annie. Annie Richards.”


      “Where are you injured, Mistress Richards?”


      “My ribs,” I told him. Maybe he’d noticed I had one arm pressed to my torso, as if to protect that area.


      “May I help you down, Mistress Richards?” the High-Chief offered. “I will be mindful of your injury.”


      I nodded shakily.


      What am I doing here? I thought, overwhelmed as I leaned into the High-Chief’s strength. He was true to his word, getting me off the tall Restless with as little discomfort to me as possible. What am I doing here in a different world, a world that’s frozen in a different time period and has magic? With lords and High-Chiefs and Artans and stuff like that?


      It wasn’t like I hadn’t been around powerful people before. Throughout the course of my career, I’d performed for various political figures across the globe. But that was lights and bands and glitz and glamor and ball gowns and me, calm and poised, putting my best foot forward, confident and capable in my abilities because music was the great equalizer. Here, I was wearing men’s clothes that were way too large and borrowed from a complete stranger. My hair was a wet, tangled mess. I was banged up, and my skin and hair were caked with dried mud. My ribs ached. I hadn’t showered or brushed my teeth in days. I probably stank. My breath must be horrible. And I was about to walk into a fantastic palace of white stone with some sort of high-ranking military officer. And Cole.


      The High-Chief had called him Lord Cole.


      Why didn’t he tell me he was a lord? What does that even mean? That he’s in a position of power?


      “Shall we summon the Artan?” the Ranetron High-Chief was saying to the Simathe lord, who’d swung off his horse behind me.


      “I think it wise.”


      The soldier beckoned to one of his men. “Brintin, find Lady Hannah. Inform her we have a visitor she’ll wish to meet, and I am bringing her straightway to her sitting room.”


      “At once, my lord,” the man responded, tapping his left shoulder with his right fist.


      As he hurried off the High-Chief said to me, “I will escort you inside.”


      We’d started to move off, when I noticed Cole, Lord Cole, the Simathe warrior who had brought me here was turning the opposite direction, as if to lead his horse away.


      “Lord Cole? Aren’t you coming with us?”


      All three men, the Simathe, the Ranetron High-Chief, and the remaining soldier stopped and stared at me like I’d done something wrong. Or at least something unprecedented. The Ranetron soldier’s eyes were practically bugging out. I didn’t understand. What had I done that was so awful? Was he not allowed inside? Should I not have asked?


      No one corrected me. Lord Cole—now that I knew he was a lord, I couldn’t think of him without the title—finally held out the horse’s reins to the other Ranetron.


      “Would you take him to the stables?”


      “At once, my lord,” the young man said, springing forward to obey.


      With the Ranetron High-Chief by my side and the Simathe warrior at my back, we mounted the steps of the palace, passed between its heavy doors, guarded by more Ranetron who also stared openly at me, and entered the palace itself. I felt knots in the pit of my stomach as the men escorted me along winding halls, bypassing massive tapestries, silver candelabras, and heavy, gleaming wooden furniture, not sparing a glance for the finery around them.


      Poise, Annie, I reminded myself, even though I wanted to gape at the stained glass windows, the servants here and there, and the well-dressed what I assumed to be courtiers who stopped in their tracks as we passed. What was I walking into?


      I was so pent up from nerves and lack of sleep that I felt tears roiling beneath the surface. I never cried. Never. I was dangerously close to it now. Then I heard a woman’s voice—a woman with a decidedly American accent, saying, “Hey guys, Brintin just told me you had somebody for me to meet. Who is it?”


      The Ranetron High-Chief, who’d been leading the way, stepped aside, and I saw a woman. A young woman, probably mid-to-late-twenties, with brown hair and mismatched green and brown eyes. She wore a simple emerald gown with elegant lines, and her hair was caught up in a casual ponytail. Despite her clothing, she obviously wasn’t Aerisian. She was from Earth, like me. And I knew by the way her hand went to her mouth, trembling, and how her eyes visibly widened that she was thinking the exact same thing.


      “You—how did…” Her gaze swung helplessly to the High-Chief. “How did this—?” Back to me. “You-you’re from Earth!” To my amazement, her chin quivered and tears pooled in her eyes. “You’re from Earth,” she said again, like she simply couldn’t believe it, and then she was stepping forward to take my hands.


      “I’m so sorry, I’m just in shock. I never thought I’d see anybody from home ever again. I—Oh, forget this, you don’t mind, do you?”


      Before I could say whether I minded or not, she’d let go of my hands and wrapped me in a warm hug. At first, I was nonplused. I’d never had anybody be this happy to see me because of where I was from. Also, I was accustomed to my bodyguards pushing people back, keeping strangers from getting too close. Still, her genuine warmth, her friendliness, was no act. She was overwhelmed to see somebody from Earth here in this new world, so overwhelmed that she either didn’t notice or didn’t care what a mess I was. I could somewhat understand that. It was like a breath of fresh air to me to finally see somebody from home as well.


      Gently, I returned the embrace, fully conscious of the people staring at us, the two men flanking us, and how I definitely didn’t look or smell my best. I heard her breath catch a couple of times as she fought down tears, then she released me and stepped back, holding out a hand and grinning hugely.


      “Hi. I’m Hannah, by the way. It’s nice to meet you.”


      Under the power of her smile, I couldn’t help smiling in return. I reached for her hand and shook it, although the gesture was already obsolete.


      “Annie. Annie Richards.”


      She gave me a sideways look. “Don’t tell me your name is Anna. Because—Hannah and Anna. That would be too weird.”


      “No, actually it’s Anne. I was named after my grandma. Annie’s my nickname.”


      “Awesome, that’ll make the name thing easier. Let me introduce you to everyone,” she said next. With a hand on my upper arm, she turned, beckoning the rest of the people to approach.


      “This is Lord Ri Wy’ Joisten, Aerisia’s High Elder. He’s sort of like, um…” She tightened her lips, thinking. “The president at home.” As if the notion had just struck, she turned back to me asking, “You are from the US, right?”


      “Oklahoma,” I nodded.


      “Thought so, by your accent. Well, maybe not Oklahoma specifically, but that region of the United States.”


      “Where are you from?”


      “Colorado.”


      “Beautiful country.”


      “It is. I miss it.” Her eyes dimmed momentarily. “Aerisia’s beautiful too, but…you know. No place like home and all that.”


      As quickly as the sadness had come, it vanished. She shrugged it off, carrying on with the introductions. I couldn’t remember everyone’s names, but it seemed a couple of the women were Elders, which she described as belonging to the Council—“Sort of like Congress, maybe?” Last of all was a stunningly beautiful woman with a sweet face, a long, shimmering blonde braid that curved over her shoulder, and a rounded belly beneath her blue gown.


      “This is Lady Elisia Wis’ Rinstead, Spinner, member of Council, and wife of Lord Garrett, who I see you’ve already met.” She indicated the handsome High-Chief who had escorted me into the palace.


      “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Mistress Richards,” the lady smiled. Despite her breathtaking beauty, or maybe because of it, there was a gentleness to her manner that was soothing to my frayed nerves.


      “Hello, my love,” she greeted her husband as he crossed to her, sliding an arm around her shoulders. The light in her eyes when she gazed up at him was unmistakable, as was the softening in his soldier’s demeanor when he looked down at her.


      Next to me, Hannah leaned over and whispered, “Aren’t they the most disgustingly beautiful couple you’ve ever seen? It’s annoying. Their kid’s going to be a knockout.”


      I was a little taken aback, until she laughed and shook her head. “I’m kidding. Sorry. You’ll get used to my sense of humor. Everyone else has. Right, Cole?”


      She looked past me, addressing the Simathe warrior still standing quietly behind us.


      “We’ve acquired a tolerance for it,” he said dryly.


      “Eh, you guys love me.”


      I was more than a bit surprised to see her joke with the Simathe lord this way. From what I’d seen so far of the warriors, they didn’t exactly seem flippant. But when I watched their exchange, even if Cole—Lord Cole—didn’t exactly smile at her, his stance did seem to betray humor.


      “So, Cole—” She said now, looking between the two of us. “I’m assuming you’ve already met, right? Since you came in together. In fact—” For the first time, she stopped to look me up and down, really study me. “You’re wearing Simathe clothing, Annie. I sense there’s a story here.”


      “I was…” I hesitated, uncertain if I should break into the entire tale right here and now. “I was in a pretty bad spot last night, and Lord Cole—he saved my life.”


      “He did? That sounds like quite a story. And I’m dying to hear it. But, you know, I’m gonna be brutally honest: you look exhausted. I know you must have a million questions right now. Trust me, I do too. At the top of my list is, how did you get here? That can all wait until you’re ready, though.”


      Inwardly, I sighed with relief. She was right. Questions were swimming in my brain, and this woman from Earth, this Lady Hannah, she was the key to answering them. Nevertheless, I was thankful we didn’t have to sit down and go into all that right now. I was dead on my feet and wanted desperately to clean up. Being in this luxurious environment only underscored how gross I felt.


      “Let me have the servants prepare you a room,” Lady Hannah was saying. “With a hot bath. Clean clothes. Food. Are you hungry?”


      Suddenly, I realized I was.


      “Yeah. I haven’t had a hot meal in days.”


      “Days?”


      “Not since I came here.”


      She was genuinely surprised. “You’ve been here for days? Oh, I really gotta hear this story. But, no, it can wait. We’re going to take care of you first. Better than anyone, I know how overwhelming the transition between Earth and Aerisia can be. I don’t want your experience to be as…rough…as mine was.”


      “Lady Elisia?”


      The beautiful courtier stepped away from her husband. “I shall summon the servants.” When she walked past me, she stopped, taking my hand briefly to say, “You are truly welcome to Aerisia, Mistress Richards, and to Laytrii’s palace. We shall do all in our power to make your stay as pleasant as possible.”


      I thanked her. As she moved off, Lady Hannah turned to me, clasping me by the upper arms and staring me dead in the eyes.


      “Look, I know this is going to be rough. I’m sure it’s been rough already. I’m sure you’re wondering if you’ve gone insane or if you’re dreaming. I did too, and I can only tell you that, yes, it’s real. It’s all real. I can’t promise you that making this switch won’t be hard, but I can promise I will do everything I can to make it as easy for you as it can be.” She squeezed my arms, then let me go. “I don’t know how you feel about it, but I’m so glad you’re here. I’d love for you to stay at the palace with me as my special guest. After all, it’s not like I have many opportunities to host somebody from Earth!” she grinned. “You’re very welcome here, Annie. Welcome to Aerisia.”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter 16


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          A Different Power


        


      


      


      Alone in his guest chambers at Laytrii’s palace, Cole stripped off his damp shirt and tossed it to the floor. In so doing, he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror atop the wash basin. Instinctively, his hand went to the scars crisscrossing his torso. Being in the cold water last night, rescuing the girl, had set them to aching. Cold always did. During the Artan’s great battle against the Dark Powers, he had been snatched up by a dragon, clamped in its jaws, and flung away like a dog killing a rodent. Being Simathe, and immortal, he’d survived the encounter. The Artan’s final burst of magic that day had blanketed the battlefield and sped his recovery, but the scars would never fade and had never fully healed. They wrapped around his body, front and back, up his shoulder, and even his neck to his cheek on the left side.


      The scars bore testimony to other changes in his life since that day, as well. For saving the Artan’s life, purposefully putting himself between a dragon and her, as well as his High-Chief, he’d been rewarded with the title, duties, and responsibilities of Lord among his Simathe brethren. It was not a position he had ever thought to attain, at least not for many long years. When she created their kind, the Scraggen who brought the Simathe into existence declared their number would never surpass five centuries. Only five centuries did not require a great many lords, and the role, up until now, had been filled by those far more aged than himself.


      During the years since the Artan’s victory, he had grown accustomed to the title, but not to using it himself. Just as he’d grown somewhat accustomed to his lavish quarters when visiting Laytrii’s palace. Since he was a lord, the Aerisians felt he merited what was, to him, an ostentatious chamber with too many frills and fluff for him to ever feel comfortable. Clean clothing, warm water for washing, and a meal. There was little he required, and he could have had all in the barracks where the other Simathe were housed, alongside the Ranetron quartered at the palace. The Aerisians failed to see it that way.


      The lavishness of his chambers aside, his mind was full as he sat to remove his boots, then stood, walking to the wash basin to clean himself.


      Who was this girl he had saved, this Annie Richards from Earth? How had she come to Aerisia? How had she crossed? Her appearance was as distinctly Earthlike as the Artan’s, and yet the two women looked nothing alike. The newcomer was much darker, with skin of soft brown and short black hair. Her eyes were arresting: slightly tilted, and purple as the flowers growing in the palace gardens. Eyes like that he had never seen. No Aerisian had such eyes. Perhaps they were common on Earth, although Lady Hannah’s mismatched eyes, a physical symbol of her heritage, half Earth, half Aerisian, were not so common, so she said. If two women from Earth had arrived in Aerisia with uncommon eyes, did that mean anything? Lady Hannah was the Artan, the woman prophesied for centuries to combat the Dark Powers with the magic inherited from her ancestors. She had done it and triumphed. Then who was this?


      As he redressed himself, a knock sounded at his door. “Enter,” he called, knowing already who stood without.


      Due to their unique Simathe heritage, being in close proximity allowed them to know if one of their brothers was near and who it was. It also allowed for a certain sensing of the other’s humors: anger, concern, bewilderment, and the like.


      The door opened and Lord Norband, his Chief Captain, entered.


      “I hear we’ve a visitor,” the man said. No preludes. No easing into the subject. That was the Simathe way. Fewer words was always preferred.


      “We do. From Earth.”


      “Another woman from Earth.” The man’s stare was direct. “Why?”


      “I wondered the same.”


      “Did you inquire? You brought her here.”


      Cole shook his head. “She was in no condition for much speech.”


      His mind flipped back to her vulnerability as he’d pulled her limp and unconscious from the water. And later, how she had leaned into him, fearless, trusting, sleeping against his back during the ride to the palace. How she’d asked, almost fearfully, “Aren’t you coming with us?” as if she would not have him leave her.


      No woman, ever, with the exception of Lady Hannah, had treated him so. He was Simathe. Aerisian women were worlds apart from his clan. Lady Hannah was, in fact, the first woman in the long history of the Simathe to breach centuries of mistrust and suspicions, reservations, and even fear. The first woman to befriend the Siamthe, ultimately going so far as to wed their High-Chief, Lord Ilgard, to whom she’d been Joined when she first arrived in Aerisia. In the beginning, even Lady Hannah had shown nothing but fear towards his High-Chief and his fellow warriors. This girl, this Annie, was different. She’d looked and spoken to him as if his being Simathe did not matter to her. Which was a notion he could barely comprehend.


      “I left inquiries to the Artan,” he explained. “She chose to let the girl rest before hearing her tale.”


      His Chief Captain nodded. “Thoughtful of her.”


      Cole couldn’t judge his Chief Captain’s true opinion of that, but he let the matter pass.


      “You knew we took prisoners?”


      “Lord Garrett informed me. I’ve had no chance to interrogate them.”


      “You were on a mission of your own,” Cole observed.


      Now a lord for the past few years, he was privy to the comings and goings of Treygon’s rulers in ways that had formerly been known only to the High-Chief, Chief Captain, and other lords.


      “It was successful,” his Chief Captain acknowledged.


      “He is dead?”


      “Yesterday. In the city.”


      Something stirred in the warrior-lord’s brain. “You killed him yesterday. In the city.”


      His Chief Captain regarded him askance. “So I have said.”


      “I think she saw you,” Cole said slowly. “The newcomer.”


      “She saw me?”


      Lord Norband was incredulous, as was Cole, himself. Puzzling aloud, he said, “I found her being hunted by the smugglers. She had gone into the water to hide but was caught and nigh to drowning. When I drew her out she said, You’re one of them. When I inquired who she meant, she claimed she’d seen one of us kill a man in the streets. She said there were onlookers, and no one tried to stop him.”


      “There were onlookers. No one did try to stop me.”


      No. They wouldn’t. Only a fool would come between a Simathe and his quarry.


      “How did she know that?” his Chief Captain pressed. “I would not have failed to notice a woman from Earth, presuming she is like the Artan in appearance.”


      “Like and unlike,” Cole replied. “Black hair. Dark skin. Violet eyes.” Singular eyes. Lovely eyes. “You would have seen her.”


      “Then she lies, or someone told her what happened. I would have noted such a woman.”


      “Or…she told me something surpassing strange.”


      Hastily, he related the girl’s claim that she could render herself invisible to those around her by simply speaking herself unseen and unheard.


      “However,” he concluded, “she did assert that you—it must have been you, my lord, knew she was there, although you saw her not. She said you alone somewhat pierced the veil she’d cast over herself.”


      Something changed in his Chief Captain’s demeanor. He straightened from his seat on the edge of a low table. Darkness spread over his countenance.


      “There was something,” he said shortly. “Before and after the execution. I sensed I was watched. I could scry from which direction, but I saw no one. I decided I must be mistaken.”


      Cole straightened as well. The lass had been telling the truth. She wasn’t mad or lying.


      “There’s more,” he said.


      Lord Norband nodded at him to continue.


      “I tested her. Told her to render herself invisible to me.”


      “And?”


      “She dimmed as if she’d cast a shroud over my vision, yet I could see her.”


      “That is impossible.”


      “But true.”


      Lord Norband was shaking his head, almost angrily. “No stranger from Earth should be here besides the Artan. No woman from Earth should possess magic, besides the Artan. Yet she has this ability which succeeded on me and not you?”


      “I relate only what I have heard and seen,” Cole answered mildly.


      He could feel his superior’s anger. Simathe were not given to outbursts or displays of any kind, but what was unseen on the surface he could sense underneath. Lord Norband was both angry and…disquieted?


      Abruptly, the Chief Captain stood.


      “Take me to her.”


      Cole rose as well. “My lord?”


      “We cannot delay. Take me to this stranger from Earth.”


      “The Artan has permitted her rest,” he reminded his lord.


      “Then we will speak to Lady Hannah, herself. Come.”


      As commanded, Cole followed his Chief Captain from his quarters and through the palace. There was no speech between the two men, only the thumping of boot heels on floors of marble, shot through with silver veins. Cole was so long accustomed to the finery of Laytrii’s palace that he saw none of it. What he did see, in his mind’s eye, was the desperation, the fear in the girl’s—Annie’s—eyes as she’d whispered, “You wouldn’t—wouldn’t hurt me, would you?” And his reciprocal promise. “No, never.”


      Why the notion of a second woman from Earth in Aerisia, a woman presumably possessing some type of magic, displeased his Chief Captain, he did not know. Nor could he deny there was a part of him that wished to step between them, shield the girl from his anger. Cole did not know her, not really, but during those first few minutes after he’d drawn her from the water there had been no pretense, no walls, no shields. Could he have laid his finger on it, he would have sworn he saw into her soul, however briefly. And he saw no darkness, no evil. Certainly nothing to offend Lord Norband.


      A servant directed them toward a meeting room, where the Artan was still ensconced with the High Elder and various Council members. In fact, the numbers had only grown as news of a visitor from Earth spread through the palace like a forest fire.


      “Lady Hannah?”


      His Chief Captain stepped into the room, breaking into the conversation without preamble.


      The Artan turned, smiling a welcome. “Norband, hello. Cole.” She nodded at him. Then, as if sensing what Cole himself had sensed, disquiet in his Chief Captain, a frown slipped across her face. “Is something wrong?”


      “May we speak, my lady? Alone?”


      Norband was nothing if not forthright, yet for him to interrupt the Artan, especially during a meeting with other Aerisian rulers, was unprecedented. Clearly, Lady Hannah thought the same. She blinked rapidly, then stammered, “Um, okay. I guess so. Sure.” She rose, asking her peers, “If you’ll excuse me?”


      Bemusement was written all over the other Council members’ faces, but they politely gave assent and Lady Hannah led the two Simathe from that meeting chamber into a smaller, side room. Once they were inside, Cole watched with not a little bemusement of his own as his Chief Captain secured the door behind them. Lady Hannah, catching his eye, mouthed, “What’s up with him?” Cole shrugged. In truth, he knew little more than her. He’d rarely, if ever, seen his Chief Captain so disturbed.


      “Cole has informed me of the visitor from Earth.”


      “Oh, is that what this is about?”


      “What do you know of her?”


      Lady Hannah was far from taken aback by the Simathe Chief Captain’s bluntness, but Cole could read her well enough to see her guard was up.


      “Not very much. She’s from Earth. She’s from a state called Oklahoma. I’m supposing from her looks and where she’s from that she’s Native American. She’s probably about my age. She said she’s been here a couple of days. I know her name... I don’t know, why? I decided to let her rest before interrogating her. Do you have a problem with that?”


      “Only if it places my lady Artan in harm’s way.”


      “What?” Lady Hannah snorted a laugh. “What’re you talking about? That doesn’t even make sense. How could she put me in harm’s way? She just got here.”


      Cole, too, could not fathom his lord’s meaning, but held his peace, observing the exchange between his Chief Captain and his High-Chief’s wife.


      “I am asking you to be wary of her,” Norband said coldly. “Something is amiss.”


      Lady Hannah cut her eyes toward Cole. “I don’t get it. What could be amiss?”


      Norband looked to him, as well. “Tell her. Tell of the girl’s ability. You were there. Tell her all that you told me.”


      Lady Hannah gazed at him questioningly. “Cole?”


      At a nod from his lord, Cole proceeded to inform Lady Hannah of all he’d told his Chief Captain earlier. Of the woman’s assertion that she could render herself invisible, allowing her to pass unnoticed in Aerisia for two days. Of how he had tested her, and the results. Of how she’d seen Norband, but the Chief Captain did not see her, albeit he sensed her presence.


      “Is that what this is about?” the young woman asked at the conclusion of his tale, addressing Norband. “You’re angry because Cole could see her, but you couldn’t?”


      “I am not angry,” Lord Norband replied. “I am concerned.”


      “Why?”


      “Why? A stranger from Earth crosses to Aerisia, and you see no cause for concern? Clearly, she possesses power, even magic, of some sort. Magic that affected the common Aerisians, Cole, and myself all differently. You were brought here by the Moonkind because you were the Artan. She is not the Artan. She was not brought here by their magic, unless they planned a thing of which Master Risean failed to tell us. Which I doubt. Yet here she is. How? Why? The paths between Earth and Aerisia have been closed for ages. This should not be. None of it should be.”


      His speech contained more words than Cole had heard Norband string together in weeks. If the Simathe were silent, his Chief Captain was doubly so. For him to lay out so much before the Artan bespoke deep alarm. Studying Lady Hannah, Cole could see she was thinking much the same. Irritation faded from her mien, replaced with consideration of what the man was saying.


      “You raise some valid points,” she said carefully. “But I’m telling you, I didn’t sense any darkness in her. I didn’t even sense magic. If she does have this power, which she must, because of what Cole said, then it’s got to be a different type of magic than I’ve encountered before.”


      “And that fails to concern you?”


      Lady Hannah shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been in Aerisia several years now, but I haven’t travelled the entire world. I probably haven’t run across all the different forms of magic out there. I don’t know if I should be concerned or not.” She turned to Cole. “What do you think? You were with her longer than any of us. She said you saved her life. What’s your opinion of this?”


      He knew what each person desired him to say. His Chief Captain wanted, no expected, him to support his judgment, simply because Lord Norband was his Chief Captain. The Artan wanted him to agree with her. All he could do was remain honest.


      “I sensed no shadow in her,” he said slowly. “Nevertheless, further questioning would be wise.”


      Lady Hannah, Lord Norband…both looked at him, then to each other. Lady Hannah broke the silence first.


      “I guess that’s fair. And I will question her further. But not until she’s had a chance to eat and clean up and catch some rest.”


      “My lady—”


      “My mind’s made up,” she said firmly, already moving toward the door. “I appreciate your concern, Norband, I really do, but I also know how traumatic transitioning to another world can be. You don’t. I do, and I’m going to help her, if I can.” She opened the door, stopped and glanced back. “I personally don’t think we have anything to worry about, but I’ll let you know what I find out. Excuse me.”


      With that, she was gone. His Chief Captain muttered a curse, then turned to him.


      “Watch her,” he demanded. “The girl. Insofar as possible, keep an eye on her at all times.”


      Cole hid his surprise. “My lord?”


      “You’ve been with her the longest. You saved her life. She is likely to trust you more than another Simathe, so keep watch on her.”


      “For what?” he could not help asking.


      “Anything. Everything. Anything that signals a threat to our Artan, the wife of our High-Chief.”


      With that cryptic remark, his Chief Captain strode for the door and passed outside, leaving Cole alone with many puzzling thoughts.
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      I’d never been so grateful for a bath in my entire life. Funny the simple things that can be taken for granted, like being able to step into a hot shower or go to the fridge for a snack. Even though this fantastic palace was armed with a host of servants to keep things running smoothly, I still noticed the lack of modern conveniences as I waited for the tub to be filled and food to be brought. The food arrived before my bath was ready, so I sat gingerly on the least ornate chair in the suite to eat.


      The meal I was served was some sort of meat pie, filled with flavors both familiar and unfamiliar. I couldn’t have said what sort of meat it was, except that it didn’t taste like chicken. Accompanying it was fresh water and a mug of steaming tea. I wasn’t much of a tea drinker, so I asked the young woman who was running around issuing orders to the other servants what type of tea it was.


      “Oh, that is lilsbeth tea, made from the lilsbeth plant. ‘Tis a herb known for its restorative properties.”


      “Thank you,” I said, and dared to take a sip. It wouldn’t have been my first choice, but the herbal flavor was bracing, and the warmth comforting. “What’s your name?” I asked the girl next, looking up from my mug.


      She smiled warmly. “I am Rosean. I have been Lady Hannah’s personal servant since her arrival in Aerisia. She sent me to make you welcome.” She beckoned to another girl, short and blonde, round and pretty. “This is Pelle. After today, she will be assisting you.”


      “I don’t really need a servant,” I said, trying to decline graciously. “I’m pretty used to handling things on my own.”


      Rosean smiled, a tad patronizingly, I thought. “Of course, you may care for yourself all you like, but this is a large place, and Pelle will simply be here to help you find and procure whatever you may need.”


      I might’ve protested further, but I was tired, and she had a point. I had no clue how to get around this massive palace. I probably did need a little help, so I gave in for now. Sitting back in the chair, I sipped at the tea while the servants finished prepping my bath. Pelle, the last to leave, laid some towels and clothing on a bench near the tub.


      “Is there anything else you require, Mistress?”


      Setting the mug aside, I stood. “Not right now. And you don’t have to call me mistress. I don’t have any rank or title. My name’s Annie. Please, call me that.”


      She only smiled. “As you wish. The bell pull is there. Summon me if you’ve need of anything.” She indicated a scarlet cord with a golden tassel next to the bed.


      Bell pulls…servants… Pretty big change from sleeping in baker’s sheds and tavern stables. Guess it pays to be from Earth around here, I thought as I stripped and climbed into the water. It was warm and I sank in, letting it come up to my chin.


      The feeling of water on my face brought back memories scarcely hours old of icy water splashing over my face and the helpless feeling of being trapped in the stream, knowing I was going to drown. And then—Cole. The Simathe. Warrior. Lord.


      My mind replayed coming to from the cold and the shock, feeling a weight across my body and someone’s hands on my face. Of opening my eyes to see his—inhuman, alien, but full of concern.


      “You heard me,” I’d whispered.


      No one in Aerisia had heard me that I hadn’t wanted to. Then, when I was in danger and shouting for help, no one had been around. I thought my voice, the thing that set me apart on Earth, making me wealthy, popular, and famous, had failed me. I was going to die.


      But Cole had heard me.


      There was no denying his abnormal appearance, either by Aerisian standards or Earth’s. Logically, I should’ve been put off. Frightened, maybe. Before today, I probably would’ve been, especially considering what I’d seen that other Simathe do. Now…


      He’d saved my life. Taken care of me afterward. Brought me here, to the one person capable of helping me deal with the shock of traveling between worlds. I’d trusted him so much that I’d passed out on his horse. I’d slept against his back.


      “I slept against his back,” I muttered aloud, thinking about that. “What he must think of me.”


      What did he think of me? He was the most stoic person I’d ever seen in my life, and I was used to stoics, having been raised by one.


      What does he think of you? He probably doesn’t think anything about you, except as a helpless stranger he was kind enough to assist. I’m sure that’s the end of it. So let it go. Stop thinking about him.


      I could do that, I promised myself. I could let it go and stop thinking about the man. Except for one thing. A glance at the men’s clothing on the floor next to the tub reminded me.


      I’ll have to return those to him. And I need my bag back.


      It was all I had left of home, of Earth.
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        * * *


      


      A hot meal, a warm bath, clean clothing, and rest in a real bed do wonders for the soul. Judging by the sunlight streaming in through the open windows, it was late afternoon and I’d slept the day away. I couldn’t believe how well I’d slept. Maybe it was sheer exhaustion. Maybe it was because I finally felt safe, here in this palace with another woman who’d crossed from Earth, or maybe it was because I had a comfortable bed instead of a cramped shed or a hayloft. I couldn’t believe how hungry I was, again. I also couldn’t believe how stiff and sore I felt, and how badly my ribs ached.


      I should’ve asked for a doctor to look at them before I went to bed, I grimaced, sitting up carefully.


      I looked at the bell pull next to my bed. I felt like a massive jerk pulling it to drag someone in to take care of me, but the truth was, I needed some help. That girl earlier, Rosean, had been right. If I’d been home, in any of my several houses scattered across the US, I could’ve made myself a snack, gotten in the car, and driven to the doctor. This wasn’t home. I wrestled with my conscience, then leaned over and gave the bell pull a tug.


      Why do you feel so guilty anyway? You had housekeepers and assistants back home.


      Yeah, but that was different, I argued. The housekeepers were there just to take care of things when I wasn’t.


      Unlike many celebrities, I simply wasn’t comfortable having everything done for me and being waited on hand and foot. After all, I’d been raised on a ranch in the middle of nowhere, where everyone worked hard, and nobody was cut any slack. It’s hard to overcome your upbringing. All of that aside, I was grateful to see Pelle enter the room, dropping a tiny curtsey and inquiring pleasantly what I needed.


      “Well, I am hungry,” I said. “And I was wondering if I might be able to see a doctor. My ribs are hurting really badly. I’m afraid they might have been broken last night.”


      “Oh my! You ought to have said something earlier. Of course, I will fetch food and send for a physician. Wait here.”


      “Not that I have much of a choice,” I murmured, climbing slowly out of bed.


      I wasn’t a prisoner that I knew of, but I had no idea where I was or where to go around here, either. I’d just finished visiting the necessary chamber, as Pelle called it, when a light rap at the door was followed by a familiar voice.


      “Annie? It’s Hannah. May I come in?”


      “Of course!” I started over to open the door, but it was already opening as Hannah let herself into the room.


      “How are you?” she asked. “I left word with Pelle to come get me when you woke up. I’m glad you got some rest. Feel any better?”


      “Except for my ribs. They took a beating when I was in the creek last night.”


      “The creek last night? What were you doing in a creek during the night?”


      “Oh, um, Lord Cole didn’t tell you? I figured he’d have told you the whole story by now.”


      She thought this was pretty funny. “One thing you’ll learn quickly about the Simathe is that they don’t tell you anything. Getting information out of them is like pulling teeth. In fact, it’s worse than pulling teeth. It’s like…oral surgery.” She paused. “But let’s not get into that now. Let me look at your ribs, then you can tell me everything. I’m dying to know.”


      She sat next to me on the edge of the bed and reached out a hand, then stopped. “May I?”


      “Are you a doctor?”


      She quirked a funny smile. “Nope, but I am a healer of sorts.”


      I shrugged, wincing at the movement. “Okay, sure.”


      I sat motionless as she gently placed a hand on my ribs. I expected to feel her poke and prod, probe with her fingers to assess the damage. Instead, she closed her eyes as if in deep concentration. Warmth spread from her hand, stealing across my ribs, wrapping my entire torso. I felt a surge of dizziness that passed quickly. Then she opened her eyes, withdrawing her hand.


      “Better?”


      “What did you just do?” I gasped.


      She sat back, smiling. “That, my friend, is what brought me to Aerisia several years ago. I’m the Artan. I have magic. That was healing magic.”


      “I’ve heard people call you that, the Artan, but I didn’t know what it meant.”


      “Well,” she chuckled, “it’s a long, long story. But I’ll try to summarize as much as I can.”


      So I listened as she first told me of a prophecy, a prophecy Aerisians had clung to for centuries, of a young woman, the Artan, destined to deliver their land from the curse of the Dark Powers. Hannah told me how she’d grown up on Earth—a normal life, nothing spectacular or out of the ordinary until she was taken by one of the Moonkind, her great-uncle, as it turned out. Her descriptions matched the people with the brilliant white hair I’d seen in the City of Laytrii, and they were the ones who brought her to Aerisia to become the Artan. She quoted the prophecy itself. She skimmed through details of how she’d fought against the idea that she possessed any latent magical abilities…until they began to manifest in strange, subtle ways.


      After that, she began to grow into her magic, she survived a civil war, and one day she stood on the battlefield as the Artan, embodiment of the Powers of Good, to face down her rival, the Dark One. Her enemy turned out to be her own grandmother, a Scraggen, which I’d heard Lord Cole mention previously. That Scraggen was the embodiment of the Dark Powers even as Hannah, herself held all the magic of the Powers of Good. The two had clashed. Hannah had triumphed but died, only to be brought back to life, several days later, by the releasing of Artan’s spirit: the first Artan, a young woman who’d fought the Dark Powers similarly ages and ages ago.


      “I’ll never have magic again like I did on that day, I suspect,” she told me. “There’s no need. The Dark Powers are defeated. However, the prophecy seems to imply I’ll always be here and I’ll always be needed to some extent. What I did for you there—” she indicated my ribs, which no longer hurt, “that’s part of my healing magic. It’s stronger than it’s ever been. Which I think is somewhat fitting, considering the wars and battles I’ve been through.”


      It would’ve been easy to write her story off as the ramblings of a lunatic, or a storyteller’s dreams. Except here I was. And there she was. And here we were in this fantastic palace of white marble, with Simathe and Ranetron and Moonkind all around. And she’d healed my ribs by simply touching me. How could I deny what I was seeing, feeling, hearing, and experiencing?


      “That’s an incredible story,” I said at last. “And I bet I haven’t heard the half of it.”


      “Honestly? It would take forever to tell you all the details. I just wanted you to know how I got here, and that I understand what this must be like for you. I would like to know how you got here, if you’re up to telling me?”


      I shrugged. “I feel fine right now, except my back hurts off and on, and has ever since I woke up in Aerisia. The truth is, I don’t know how I got here. You remember your Moonkind uncle coming to get you? I don’t remember anything like that. I remember being on an airplane and looking out the window. It was sunset, I remember that. And then—nothing. I remember waking up in the forest, thinking maybe there was a plane crash, but there were no signs of the plane or the people I was travelling with. There was nothing, except my carryon bag I had right at my feet while flying. I was simply here.”


      Quickly, I told her the rest of the story, of being kidnapped, running into the forest, nearly drowning, and the Simathe lord rescuing me, bringing me here to meet her. She listened intently, nodding, and at the end, went back to the beginning, asking,


      “So, you were flying at sunset? I wonder if you somehow, I don’t know, simply crossed the barrier into Aerisia? That would make sense. Well, it would, but it wouldn’t. Aureeyah, my fairy friend, did tell me once that from Earth, people had to cross into the sunset, since Aerisia is a parallel world beyond Earth’s sunsets. And it was sunset when Uncle Risean brought me here, I know that.”


      “Uh, I’m sorry, fairies? Fairy friend?”


      Hannah looked at my face and laughed. “Fairies, yep. Dragons? Yep—although I haven’t seen any since that final battle. Giants? Yep, yep. Even gargoyles and unicorns. You’d be amazed by how many things that are legend and myth on Earth are reality in Aerisia.


      “Or maybe you wouldn’t. The truth is, at least according to everyone here, Aerisia and Earth were once twin worlds with paths between them that people could travel. The ways between our worlds were shut ages ago, but we still retain some memories of Aerisia on Earth, only they’re now legend instead of truth. Our fairytales, mythologies, folklore? Those aren’t groundless, made up things. They have a basis in truth, and that truth is Aerisia.”


      “Wow. I don’t see, though, how flying at sunset would’ve brought me here. Why just me and not the people I was with? Unless they were dropped somewhere else and haven’t turned up yet.”


      “I haven’t heard any reports. Believe me, if people from Earth show up, the news’ll get around.


      “Still, you’re right. It doesn’t make sense. You’re hardly the first person to fly at sunset. What’s even more strange than that is your…um…ability.”


      “They told you about that.”


      “Cole did, yes. He and his Chief Captain, who, from what I hear, you actually saw in the city, but he didn’t see you. Cole also said when you tried it out on him you dimmed but didn’t disappear. Do you have any idea what that’s all about?”


      “Absolutely not! Nothing like that ever happened to me on Earth.”


      For a moment, I let my mind trace back over my career, over bodyguards trying to shield me from thousands of fans screaming my name, pushing up against barriers, waving phones for pictures and paper for autographs. Of hidden entrances to hotels and concert venues, so I could get in and out without being mobbed by fans, the press, or paparazzi.


      “Trust me, if I’d had that kind of ability, I would’ve known.”


      She nodded thoughtfully. “True. Well, Aerisia is a strange place. A magical place, full of things that defy the imagination. There’s got to be a reason for your ability, just like there must be a reason you’re here. I wouldn’t worry about it right now. As Ilgard told me when I first came to Aerisia, It will come when it comes. Things fall out eventually. They always do.”


      “Who’s Ilgard?”


      “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s my husband. The Simathe High-Chief.”


      I didn’t mean to, but I think my eyes bugged out. She caught the reaction…and burst out laughing.


      “It’s not that shocking, is it?”


      “Well, I don’t mean to be judgmental, but I guess I’m a wee bit surprised?” I held up my hand, a tiny space between two fingers.


      Thankfully, she took it in good humor. “Trust me, you can’t be any more shocked than everyone around here was. You can’t possibly be more shocked than I would have been at the beginning if someone had told me, ‘Hey, you’re going to wind up falling in love with the Simathe High-Chief and marrying him!’ I’d have thought they were nuts!”


      “So, if you’re married to him, he must not be as imposing as some of the others, then, right?”


      Her lips twitched like she was hiding a smile. “I wouldn’t say that. He’s their High-Chief. That means, basically, their highest lord. So, whatever they are, which is pretty indomitable to say the least, he’s even more so. Still, you know what they say—opposites attract. And, boy, are we opposite.


      “Oh, hey, Pelle,” she switched topics easily, greeting the servant who appeared in the doorway with a tray. “Looks like more food for our visitor. Annie, is there anything else you need right now?” she inquired as she rose. “Have they brought you clothes yet?”


      “Not except what I’m wearing right now,” I replied, plucking at the sleeve of the nightgown.


      “I’ll go take care of that, then. I’d offer to loan you some of mine, except you’re tall and I’m short, and you’re thin and I’m…mmmm…let’s just say I’m not.”


      “Oh my goodness,” I rolled my eyes.


      She was several inches shorter than me, but she was also curvy, not heavy. I’d never had curves, which my personal trainer blamed on my love of running and yoga instead of lifting weights and doing squats. Plastic surgery, enhancements, had been suggested by everyone from my agent to managers to the press, but I’d refused and had never regretted that decision.


      “I bet your husband doesn’t complain about how you look.”


      “Pffff, with how long it took him to get married? Uh, no, I should say not.”


      It seemed to be a joke, but I wasn’t sure I got it.


      “Oh well,” she shrugged. “I’m going to go find you some clothes. You eat, relax. Take as long as you need. When you feel up to it, we’ll go over the palace, if you like. I can show you around and hopefully answer any questions you may have. We can also talk about home. It’ll be nice to talk about home to somebody who understands.”


      “I don’t want to take you away from your work,” I protested, but she brushed it away.


      “No, it’s okay. I could use a break. There’s been a lot going on lately, and I don’t mind. Just send Pelle for me when you’re done.”


      A happy little wave and she was gone. The door had barely closed behind her when it opened again, and a servant appeared with a bundle.


      “Here are your former clothes, Mistress. They’ve been cleaned. We thought you might want them back.”


      “Oh, those aren’t mine—” I started to say, then stopped. I could either have this servant return them to Cole, Lord Cole, or I could do it myself, which would give me an excuse to talk to him.


      Thank him, an inner voice corrected. It will give you a chance to thank him.


      Yes, of course. That’s what I’d meant.
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          Gratitude


        


      


      


      I’d napped, I’d eaten—again, and I was fully dressed. Another servant, sent by Lady Hannah, had shown up with an entire armful of clothes. I sorted through them, unsure which route to take. There were gowns, which were quite pretty and yet simple. There were skirts and blouses. I could’ve worn any of them in an effort to blend in, but I wasn’t quite ready to lose myself in the Aerisian culture around me. Honestly, I wanted my clothes from my bag, but I wasn’t sure where it was. Amid everything else, I found a knee-length dress with laces on the front and sides, meant to be worn over leggings. I chose that and was at ease with my decision. There wasn’t much I could do with my hair except comb it out and fluff the layers with my fingertips.


      Dressed, I could’ve sent Pelle for Lady Hannah, but I had something in mind I wanted to do first. I left my room, closing the door behind me, and looked up and down the hallway, not knowing where to go. As a starting point, I chose the direction we’d taken when I was escorted here earlier, and was soon rewarded by running into one of the palace guards stationed at a junction where two corridors met.


      “Hello,” I said, smiling, trying to ignore how he outright stared at me.


      You ought to be used to that by now. People used to stare at you all the time back home too.


      “I’m looking for Lord Cole,” I said. “Would you be able to direct me to him?”


      “Lord Cole? The Simathe lord?” He was taken aback but recovered quickly. “Of course, Mistress. This way, please.”


      He indicated I should follow him, which I did. We took a couple of twists and turns, with me trying very hard to familiarize myself with my surroundings. So hard, in fact, that I nearly ran into my escort when he came to a sudden stop.


      “Ah, Lord Cole. Here he is, Mistress.”


      I looked ahead. We’d happened to run into the very person we were seeking.


      I thanked the guard and he nodded and left, returning to his post. Alone with the Simathe, I clutched the bundle of clothing I carried a little closer, feeling tongue-tied and shy. Which was not like me. Quiet, yes. Reserved, yes. I’d been called all of those things. But shy?


      “You sought me?” the warrior broke the silence.


      My eyes flew to his, and I drew a breath to call on any composure that I possessed.


      “I did. I wanted to return these…” I held out the clothing, which he slowly took. “A servant brought them to my room. Said they’d been cleaned.”


      He looked at me, nodded.


      “I also…” I felt shy again, my gaze wanting to flit every which way except his. I forced myself to look him directly in the eye. “I wanted to thank you,” I said boldly, erasing embarrassment by remembering his kindness. Pulling me from the cold river. Building me a fire. Procuring dry clothing. Holding my hand, helping me through the dark forest.


      Letting you sleep on his back…


      Okay, could not think about that right now.


      “I wanted to thank you for everything. You didn’t have to do what you did. You saved my life. You were so kind, and I just want you to know that I’ll never forget it.”


      For a moment, he only stared. Stared at me with those strange, strange eyes so full of darkness that it felt as if they pierced my soul. I wondered if they could, if he really did. If he could sense the wild emotions roiling through me, the crazy mix of feelings I was doing everything in my power to conceal. At last, I was rewarded with a smile. It was there and gone so fast I would’ve missed it if I’d blinked, but it happened, as did the slight softening of his facial features.


      “You are most welcome,” he said. “Though, what I did, anyone would have done.”


      I thought of the men who’d kidnapped me, men boasting about selling me to other men for their harems. I thought of the men in the entertainment industry that everyone knew existed and warned young girls to stay away from. Powerful men, hungry men, men who would use a naive starlet and throw her away afterward, maybe fulfilling their promise to help her career, maybe not. In my experience, the world was full of people like that. Full, also, of people who were so addicted to their chemical highs that, were they faced with a situation like mine, they couldn’t have helped if they’d wanted to. People like my poor mama. Back home, the world was also full of people who would’ve pulled out their phones to record the accident, looking to score a viral video instead of trying to help.


      “No,” I said gravely, shaking my head. “Everyone wouldn’t have, but you did. And you were so kind about it. You…”


      You were amazing.


      I caught myself before it spilled out. Smiled to cover the stumble. “Thank you. For everything.”


      “Of course.” He flicked a glance over me. “You appear recovered.”


      “I’m much better,” I said, relaxing now that the hardest part was done. “I got a nap, and some food. New clothes. Lady Hannah healed my ribs. Did you know she could do that?”


      The corner of his mouth tilted.


      “Our Artan is a woman of many abilities,” he said.


      “She’s incredible.”


      “She is.”


      There was no missing his regard when he spoke of Lady Hannah. From what little I’d seen so far, everyone seemed to adore her. Which came as no surprise. If even a fraction of the story she’d told me was true, these people owed her everything.


      “I was actually supposed to meet her next,” I said. “She told me to look her up when I felt ready to leave my room.”


      “I’ll take you to her, if you like,” he offered.


      I felt a smile stretch my mouth. “I’d like that.”


      As soon as I said it, I felt like slapping myself across the face.


      I’d like that? Why didn’t you just say thank you? How hard would that have been? Two words. No, you had to go and say you’d like that.


      But I do…like that.


      It was nice. Nice to be walking with him at an easy pace, an easy silence between us. The further we went, the less awkward and embarrassed and the more comfortable I felt. If I could have thought of an un-obvious way to manage it, I would’ve been happy to sit down with him, ask him about himself, his life, his work. He was interesting to me; I’d never met anyone like him.


      Yeah, that’s the reason, countered the argumentative voice in my head. His looks don’t have anything to do with it.


      His looks were otherworldly. There was no ignoring that. On the other hand, there was no ignoring that I was far from repelled by his unique characteristics. Quite the opposite, in fact. I found him almost magnetizing, in a way I’d never been by any of the men in my previous life whose reputations were built on good looks. It didn’t hurt that stranger features were offset by a powerful body with bare, muscled arms in his sleeveless tunic, and a height tall enough to make me feel small walking next to him.


      I was also intrigued by his scars. In the full daylight, I could see them tracing over his hand and up his arm. His long, black hair couldn’t fully hide the marks stealing from the neckline of his shirt and up his neck, nearly to his chin. I was dying to know what had happened to create scars like that and how he’d survived. I kept my mouth shut. There was no telling what he thought of me already. No need to make the impression worse.


      “Here we are,” he said, breaking the silence.


      I’d been so busy studying him covertly, while trying very hard not to let him know I was studying him covertly, that the sound of his voice almost made me jump. Instead, I looked over to see Lady Hannah standing with a group of several men, one of whom was the Ranetron High-Chief I’d met earlier. There was also an older white-haired man in robes of rich brown, a man whose hair and beard practically glowed. He was the same Moonkind I’d seen in Laytrii’s city yesterday, and I wondered if he was the uncle who’d brought Hannah to Aerisia. Next to him was another man, who although decades younger in appearance, shared white hair of the same indefinable color and texture. Whereas the first man had a kindly, approachable demeanor, the younger man was dressed all in black, and there was something fierce in his appearance.


      Wonder who he is.


      Lady Hannah certainly had some interesting friends.


      My eyes skipped across him to one or two more folks I didn’t recognize, to the last person, obviously a Simathe, like my companion.


      I stopped walking. My blood froze.


      Next to me, Lord Cole halted as well, turning to give me a quizzical look. “Annie?”


      It barely registered how nice my name sounded when spoken with his voice, his accent, because all of me was intent on the other man. The man who, as if feeling my stare, slowly switched his gaze from the Artan to me. The man who, without a doubt, had the hardest look of any person I’d seen in my entire life. The man whose deep, wicked eyes narrowed when he spotted me.


      “It’s him,” I breathed.
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          The Chief Captain


        


      


      


      The entire world and everyone else in it fell away as he and I stared at each other. When I looked into his eyes, I vividly remembered gazing right at him as I whispered, no, begged, “Don’t see me. Don’t hear me.” Somehow, he’d known I was there when nobody else did, even if he couldn’t pinpoint me. I also vividly remembered the man he’d chased down and thrown to his knees, the victim he’d told, “Tell me you know. Tell me you know why you must die.”


      I felt the horror return and freeze my throat. Next to Lord Cole, my body was frozen, as well. I couldn’t move—not until the man spoke, shattering the stillness.


      “Ah, our visitor from Earth,” he said. There was nothing kind or welcoming in his tone. Quite the opposite, in fact. Why? Was he angry with me? I hadn’t done anything. He was the one who’d committed public murder, yet I felt I was being judged by him. That was enough to get my back up, and for the heat of anger to thaw my fear.


      Everyone was watching, including my escort, who looked at me sideways as if waiting to see how I’d respond. Remembering that I was a visitor here and should be polite, I clamped my jaws together and walked forward, walked over to the group. Somehow, I held my composure as Hannah took the lead in introducing me to her friends. I wouldn’t have remembered any of their names if I’d been quizzed, and I noticed Hannah casting me sideways glances too, as if doubtful of my reaction to being introduced to the Simathe.


      I didn’t want to meet him, didn’t want to know his name, but she singled him out as Lord Norband. He didn’t bother taking my hand as the other men had briefly done, and I sure didn’t bother offering it. All I wanted was to be away. I guess he had other ideas.


      “I heard you saw me in the city.” The challenge was evident.


      Mute, I nodded.


      “I did not see you, though I sensed your presence.” When I still held my tongue, he pushed it further. “How is this possible?”


      “Why don’t you tell me?” I said, finally finding my voice, which was tight, strained.


      “I do not tell, I ask.”


      His rank arrogance took me aback. “Oh, like you didn’t seek justice, you just murdered that man right there in the streets?” I blurted out.


      “Murder?” the Simathe chuckled humorlessly. “I executed a criminal.”


      “Executed? Where I’m from, the law doesn’t execute people in the streets. That’s called vigilantism, or murder.”


      I didn’t know where the boldness had come from for me to talk to him like that. Once the floodgates were open, the words came spilling out. Maybe the raw shock and horror of what I’d witnessed put me so on edge that I wasn’t thinking clearly. Lady Hannah must’ve agreed on that point, because I felt her step up behind me, place her hand on my shoulder.


      “This isn’t where you’re from,” she said gently. “It’s not where I’m from. Things work differently here.”


      “And the law means nothing?”


      “I am the law,” the Simathe retorted.


      “Now may not be the best time to get into all this,” Lady Hannah said, physically stepping between the Chief Captain and me. Eye contact with the warrior broken, I had no choice but to look her in the face.


      “I get that what you saw was shocking,” she soothed, “but can you trust me when I tell you there’s more to his killing that man than just the obvious? As for how he couldn’t see you but knew you were there, we’ll figure it out, okay? We will. It may take some time, but we’ll get to the bottom of this.”


      I barely knew her, but I knew her story. I didn’t trust Lord Norband at all, but her?


      “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly, withdrawing. My shoulders fell. I didn’t even realize how much tension I’d been holding as I argued with the warrior.


      “Thank you,” Lady Hannah said, giving my hand an encouraging squeeze. “Really, it’s going to be alright.”


      There’s nothing alright about what he did.


      I refrained from saying it, and refused to look his direction as Hannah excused us from the group upon the pretext of showing me around. I was genuinely upset, and she didn’t bother trying to talk me out of it until we were well away from the others. Instead, she kept up a steady stream of chitchat, to which I mostly grunted replies. None of it mattered. I knew what she was doing—covering until we were out of this more populated part of the palace, where servants flitted everywhere and nobles and courtiers kept stopping to be introduced to me. Calling on nearly a decade of practice, I summoned up a polite smile, kept my voice level, and looked each person in the eye as I greeted them. Thankfully, she soon had me outside, where the late afternoon sun was still warm as it glowed off the distant mountains. A refreshing breeze ruffled my hair and her long skirts, cooling me down. I didn’t even know how upset I was until we were alone.


      “Care to walk?” she asked, and I nodded.


      Slowly, we began strolling around the courtyard. The wonders of what I was seeing—the majestic, clean lines of the palace, the soaring towers and spires, the Ranetron guards in gleaming armor strolling along in pairs atop the massive outer walls—even they couldn’t distract me from the gravity of my exchange with the Simathe warrior. Still, I felt bad for bickering with the man, if only for Hannah’s sake. She barely knew me. She shouldn’t be having to insert herself between her friends and me already.


      “I’m sorry,” I said, breaking the silence between us.


      She looked up, surprised. “For what?”


      “For arguing with him like that. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should’ve let you handle it. Normally, I’m not very confrontational. Then again, I’ve never seen anybody just—just slaughtered in front of me.”


      “Oh, don’t feel bad. I’m not worried about Norband. He can take care of himself. He did start it, after all. And a little challenge to his authority every now and then probably isn’t such a bad thing, either.”


      “His authority?”


      “He’s the Simathe Chief Captain, or second-in-command to my husband. I think I mentioned that earlier. Anyway, he’s always been a little…hmmm…imperious. I’ve learned to deal with him over the years, and I’m not saying he’s a bad person, just—I don’t know. A little more difficult than some of the rest of them. And it’s not like any of the Simathe are a walk in the park.”


      “But you married one of them,” I pointed out.


      “That wasn’t until after lots of skirmishes, lots of getting used to, and lots of learning acceptance. You haven’t had the same opportunities I have.”


      “Lord Cole seems kind,” I ventured, testing the waters.


      “Cole? I’ve always thought he was different. Do you know he was my first friend among the Simathe when I came here? He’s a good man and a good friend.”


      “He saved my life last night,” I said, remembering the cold water splashing over my chin. “He was so brave, risking his life to save mine.”


      Hannah slanted me a sideways look. “While I’m not discounting his bravery, he didn’t exactly risk his life.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well…” She screwed up her face. “There’s something else about the Simathe you should know. It kind of pertains to this conversation. It helps explain their authority and why it’s rarely challenged, like nobody challenged Norband the other day.”


      “Go on.”


      “Okay, I know this is gonna sound crazy. I had a really hard time accepting it when I first got here too. I don’t know any other way to say it than to just say it, so here goes.” She looked me in the eye, willing me to accept what she was about to tell me. “The Simathe are immortal. They’re not only immortal in that they live forever, but—they can’t be killed. They’re impervious to death. That’s why I said Cole didn’t risk his life. That’s not to discredit him. They can get hurt and be injured like any of us, but they aren’t going to die from it.”


      “Wow. Um…” I cupped my elbow with one palm, covering my mouth with the other hand. “That’s, uh….”


      “I know,” she shrugged, holding up her hands. “I didn’t want to believe it, either. I barely did. Trust me, though, after all the things I’ve seen them survive? It’s true. It’s definitely true. I mean, Cole himself survived a dragon attack.”


      “A. Dragon. Attack.”


      “I swear it’s true,” she half laughed. “Have you noticed the scars on his arms and neck? He got between a dragon and me during my final battle as the Artan. Don’t tell me anyone who wasn’t immortal could have survived that.”


      “Oh, I believe you,” I said.


      Did I? What she was telling me defied all logic. On the other hand, which of my experiences here didn’t?


      “Why does their immortality mean people let them run roughshod over them?”


      “Think about it,” she said, walking again. I fell into pace beside her. “What can you do against someone that’s immortal and can’t be killed? As far as I know, the Simathe have never abused their power, but it’s a power that can’t be denied and that Aerisians have had to reckon with for a long time.”


      “You don’t consider what the Chief Captain did to be abusing their power? Killing that man in the streets, cutting him down in front of everyone?”


      That, more than anything else, defied all logic.


      My new friend sighed. “I know it’s hard to understand, Annie. Believe me, I get it. However, I’ve simply had to accept the fact that Aerisia is not Earth. This city and its power structure are not the United States. Law and justice…they work differently here. Sometimes that’s good. Sometimes it goes against everything you and I were raised to believe in. Still, I can promise you that Norband didn’t murder some innocent soul. As calloused as he seems, he has a strict sense of justice. Whatever that man did to deserve death in Norband’s eyes, it must’ve been something awful.”


      “You’re sure of that?”


      She looked me in the eye. “I’ve lived with the Simathe practically since I got here. Honestly, I know them better than anyone. I am sure of that.”


      “Then why wouldn’t he say what it was all about? Why not vindicate himself?”


      She snorted. “Why? Because he doesn’t think he needs vindication. We’re just supposed to accept that he acted for the best.”


      “That’s awfully arrogant.”


      “Well, nobody ever accused the Simathe of being humble.” She laughed, but I heard exasperation in her tones. “Besides that, there’s this little thing they do where they don’t talk, they don’t give out info, and they don’t share their plans. They probably have the best information network in all of Aerisia, but nobody’s privy to it except them and what they choose to share. They run who knows how many covert operations from Treygon—that’s their stronghold, or base, by the way—and you’d never know it unless they let you in on it, or you see the fruit of their work.”


      “Doesn’t that drive you nuts? You did say your husband is the High-Chief, right?”


      She sighed and shrugged. “In the beginning it did, and yes, he is. It’s just—one of those things I gradually had to learn to accept. Truth is, I doubt many military commanders share their work secrets with their spouses. The truth also is, Ilgard and I have very different realms of authority. He’s the Simathe High-Chief. He held that position a long time before I arrived in Aerisia. In fact, it’s really what brought us together.”


      I wondered about that remark, but she didn’t clarify.


      “He’s the Simathe High-Chief and I’m the Artan. I’m no military commander. I work with magic. I saved this land by my magic. I use my magic and my influence for good everywhere I can, to help maintain peace. We’re both leaders, but separate kinds of leaders. We simply happen to be married to each other. Our roles may overlap to a certain extent, but our power doesn’t necessarily.”


      “That’s a very mature stance to take,” I said finally.


      Her mismatched green and brown eyes lit up with genuine amusement. “Mature? That’s hilarious. You’re probably the first person to accuse me of that.”


      I liked her self-deprecating humor. She was a world leader, but she wasn’t afraid to acknowledge her faults and weaknesses. Her unassuming nature was a stark contrast to the world in which I’d lived for the past eight years. A world where my peers often demanded near worship and never admitted faults, unless called on the carpet where they couldn’t squirm out.


      “So where is your husband now?” I asked, changing the topic. “Is he off on some covert mission?”


      “Probably. He doesn’t always tell me where he’s going. Sometimes, but not always. He says he has to go, I kiss him goodbye, and he leaves. He’ll be back.”


      “Don’t you worry about him?”


      “I do. It’s human nature, I guess. In reality, there’s not very much to worry about, as far as his personal safety is concerned. He’s been doing this a long time. A really loooooong time. Besides, I have plenty to worry me here.”


      “Really?”


      Once more, we were walking. I felt better, having cleared the air over my argument with the Simathe Chief Captain. Not that I thought his method of administering justice was proper, and not that I trusted the man. Still, I saw how Hannah had learned to accept a world and a way of life that was so unlike ours, and I meant what I said. I admired her maturity. It couldn’t have been easy for her, yet she’d done it, and now shouldered the changes with grace.


      “I’m currently dealing with several diplomatic issues. I am the Artan, and I haven’t even travelled this entire land yet, or met all of the peoples I rule. Even though there’s been no outright war since my battle as the Artan, hard feelings between historic enemies haven’t dissolved, and in the past couple of years have been cropping back up.


      “The giants I mentioned? They’re called Tearkin. Historically, they’ve feuded off and on with the Warkin, or Dragonkind, who live side-by-side with dragons. Then there’s the Sanlyn—”


      “They’re the ones the men who kidnapped me were planning to sell me to,” I broke in.


      “Yes, exactly. Definitely a problem. We’ve sent emissaries to speak with them about their alleged role in smuggling and human trafficking. So far, our emissaries have returned emptyhanded, unable to prove anything. And there’s more going on than that. Suffice it to say, the Council and I have been seeking solutions to some of these problems for a long time. We’ve finally decided the best method is to summon leaders of these various tribes to Laytrii for a gathering. All of that is in the works right now, and people will be arriving soon.”


      “So, it’s sort of like a peacekeeping conference?”


      “Peacekeeping…or throwing my weight around, as the Artan. Whatever works!”


      “I’m sorry all of this happened.”


      “All of what?”


      “Me, arriving when I did. It sounds like you have a lot on your plate. I’m sorry I’ve added to your responsibilities.”


      “Oh Annie.” She stopped and faced me. “No way. You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time. I love my life here; I do. But can you imagine being here alone? I mention Facebook, the internet, airplanes, electric lights… nobody knows what I’m talking about. I can explain—I’ve tried to explain some of it—but there’s no way for them to really understand when they haven’t been there and haven’t seen it. Just as if somebody from Aerisia crossed to Earth and tried to explain Aerisia to them. Can you imagine?”


      “Nobody would believe it. Nobody would get it.”


      “Exactly. That’s the state I’ve been living in for several years now. Mostly, I keep my former life to myself. You’re here now, and I’ve got somebody that understands! You can’t possibly know what that means to me.”
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      That evening, Hannah set up a small dinner party for herself, me, the Simathe Chief Captain and Lord Cole, the High Elder, and the Ranetron High-Chief and his wife, Lady Elisia. I’d since learned Lady Elisia was a Spinner and Pronconcil, a special member of Council. Two of Hannah’s Moonkind relatives were there. One was her great-uncle, Risean, whom I’d met earlier. The other was her cousin Rittean, his daughter, who was plump and sweet and cheerful. They were indeed the same pair I’d seen in the city, and I hadn’t been around them very long before I thought, I really could’ve asked them for help and been safe.


      Also in attendance was the fierce-looking Moonkind man I’d met earlier, who Hannah simply called The Hunter. There was a wildness, a darkness about him, completely at odds with the genial disposition of the other two Moonkind. I didn’t understand all of the currents and undercurrents swirling around me, but Hannah had mentioned briefly during our walk around the palace grounds that the Moonkind were pacifists, holding to a religion, a doctrine called the Peace of the Moon. She’d also mentioned meeting The Hunter during a visit to the Underworld, and that he was a warrior, fighting dark creatures there. She hadn’t given many details, so I could only surmise from that and The Hunter’s appearance that he must be in rebellion to his people and their faith, which wouldn’t surprise me. He almost seemed more Simathe than Moonkind, except for the long looks he kept casting at Rittean. I may have been a stranger, but those looks were impossible to miss, as was the fact that she steadfastly ignored him. To everyone else, she was positive and kind—including the Simathe, insofar as that went, but him? Nothing. It was like he was invisible. Mentally, I stored that away for further observation.


      As for the rest of the people, they were polite and welcoming. They asked me questions about my home and former life. I answered as truthfully as I could, while leaving out the details of the last eight years. I wasn’t prepared to share that yet. I didn’t know how to explain without sounding like I was bragging or trying to compete with Hannah.


      You have an Artan? That’s cool, now listen to what I used to do and who I was.


      Nope. I couldn’t do that.


      Luckily, everyone seemed fascinated by the idea of growing up on a ranch. They were properly sympathetic when I told them I’d lost my mother at a young age, and it had been Daddy and me from then on. They sympathized more when I said Daddy had passed away and I had no family left that I was close to.


      When they inquired how I’d come to their homeland, I said I didn’t know.


      “Like I told Lady Hannah earlier, I simply don’t remember much of what happened. I remember being on a plane, and it was sunset…”


      “See? An airplane. I told you airplanes were real,” Hannah interrupted, giving Lord Cole a haughty look.


      He spread his hands in defeat. “I concede, my lady.”


      She chuckled. “Sorry, Annie. Go on. I just had to throw that in. Somebody acted like they didn’t believe me when I first explained about airplanes. Can’t argue now, with a backup witness.”


      “Oh, she’s telling the truth,” I confirmed. “But, really, there’s not much else to say. I woke up here, alone in the woods. At first, I thought my plane had crashed, but there was no sign of a wreck or the people I was with. I still don’t know what happened there. In fact, I didn’t see anything until I got out of the trees and found the road leading to the city. Anything except that weird spot in the woods,” I amended.


      “What weird spot in the woods?” Hannah asked. “You didn’t mention that earlier.”


      “I didn’t think that much about it, honestly. It was just one more thing in a string of weird things, you know?”


      “I understand. Can you describe it?”


      I heard a clink and glanced over to see Lord Norband, the Simathe Chief Captain, had set down his fork and was staring at me intently.


      Uneasy, I looked away, even though I could still feel his gaze drilling me.


      “It was, well, it was a sort of clearing in the trees. When I stepped into it, it was almost as if—” I wrinkled my brow, trying to think of the best way to describe it. “Almost like, once I was inside, there was a blurring around the edges. Like the trees and everything around the clearing were blurred. I know that doesn’t make any sense. Also, you know how there’s always a carpet of fallen leaves in a forest? Not in this clearing. The ground looked almost swept bare. And the wind seemed to be blowing in the opposite direction from the rest of the forest. There was a huge dead tree in the center, and I think I remember seeing ravens…”


      Abruptly, the Simathe Chief Captain pushed back his chair and stood.


      “Lady Hannah, will you pardon us?” He jerked his chin at Lord Cole, seated a few chairs down, who also stood.


      “Lady Hannah…” he said quietly.


      She was clearly taken aback, but did her best to cover, smiling graciously as she excused the two men. Unsettling silence fell after their departure, with everyone looking at each other in an obvious attempt not to look at me.


      Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Did I say something wrong, Hannah?”


      “Of course not! I’m sure it was just…” She paused. “Well, who knows, really, with them? Duty calls and all that. You didn’t do anything wrong.”


      But when I glanced across the table I found The Hunter watching me closely, not even bothering to hide it.


      “Ravens, did you say, lass?”


      “Yes, ravens.”


      “Is that significant, Hunter?” asked Hannah, observing everything from the head of the table.


      One shoulder rose and fell beneath his black shirt. “Likely not,” he replied, picking up his goblet and taking a long sip of wine.


      Rittean spoke up, changing the topic with a cheerful remark, but my appetite was gone. I couldn’t help feeling I’d made a huge mistake mentioning that strange clearing, but why, I didn’t know.
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          Watchful


        


      


      


      They had scarcely departed the Artan’s dinner for her new guest, when Lord Norband stopped short in the hallway, turning to face him.


      I knew she was trouble, he said, using mindspeech to avoid any risk of being overheard by the Ranetron guards or the servants milling about. More than trouble. She is dangerous.


      Dangerous?


      He found that difficult to believe. Nothing about her bespoke of danger, yet he would not challenge his Chief Captain.


      We must send for the High-Chief, the man was saying now.


      Cole concealed his astonishment.


      It is that bad?


      It is worse, Norband replied, grim. That girl poses a threat to the very fabric of this land, especially the Artan herself. We send for the High-Chief. No one can protect his wife better than him.


      This much was true. Due to their unique Joining bond, instigated when Lady Hannah had first arrived in Aerisia and was under continual threat from the Dark Powers, Lord Ilgard always knew his wife’s whereabouts and was able to sense threats to her person before they manifested. Were Lady Hannah truly in danger, his Chief Captain was correct that the man should be sent for. However, Cole simply did not recognize any menace, especially not one worth calling Lord Ilgard over.


      You disagree, Norband guessed, correctly reading his failure to immediately agree as disagreement.


      Respectfully, my lord, I see no threats to the Artan worthy of summoning the High-Chief.


      You have been a lord among us no long while, Norband said bluntly. There is much you don’t know. I tell you, that girl carries danger with her.


      Because of her power.


      Aye, and other things.


      They were walking now, having passed from the busier parts of the palace to more secluded passageways.


      “Can we not simply warn Lady Hannah?” Cole asked aloud.


      His Chief Captain snorted in derision. “You know her as well as I. Plainly, she’s enamored with this new friend from her homeland. How would she respond if I told her not to trust the lass, seeing as I’ve already tried?”


      “Not well,” Cole responded.


      Like as not, as she had done earlier, she would simply refuse to believe it. Knowing her, she would become stubborn in defense of her friend. Obstinate. The more they pushed, the more she would push back. If there was one thing about his Artan he knew well, it was her absolute and oftentimes irrational stubbornness.


      “Precisely. Which is why we send for the High-Chief. In the meantime, watch her. Do not permit her outside this palace alone.”


      His lord’s tone, his countenance, brooked no questions, no disagreements. In silence, Cole watched him walk away, more questions than answers in his brain. Turning, he went to his room, thinking of Lord Norband’s charge for him to observe the girl in case of danger to the Artan, and especially not to let her leave the palace unfollowed.


      In his borrowed chamber, he found servants had delivered the pack from his horse, which included the bundle containing the girl’s clothing and her bag that he’d retrieved from the stream. He ran his fingers over the unusual fabric, pondering what sort it was. There was nothing akin to it in Aerisia. Briefly, he considered opening the bag to see what sort of things the girl had brought with her, especially since his Chief Captain was determined to consider her a threat. Even as his hand lingered over the pull, he withdrew it.


      No.


      It was a violation of her privacy, and he had never violated a woman’s privacy before.


      Instead, he set it aside and waited a reasonable length of time for dinner to be completed and the lass to return to her rooms. Gathering up her belongings, the Simathe left his room, making his way through the quiet corridors to hers. There were scant people about, as the palace was settling down for the night. Outside her door, he stopped, glancing down at the bag in his hand.


      Was this wise, seeking her out for a private talk? What danger could there be?


      Danger, none, but were he honest he would admit he was drawn to her quiet voice and its unique accent. That he thought of her unusual eyes more than he ought. That he could still remember the feeling of her body beneath his, and the way she had looked at him as she whispered, “You heard me.”


      Forcefully, he shoved such foolishness away. No. He was Simathe. He could not allow this. Never mind that, unlike other women, she had shown him no disdain or fear. Hadn’t overlooked him like he was not there, or subtly turned her shoulder when in his vicinity. On the contrary, she had trusted him from the onset.


      Because I saved her life, he reminded himself.


      That was all.


      Was it?


      He remembered offering her his hand in the forest, and having her take it, putting all faith for her safety in him. The feeling of her fingers laced with his was still etched on his brain.


      It is best to conclude this, he told himself. Simply return her belongings and go. No need to draw the matter out.


      Raising a fist, he knocked on her door. Silence, then some shuffling about. Then he heard her voice—that low, calm voice, tinged with sweetness.


      “Come in.”


      He did, opening the door to admit himself into her chamber. She was sitting in a cushioned armchair, her feet drawn up under her, her long white night rail pulled over her knees, a book in her hands. When he entered, she glanced up and started. Quickly, her feet fell, and she stood, looking about for something.


      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said. “I don’t know if they’ve brought me a robe. I thought you were probably Pelle.”


      “It’s alright,” he reassured her. “I can leave, if you wish.”


      She stopped looking about and ran her fingers through her hair. “No, no it’s fine. I mean, I’m covered. It doesn’t bother me if it doesn’t bother you. I just don’t know what y’all consider appropriate. I didn’t want to offend you.”


      He was hardly offended, although it was true most would have considered a man in a woman’s room with her in a nightdress somewhat inappropriate. To avoid further impropriety, the warrior-lord left the door open as he walked into her sitting room, offering her the bag.


      “This was brought to me,” he said. “I thought you might wish to have it.”


      “Oh!” Relief and even happiness suffused her features. “Thank you so much! I was wondering where it went. I was afraid it might’ve been misplaced.”


      She placed the bag on a nearby table, opened it, rummaged around.


      “Thank goodness,” she said, pulling out different items. Either she’d forgotten his presence or did not care that he was still with her. “Looks like everything is a little damp, but still in pretty good shape. I was worried. This bag is supposed to be waterproof, and I paid big bucks for it, but you never know how well something’s gonna work.”


      She drew out some clothes, laid them outside. Then some shoes…“These are $2000 Italian leather boots, I’ll have you know,” she said teasingly. “Talk about a tragedy if they’d been ruined.”


      From past conversations with Lady Hannah, he knew dollars was the currency of the women’s home country. Two thousand dollars must be a great deal of money for a pair of shoes. It seemed rather extravagant, making him wonder in passing how a girl from the simple home she described could have afforded such a luxury. As for the footwear themselves, they simply looked like boots to him.


      She opened outer pockets on the bag, withdrawing a variety of small items that she tossed on the bed. Last of all were several hard cases. She snapped them open to look inside.


      “My makeup isn’t totally ruined. That’s amazing.”


      “Makeup?” That was a new word for him.


      “Mmm hmmm. I don’t know what they’d call it here—cosmetics, maybe—but I’m sure they have something similar.” She turned one of the cases around, and in it he saw squares of different sizes and colors. “This is blush,” she said, singling out squares of pink and peach tones. “You put it on your cheeks to give your skin a fresh look. And these are eye shadows—” Her long, elegant fingers moved to the smaller squares. “Eye shadow is used to enhance your eyes and make them stand out.”


      “Your eyes have no need of enhancing.”


      The eyes in question widened slightly, as if she were surprised by him saying such a thing. In truth, Cole had surprised himself. He was hardly given to offering compliments.


      “Why—why thank you,” she said, smiling as if pleased. “That’s really nice of you to say.”


      Closing the case, she set it aside. “Looks like everything survived. I got lucky.”


      “I am glad.”


      With no further reason to stay, he prepared to excuse himself and depart.


      “Wait, please.”


      She forestalled him. The Simathe thought he detected nervousness, but she covered it well as she waved him to a seat.


      “Could I talk to you for a minute? Do you have the time?”


      “I am immortal. I have nothing but time.”


      She stared at him a moment. Lady Hannah would have caught the quip instantly and returned it with one of her own. Perhaps this girl was too new to Aerisia. Perhaps she did not know the Simathe were immortal? He wondered if he ought to explain, then a slow smile slid across her mouth, brightening her eyes and softening the straight planes of her face.


      “That’s funny. I didn’t know y’all made jokes.”


      “It is a deeply hidden talent.” He eased himself into the chair she’d indicated. “What would you discuss?”


      “Well…”


      She seated herself across from him, folding one leg under her, smoothing her nightdress over her knee. It was a far cry from the formality of an Aerisian lady, but it bespoke a certain easiness in his presence. He could not deny he liked it, never mind his Chief Captain’s warnings that this woman was dangerous.


      “I wanted to ask your opinion, your honest opinion, of this whole business with your Chief Captain. Was I wrong? How can it be right for him to just slaughter that man? Wasn’t he at least entitled to a fair trial, to have his guilt proven before he was killed?”


      “You assume his guilt was not proven?”


      The question set her back. “There wasn’t a trial, was there?”


      “Is a trial necessary for guilt to be proven?”


      “In my country, yes!” she said emphatically.


      “This is not your country,” he reminded her. “Our ways are not yours.”


      “That’s what Hannah said.”


      “Lady Hannah is right.”


      He could see the simple answer did not satisfy her.


      “I assure you,” he added, “the Chief Captain would not lightly take a life, especially in so public a manner. The man was worthy of death, else it would not have been done.”


      “Do you know why the man was executed?”


      “It is not my place to say.”


      His Chief Captain already mistrusted the girl. He would not approve Cole passing on Treygon’s business to her.


      “So, you know but you can’t, or won’t, say?”


      He nodded, and she sighed.


      “I guess there’s no point in prying. Hannah told me trying to get information out of you all is like pulling teeth.”


      The Simathe concealed a smile. He could hear her saying those very words.


      “Do you know why your Chief Captain acted so weird at dinner tonight?” the lass asked, switching topics. “Why, as soon as I mentioned that strange place, he got up and left? What was it about the place that set him off? Was I trespassing?”


      It was a little more difficult to be straightforward about this. Did he know why his Chief Captain left? Aye, to warn him of trusting this girl. Did he know why his Chief Captain mistrusted her, or what the strange clearing or her abilities had to do with anything? Nay, he did not.


      He chose to avoid the first question by answering the second.


      “Those lands belong to no one. As for that place, I know nothing of it.”


      He truly didn’t. He was as curious as she over why the clearing she’d described seemed to reinforce Lord Noband’s belief that she was a threat. The difference was, he was Simathe. He was expected to obey without inquiring, to trust his lord’s private reasons.


      “I’m so confused,” she admitted, sitting back with a sigh. “If only I could remember how I came to Aerisia—maybe that would help. I want to know as badly as anyone. Probably more so.”


      The more time he spent with her, the more he heard her say, the harder it was to convince himself that his Chief Captain was correct. There was nothing about this young woman from Earth that even hinted at possible danger, besides the fact that she was here and had exhibited stirrings of some sort of power. But an unusual power did not necessarily signify evil, did it?
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          Difficult Morning


        


      


      


      That night, I fell asleep and dreamed of the Simathe warrior, Cole. Of his hand wrapped around mine in the forest, and the almost wickedness of his strange eyes softened by his simple jokes. The dreams were nice. Waking up wasn’t. I was bitter and cranky and sleepy. My head felt stuffed with cotton, and my eyes were bleary no matter how much I rubbed them. I couldn’t come out of it, couldn’t muster the willpower to do anything except sit in a chair, staring at the wall. Even Pelle bringing me breakfast was aggravating. She bustled cheerily about the room, talking too loudly, chattering about this and that. I hated morning people. If I’d had any energy, I could’ve happily strangled her. Instead, I restrained my rage to a heavy-lidded glare, which she finally caught when she walked past me to make the bed.


      “My, don’t you look sour. Mornings aren’t your best time, I take it?”


      “Mornings aren’t your best time, I take it?” I mumbled under my breath.


      She ignored me and went about her business, exiting the room with a far too cheerful, “Enjoy your morning!”


      How could I enjoy my morning when I felt half-dead?


      “Ugh…” I slid down in the chair, unable to find the drive to get up, to eat, to care. That was how Hannah found me a few minutes later. She knocked, entered, took one look at me and said, “Uh oh. Caffeine withdrawals?”


      “Just let me die,” I moaned, covering my face with an arm.


      “I remember it well,” she sighed, and I raised my arm to see her standing there with a look of pity on her face. “I missed my morning coffee too, although I must admit I don’t think I was bad as you. Anything I can do to help?”


      “Shoot me and get it over with.”


      She snickered.


      “Oh brother. It’s not that bad. I can promise you’ll survive, even if it miserable.”


      “Hmmph.” I grunted. What did she know?


      “Well, if you ever decide to return to the land of the living, come see me. I have a lot on my plate right now getting ready for my guests, like we talked about yesterday, but I carved out some time. I thought I’d take you into the city, if you like, and show you around. But you gotta decide if you’re going to live or die, first.”


      On that note, she left. I sat in the chair awhile longer, trying to will myself into waking up. The other mornings in Aerisia hadn’t been this bad. Then again, I hadn’t been warm and safe and comfortable, either. Maybe lack of sleep had also caught up to me. Whatever the case, missing my morning coffee was all of the sudden turning into a proxy for missing Earth, home, my friends, and my former life. A wave of homesickness washed over me, and my throat swelled with emotion, even as my pulse pounded in my temples. I laid my head against the armrest, hiding my face with my arm, indulging in self-pity.


      A firm rap sounded at the door.


      “Go away,” I sniffled.


      The door, which Hannah had left cracked, opened anyway. I heard the thump of footsteps entering the room. Heavy footsteps. Someone approached, pulled up a chair close to mine.


      “I heard you plan to wither and die this morning,” someone said dryly.


      I stifled a gasp.


      No way.


      Slowly, I lowered my arm again. To my horror, there sat Lord Cole. Despite the fog of withdrawals, my first thought was what a mess I must be, and here he was seeing me like this. My second was to croak,


      “What’re you doing here?”


      I thought a smile twitched at his mouth.


      “I did not save you from drowning only to lose you to the perils of morning.”


      “It’s not funny.”


      “No,” he agreed.


      He might not have known what caffeine withdrawals were, but I could tell that he did think this was funny, which aggravated me enough that I suddenly didn’t care about bedhead or morning breath or a wrinkled nightdress.


      “Perhaps I can offer you hope.”


      He extended his hands, offering me a steaming mug I’d failed to notice until now.


      “What’s that?” I asked suspiciously.


      “A special drink. Tea. Other things.”


      “I don’t want a special drink or some nasty tea. I just want my coffee.”


      And my home, my friends, my life…


      He shrugged one shoulder.


      “Do as you will, but if you try this it might ease your mornings.”


      Well, what have I got to lose?


      Stiffly, I pushed myself up, reaching out to accept the mug. I sniffed it, wrinkling my nose at the unfamiliar scent and the odd burnt-orange color.


      “What’s in this?” I asked suspiciously.


      Lord Cole set back in the chair, folding his arms across his chest.


      “I cannot say.”


      “Why not?”


      “It is a secret.”


      “Why’s it a secret?”


      “If I told you that, I would be compelled to admit I learned to mix it because of one too many pints.”


      Pints?


      I tried to compute that even as I cautiously took a slow sip.


      Gross.


      It wasn’t very good. In fact, it was pretty bad. All the same, I almost instantly felt…better. Enough so that I took another sip. And another. And another.


      Pints…


      Then it hit me. My head snapped up.


      “You were drunk?”


      Now he did smile—a brief, but genuine smile. “I did not say that.”


      “You did too. You said too many pints.”


      “Aye, but of what?”


      I wasn’t falling for that one. “You were drunk and had a hangover. Admit it.”


      “I admit nothing.”


      “I didn’t know Simathe could get drunk.”


      “You make many assumptions.”


      This wasn’t getting me anywhere, so I let it go, continuing to sip the tea.


      “This really isn’t too bad,” I admitted grudgingly.


      “I am glad to hear it.”


      Unfolding his arms, he pressed down on the arms of his chair, stood.


      “Lady Hannah said I ought to bring you to her, should you survive the morning. Since it appears that you will, I’ll wait without for when you are ready.”


      “Okay.”


      I watched him walk out, the steaming mug clasped between my palms warming my fingers and soothing the aches in my heart.
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        * * *


      


      Lady Hannah did take me into the City of Laytrii. She was a fantastic tour guide, singling out points of interest and giving me brief histories and explanations of each one, helping tie in the peoples and chronicles of the land for me. Her Moonkind cousin, Rittean, accompanied us; she was as sweet and cheerful as I’d originally thought. Lord Cole was there also, keeping to the background and saying next to nothing. In fact, he shadowed us more like a bodyguard than a companion. I was used to bodyguards and wouldn’t have thought much of it, except I didn’t know why, in this peaceful city full of people who obviously adored her, Lady Hannah required a bodyguard. After all, wasn’t she the Artan?


      Maybe that was simply the Simathe way, though. To hang back silently and observe. They weren’t big on inserting themselves into the conversation. In fact, when I’d told Hannah this morning about the Simathe lord’s visit, she’d arched both eyebrows in genuine surprise.


      “Really! Well, that’s unconventional for one of them, to say the least. Actually, it’s more than unconventional. It’s a little shocking.”


      I couldn’t help contemplating how one of them had done something “shocking” for me, any more than I could help wanting to steal glances over my shoulder at the warrior trailing us. Wanted to, but didn’t.


      Was I nuts to find someone so different, someone not even entirely human, attractive? Not to mention, the whole immortal thing. Put all of that together, and I was astounding myself by my reaction to this man. For so long, I’d lived in an ivory tower, refusing to let my guard down with the men in my circles. I’d dated, but never seriously. For every date, there was the inevitable media leak, leading to pictures and rumors splashed across glossy magazines and social media. Building a lasting relationship under those circumstances was nearly impossible, which might explain why couples in the entertainment industry weren’t known for their great track records of everlasting love. Combine that with my parent’s failed marriage, and I barely knew what true love looked like. In some ways, staying away from romance was just easier. I didn’t have to worry about if a guy liked me for me, or if he wanted to hitch his wagon to my star, wanted his fifteen minutes of fame, or even my hard-earned money. But none of this explained how a foreign man in a foreign world was smashing every defense I’d ever raised.


      I tried to shove all of this out of my mind as Hannah, Rittean, and I explored the city. I tried to pay attention to everything she said, which truly was interesting, and not allow myself to focus on the man behind my shoulder. At one point, we walked out onto the middle of the soaring bridge I’d glimpsed when I first visited the city, a high structure of white stone and lace-like guardrails that she called the Singing Bridge. The view from this vantage point was mesmerizing, offering a window into a world and a way of life completely different from anything I’d ever experienced.


      “Amazing, isn’t it?” Hannah said quietly. “Sometimes I come up here just to look. To see my people and remember why I’m here and that it’s all been worth it.”


      Rittean and I glanced at each other. We’d both noticed the sadness in her voice.


      “Do you miss home, Hannah?” I asked.


      “I do. A part of me always will, I expect. There’s no getting around it. But, you know, the past is the past. It’s not like there’s anything there for me anymore.”


      I placed my hand on her shoulder, giving it a sympathetic squeeze. I knew what she was talking about. One of the first things she’d asked me once she got the chance was about my own home and if I’d left any family behind. I admit it was a bombshell she dropped when she explained about time moving differently between Earth and Aerisia—sometimes faster, sometimes slower.


      “I can’t tell you everything’s changed already, but I can’t tell you it hasn’t, either,” she’d said, looking troubled. “I’m so sorry. I’m more than willing to look into trying to send you home, if that’s what you want. I’ve never heard of any ways to cross back, beyond how I was brought here, but the Moonkind swear they don’t have the ability to travel across worlds anymore. They used up that particular power when they came for me. Still, that doesn’t mean there aren’t any other ways. I never looked into it too closely for myself. I had my work here, and then when I learned my family was gone…” She went quiet for a moment, blinking back tears, before hurrying to continue. “But if that’s what you want, I’ll do all I can for you.”


      I’d had to stop and consider. My parents were gone, I had no siblings, and no close relatives. Honestly, there wasn’t much for me to go home to, either. I had friends I would miss, but most weren’t that close. I had my German Shepherd, Grouchy, affectionately named for a favorite classic comedian, Groucho Marx. I’d been worried about Grouchy, but my manager, Lexie, had always loved him, and I was confident she would adopt him quickly when I wasn’t found. He’d be loved and spoiled by her. Then there was the ranch I hadn’t visited in years. Maybe it would go to Daddy’s ranch manager, who probably deserved it more than me, anyway. Last of all was my career, but my faulty memories told me it had been ending. Why? I still couldn’t recall, which bothered me. I only knew, with a certainty deep in my bones, that it had been over.


      What was really left for me on Earth, besides the comfort and familiarity of the world in which I’d always lived? Not much. Would I miss it enough to want to go back, if I could? I didn’t know. Everything was too raw and unsettled to make that kind of decision right away. I’d asked Hannah to go ahead and look into it, even as fatalism advised that there was probably no going back, and I needed to make peace with that fact.


      Hannah drew and released a deep breath. The sound brought me back to the present. Summoning up a smile, she changed the subject, turning around to point toward the opposite side of the bridge. “Over there is where I first met the Tearkin, or giants.”


      “Giants, huh?” I shook my head in disbelief. “I’d like to meet a giant.”


      “Oh, you will,” my new friend grinned. “They’re coming to the gathering too. In a few days, all sorts of people will start arriving. This is going to be big. I just hope I can handle it.”


      Rittean, her Moonkind cousin spoke up, “What have you not, since coming here? You are the Artan, Hannah. All the land reverences you.”


      “I’m not so sure about that. Let’s not forget the Warkin fought against me during that last battle. From what Ilgard has told me, some of the Sanlyn did too.”


      “But that is over now. The leaders who rebelled are gone, and new ones have taken their place.”


      “I know, I know. And there hasn’t been any trouble for Laytrii itself or for me, personally, from any of them since, but I’m a little afraid of how deep the resentment and rebellion might go.”


      “The might of the Dark Powers is vanquished, my friend,” Rittean reminded her firmly. “You have nothing to fear.”


      Hannah pursed her lips, considering. “Yes,” was all she said. Then she flashed her cousin a smile. “Yes, I’m sure you’re right.”


      She spoke confidently, but, to me, it almost sounded as if she was trying to convince herself what Rittean had said was true.
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          Friendship


        


      


      


      The next several days were a bit of a blur. From scoping out the palace, to visiting each of the outbuildings to see how things were run, to sampling the food and meeting new people, all of it was an adventure, a brand new world for me. Every morning, that special drink was delivered by a servant to my rooms. No, it wasn’t coffee, but it helped get me going. The fact that the sender was taking the time to do this for me tugged at a heartstring so deeply buried that it hadn’t been touched by a man in years. No one was making him do that. He stood to gain nothing, yet he did it anyway, simply for the sake of being kind to a stranger. That meant a lot. Maybe more than it should have.


      Hannah was a busy, busy woman, but she made sure to create time for me. If we weren’t together, either the two of us alone or with her close friends, Rittean and Lady Elisia, then she was occupied with the multifaceted duties of her role as Artan. She welcomed me to trail her as much as I wanted. Some of the Elders and Pronconcil gave me strange looks when I first walked into meetings with her, but after she introduced me and then showed me a seat off to the side nobody said anything. Since I wasn’t familiar with Aerisan geography or the Aerisian peoples, except for the brief information Hannah had given, most of what they discussed went over my head. Still, it was fascinating to watch these world leaders meeting and planning and debating ideas for the upcoming peacekeeping conference, as Hannah now liked to call it.


      As a stranger from Earth, I was clearly an object of interest around here. The only person I’d encountered who made their cold dislike for me and my presence in meetings, or anywhere else, blatant was the Simathe Chief Captain, Lord Norband. Maybe I’d earned his dislike with that quarrel, but I couldn’t bring myself to apologize. Despite both Hannah and Lord Cole’s explanation of law and order working differently in Aerisia, I couldn’t get the image of him striking that man dead in the streets out of my head. I’d had nightmares about it, with me taking the place of the Chief Captain’s victim in my dreams. I avoided him as much as possible, which wasn’t too difficult.


      Any of the other Simathe I encountered didn’t go out of their way to either ignore or befriend me; they treated me like they treated everyone else—as if they didn’t exist. Only Hannah seemed to have earned a special regard from this band of aloof, silent warriors. In general, they showed no emotion whatsoever. Judging from appearances, it would’ve been easy to think they didn’t have human emotions, although Hannah claimed they did. They just buried them so deep they rarely betrayed what they thought or how they felt about anything. It was one of the hallmarks of being Simathe, and one of the many reasons why most Aerisians shied away from them. However, Cole’s kindness belied the theory that they were completely soulless. Also, their respect for Hannah was easy to see when they spoke with her. It was impossible to miss how they paid attention to her when she talked, or even how she, in turn, treated them with an ease and friendliness nobody else in the entire palace matched.


      “I’ve lived among them for years,” she told me, when I asked her about it. “I figured out they’re not so scary once you get to know them. Besides, I’m married to their High-Chief, and every last one of them would do anything for me because of that, if nothing else.”


      I was sure that was true. It was also true the only Simathe warrior who seemed to stick around more often than not was Lord Cole. He turned up quite a bit, usually in the background or across the way. He never had much, if anything, to say, yet I always noticed when he was there. Part of me wanted to talk to him, to get to know him, but I wasn’t naturally outgoing and at ease with people the way Hannah was. It was hard for me to know how to approach him or broach a conversation—to break the barriers already erected between us by Aerisian custom and longstanding standoffishness, not to mention his Simathe demeanor.


      Still, I caught myself watching for him when he wasn’t around and studying him when he was. What set him apart? What made him tick? What made him who and what he was? I found my eyes tracing the scars across his hands and neck, pale lines against the dark bronze of his skin. Surviving a dragon attack defied belief, but there he was with the scars to prove it. Scars he would bear for the rest of his life. For forever. Scars that my rebellious mind wondered what it might be like to touch and to trace with my fingertips, to explore and to heal with a woman’s touch…


      That thought was enough to make me start outright. I felt heat rise in my cheeks and glanced around to see if anyone was paying attention to me or if I’d been staring too long and someone had noticed. We were in a room with several people, who were talking with Hannah about where her arriving guests would be housed. Nobody was observing me, but having my mind stray to such dangerous territory so fast warned me that I was on a slippery slope. My brain needed to regain control of my heart.


      I could tell myself to get control all I wanted, but there was no denying my interest in this man, even if it was an interest born solely from the fact that he’d saved my life and been kind and welcoming to me, in his own way. Once, I found myself at a window of the palace that overlooked the training grounds below, an area used by the military men and women stationed here. The window was open, and I could hear sounds drifting up from below, sounds of camaraderie or encouragement, instruction or even belittlement.


      The last was coming from an older Ranetron leader who was coaching a new Cortain recruit. The Cortain were an all-female military branch of Aerisia’s armed forces. Even from where I stood, I could see the girl, who looked about seventeen or eighteen, simply wasn’t getting what the officer was trying to teach. The older soldier was becoming frustrated, his voice rising. The new recruit looked like she was about to cry. I felt sorry for her, knowing that if she broke down in front of the other Cortain and Ranetron in the ring she’d be humiliated.


      Then, walking away from his corner of the training grounds and the handful of Simathe clustered there, Lord Cole approached. I’d been watching the young Cortain and hadn’t even noticed him until he moved, but he was all that I saw now as he approached the officer and the Cortain. His long hair was tied back, exposing the golden earring in his ear and the scars on his neck. His white shirt was open halfway down against the heat of the day and plastered to his skin with sweat. I could easily see the bronze of his skin through it. My throat closed off. A wave of attraction like I hadn’t felt in years made my pulse race, but on top of all that was his quiet, commanding presence as he addressed the Ranetron officer. I couldn’t hear what he said, but the man answered curtly, dropping the wooden training sword into his outstretched hand and wheeling away.


      Left alone with him, the Cortain looked even more anxious than before. Her eyes reflected dismay that one of the Simathe—a lord, at that—would have noticed her and come over. She looked like she had no idea what to expect. I didn’t know, either, but I watched as Lord Cole spoke to her briefly, his expression as kind as I’d seen one of the Simathe look. His manner seemed to put her at ease; she wasn’t in trouble.


      He began walking her through the training, apparently the same sword techniques the other officer had been trying to teach her, but she wasn’t getting. He showed her footwork, moving slowly, having her practice each segment individually before applying any speed or adding combinations. I knew nothing about sword fighting or training, but it was obvious the Simathe knew what he was doing. As she progressed, I could see the recruit visibly relax, her brow furrowing as she strained to grasp what he was saying. His patience was bottomless, even when she made mistakes, although he did make her repeat each tactic until he was satisfied with her improvement. I lost all track of time while I stood there, and I watched until a bell rang for the midday meal, interrupting training. Cole offered a final word to the girl, who threw him a grateful smile before jogging away, hurrying to catch up with the rest of the soldiers.


      My heart stilled in my chest as I watched him gather up the practice weapons they’d been using and drift away towards the palace. I watched him until my vantage point forbid me seeing him anymore, then I turned away with a sigh. He had a human side; he had a heart. I’d known it from the first, from how carefully and respectfully he’d cared for me after saving me from drowning. Everything I’d seen now reinforced my beliefs and captured my interest further. He was different from his fellow Simathe. I hadn’t been wrong about that.


      I hadn’t been wrong about something else too, and that was my instant friendship with Hannah, based on who she was as a person, not just Aerisia’s Artan. Perhaps because of my troubled upbringing, or a reclusive nature, or years spent in the limelight, I wasn’t naturally given to making close friendships, but we bonded quickly. Our shared experiences helped. We were the only two people from Earth in this foreign world.


      When Hannah wasn’t busy, we would sit and chat, on balconies or porch steps, enjoying the mild spring sunshine and discussing things nobody else could understand. We laughed about Facebook memes and TV sitcoms and quoted movie lines to each other. We talked about our favorite foods we wished we could have in Aerisia. Hannah missed cheeseburgers with onions and crispy French fries drowned in ketchup. I’d only been here a few days, but I was seriously craving pizza. We agreed we would kill for ice cream or chocolate.


      We talked about our families, our upbringings. We were both country girls at heart, although I’d been raised in the middle of nowhere and her outside a small Colorado town. We talked about our families, she more than me. She’d had two sisters and a brother. I was an only child. She missed the mountains of Colorado, and I missed the rugged ranch land of the Oklahoma panhandle. She liked pop and jazz; country music was my favorite genre. She used to read romance novels and histories of WW2, a common interest with her father. When I’d had time for reading, I’d enjoyed classic mysteries: Sherlock Holmes, Agatha Christy. Simple things like that, we could discuss for hours on end. And if she sometimes became misty-eyed with nostalgia, or I could hear the wistfulness in her voice, she still never devolved into self-pity. She would pick right up and continue with how this way of life was her life now, and she regretted nothing.


      Hannah was funny and quirky, warm and outgoing, but also smart as a whip. In meetings, she listened to everyone’s opinion, everyone’s advice, but if she thought something was right she would not budge. She wasn’t stupid, but she was strong-willed. I guess anybody who’d lived her life would have to be. Her most light-hearted side was reserved for her closest friends, including me. She had a lot of fun bugging me about my accent and my pronunciation of certain words, which she swore stuck out as much as my looks in Aerisia.


      “What, I barely even have an accent!” I’d protested, which was true. In the beginning, my manager had been afraid my upbringing, and even my race, might pigeonhole me into being strictly a country singer. I’d had vocal coaches who trained me to keep my voice inflections more mainstream American. Maybe some traces remained, no matter how many lessons I’d had, because Hannah picked up on it right away, teasing me for southern expressions like “I’m fixing to,” or how I pronounced “theatre” with a long a or dropped the final sound of words ending in “ing.”


      “Your accent gets thicker when you’re mad or really intense about something,” she claimed. “I noticed it when you argued with Norband the first day you were here, but it wasn’t the best time to say anything about it.”


      I’d been told that before. Some things just couldn’t be erased, I guess. There was no malice in her joking, so I let it slide or else turned it around on her.


      In the end, getting to know Hannah was a like breath of fresh air, and a friendship was forming like I hadn’t experienced in years, with no regard for who or what I was or had been, because she didn’t know. She simply accepted me for who I was now and what I told her about my past. Our backgrounds, our racial differences—none of that mattered to her. She truly seemed to like me for me, and that meant the world.
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        * * *


      


      Over a week had passed since my arrival in Aerisia. After a small supper with Hannah and her Moonkind relatives, I was ready to relax before bed, so I picked up the lyre I’d found while strolling through the palace.


      As long as I could remember, music had been in my head, flowing out of my heart into any instrument I touched and any song I wanted to sing. Daddy had told me I inherited my musical gifts from my mother, whose family was Irish. I didn’t remember her singing or dancing or playing instruments. By the time I was old enough to have memories of Mama, they were of her fighting with my father, Daddy pulling me away from her, or of Daddy carrying her to her room after we found her passed out on drugs. As I grew, music had become my coping mechanism, my hobby, my passion, my comfort. My entire career had never been about impressing the world but expressing my music to the world. That was the driving factor.


      These past few days, I hadn’t had the time or opportunity to enjoy any music at all, but this afternoon, while hanging out with Rittean, I’d seen the lyre tucked away in a corner and asked about it.


      “Do you play?” she’d inquired.


      “I’ve never tried a lyre, but I’d like to,” I answered.


      “Then so you shall. I’ll have it sent to your room. You may consider it yours.”


      Now, getting comfy in the chair, I placed the lyre upright in my lap and began running my fingers over the strings, testing their weight, their sound. I adjusted the instrument’s tuning, then my fingers took over and danced across the strings, playing a simple little melody that turned a little more complicated. I spent several minutes going from one melody to the next, feeling myself unwind as the music took control, flowing my heart to my brain to my fingertips.


      Against the rush of pure enjoyment created by the music, my back began to hurt. Figuring the low-backed wooden chair was probably the cause, I glanced around the room for a different place to sit. A rushing sound from outside caught my attention. I stopped playing, turning my head to see what it was.


      A raven. A great, black raven sat perched on the balcony railing. Its head was cocked to the side, its beady black eye peering at me.


      A line from the famous Edgar Allan Poe poem swirled through my mind, and I murmured aloud, “‘Quoth the raven, Nevermore.’”


      At the sound of my voice, the bird startled, ruffling its feathers before abruptly taking flight, beating its wings and soaring off into the darkness.


      “That was weird.”


      Shrugging, I turned back around, only to see a stranger standing in the middle of my room.


      “Who are you?” I gasped. I hadn’t heard anyone come in. Then my eyes went wide, and I startled back, almost like the raven. My feet hit the floor, scrabbling for purchase, as I pushed myself up. “Who are you?” I repeated, backing away a step, clutching the lyre to my chest like a shield.


      “The question, my dear, is not who am I, but who are you?”


      She may have used a term of endearment, but there was nothing pleasant in her voice. Also, she was clearly not a mere woman. I kept blinking to assure myself that I was actually seeing what I was seeing. She was tall and slim, gowned in silvery white and wrapped in light. Her blonde hair was heavily streaked with scarlet, and held back from her face by a tiara carved from glittering ice. Her features were sharp and her eyes like shards of green crystal. Gossamer wings, taller than her, sprung from her back and fluttered slightly as she talked. Impossible as it seemed, I was staring at a genuine, honest-to-goodness fairy.


      “I’m Annie,” I said. “Annie Richards. Who are you?”


      She stared at me for so long—sizing me up, I thought—that I was afraid she wouldn’t answer. At last, in a voice as cool and cutting as her icy appearance, she said, “I am Braisley of Cleyton.”


      “Cleyton?”


      “A great mountain, to the west.”


      She was walking now, walking in a circle around me, studying me from every angle. Refusing to let her have all the power, I turned in a circle where I stood, not showing her my back. We came full tilt, back to where we’d started.


      “This is yours?” She indicated the lyre, which I still clutched to my chest.


      “Rittean said I could have it.”


      “The Moonkind girl? Master Risean’s daughter?”


      “Yes.”


      She nodded. Then, almost sharply, “You play exceedingly well.”


      “Thank you.”


      “So well, in fact, that you summoned me here,” she continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Why is that, my girl? Why would your music summon a fairy?”


      I frowned, confused. “I have no idea. Until I arrived in Aerisia a few days ago, I didn’t even know fairies existed. I wasn’t trying to summon you.”


      “Nay, but you did.”


      I didn’t know what this was all about, but I could definitely tell this woman, this creature, was unhappy. In fact, the longer she stayed, the more hostile she seemed.


      “I’m very sorry, uh, ma’am,” I said, unsure how to address her. “For disturbing you. But I honestly didn’t mean to do that.”


      “Hmmm.” She regarded me imperiously for several long seconds, her cold green eyes glittering like frost on a winter morning.


      “Continue with your playing, as you like,” she said at last. “I am certain we will speak later.”


      She stepped backwards a couple of paces, her wings fluttering more forcefully, then was gone, vanished, before my eyes. I caught my breath, looking wildly around my room to see if this was some sort of joke, but I saw nothing.


      “No way,” I breathed. “Tell me she did not just appear and disappear like that in my room.”


      Clearly, she had, and that was unsettling. I glanced down at the lyre in my hands. She’d claimed my playing had summoned her here.


      How is that? How can that be?


      A shiver rolled down my spine, and my back began to hurt. I walked over to the nearest chair and laid the lyre down, unable to fathom how something that had brought me such enjoyment mere seconds ago now made me feel so uneasy and lost. Rather than try to explain it, I prepared for bed and climbed in, but left one moonstone, which the palace used for a source of light, still glowing. The notion of that fairy, Braisley, appearing in the dark like a ghost and standing over my bed was so creepy it took me a long time to fall asleep. When I did, I dreamed dark dreams.


      I was standing in an open field, full of scorched, waving grasses. There was a dead tree in the center of the field, a dead tree that looked familiar. Ravens were perched on its branches, ravens that cocked their heads, eyeing me sideways with their bright little eyes. They were more than watching me. They were expectant, like they waited for me to do something.


      “Sing,” whispered a voice in my head.


      I gasped, looking all around, my head whipping this direction and that, but I saw no one and nothing except the tree and the ravens. Still, the longer I stood there in that field, the sky grey and overcast and spreading forever, the more I became aware of a presence. Something was there with me; I just couldn’t see it.


      “Who are you?” I whispered.


      The presence didn’t speak again, and I never found who or what it was, because the pain in my back erupted until it was nearly unbearable. I arched against it, stretching, trying desperately to alleviate it. With the sound of a rushing wind, all of the ravens beat their wings and took flight, soaring high into the sky as I fell on the ground, overcome by the weight of an invisible presence I could feel but not see, and the torture in my back that brought me to my knees…


      With a startled gasp, I woke up, glancing all around for the fairy, Braisley, or the ravens, or even the presence. My heart was hammering in my chest. My nightdress was soaked with sweat. My mouth was dry, and my back hurt. It really, really hurt. After ascertaining that I was alone, I climbed out of bed and went to fetch a drink of water from the pitcher on the nightstand. That eased the dryness in my throat, but my back was still killing me. Finding a clear spot in the middle of the floor, I began flowing through a series of yoga poses. Child’s pose. Cat and Cow. Cobra. Upward-Facing Dog. Downward-Facing Dog. They seemed to help, calming my mind as well as easing the pain, allowing me to think.


      I’m playing music, then I see a raven. The raven leaves; I see a fairy. In my dreams, there are more ravens, and I hear a voice telling me to sing.


      Something was beating at my brain. That dead tree. The ravens. The feeling of someone there with me. What was it?


      I was in Downward-Facing Dog, looking at my toes, which needed a polish touch-up, when it hit me.


      The tree—I’ve seen it before! It’s the same tree that’s in the weird clearing I found when I first arrived in Aerisia. That’s where I know it from.


      Letting go of the pose, I sank to my knees, thinking.


      What if—what if this dream is trying to tell me something? What if this is all connected? What if it’s somehow tied to how I arrived in Aerisia, or why I’m here? This has to make sense, somehow. I know it does.


      None of this was an accident. From everything I’d heard, people from Earth didn’t cross into Aerisia accidentally. I wasn’t the Artan, yet there had to be a reason why I, of all people, was here. Braisley, the fairy, coming to see me tonight, telling me my music had summoned her, and then that voice in my dream commanding me to sing… On top of all that, my strange ability to command invisibility…


      Could all of this be tied to my voice?


      My brain wanted to reject the idea as illogical, impossible. Which it was—at least on Earth. However, so many things that were impossible on Earth were very possible or even commonplace in Aerisia. My voice containing some sort of power…what if that were one of them?


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Part II


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          “A woman’s highest calling is to lead a man to his soul, so as to unite him with the source.


          A man’s highest calling is to protect woman, so she is free to walk the earth unharmed.”


          —Cherokee Proverb


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter 23


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          The Clearing


        


      


      


      The next morning, after a fitful night’s sleep, I awakened early, before dawn. A couple of years ago, while training for a half marathon, I’d wakened before dawn often to get my training runs in before the hectic pace of the day picked up. This morning, my first thought was to go run. I needed to run. I hadn’t run since coming to Aerisia, and I could feel the emotional and mental toll wearing on me. In fact, the need for a run preempted the need for coffee: either that, or I’d been drinking the Simathe warrior’s secret brew long enough it had miraculously cured me of caffeine withdrawals. Speaking of which, I could’ve used some of that drink, but since I didn’t want to ask anyone to make it for me, I laid that aside and went on with my plans.


      As I drew my running clothes from the bag Lord Cole had delivered back to me, I contemplated finding some answers. There could be no more sitting around waiting on everybody else to handle it for me. I wasn’t a kid. I needed to figure this out for myself, and I couldn’t think of a better starting point than the clearing in the woods with the tree I’d seen in my dream.


      If I can find it.


      No, I can find it. I’m going to find it.


      I found a few granola bars I’d overlooked earlier in my bag. I ate one for a hasty breakfast and stuck another in the pocket of my athletic jacket for later.


      I wonder if I should leave a note? I thought, looking around the room for pen and paper. I didn’t see any, but realized I would likely run across guards on my way out of the palace or even outside. If anyone bothered to search for me, the guards would be able to tell them where I’d gone. The palace gates weren’t open yet, and the guards stationed there not only seemed surprised to see me but almost reluctant to let me pass.


      “You wish to what?” one of them asked after I told them I wanted to go outside and run a few miles.


      “Run,” I said. “I want to go running.”


      They both stared at me.


      “What, doesn’t anybody around here run for fun?”


      “No…” one answered doubtfully. “One might run for training or out of necessity; not for enjoyment.”


      “Especially before dawn,” added the other.


      “Are you armed, Mistress?” the first guard inquired.


      I was getting frustrated. I needed this. I needed to get out and away from everyone and be alone for a few minutes. I needed to take control of my body since I couldn’t get control of my life. I also needed to look for answers. I was beginning to wonder if it was going to happen at all until a familiar voice spoke up.


      “What is this?”


      We all turned, the guards and me, to see Lord Cole approaching through the pre-dawn darkness.


      “She wanted to run, my lord,” said the elder of the guards, scratching his hairline under the rim of his helmet. “She wished to be let outside the gates to run.”


      “For enjoyment,” added the other.


      The Simathe stopped, looked me over. “No destination?”


      “Not really,” I fibbed. “Just down the road, there.”


      The three men studied me in silence. I hadn’t thought of it before, not until Cole showed up, but suddenly I was almost painfully aware of how my running pants clung to my legs and my athletic jacket was halfway unzipped over a formfitting tank top. None of the women I’d seen around here dressed anything like this, and I wondered what he must think.


      If he thought it was outlandish, or strange, or even indecent, he gave no sign, only asking quietly, “You are not afraid?”


      The way he looked at me—it might have been only the two of us standing there beside the gates with the Ranetron completely absent. His low voice thrummed in my pulse, sending waves of warmth spiraling through my core. I knew what he was asking. After crossing to this strange world, seeing his Chief Captain strike down a criminal in the streets, being kidnapped, and nearly drowning, I had plenty of reasons to be afraid. Maybe more than I had to leave. Nevertheless, in my head, I remembered my fingers strumming the strings of the lyre, creating music. The raven appearing, then the fairy. Then that dream.


      I had to go back. I had to go back to where it had begun and see if I could find any reasons behind all of this.


      “I’m a lot more afraid of going crazy if I don’t get to go run soon,” I answered frankly.


      To my honest shock, the man laughed. It was a short, quiet chuckle, but it was pleasant, and it was real. It was also the first time I’d heard him laugh.


      He looked to the guards. “If she wishes to go, we cannot detain her.”


      “My lord?” Clearly, they were a bit confused by that reply.


      “We have no authority to restrain her,” the Simathe repeated, “nor is she a prisoner. Let her go.” Looking at me, he said, “You’ve strange customs for enjoyment on Earth.”


      “Even there, most people think running for fun is strange,” I grinned. “Catch you later.”


      By now, the guards had opened the gates, so with a little wave, I turned, jogging off into the slowly brightening day. My initial pace was slow as I warmed my muscles, my legs, and tested my breathing. When I’d settled into a rhythm, I picked up a bit of speed—not enough to wear me out, since I wasn’t sure how far I needed to travel, but a good clip that kept me comfortably challenged. The physical exercise quieted my mind almost instantly, as I knew it would. For the time being, I quit puzzling over fairies, music, ravens, and how everything fit together and let my thoughts drift.


      The miles flew by—it wasn’t more than a few—and I began sensing a soft, inner pull guiding me where to go. I wasn’t exactly sure what was happening until I came to a spot where the trees crept down the hill, close to the road. Difficult to say for sure, but it looked familiar. The inner sense perked up, telling me this was it. I didn’t understand what was leading me. However, wise or not, I listened, departing the main road, stalking through the dewy morning grass, heading up the slope and into the trees.


      I continued to climb uphill, step after step, sweating lightly in spite of the coolness of the morning. I wasn’t ready to take my jacket off just yet, but I did push the sleeves up to my elbows and unzip it the rest of the way. The stream I’d followed out of the forest my first day here burbled beside me, and I paused to splash water on my face and get a drink before setting off again. I don’t know how long I hiked, with that innate sense of direction tugging me like a magnet to that one spot, until…


      I noticed the ground levelling off. Before I knew it, I was inside the clearing, drawn there as if something truly had shown me the way. Instantly, I noticed the changes around me. The air was hushed. The ground was practically bare. The wind was blowing in the opposite direction from the rest of the trees. That odd visual trick that I could only catch from the corner of my eye, where the outer edges of the clearing appeared blurred, was still in effect.


      The whole thing gave me a spooky feeling, but I ignored it as I walked up to the dead tree. This time, I wasn’t surprised to see a raven perched on the branches. The instinct that had guided me here began to change. It continued to pull, but I also thought I heard a whisper in the back of my mind, a sibilant voice whispering, “Sing for us. Sing for us.”


      Standing at the base of the tree, I stared up at the raven and it cocked its head, staring back at me. The gaze in its beady eyes was uncannily straightforward and almost human. It was waiting on me to do something. What?


      “Probably figure this out,” I said aloud, the sound of my own voice startling in the stillness of the clearing.


      Figure what out, though?


      You’re losing it, I told myself. Ever since you came here—you’re losing it. Maybe you’ve lost it already, and that’s how you dreamed up this place.


      Could that be the case? I didn’t think so. I was fairly certain this was real, but there was only one way to find out.


      Hesitantly, I stepped closer, stretching out my hand. The raven squawked, hopping down the branch towards me as if it approved.


      “Crazy bird,” I muttered, keeping a sideways eye on it even as I leaned forward and touched the tree.


      “Okay,” I said, “I’m here. I know I’m supposed to be here. Show me what you want me to see.”


      If I was expecting to be overwhelmed with a vision containing all the answers to this riddle, I was disappointed. Nothing happened. The raven squawked again. I closed my eyes, pressing more of my weight against the tree.


      “Show me,” I begged. “I need some answers. I just want all of this to make sense. Please help me. I need to know why I’m here. I need to know what brought me here. Please show me.”


      Sing for us…


      The whisper was back, coaxing, demanding.


      Sing for us…


      It had been taken up by the wind itself, hissed and carried by the woods encircling the clearing.


      Sing for us…


      “I don’t know what to sing,” I whispered back, straining with all my might to hear and to grasp what was happening.


      “Then you must find out, mustn’t you?”


      I started, my eyes flying open. Jerking away from the dead tree, I spun around. Less than a yard away stood a man, a creature, with both human and non-human features. He was tall and slim, and his black hair cascaded down his neck until it turned into…feathers? I blinked to focus my vision, but the impression didn’t change. His eyes were a dull grey against the shocking white of his face. His cheekbones were gaunt, as if he’d been starved, and his once elegant clothing was tattered and torn. His left arm hung at an odd angle, like it was broken, and his voice was shaky as if he hadn’t used it in a long time. He had wings, broken wings that extended from his back. Black-feathered wings, like those of a great raven, although his were bald in patches.


      I glanced at the dead tree. The raven still sat there, its head cocked to the side, watching me. Watching him. Watching us. Listening.


      I looked back to the creature in front of me.


      “Wh-who are you?” My throat had closed up and didn’t want to cooperate.


      “You do not know?”


      “How would I know?”


      “You are the savior, Anne Richards from Earth.”


      “The savior? The savior? What is that supposed to mean? And how do you know my name?”


      “I know,” he said slowly, advancing a step closer. It took all of my fortitude to keep from retreating. “I know because you called to us. Your blood called to us. Your voice summoned us. We have been observing you and waiting, waiting until the fullness of your strength was evident.”


      “You’re lying. I don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about. How could I have summoned you?”


      In my head, I could hear the female fairy from last night saying icily, “Your music summoned me.”


      Why do these people keep talking about my music, saying it summons them?


      “You have crossed the great divide,” the creature went on, drifting toward me. It was all I could do not to give ground and step away, but I didn’t want to appear vulnerable. “You are here. You do not know yet the extent of your powers, but you will. And when you do—remember us.” He reached out and touched my cheek. His fingers were icy cold. It was like being touched by a dead person. “Remember,” he whispered, those pale grey eyes boring into mine. “Remember.”


      Dropping his hand, he stepped back.


      “I haven’t the strength to linger in this form. Not yet. But soon…”


      A black swirl of wind and feathers—raven feathers—began at his feet. It whirled upwards, circling his ankles, climbing to his knees, his torso, his slumped shoulders, his head. His face, pale and hungry, stared out of the black mini-tornado, his ravenous eyes piercing my soul until the black swirl covered them too. As suddenly as it had appeared, it vanished, and the creature along with it.


      Abruptly, the slumbering pain in my back awoke, screaming to life. Gasping, I arched against it, stumbled forward a few steps, tripped and fell. Dizziness washed over me. I lay sprawled on the ground, beneath the dead tree. I heard the cawing of birds, many of them, and in a flash, thousands of images avalanched through my brain.


      The dream from last night: with the dead tree, the ravens. The raven on my balcony at Laytrii’s, appearing as soon as I’d started strumming the lyre. Another dream, this time when I was on an airplane. The airplane that had crashed, bringing me here. That dream…what had it been? A presence. The presence. The presence in my nightmares, the ones that had kept me awake at night back on Earth, bothering me until I couldn’t sleep. I was starting to lose it in both my private and professional life. The presence was the cause—the presence that had sent me to Dr. Weathers. Dr. Weathers! In that dream, the presence had seized me. I’d rolled my eyes upwards to see a flock of ravens materialize out of nowhere. Their mouths opened, but they made no sound. They were all eyeing me sideways as they flew. I tried to scream, but instead of my voice, I heard a masculine voice, soft as a whisper, smooth like silk, but deadly as a blade.


      “Speak to us. Come to us. Help us.”


      That voice belonged to the presence, the presence that had shown up in my dreams the night of the Orlando concert. The presence was driving me insane. Dr. Weathers was trying to help. She thought the dreams were because my voice, my real voice, as she’d called it, was being suppressed. She thought I’d needed a career change. Those dreams with the presence suffocating me, and me being unable to cry out for help, meant that my voice was being silenced. Ultimately, that was what had put me on a plane, leaving Seattle, leaving a sold-out tour across the Northwest, leaving my career. I’d been going home to Oklahoma, but somewhere on that flight, that flight into the sunset, the ravens had come.


      Ravens, again.


      They’d flocked to the wings of the plane. Their weight had been too much. They’d born the plane down. We were crashing, we were falling…


      Had the ravens themselves somehow carried me into Aerisia? Only me and the carryon bag touching my feet, kept close in case I decided to pull out my book and read? Just the bag and me, not my plane and my fellow passengers?


      My mind spun, continuing to churn out memories.


      There was the voice in my dreams whispering, “Sing for us,” and now the voice at the tree repeating it. My ability to command invisibility with my voice. That creature with broken wings and patchy black feathers appearing in the clearing, looking pale and gaunt and hungry. I didn’t know what any of it meant, but at least I could remember everything, and I knew it was all tied together. All of it. Every last bit had to be connected, possibly even to the beautiful, icy fairy who’d visited my rooms last night.


      Slowly, I picked myself up off the ground. Climbing to my feet, I stood gazing up at the tree. The ravens were gone. Only the tree itself remained. Gingerly, I reached out to stroke my hand over its dry, rough bark.


      “If only you could talk, I bet you could give me answers.”


      A tree couldn’t talk, but I knew someone who could. Gathering myself up, mentally as well as physically, I slipped from the silent clearing, ready to head back to the palace and Lady Hannah. She needed to hear my story. Maybe, if I were very lucky, Aerisia’s savior would be able to help me too.
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      I alternated between running and walking on the return trip to the palace, but once I got close I stepped it up until my breathing was shallow and uncomfortable. I forced myself to keep at it. Memories of everything I’d seen were beating in my brain, spurring me onward. My wind gave out before my legs, but even they were protesting as I approached the palace. Instead of slowing down, I pushed even harder.


      “If you can do this for a PR at a race, you can do it now,” I urged myself, so I did.


      I was flying along at breakneck speed as I hit the gates and sped through. The guards gaped at me. I caught a glimpse of their faces and saw it was two different men, which meant a shift change. One of them hollered after me,


      “Everything well?”


      I waved a hand to signal I was fine and kept going.


      I got similar looks from the folks I passed as I dashed up the stairs and into the palace itself. Here, I slowed my pace to a brisk walk. I used the hem of my tank top to blot my face and catch the sweat dripping off my chin, giving myself space to recover as I strode hallways looking for Hannah, her servant Rosean, or someone who could lead me to her.


      “Annie?”


      Luck was with me. I hadn’t gone far when I heard her calling me. I turned, hands on hips, still panting, to see her approaching. Today she wore a loose white blouse and a royal blue skirt. Her hair was swept back in a ponytail, and golden hoops dangled from her ears. Somehow, she always managed to retain the appearance of someone from another place while still looking like a proper Aerisian lady.


      “What have you been doing?” she asked, stopping short and looking me over. “Have you gone crazy? Rosean told me you were tearing through the courtyard like you were on fire. Is everything okay?”


      Before I could even catch my breath to answer, a young boy dashed up, sliding to a halt a few paces away.


      “Beg pardon, Lady Hannah,” he puffed, knuckling his forehead. “Beg pardon. The High-Chief has been seen. I was sent to tell you he will arrive shortly.”


      “Really? Ilgard’s here? I wasn’t expecting him so soon.” She turned to me. “I have to go. Is everything okay?”


      “Wait, no—” I started to say, but backed off. She was practically dancing on her toes, her body already leaning towards the doorway, ready to dash off. I couldn’t make myself stop her.


      It can wait awhile.


      “I’m fine,” I said. “I was just running. Go.”


      She flashed an appreciative smile. “Thanks. See ya in a bit.”


      Then she was gone, picking up her skirts in one hand to free her feet as she hastened outside. Out of sheer curiosity, I followed, wanting to see this High-Chief to whom my friend was married. It was hard to imagine one of the Simathe being married at all, much less to someone as cheerful and full of sunshine as my friend. I trailed her slowly as she hurried out the door and stopped at the top of the palace steps.


      Unseen, I watched her standing there, a slight breeze ruffling her mahogany hair, the sunshine glinting off hidden red highlights. I knew, simply from watching her face, the instant her husband came into view. Her smile could have lit up the whole palace. She waved before tripping lightly down the steps, headed towards the solitary rider cantering into the courtyard.


      The High-Chief approached on a horse like the one I’d ridden with Cole—a Restless, I think he’d called it. It was huge and black and magnificent, its ebony coat soaking up the sunlight. The rider on its back was unquestionably Simathe. That couldn’t be missed. As I studied him, I remembered asking Hannah,


      So, if you’re married to him, he must not be as imposing as some of the others, then, right?


      And her answer, with her lips twitching to hide a smile, I wouldn’t say that. Whatever they are, which is pretty indomitable to say the least, he’s even more so.


      I didn’t know the man, hadn’t spoken a word to him, hadn’t laid eyes on him before now, but I could see at a glance what she’d meant. I was accustomed to dealing with people of power: people in the entertainment industry who could make or break a career at a whim. I was used to meeting political figures, whose policies and laws shaped society. I understood being in the presence of someone familiar with authority, who carried it like an invisible mantle, expecting others to acknowledge it. This man, this Simathe, this warrior, was dusty and wore simple clothing. I couldn’t see any weapon on his person, although there was an impressive sword lashed to his horse, yet it was easy to see he was someone who commanded respect and obedience.


      It was also impossible to miss the way his hard, craggy face changed when he looked at his wife. I wouldn’t say he smiled, but the planes of his face, as stony as a statue’s, definitely softened. Pulling the animal to a stop in the middle of the courtyard, he swung down from the saddle. He was easily the tallest man I’d seen so far in Aerisia, even compared to his fellow Simathe, with an impressive build to match his height. Simathe or not, he was the kind of man anyone might’ve instinctively given way to, but that didn’t stop Hannah.


      She ducked under the horse’s bridle and stopped, smiling up at him.


      “You’re back! I missed you. I missed you so much,” she said. She was positively glowing. She looked more beautiful in that moment than I’d ever seen her.


      I didn’t think it was possible for one of the feared Simathe to look so impossibly gentle, but the way their High-Chief looked at his wife defied my expectations. He reached out to frame her cheeks with his large, strong hands, tilting her face up to his.


      “And I, you,” he answered quietly. “The world is darker without your presence to light it.”


      Then he bent—a long way—to kiss her. In response, she pressed close to him, grabbing the front of his shirt in both fists, rising up on tiptoe to return the kiss.


      At that point, I turned and left, giving them their privacy.
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        * * *


      


      The secrets inside me were boiling up, demanding release. I’d meant to tell Hannah first, but that was out. I wasn’t about to interrupt her time with her husband. My next thought was Lord Cole, but something niggled at the back of my mind. As much as I trusted him on a personal level, and as much as I (might as well admit it) liked him, he was still Simathe, and thus bound to the laws and regulations of his brotherhood, whatever they were.


      His Chief Captain had made his dislike for me plain. Did Cole share his leader’s sentiments? He’d done nothing to signal that he did—quite the opposite, in fact. However, even if he didn’t personally hold them, would he abide by his Chief Captain’s notions about me, whatever they might be?


      I hated to admit it, but I wasn’t sure Lord Cole was the right person to discuss this with. At least, not now. I kept walking, mulling the matter over. I was on my way to my rooms to clean up and change when I almost ran into somebody, somebody who said, “Excuse me, lass,” and sidestepped out of my way. I halted, looking up at The Hunter.


      There was no mistaking the Moonkind warrior. His white hair and ice-blue eyes made for a striking combination, as did the mien of deadliness surrounding him, like a person so long accustomed to danger they carried it with them.


      “No, excuse me,” I said, and started to pass. Then I stopped, remembering how at dinner the other night he’d asked me about ravens. His manner had indicated he knew something, which might mean he could help me out.


      “Excuse me, Hunter?”


      He also stopped, turning to face me.


      “I was wondering…could I talk to you for a minute?”


      His pale brows lifted slightly. “You wish to speak with me?”


      “Well, I—I need to speak to somebody about something important and Lady Hannah is busy.”


      “Ah, yes. I heard the High-Chief has returned,” he smirked.


      I rolled my eyes at the insinuation. “Yeah, we may not see them for a while. Anyway, I’ve got some questions about what’s going on here. With me, I mean, and I suspect you might have some answers. Or some ideas, anyway.”


      His humor vanished. He regarded me soberly.


      “I know not how much help I can offer, but I am willing to try.”


      “Thanks. Would you mind giving me a minute to clean up first? Then I could maybe meet you—”


      “At the Living Tree in the palace gardens?”


      “Okay. Wait, how will I know which one is the Living Tree?”


      “Find the palace gardens, and you will find the Living Tree. There is no mistaking it.” He nodded. “I will see you shortly.”


      “K, sounds good.”
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        * * *


      


      After washing off the sweat from my morning run and changing into something clean, I made my way to the palace gardens. They weren’t difficult to find, being located in the middle of the palace, rather like the gardens in an ancient Roman villa. Once I entered, I was struck by the peacefulness of the place, the silence compared to the hustling and bustling of the busier parts of the palace. A variety of flowers and herbs perfumed the air. Bees droned, and the open sky above was a bright blue dotted with lazy clouds. I stood on tiptoe to look over the hedges for the Living Tree. The Hunter had told me it would be easy to spot. I saw one Tree that towered above the rest, its great limbs spread wide as if to hold up the sky overhead. Around it flowed water, whose music drew me down graveled paths toward the Tree.


      The Hunter waited beneath the thick branches, which were newly blossomed with spring life. His arms were folded over his chest, and his head was down as he stared into the pool beside the Tree. Not just beside. Water seemed to be flowing out of the Tree, forming a pool. It was a strange sight. At the sound of my footsteps, his head came up.


      “There you are. I feared you had gotten lost.”


      “Sorry, took me a few minutes to clean up and find my way here.”


      “All is well.” He waved a hand, brushing the incident away. “Would you be seated?” He indicated a low bench beneath the Tree, next to the pool.


      “If it’s all the same, I’ll stand.”


      I felt accountably nervous. Possibly because I was about to spill my guts to a virtual stranger? Hannah trusted him, but Hannah trusted Lord Norband, too. Still, The Hunter had done nothing to make me think he mistrusted or was put off by me, unlike the Simathe Chief Captain. That alone gave me the courage to stand next to him and say,


      “The other night at dinner when I mentioned the strange clearing I’d run across and that there were ravens there, you asked me about the ravens. I was wondering if you knew anything about them.”


      “I know they are birds. Commonly thought of as scavengers, but they are ofttimes hunters of small prey, as well.”


      I stared at him. He winked.


      “I jest. I take it this is not the information you seek?”


      “No, not really.” I worked up a smile. He was being nice, but my heart wasn’t in humor right now. “I’m sorry. There’s so much happening, and my brain is stuffed full. I need answers, but I don’t even know what questions to ask!”


      The Moonkind’s face gentled with sympathy. “You have crossed from one world to another. That is not easy.”


      “Have you done it?” I asked, because the way he worded that statement made me think he had.


      “In a manner of speaking. I have crossed from Aerisia to the Underworld and back again.”


      I cupped my elbows in my palms, nodding. “Well, then you can probably understand why I’m so confused.”


      “I can.” He quirked a smile. “But, may I say, you do not look confused.”


      I tilted my head. “What?”


      “For all you have endured, you maintain your equanimity.”


      I wasn’t sure how to reply to that. I almost said, “I’ve had years of practice putting on a poker face for the media.” Since I wasn’t ready to divulge that part of my life, I waved the comment away, mumbling, “I try not to let my feathers get too ruffled.”


      He chuckled at the country expression and let the subject drop.


      “So, you wish to know about ravens?”


      I hid a sigh of relief that we were back on track. “They seem pretty significant lately, and I’m not sure why.”


      “Significant?”


      “They’re in my dreams and appearing on my balcony. They—I’m pretty sure they somehow helped transport me to Aerisia. I don’t know how, but I know they had something to do with it.”


      The Hunter’s piercing gaze narrowed. “Indeed.” He looked away, as if lost in thought. I waited. Finally, he drew a deep breath and said, “I spent many years in the Underworld. Many. I saw a multitude of things that defied belief and heard of even more. One rumor I heard whispers of countless times was of the ravens.”


      Cold fingers trailed down my backbone. I shivered. “What were the whispers?”


      His frown deepened. “No one knew a great deal, but it was rumored they were once creatures of significant power, power that was used against them to bind and conceal them for eternity in a nether realm.”


      “What’s a nether realm?”


      “A realm in-between. Not Earth, not Aerisia, not even the Underworld, but somewhere in-between.”


      In my mind’s eye flashed an image of the being I’d seen at the clearing this morning, beside the dead tree. Tall and gaunt, thin but beautiful. Broken wings. A broken arm. Penetrating eyes. Could he be one of those creatures? How, if they had indeed been imprisoned in a nether realm for eternity?


      “Did you hear anything else?” I asked, my voice gone soft because of the tightness of my throat.


      “Nay.” He shook his head, turning back to me. “And I do not understand how these creatures called ravens, whatever they are or were, could be connected to you. Surely the two things are not one and the same. Surely the birds are a mere coincidence.”


      I latched onto that, grasping it like it was a lifesaver from a ship and I was drowning in the middle of the ocean.


      “Yes, you must be right. It’s got to be something different.”


      Even as I said it, I feared, with a dread so deep it settled in my bones, that he was wrong. I’d seen the creature. He’d called me the savior, said my voice had summoned them. He’d told me to sing and talked about my power. Told me when I discovered it to remember them.


      What power, though? And what does it have to do with them? How are they tied to me?
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      I left the palace gardens more confused than ever. I worried my lower lip between my teeth while my mind worried about the puzzle the Moonkind had brought up.


      He said the creatures he heard of couldn’t be connected with me. That the ravens and the birds had to be a coincidence.


      That’s a frickin’ huge coincidence. You saw that creature. There were ravens all around.


      That doesn’t necessarily mean that creature was one of the ravens The Hunter heard about in the Underworld. Besides, how could he have heard about them in the Underworld and nobody up here knows anything about them?


      Who says they don’t? You haven’t asked.


      True, I hadn’t, but nobody at dinner when I first mentioned them had reacted in the slightest, except the Simathe Chief Captain and The Hunter. Obviously, I wasn’t about to discuss it with Lord Norband. Who did that leave?


      Hannah, of course, when and if I could get her alone. I needed to tell her the entire story of my crossing to Aerisia anyway. Until then…


      Maybe Lady Elisia?


      Hannah had explained briefly how the beautiful noblewoman was a Spinner, someone who kept records in tapestries and in writing of Aerisia’s history. As the Spinner Pronconcil, she also had access to the lorlin, which, according to Hannah, was a vast library of Aerisia’s past.


      Even if she doesn’t know anything, she might be able to find out. Yes, I’ll talk to her, I decided, picking up my pace. Just need to—


      I didn’t get to finish that thought, because just then I bumped, literally, into a hard, solid body. A body that didn’t give way but reverberated with laughter as strong hands sprang out to catch me when I jolted backwards. I’d been so absorbed with my problems that I hadn’t been paying a lick of attention to my surroundings. Now, my head jerked up and I found myself staring into a pair of merry green eyes framed by thick, dirty-blonde brows.


      “Ho there, what’s this? Does the Artan and her Council of Elders greet all visiting dignitaries in this fashion?”


      “I am so sorry,” I said, my hand pressed to my chest. “I didn’t mean to run into you like that. I wasn’t paying attention. I—”


      “Lass—” The man leaned closer. His hands were still on my upper arms, and I couldn’t go anywhere. He was only of average height, but had a powerful, stocky build. The sides of his head were shaved, but the hair on top was long and pulled back in a tail. Fishhooks dangled from his ears, and different colored ropes encircled his neck, exposed by a billowy green shirt open to the navel. A black sash around his waist was crammed with weapons, and his boots came up over his knees. I couldn’t decide whether he looked more like a pirate or a Viking, and didn’t have the chance to make up my mind before his short, rough beard brushed my nose as he said with a grin, “You are welcome to run into me anytime you desire.”


      He winked.


      My eyes widened at his boldness.


      He laughed, a great loud guffaw that filled the corridor. “I like you!” he exclaimed, stepping back and letting me go. “I do not know you, but I like you. What is your name, lass?”


      “What’s your name?” I shot back.


      Who did he think he was? To use an obsolete term, he was pretty fresh. And I wasn’t sure I appreciated that.


      “I am Kirrian of Jewelstone, at your service, love,” the man said, executing a grand bow. Straightening, he reached out to finger a wisp of my hair. “From your remarkable appearance, I judge you must be one of the two women from Earth. Furthermore, according to reports I’ve heard, you are not the Artan, so you must be the lass newly arrived.”


      “You know what—” I shrugged back from him, knocking his hand away. “I may be from Earth, but that doesn’t give you the right to put your hands on me. I’m a woman; not a toy.”


      “All women are toys,” spoke up someone from the group behind him. A group that was dressed similarly to him and looked every bit as rough. There was a sudden flurry of movement in that group. “Ow!” yelped the man who’d just spoken. As the others hooted, the group parted enough for me to see the speaker rubbing his head. “Unless they be fighters like my sister, here.”


      “Don’t you forget it,” snarled a young woman, pushing her way to the fore. Her clothing was similar to the men’s, but her hair was bound in multiple braids and she wore a thick leather vest over her dark shirt. “Give them no ground, girl, or they’ll surely take it. Only way to control a Sanlyn is by a knock on the head. Worse than a goat, they are.”


      My lips parted, and I swung back to this Kirrian, evidently the leader of the pack. “You’re Sanlyn?”


      “Sanlyn, from the Jeweled Isles, yes.”


      I started to say something, then snapped my mouth shut. Accusing this man outright of kidnapping and slavery probably wasn’t my place. After all, look how well it’d gone over last time I’d quarreled with a stranger over his crimes. The Simathe Chief Captain despised me. Besides, from what he’d said earlier, this Kirrian must be one of the delegates arriving at Laytrii for Hannah’s peacekeeping conference. It was her place and Council’s to deal with them, not mine. Still, it was hard to hide my disgust, especially when Kirrian leaned close. A spicy scent clung to him, something like oranges and cinnamon. I wondered what sort of place their Jewelstone was, even as he stated boldly, “If you care to become acquainted with a Sanlyn Chieftain, the door to my chambers will be unlocked tonight.”


      I stepped back, glaring. “You’re a pig.”


      He was one hundred percent unfazed. “And you have the most beautiful eyes I have ever beheld. Would that I could see them staring up at me from a pillow. When all of this business in Laytrii is over, you may consider yourself invited to return to Jewelstone with me. I will make you…” He pursed his lips and cocked his head, considering. “I will make you my second wife. I would say first, but Linna has borne me three sons. That cannot be discounted.”


      I covered my mouth with my hand, unsure whether to laugh at his outlandishness or be offended by his boldness.


      “Did you just propose to me?”


      “He scatters proposals of marriage like a sower scatters seeds,” one of the men behind him said dryly.


      “Yet his wives number only nine,” added another.


      My mouth dropped. “Nine? You have nine wives!”


      “And twenty children already!” the Sanlyn Chieftain boasted, puffing out his chest. “But if you come away with me, I’ll give you second in place over them all, except—”


      “Your first wife, Linna. Yes, you told me. You don’t really expect that to work, do you?”


      “Expect what to work?”


      “Your proposal, you idiot! Did you really expect me to fall at your feet and say, ‘Yes, please, take me back to your islands and let me be your tenth wife. It’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of.’ Do any women actually fall for that?”


      Whatever he was, which was obviously not a gentleman, this Kirrian wasn’t easily insulted.


      “One never knows until he tries!” he responded cheerfully.


      “My lords and…ladies… If I may,” a dry voice interrupted. Up walked the palace’s Chief Steward. “On behalf of Aerisia, the Council, and our Lady Artan, I bid you welcome to Laytrii. May I show you to your chambers?”


      “Ah, we’ve been called away.” The Sanlyn Chieftain took my hand, bowing over it to press a kiss to my knuckles. Still bent over my fingers, he looked up at me with a roguish grin. “Will I see you later?”


      “I don’t make a habit of hanging out with married men.”


      “My loss! And a great one it is, to be sure.”


      Straightening, he waved an arm at his retinue. “Come, let’s away with this fellow. Lovely to have met you, lass.”


      With that, he was gone, striding away with a bold, careless gate. Several of the men in his party grinned or winked at me as they passed. However, the girl who’d spoken up earlier stopped, hands on hips, to look at me.


      “You’re wise to be wary of that one,” she said, jerking her head in Kirrian’s direction. “Or of all Sanlyn fighters in general. Nothing but trouble. Strong as bulls, stubborn as goats, lust-driven as roosters.” She leaned in as if sharing a secret. “Don’t trust a one.”


      “Oh.” I had no idea what to say to that. “Thank you for telling me.”


      She nodded. “Welcome. My advice? Take a husband easier to handle. Farewell.”


      I stood there flabbergasted as she breezed away.


      Take a husband?


      As if, I told myself, as I collected myself and walked on. I have enough to worry about without adding a man to the mix.


      What if you already found one?


      That treacherous little thought stopped me in my tracks.


      “No way. That’s impossible.”


      Is it? You weren’t looking for him. He found you. But what if someone like him is all you’ve ever wanted?


      This had to stop. Desperate to get back to the solitude of my room for a bit, I hurried until I was nearly jogging. I couldn’t outrun that notion, though. I carried it with me, just another knot in the long rope of worries plaguing me.
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      He was in a dangerous place. The Simathe warrior-lord acknowledged that, even as he also acknowledged that he did not know what to do about it. In the relative silence of Laytrii’s stables, he brushed his Restless. The horse stood still beneath his touch and the comforting, circular strokes of the curry comb. This morning’s ride had been merely a few miles following the girl, Annie, as his Chief Captain had bid him. Following at a pace where he could observe her without being seen. He needn’t have concerned himself over that. She was so lost in the rhythm of her run that she didn’t acknowledge anything around her.


      Cole’s hands stilled as he considered the position he found himself in: putting himself between this woman and a difficult situation. Even possible danger. He rested his forearms lightly on the back of his Restless, who turned its head to nuzzle at his arm. Absently, he twisted the currycomb in his hands, thinking.


      I ought to tell the Chief Captain.


      That was his duty. As a Simathe, particularly a Simathe lord.


      When Annie had left the main road and headed into the trees, he’d trailed her, leaving his Restless at the edge of the forest, following her unseen. Somewhere, somehow, he had lost her. At a certain point where the hillside levelled out, she had slipped in between two trees, and he’d lost her. Try as he might, tracing and retracing her steps around the perimeter where she’d vanished, she was not to be found. When he attempted to enter the trees as she had done, he’d simply come out again. Almost as if the forest was turning him out, keeping him away.


      How had it done that?


      Why had it not done so to her?


      He had waited, refusing to abandon the search, starting to feel disquieted. She may have been well trained to run—he could tell that from watching her—but, so far as he knew, she had no training in survival or fighting. Just as he was becoming truly concerned that she was adrift in the woods, or that some strange power of the forest threatened her, she emerged from the trees, very close to where she’d entered.


      Her dark hair was mussed. There were leaves and forest debris on her clothing, as if she’d been on the ground. She appeared agitated as she dashed from the trees, headed straight down the hill. She had run past so close he could have reached out and touched her had he chosen. She hadn’t seen him. He had not wished her to. She hadn’t known he was there, or that he followed her back to the palace, heard her asking The Hunter for an audience. Neither of them knew of his presence in the palace gardens. Concealing himself from a skilled warrior like The Hunter took careful attention, yet he’d been close enough to catch nearly every word they spoke and still escape unseen.


      Cole had also witnessed the scene between the visitor from Earth and the Sanlyn dignitaries in the corridor afterward. He had almost come to her defense when the Sanlyn Chieftain touched her. As it happened, she needed no defense. She had handled herself like a woman accustomed to dealing with overly bold men. She was not flustered. She was firm. And the Chieftain had backed down. However, he did think the Chieftain with his insinuations and invitations might merit an extra eye, especially given the underhanded practices of which his people stood accused.


      Now, in the stables, the Simathe pondered all he had witnessed and where it left him.


      Aye, he should inform Lord Norband. His officer had bid him shadow the girl for a reason. Although Cole, himself, still sensed no darkness in her, or danger from her, clearly there was more to her and her arrival in Aerisia than first met the eye.


      Ravens.


      She had been inquiring about ravens.


      In his long years of existence, he’d not heard of ravens—beyond the common birds, of course. What The Hunter had said, the rumors in the Underworld he had mentioned…that did not bode well.


      How could ravens, whatever they are, be tied to her?


      That was what puzzled him, as he went back to currying his steed.


      Lord Norband might know. Why was he reluctant to go to his Chief Captain? The Simathe hesitated to admit it, even to himself, but he knew the answer. Because of a pair of deep violet eyes, framed by long, black lashes. Eyes that had stared up at him, as she’d asked, “You wouldn’t hurt me, would you?” And his promise: “No, never.” Because of a voice, a voice as musical as it was soft. A voice with an accent different from his Artan’s that caught his attention. When he listened closely, there was a soft slurring to some words, a unique enunciation. He liked it. Her voice itself was like music to him.


      That was the crux of the matter: eyes that had stared up trustingly into his and a voice that had begged him to keep her safe. Would he harm her by going to his Chief Captain, undoubtedly giving the man more reason to mistrust the girl? Or, by holding his peace, did he potentially hurt his Artan, since Norband had seemed to imply the girl was a threat to Lady Hannah, and had even sent for her husband? Did he put himself between this woman from Earth and his own kin? He barely knew her. He owed her nothing. He was not bound to her.


      Even as Cole told himself this, he knew he lied. The truth was, he should not be bound to her, but he was. Not because he had saved her life, but because of how she had reacted when he did. Trusting him. Depending on him.


      You are acting a fool, he told himself firmly, laying the grooming tool aside.


      Perhaps that was what settled his mind. He was not a man as other men. He was not human. He was Simathe. He did not fall to his knees when a pretty lass winked at him. He did not go to great lengths to impress a maiden, boasting and swaggering and bragging, hoping she might see him and choose him from the rest of the males desiring her attentions. He had lived alone a long, long time. That was his life—how it had ever been and how it would ever be. He’d never thought to change it. Never mind that small part of his brain he could not seem to tame where this young woman from Earth was concerned. He would ignore that because he must. After all, duty to Aerisia, his Artan, and his fellow Simathe superseded all, or should.


      Then why did he feel like a traitor, a fiend, as he departed the stables, having made the decision to inform his Chief Captain of all he had witnessed? Why was his first instinct to protect this woman, to put himself between her and his Chief Captain’s suspicions? He was overruling those instincts, but it was a decision he disliked.


      He liked it even less when he did tell Lord Norband.


      The man went perfectly still. Then, “Ravens. There is no mistake? She said ravens?”


      “She believes they brought her here, or played a part in it.”


      A long stretch of silence. Abruptly, his lord stood, his features cold. “It is as I feared. She is dangerous beyond belief. I will inform the High-Chief.”


      “He is with his wife,” Cole pointed out.


      Lord Norband stopped. Nodded. “Very well. That must wait. Until I can inform him, you keep close to that girl.”


      “She is in her rooms, I think.”


      “Then do not permit her out of those rooms without your eyes upon her.”


      He was beginning to have had his fill. A Simathe did not question his lord. Yet, he was a lord himself, however briefly. The scars on his body bore testament to the fact that he’d earned his position. That bolstered him to say, “What is this about? You bid me watch her, so I have. I have reported her comings and goings. You aver she is a threat, yet you will not say why. What else should I know?”


      “I have told you she is dangerous. That is enough.”


      “And if it is not?”


      His Chief Captain’s expression darkened. “Do you question me?”


      “I question estranging a woman who has done no wrong.”


      “Yet.”


      Cole stared at his superior. “Are we mistrustful of all who have done no wrong yet?”


      He could feel Lord Norband’s ire rising but refused to capitulate. Always, he had obeyed without questioning, trusting his superior officers to have worthy reasons behind their orders. To his knowledge, they had never been wrong. Perhaps they were not wrong now. However, he would like to prove that for himself.


      “You have been a lord no long while,” Lord Norband said finally. “You have not been a lord, or alive, long enough to know all of Treygon’s secrets. Do you wish to challenge me? You may complain to the High-Chief when he is available. Until then, let not a pair of beautiful eyes dissuade you from your duty. Watch that girl. Watch her as if our Artan’s life depends upon it. Because it may.”


      Without another word, he turned and strode out of the room, leaving the younger warrior-lord alone.


      Something about this did not ring true. It did not sit well with him. What secrets did Treygon hide that were so dark, so deep, and so ancient that he could have no idea what they were? What darkness was concealed that his lords were reluctant to share? What could it possibly have to do with this newcomer from Earth, and how did it spell danger to Lady Hannah?


      For the first time in his life, Cole could not convince himself that his lords were right and he should ask no questions. Or was that because, as Lord Norband had insultingly implied, he was being swayed by a pair of beautiful eyes?
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      Later that same afternoon, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I hadn’t been able to find Lady Elisia earlier, and the secrets within me were burning like hot coals. I had to tell someone. I needed facts in a way that made me feel desperate and almost panicky. Hoping Hannah would be out and about, I left my rooms. Almost as soon as I entered the hallway, I happened to run into Lord Cole. A weird shyness overtook me, and I noticed my palms were sweating.


      Stupid, I told myself as I wiped them on my jeans.


      “Off to somewhere?” the tall warrior inquired pleasantly—pleasantly for a Simathe.


      I smiled, and the strange thing was how I had to tamp down on my smile to keep it from being cheesy and huge.


      You’re being an idiot, warned the voice in my head again, even as I said, “Actually, I was hoping to talk to Lady Hannah.”


      “I heard Prince Kurban and his retinue have arrived. She and Lord Ilgard are entertaining them in her sitting rooms.”


      “Prince Kurban?”


      I wasn’t sure I’d heard that name before.


      “The Tearkin prince,” he clarified. “A friend of hers.”


      The Tearkin, who were they? Oh yes.


      “The giants?” I asked, suddenly remembering. “Are the Tearkin the giants?”


      “Some might call them that.”


      “Oh, man.” I wanted to see a giant. I’d seen Moonkind. I’d seen Simathe. I’d seen a fairy. I’d seen a creature I couldn’t identify, but I hadn’t seen a giant.


      “Would you make his acquaintance? I am certain Lady Hannah would be happy to entertain you, as well.”


      “I don’t want to intrude…” I started to say, but changed my mind. I really did need to talk to her. At the very least, maybe I could get a chance at her gathering to privately request a meeting later.


      “Okay,” I nodded. “Why not?”


      “This way, then.”


      He nodded down the corridor, and we started off. Silence fell, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. I didn’t mind silence. I did mind that the silence failed to distract me from how small I felt, walking beside this tall, muscled warrior. Not small in a vulnerable way, but small in a way that made me very aware of his strength and solidity and even dependability.


      To sidetrack myself, I had to speak. So, I said, “Thank you for sticking up for me this morning at the gates.”


      His head turned towards me. “Did you enjoy your run?”


      The first part I had. The return miles home I’d been anxious and worried. I didn’t feel any better now, except for Lord Cole being there with me.


      “I did,” I lied.


      “Do you often run for enjoyment?” he inquired next.


      “Not as often as I’d like. Work kept me from it. A couple of years ago, I took the time off and trained to run a half marathon. I ran two of them that year. One of these days I’d like to do a full, but everything’s always so busy I haven’t done it yet.”


      I blathered this out without realizing he probably didn’t know what a marathon or half marathon was. He was looking at me as if waiting for further explanation.


      “A marathon is a race distance,” I added. “26.2 miles. A half-marathon would be half of that, so 13.1 miles.”


      He stopped, facing me entirely. “You ran thirteen miles…for enjoyment?”


      “Well, that,” I shrugged, “and to prove to myself that I could. It was a personal challenge.”


      He stared at me, those deep, inhuman eyes reflecting my own image back at me. Then, slowly, he said, “Are you a little mad?”


      Mad? I was confused until I remembered that, to him, the word mad would have a different connotation. To him, it would mean crazy instead of angry. He was teasing me.


      I smothered a smile. “Are you calling me insane?”


      “Thirteen miles…” he said doubtfully. “One could wonder.”


      Now I laughed outright, even as he put a hand to the door behind him.


      “Lady Hannah’s chambers,” he said. “Come.”


      I was a bit taken aback that he felt free to just walk into her rooms, but it was really only the door to an antechamber. The next door stood open, and beyond it I could hear Hannah’s voice, along with a couple of male voices, one of whom I recognized as belonging to the High-Chief. Cole rapped with his knuckles on the open outer door. I heard Hannah say, “Oh, Cole, come in, won’t you? You remember Prince Kurban, don’t you?”


      He stepped into the sitting room, motioning for me to follow.


      “I see you’ve brought Annie with you,” Hannah said with a bright grin. “Great! I was wanting to introduce you, but Rosean said you’d been in your rooms for a while, and it was quiet. I thought you might be taking a nap after your run this morning.”


      My friend stepped forward to take my arm, drawing me closer to her group. All of the men rose as we approached, the giants from the floor. I guess there weren’t any chairs in the palace big enough for them. If I’d felt small but not vulnerable standing next to Cole, the same couldn’t be said of how I felt with the Simathe High-Chief and three literal giants towering over me. It was all I could do not to take a nervous step backward, but years of practice kept me calm, kept me polite as Hannah took the lead in introducing me. The Simathe High-Chief took my hand politely, but there was no warmth or even kindness in his face, eyes, or touch. True, the Simathe were notoriously difficult to read—Cole being a fraction less than the others—but if I hadn’t known any better I would’ve sworn the man disliked me already. Why, I had no idea. Puzzled, I did my best to keep a smile plastered on my face until the introductions were complete and we were all seated.


      Prince Kurban took over the conversation. The Tearkin man was as handsome as he was tall, with burnt-blonde hair to his shoulders, a wide smile with dazzlingly white teeth, and warm green eyes. He was friendly and charming, asking me how I liked Aerisia and what I thought of the land and its peoples. I assumed he’d already been filled in on some of the details of my stay, since he didn’t bother asking how I’d gotten here.


      “Well,” I answered the Tearkin prince, “I do like it here. Most of the people have been great. At first, they look at me funny because I’m obviously not Aerisian, but then they’re very welcoming when I talk to them. The Moonkind are charming. The Tearkin are…tall, and the Sanlyn—they’re pretty darn bold, if you ask me. One of their Chieftains has already proposed to me.”


      “You’re kidding!” This from Hannah.


      “It’s true,” I assured her. “He has nine wives, but he offered to make me wife number two if I’d marry him.”


      “What?” My friend sputtered a laugh. “Look at you—you’re so calm about it, too. You act like it’s no big deal. Like it’s an everyday occurrence or something.”


      My shoulders rose and fell. “It’s not the first time I’ve gotten an off the wall proposal. It happens.”


      “It does?”


      Everyone was giving me odd looks, including Prince Kurban.


      Too late, I realized I’d said too much. They still didn’t know about my career and the last eight years of my life. Years spent seeing fans at concerts waving signs that declared love or proposed marriage. Sure, I’d gotten marriage proposals from strangers or near strangers during those years. Didn’t every celebrity? I’d brushed them off. They meant nothing, just like the Sanlyn Chieftain’s meant nothing. Although, it did rank up there as being one of the most unique. Hannah wasn’t privy to any of this, and I wasn’t quite ready to open that can of worms by explaining.


      I grinned sheepishly. “Cowboys on a cattle ranch in the middle of nowhere get pretty lonely.”


      Hannah didn’t look entirely convinced, but before she could grill me further her servant, Rosean, stepped into the room to announce a visitor.


      “Who is it?” Hannah asked.


      “Lady Etly, my lady.”


      “I’m not familiar with her.”


      “I think you should see her,” her husband spoke up. The first time any of the Simathe had spoken since Cole led me in.


      “Why?” Hannah asked him.


      “Trust me.”


      She stared at him a second longer like she was waiting on an explanation. None was forthcoming, so she simply shrugged. “Okay.” To Rosean, “Let her in, please, Rosean.”


      The servant dipped a curtsy and swished away. In a moment, we heard her voice, “This way, Lady Etly,” and then into the room shuffled an elderly woman probably well into her eighties. She leaned on a cane, and Rosean walked beside her in case she needed any help. Her gown was ebony, and a hazy black veil swathed her face.


      Lord Cole, still standing against the wall, stepped forward to pull out a chair for her. I watched him, entranced in spite of myself by the way he moved, not to mention his old-fashioned good manners, which seemed a little at odds with his occupation as a warrior-lord. He even stood behind the chair, waiting until the elderly lady carefully lowered herself into it, in case she required further assistance. Only then did he step back, resuming his former place. I don’t know if he felt me watching him, but he looked up, looked at me. Our eyes met. Quickly, I glanced away, hoping my poise had held and I didn’t blush.


      “What can we do for you, Lady Etly?” my friend now asked.


      Instantly, her manner had switched to the more formal, yet still kindly, mask of the ruling Artan. She didn’t know it, but she was a lot like me. She’d also been dealing with politics and politicians, nobles and rulers, powerful people for long enough that she’d picked up on how to present a composed face to the world around her. Although, she was also opinionated enough that, even as the ruling Artan, she could easily trade composure for bluntness, which wasn’t my strong suit.


      “I have come to speak with the Simathe High-Chief, Lady Hannah,” the elderly noblewoman now said. Her voice, like her skin, was thin and crinkly, but beneath her veil her eyes were piercing and sharp.


      “Ilgard?” Hannah turned to her husband in confusion.


      He leaned towards the old woman.


      “Would you care to speak in private, Lady Etly?”


      She shook her head slowly, jerkily. “What I have to say is no secret, yet I trust I can rely on the discretion of all present.”


      “Of course,” murmured Prince Kurban, speaking for his men. I nodded as well, noticing the Simathe said nothing. They would be discreet. That was a given.


      “I wished to express my gratitude, High-Chief,” she said. “For what you did for me, for my family. There is no way—no way—for me to make restitution to those families, but at least I can go to my grave knowing they have been given justice.”


      It was written all over Hannah’s face that she had no clue what was going on. A bell rang in the back of my mind when Lady Etly mentioned justice having been served, but I kept my mouth closed, waiting to see how this would play out.


      “I thank you, High-Chief. You have done us all a good service.”


      “Thanks are unnecessary,” the Simathe lord said, as gently as I supposed a man like him could be. “Yet if you would express gratitude, know that it was my Chief Captain, not myself, who carried out justice.”


      Lady Etly’s sharp gaze switched to Lord Norband.


      “It was by your hand?”


      He nodded, gravely. “It was, my lady.”


      “And there—” For the first time her voice trembled with emotion. “There was no-no mistaking his culpability?”


      “None.” I thought the hardened Simathe ruler would leave it at that. I was shocked when he added quietly, “I am sorry, Lady Etly.”


      “No, no need for sorrow,” she insisted, holding up a blue-veined hand that shook. “Not for him. Though he was my grandson, he was a monster. I regret that he was ever born. What he did to those families…those children…”


      She bent her head, covering her face, her shoulders shaking as she wept through her veil into her palm. I hoped none of my horror showed on my face because, when I glanced at Hannah, I could plainly see all of hers. Like me, she had put two and two together. Whatever that man had done, the man Lord Norband had killed, it must have been truly, truly awful for his own grandmother to hand him over to the Simathe. How desperate must she have been to think this was her only course of action? Was it because she’d suspected her grandson, but, being unable to prove it herself, had trusted them to prove or disprove her terrible suspicions? I couldn’t imagine doing such a thing, but—this was definitely not my homeland.


      Nobody moved, everyone by silent consent giving Lady Etly the space to deal with her grief and bring herself back under control. After a few painful moments, she raised her head, dabbing at her eyes beneath her mourning veil with a lace-trimmed handkerchief.


      “Can you tell me,” she whispered, “how many—how many victims there were?”


      The High-Chief looked to his Chief Captain. The Chief Captain looked at Lord Cole. I also lifted my eyes to him. Unlike his two superiors, his compassion was easy to read. Gently, he answered, “We are still investigating the matter, my lady. It appears many victims were street children or orphans—those whose disappearance would pass unnoticed.”


      “So I feared,” the elderly lady said, bowing her head once more. “So I feared.”


      Inhaling a shaky breath, she raised her stooped shoulders, addressing Hannah and her husband.


      “When you verify the number, High-Chief, when your men verify the number, please—allow me to know. I would make recompense to the families, as I am able. For those without families, orphans, with your support, Lady Hannah, and that of Council, I will erect an orphanage to honor their memory. I know you have opened such homes across the city, my lady, and we were pleased that you did. Perhaps if more of us who possessed the means had assisted you and built more, rather than letting you shoulder the burden, my grandson would not have found so many—so many easy marks.”


      “You’ll have my full support, Lady Etly, whenever you bring your proposal before Council,” my friend said gently, reaching out to take the woman’s hands between her own. “Please, let me know if I can do anything else to help you. I’m so sorry for all this.”


      “The men of Treygon have been help enough,” Lady Etly replied.


      Carefully, she started to rise. I planned to get up and assist her, but before I could even move, Lord Cole was there, stepping forward, easing her out of the chair.


      “Thank you,” she told him. “I bid you good day, my lady, my lords, Your Highness,” said the noblewoman, nodding around the room to each in turn. “And I pray for a day when the grief caused by my family will be healed and the shame covered in the shades of the past.”


      Farewells were offered, and then Cole walked her to the door where she was met by her steward. I watched him, the Simathe lord, marveling that a man of such power and clear warrior’s instincts could also display such kindness. Once the visitor was gone and Cole had resumed his position, Hannah turned to her husband, voicing the question I’m sure all of we non-Simathe were wondering.


      “What did he do…to the children?”


      The High-Chief clearly hesitated. “Are you certain you wish to know?”


      She stared up at him for a long moment, then finally looked away, collapsing into his shoulder.


      “No. No, I really don’t.”


      He looped an arm around her, drawing her close. “It is well he is dead.”


      “Apparently so,” she murmured. Silence fell, then she said, “Sometimes I wonder if it was even worth it.”


      “My lady?” Prince Kurban asked.


      “Sometimes I wonder if it was even worth it,” Hannah repeated, pulling away from the shelter of her husband’s side and leaning forward, elbows on her knees, hands clasped tightly before her. “All that I did—all that I’ve done as the Artan. When things like this can still happen, still go on, even with the Dark Powers defeated. How much good have I done, really?”


      I was slightly aghast to hear her say such a thing. I guess I’d sort of figured she was oblivious to mere mortal doubts and second-guessing. I’d read her wrong.


      Prince Kurban was the first to speak, leaning forward to take her small hands between his massive ones, like she’d done to Lady Etly a few minutes prior.


      “My lady,” he said, “you know as well as I that had you not done what you did, incidents like these would not be scattered but full scale. The might of the Dark Powers would have grown and spread, capturing every heart with any darkness until all light was choked into recession. You have stopped that, Lady Hannah. You and you alone.”


      “Sometimes it doesn’t feel like enough.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “I hear stories like this and all I can think is, on some level, I failed.”


      “You did not fail,” the prince remonstrated. “What says the prophecy? Wars may rage, kingdoms rise and fall, and monarchs topple, but the Artan will defend her people. Aerisia by her strength will be kept, and in her time peace will prosper,” he quoted. “Your work as Artan, as the defender of the peace you have wrought, will never end. Aerisia will never cease to need her Artan. That is why fate has also granted you the High-Chief and his men,” he nodded towards the Simathe lords, “as well as others, such as me, who have pledged ourselves generationally to your assistance. Thus supported, there is nothing you cannot do.”


      “Let’s hope so.” She straightened, shaking off the gloom. “Let’s hope we can find some way to solve our current problems. You’re here. The Sanlyn are here. The last word I heard was that part of the Warkin delegation is arriving tomorrow. So is the Galandorf delegation. Silver Rose and Golden Eyes will be among them. This palace is going to be full. I just hope we can keep everyone from fighting while we try to maneuver these peace talks.”


      “If they cause too much trouble,” Kurban said only half-jokingly, “you’ve plenty of Simathe and Tearkin strength to bind them and house them in the palace dungeons until they agree to cooperate.”


      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Hannah smiled, her natural good humor restoring itself. “Let’s hope you and the Warkin can keep it together for the next few days and not get into any big brawls yourself.”


      “You think I would sow discord? I am offended by that.”


      Hannah riposted. As the two of them went back and forth, I tuned them out. If she was feeling better about the whole situation, I wasn’t.


      I was wrong, I realized, glancing across the room at the hardened Simathe Chief Captain. Maybe they don’t carry out justice here the way I think they should, but he was carrying out justice. Maybe I owe him an apology for my accusations.


      Finding the grace to humble myself and ask forgiveness from that man, especially when he’d technically started our argument, wouldn’t be easy. In fact, I didn’t know that it would ever happen. I didn’t know what it would take to make it happen, either.
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      “You could’ve told me, you know.”


      They were in the stables, Cole and the young woman from Earth. A night had passed since the visit with Prince Kurban, interrupted by the advent of Lady Etly. A new day had dawned. As he’d not been otherwise occupied earlier this morning, he had brought her drink himself, knocking on her door and waiting without with a large, steaming mug in his hands. When she’d answered the door, her nightdress was wrinkled, her hair was mussed, and she squinted, frowning, as if trying to decide who he was or what he did there outside her chambers.


      “What d’you want?” she had groaned.


      “Here,” he said, hiding his amusement, extending the mug. “To ease your morning.”


      She had stared sleepily at the mug for a beat before raising graceful hands with long, elegant fingers to receive it.


      A slow smile chased away her frown. “You didn’t forget. This stuff really helps.”


      “I thought the palace should escape the weight of your wrath this morning.”


      Her violet eyes had flashed up like she wanted to be angry, but the smile did not leave.


      “You’re a brave man.”


      He ducked his head. “When called upon. I’ll leave you to it.”


      With that, he’d departed, hearing her quiet “Thank you” as she closed the door after him. He’d not seen her for some time after that. In fact, following the breakfast hour she had gone unnoticed long enough that, remembering his Chief Captain’s admonitions, he had sought her out, locating her in the stables with the horses, where he was with her now.


      Her familiar manner with animals spoke of someone who was comfortable around them. He liked that about her. He liked that she was unafraid of stable straw and dust and muck, even wearing the expensive Italian leather boots she’d shown him. She wore a sleeveless tunic over the heavy, dark pants she’d worn when he first found her. There was a streak of dirt on one of her bare arms. Dust motes danced in the light slanting in through the stable windows, coating her dark hair. She either did not know it or did not care.


      She was in the stall with one of the Simathe Restless—his Restless, in point of fact. How she had managed to single out his horse from the others, he did not know. She had an eye for horseflesh. Like he had done previously, she was using a curry comb to brush the animal, who stood still, enjoying her attention.


      “Told you what?” he asked, addressing her remark.


      “Told me about that—that man your Chief Captain killed. Told me what was going on there.”


      He kept silent. The tidings had not been his to share. She knew that.


      “I guess that’s how it is with y’all isn’t it? Just keep everything to yourselves until it has to come out? I’m not saying that’s always a bad thing, but—well, it’s pretty obvious your Chief Captain doesn’t like me at all. Now I half feel like I should apologize for our argument. It’s been so long who knows if he’ll even accept an apology from me? On the other hand, if I’d known earlier…”


      He could have denied her words, told her his Chief Captain did not dislike her because of the incident involving Lady Etly’s grandson. However, that would mean confessing why Lord Norband did dislike her—rather, not dislike, but mistrust. Again, which was not his place to say. He’d been bidden to observe her, not share secrets with her. Secrets even he, himself did not fully comprehend.


      “I am sorry,” he said at last, when the silence had stretched between them.


      Her hand stroking his horse’s neck stilled, and she looked at him. “But you’re not really, are you?”


      A teasing glint was in her eye, letting him know she was not angry.


      He shook his head although, truth be told, he was sorry. Sorry there was something about this woman that both of his highest lords distrusted. Sorry he did not know what it was. Sorry he had been put in the position of mistrusting someone he, personally, saw no reason to mistrust.


      “If I tell you something—something I haven’t told anyone else—would you keep a secret for me?”


      All traces of humor vanished from her eyes, her features. Her mask had slipped, and beneath it, he saw she was troubled. Truly troubled.


      “What sort of secret?” Cole inquired carefully, almost fearing to know. Had it aught to do with her discussion with The Hunter, would he not be honor bound to inform his lords? He had no wish to be caught between Treygon and this woman—this unusual, captivating woman from Earth. Not any more than he already was.


      She opened her mouth to speak. Closed it. Looked away. Pursed her lips as if in thought. Finally, “Just some—some weird things that’ve been happening to me since I arrived. I don’t know who to turn to. With all of the emissaries arriving, everyone is so busy I can’t get ahold of Hannah or anyone else. And I don’t want to intrude. But I feel like I have to talk to somebody or I’m going to go insane. I just—I need some help.”


      “Perhaps I am not the best person to confide in.”


      That was what he said. That was not what he wanted to say. He wanted to tell her she could trust him and that he would do anything in his power to alleviate her concerns. However, accepting her confidences, knowing he might be obligated to betray them—that, he could not do.


      She gazed up at him for a long moment. Her face was not easy to read, but the warrior thought he glimpsed a hint of pain, or possibly disappointment, in her captivating violet eyes.


      “Oh.”


      She looked down, back to the horse, which she continued to groom. “It’s okay. No big deal. I just thought—” She shrugged. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”


      She had assumed she could trust him. That simple fact weighed heavily on his shoulders.


      “I am certain Lady Hannah—” he offered.


      “Yes, I’ll catch up with her eventually when she’s not so busy.” She flashed him a quicksilver smile. “Thanks.”


      “Of course.”


      She went back to grooming the horse, and he stood there in silence, watching, longing to alter her situation. To help her. He did not know what to do, but he could not stand there staring at her, either. Retrieving a brush for the horse’s mane and tail, he entered the stall and moved to the opposite side of the animal, across from her, joining her in the grooming. She gave him a smile, then looked back down at her work. In silence, they worked together, the horse standing perfectly still except for the occasional twitch or grunt of pleasure.


      “He is unused to this much attention,” Cole said at last.


      Annie looked up. “I’ve always found grooming horses sort of relaxing, I suppose.”


      “You’ve spent much time with them,” he observed.


      “Used to, back on the ranch.”


      “What is that like?”


      Inquiring about her home—most Simathe were not so communicative. Most would not have cared. Nevertheless, something about this woman intrigued him. Perhaps it was that he still felt the weight of being placed between Treygon and her. Perhaps it was simply how she had treated him from the first: with trust and kindness. Perhaps it was because of how different she was from Aerisian women and even Lady Hannah. Although both women had crossed from Earth, in many ways they were as contrasting as light and darkness. Cole had long been friends with the Artan. He had been the first warrior in Treygon to truly befriend her. He liked her frankness, her honesty, and her bold humor. However, there was something to be said for a low voice, a slow smile, and the peace of fewer words, as well.


      “Oh, it was a great place to grow up,” she said. “If you like growing up in the middle of nowhere. It was mostly prairie, grasslands—good for raising cattle and horses. Hundreds of acres, as far as the eye can see. Just Daddy, me, Daddy’s foreman, and a few ranch hands. The dogs and the barn cats. Not much else. Mama—she wasn’t around after I turned eight.”


      “What happened to her?” he inquired, deducing despite the unfamiliar titles that she was speaking of her parents.


      “Drugs,” she said bluntly. “Narcotics. I don’t know what you call them here. Substances people use that mess with their minds. Mess up their minds. Like alcohol, although usually stronger. Anyway, she had a drug problem. It took her away from us. Killed her, eventually. Honestly, I barely remember her.”


      “And your father?”


      The emotion that was absent when she spoke of her mother crossed her face now. “He’s gone too. A couple of years ago.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      There was no hiding the sadness on her face. “Yeah, me too.”


      Silence drifted between them, silence which she broke this time, looking up at him. “Since we’re talking about our lives, what’s it like, there at Treygon? Hannah’s told me a little of the Simathe history. What about you? Did you ever know your parents?”


      “Simathe do not meet their parents.”


      “Why not?”


      “That is the way of things. To bear a Simathe child—it is considered a curse. No Aerisian parents desire offspring like us. We are gladly given up.”


      She stared at him, perplexed. “Always? No one ever wanted to keep their child?”


      “Not to my knowledge.”


      “Oh.” She looked down at her hands on the comb, the horse. “I’m sorry. That’s so sad. I mean, I guess I know a little what that feels like. My mom chose drugs over my dad and me. I always felt like she didn’t see us as worth fighting for. I still had Daddy, though. I don’t know what it would be like not to have anyone.”


      “We are not alone. We are brothers.”


      “Brothers,” she repeated thoughtfully. Switching topics, she asked, “So are you…happy there at Treygon? Are you happy with what you do?”


      Happy?


      The Simathe had to stop and consider. He had never been asked if he was happy. Happiness was not something to which his people attained, something they sought. It was duty first: to Treygon, to each other, to Aerisia. Personal comfort and happiness ranked far below these.


      “Haven’t you ever been happy?” she pressed, tilting her head. “Don’t you do anything that brings you, I dunno, enjoyment?”


      “I do,” he answered cautiously. “But enjoyment, happiness, those are fleeting. Duty and responsibility are eternal. We ascribe to duty first. Always duty first.”


      “Do you find happiness in duty?”


      “I find satisfaction in it.”


      She smiled and shook her head. “Your ideas are so foreign to where I’m from. You’d be such an anomaly. You are an anomaly. But who am I to judge? Maybe you’re right. I went off seeking happiness once. Ultimately, it caused nothing but trouble between Daddy and me. In the end, I walked away from it after all. So, would I have been better off if I’d stayed where I was? On the ranch, with Daddy, like he wanted me to? I don’t know,” she shrugged. “Maybe. I know I would’ve missed out on a lot. I can’t say if the tradeoff was worth it. Then again, if I’d stayed, I might not have wound up here. I might not have met you.”


      At that, Cole looked up sharply. She noticed. Her cheeks flushed the slightest shade of pink, and she hurried on as if there had been no pause, no slip in her words. “…or Hannah, or Rittean, or anyone else here. This is an incredible place. I don’t regret coming to Aerisia.”


      But she had said, I might not have met you. The words resounded in his brain, reverberated through his soul. He ought to say something. He ought to tell her he was not sorry she was here. That he was not sorry to have met her, either. Before he could speak, came a sound. A great sound, a strange, rushing sound. She heard it too, and her face lifted to the ceiling overhead.


      “What is that? The wind picked up like crazy.”


      “It is not the wind, I think.”


      “It’s not? Then what is it?” Without waiting for a reply, she laid aside the grooming tools and stepped out of the stall. “Let’s go see.”
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      He already knew, for he had heard the sound before, but the Simathe put down his own grooming instruments and followed her out of the stables. Ranetron guards, palace folk, workers in the outdoor buildings, guests and notables—a small crowd was gathering of those who had also heard the sound. He and Annie joined them, the girl shading her eyes with her hand to watch the incomers.


      The flapping of their great wings created a strong rush of wind as they flew in low over the palace walls. Great dragons, six of them, some circling Laytrii’s palace, some already swooping to land, carried on their backs at least three Warkin apiece on their great leather saddles. Cole felt a twinge as he watched the great beasts. He would not call it fear: a Simathe schooled himself to know no fear and certainly to show none. Discomfort, mayhap. As the first of the enormous beasts dropped lightly to its clawed feet in the middle of the courtyard, far too close to himself and the newcomer from Earth for his liking, the scars crisscrossing his body—scars received by being shaken in the jaws of just such a beast—began to ache.


      However, if the sight of the enormous dragons provoked discomfort in him, they had no such effect on his companion. She was turning in place, trying to take in the sight of the dragons all at once. The courtyard would not suffice for all six of the beasts to land, not without risking damage to outbuildings. As two or three made for the ground, the others circled overhead, searching for a place nearby to drop outside the palace walls. Her eyes were still shaded by her hand, and her mouth was open with awe. When he looked at her face, instead of fear, there was excitement coupled with joy.


      “Are you seeing this?” she breathed, talking to him or maybe to no one in particular. “Are you seeing this? Can you believe this?”


      He saw it, and could believe it. Unlike her, the sight gave him no joy or excitement. Rather, his first instinct as a copper-colored serpent dropped close to them was to shift his body, putting himself between the dragon and the girl. She was having none of it. As soon as the dragon lowered its great, bearded head to the ground so its riders could dismount, she pushed around him to approach the beast. His hand shot out to restrain her, but she shook it off with no more thought than she would have shaken away a fly. Whereas the palace folk hung back, she walked right up toward the beast, like someone in a trance.


      “What is she doing? Has she lost her mind?”


      Lady Hannah’s voice, right at his elbow, interrupted his thoughts. Cole half-turned, reluctant to remove his gaze from the girl in case trouble erupted, to see his Artan standing beside him. Flanking her were his High-Chief, Chief Captain, and Lord Contrey, one of Treygon’s oldest and most venerable warriors. The Tearkin prince, Kurban, was there too, as were several members of his retinue. The Tearkin looked sour, which was not unexpected. Tearkin and Warkin had feuded for centuries, feuds that had not entirely ceased, even with the advent of the Artan. Feuds that were partly the cause behind this unprecedented meeting of Aerisia’s notables.


      Like himself, Lady Hannah had a right to be wary of dragons, for they had guarded her foe, the Dark One, on the field of battle during her fight against the Dark Powers. She had not forgotten, and neither had the rest of them on that battlefield, but none of them could stop Annie, the newcomer from Earth, as she carefully approached the massive horned beast.


      “Hello,” she said softly, extending a hand for the serpent to smell. She was treating the dragon like she would a horse or any other domesticated beast. She kept her posture calm, her voice low and soothing. “Hello, there. Look at you. You’re magnificent, aren’t you?”


      “Magnificent, yes. Deadly, aye. You’d be wise to be wary,” spoke up one of the riders, climbing down from the beast’s neck and planting booted feet firmly on the ground.


      The voice was feminine. The rider reached up to unravel the scarf wrapped around her head and mouth—doubtless for protection from the wind—and shook out a mane of copper curls the same shade as her dragon’s scales. And even her scales. Not all Warkin were thus marked, but those who bonded with a dragon, oddly, seemed to take on some of the physical characteristics of their serpents. This woman had a smattering of glittering, coppery scales along her jawline. Her ears were slightly pointed, like her beast’s, and her nails long and golden, like talons.


      “Who are you?” she asked Annie in the distinct, sibilant accent peculiar to the Dragonkind, as her fellow riders clambered down behind her. Their shirtless torsos proved them men, even before they unwrapped their faces. The warrior-lord did not know the woman, but whoever she was, she was clearly in command of the dragons and the men who flanked her.


      “I’m Annie,” the girl said. There was no shock or even fear on her composed features, despite being confronted by, what must seem to her, this Warkin woman of unusual appearance. “I’m new here, from—”


      “From Earth,” the dragon rider guessed.


      The black-haired girl nodded. “How did you know?”


      The dragon rider laughed, sharp and short. “No Aerisian has hair the color of a Simathe’s, or eyes like yours. Where else would you be from? You are not the Artan, though.”


      “No,” Annie answered. “She’s—”


      “Right here,” Lady Hannah interjected, stepping forward.


      “Hannah,” Cole heard his High-Chief say quietly, a warning. She didn’t answer, but she did approach the group more cautiously than her friend.


      “I’m Hannah,” she said, offering her hand to the Warkin woman. “With whom do I have the honor of speaking?”


      “I am Vashti, daughter of Cornald, Highest of the rank of Seven Suns. I bring you greetings, my lady, from the lands of the Dragonkind.”


      “A Highest is their king or chieftain,” spoke up Lord Contrey. Of them all, besides the Tearkin, Lord Contrey was the only one to have spent much time among the Warkin and in their lands. Undoubtedly, he now offered this clarification for the benefit of the Ranetron High-Chief and Lady Tey, the Cortain Pronconcil, who had just joined them.


      A daughter of a Highest would be akin to a princess, a fact that Lady Hannah either knew or latched onto.


      “Welcome to Laytrii, Your Highness,” she addressed the Warkin woman. To the surprise of all present, over whom a hush had fallen as they observed the Lady Artan meet the Warkin ruler in an unprecedented meeting, she spread her skirts, dropping into a formal curtsy. “We’re so pleased you and your party have arrived.”


      “No, no, it is I who should bow to you,” protested the Warkin princess, stepping forward to take the Artan’s hands and draw her up. “You are the Artan. You defeated my people fairly in battle. We owe you our allegiance.”


      “The Warkin have a peculiar sense of honor,” Lord Contrey again spoke up quietly. “Once defeated, if they accept the defeat, they believe themselves forever in the debt of the victor.”


      “If they accept the defeat is correct,” growled Prince Kurban. “When warring with the Tearkin, they never accept defeat.”


      That may have been true—likely, it was. The Tearkin prince would know. Nevertheless, if the Warkin princess and her retinue would not have shown deference to a Tearkin, all of them did now to the Artan. Cole well remembered the sight of the Warkin handlers and their beasts advancing onto the battlefield, challenging the Artan and her power. There was no challenge in them today, only deference, as each warrior in the courtyard drew near the Artan to offer low bows and oaths of support.


      Watching his High-Chief from the corner of his vision, Cole saw that the man’s gaze was rapt on his wife and her guests. Although he hung back, allowing her to receive their obeisance alone, his hand had, either deliberately or unconsciously, drifted towards the hilt of his sword. Any hint of danger and he was prepared to step in. Cole could not fault his lord. He would have done likewise for his Artan…and for someone else. He was not easy with either woman, Lady Hannah or her friend from Earth, being so close to the wild ones or their beasts. He was even less comfortable watching Annie touch the monster, tracing a hand gently across its muzzle, around the nostrils, then up over his elongated snout. His hand had also gone to his weapon, albeit he was far enough away that, should the dragon strike, there was little he could do to protect her. Had he been her husband, or could he have approached without betraying his anxiety for her, he would have. But he was not her husband and had no call to draw her away.


      As for Annie, she was either fearless or oblivious to danger as she continued speaking to the dragon, stroking it, not reacting even when it raised its colossal head to sniff at her then blow a breath directly in her face. In fact, she laughed as wind from the serpent’s nostrils blew her hair back from her face and mussed her clothing. Finally, the Warkin princess noticed. She had been so fixated on the Artan that neither she nor her companions were paying heed to the copper-colored dragon or the black-haired woman standing before it.


      “He is taken with you,” the woman said, her surprise unmasked. “And you’ve no fear of him.”


      “He’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen,” Annie replied, her hands still caressing the serpent who had knelt, lowering its great head—far larger than her—to the stones as if to encourage her attentions. She looked at the princess, her lovely violet eyes full of wonder. “I thought nothing in Aerisia could surprise me anymore, but this—your dragon—I’m just overwhelmed.”


      Lady Hannah was not the only one who looked askance at her for that remark. But then, Annie had never seen the great balls of fire a dragon could spew, fire that burned and burned with no stopping, no relenting. She had never faced them on a battlefield. She did not know the power they had, the harm they could do. All she saw was the beauty and majesty of the dragons, which was, even to the warrior-lord forever scarred by their fangs, undeniable.


      “Indeed, I have never seen Sunshield accept another human so readily. He has been bonded to me since hatching. Even my men must go through me before they are safe with him.” She paused, considering the newcomer from Earth. “Would you care to ride him?”


      Annie’s cry of, “Are you kidding? Can I?” was drowned out by the gasps of several palace folk, as well as Hannah’s, “What? Are you insane? No!”


      A hush fell over the crowd as the two women from Earth faced each other.


      “You can’t be serious,” Lady Hannah said, quieter now. “You don’t really want to ride a dragon, do you?”


      “Why not?” her friend challenged, raising her chin. “I’m sure it’s safe or Her Highness wouldn’t have offered.”


      The flame-haired princess glanced between the two women. “Aye, this is true. I, myself would accompany your friend, my lady Artan. She will be safe.”


      “I can’t believe you’d consider this.” Lady Hannah lowered her voice, almost hissing at her friend. “They’re dragons. Do you know what kind of damage they can do?”


      Coldness fell over Princess Vashti’s face. “On my honor, as a daughter of the Highest, Sunshield will do no harm while we are within your regions, my lady. We have come because you called us to peace, not for reasons of war.”


      “Forgive me for offending you, Your Highness,” Lady Hannah replied. “I didn’t mean to. It’s only—I remember very well that battle at the city of Shayle. I remember seeing your dragons surrounding the Dark One on the battlefield. I remember all of that, and you can’t blame me for being leery of them.”


      “I don’t blame you.” This from Annie, reasserting herself back into the conversation. “But I wasn’t there, and I’m not afraid of the dragons.” She turned back to the Warkin woman. “I would love to accept your offer of a ride, Your Highness. If it still stands.”


      She would not be dissuaded. Lady Hannah was forced to relent, stepping back as the other two women approached the leather saddle girding the massive creature’s back. This dragon was bigger than most, and there were handholds and footholds draped from the saddle for ease of access onto it. Watching Annie step onto the dragon’s knee, then into a foothold, the Simathe’s chest tightened. She was really going to do this. She, a visitor in Aerisia for bare days, was going to ride that beast. He wanted to stop her. Every impulse in him urged him to walk over there and talk her down.


      He was Simathe. He controlled the urge and stayed where he was. After all, if Lady Hannah had been unable to prevent her, what could he do? She seated herself behind the Warkin princess, who rewrapped her scarf over her hair and face, handing one also to Annie to do the same. As she wound it around her head until only her violet eyes showed, the Artan returned to their cluster of folk.


      “Look at her,” she said. “For someone who’s usually pretty reserved, she must have a hidden wild streak. Can you believe she’s going to ride that thing?”


      “She will be safe, my lady,” Lord Contrey assured her. “These dragonriders, like your princess, have been on the beast’s backs since childhood. She knows what she is doing.”


      “Well, she might, but Annie doesn’t! I can promise you she hasn’t been riding dragons from the time she was a kid, because there are no dragons on Earth!”


      The serpent rose to its feet, its coppery scales gleaming so brightly in the sunshine that it was painful to behold. Its leathery wings began to stir, to flap. Its great head reared up. Cole heard Annie’s cry of excitement. And then the wings were flapping faster and faster, stirring up wind, pushing some of the onlookers back a step. Cole held his ground, his eyes latched onto Annie, who had buckled thick leather straps across her legs to secure her in place while in the air, and was now grasping the handholds on the saddle with all her strength. It took no small amount of discipline not to step forward, to halt this madness. Just as he contemplated it, contemplated making a fool of himself and casting away his dignity, the dragon’s feet left the ground. In a matter of moments, it had risen above the palace walls, then the towers, and finally sought the clouds themselves. Its scales caught a sunbeam, reflecting it down to earth. The Simathe winced, shutting his eyes for an instant. When he opened them, the dragon had turned west and was soaring off into the distance.


      “Well, there they go,” Lady Hannah said with a sigh. Turning to face them all, she said with dead seriousness, “Do you think it’s her voice?”


      Cole wasn’t the only one lost by her abrupt change of topics. Lord Ilgard, her husband, asked, “Whose voice, my love?”


      “Hers, Annie’s,” his wife clarified, nodding in the direction the two women had vanished on the back of the dragon.


      She missed the glances the Simathe lords around her—her own husband, his Chief Captain, and Lord Contrey—exchanged over her head. Cole did not miss them, but neither did he know how to interpret them.


      “Think about it,” she went on. “Her ability to make herself invisible to people. And how that dragon just took to her. Princess Vashti said she’d never seen him respond to even a Warkin like that. So how did she do it?”


      “You believe she has magic,” Lady Tey stated.


      “Well, we knew that. We knew she had to have some kind of power from the time she arrived, once Cole proved her story was true of her being able to make herself invisible. When I tested her further, I could see her, but the Moonkind couldn’t, so I knew something strange was going on. What I’m wondering is what if it isn’t that she simply has power—what if her power is her voice? What if her voice is her power? Maybe that’s why I didn’t notice her magic, because it’s a different type of magic than I’ve ever encountered.” She looked about the group. “Is that possible? What do you think?”


      “I suppose anything is possible,” the Ranetron High-Chief said at last. “You would know better than we, my lady.”


      Would she? Did she? Cole noticed none of the other three Simathe lords spoke out. Not that a Simathe holding his peace was unusual, but they held their peace mentally too. No mindspeech between them to affirm or contradict their Artan’s theory. Which told him, based upon their past accusations, they either did not know for certain—which was why they kept silent—or else they did know…and they simply did not wish him to know. Clearly, his fellow lords were privy to information about this woman and her abilities that put them on guard, but they’d no wish to impart it. He might have asked them outright using mindspeech, but a glint of light drew his vision upwards, and he saw the Warkin princess and her beast descending out of the clouds.


      The dragon was returning.
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          Experience of a Lifetime


        


      


      


      “That was unbelievable!”


      I’d never been as full of excitement, elation in my life as I was climbing off the back of that dragon. Unwinding the cloth from around my head and face, I sputtered it again, laughing, “That was unbelievable! Just unbelievable!”


      The Warkin princess climbed down after me, also unfolding her face cloth, shaking out her beautiful, coppery curls. The scales along her jawline and scattered across her neck caught the sunshine. She was smiling, her earlier irritation vanished, probably by having someone appreciate her mount like she did.


      “You ride like a Warkin! Fearless as the Dragonkind. I think I will welcome you into my tribe.”


      “I think I’ll accept!” I grinned, running my fingers through my hair, shoving it back from my face. “That was definitely the coolest experience of my life. Thank you so much! I’ll never forget this.”


      The princess bowed. “It was my honor, woman from Earth.”


      Footsteps made me turn to see Hannah approaching. Behind her were the Ranetron High-Chief, and a woman I recognized as the Cortain Pronconcil, Lady Tey. Also flanking her were several Simathe lords, including the High-Chief. And Cole. The Tearkin prince, Kurban, towered over the scene with one of his guards. His arms were crossed over his chest and he glowered down at the Warkin ruler and her men, as if their mere existence offended him. Lord Garrett and Lady Tey simply seemed nonplussed by the entire situation, as did Hannah.


      The Simathe High-Chief didn’t seem happy, from what I could tell. It was very hard to read him, or any of his men. Cole was a little easier, and he didn’t seem displeased. Pensive, maybe. Had he disapproved of my decision? Lord Norband looked positively dower. Lord Contrey, the only one of the immortals to display any signs of aging—and with him it was simply a streak of white that began at the temples and traced the length of his hair—regarded me thoughtfully. Everyone looked as if something had transpired that I’d missed out on. Apparently, it hadn’t been pleasant, either. Still, I refused to let these Aerisians kill my mood. Riding a dragon had been the most unforgettable experience of my life, and I was too hyped up to be brought down.


      “Did you see me?” I said to Hannah. My fists were balled with excitement. “Did you see me? We went upside down and everything. Spinning in circles—it was just like…like riding the world’s best roller coaster!”


      “I hate roller coasters,” she said sourly.


      “With your personality, you hate roller coasters?”


      “With your personality, you like them?” she shot back. “Of all the people here, I would’ve thought you would be the last one to love roller coasters or get on the back on a dragon. And look at you! You’re so excited you’re shaking all over.”


      “It was so cool!” I exclaimed, breathless, laughing. “What a rush! Like—like winning a race, or finishing your first half marathon, or performing the perfect Paso Doble with a new partner for the first time. It was intoxicating!”


      “Paso Doble? Isn’t that some kind of Spanish dance?” my friend wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t know you were a dancer.”


      “Oh.”


      A quick study of the faces before me killed my mood, reminding me I’d said too much. Memories flashed into my head of the fairy, Braisley, claiming my music, my playing had called to her, and of the winged man in the mysterious clearing saying I needed to discover what song to sing. They didn’t know. No one in this group knew about my music. I would’ve told Cole today, told him everything, because I was that desperate for advice and for someone to confide in. When he’d suggested he wasn’t the best person to keep my secrets, I’d backed off. Yes, I needed to tell someone—hopefully Hannah, if I could ever get her alone again—but this wasn’t the time or place to get into that topic.


      Instantly, I backed off, tamping down on my joy, throwing up walls.


      “I used to take ballroom dance for fun. It was nothing.”


      That wasn’t much of a lie. Early on in my career, when I’d shown promise as a dancer, I’d taken a few lessons in traditional ballroom dancing. Only a few, because I hadn’t needed more. Every dance I tried, I seemed to flow into naturally. Just like every musical instrument I played lent itself to my fingers. I’d always attributed it to the music and rhythm that flowed through my brain like blood through my veins.


      Luckily, Hannah had too much on her plate to quiz me further. With a simple, “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” she let the matter go, turning to say something to Princess Vashti. Welcoming her and her retinue into the palace, offering them Laytrii’s hospitality. I also overheard snippets of talk about where the dragons themselves would be kept. Only snippets because, as Vashti walked away with Hannah, something bumped me from behind. I spun to see Sunshield’s great copper snout. He’d bumped me gently, like a horse might do, trying to catch my attention. With a soft laugh, I reached out with both hands to stroke his dry, scaled face, marveling at the coolness of his scales contrasted with the heat of their color.


      “You’re amazing,” I said quietly. “You beautiful, beautiful thing. Thank you for letting me ride you. I’ll never forget it.”


      I didn’t know if he could understand me. He was only an animal, but this was Aerisia, where the miraculous was commonplace. The expression in his slitted eyes hinted that he might.


      “Pardon, Lady,” said a gruff voice, as one of the princess’s men stepped up to lead the dragon away. He spoke to Sunshield in their language, a collection of garbled syllables to my ear. The dragon understood, and turned willingly, gliding off after the tall Warkin warrior.


      I watched them go, hands on hips, smiling, only to look up and realize Hannah and the Warkin ruler were even now mounting the palace steps, followed closely by the Simathe High-Chief, his officers, and the other Council members.


      Someone brushed my elbow and I turned to see Lord Cole standing there, waiting for me.


      “Do not permit them to steal your joy,” he said.


      I concealed my surprise, or hoped I did, that he would say something like that. Suddenly, my heart was lighter and the wings on my feet felt every bit as substantial as the dragon wings on which I’d just soared.
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          Warkin Vs. Tearkin


        


      


      


      That night, the palace hosted a dinner for the dignitaries who’d arrived thus far, and even though I had no social standing beyond being a stranger from Earth and the Artan’s friend, I was invited. I was seated next to Lord Contrey, who, of all the Simathe I’d met, seemed less warrior and more scholar. He wasn’t a big talker, but he was well-spoken and thoughtful in what little conversation we had. He was also the only one of the four Simathe in attendance, including Cole, to carry no weapons. Never mind that it was a formal dinner party; the High-Chief and Chief Captain still wore swords, and Cole had a least a couple of daggers visible. Maybe that was because it was a dinner party with people historically not on friendly terms. Or maybe that was simply what the Simathe did. Clearly, theirs was a warrior culture.


      That wasn’t something I was used to, with the exception of my armed bodyguards back home, but it didn’t really put me off. Nothing, it seemed, was putting me off from stealing little glances at Lord Cole, seated a few chairs down on the opposite side of the table. Tonight, he was dressed in a dark coat that only enhanced the alien blackness of his hair and eyes, and a white shirt that contrasted with his bronze skin. His long ebony hair was pulled back from his face, the golden hoop in his ear glittered in the light of the candles and palace moonstones, and around his neck was a golden chain from which hung a medallion. It was all I could do not to stare outright, despite my telling myself mentally to get a grip.


      You’ve been surrounded by magic and mystery and danger ever since you arrived here, and that’s not enough to put you off and keep you from acting like a teenager over this guy? What is wrong with you? You’ve been around the world and entertained men of every race and background and social position. You’ve never reacted to any of them like this. Why him? Why now, when he as much as told you he couldn’t help you and you shouldn’t trust him?


      A mental scolding was all well and good, but when he turned from answering a question posed by a fellow dinner companion and his eyes happened to drift across my face, where they stopped and held, suddenly I was out of breath, again, and my heart was pounding double-time. I was keenly aware of the borrowed gown Lady Elisia, the Spinner, had brought to my rooms tonight. A deep purple velvet trimmed in silver that left my shoulders bare and my neck exposed, that she’d said would be “becoming” to my eyes. Was it? He stared long enough that I became flustered and dropped my gaze, something I never did.


      I couldn’t remember the last time a man had rattled me like this. In my profession, I couldn’t afford to be shy. Simply being near him made me excited and nervous. It also made me relaxed and happy. So many conflicting emotions! Maybe I’d been out of the dating game way too long. I was on the verge of losing my cool, and since even I couldn’t handle that level of ridiculousness, I switched my attention to my fellow diners as a distraction.


      Hannah was seated at the head of the long table with her husband, the Simathe High-Chief, on one side, and the High Elder, Lord Ri Wy Joisten, on the other. Down from her were emissaries from Tacstri, apparently a place inhabited by colorful, piratical people. All of them had Silver or Golden in their names and earrings to match those names: Silver Rose, Golden Eyes… Hannah appeared acquainted with them and at ease in their company. Also lining the table was Princess Vashti, the Dragonkind ruler, and two or three of her companions, all male, except for one other woman. Several Moonkind, including Hannah’s cousin, Rittean, and her father, Risean, were in attendance. Also present was the Tearkin prince, Kurban, a couple of his lords, and, of course, the Sanlyn.


      Their Chieftain, Kirrian, had bumped into me in the halls outside the formal dining room. His cheeky grin and the approving look he raked over my body inspired a glare and raised my hackles. But all he said was, reaching out to take my hand and kiss it, “The offer still stands, lass. In fact, seeing you in this gown, I am compelled to rethink Linna as my first wife.”


      I snatched my hand back. “In your dreams.”


      He’d boomed a laughed, not even slightly dissuaded. “Well, we have time. Discussions have not yet begun. I may change your mind.”


      “Don’t count on it,” I retorted.


      Now, catching his bold wink from down the table, I smothered a grin, rolling my eyes. The man was persistent; I’d give him that. It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so aggravating.


      Despite everyone being on good behavior, the undercurrents of tension were easy to trace. I caught Lord Cole watching the Sanlyn closely, while Prince Kurban and Princess Vashti could barely speak a civil word to each other. That probably wasn’t so unusual. I didn’t know much about Aerisia, its makeup, or its citizens, but I’d heard enough to know the Tearkin and the Warkin weren’t fans of each another. Silently, I wished Hannah luck dealing with them all, knowing that during the next couple of days even more Aerisian emissaries were supposed to arrive. I had a feeling she’d need all of the diplomacy she could muster, probably coupled with a healthy dose of her infamous stubbornness, to settle agreements among these groups.


      I was proven right when something Prince Kurban was saying to Kirrian, the Sanlyn Chieftain, apparently irked Princess Vashti. I didn’t overhear the remark, only that he mentioned Tearkin lands or territories. Whatever he said, Vashti did not approve. Behind her wine goblet, she muttered, “Lands your ancestors stole from mine, Tearkin thief.”


      Kurban’s head swiveled, and he pinned the princess with an unfriendly look. “I beg your pardon, Your Majesty. Lands my ancestors stole from yours? Your great-great-grandfather’s grandfather robbed them from my sire during the siege of Ironhand. Or had you forgotten?”


      “If your giants had not been taking prey from our dragons, there would have been no siege,” Vashti countered, slamming down her goblet and leaning across the table. She was less than half the giant’s size, but utterly unfazed. Her golden eyes, the same color as her dragon’s and distinct from the majority of green-eyed Aerisians, reflected back the candlelight.


      “Oh ho, your dragons were so weak they could not defend flocks of sheep from Tearkin raiders?”


      At that, the princess bolted upright at the table, her nostrils flaring in fury. Everyone’s head turned her direction. Hannah half-rose, starting to speak, but, to my surprise, it was Lord Contrey who saved the day.


      “Hold,” he said sternly, rising from his seat. “No call for that, my prince. And you, Princess—” Pushing back his chair, he walked over to hers, grasping its tall back. “I will tell you the truth of that raid and that day, if you care to hear, but only if you reseat yourself as a guest at our Artan’s table.”


      His tone was polite but authoritative. Slowly, the Warkin princess turned her glare from Kurban, frowning over her shoulder at the Simathe lord.


      “You tell me the tale? You presume to know Warkin history better than a Warkin ruler?”


      “I know it because I witnessed it,” the Simathe lord returned calmly.


      “That was more than six centuries ago,” she said, the edge of anger slipping and her confusion showing.


      “What are six centuries to a Simathe?” There was almost a twinkle in those obsidian eyes. “Please, Your Majesty. For the sake of our host—”


      Reluctantly, she plunked back down in the chair, tossing her curls over her shoulder as Lord Contrey readjusted her chair at the table, then resumed his own place.


      By now, the entire room was silent. Everyone watched to see what would become of the conflict. To me, it was obvious if the Simathe lord hadn’t intervened the scene between Prince Kurban and Princess Vashti might have escalated quickly. As it was, I, too was fixated on Lord Contrey as he reseated himself next to me, shocked to see a Simathe playing the part of a diplomat. Apparently, these men never ran out of roles to play. Lord Contrey addressed the Tearkin first.


      “My prince, your raiders indeed overcame the Warkin dragons, but a plague had decimated the Dragonkind, both man and beast. The Tearkin took advantage of that, fairly or not, to slaughter the Warkin herds. They went further and devastated Warkin strongholds. If not for the actions of the princess’s grandfather, the Warkin might have been overrun altogether.”


      “Not that this would be an evil thing,” muttered one of Kurban’s companions. The prince smirked in agreement but kept silent.


      “And my grandfather retaliated by drawing leaders of all Warkin tribes together and laying siege to Ironhand,” Vashti said proudly.


      “He did. Upon my advice,” agreed Lord Contrey.


      Both the prince and the princess gawked at the Simathe lord.


      “What? No, I cannot believe it! No Simathe has ever advised the Dragonkind.”


      Princess Vashti was the first to speak. Her indignation was obvious.


      “The Simathe assisted the Warkin?”


      Prince Kurban spoke nearly on top of her words, and he was just as indignant.


      Lord Contrey—all of the Simathe, really—were unfazed. I peeked at Hannah. She appeared as surprised as Kurban and Vashti. I recalled her telling me the Simathe maintained their own information network and had all sorts of secret activities going on in the background. I could only suspect this was one of them.


      “Your ancestor was ill, dying,” Lord Contrey said bluntly to the Warkin woman. “He was Highest of the rank of Seven Suns. The Warkin would heed only him. He, alone, could prevent the Tearkin overrunning your people. However, he needed strength and guidance, which I gave him.”


      The Warkin princess looked aghast. “You did not—did you Join with him?”


      “Ha! A Simathe Join with a Warkin? Our common ancestors would be disquieted in their graves.” Prince Kurban barked a laugh.


      Lord Contrey showed no humor. “The Scraggen would have also little liked the Tearkin slaughtering an entire race, my prince.”


      Common ancestor?


      I glanced from the Simathe lord to the Tearkin prince in confusion. I knew the Simathe had been created by the Scraggen, or witch-women. Did that mean the Tearkin had been, as well? Lord Contrey’s remark seemed to indicate it.


      “A race that is naught but a blight upon the realm,” Kurban countered.


      “Nevertheless,” Lord Contrey said firmly. The giant backed down, and the warrior turned back to Princess Vashti.


      “Aye, I did Join with your ancestor. His strength was so dissipated that even Joining could not save his life, but it did prolong it. He rallied your people, won the siege of Ironhand, and bought time for the Warkin to recover from the plague and rebuild their strength.”


      Princess Vashti’s bewilderment was evident. The Tearkin men looked equally confused, but also unhappy.


      “You mean to tell me,” Prince Kurban said, leaning across the table towards the Simathe lord by my side, “that the men of Treygon assisted the Warkin, even to the point of Joining with one of their rulers? What of all the times the Simathe assisted the Tearkin? Is this the way of it, then? You select sides on a whim, intervening where you have no business?”


      “The men of Treygon assist where I command they assist, Prince,” spoke up the Simathe High-Chief. The sternness in his demeanor, the steel in his voice, brooked no disagreement. “When an entire race is threatened with extinction, we intervene as we deem necessary, whether they be Warkin, Tearkin, or anyone else.”


      Prince Kurban glared back at the Simathe ruler but didn’t argue. Princess Vashti, fingers on her temples, muttered, “I cannot fathom my ancestor being Joined to a Simathe!”


      “It was not for long,” Contrey said calmly. “Death severed our bond in less than three years. Joining merely forestalled the inevitable.”


      The Warkin woman looked so confused, but she couldn’t possibly have been more confused than me.


      “What’s Joining?” I asked into the awkward silence that had fallen.


      Everyone turned to look at me. I felt like this was something they expected I should know, that should’ve already been explained, but had somehow been overlooked. I could hardly blame them. There was so much to know, and everything I did learn invited more questions.


      Finally, Lord Contrey said to me, “It is an ability, unique to the Simathe, whereby we are able to meld our consciousness with another’s.”


      “Like…you can read their mind?”


      “Not entirely,” the Simathe explained. “When Joined, we know their whereabouts and sense many of their stronger emotions, those we choose to sense: fear, hatred, joy. We cannot read thoughts, but we can often deduce what is being thought.”


      I can’t deny I was a little perturbed. “Why would anybody want to do that?” I asked.


      “It is rarely done,” Lord Contrey said with a flitting smile. “To experience another’s sentiments is a trying thing. It is done only in extreme circumstances, when protecting or prolonging another’s life is paramount.”


      “Prolonging?”


      “By virtue of being Joined, a portion of the immortal’s life force is imparted,” the Moonkind Tredsday, Hannah’s Uncle Risean, put it. “This means the other person’s life may be considerably lengthened.”


      I suppose I wasn’t doing very well at hiding my shock because Hannah spoke up. Quietly, reaching across to take his hand, she said, “Ilgard and I are Joined.”


      I fought to keep my expression neutral. “No way.”


      “We are,” she chuckled. “And you are definitely handling all of this information a lot better than I did when I first heard it. Of course, nobody’s telling you that you’re about to be Joined against your will, either, and giving you no choice in the matter,” she added, glancing about the table with a hint of reproach.


      “It was necessary at the time,” the Simathe High-Chief replied calmly.


      “I agree that it was, but it could’ve been handled differently. That’s all I’m saying.”


      “Why was it necessary?” I put in.


      “Why? My life was in danger almost from the moment I arrived in Aerisia. I was attacked by The Evil the first night I spent here. I did desperately need the kind of protection Joining gives. I just didn’t want to acknowledge it.


      “Do you remember,” she said, turning to her husband with a grin, “how furious I was when they explained Joining and how I was going to be Joined to you?”


      “You were displeased,” he agreed.


      “That’s putting it mildly!”


      “She had the entire Council chamber in an uproar,” Rittean put in. “I cannot fault her. But I do not think any of us expected our Artan to be so—defiant. Or so verbal.”


      This made Hannah laugh outright. “I didn’t keep in what I thought, did I?” She turned back to her husband, smiling still, a softness in her eyes that almost defied belief. “I know it’s hard to accept, but you can get used to Joining. I’m not gonna lie: it was a big adjustment. But it’s good now. There are definite benefits.”


      “If you say so,” I murmured.


      The very notion went against everything I believed, everything I was. However, there was also no denying that Hannah had made peace with the fact, and clearly didn’t mind it at all. Was that because she’d simply gotten used to it? Or was it more than that? Could love soften the effects of something like Joining?


      I resisted glancing across the table at another Simathe lord, one who’d undeniably captured my attention from the beginning. No, I couldn’t imagine being Joined, even to him. Still, I also couldn’t deny a certain interest at the idea of being closely linked to a man like him.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter 32


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Visitors


        


      


      


      The next few days were a whirlwind of activity in Laytrii’s palace. The final emissaries had arrived, and Hannah was swept away from me and into meeting after meeting. I felt a little adrift and at loose ends, not having her to hang out with. We still spent time together, but not like before. She was having to be a diplomat now. Not to mention, her husband was with her, which sort of threw a damper on the chance for more long, private talks. Finally, I decided I’d have to entertain myself. When I wasn’t sitting in on meetings—which I did, some of them—I searched around the palace, meeting new folks and seeing firsthand how everything was run. I went down to the kitchens and watched the massive undertakings to prepare meals for not only palace residents but all of the guests. I visited the bakery, located in a separate building outdoors. Quickly, I saw they were way too busy and also understaffed.


      “I can help if you want,” I told the head baker. “I enjoy baking.”


      He tried to worm out of it, probably afraid it would be impolite to put the Artan’s special friend to work, but I wouldn’t let him.


      “Really,” I said. “I don’t have anything else to do. I gotta stay busy. Please let me help a little.”


      Although clearly reluctant, he finally gave in. During downtime in my former life, I’d always enjoyed puttering around the kitchen, baking cookies, scones, or pies from scratch. I wasn’t a total novice, but their units of measurement were different here and that took some getting used to. Mainly, I punched dough or stirred mixes, things any rookie could do, leaving the finer arts to those better trained. I don’t know how much help I really was, but the baker thanked me and told me I might come again if I liked.


      The next day, I offered my help to the head housekeeper inside the palace. Her reaction was fiercer than the baker’s. She was aghast I’d even consider changing bedsheets, carrying buckets of coal, or filling kindling boxes. However, unbeknownst to her, I took to trailing Pelle and a few of the other maids, and pretty soon I was lending a hand folding towels, arranging fresh flowers, and spreading clean coverlets on beds. The girls quickly saw that I didn’t mind dusting bedchambers, washing soiled clothing, or even wiping down necessary chambers, which impressed them.


      “It’s not like I haven’t cleaned toilets and bathrooms before,” I teased, although it was true I hadn’t done it much since I left the ranch. Work didn’t bother me, and anything was better than sitting around being lazy.


      They let me in, and were soon gossiping with abandon about all the goings-on inside the palace—especially the Sanlyn, who, to hear them tell it, flirted with anything wearing a skirt. That didn’t surprise me. Mostly, I let it go in one ear and out the other, since very little pertained to me. I just kept quiet and occupied, staving off loneliness, boredom, and the niggling torment that I still hadn’t gotten a chance to get Hannah alone and explain my situation to her. That bothered me a lot. I half-considered going on another run, back to the clearing, but I was frightened by what I might find and wasn’t sure I was ready for that yet.


      In the evenings, I was always invited to dine with Hannah, whether she was entertaining on a large scale or with a few friends, but her husband, Lord Ilgard, was always present, keeping me silent about my recent discoveries. The fact that he didn’t go out of his way in the slightest to become acquainted with his wife’s new friend told me volumes, especially when Lord Norband was present, which he often was. Whatever the Simathe Chief Captain held against me, probably my disputation with him over Lady Etly’s grandson, he’d clearly passed along to his High-Chief. When I was with Hannah and either of the two men were present, I felt uncomfortable, like I was somehow caught between Hannah, as her friend, and her loyalty to her husband and his men. I didn’t like it but wasn’t sure how to fix it.
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        * * *


      


      The fourth day of sessions had ended, and I was alone in my room. After dinner, Hannah had invited me to her suite for a small gathering, but I wasn’t up to being the outsider again, not to mention the recipient of cold stares from the two ruling Simathe. Cole might be there, which half-tempted me to go. I knew he wouldn’t snub me. However, I was tired, having spent hours today—which had been exceptionally busy for Hannah—in the bakery and the kitchens, helping out wherever I was permitted. The constant clamor and clanging and heat had gotten to me. I needed to unwind.


      The best part of the evening had been accompanying Princess Vashti when she stole outside to pay a visit to her dragon. She’d seen me hovering in the wings and asked if I wanted to go with her. I couldn’t say the Dragonkind ruler and I were friends, but we did share a bond built on the fact that both of us loved her dragon.


      After changing into a borrowed nightdress, I sat in an armchair with my feet under me, thinking about seeing Sunshield again and mentally replaying the sensation of soaring on his back a few days ago. The feeling of the wind rushing around my body as we dipped then climbed. The sheer freedom of soaring over the ground, watching the landscape pass by underneath. For a few brief minutes, I’d been above the world and its concerns. It was the closest I’d ever come to experiencing the thrill of pure freedom.


      Sunshield. The dragon had taken to me then and this evening both, responding to my overtures of friendship, my touch, my voice. Princess Vashti had marveled again at how she’d never seen anything like it. I mulled over that, over my music summoning a fairy, and my presence in the strange clearing calling that creature neither human nor bird who’d told me I must find out what song to sing. I also considered my ability to render myself invisible to some people, partially so to others, and not at all to Hannah.


      Is it possible, I questioned again, that in Aerisia my voice itself contains some sort of power? How could that be?


      The short answer was that it couldn’t. The short answer also wasn’t going to work anymore. There were too many doubts, too many mysteries.


      Maybe I should give it a little test, I thought, rising to fetch the lyre Rittean had given to me. Since the night my playing had brought the fairy, Braisley, I’d been leery of the instrument, leery of doing anything to call unwanted or magical attention to myself. Especially unwanted magical attention. However, I could feel the pull for answers and decided I’d try an experiment and see what happened.


      Making myself comfortable in the chair—just as I would have if I’d been home on Earth, alone in a hotel room, where I’d often used my guitar to relax while playing music—I began to strum. My fingers toyed with the strings, coaxing them to life, coaxing music from their depths. I played for several minutes, my eyes closed, letting the music birth itself. Nothing happened. My confidence built, and soon I was humming along with the melody. Then, surrendering further to the music, I began to sing.


      A quiet whuffling sound caught my attention. My eyes opened, and I stopped singing, even though my fingers continued to pluck at the strings. I threw a wary glance over my shoulder, not really sure what I expected to see. A fairy? A raven? A bird-man? It certainly wasn’t a pair of golden eyes with slitted pupils. At first, I started, and my fingers halted. A snout appeared over the edge of my balcony, a bearded, scaled snout, with shiny copper scales that even nighttime couldn’t fully dim.


      “Sunshield?”


      Setting the lyre aside, I rose and crossed outside to my open balcony. The great dragon hovered in the air, flapping his wings gently to keep himself aloft. He was far too large to perch on the balcony, but he was definitely drifting outside, looking into my room.


      “What are you doing?” I asked with a soft laugh, reaching out to stroke his muzzle.


      He looked into my eyes, and I swear I recognized intelligence. I knew why he was there.


      “Did you come to hear the music?”


      He didn’t nod or anything like that, but the way he stared back at me…


      Was this a clue to the mystery? Did my voice, my music, really have the power to summon even a dragon?


      Testing it further, I placed both hands gently on the animal’s face, stroking his scaled jaws while I sang a soft little song, a Cherokee lullaby that I remembered Daddy singing to me when I was a child. His mother had sung it to him, her mother to her, and he’d passed it down to me. It was one of only a couple songs in my father’s native language that I knew. The dragon seemed to enjoy it. At least he didn’t buck or bolt or resist or fly away. At the song’s conclusion, I removed my hands, looking boldly into his golden eyes.


      “Okay, time to go back,” I said firmly. “Someone might be looking for you. We don’t want to cause any trouble. There’s enough trouble around here as it is.”


      Again, I don’t know that the serpent understood every word I said, but at my command he did flap his leathery wings to back away from my railing, his long tail nearly scraping the cobblestones of the courtyard below. Slowly, he turned himself about, then flapped a little harder, carrying his scaled body off into the darkness.


      Filling my cheeks with air, I blew out the breath in a puff, raking my fingers through my hair.


      “Goodness, wonder what my bodyguards back home would’ve done if my music had drawn a dragon?”


      I turned to walk back into my softly lit bedroom and stopped short. The fairy, Braisley, with her unmistakable white glow, silvery-white gown, and gossamer wings was back. Flanking her was what had to be another fairy with a sweeter face, dressed in wispy green, and yet another with hair the color of autumn foliage. Her gown was composed of orange and red leaves, trimmed in gold, and swept out for yards around her. While the fairy in green lacked wings, the red-head had smaller wings, from shoulder to hip, that were fashioned of spun gold and outlined in copper. She was the very definition of autumn radiance. Even her skin bore a golden glow. However, there was no warmth on her face. Or the green fairy’s. Certainly not on Braisley’s.


      In fact, Braisley’s eyes could’ve been shooting icicles to match her wintery appearance. Maybe she did have the power to do that. I didn’t know. I did my best to return her stare levelly, even though she looked so fierce I wanted to curl up in a ball in the corner.


      “What are you doing in my room?” I asked, thankful my voice held steady.


      “You summoned us,” answered the white fairy, her tones hostile.


      “I did no such thing.”


      “Aye, you did.” This from the green fairy, who, even though she didn’t appear as angry, still wasn’t happy, by any means.


      “I didn’t invite any of you here. I don’t even know who you are, besides Braisley,” I pointed out. “Just because you have the ability to show up in my room, doesn’t mean you should. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


      “You will ask us to leave?” scoffed the white fairy. “Who do you think you are?” She took a few slow, measured steps towards me, accentuating each one with an icy word. “You. Summoned. Us.”


      “I didn’t—” I started to say, holding up my hands in protest. Then a thought struck.


      The dragon, Sunshield, visiting when I sang. Soothed by my voice. Now these three fairies, claiming I’d called them. Before, when I’d merely played the lyre, Braisley had appeared. Now I’d sang—and three fairies showed up. Three fairies and a dragon.


      My head was spinning, and I needed to sit down, but I couldn’t show weakness in front of this magical being. I had a feeling she’d rip me apart.


      “I…I’m not sure what to say.”


      “I do.” The fairy was nearly nose-to-nose with me now, and I swear I could feel cold radiating off her. “You are an abomination.”


      I took a step back. “Excuse me?”


      “I know what you are,” she hissed. “I saw the dragon, also summoned by your power. You are an abomination. You have no place in this land.”


      I stared back at her, hardly able to breathe.


      “I didn’t ask to come to this land,” I said finally. “Something brought me here.”


      “Yes, and we know what that was, don’t we?”


      “No,” I said, shaking my head, although in my mind popped up memories of ravens, and a creature neither human nor bird. “No, I don’t.”


      Her eyes penetrated mine as if she were trying to read my thoughts.


      “I find this hard to believe. You reek of their perverseness. I merely suspected before, but now…it clings to you like a stench.”


      “Perverseness?” Now I felt anger creeping into my veins. “I’m not perverse. I’m not evil. I haven’t done anything wrong.”


      “Haven’t you?”


      “You are descended from them,” the red and gold fairy threw in. “That is evil enough.”


      “Who? What are you talking about?”


      Maybe Braisley decided my confusion was real. She glided back a few paces, her expression hooded.


      “This goes beyond us now,” she said. “The very fabric of this land is threatened. We must bring this before the Artan.”


      “You know what?” This put some steel in my spine. “Let’s do. I’ve been trying to bring this to Hannah for several days now and haven’t had the chance. I’d like some answers too. Maybe this is a way to finally get some.”


      Braisley smiled, but there was no kindness in it, only the arrogance of someone who thought they knew far more than me, far better than me.


      “Very well. Let us go.”


      “Fine. Let me get dressed and we will.”
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      I’d talked big, but on my way to Hannah’s personal suite, escorted by the three fairies, my confidence began to waver. What would she think of this? Would she be angry that I hadn’t told her about my former life, or the bird-man, or even that my memories had returned? What if she sided with the fairies—that there was something wrong with me, about me? If she turned her back on me, where would I go? What would I do? I had no way to get home. I’d be an outcast in a foreign world.


      My nerves were fraying, but I was doing everything I could to keep them in check. All sorts of disaster scenarios were whirling through my brain. And then I saw Lord Cole. We’d turned a corner just down the hall from my room and there he was.


      If he was surprised to see me with the three fairies, he didn’t show it, but he did say, “Lady Braisley? Lady Aureeyah, Lady Sorelle, what do you here?” Then his gaze cut to me, and I could almost sense him asking me,


      What are you doing with them?


      I wanted to reply, but the wintery fairy took the lead.


      “Lord Cole,” she acknowledged, her tones slightly warmer for him. “We’ve business with the Artan. We are bringing this person before her on a matter that concerns Simathe and fairy alike. Would you care to accompany us?”


      “As my lady wishes,” he said formally, standing aside to let the three fairies precede him. Once they’d passed, he fell into step beside me.


      “What is this?” he asked quietly.


      I glanced up at him and almost begged, “Help me.” Because I knew if anyone could, if anyone would, it was this man.


      I restrained the impulse. There was no point dragging him in on this more than he already was.


      “I don’t know,” I said, keeping my voice quiet as well. “They seem to think I’m some sort of freak, and they want Hannah to deal with it.”


      “Freak?”


      I skimmed my memory, thinking of evenings in hotels playing Scrabble with Davin. He usually kicked my butt, but I’d picked up a few new words along the way.


      “Aberration,” I said. “They think I’m some kind of aberration with strange powers. I don’t know, I—” We were at Hannah’s rooms now. The fairies went into the open door. I stopped and looked up at the Simathe lord.


      “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I promise I’m not trying to do anything wrong or hurt anyone, no matter what they say. I’m not a threat to Aerisia.”


      He stared down at me for a long moment. I couldn’t discern any of the thoughts behind those strange black eyes; I didn’t know what he was thinking. What I wasn’t expecting was for him to say, “I believe you,” then reach a hand toward my face. He stopped shy of touching me, giving me room to retreat. When I didn’t try to dissuade him, he gently, almost hesitantly, like he didn’t know how it would be received, touched my cheekbone with his thumb, tracing its length back and forth. My breath caught. My body stiffened—not from repulsion, but from sheer shock at the pleasure of his touch. Closing my eyes, I leaned into his hand. That seemed to encourage him. Lightly, he trailed the backs of his fingers down my face, all the way under my chin and back up again, caressing my cheek. My breath was shaky in my ears, and all I could think was,


      Why can’t we be alone? Why can’t this be just about the two of us?


      Instead, there was a room full of immortal warriors, fairies, possibly giants, and no telling who else waiting to whittle me down, strip me of my secrets, and lay bare my life for all to see. Against the dread of that, I had only his promise, his touch to sustain me. I wouldn’t let this moment be ripped away from me.


      Slowly, he lowered his hand. Opening my eyes, I looked back up into his.


      “Thank you,” I whispered.


      He nodded.


      “We’d best go in.”


      “Okay,” I agreed, even though I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay out here with him. No, I wanted to leave and go away and be alone with him. It didn’t matter where. I just wanted to be in his presence, drawing comfort from his quiet, calm, capable nature. An island of strength in the stormy seas I’d fallen into ever since arriving in Aerisia.


      And even before, I thought as we crossed into Lady Hannah’s rooms.


      My life had been spinning out of control months before I came here. Only two things had brought me peace: the company of this silent warrior, and Hannah’s friendship. Were both of them about to be taken from me?
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      “Braisley? What are you doing here?”


      Lady Hannah had gotten to her feet upon seeing the three fairies entering her chambers.


      “Aureeyah? Sorelle?” Then, noticing the black-haired woman, by Cole’s side, she added, “Annie?” in tones that betrayed her bewilderment. “What is this?”


      “Lady Hannah.” Braisley, as Aerisia’s most powerful fairy and head of all fairy orders, took it upon herself to speak, but the other two fairies stood behind her, supporting her.


      “We are here on a difficult matter. A matter that concerns fairy and Simathe.”


      Her pronouncement fell into the room like a stone into a lake. Heads turned to look at one another, rippling about the chamber. There were Tearkin present. Moonkind. Galandorf. The High Elder.


      “Uh, can it wait?” the Artan asked, trying to ease the awkwardness of the moment. “I’m entertaining right now.”


      “It cannot wait.” To heighten her statement, Braisley looked beyond Lady Hannah to the Simathe High-Chief. “Lord Ilgard, it cannot wait.”


      The Artan glanced between her husband and the fairy. Her confusion was evident. She did not know what to do. The Galandorf First Captainess, Silver Rose, took pity on her. Standing, she said, “They wish to speak with you, yes? That is well. The day has been long. We are weary. Will you pardon us, my friend?”


      Golden Eyes, her husband, followed her in bidding their hostess a good night and exiting the room. The remainder of the Artan’s guests graciously did likewise. As Prince Kurban walked past, he looked upon Annie with a measure of sympathy. Doubtless, he had been here long enough to perceive the cold disdain of Treygon’s senior lords towards the lass. Whatever was about to happen, he pitied the visitor from Earth.


      As the door shut upon the final guest, the Simathe Chief Captain said simply, “Cole?”


      Cole looked to his lord, even as Annie looked at him uneasily. Would they require him to leave, as well? What was this?


      This time, the fairy Aureeyah intervened.


      “Let him stay,” she said. “He is a lord now. It is time he is made aware of what is happening.”


      “What is happening?” the Artan demanded, exasperated. “It must be something awful for you all to come in here and force my guests to leave. Please tell me this isn’t something new on top of what I’m already trying to handle.”


      Next to her, Lord Ilgard reached for her hand, taking it in his. Cole could not divine his High-Chief’s thoughts, but he sensed his lord’s displeasure. At the fairies? Or at this confrontation adding to his wife’s concerns?


      As for himself, Cole could not deny his own concern. He did not believe Annie bore any sort of threat toward the land or the Artan, despite his lord’s assumptions. As he watched her of late, he had seen her making herself useful about the palace, assisting in the bakery and kitchens. She also trailed serving girls from room to room, quietly working alongside them, doing whatever they did. No task was too low for her. She did not partake of their gossip, and rarely their chatter, but she did smile occasionally as she listened, and her hands were never idle. As they worked, so did she. How was such a woman a danger to anyone?


      He could not fathom there was darkness in her. When he told her, “I believe you,” he had meant it. Yet he was concerned. Concerned that the fairies might expose some dreadful secret that would disrupt her life here. She had endured plenty of disruptions already. She needed no more.


      “I fear it cannot be laid aside,” Sorelle said now. “For you shelter in your midst one who is capable of wreaking great havoc upon Aerisia itself.”


      Boldly, she singled out the young woman next to Cole. Annie’s face was impassive. The Simathe could not judge her thoughts. She was fairly skilled, for a human, at keeping her emotions from her face. However, standing next to her, he could almost feel her stiffen. He shifted toward her slightly, reminding her that he stood there with her, in face of his lords and the fairies.


      “Annie? What’re they talking about?” the Artan asked, confused, her eyes lighting from fairy to fairy to fairy.


      “She is an abomination,” Braisley declared. “Ask her. Ask her about her power. Ask her how she has the ability to summon fairies and call dragons. Ask her how she came by this power. Ask her.”


      “Annie?” Lady Hannah said again.


      Beside him, Cole heard Annie draw a breath, saw her set her shoulders, bracing herself.


      “I don’t understand any of this, either,” she said. “And I have no idea what they mean by abomination, but it’s true that something strange’s been happening to me ever since I got here. You knew about how I could keep people from seeing me? Well, I think there’s more to that, and I think it may have to do with my, um, talents.”


      “What talents?”


      She clasped and unclasped her hands in front of her, the only sign of her nervousness. It still didn’t show on her face.


      “I mean my voice, my music,” she said reluctantly. “The truth is, I didn’t tell you a major piece of my past. Not because it was a secret or I’m ashamed of it, but, in light of everything else, it didn’t seem relevant at first. Also, I didn’t want you or anyone else to think I was trying to compete with you on some level.”


      “I don’t understand. Compete with me?”


      “That’s probably the wrong way to say it.” She breathed a laugh, but it was tinged with frustration. “I—let me be blunt. I was going to tell you. This wouldn’t have been the way I planned to do it, but I was going to tell you. The truth is, even though I am from Oklahoma, and I was raised on a ranch in the middle of nowhere, I didn’t spend the last eight years of my life there. I was in the entertainment industry. I was a singer, a dancer, a musician. I travelled the world. Concerts and shows, sold out stadiums, political events—I did it all. Music was my life, and I can honestly say I was good at it.


      “They called me the most famous woman in the world. My voice, my ability to play instruments, to dance…” She inclined her head. “I was a legend in my time. But before coming here, I’d given it all up and walked away from it. I was going home—I was actually on a plane going back to Oklahoma—when I crossed to Aerisia instead. I didn’t know how to explain any of that without sounding like I was bragging. I didn’t want anyone thinking some stranger from Earth was somehow trying to compete with you.”


      Silence fell over the room. Lady Hannah’s expression was guarded. Cole could not tell what she thought of the other woman’s admission. He, himself did not know what to think of her admission. The idea of the woman he knew travelling her world, a troubadour, a minstrel, a bard—it was at odds with everything he knew about her. And yet, on some level he was far from surprised. There was a quality to her voice that, he supposed, might lend itself to singing. Still, to be known as the most famous woman in a world not because of great deeds or feats of magic but for singing? A strange place, Earth.


      “I see,” Lady Hannah said finally, breaking the silence. “Wow. Now I know a little of how you must’ve felt when I told you about me.”


      “What I did is nothing compared to what you did, what you are, as the Artan.”


      “Yeah, but…an A-lister? I’ve never even met a celebrity before, and you’re telling me you were way up at the top!” A hint of her good humor surfaced, despite the gravity of the room. “Did you do the Grammys and the Emmys and the Oscars and all that sort of stuff? Did you do red carpet events? Did you win any of those awards?”


      Annie rolled her eyes a little. “Grammys, yes. The other awards are for acting instead of singing, but, yes, I attended, and I even presented awards once or twice.”


      Lady Hannah’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding. I don’t believe you. Did you have bodyguards and assistants? Were you a diva? Did you throw your latte at your assistant if it wasn’t the perfect temperature? Have you had plastic surgery? Are the paparazzi really as bad as they say? Did magazines pay thousands of dollars for your picture?”


      “Hannah!” Now Annie chuckled. “I wasn’t that bad. Really, I was pretty low-key for a celebrity. Or I tried to be. Daddy raised me with too much horse sense to be a diva. I tried to keep it real—or as real as I could, given that lifestyle, and, no, I haven’t had any plastic surgery or even Botox. Yes, the paparazzi can be horrible, and, yes, I got offers from magazines all the time to pay for exclusive pictures and interviews.”


      Their exchange meant nothing to anyone present except them. Lady Hannah allowed the humor of the moment to pass, her smile fading into seriousness as she said, “This sort of makes sense, then. What you said about dancing when you came back from riding the dragon, and how you weren’t flustered by Kirrian’s proposal. You’re used to all that, aren’t you? No wonder! I was just saying the other day after seeing you charm a dragon that your strange abilities might stem from your voice. It sounds to me as if your voice has a magic all its own: one that made you a powerhouse entertainer back home but manifests itself differently here.”


      “Then you’re not mad I didn’t tell you?”


      “It would’ve been nice to know, but it’s your life and your story to tell. You don’t owe us anything.”


      “Not owe us anything?” The fairy, Braisley, visibly recoiled. “She is here, in our land, living on our generosity. She brings her corrupt power, her tainted voice, and you say she owes us nothing? Not even the truth of her past?”


      “She is not corrupt.”


      Cole surprised the entire room by speaking up. Next to him, the girl turned violet eyes his way, relief, gratitude in her expression. He did not have to look to sense his fellow Simathes’ displeasure. Lady Hannah held her council. The fairies were angered by his challenge.


      “You speak of what you do not know,” Sorelle sneered. “You haven’t sufficient years to remember.”


      “Remember what?” Lady Hannah moved, putting herself in the center of the room, facing them all: the fairies, Annie, himself. “What is going on here? I don’t understand why the three of you are so dead set against her because she has some sort of magic.


      “And apparently they’re not alone, by the way.” She turned, addressing the other Simathe lords. “You all seem to have a trust issue with her, warning me of her power. What is it that you Simathe and fairies know, or think you know, that the rest of us don’t? And how does she—” She spun back to Annie. “—figure into it?”


      Cole was not the only one who saw the fairies and his lords exchanging looks. From the onset, he’d known of Lord Norband’s distrust. He’d been tasked to watch the newcomer, after all. He had not known of the fairies’ involvement. Clearly, there was information the rulers of Treygon and the fairies were privy to that he was not, albeit he was a lord. Sorelle had indicated it was because of his age. Whatever had happened, it must have been far into Aerisia’s past, well beyond his six centuries of life.


      “They warned you against me?” Annie asked, confusion and possibly hurt in her tones. She looked at the three Simathe lords. “Why? I haven’t done anything to you. I haven’t done anything to anyone since I’ve been here.”


      The Simathe did not answer. Braisley did.


      “Lord Norband suspected what you were from the onset.”


      “And what is that?” Hannah demanded. “What is it that you think she is?”


      “An abomination,” Sorelle replied.


      “Stop calling her that!” Lady Hannah snapped. All three fairies started at the fire in her tones. “It’s hateful, and I won’t hear it.”


      “Then will you hear when I speak to you of magical creatures, of beings so full of darkness they were banished from this land? Beings whose blood flows through her veins? She reeks of their power. Her music, her magic is inherited from them.”


      Lady Hannah’s defiant stare did not diminish. She folded her arms across her chest, but she did say, “Tell me.”


      Cole glanced at the woman next to him. She was also staring at the fairy, but anxiously. Whatever story was about to unfold would impact her life and likely alter her perceptions of herself, were it true.


      Instead of Sorelle, Aureeyah spoke. “Do you remember,” she said, addressing herself to Lady Hannah, “when you were at Treygon, the night you first used your powers, albeit accidentally, how you asked me in passing if there were male fairies in Aerisia? I told you there were not. Not anymore. You asked me no further questions, and the matter was dropped.”


      “I do remember that, although I haven’t really thought about it since. What does that have to do with this?”


      “There were male fairies, once,” Sorelle replied. Like her colors alluded, her powers were strongest during the autumn equinox. Although that time was months away, she was still a force to be reckoned with. “Until they were banished from the land.”


      The Artan made no attempt to hide her surprise. “Male fairies. There were male fairies here and they were banished. Nobody breathed a word of this until now. Let me guess who probably knew about it all along…”


      She turned a cutting look on her husband. It was no secret to anyone who had spent much time around the Artan, which Cole had, from the time she first arrived in Aerisia, that she was often frustrated by the Simathe habit of withholding secrets. Cole, himself remained impassive, but these tidings were as great a revelation to him as they were to her, despite him being Simathe.


      “They were banished for misuse of their power,” Aureeyah continued the tale, as if she’d not been interrupted. “They took what should have been used for good, and put it to vile use instead.”


      “Including travelling to Earth, assuming human form, and seducing human women,” Braisley put in. “Which this creature—” She indicated the young woman standing beside Cole. “—is the sad result of.”


      “That’s insane.”


      No one expected the visitor to speak up, but she did. Her fingers were twitching as if her hands wanted to clench and unclench again, but she would not let them. Her eyes had narrowed, and her face had paled.


      “That’s insane,” she said again. Her voice trembled. “You’re trying to tell me my parents were fairies? I know who my parents are, and I can promise you they weren’t magical in any way, shape, or form.”


      “It probably wouldn’t have been your first-generation parents,” Lady Hannah explained.


      Her face was solemn, but there was empathy in her tones for the other woman. Better than anyone, she understood revelations of unique heritage. Surprising revelations. Her own grandmother had once been Aerisia’s mightiest Scraggen. She had also served the Dark Powers, facing her granddaughter, the Artan, on the battlefield.


      “If this is true, there’s no telling how many generations back it goes. It could’ve been hundreds, thousands of years ago on Earth. Or it might not have been more than a few generations back. Time moves differently between our worlds. There’s no way to be sure.”


      “I’m tellin’ you, it’s impossible,” Annie declared stoutly, but no one seemed to hear. No one but Cole.


      Aureeyah continued to speak.


      “They put their magic to darker and darker use, expending little, if any, for Aerisia’s good. Fairy magic is not meant to be used in this fashion. It is drawn from nature and intended to be used for the health of the land. In the end, there was no choice save banishment. We’ve heard naught of them in over a thousand years. Not until she arrived.”


      There was no mistaking who the fairy meant.


      “Wait, hold on, there are some definite holes in that story,” Lady Hannah said. She had taken to pacing the middle of the room. “How did the male fairies cross to Earth? Why do that instead of just staying in Aerisia? And how can you be sure whatever abilities Annie has are inherited from them? What if they come from somewhere else?”


      “They dare not practice such sacrilege in Aerisia,” Braisley said icily. “We would have known. Our magic differed slightly, but it was connected, as were we. We would have known. We would have stopped them far sooner than we did. As for how they moved to Earth? They performed a feat we have not yet replicated of binding their powers together to extend their reach well beyond the bounds of Aerisia, even unto Earth. They used our transporting doors to cross from Aerisia, into the nether realms, and from there to Earth. We still do not know exactly how.”


      “What’s a transporting door?” Annie asked softly.


      None of the three fairies seemed inclined to explain, but Aureeyah finally took pity on her.


      “It is how we travel from one place to the next so swiftly,” she said. “It is not a true door but a means of travelling, peculiar to fairies. It is likely that somehow, even from the nether world, our brothers used a transporting door to bring you to Aerisia. For, surely, nothing else could explain your mysterious arrival.”


      “There’s still more to it, isn’t there?” Lady Hannah insisted. She glanced around the room, pinning the three Simathe lords and the three fairies with a dark look. “They had to have had something more in mind than just using their powers to get sex. That doesn’t even compute.”


      Braisley looked affronted. “I beg your pardon?”


      “Look, we’re not children here,” Hannah said bluntly. “They had to have had more in mind than simply mating with human women. I don’t believe for an instant they would’ve gone to all that trouble, and run that risk, just for sex. Mating. I don’t. Even if they did, and Annie is the product of it, that doesn’t explain why you’re acting so afraid of her. I want to know what else underlies this story.”


      “We do not fear her.” Cole was surprised when his Chief Captain spoke up. “We fear her powers, what they might be, and how they might be used.”


      “It’s the same thing,” the Artan reiterated.


      “It is not,” Lord Ilgard put in firmly. “You are correct, more undergirds the tale. But this may not be the occasion—”


      “Oh no.” This time, everyone in the room was taken aback to see the shrinking woman by Cole’s side suddenly spring to life. She stepped forward, walking away from him and towards the center of the room. Her voice had firmed and there was no mistaking the heat in her countenance. “You can’t start this story and stop now. You’re sittin’ here trying to blame me for something my ancestors did—my alleged ancestors, mind you—and now y’all are acting like you’re not gonna finish the story? No, I don’t think so. That ain’t gonna fly.”


      Cole was not the only one to look at her askance. For the barest instant, Lady Hannah’s mouth twitched with humor, and the Simathe knew why. Whether she knew it or not, Annie’s accent had thickened with her anger until the composed tones he knew were nearly gone. It was as if a mask had slipped, allowing a glance of the true face underneath.


      Silence fell at the end of her speech. Hands on hips, she faced her accusers down. “Well?”
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      Chagrined, Braisley raised her chin. “Very well, then. The truth is, our male counterparts were banished because of a threat they carried to Aerisia. A threat to the Artan. A threat that you, alone, may have the power to carry out.”


      The two women from Earth looked at each other, bewildered.


      “How could I be a threat to her?” Annie demanded. “She’s the Artan.”


      “Yes, and they desired to be a part of that,” Sorelle said, stalking closer to the young woman. “They wished to have a part in the creation of the Artan.


      “She is of our world and beyond. From another place, another time, she will come,” the fairy quoted. Like a predator, she stalked back and forth in front of the girl, who flinched but did not forfeit her ground. “They knew the prophecy as well as any of us. If they could sprout the proper bloodlines, birth the proper child, the power of the Artan would be theirs to serve and to direct.”


      “Can you imagine the power they would have wielded were these plans to come to fruition?” Aureeyah joined in. “Even the potential of such power was worth whatever role they had to play and whatever lengths they had to go.”


      Silence drifted over the room. Cole looked first at Lady Hannah. The color had somewhat leached from her cheeks and the anger from her countenance, but she did not seem mollified. His gaze drifted to Annie next. She was much the same. The two women stared at one other, separated by a few paces and the magnitude of the story just revealed.


      “So…you’re saying the male fairies served the Dark Powers, then?” Hannah finally tore her gaze from her friend’s to address the fairies.


      “Well,” Braisley admitted, somewhat reluctantly. “Although I could accuse them of many things, I cannot accuse them of that. They had no need to draw strength from the Dark Powers. They’d magic of their own. They had no wish to be subject or beholden to any other entity. They wanted all power for themselves.”


      “Then if—then if this is true, how did I get the luck of the draw? How do we know there aren’t more of them out there? More people like me, I mean. Running around. How do we know Earth isn’t populated with their descendants?” Annie gathered her wits to ask.


      “To begin with, although their magic could be carried by either sex, they ensured their power would only manifest itself in females since it was the Artan they wished to sire,” Sorelle replied. “Further, what they tried to accomplish was no mean feat. Due to such misuse of their magic, from what we assessed, their plan failed more often than it succeeded.”


      “Meaning?”


      “Meaning a fairy assuming human form in an attempt to sire a child? It simply did not happen as they hoped. Very few children, that we are aware of, were spawned. And our brothers—the ones we caught—were questioned most thoroughly, believe me.”


      “You mean tortured,” Lady Hannah put in. All eyes turned to her.


      “Whatever you wish to call it,” the fairy ruler responded loftily. “Nothing was done that was not necessary.”


      The Artan shook her head, disgust on her features. “This is awful, this whole mess. And I still think it seems pretty farfetched. You’re saying they only successfully fathered a handful of children. If that’s the case, the odds of that magic and that bloodline surviving long enough to even show up in her, in Annie, must be high up in the millions. For it to show up with any power? Maybe the billions.”


      “The odds of her carrying the bloodlines are enormous indeed,” Lord Contrey put in soberly. He’d said nothing, till now, but when he did speak all turned to him in respectful silence. “For her power to manifest itself in force, it must be derived from both sides of her lineage. As you said, my lady, for that magic to persist in bloodlines and be carried down with any effect is indeed remarkable. But for those bloodlines to meet, mate, and produce an heir?” He shook his head. “The odds are tremendous.”


      Now everyone was staring directly at Annie. She closed her eyes, shook her head slightly. “No. No, I won’t hear this. I don’t believe it. It’s impossible. Ain’t happenin’.”


      “Annie,” Lady Hannah said kindly but firmly. “You can’t just check out on this. Something must explain your gifts. I’m not saying for sure this is it, but what if it is? Tell me: I guessed by looking at you that your heritage was Native American. What tribe are you from? Was it your mother’s side or your father’s? Also, what was your other parent’s heritage?”


      Annie stood still so long with her eyes shut that Cole thought she might refuse to answer. Finally, her lashes lifted, and the warrior saw the glint of tears in their deep purple depths.


      “My father was Cherokee,” she said. “Half Cherokee. My mother’s family was Irish. Daddy told me her ancestors immigrated to the States from Ireland during the Irish potato famine.”


      “Sooo…we’re talking two groups of people known for their beliefs in the supernatural.”


      “I guess,” Annie shrugged. “What’re you getting at?”


      “As much as I hate to tell you this,” Hannah explained, “from all my time here in Aerisia, I’ve come to believe that most ideas of magic and magical creatures and the supernatural on Earth have their roots in Aerisia, due to the fact that our worlds were once joined. Which leads me to something else. I know the Irish are famous for their historical beliefs in fairies and the fey. Doesn’t their folklore include stories of the fey falling in love with humans and kidnapping them, keeping them for a while? And of Samhain, when fairies could travel freely through the human world, or places like standing stones and mushroom rings where fairies lived? Maybe those legends reflect gateways where male fairies from Aerisia were able to pass to Earth easier.”


      “If you know all that, you know more than me,” Annie said, somewhat bitterly. “The way Mama abandoned us left me with such a sour taste in my mouth growing up that I—well, I just never cared anything about her ancestry or her legacy. Daddy always said my gift for music came from her side of the family, but, other than that, I really don’t know anything.”


      “I understand,” the Artan said sympathetically. “Do you know anything about the Cherokee and their mythology, their histories and traditions? Did your father or any of your other relatives ever tell you stories that might relate to this?”


      She thought a moment. “Daddy used to tell me stories when I was a kid of the Yûñwï Tsunsdi'—or, little people. He said they were like dwarves or fairies. I don’t remember much about it in particular. They were just kid stories he told me at bedtime, ya know? Then there were also the Nûñnë'hï. They were immortal spirit folk who sometimes appeared as human warriors and were usually helpful to the Cherokee. Apparently, they liked music and dancing. Sometimes hunters in the hills would hear their drumming and dance songs, but if they tried to track them the music would move, and the hunters never could find them.


      “There were other stories too. I remember Grandma telling me about the Stoneclads: rock giants, and the Aniyvdaqualosgi or Ani-Yuntikwalaski. Those are the Thunderers, or powerful storm spirits. If they took a shape, it was usually human, and they were okay with people.” She smiled wryly. “I guess it’s no wonder we’d have legends about great storm spirits, living in Tornado Alley.”


      “That would make sense,” Lady Hannah agreed. “And while I can’t say for sure if any of those legends, from either the Cherokee or the Irish, are the direct result of male fairies assuming human form and visiting Earth, you have to admit there are some eerie similarities between them and what the fairies have told us. Also, I’m assuming you noted the emphasis on music and dancing in these stories. Even you said you thought your music and your strange abilities could be linked. I could definitely see all of this being interrelated…if it’s true.”


      “I don’t want to believe it’s true,” Annie admitted.


      Cole regarded her with pity. This could not be easy for her, having her beliefs in her ancestry ripped apart with this extraordinary tale. He knew nothing of his human ancestry: only that the Scraggen had created the Simathe to be born of normal human parents, from whom they were taken and raised by other Simathe. He knew nothing of his father or mother or grandparents. He did not need to know. They would have passed on, centuries ago. Still, he could imagine the perplexity of having all he’d believed about himself rent by a single revelation. That was what Annie endured now, with a brave face and troubled eyes. More than anyone, Lady Hannah understood her pain and looked upon her with genuine sympathy.


      “I know that feeling,” she smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, choosing not to believe in something doesn’t change facts.”


      “These can’t be facts. There should be more proof.”


      “Proof? Consider your voice, your music! Your song summoned dragons. It called out to fairies. The male fairies’ power was closely intertwined with music—that is all the proof you need! That is how we deduced what you are. Beyond that, look at your eyes. The proof is there in your face,” Braisley insisted.


      “My-my eyes?”


      “Eyes of that color are singular to the fairy-touched,” Aureeyah said softly. “Which can mean those who are descended from fairies, but also those brought into close contact with them, or perhaps blessed by fairy magic in some extraordinary way. I do not imagine they are common upon Earth.”


      “No,” Hannah agreed, “but some people do have them.”


      “If they have them, they are fairy-touched. Not to her extent, of course, but as Lord Contrey said, she is extraordinary. For her gifts to have manifested themselves as they have, fairy blood has united from both sides of her lineage. She is the one they have waited for. She could bring ruin to us all.”


      “Why do you keep saying that?” Lady Hannah demanded sharply. “Even if she does have fairy blood, I’m the Artan. She’s not. The male fairies didn’t sire me. As far as we know, they didn’t have any part in my heritage. So how can she possibly be a threat to me?”


      “Because they will take her and use her, if they can.” Finally Lord Ilgard spoke, rising to his feet, looking down at his wife. “Above all, they sought power. They failed to sire you, but now they have her.” He indicated the other woman from Earth. “They have a tool to free themselves from banishment. When they do, they will contest your power. They will wield her like a weapon against you.”


      Sheer silence held sway. It was as if the Simathe High-Chief uttered a prophecy, not an opinion. His wife stared up at him soberly.


      “That’s why you came back, isn’t it? You came back early because you believed I was threatened by Annie and you wanted to protect me.”


      “It is well that he did,” Braisley said, equally solemn. “We merely suspected her heritage when she played, and her music summoned me. Tonight, she sang, and not only did she call forth a dragon, but I tell you such a tremor went through our lands that she could have called each fairy to her side. Great power attracts power. She drew a dragon. She drew us. She will draw them, even from the world where they are banished, mark my words. It may not be now. It may be years in the future. Who can say? But it will happen. And when it does…”


      The silence that fell was heavy, solemn. It was Annie who broke it. Her voice was soft, but her hands were clenched together in front of her, as if to hold all of her energy, her defiance, her protestations in place.


      “I’ve been accused of a lot of things,” she said. “I lived my life in the spotlight for nearly ten years. I know none of y’all except Hannah know what that means,” she said, glancing about the room, “but it means every single thing I did, every word I spoke, the clothes and jewelry I wore, the way I fixed my hair, the songs I sang, the people I talked to—every bit of it was open to inspection by the entire world. I was a celebrity, so rumors about me made the front page of every news website, every magazine, every TV headline. Most of them were completely unfounded. I’m not unused to having my character and reputation smeared. I accepted that’s how it would be when I chose to make music my career, and that’s how it was.


      “But this?” She bit her lower lip, shaking her head. “This is the most unfounded rumor and the worst lie that’s ever been told about me. Do you really think—” She looked directly at Lord Ilgard, challenging him—“I would do anything to hurt your wife? She’s been my friend from the instant we met. I come from a world, an industry, where I practically had no friends because I couldn’t trust anyone. Everyone was after something. Everyone wanted something from me. Not Hannah. She accepted me as I was, for who I was, and gave me loyalty and friendship. You can’t buy that kind of relationship. I know. I had all the money in the world, and I didn’t have it. I would never hurt her.”


      She turned to Lady Hannah, as if pleading with her to understand and believe. “I don’t care what they say. There’s no power on Earth or Aerisia that could make me betray you. Not some banished race of fairies. Not some alleged ancestors. Not some powers I may or may not have. You’re my friend, and I don’t take that lightly.”


      “I believe you,” Lady Hannah replied, looking back at her head on.


      However, from the dark expressions of those present, Cole judged that she was the only one who did, besides himself.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter 35


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Keeping Company


        


      


      


      “I don’t think they believed me,” I said.


      My companion didn’t answer, and the words drifted away into the peace of the night. That was okay. After the debacle in Hannah’s chambers, talking really wasn’t a requirement. I glanced over at the man beside me. When I’d stormed out of Hannah’s rooms, so had he, trailing me without a word back to my rooms. I’d been upset, so upset it was all I could do to hide it. I thought I’d managed pretty well until we were at my door and I was about to go inside. The Simathe warrior accompanying me had pointed down at my hand.


      “Would you care for company?” he asked. “Or would you rather be alone?”


      I was slightly bewildered until, glancing down, I saw what he’d seen. All of those pent-up, concealed nerves: my hands were shaking. The rest of me was outwardly calm, but I hadn’t been able to hide my shaking hands. I’d been so full of fear and fury that I left before I lost my composure altogether. Maybe I should have waited to hear more of what the fairies had to say, but what would I have heard? Real answers, or simply more accusations?


      Accusations that were horrifying because of a certain ring of truth. Their story rang in my ears. Me, descended from fairies. Male fairies. What did a male fairy look like? In my head, I kept seeing a creature neither bird nor human. A creature with black-feathered wings. A creature who’d said so many things I didn’t understand at the time, but now were beginning to make sense. Terrible, terrible sense. Things like,


      You called to us. Your blood called to us. Your voice summoned us. We have been observing you and waiting, waiting until the fullness of your strength was evident.


      You do not know yet the extent of your powers, but you will. And when you do—remember us.


      That night in Orlando. That brand new adrenaline spike I’d felt as I sang my closing number, and the crowd’s insane response. That same night, the presence first appeared in my dreams. Had that been the night we’d somehow linked?


      No, I couldn’t think about that now. I couldn’t think about any of it. I had to calm down first.


      “Maybe you could sit with me for a while,” I’d said, and he had nodded, following me into my rooms.


      Not wanting to be cooped up, I’d passed outside, into the stillness of the night. I collapsed onto a chair on my balcony, and he seated himself on the matching footstool next to me. For a long time, we sat in silence. My comment about no one believing me finally broke the silence, but Lord Cole didn’t reply. Maybe because I was stating the obvious and there was no point in denying it. Instead, he pulled a small block of wood and then a knife from an inner pocket of his jerkin. The pieces looked tiny in his large, capable hands, hands I would’ve assumed were more used to wielding weapons than whittling wood. But in the darkness, he sat there, the knife moving, etching, making tiny little motions that worked the wood into some design in his mind.


      “How do you do that?” I asked, thankful for a change of topic.


      His gaze flickered up to me. “What?”


      “Whittle. In the dark. I wouldn’t think you’d have enough light for that.”


      There was moonlight and some light spilled out onto the terrace from my room, but it didn’t seem adequate.


      “I am Simathe,” he said. “Darkness or light—it matters not to me.”


      “So you can see in the dark, is what you’re saying?”


      “I can.”


      That added up then, thinking back to how easily he’d guided me through the forest the first night we met. Another distinctive of being Simathe. Another piece of the puzzle that was this man. This strange, silent man who’d stood by my side and even spoke up for me when nobody else besides Hannah had. Who sat with me now, disregarding the rumors and even his Simathe brothers’ obvious disdain.


      Despite his telling me earlier that maybe he wasn’t the best person to confide in, it was easy with Cole, which was why I liked him. There was no need to fill up space with empty words. No need to force a conversation. It was easy to be silent with him. To just be near him. Even as I realized that, welcomed it, I understood how dangerous it could be.


      To distract myself from those thoughts, I said, “Tell me something about you.”


      He didn’t look up from his carving. His hands didn’t pause. “What would you hear?”


      “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Just anything, I guess. I know you’re Simathe. I know you’re a warrior. I know you’re a lord. I know you were attacked by a dragon. Tell me something else about you.”


      “Little to tell,” he said, continuing to twist and move the wood, the knife. “I spend my life serving Treygon. I do as my brothers have done. I protect this land.”


      “That’s it?”


      “What would you have me say?”


      “I dunno,” I shrugged. “I’m reaching here. There has to be more to you than that. Tell me your favorite food. Your favorite color. Your favorite song. What do you do to relax?”


      “Relax?” Now he did pause, turning to look at me.


      “Well, like what you’re doing there,” I said, pointing towards the knife and wood in his hands. “Is that something you do to relax?”


      “This?” He shrugged, went back to work. “A habit acquired long ago.”


      “Okay, so what other habits do you have?”


      He evaded the question. “Are all women so inquisitive?”


      I chuckled, folding my legs under me so I could lean over and get a closer look at what he was doing. “I think most men think women are nosy. That’s the stereotype, anyway.”


      “Nosy.”


      “Full of questions. Inquisitive.”


      “Ah.”


      A pause. “So, are you gonna tell me the other stuff then?”


      “Such as…”


      “Food. Color. Song. Book. All of that. Any of that.”


      He looked up, making me realize how close our faces were. I drew back—not because I was intimidated, but because I wasn’t. And that frightened me.


      “Humans have strange ways,” he said.


      “I’m just trying to get to know you a little better.”


      Those Simathe eyes studied my face. I could’ve been mistaken, because the light was dim, but I could’ve sworn a smile touched the corners of his mouth.


      “I enjoy roast venison with spring potatoes. Dirge for a Queen, an ancient ballad, played on a harp by a skilled musician. I read histories of our land. They tell me of the people who inhabited Aerisia before me.”


      “And color?”


      “The green of springtime. The blue of an autumn sky. The silver of a winter’s night.”


      “You’re more poetic than you knew,” I teased.


      “The violet of your eyes,” he said without skipping a beat.


      My heart stopped. I didn’t dare breathe for fear I’d wake up and find this was a dream. I didn’t dare move. I couldn’t move, not even when he lifted a hand to my face, much as he’d done earlier. Only this time it was to cup my chin, gently tilting my face so our gazes were fully locked.


      “Whatever your lineage may be, your eyes betray no evil in your soul.”


      I bit my lower lip, closing my eyes against the tears evoked by his offering of trust.


      “I know there’s not,” I said finally, once I’d regained control of myself. “But I don’t think they do.”


      “Perhaps not,” Lord Cole agreed, his hand falling away. His voice was deep as the shadows around us. His strange, Simathe eyes glittered blacker than the gloom. “So you must prove your innocence.”


      “How can I do that?”


      “I do not know,” he answered honestly. “But you will, when the time comes.”


      His gaze held mine a moment longer, then released me. He picked up the knife he’d sat down and went back to his whittling.


      “Tell me about you,” he said.


      I chuckled. “Turnabout is fair play, I guess. What do you want to know?”


      “Tell me of this life, this other life that was revealed tonight.”


      Other life…


      Those words struck a chord because, in so many ways, my past, my career, did feel like an entirely different life. I didn’t feel like that person anymore—that woman who could step onto a stage and captivate an audience of thousands with her voice. The woman who’d sung a Cherokee lullaby to a dragon tonight wasn’t the same person who’d once blinked at flashing bulbs, pulsing lights, spotlights, and the glow of cell phone cameras. The woman who’d run to a hidden spot in a forest, seeking answers, didn’t feel at all like the woman who used to hide out in the hotel gym, bodyguards outside the door, running for hours on the treadmill to clear her mind of interviews and headlines and people, all the people, clamoring for attention.


      “Well,” I said, “I’m not sorry I left it. Daddy never wanted me to follow that path. He was afraid it would change me. I’m sure it did, in some ways. I was only eighteen and young and naïve. It all started with this community event in our town. A Fourth of July celebration. That’s the date my country celebrates its birthday, you might say. A friend dared me to get up and sing. I did. Someone took a video of it and posted it online. It went viral. By the next day, I had agents calling me up.”


      I said all this knowing most of it meant nothing to him, unless Hannah had ever happened to explain any of those things. He didn’t ask for clarification. He simply listened. No judgments. No questions. No advice. I went on.


      “When you’re young and the world is calling, you feel like you have to go. Really, though, I found out quickly that lifestyle is harder than it looks. From the outside, it’s all glitz and glamor. From the inside, it’s either stand up against the constant pressure of an industry that steals your sanity and your soul, piece by piece, or give in to it and go with the flow. Affairs, drugs, alcohol, politics, scandal…it got old fast being surrounded by all that. But I’d made my choice,” I shrugged. “And in the end, it was all about the music. I just wanted to express the music inside of me, you know?”


      He didn’t know. But he nodded as if he understood.


      “It wasn’t all bad,” I went on.


      Why I was spilling my guts, I wasn’t sure, unless it was because I hadn’t talked frankly to anybody about this in years. For once, no one was accusing me of anything. For once, it was okay to simply discuss me and my take on it all, knowing some quote pulled out of context wouldn’t be retweeted on Twitter tomorrow, shared across Facebook, or repeated on celebrity gossip television.


      “I got to travel the world. I saw places I would never have seen if it weren’t for my career. I can’t lie, all of the beautiful gowns and jewelry—that was fun. I liked fashion, so it never got old. Also, I was honored to represent my people, my father’s people, the Cherokee. I was honored to be a voice for them. I met interesting people from all walks of life. And there were the stories from folks touched by my music. That was the best part. That made it all worthwhile.”


      Somewhere along the way, I forgot myself and the improbability of where we were, who we were, and what we were doing. I laid back in my chair and let the darkness lower inhibitions. We talked—mostly, I talked—and then we sat in silence. We talked some more. There was no pressure, and nothing forced. Somewhere along the way, the stress from the earlier confrontation melted away and I began to get sleepy. I didn’t want to go in, but I was closing my eyes between stretches of speech, and they were staying closed for longer and longer. I would’ve been okay with sitting out there all night, but I felt a hand on my shoulder, startling me awake. I looked up to see Cole standing next to me.


      “I’ll leave you to your rest,” he said.


      “Good night,” I whispered, watching him walk away, leaving my rooms.


      Instantly, I felt his absence, like a void had opened up somewhere within.


      “Stupid,” I muttered, turning away. But when I stood, I caught sight of something on the balcony railing. A small object. I picked it up, bringing it into my bedroom so I could see it better. Once inside, under the light, I opened my fingers and saw a wooden figure, freshly carved. It was so tiny it fit into the palm of my hand, and yet every line was distinct and precise.


      It was a girl. A girl with short hair and high, distinctive cheekbones. A girl on the back of a dragon. A girl with a smile on her face.
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      You are here. You’ve come to us. You hear us. Speak to us. Find your voice. Find the song. Release us. Help us.


      The pain in my back exploded and I awoke with a start. My room was dark, and I had no idea how long I’d slept. I was laying half on my side, half on my stomach, one knee pulled up towards my chest, and one hand slid beneath my pillow. My back was throbbing. My mind was a blur from frightening, confusing dreams, but I knew what had happened.


      The presence. It was back. Stronger than ever before. In my dreams, I’d been in my rooms here at Laytrii’s palace, and the presence had been right there with me. With nowhere to go, nowhere to hide, I was spellbound. I couldn’t run for the door, couldn’t scream to summon help. It held me prisoner as it spoke to me, begging for help. No, that wasn’t right. There hadn’t been any pleading. Demanding was more like it. It was demanding my help. As the pressure built inside my head, so did the ache in my back until it burst into bloom, waking me up.


      I lay still for a moment, breathing down the pain, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness, before rolling over. A face was looming over me in the darkness.


      “What th—”


      With a gasp, I bolted upright, ignoring the pain in my back, kicking the blankets away and scrabbling backwards.


      “Who are you? What do you want?” I demanded, pressed against the headboard, out of room to flee.


      “You know who I am and what I want.”


      He moved, the shadows shifted around him, and I saw him: the half-man, half-bird creature from the mysterious clearing in the forest.


      “What are you doing here?”


      My voice was shaky. I hoped he couldn’t hear it.


      “What do you think I am doing here?” His eyes twinkled with wicked humor, and I gasped. His eyes had changed since the last time I’d seen him. They were no longer a dull grey. No, in spite of the gloom I could see they were a glowing, brilliant violet.


      Like mine.


      “You—you need to leave.”


      There was no veiling my uneasiness. He saw it and seemed to relish it. Rather than leave, he crept closer, rising off the footboard where he’d been seated, his wings drooping towards the marble floor, hovering over me, watching me sleep. He crept along the bed, stopping mere inches away. His broken arm had healed, the lines of his wings were beautifully curved, and their feathers lush and full. The gauntness to his face had vanished. He appeared stronger, healthier since the clearing.


      “You called me,” he said, smiling a crooked smile that drew up one corner of his mouth and showed his teeth. His very white teeth.


      “No, I didn’t.”


      “Aye, you did.” His black wings rustled. “Look at me. You are healing me.”


      “I-I’m not.” I shook my head.


      “Keep singing, Annie. Keep seeking your voice. As your powers strengthen, so do we.”


      He tilted his head at an angle, a very birdlike gesture, and blinked. Into my mind, flashed a memory of the raven on my balcony. The raven to whom I’d quoted Poe. The raven who’d flown in when I was playing the lyre, just before the ice fairy, as I thought of her, Braisley appeared.


      “You’re the raven. The raven that came to my rooms when I played. The raven who—I’ve been seeing ravens everywhere. Even in my dreams, even back on Earth. You are the raven.”


      Another puzzle piece fell into place. What I was saying was impossible, but Aerisia itself was impossible.


      “The Raven…” That crooked smile again. His wings lifted as he arched his spine, rolling his neck. His head turned back to me. He blinked, in that way birds do. He was crouched on all fours, the thousands of feathers comprising his black wings spread across my bed. Slowly, he lifted one hand toward me: a pale hand, a hand with nails like talons, black as his wings and feathered hair.


      “Yes, they called me that, you know. That was my name, because of my wings, my appearance. I was beautiful, once. So beautiful. I will be beautiful again, and strong. You will help me.”


      “Don’t touch me,” I whispered, straining backward, but I was already pressed into the headboard. He was in front of me, and there was nowhere I could go.


      “Oh, foolish girl,” he breathed, and I closed my eyes against that sinuous whisper that I knew so well. The whisper that had spoken to me for the first time on the plane, the plane trip that had brought me here. That whisper that commanded things I didn’t know how to give. “It is you who are touching me, touching all of us. Soon the walls will come down…” His icy fingers slid into my hair, fingering it, stroking it, caressing my cheek. “…and there will be nothing, nothing between any of us.”


      His thumb and forefinger caught my chin. I whimpered, trying to turn my face away, but he jerked it back. His thumb pressed into my lips, driving them apart. He may have looked slender and wraithlike, but his strength was overwhelming as he forced my mouth open.


      “That voice, inside there,” he said, leaning closer, his head still cocked. I couldn’t tell if he meant to kiss me or if he was studying me, looking down my throat as if physically seeking my voice. “It is there. You are finding it, but you must find it faster, yes?”


      His other hand lifted, moving towards my face. I didn’t know what he meant to do, but suddenly it was too much. A spasm shook my body, an insane thrill of fear shattering whatever invisible shackles had bound me. My hands came up, pushing him off as I jerked my head free and screamed.


      “Silence!” he hissed, hopping backward like a bird. “Be silent! What are you doing?”


      “Get away from me,” I shrieked, struggling to move my sluggish limbs. I wasn’t in control of my own body. What was wrong with me?


      “This is unnecessary,” he cooed, changing tactics, stroking my paralyzed leg. His manner wasn’t seductive, but soothing. “I will not harm you. I’ve come to encourage you, to help you…”


      “I don’t want your help!”


      Just as I shouted it, just as I found mobility to kick his hand away, the door to my room burst open. My head came up.


      “Cole,” I whimpered with relief.


      The creature on my bed, the Raven, twisted his head almost in a full circle, glaring over his shoulder at the warrior.


      “Simathe…” He hissed, and there was sheer hatred in the word.


      The warrior didn’t hesitate. I hadn’t known a human being could move so fast. Then again, I guess the Simathe weren’t quite human. One instant he was standing in my doorway; the next he was across the room, shoving the winged man off my bed and away from me. In the same motion, he leaped over my bed, putting his own body between the Raven and me, his sword drawn, ready.


      “Touch her and die,” he warned.


      The Raven appeared unconcerned. “You cannot shield her from me, Simathe,” he said, picking himself up off the floor. His every motion was lithe as a dancer’s. “She is a part of us and we of her.”


      The warrior didn’t answer, but took a threatening step towards him. Motion from the right distracted me from their showdown, and I whipped my head to the side. A cry of shock escaped when I saw the great, coppery head of Sunshield, the Warkin princess’s dragon, filling the open space of the breezeway between my bedroom and balcony.


      “Cole?” I said quietly.


      The Raven and the Simathe both looked. The dragon was huffing great breaths through his slitted nostrils, actively trying to work his massive head into my room. I wasn’t afraid of the beast, but I didn’t know why he was there or why he’d come.


      Maybe the Raven knew more than I did.


      “Ah, so you’ve not one but two protectors,” he sneered, looking around the warrior to address me. “The great serpents themselves respond to your power. The greater the power, the mightier the creatures that are drawn to it.”


      If I didn’t see the dragon as a threat and neither did the bird-man, Cole wasn’t seeing it that way.


      “Annie,” he said firmly. “Get behind me.”


      He was positioning himself, trying to watch both the intruder and the dragon, while simultaneously keeping himself and his sword between potential danger and me.


      “Cole, I don’t think—” I started to say, wanting to tell him the dragon wasn’t there to hurt me.


      He wasn’t listening.


      “Do it!” he snarled, and there was such power in his tones that I obediently slid off the bed, stepping behind him and his weapons, letting him be my shield.


      The dragon was becoming more agitated, twisting and shaking his head. Although his horns weren’t large, they were enough to keep him from getting his head inside my room. I heard the breaking and falling of stone as his body and tail crushed the balcony railing, sending ornate marble splintering onto the cobblestones below.


      “It’s okay, Sunshield, I’m alright,” I said from behind the warrior. The beast rolled his golden eyes my way. “It’s fine, I’m okay,” I reassured him.


      Once more, the Raven chuckled. “And you think she needs protection, Simathe? A warrior’s sword? The mightiest beast of all responds to her fear. She has no need of you.”


      Was that what was happening? Sunshield had felt my terror and came to protect me? Could I have been projecting that much? Or had he and I mysteriously bonded during our brief time together? My mind flashed back to him flying up to see me, drawn by my music. Me singing the Cherokee lullaby of my father’s people to him before sending him away. Had he connected with me, my voice, with whatever magic I was supposed to possess? Without me knowing it?


      Before I could respond to the bird-man, before Cole could respond, there came the rush of footsteps outside my open bedroom door and somebody else flew inside.


      “Sunshield!” a woman cried.


      It was Vashti, the Warkin princess. Despite the dimness of my bedroom, the smattering of copper scales along her jawline and neck gleamed as she dashed toward her dragon.


      “Sunshield, what are you doing? What is wrong?” she asked. The dragon calmed as her hands touched his face, and the princess’s gaze swung to us.


      “What is this?” she demanded, undisguised shock on her face at seeing the Simathe, the bird-man, and myself.


      “I sense the time for my departure is at hand,” the Raven said, nonchalant. I couldn’t believe how he showed no discomfort in the face of an immortal warrior, a dragon, and even a Dragonkind woman, who had at least two visible blades strapped to her body.


      “Go, then,” Cole said icily.


      “I shall.” He stepped out until he could look around the warrior, meet my eyes. “Sweet Annie, continue your journey. Not only will the truth set us free, but you, as well.”


      “Careful…” The Simathe warned, an edge to his voice.


      “Am I not permitted to bid my own daughter farewell?”


      “I’m not your daughter.”


      “Aren’t you?”


      There was a blur of shadow and movement. I gasped, the Warkin woman gasped, as the Raven vanished and reappeared, leaping through space and the Simathe himself as if they weren’t barriers to him. Before Cole could react, he was in front of me, grasping my face in both hands, pressing his forehead to mine.


      Uncover who you are, he spoke in my mind. Your powers will rival the Artan herself. You were not brought here without purpose. This land and its wealth can be yours, can be ours. All you must do is grow into your own. Find your voice. Sing us free.


      Like a sound from far away I heard the Simathe warrior speak, saw him move—saw through the Raven as he moved, like the Raven was an intangible substance, a spirit, a ghost, when previously he’d been as corporeal as Cole, Vashti, and me.


      What’s happening? I thought. Quickly as I did—the Raven was gone. There was nothing between the Simathe and me. My room was as empty of incorporeal creatures as if they’d never been.


      In silence, the Warkin woman, the Simathe, and I exchanged glances. My back hurt, the pain escalating in ferocity, but I shoved awareness of that away. I couldn’t focus on pain right now. Truthfully, I didn’t know what to focus on. The fact that this creature, whatever he was, had the ability to appear and reappear at will? That he could make himself both solid and spirit? That he’d spoken of my magic, my power, claiming I was a part of them—whoever they were—and I was his daughter? My mind was spinning. Overwhelmed, I sank onto the bed, covering my face with my hands.


      “Go, Sunshield,” I heard the princess say. There was more snuffling from the dragon, but she insisted. “No, go. All is well.” The sound of sliding, movement, then I heard a rush of air as the beast flapped his leathery wings to take himself off.


      Once more, silence filled my room. Footsteps, as both the Simathe and the princess approached me from opposite sides of the bed.


      “What is this?” Vashti demanded. “I felt my dragon’s unease. Was he drawn here by your fear of that—creature?”


      She was addressing me, but when I didn’t answer, Cole took it on himself to reply.


      “So it would seem.” His voice was grim.


      “How does my dragon, to whom I’ve been bonded since he was a hatchling, sense her fear?”


      Releasing a breath, I lowered my hands from my face. “That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it?”


      “Something strange blows in the wind,” the princess said mysteriously.


      Nobody argued.


      “Will you be well?” she asked me next, and it was nice to have someone from this place—someone besides Hannah or Cole, a stranger, really, care about me, even if just to ask.


      I smiled at her over my shoulder. “I guess so.”


      “I will keep her door,” Cole promised. Sheathing his sword, he stepped around the bed to escort the Warkin woman out. Maybe they thought I couldn’t hear, but outside in the corridor he asked quietly, “Can I count on your discretion, Your Highness, until this matter is resolved?”


      “I will be silent,” she promised.


      “My thanks.”


      I heard the sound of her leaving, then Cole came back into my room, closing the door behind him.


      Shakily, I stood. He walked toward me, not saying a word. I didn’t say a word, either. I didn’t let myself hesitate, or stop to think it over. If I had, I might’ve been lost. Instead, I walked straight toward him and into the arms he opened to receive me. The solidity of his torso, the beat of his heart against my chest, the strength of the arms he wrapped around me…they grounded me, pulling me away from nightmares and back to reality.


      I didn’t try to talk. I didn’t know what to say. I was afraid if I did speak that I’d break down and I hated breaking down. I wasn’t weak, like my mother. She was weak. She’d used drugs to cope with life. I wasn’t like that. I could face whatever life threw at me.


      Or so I’d always told myself.


      Aerisia was testing every resolve I’d ever made. Including one of the most important that had stood me well during my years in the spotlight: not to let any man get too close, too fast.


      That man, an immortal warrior with impossibly black eyes, drew back a little so he could look into my face.


      “Are you well?”


      “He-he didn’t hurt me, but I don’t know what’s going on here. I don’t know what to think.”


      Except I did, and that was what horrified me. Putting everything together, from my earliest nightmares of the presence and then the ravens back on Earth with what I’d seen since arriving in Aerisia and what the fairies had told me today, I finally understood what was happening.


      The Raven was a male fairy, banished by his female counterparts, centuries ago.


      When the presence first reached out to me in my dreams, I’d been at the height of my career. Whatever power my music contained, it’d been enough to awaken the Raven: maybe the same night I’d sang in Florida. At first, it was only the presence, his presence. He’d visited me in my dreams, on the airplane, at the clearing, and here in my rooms in raven form. Was he the leader of the male fairies? Their king?


      He’d called me his daughter. Did that mean he was my ancestor, either on Mama’s side or Daddy’s? That his power, in some fashion, flowed through my veins? That would explain both the fairies’ fears and how I’d summoned him. As my popularity on Earth grew, so had that power, calling out not just to the Raven himself, but presumably the other male fairies as well, until more and more of them were visiting me in my dreams, but only as ravens. Was that their human form? Finally, when I was ready to give it all up, they’d acted, pulling me, somehow—a transporting door?—from Earth to Aerisia. From then on, things sped up. Each time I’d played or sang they were summoned.


      But if that were true, where were the rest of the fairies? Maybe my voice wasn’t strong enough to have freed them yet, at least not as fairies. Maybe, at this point, the raven form was the only one they could assume outside the nether world. Were their true forms still trapped there? If they could escape at all, then my magic must be beckoning them. What if they were on the verge of breaking free? Their presumed leader, the Raven himself, had not only broken free but claimed he was being healed by the unconscious use of my gifts. Every time I saw him he’d changed; he’d grown healthier, stronger. Which meant it might be just a matter of time until they were all free. Might, if this was true.


      Then what?


      “Lass?”


      I’d been quiet for so long that Cole finally broke the silence.


      “What if…” I began, struggling to control the fear in my voice. “….what if everything the fairies said and accused me of is true? What if I am descended from the male fairies, and he—that creature—is one of them? What if I do free them without meaning to? I think…I think maybe I already freed him and he’s their leader, the Raven. What if the rest break free? What if they can control me? What if they use me and my powers against her—against Hannah? What if—”


      “Stop.”


      His put his hands on my shoulders, holding me in place, holding my gaze.


      “You cannot be controlled without your consent.”


      “You don’t know that.”


      “I do. You will not permit it.”


      “What if I don’t have a choice?”


      “There is always a choice,” he asserted. “No one serves shadow unawares. If you lack evil in your soul, they cannot force you to serve evil. You are no weapon to be wielded,” he went on, referencing his High-Chief’s accusation earlier. “You are your own person, will, and soul. Take your power. Learn to wield it. Do not let them have the mastery.”


      He believed in me, and that gave me courage.


      “I think they’re going to try, though. After all, whatever magic I inherited, it’s from them. It’s their power.”


      “Lady Hannah inherited power from her grandmother, a Scraggen, who worshipped shadow and became the Dark One. Is she evil because of it? No. She took her magic and spent it as she would. You can do likewise. It is not their power. It is yours.”


      Maybe that was true, but I was still terrified. All of this was too new, too much. A few weeks ago, the only power I’d had was an entertainer’s. Now, I was being forced to reckon with actual magic and where I’d gotten it.


      Fairies.


      Male fairies.


      Fairies that could haunt me at will, both bodily and in my dreams.


      “Will you stay with me tonight?” I pleaded, staring up into his face. “In case he comes back?”


      The warrior visibly hesitated. Realizing because of the Simathe’s fierce reputation that he’d probably never been put in this position before, I hurried to add, “I just mean in my room, to help me if he comes back. I don’t want to face him alone. I don’t think I can handle that.”


      “Lass…” he said slowly. “If someone—your serving girl, mayhap—were to find me in your rooms, come morning, it would not help your reputation.”


      “Forget about my reputation,” I snapped. “I just want to feel safe. Who cares what people think?”


      “I care.”


      I felt frustrated by his old-fashioned values, but oddly touched at the same time. Of course I knew the value of protecting reputation, but that was when everything I’d done had the potential to make instant headlines. Here, there was no career, no image to protect. I was terrified, and I wanted the reassurance that he’d be there for me.


      Still, what could I say when I had a man standing in front of me that was so honorable he didn’t want anyone thinking less of me, mistaken impression or not? I wasn’t used to men like that. I wasn’t used to people like that. But that was him. That was Cole. I’d seen it early on, when he pulled me from the icy creek and stood there, his back turned, while I changed clothes. That was also the first time I’d asked him to stay with me. What had I thought then? That there was something chivalrous about him. My impression hadn’t been wrong. He was who he was, and I liked who he was, even if he wasn’t bending to my will.


      “Why do you have to be so good?” I groaned, letting myself collapse against his chest.


      He seemed to think that was funny. “Would you rather I was evil?” he asked, amused, his arms enfolding me once more, and I sighed.


      “No. I don’t want you one bit different than you are.”


      “I will keep your door,” he promised. “You will be safe.”


      “I want to believe that.”


      Honestly, I didn’t know that I’d ever feel safe again. The Raven had already proven he could appear and reappear at will, exactly like a fairy. He’d also turned himself incorporeal: walls and doors were no barrier to him. Was there anything Cole could do to protect me, whether inside my room or not? Would his strength, his weapons have any effect on a creature like the Raven?


      I didn’t say anything about that, however. I couldn’t, because the next thing I knew I felt the warrior run his fingers through my hair, then bend to press a kiss to the top of my head.


      “Rest,” he said, straightening. I looked up, our gazes meeting. “I will see you come morning.”


      My throat was tight and all I could do was nod. He left and I was alone. For several minutes, I didn’t move. I stood in place, replaying the feel of his fingers in my hair and his gentle kiss. Whatever feelings I was experiencing, I didn’t think they were all one-sided. I couldn’t imagine one of the dreaded Simathe acting casually towards just any woman. I couldn’t imagine an Aerisian woman, with their clear standoffishness towards the immortals, letting them. Cole might have protected anyone, but he wouldn’t have touched them like he’d touched my face, caressed my cheek, in the hall. He wouldn’t have held them, consoled them, kissed them, like he had me.


      No, something had sprung up between us. Something far deeper than mere friendship. How I felt about that, I didn’t know. I wanted to be happy. I was happy. I was elated. But I was also confused. He was Simathe, I was human. He was an immortal, and I’d never felt my vulnerability, my mortality more than at this moment.


      Turning, I drifted towards my bed, but even as I climbed in and pulled the blankets up to my neck, I knew I wouldn’t be getting any sleep.
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      Whenever I got scared, I would picture him, Lord Cole, standing outside my door to comfort me, but it wasn’t helping. I had that creepy sensation of someone hiding in the corners, in the darkness, watching me. It was the same feeling I’d get after watching a horror movie, which was why I didn’t watch horror movies. I hated that sensation, and it gripped me now. Even though I’d settled back against the pillows and allowed my eyelids to close, every few seconds that feeling would overwhelm me and my eyes would bolt open. If I actually managed to drift off, I’d bolt upright, glancing around wildly. My room was empty every time…


      Except for the one time it wasn’t.


      That time, when my eyes opened there stood, not the Raven, but the fairy, Aureeyah. A soft green glow surrounded her like an aura, lighting up the corners of my room. I wasn’t particularly scared to see her there, but I was startled and gasped.


      “No, no,” she shushed, a finger to her bow-tie lips. “You must stay silent. No one must know I am here.”


      “Why are you here?” I hissed. “If you’re wanting to cause trouble for me, you’ve already done plenty of that, thanks.”


      She sighed, using a pale, ivory hand to push the blonde curls from her face. She was the definition of Caucasian beauty, with porcelain skin and features as delicate as a doll’s. Her hair was long curls of spun-gold, and her eyes as green as pine needles, their color emphasized by the green of her gown. Unlike the other two fairies, she had no wings, but she was so delicate and ethereal there was no mistaking what she was.


      “This has been difficult for you,” she said. “It is not easy for me, either. It will not be easy for me should my sisters discover I am here, speaking with you like this.”


      “Your sisters?”


      “The other fairies: Sorelle, Braisley. There are many more of us. We hold ourselves as a sisterhood.”


      “I see. If that’s the case, why are you here, then?”


      “May I approach?”


      She nodded towards the bed.


      I scooted backwards, making room. “Suit yourself.”


      Soft as a sigh, she drifted over, seating herself on top of the embroidered blanket. I noticed the bed didn’t dip when she sat, and the blankets didn’t wrinkle around her.


      “I want you to know,” she began, looking me in the eye, “even though I agree that the threat you represent is very real, I am not so against you as my sisters. They see nothing in you, save death and darkness. I see someone gifted with an unfortunate bloodline, but that does not mean you must succumb to it.”


      “Why do you think my bloodline is unfortunate? What if it’s like Hannah’s—a gift that I can use to help this land?”


      She eyed me soberly. “That is a question only you can answer. Mark my words, Annie Richards from Earth. You will be tested. You will face a choice: a choice to seize control of your power and use it for Aerisia, or to be overcome and your power used to its detriment. To my sisters, the conclusion is foregone. They believe you and your magic are already tainted and can only be used for harm. I believe you may resist—if you will.”


      “Why?” I asked, frowning. “Why do you alone think I have the power to resist the male fairies when nobody else does?”


      Except Cole. Except Hannah. They believed in me.


      “Because,” she said as terrible sadness creased her elegant features, “all of the male fairies were not evil. My sisters do not believe that, but I do. There was one I once knew who would have resisted shadow. He did not seek omnipotence. Only, no one believed in him. When the time came, I did not support him as I should have. As a consequence, he was swept away with the rest. For over a thousand years I have lived, haunted by my cowardice. I would not have that be your fate.”


      “You don’t think all of the ravens were evil, then?”


      She visibly started. “Who told you that name?” she demanded.


      “No one told me. I kinda put two and two together from what y’all said earlier and from what I’ve seen.”


      Her emerald green gaze narrowed. “You have seen them? You have seen the ravens in their bound form?”


      “I’ve seen lots of strange things since coming here,” I answered carefully.


      “You obfuscate,” she accused. “You have seen the ravens.”


      I wanted to deny it, but I’d already slipped up. She knew I had picked up the name from somewhere. I hadn’t drawn it out of thin air.


      “Look,” I said, “I’ll make you a deal. I tell you my entire story, which nobody else knows, and you keep it quiet. In return, you tell me the entire history of this mess. All about the male fairies, the ravens, the female fairies, how the Simathe figured into it, and what happened. There were so many holes in the story last night that I have more questions than answers. You explain everything to me. Maybe, if we work together, we can find a way to stop them.”


      “How can I trust you?” she challenged.


      “How can I trust you?” I fired back. “I didn’t know any of you, and you barged in making accusations and dragging me to my friend to rat me out for something I’ve never done. By all rights, I’d be an idiot to trust you, but I’m choosing to because I’m drowning here. Besides Hannah, I have one ally here, Cole,” I said, pointing towards the bedroom door, “and he doesn’t seem to know any more about this than me. I need someone with solid facts to tell me the truth so we can work together.


      “Besides,” I reminded her, “you came to me, not me to you, remember? I can’t imagine Braisley doing that. Or Sorelle either. If you want to help, working together is how you help.”


      The fairy chuckled. “I like you. I like your speech. It is like and unlike our Artan’s.” She rose, extending a hand. “I think you are right, and I will uphold my end of the bargain. Shall we go?”


      “Go?” I looked at her suspiciously. “Go where?”


      “You said you wanted to know the story,” she said. “So I am going to show you.”


      “Why can’t you just tell me?” I got to my feet reluctantly.


      “It is better understood when shown.” She gestured a little impatiently. “Will you come?”


      “How are we going to go? Cole’s right outside my door. Won’t he stop us?”


      “A Simathe prevent a fairy?” she smirked. “We make no use of doors, except our transporting doors.”


      “Like Braisley mentioned earlier.”


      “Precisely.”


      “I’m not a fairy. How can I use them?”


      She didn’t quite roll her eyes, but the effect was pretty much the same. “You’ve fairy blood, Annie. With me to guide you, transporting doors can be used.”


      I was running out of arguments. I still wasn’t sure I trusted her, but I’d made the offer and I couldn’t back out now.


      “Fine,” I said, daring to place my hand in hers. “Let’s go.”
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      I was leery of the idea of transporting doors, but Aureeyah explained they were merely rifts, or openings between time and space. Fairies were neither spirit nor human, but a sort of blending of the two. The human side allowed them to assume human form. The spirit side allowed to use the transporting doors and travel wherever they wanted to go.


      “But I’m just a human,” I said.


      “Ah, but the blood of fairies flows through your veins,” she reminded me. “Tainted, mayhap, yet every bit as real as my own.”


      She waved the hand not holding mine and a visible doorway opened before us.


      “How come I couldn’t see that before?” I asked.


      “No mere human can see them. But you—your eyes are opening. You know your history. You are beginning to accept it, I think. Your fairy blood is springing to life. From now on, you will see things as you never saw them before.”


      That didn’t exactly make me comfortable.


      We stepped into the door, through the door—which felt a lot like wading through Jell-O—as Aureeyah spoke.


      “We fairies were born from the land, from the powers of the land. Each of us have our own duties to perform, our own vales to nurture and guard. Though we might share power and our responsibilities overlap, each of us have tasks that we are the most suited for. To help you understand, I will show you a few of these.”


      She took me first to a quiet forest glade. Grey mist hung in the air. A fairy with orange wings marked like a monarch butterfly’s perched on a cliff overlooking the glade. Below her, monarchs danced in the breeze, lighting from branch to twig and blade of grass to flower.


      “This is Hydina,” Aureeyah said. “She has care over the insect world. Here, she watches over the newly hatched butterflies. See their empty cocoons hanging from the trees and littering the ground? Soon, they will spread their wings and fly to the vast reaches of the realm, but for now, this is their nursery and Hydina guards them.”


      Next, we were beside a tranquil lake. Round hills, perfectly shaped like overturned flower pots, encircled the entire vista. A wide, level beach ringed the mirror-like waters, and verdant meadows stretched between the yellow beach and the hills.


      A beautiful fairy with braided hair that reached her ankles stood nose to nose with a magnificent white unicorn, taller than she. I shouldn’t have been shocked to see the mythological animals, but I was. My shock was tinted with awe as I watched the fairy, whose pale pink gown trailed the ground behind her, whisper to the beast. Like Aureeyah herself, this fairy had no wings, but her delicate appearance set her apart from humans, marking her as fairykind. On the meadows beyond the pair grazed an entire herd of unicorns, some pure white, and some golden and white, like palominos on Earth.


      “Astree,” Aureeyah said. “She is keeper of our mounts.”


      “Unicorns,” I breathed, still scarcely able to believe my eyes.


      Aureeyah glanced at me. “That is what Hannah calls them too. We do not use that term, but she said they are creatures of legends on Earth and that is their name.”


      “Hannah’s right,” I agreed. “I can’t get over how beautiful they are.”


      The fairy smiled mysteriously. “Come. I will show you another thing.”


      This area was nothing but plains for miles, and on the plains were impossibly black horses, horses I recognized very well.


      “The Restless?” I asked, turning to my guide.


      She nodded, grinning proudly. “Aye. We are their keepers, as well. Although we raise them for the Simathe, not ourselves. They’ve need of mounts like this. We have not.”


      “What’s so special about them, besides their color? That’s just like the Simathe, so clearly it sets them apart.”


      “Like the Simathe, they are near tireless,” she responded. “Able to carry a rider far beyond the limits of what an ordinary horse could do. Their speed and stamina are unmatched. Look, there are their keepers.”


      She singled out a trio of fairies, all of them having black wings and wearing lavender. Although in form they were adult women, like the other fairies, they were much shorter in size, like a child. I wondered if such fairies were where ideas of pixies and sprites had developed on Earth.


      Ideas of your mother’s people, my mind spoke up.


      I knew the Irish were famous for such tales. In fact, pressing back into my memories I thought I could recall Mama sometimes mentioning pixies in her incoherent, drug-induced ramblings. That thought made me so uncomfortable I was happy to leave the Restless and their keepers and go to the next scene.


      I did notice that each time we used a transporting door it became easier. When I mentioned it to Aureeyah, she said, “It will. As your powers strengthen and your blood awakens, you will find yourself being able to make natural use of your gifts. You’ve very little need of tutelage in these realms, for you are fairy, and part and parcel to these places.”


      The idea that I was part fairy, that I could use a transporting door myself was as bizarre as it was fascinating.


      Aureeyah showed me still more: a fairy with fragile pink wings and a pink gown, her hair a riot of golden curls just like Aurreyah’s. She was the fairy of the spring equinox. I also learned Sorelle, with her autumn colors and her gown covered with leaves, was the fairy of the autumn equinox, and her powers were the most potent at that time. Next, Aureeyah showed me a fairy with a wreath of green flowers, green, flowering ivy twisted around her legs and arms like tattoos, and green wings. She was a fairy of flowers. Serenda, one of the younger fairies, was dressed all in yellow. Instead of a streamlined gown, as most of them seemed to favor, Serenda’s blonde dress was as full and fluffy as a ball gown. She was keeper of the fairy standard, Aureeyah explained, which rested nearby in a nest full of sunflowers.


      Afterward, I was shown Aemela, fairy of the waters. Seed pearls were scattered across her midnight blue gown, and her white wings trailed streamers that looked like some type of sea creature. My escort told me of Aemela’s part in the Artan’s slaying of the dragons at the city of Shayle, during Hannah’s great war against the Dark Powers. A soft blue haze outlined the fairy, distinguishing her from the shadows of the boat on which she sat in the middle of a sluggish stream.


      Even though it was nighttime at each spot we visited, a soft, colorful radiance surrounded the fairies and lit up their vales, just like Aureeyah’s green aura, softening the night and allowing me to see more or less clearly. Aureeyah also informed me that my fairy blood would heighten my senses. Maybe it did, because no details were obscured by darkness.


      Lastly, from a great distance, she showed me Cleyton, Braisley’s home.


      We didn’t dare go too close, she warned, for fear that Braisley would sense my presence. Even from a distance, the fairy’s home spoke of her power. While the other fairy vales had a gentle beauty, a peace, a serenity about them, this fairy’s home was icy and wild. Wind-driven snow blasted both the great mountain and a palace carved from its peak. Glittering ice overlaid the stone, and each turret was capped with peaks of snow. Everything was so white the moonlight was only a spotlight shining down upon it. The palace of stone and ice and snow reflected back that light, blinding me. Smaller fairies, again like adults in miniature form, flew about the palace, not minding the snow, ice, or wind. I couldn’t see their features closely, but it appeared their hair was spikes of ice and their wings like wisps of fog.


      “Braisley’s servants,” Aureeyah murmured, “guarding her home on Cleyton.”


      She gave me another minute or two to absorb the scene, then said, “Even a sister fairy like myself must be invited to Cleyton. Best we come away. We would not be welcome here.”


      I was shivering from the cold and happy to go.


      After that, we landed in Aureeyah’s vale, which was more to my taste. A great forest stretched for miles, and in the middle was a meadow. The fairy’s home couldn’t have contrasted more forcefully with Braisley’s. Cleyton was meant to inspire awe and perhaps fear; Aureeyah’s home was warm, tranquil, and welcoming. It was serene and peaceful. Moonlight glinted silver on lush, rippling grass, while purple flowers poked up shyly from the green waves. Tree limbs shifted in the breeze, whispering secrets, while a night owl hooted to its mate.


      “Wow, Aureeyah,” I said, spinning in slow circles to absorb the view. “This is unreal.”


      “Is that good or is it bad?”


      “Good. I meant unreal in a good way. It’s so calm and beautiful that it doesn’t seem real.”


      “Then I shall accept your compliment,” the fairy smiled. “Here…” She waved me to a seat on a boulder beside a sparkling stream dappled with moonbeams. “Now that you have witnessed more of the fairies and our lives, you tell me what you know of the ravens. Then I shall tell you their story. Agreed?”


      “Agreed,” I said, and launched into the story, the story I hadn’t been able to tell anyone prior to now. I told her everything, starting way back at the beginning. Of the presence in my dreams, binding me, stifling my voice, and how it had grown stronger and stronger until the ravens also began to appear. Of deciding to walk away from my career, return home, and then the ravens bringing down my airplane. Of the strange clearing close to where I’d awakened—what was that place, and was my landing there deliberate? There had been ravens there both times I’d visited. Of going back later on my run and meeting the Raven himself, who, at that time, had appeared gaunt and weak—certainly not like he’d been in my room tonight. Of the Raven appearing when I’d played, and the dragon when I’d sang. Of my curious bond with the dragon, which had even summoned him when I was afraid of the Raven. Of the Raven himself showing up tonight, and the strange things he’d said: calling me his daughter, saying the greater the power, the mightier the creatures that feel it. Telling me to find my voice, find the song that would set them free. Telling me my magic could rival the Artan’s, and this land and its powers could all be mine.


      I didn’t know if I was relating too much, but it felt good to finally be able to unload my secrets. The fairy listened attentively, frowning, nodding thoughtfully, shaking her head, but offering no comments until I was talked out. When the syllables of my last words had been scattered by the nighttime breeze, she visibly shuddered.


      “It is as I feared,” she said, her tones as solemn as her face. “The male fairies have indeed laid hold on you. For the Raven to call you his daughter means you are of his lineage. His blood flows through your veins—possibly from both sides of your family. That is what makes you so powerful. That is what makes you you.” Her emerald eyes pierced mine. “It is not merely a matter of you carrying fairy blood, on one or both sides of your parentage, but his fairy blood, likely on both sides. The chances of this are astounding, yet it seems to have happened.”


      I closed my eyes and pursed my lips, fighting to absorb this, to take it in. “So somewhere way back in the far distant past, my mother and my father both had ancestors who were descendants of the Raven. Is he their leader? The leader of the male fairies, like Braisley is your leader?”


      “He was,” Aureeyah confirmed. “The two of them could not have been more dissimilar. They clashed for centuries, for ages. The Raven wanted to work things his way and Braisley hers. She is queen of Cleyton, of ice and snow and winter’s strength. He was king of all fowl and birds and chose the raven as his representation. Together, the male and female fairies with their opposite magics, were meant to unite the vales and the forces of nature into a whole. Instead, the division between us became sharper and sharper over the course of the years.”


      “Is that what drove the Ravens to visit Earth and take on human form? To mate with human women in hopes of fathering the Artan? Were they hoping to use her to usurp authority over Braisley and the rest of you?”


      “That was part of the catalyst. Mind you, some of this I know from memory, and some from my former friend, who I should have protected, but a great deal is surmising and suspicion, for since their banishment we have not spoken of the ravens. Not until you arrived.”


      “Did you hope by not talking about them that everyone would just forget?”


      “Oh, it was more than that,” the fairy smiled grimly. “When they were banished, we erased their memory from the world.”


      I felt my surprise show on my face. “You erased their memory?”


      “It had never been done before,” the green fairy confirmed. “We fairies remembered. The Simathe remembered. But everyone else—they forgot. That is why, when you spoke yourself invisible to those around you, no one could see you. Unconsciously, you were calling upon your magic, which broke forth upon your arrival in its birthplace. No one could see you or hear you, because no one remembered that magic.”


      “First off, how’d you know about that? Also, you said the Simathe remembered, so why did it work on some of them and not others? Why not Hannah? Why didn’t it work on Hannah?”


      “How did I know?” the fairy chuckled. “How do you think I knew? The Simathe have watched you and shared all that you did since Lord Cole brought you to Laytrii’s palace.”


      I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, but the idea that the immortal, intrepid Simathe would have been so afraid of me they’d pass along information to the fairies was so ludicrous it was funny.


      Me. They’re afraid of me.


      I almost wanted to laugh. By all rights, as a stranger in a strange world coming up against an alien, non-human race, I should’ve been terrified of them, but instead they were afraid of me.


      “I really don’t know how much they could’ve known,” I said. “The only one I’ve had much contact with is Cole.”


      Aureeyah stared at me. “Yes.”


      I stared back. “What do you mean yes?”


      “Lord Cole is a kind man but he is, above all, Simathe and loyal to Treygon,” she clarified gently. “Do you think it was accidental he has been near you since he fetched you to Laytrii’s palace? The Chief Captain bid him watch you, knowing you would trust him more than another Simathe, since Cole saved your life. Watch you he has.”


      All of the breath left my lungs. The night around us went still. For a second, I couldn’t hear the croaking of frogs at the stream, the tinkling of water, or the soughing of the wind through leaves and grass. I could only hear the pounding of my own heart, beating faster as I tried to process this betrayal.


      Cole had been informing on me? Now I understood why, back in the stables, just before the dragons arrived, he’d warned me he might not be the best person to confide in. Was that so he didn’t have to share any more of my secrets than he felt duty bound to report? Was he conflicted about this at all? What had he told me then?


      Enjoyment, happiness, those are fleeting. Duty and responsibility are eternal. We ascribe to duty first. Always duty first.


      Do you find happiness in duty?


      I find satisfaction in it.


      It stung to think that all of those times I’d happened to meet up with him in the palace hallways, or find him in the corridors close to my rooms; our easy conversations, the stretches of companionable silence…all of it was nothing more than him spying on me and reporting back to his officers. Even him coming to my rescue tonight; he’d been close enough outside to hear me scream. Spying on me, even during the night? He had tried to warn me off that one time, but he’d still apparently gone ahead and told his lords the more vital things.


      No, it more than stung. I felt hurt. Crushed. The ache was far worse than even my first celebrity breakup. Back then, Brenden James was the current Hollywood heartthrob, starring in a string of successful romcoms. Women everywhere were crazy about him, and he’d asked me out. Me. I was only nineteen, a brand-new celebrity, and enamored that a star like him would have anything to do with me. A couple of dates, some great kisses…and then came the day I walked into his apartment to find him in bed with his female co-star from his latest movie. I remember standing there staring at him, confused, feeling like I’d been sucker punched. The hurt of that hadn’t lasted long: it had damaged my pride more than my heart. Brenden had been a jerk, but he’d also been a great object lesson.


      This, this pain and confusion went far, far deeper as I thought of the Simathe lord, his embrace, his fingers on my cheek. Not to mention the tiny wooden figurine of the girl on the dragon. The figurine hidden beneath my pillow in my bedroom back at the palace, like a good luck charm to ensure sweet dreams. Those gestures were so innocent in the world I’d come from that they might’ve been funny. Here, I wasn’t laughing. They’d meant everything to me, because they were from him, someone who didn’t make such gestures lightly, or at all. And yet—clearly, they’d meant nothing.


      So much for that, I told myself, freezing my features to conceal my pain, shoving it deep into the further recesses of my soul to deal with later. That’s what you get, falling for a man you barely knew. A man from another world. A man that’s not even human. You knew better to begin with. You just didn’t listen to common sense.


      The fairy had been watching me sympathetically. “If it helps,” she said, “I do not think Lord Cole mistrusts you as do the other Simathe. Of them all, he alone stood by your side when Braisley brought accusations against you. He spoke for you.”


      Ruthlessly, I squashed the flame of hope that flared.


      “He was just trying to stay in my good graces so he could keep gathering more information, I’m sure,” I responded bitterly.


      My brain hurt, my heart hurt, as memories overwhelmed me of him dashing to my side when the Raven had accosted me, of holding me afterward, kissing my hair…


      He kissed me…


      My throat closed off. I had to remind myself to breathe.


      It must have all been an act. I just didn’t see him as that type. I misread him completely. I was blind and naïve and stupid.


      The fairy laughed outright, surprising me.


      “You know him not a whit if you think Simathe care about staying in anyone’s good graces. Had he wanted to gather information in secret, he could have watched you for the rest of your life and you would not have known. Were I to venture a guess, I would say he is following duty but at the cost of desire.”


      Desire?


      My head came up sharply.


      Aureeyah shrugged. “I am an ancient being, my dear, nearly as old as the land itself. I have learned a thing or two about humanity—in all its forms—and their ways of love and longing. Long before Hannah ever looked with favor upon the Simathe High-Chief, I warned her where her heart might lead. She laughed at me then. Now she sleeps in his arms at night.


      “All I am saying is, do not judge Lord Cole too harshly. I think, were the truth known, he was placed in an untenable position. He is a man of character. He was honor bound to serve Treygon, but he would not have shown you the kindness he has were he not…” She thinned her lips, searching for the right word. “…quite—quite taken by you.”


      My eyes stung and I blinked rapidly to hold the tears at bay. Don’t you dare cry, I chided myself.


      I didn’t even know why I wanted to cry. Because of the pain, or because of the hope that refused to die, roused by the fairy’s assessment? Overwrought emotions from everything I’d gone through tonight? And it wasn’t even over. Aureeyah hadn’t finished her story. There was more I needed to know.


      Roughly, I cleared my throat, determined to set it aside and deal with this later. “Well, none of that matters very much, does it? Not in comparison to everything else. Can you finish explaining why some people could see me and some couldn’t? Why Hannah had no problem seeing me?”


      Aureeyah knew what I was doing. I could tell by how she looked at me, with pity. Nevertheless, she went along with it, delving back into our former conversation.


      “I suspect Lady Hannah had no difficulty with your magic because she is the Artan, which supersedes all. Either that, or simply because she is from Earth and, thus, not bound to the curse we placed upon the male fairies. The Moonkind could not see you, yes? Our curse worked for them, albeit not for her, who carries Moonkind blood.


      “As for the Simathe? They are not human as other Aerisians are. Although mentally they remembered the ravens, when we banished the male fairies and their memory, their magic was banished, as well, and its memory, its power. When you arrived, the Simathe who were alive in those days—such as the Chief Captain—were nearly as susceptible to your magic as the common folk. Perhaps they sensed it, as Lord Norband seemed to sense you, but even they could not pierce the wards we cast.”


      “But Cole could.”


      “Cole is far younger than the other lords,” Aureeyah explained. “Although his years are considerable, he is but a youth in comparison to some of them.”


      Cole, a youth? That description almost made me smile. There was nothing youthful about him, any more than there was anything old about him. Like the other Simathe I’d seen, like the fairies themselves, there was an agelessness to him. Although, to be fair, even in appearance he wasn’t as calcified as his fellow Simathe lords. Whether that was due to his age or him having a slightly different temperament, I didn’t know.


      “Then what you’re saying is because he wasn’t born when all this took place, the memory of the magic wasn’t banished for him. He’s not a normal human, so the curse didn’t affect him as strongly as it did everyone else.”


      “Precisely.”


      “And the Chief Captain guessed from the beginning that my mysterious powers were tied to the ravens, I take it, because of how my magic worked differently on Cole and him?”


      The fairy nodded.


      “Why not lock me away, or confront me about it from the start? Why wait?”


      “He would be sure,” Aureeyah replied. “We all had to be sure before we levelled an accusation of such magnitude against you.”


      “So, in the meanwhile, he put Cole on me and decided to hate me for something I have no control over?”


      “I doubt the Chief Captain hates you. Fear and hatred are entirely different things.”


      “Could’ve fooled me,” I muttered, thinking of Lord Norband’s icy demeanor.


      “Just what was the Simathes’ role in all this, anyway?” I asked next. “What’s their stake in this? They seem to be every bit as deep into it as you fairies are.”


      I could’ve been mistaken, but I thought the fairy’s expression closed off at that question.


      “They merely supported us,” she replied. “As one band of immortals supporting another for the good of the land.”


      Did I detect some hesitation in her voice?


      I didn’t press her. What did it matter, really? What was done was done, and the Simathes’ role had nothing to do with me, anyway. Except for them disliking me and mistrusting me from the beginning. Sic’ing Cole on me to keep track of my movements.


      Again, pain blasted a hole through my heart. His little kindnesses: that awful drink in the mornings that helped with caffeine withdrawals, his being at the gates, telling the guards to let me out, his guiding me through the palace during my first days there when I’d had no idea which way was up or down.


      How much of that was him being him, and how much was an excuse to get close to me so he could keep an eye on me?


      I might never know.


      “Tell me something else,” I said, forcing myself to focus. “Why do you call him, the leader of the male fairies, the Raven? Why don’t you call him by his name?”


      “You have seen his appearance, yes? You think it is not fitting?”


      “It is, but surely he’s got a name, too.”


      “Some names contain great power,” Aureeyah said solemnly. “We do not name those we banished, lest we invite them to break free of their prison.”


      “He’s already broken free.”


      “And he shall remain nameless,” she replied, getting to her feet, “he and all the rest. We will not give them more power than they already have. Come.” She beckoned to me. “The night is not old and I would show you more.”
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          The Grotto


        


      


      


      By this point, walking through a transporting door felt as natural as breathing. I didn’t understand it, but decided Aureeyah was right: my powers, whatever they were, must be awakening. Not just awakening, but taking over.


      “Like a sense,” Aureeyah expounded. “At times, we must strain our senses, but in general our senses are a natural part of us. Without conscious thought, we make use of them.”


      “Was it this easy for Hannah to learn to use her magic?” I asked.


      This made the fairy chuckle. “Oh no. Poor Lady Hannah. In the beginning, she was like you. Occasionally using it without knowing why or what she did. Even when we began to instruct her in the use of it she had difficulties, but that was because her magic worked in ways unexpected by she, or I, or anyone else. Once we learned that, she grew apace.”


      We were standing on a cliff ledge next to the entrance of a cave. Aureeyah didn’t know it, but I was kind of stalling. I didn’t like dark, enclosed places. Not that I’d personally had any traumatic experiences with them, but I remembered Daddy telling stories of exploring caves as a boy, and how one of his friends had gotten separated from the group. They’d spent hours crawling around in tight places, avoiding snakes and other critters, before his friend was found.


      That was enough to sour me on caves and tight, dark places. I didn’t want to enter this one, even with a fairy beside me. Both the moonlight glinting on the quartz and the fairy’s soft green aura could make even a creepy cave look magical, but I was still reluctant when my companion said,


      “Shall we enter?”


      Do we have to?


      I bit my tongue, steeling my nerves, and followed her anyway.


      “Light,” she ordered, once we’d passed into the stone corridor, and a glowing orb appeared in her hand.


      Between that and the glow of her aura there was plenty of light to see by, but I was still unhappy as I trudged after her. Thankfully, the walk was short. We stepped out onto another ledge and an entire new world spread before us. Aureeyah waved her hand, and the orb disappeared. It wasn’t needed. I was gazing at an enormous, underground palace. Only magic could’ve created a place like this, deep in the heart of a mountain. Fairy magic had worked with the cave’s natural contours, twisting stalactites and stalagmites into whimsical columns and rows of colossal pillars.


      At the far end of the chamber, a mighty underground river gushed into the cave, pouring through the rows of columns in a blue-green tide capped with white froth. It pooled at the bottom, swirling and restless, until it leaked out and vanished into a wide crevice in the floor, continuing its journey to wherever underground rivers go. Great rocks, shaped like dinner plates, formed smooth, flat steps that ascended into the upper reaches of the grotto, where upper tiers had been sculpted into balconies. In the middle of the chamber floor, next to the pool, was an oval table of stone like polished glass that reflected back the glistening water and the twinkling lights of the hundreds of tiny pixie-fairies that dotted the scene like lightning bugs.


      “This is the Grotto, our most sacred place,” Aureeyah informed me, her voice hushed. “It is here we meet to discuss our work and plan for the future. It is here that fairy duties and responsibilities are dispensed. Here do we take the oath to protect and heal this land and never to harm it. Any disputes and disagreements are settled in this place. It a place of harmony where we come to be reminded we are a sisterhood united in a common purpose: the good of Aerisia.”


      “Why are you showing me this?” I whispered.


      She turned to me, and in her eyes was a terrible sadness. “Come,” she beckoned, and retreated back the way we came. I followed her, even though she didn’t bother to summon a light orb. She didn’t speak again until we were back on the ledge at the entrance to the grotto.


      “I showed you this because what I am going to show you next is where our former brothers used to meet. This is where we assembled. I am going to show you where they met, to help you understand what happened to the male fairies, your ancestors, and why. However, I must first see if you are able to call on your magic.”


      “Call on it?”


      “Consciously,” she replied. “You have been using it without thought. Where I would take you, for you to see what I wish you to see, you must summon it. I cannot do it for you. Rather, I cannot do it alone.”


      “I don’t get it. You want to teach me to use my magic? Isn’t that exactly what you all have been afraid of? That I’ll learn to use my magic and turn it against Aerisia?”


      The fairy wasn’t put off by the bitterness in my tones, bitterness I didn’t even try to hide. What kind of game was she playing?


      “I’ve a feeling, my dear, you must needs learn control of your gifts or your gifts will control you. What I am teaching you is not full possession of your powers. There is a quality to your powers that I cannot teach you. It differs from my own, so you must figure out for yourself. Using your voice, as the Raven told you. Finding your voice. Finding the song…that is their magic. We female fairies work with nature, for we are part and parcel of it. The Ravens? They sought to manipulate the power of magic itself. And they did it through music.”


      “Through music?”


      I felt a shiver roll down my spine, whether from the fairy’s confirming my magic and my music were definitely tied, or from a chilly night breeze.


      “Music is a most powerful weapon,” she said solemnly, “especially to humans. They are easily swayed by it. A happy song? They are happy. A sad song? They are sad. And so on and on it goes.”


      I nodded. I knew exactly what she was talking about. For years, I’d manipulated audiences of thousands, tens of thousands, through the power of my voice, through music. From personal experience, I would agree it was one of the most powerful forces in existence. Was there magic in that alone, even on Earth?


      “Do you recall Braisley mentioning your voice and your power and how that was proof of your heritage? The long and short of it is,” the fairy continued, “the male fairies, the ravens, discovered that rather than working with nature as my sisters do, they could manipulate it. I told you the Raven himself was king of all things feathered and fowl, yes? What are such creatures noted for? Flight, birdsong, music,” she answered, without waiting for me to reply. “They have voices and melodies unique in all of nature. The ravens started there and pushed onward. They discovered the music, the rhythm of nature. The sough of the winter wind through frozen branches. The rush of a summer breeze through a bough full of leaves. The individual song of each bird. The chirping of frogs. The droning of insects. The clopping of hooves on bare dirt. The dripping of rain drops. The crash of ocean waves against the shoreline…”


      I nodded along to each item Aureeyah listed. I knew those sounds. Although my homes had been in major cities during my career, where the sounds of humanity overpowered those of nature, I’d grown up in the middle of nowhere. Nature and I were old friends. I knew its beauty and its power and its noises. Its voice.


      “I could go on and on,” Aureeyah said, “but there is no need. I can see that you understand. In interpreting nature’s music, they were able to combine it with their power, drawn from nature itself. They could then channel it into other forms of music, combining them all, calling on the power of them both.” She looked me dead in the eye. “You are the living product of their discoveries. They worked magic in ways it was not meant to be worked, summoning the power of music to manipulate both humans and nature.”


      Considering her words, I thought of all the crowds for whom I’d performed over the years. The headlines about my rise to fame always screamed the same things: unprecedented. Never before seen. Extraordinary. Everyone agreed—they’d never seen an overnight rise to fame like mine that didn’t result in a one hit wonder or falling off the map within a couple of years. My staying power had not only lingered, but risen year by year, keeping stadiums full and my name at the top of the charts.


      Manipulation. Sheer and simple manipulation. Not through any fault of mine, but from my ancestors, on both my parents’ sides. Ancestors whose blood carried the latent power of a supernatural race who had figured out how to manipulate music, manipulate power. No wonder, then, in this world my music had summoned fairies. It had called to dragons. Whatever powers flowed through my veins had enabled me to bond with arguably the most powerful beast in nature: a dragon. The potential for such power was astounding. It was frightening.


      “Are you saying,” I said slowly, “that through my music, I could hypothetically command not just people and not just elements of nature, but nature itself?”


      “I am saying it is possible. The ravens were merely beginning the process when we rose against them. The potential for what they were doing was unimaginable. Consider if they had fulfilled their plan to sire the Artan herself. With those two magics combined, they would have ruled the Powers themselves—the Powers of Good and the Dark Powers, the forces that control and maintain and sustain all. They would have been unstoppable. Nothing could have approached to such might.”


      I steepled my fingers, pressing them to my lips, closing my eyes as I tried to summarize this mentally.


      The ravens. Hooking onto the music of nature with their fairy magic, drawn from nature. Merging that music with music itself. Combining the two powers into one. Controlling it. Wielding it. Using it to dominate not just humans, not just animals, but both. Added to that, their plan to father the Artan, and seize control of her magic, her destiny. They’d failed in the second part. They hadn’t gotten the Artan. Instead, they’d gotten me.


      I wasn’t the Artan, of course. I wasn’t endowed by the Powers of Good, like she was. But maybe I didn’t have to be. My ancestors’ trickery and manipulations of forces they probably didn’t even understand lived in me. Powers that, fully exploited, could probably rival the Artan’s.


      “No wonder the Simathe were leery of me,” I mused aloud. “No wonder you fairies did what you did: banishing the ravens and erasing their memory. Nobody is equipped to wield that kind of power.”


      “I agree,” Aureeyah said solemnly. “Not unless they are fully committed to the Light and using their gifts for it.”


      “Like Hannah.”


      “Hannah is extraordinary. She is human and makes mistakes, but there is no misusing of her talents. On the final field of battle, she refused to bend the knee to the Dark Powers, knowing it would cost her life, and not knowing then that her life would be restored.”


      “Well…I can’t promise I won’t make mistakes,” I said. “I’m human too. And if everything you’re saying is true, I’m not exactly empowered by the Powers of Good, like Hannah.”


      “No, but it is your choice who you will serve.”


      “Maybe I don’t want to serve anybody.” I looked Aureeyah in the eye. “I don’t see serving as a choice. What I do see is me keeping my promises. I promised I would never do anything to hurt Hannah. If I keep that promise, I won’t be doing anything to hurt her land, either.”


      “Hold fast to that vow and let nothing sway you from it,” she said solemnly, reaching out to give my shoulder a squeeze. “For I venture a time will come when your resolve will be tested. In that moment, you alone can make this decision. Make the right one.”


      I nodded soberly, and she let me go.


      “Now,” she said, “as to using your voice to work magic, I cannot guide you in that. But traditional fairy magic, such as the use of transporting doors? That is more easily taught. What I am going to teach you is simply another element of that. This time, we will use a door, but when we arrive, we will not simply visit a place. We are also going to journey through time. I am going to show you the Sanctuary, where the male fairies used to meet. I want you to see it as it was so you can better understand your heritage.”


      “I don’t understand why you’re telling me these things, and showing me all this,” I insisted again. “Why are you helping me? Isn’t it better to keep me in the dark?”


      “Your blood will not let you remain ignorant. Your powers are going to grow and they are going to spring forth. I would have you understand who and what you are, and have some ideas of the battles you will face. The ignorant are easily manipulated. The educated less so.”


      “Forewarned is forearmed.”


      “Precisely.”


      “Alright,” I said, emotionally if not physically squaring my shoulders. “I’m ready to learn whatever you want to teach me and see whatever you want me to see.”
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          The Sanctuary


        


      


      


      We stood at the bottom of a stone staircase that spiraled up a hillside. A statue of a beautiful winged man guarded the bottom step on one side. On the other, was a winged woman. The steps clung to the steep hill, twisting and winding onwards and upwards, great rocks and boulders lining the entire staircase. At the summit, nearly surrounded by fog, was a tree so large it covered the entire hilltop. Walkways and swinging bridges connected the massive branches, and at the very top the limbs had grown into what I would’ve described as a gallery: a gallery with a platform in the center, suspended by ropes. A hushed breeze rippled the tree’s lush, green leaves, but as it twined around the massive tree and slithered down the hillside, across the steps, around boulders and more fairy statues lining the stairs it morphed into a sad, mournful dirge.


      Before we stepped foot in the Sanctuary, Aureeyah had told me to open my mind, open my ears, and open my senses. She’d said to listen for the rhythm and sounds around me, to listen for that music. To hold onto that music. To latch onto it with my every sense, and then to open myself to my music. To merge the two…and let my natural, inborn magic do the rest. I’d been skeptical, but I did as I was told. Quieting my mind, I unbridled my senses, letting my mental awareness flow out into the harmony of nature. As I heard the noises, caught the cadence, I enlisted my own music, finding a tune that was as simple, as natural, as the melody around me. Without even realizing what I did, I swayed slightly to the tempo, joining my body, the music in my soul, and the music of nature.


      Wordless, Aureeyah touched my hand, guiding me into the transporting door. I didn’t release my song, knowing instinctively that I was having success. Not until we were there, and the fairy said softly,


      “Not yet, not yet. Listen for the music. Find it. Meld with it. Then open your eyes.”


      So I waited, quieting my own song until I could hear the night sounds around me. Again, I let the two songs naturally merge. My guide saw when I was ready.


      “Now,” she said, and I raised my eyelids to look around.


      “This is the Sanctuary,” she announced, “but not as it is now. Your magic, my magic, and the door have allowed you to see it as it was then. Though in their day,” she continued, leading me to the steps that ascended up toward the enormous tree, “it would have been full of light and life. It is empty now, for this place retains only memories of itself: not of them. This is the Tree of Unity. So it was named, for so it was meant to be. Alas, the fairies divided, and it became a place of contention rather than peace.”


      That seemed so sad to me as we passed the arresting statues at the bottom of the staircase. I took a moment to stop and study them. Both had been carved by an artist’s hand, a true master. The male was taller than the female, and his wings birdlike, complete with feathers. The female’s frame was more delicate, and her wings fragile as a butterfly’s, but there was no mistaking the strength in her face and the authority that blazed from her stern, cold eyes. I could’ve stood there studying the statues for hours, but Aureeyah was already wending her way up the stairs, so I followed.


      It was night in the Sanctuary, just like in the world we’d left. Fog curled through branches of the great tree even as it slid around stone corners and drifted down the steps. A bright moon lit up the landscape, specifically the gallery, where the top had been pruned back to allow light to shine onto the platform. Only there was no audience to appreciate its light, none except Aureeyah and me. I wasn’t surprised to see a raven appear around the corner of the square, stone arch guarding the top of the staircase. It took to wing, flew a short distance, and lighted on the railing, staring at us cockeyed.


      “Aureeyah?” I whispered.


      “I see it.”


      We both stopped in front of the bird, who angled it head, opened its beak, and released a gurgling croak from the back of its throat.


      “You should not be here,” my fairy friend said.


      The bird shrieked, hopping away from her and towards me. Unfolding its wings, it launched itself at me, soaring a circle around my head before dropping onto my shoulder. I stiffened as the bird dug in its feet—not enough to hurt, but to steady itself. Almost lovingly, it nuzzled at my ear with its beak. I froze.


      “Aureeyah?”


      My voice was barely above a whisper.


      She was frowning at the bird, but not attempting to shoo it away.


      “It should not be here. It should not have the power to be here, even in that form. It is a form we cursed them to inhabit, should they escape. We did not think they could escape. Even if one of them did, he should not be here. Not only did we erect barriers to keep intruders out, but it should be terrified of this place. I think it’s been drawn by your magic, Annie.”


      “How comforting.”


      The raven’s beak was still next to my ear, and it was emitting a series of sounds: from croaks to shrill alarms to soft caws. At first, I thought they were just bird noises, but as I listened, the croaks and shrills mutated into syllables, into the sibilant whispers I knew so well.


      “Sing us to freedom, here in this place. Sing us to freedom, to life. You are finding your voice, now find the song. Sing us awake.”


      All of a sudden, the fog surrounding us shifted and I saw ghostly figures formed of shadow and moonlight. They were male, beautiful and ethereal as their female counterparts, but dark and dangerous as the Raven himself. Their wings were like birds: ravens, eagles, owls, blue jays, vultures, cardinals. Some were sharp featured, and some were fair. Some had talons, some hands. Some had crests on top of their heads, just like birds, but on all of them their hair morphed into feathers as it trailed down the back of their necks. They were banging or pressing against an invisible wall, a shield behind the curtain of fog that kept them from this world and bound to wherever their sister fairies had sent them.


      “There we are,” the raven crooned to me. “We are so close. Free us, my daughter. Free us…”


      Abruptly, I snapped back awake. With a shout, I twisted, raising my arm to knock the bird off my shoulder. It plummeted a few feet in the air before it managed to catch wing and right itself. Taking flight, it soared around Aureeyah and me both, circling over our heads, cawing angrily before spiraling up over the great tree and disappearing into the night.


      I must’ve been cold, because I was shivering like crazy. Wrapping my arms around myself, I tried to stop the shakes. My back was killing me.


      “Did you s-s-see them?”


      “See who?” The fairy tripped down the steps toward me, grabbing my shoulders. “See who, Annie? Who did you see?”


      “I saw th-them. All of them. They were trapped. They were tr-trying to get out. They wanted out. The Raven—it, he, told me to s-sing them out to freedom right here. In—in this place.”


      Her emerald eyes widened. “It spoke to you?”


      “You didn’t hear it?”


      “I heard its sounds, but I heard no words. I—”


      She stopped, glancing around wildly as to make sure no more ravens were going to appear.


      “I fear I made a grave mistake in bringing you to the Sanctuary. We must go. Now.”


      Without further ado, she opened a transporting door and dragged me through it. In an instant, we were back in Laytrii’s palace, in my bedroom. All was quiet and still, as if I hadn’t just been on the journey of a lifetime. I drifted toward my bed and sat, still in a daze, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders. Without even meaning to, I glanced toward the door, wondering if Cole was still outside like he’d promised, knowing instinctively that he would be. Pain hit, and I lowered my chin, wrapping the blankets tighter around me as if they could stave off the hurt of his betrayal.


      The fairy’s fingertips touched the top of my head. I glanced up.


      “Are you well?”


      I nodded shakily.


      “Think so. I’m just—just so freakin’ scared that this is going to happen, and I won’t be able to stop it. They’re growing stronger, Aureeyah. We both know it. And it’s happening so fast. What if it isn’t years, like Braisley suggested? I don’t want to be used by them. I don’t want to be the reason they break free.”


      “I believe you,” she said, “and I want to help. I had hoped by offering you more understanding of what you face that I could assist you. Instead, I am afraid I led you deeper into their web. You see, that place, the Sanctuary—it is the last place they should have appeared to you. Of all the places in Aerisia, they should have feared to come there. It is where they were bound and banished.”


      “That’s where it happened?”


      She nodded gravely. “We came upon them unawares, there, in their own meeting place. It was sacred to them. It ought to have been for us, especially as a place of Unity. But we were so convinced that we did what was right…”


      She blew out a sigh, hung her head. I was puzzled by this, puzzled by her attitude. Throughout the past hours, as she’d told me the story of the ravens and the fairies, her attitude had seemed that while she thought the fairies were probably right, maybe there’d been a mistake. She obviously wasn’t dead set against me or a hundred percent behind what her sister fairies had done.


      “Do you have doubts about what you did?”


      “For so long it has been done,” she replied, taking a seat beside me on the bed. “It was in the past. Nothing could be altered or rectified. I quieted my conscience and chose not to dwell on it. Now you have come and reopened the wounds I thought were healed. I see why the fairies fear you, but I also recognize that your heritage and your powers are not your fault. You no more chose to be who you are than I chose to be a fairy. What matters is what we do with our gifts and abilities, yes?”


      “I’d like to think so.”


      “When I think of him, I think of how he looked at me when we attacked, when he saw what we intended to do…”


      “Are you talking about your friend? The one you mentioned earlier?”


      “Aye. I wish I could speak his name, but it is forbidden. He and I…we were never at odds. He never took part in the sins of the others. Not all of them did. Sometimes I wonder: was it fair to punish each one of them? Was the threat they represented sufficient to justify banishing them all? Or should we have saved some, like him?”


      “Why didn’t they save him? Is it ever fair to punish everybody in a group if they didn’t participate in or support what was going on?”


      “I do not know,” the fairy sighed. “We had to move quickly. Braisley, Sorelle, and the other leaders—by that point, they trusted none of the male fairies. They felt where there was corruption in leadership it would have spread. They would not wait to weed out who ought to be punished and who should, perhaps, have been spared. To them, there was no way to be certain, so everyone was banished.”


      “But you think they made the wrong decision.”


      “I cannot say.” One shoulder rose and fell. “How can any of us ever be certain with a matter this weighty?”


      “That’s what terrifies me,” I confided in a whisper. “If there comes a point where I have to make a decision like this, how will I know that I made the right choice?”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter 41


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Quarrels


        


      


      


      He had wanted to stay. Cole was honest enough to admit that. When Annie had looked up at him, her eyes full of fear for what had occurred but equally full of trust in him and his ability to safeguard her, he had wanted to stay with her. It was difficult to make himself leave. The right thing to do, but difficult, nonetheless. His friendship with Lady Hannah aside, he had never known what it was to have a woman want him near. Perhaps that was why from the first moment she’d opened her eyes and looked into his he had been under her spell. She had not been frightened. She had responded to him with trust, not disdaining his Simathe heritage, which set him apart in the eyes of the women of his world. It had not mattered to her then. Clearly, it did not matter now. She wanted his company, his protection. It was astonishing. It simply did not happen: not to a Simathe.


      He kept his post the night through. Every sense was strained for any sound of danger within, yet he heard nothing that signaled the creature had returned. So far as he knew, Annie slept. In fact, she slept exceeding late the next morning. He waited until he felt he could wait no more without his being stationed outside her door becoming apparent. Before he left, he peeked into the room to check on her. All he saw was the top of her head, her mussed black hair a stark contrast against the white of the pillow. The mound of blankets concealed her body. The room was so quiet he could hear her steady breaths.


      He left to go about other duties of the day, but was torn.


      Duty. Always duty.


      Duty told him he should go to his lords and recount last night’s occurrences. They would expect him to report it, especially given the tidings broken last evening about the male fairies and her connection to them. Never had he failed in his duty to Treygon, or even considered it possible. Not until he met her, with her soft brown skin and enchanting violet eyes. Her quiet voice and slow, sweet smiles. Never had he known feelings like this, and he realized they were strengthening towards her every day. While they strengthened towards her, they also pulled him further from that which he’d ever sought to serve: Treygon, and, by extension, Aerisia.


      Or by shielding her was he serving Aerisia? What if her powers were not corrupt, despite the accusations of the fairies and the Simathe rulers? What if they could be used on behalf of his homeland? Who was to say they could not? Cole believed—he firmly believed what he had told her. That her powers were her own and she could take control of them and also her own destiny.


      As he contemplated this, the warrior-lord knew his decision was made. He would keep silent about that creature, the male fairy she had called the Raven. He would not betray Annie’s secrets to his lords. For the first time in his considerably long life, he was making a choice against duty, Treygon, and its leadership. He was choosing Annie over them. And he had never been more confident that he was in the right.
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        * * *


      


      The confidence lasted throughout the next few hours as he attended various meetings with other Aerisian dignitaries. As a lord, he was there to sit and to listen and to silently lend the weight of his position to whatever the Artan did. As Aerisian leaders wrestled with issues of borders and boundaries; accusations of kidnapping and buying and selling humans; dealing in contraband and stolen goods; who had begun what quarrel and who had enflamed it, his mind was miles away from his physical presence. He ought to have been paying attention. Some of these issues he had dealt with himself. However, in matters like these he was prepared to let Treygon decide and he would follow Treygon. No conflict of interest there, not like the issue with Annie.


      He was drawn from thoughts of the girl and his dilemma over her when, at one point, the Sanlyn chieftain who had shown an early interest in Annie (for which he could not fault the man), leapt to his feet at an accusation of human stealing from Lord Ri, the High Elder. He was angry, swearing, pointing a finger in the ruler’s face. Ranetron guards standing at attention in the corners of the room stepped forward, causing the Sanlyn’s men behind him to step forward as well.


      The entire audience chamber was fraught with tension, but before anyone else could move Lord Ilgard, the Simathe High-Chief, rose. His hand on his sword hilt, he said firmly, “Enough.” Such was the weight of his authority that he needed but a single word to bring Sanlyn and Ranetron alike to heel. The men flicked irate glances at each other, but retreated. All except the chieftain himself, who remained standing, glaring stubbornly at the High Elder.


      “I’ll listen no further to these baseless accusations,” he said, calmer now but still angry. “If all you can do is accuse, my retinue and I will leave.”


      “Lord Kirrian.”


      All eyes turned to Lady Hannah as she stood. The High-Chief hadn’t sat, but now his wife rose beside him. The authority in her voice could not be mistaken, yet there was patience in her tones, as well.


      “We understand and appreciate you wanting to defend your people. However, what you don’t know is that we have incontrovertible proof of what we’re saying. Before these meetings started Lord Cole here…” She nodded towards him. “…and his men not only intercepted a shipment of contraband, but also took prisoner three men who had kidnapped a woman they admitted outright they were planning to sell to the Sanlyn. If that isn’t proof of what we’re saying, what is? I don’t see how you can argue with this.”


      The wildman’s bearded chin firmed as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. “My fellow chieftains and myself would never support this,” he said through clenched teeth.


      “No one is saying you do,” the Artan soothed. “Not officially. However, there may be those who unofficially take part. Surely, since we all want the best for the people of Aerisia, we can agree to work together to put a stop to such practices? To do everything we can?”


      She couched it in diplomatic terms so the chieftain could save face, but the message of the ruling Artan standing beside Treygon’s High-Chief was abundantly clear. Fate or prophecy, love or the Powers themselves, had seen to the union of these two, creating an unstoppable force. The Council knew that. The Sanlyn chieftain knew that, and he was wise enough to desist.


      “As you say, my lady,” he agreed grudgingly. “We will look into the matter. We will do what we can.”


      Which is likely nothing, Lord Contrey shared among the Simathe lords alone.


      Aye, but now they know we are aware and have proof. That may slow them, the Chief Captain put in.


      Or make them take greater pains to conceal their actions, Cole spoke up.


      Treygon will be watching, was all his High-Chief said. The noiseless discussion ended.


      The meeting went on, finally concluding for the midday meal. Cole left the audience chamber, his mind divided between what had occurred there and wanting, hoping to see Annie. Was she awake? Was she well after last night’s ordeal?


      As if his thoughts of her had invited attention, his Chief Captain fell into step beside him asking quietly, “Where is the girl?”


      “I’ve not seen her today.”


      “She is unguarded?”


      His tone seemed to suggest Cole was lax in his duties. Cole maintained his equilibrium. “She was sleeping so I attended the meetings.”


      Lord Norband nodded. “Look in on her now. After the fairies’ accusations yesterday, who knows what she might attempt. Even flight. We cannot let our attention be diverted.” He motioned towards the audience chamber they had left. “These matters are nothing in comparison to her and the threat she poses. Be vigilant.”


      The Simathe simply nodded and his Chief Captain walked on. He decided paying the lass a visit to see how she fared after last night’s scuffle with the winged man would not be out of the way. Before going up, he prepared the drink that seemed to ease her morning surliness. Perhaps she would be wide awake and beyond the need for it now; certainly, enough time had lapsed. With luck, she would appreciate the gesture anyway.


      She did not appreciate the gesture.


      Outside her chambers, he knocked gently on the door.


      “Who’s there?” she called.


      “Cole,” he answered.


      There was a moment’s silence, then, “I’m not seeing anyone right now.”


      That was odd.


      “I’ve brought your drink,” he said, beginning to feel foolish for speaking through the door.


      “No, thank you. I’m fine.”


      Did he imagine it, or were her tones decidedly cool, compared to last night? Last night she had begged him to stay. This morning, he was receiving the strong impression she wanted him away. He hesitated, but could think of nothing to say that might change her mind. Rather than argue, he placed the mug on a table outside her door and left, puzzled.


      Why the change in behavior? Was she angry he had not stayed? She hadn’t seemed so last night. Then again, what did he truly know of her or women in general? They were rumored to be mysterious creatures, which he was coming to believe was true.


      He believed it more strongly when, later that afternoon, he chanced to run across her in the halls. The Simathe spotted her from a distance, wearing a simple tunic over black leggings. The wide sash around her waist highlighted its slimness. He could have followed her unseen, which is what his Chief Captain would have had him do. But he was weary of scrutinizing. Moreover, he wanted to know why she’d seemed angry earlier.


      She had not seen him and she wasn’t walking fast. He caught up to her outside a side entrance to the palace. Servants were whizzing about, coming and going on various errands. More than one shot them a quizzical glance. A Simathe lord and the young woman from Earth: they must have looked a pair. After all, everyone knew what had happened the last time a Simathe had kept company with a woman from Earth. The marriage of the Artan to the Simathe High-Chief had happened. Cole did not let himself dwell on that, and the servants said nothing as they dodged around them.


      “Annie…”


      At the sound of her name, she stopped, spun. A frown tightened her features when she saw who addressed her.


      “What do you want?”


      This time, there was no mistaking the ice in her voice.


      “May we speak?” He waved to an area nearby with less foot traffic.


      She raised one dark, angular brow. “I really don’t think we have much to say to each other,” she replied caustically, but she followed him aside.


      Once they were out of the path of the palace workers, she faced him, raising her chin. He suddenly felt at a loss, which was unlike him. However, there was something about being so close to her, out of doors in the broad sunlight. Sunlight which burnished her brown skin to gold. A warm breeze ruffled the waves of her short black hair, blowing it against her cheek. Instinctively, his hand came up to brush the hairs away, but he caught himself. He did not think, in her current mood, that she would appreciate the gesture.


      “Are you well today?” Finally, by remembering the original reason he’d sought her out this morning, he found the sense to string words together.


      “Why wouldn’t I be?”


      Answering his question with a question. That did not bode well.


      “Last night,” he said, feeling as if he fumbled through the dark. A feeling unknown to him. Darkness did not bother him. Speaking to her had never discomfited him. Now he knew why some human males appeared so awkward when facing a lady. There was something about that cold, angry look that whittled a man down. “You were frightened. I thought to see if you were well today.”


      “Last night is over, and I’m fine.”


      “You do not look fine.”


      What he meant was she looked angry. She did not hear it that way.


      “Oh, now you’re saying I don’t look good?”


      What?


      He was caught off guard. Had he been trapped? “No, you look—”


      He cut off that line of thought. In truth, she could have stolen his breath with a smile, were he not Simathe. But he was Simathe, so he held his tongue. He held it because it seemed whatever foolish fancies he may have harbored of her regarding him as anything beyond a protector, and possibly a friend, were clearly that: fantasies.


      She was waiting for an answer, her arms crossed. “Just how do I look?”


      He shook his head, changing the subject, deciding to be forthright. “Are you angry, lass?”


      “Angry?” She laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. “Yes, I’m angry. I’m angry at this place and the creatures that dragged me here. I’m angry they left me with this legacy they think they can control. I’m angry that I haven’t done anything to anyone, but half of y’all seem to think I’m evil because I inherited their magic. I didn’t ask for it, ya know. I didn’t want it. I’d change all of this if I could, but I can’t.”


      “Annie—”


      “No, I’m not done,” she said, stepping back. “I thought you were my friend, Cole. I thought you were more than that. I thought—”


      Now it was her turn to appear flustered as she realized what she had said. However, she skipped on as if no slip had been made.


      “Never mind. What I didn’t think was that you were spying on me. Spying on me, Cole. Really? How much have you reported back to the other Simathe lords? You know—the ones who sided with the fairies in saying how dangerous I am when they don’t know me at all. The ones who think I’m evil incarnate. How much did you tell them? Everything? Or, maybe I should say, how much did you not tell them? ‘Cause, from where I’m standin’, it ain’t lookin’ too good.”


      Her accent thickened when she was upset. It was very thick now.


      The warrior-lord’s mind spun, trying to figure out how she had discovered this and how he should respond. He was not skilled with words. Simathe were not known for their eloquence. But here was this woman, the only woman with whom he had ever shared any measure of closeness beyond his friendship with the Artan, and she was angry at him—perhaps hurt, as well. Nor could he blame her. What he had done must seem a betrayal indeed.


      “Annie? Cole? Hey, you two, what’s going on?”


      A woman’s voice interrupted, slicing the tension between them. Both of them turned to see Lady Hannah herself approaching, garbed in a sleeveless red overdress over a pale bodice and skirt.


      “Are you going into the city with us?” she asked him, oblivious to the heat between Annie and himself.


      “City?” he questioned.


      “There’s going to be a festival tonight to honor our guests. Annie and I are headed to check out the preparations. That’s why all the servants are going so nuts,” she said, waving a hand towards the palace serving folk, still dashing in and out. “The palace is helping prepare food and stuff.”


      For the first time, Lady Hannah looked at her friend and seemed to notice something was amiss.


      “Hey, are you okay?”


      The other woman deliberately turned her back on Cole. “I’m fine. Ready to go?”


      Lady Hannah shot a quizzical glance between the two of them. “Sure, I’m ready.” To him—“You coming?”


      Annie was already walking away. Over her shoulder she called back, “Oh I’m sure he’ll be following from a distance.”


      Her ire was unmissable. The Artan’s eyes widened. “Okay, then,” she said. “Welp, guess I’ll catch you later.”


      With that she hurried off, falling into step with her friend, talking quietly, rapidly. Undoubtedly about their quarrel. Annie’s back and shoulders were stiff as a Ranetron’s.


      She is sore displeased, he thought.


      Nor was she the only one. As he prepared to reenter the palace, his High-Chief stepped out the same door. He halted next to Cole, and although his outward demeanor was consistent, Cole could sense his lord’s deep displeasure.


      No need to follow her, he said. I am going.


      The Simathe did not bother saying he’d had no intention of going. To refrain from following the women would have been seen as a breach of orders in the eyes of his lords. Nevertheless, to follow, even discreetly, would have proven Annie’s point, were she to find out, doubtless deepening her anger.


      You truly think Lady Hannah in danger, Cole said.


      Could I have kept her here, I would have, Lord Ilgard responded, his eyes latched onto the retreating figures of his wife and her friend. We quarreled all morning. She would go to the city, and she would invite her friend to accompany her. She would not heed my concerns. She refuses to believe what that woman is capable of, or what the ravens plan for her. Short of locking her in her rooms, I could not prevent her.


      Even then, he added dryly, she is the Artan and could have freed herself.


      It might have been humorous, except Cole was beginning to understand the situation in which his lord found himself. He had seen Lady Hannah’s stubbornness. Her clashes with the Simathe leadership in the beginning of her journey were legendary. There were fewer clashes now, but to say the woman defied restraint was an understatement. He wondered if this proved a trial to Lord Ilgard, a man long accustomed to unchallenged authority. Even if it did, he loved her beyond measure. The entire realm knew that.


      “Tonight,” Lord Ilgard ordered quietly before he departed, “be at the festival. All eyes will be needed because of the crowds. That girl cannot go unobserved.”


      “As you say, my lord,” Cole replied, and his High-Chief left, following his wife and her friend.


      He did not protest, but he did not like it. Annie was already angry at him. Him observing her further was not going to help that. On the other hand, perhaps in attending the festival he would find another opportunity to speak with her. If she would listen.
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          The Festival


        


      


      


      Laytrii’s city that evening was a different world. Cole had seen nothing like it since the Artan’s return to life a few years past, following her defeat of the Dark Powers. There was a mood of gaiety and celebration. Several concessions among the Aerisian leaders appeared imminent, even with the contrary Sanlyn. This cheered the populace. Later, there would be formal events at the palace, but tonight the hospitality of the people was on display, and they had risen to the occasion.


      Colorful ribbon and bunting was strung between buildings and lantern posts, creating a ceiling of ribbons through which the stars overhead could be seen. Garlands of flowers were strung across balconies and building fronts, over doorways, and wound about lantern posts. In the city’s center, close to the soaring Singing Bridge, a maypole had been set up. Adults and children alike took the ribbons and danced, talking and laughing, their bright clothing a swirling sea of color.


      Folks wandered about with frothing pints or large goblets of wine. There was food to be tasted from the vendors, whose carts were laden with samples of their best, or from the overflowing platters heaped upon the long trestle tables provided by the palace. Moonkind in their plain, belted robes talked with the Galandorf seafolk with their tattoos, name rings, and streaked hair. The Sanlyn, dressed in shades of black and brown and green, with their rope necklaces and fishhook earrings, chose dancing partners from the prettiest of the city girls. No doubt the chieftain, Kirrian, propositioned a few more to be his wives, but whether he had any luck, Cole did not know.


      The Warkin princess, Vashti, was also in attendance with her retinue. Not unlike the Simathe themselves, they were also given a wide berth by most Aerisians. Warkin were not known for their gregarious dispositions, her highness’s affinity for Annie aside. Nor were they wholeheartedly entering into the crowd’s festive mood. Rather, the princess clutched her wine goblet and stood on the fringes of the scene looking rather bored as if she were there to be polite but wished to be anywhere else.


      The Dragonkind were notoriously clannish and insular. Merrymaking with those outside their race was not likely to appeal to their nature, especially since the Tearkin—Prince Kurban and his followers—were also in attendance, towering well above everyone else. Cole noted the withering looks Vashti kept flicking towards Kurban, who feigned ignorance of her being alive. So much for peace between the Tearkin and Warkin. He’d heard some grudging territorial agreements had been brokered, but leave it to fate to see if they’d last. Possibly in an attempt to put the princess at ease, Lord Contrey made his way over to the Warkin woman and her party. What he said Cole could not hear, but the woman glanced up, responded, and the Simathe did not leave immediately. Perhaps Contrey’s familiarity with her ancestors gave them something to discuss and would soften her temper.


      On the whole, it was a night for rejoicing wherever Cole looked, but there was none in the Simathe’s heart. Or his fellow lords’. His Chief Captain had stated bluntly that the concessions were all well and good, but they did not measure up to the true problem at hand: Annie, of course. Lord Contrey had agreed, saying the celebrations were naught but a mask for a deeper issue. The High-Chief held his peace, possibly because he was too busy keeping track of his wife, who wove in and out of the throng, seemingly without a care in the world.


      What did he truly think would happen? Cole mused, standing back, observing the scene. Did he think Annie would call on her powers now, here in this crowd of people and attack the Artan? Did he think the male fairies would suddenly find freedom, materialize, and attempt to work mischief? True, the Raven himself, the one Annie supposed was their leader, had visited her, but he was the only one of the male fairies who had, to Cole’s knowledge, and Annie had been his target. Not Lady Hannah. If anyone, Annie had more reason to fear an appearance by the male fairies, but of course his lords knew this not. Nor did Annie know he’d not informed them. He would like to tell her that, if he could find a way to speak with her discreetly, and if she would listen.


      Like Lady Hannah, she too was weaving in and out of the crowd. She was not as convivial as the Artan. Lady Hannah laughed and jested and passed a word with most everyone she met. She would reach out and touch an arm or shake a hand, embrace a friend, or stoop to speak to the children. Her warmth put folks at ease, and her people loved her for it. Annie was different. She didn’t speak to everyone. She didn’t make physical contact. But her gaze met others’ in a way that spoke louder than words, a way that said she noticed them. She saw them. Then she would smile, that slow, beautiful smile that captivated him every time. It was a smile that did as much to win folks as Lady Hannah’s open friendliness. Some people did stop her to exchange greetings, and she responded in a pleasant manner. She appeared to be enjoying herself, but it was painfully apparent that she was not looking at him. In fact, she was deliberately avoiding looking at him, all of the Simathe, and the fairies, as well.


      Several of them were there: Braisley, of course, with Aureeyah and Aemela. Serenda, as well, and Ginevon, fairy of the spring equinox. None of the city folk approached the powerful beings, who were not there to celebrate but to observe the visitor from Earth. Which she very likely knew. However, if she did know, she kept it to herself, content with making herself a part of the festivities.


      Her looks aside, tonight she might have been one of them. There was nothing ostentatious about her, no rich gown or ornate jewels. She dressed as the common women dressed, in a loose, white blouse, slightly open at the neck, with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows and the hem tucked into a simple long, rose-colored skirt, emphasizing her slim waist. Her hair was pulled back from the sides of her face, accentuating her high cheekbones and violet eyes. Light from the lamps, street lanterns, and bonfires tinted her brown skin gold. She had never been more beautiful.


      The Sanlyn chieftain, Kirrian, must have agreed. No less than three times did he make his way over to the girl to speak with her. For her part, Annie tolerated him with tight smiles. If she were being swayed by the fellow’s persistence, it was impossible to tell. Difficult to imagine her accepting the man’s marriage proposals and sailing for the Jeweled Isles, but women had been known to do far odder things.


      As the night wore on, music and drinking superseded feasting. Instruments were brought out and people began to play, to dance, and to sing. Those among the Galandorf who could sing presented songs of Tacstri, their home island. Prince Kurban, who had something of a reputation for his musical abilities, was called upon to perform. After that, the various groups and clans in attendance all felt it was their part to show off for their folk, save the Dragonkind, of course, who continued to hold themselves apart. One of the women in the wildmen’s band stood on a box and sang a war song, while the men stomped their feet and clapped their hands in a traditional Sanlyn rhythm.


      What began as a chant turned into a dance as the pace picked up and the music flowed faster. There was no denying the physical prowess of the Sanlyn men as they wheeled and cut, leapt and whirled, flipped and tumbled. All around them, the folk of Laytrii had gathered in a mass to shout and clap and encourage them. The pace of the song picked up and so did the men’s energy. Then a flash of color entered the scene, a hint of rose. The Sanlyn chieftain had caught Annie on one go-round and pulled her into the dance.


      Cole watched to see how this woman from Earth would respond. To his surprise, rather than free herself or decline, she joined in. She could have never danced this particular dance before, but that did not matter. Her feet found the rhythm with ease, her hands going up in the air, matching the men’s motions movement for movement. Even her long skirt didn’t hamper her flying feet. All around, people were pointing and cheering, beckoning one another to come watch. The warrior could not fault them. He couldn’t take his eyes from her. Right before him, he began to understand why she had been famed on Earth for her musical talents, why the fairies believed her magic and music were intertwined.


      He had lived over six centuries. During that time, he had seen many dances and many dancers, some good, some bad, most mediocre. Never had he seen someone dance like she danced. Every motion was lithe and graceful, but full of spirit at the same time. Her smile was the brightest he’d ever witnessed on her, aside from when she rode the dragon. Her reserved demeanor had vanished entirely. She’d given herself over to the music for the sheer enjoyment of dancing, and it showed on her face.


      At last, the music whirled to a halt with her lifted off her feet, caught up in the Sanlyn chieftain’s arms. Kirrian set her down and she stepped back, laughing, glowing, while the crowd erupted into cheers, lifting pints and mugs and demanding more. Cole felt the slightest twinge of an unknown emotion at seeing her next to the man like that, smiling up at him when she’d had nothing but frowns and rebukes for himself earlier. It took him several minutes to name the feeling, but he realized it must be jealousy.


      Jealous. Over a woman.


      He’d not experienced that before, which warned him about how the lass was affecting him.


      Fool, he told himself. You are acting a fool.


      He started to turn away, to meld back into the shadows and leave the revelry, leave her, defy orders and leave her watchcare to the other Simathe sprinkled about.


      Then he heard her voice.


      People had been entreating her for more dancing, which she tried to refuse. Discontent, someone thrust an instrument into her hand, a lute, calling for music.


      “Fine,” she said. “Everyone else is representing their folks, so I guess I’ve got to step up and represent Earth. Unless Hannah wants to do it for me.”


      The Artan was across the way, standing in front of Treygon’s High-Chief, whose arms were draped across the front of her shoulders and around her waist.


      “No way,” she called back. “I’m no singer. That’s your department. I’ve been dying to hear you sing anyway, since last night.”


      Department? Cole was unsure what the phrase meant, but both women from Earth understood. The Sanlyn woman hopped off the box as Annie took a seat on its edge. She laid the lyre across her lap, fiddling with the strings, the pegs, tuning it. Then her fingers began to pluck at the strings—strings which, so far as he knew, she had never played before. Again, it didn’t matter. She began to strum, then to play, and when she did she played as if she’d been born playing the instrument all her life. For a minute or two there was only the music she coaxed from the strings. Then she began to hum along. Finally, she looked up, her eyes skimming the crowd. She smiled and began to sing.


      The world stopped.


      Afterward, the Simathe lord would never be able to recall what words she sang or how the melody rose and fell. None of that mattered. The song itself was of no importance. It was her voice that was indelibly imprinted on his brain. A voice like no voice in the history of time, he was certain. There had been magic in her dance, magic in the strains she enticed from the lyre. However, there was power in her voice. It swept over the crowd, which hushed and humbled itself before her song. That power swept over him too, transfixing him in the very act of turning away. He tried to fight it, then surrendered, turning reluctantly to watch her. He stood in place, as captivated as everyone else until the refrain ended. In the silence that followed, one could have heard the breath of an insect, it was so silent. Annie looked up from the instrument to the crowd. Her violet eyes glowed.


      “More,” someone finally found their voice to shout. “More!”


      The cry was taken up, repeated by dozens, then hundreds.


      Obediently, she began another song. The crowd that was already immense swelled in size as people were drawn from every quarter to come hear this voice. Children were hushed, some women and the elderly wept, men stared, rapt. Even the Dragonkind stole closer, entranced. Cole found the wits to look at the fairies, look at his fellow Simathe to see how they were affected. The fairies were not pleased. Braisley in particular seemed if she were ready to summon snow and ice and freeze the entire city in her wrath. It was more difficult to read his fellow Simathe. His High-Chief’s expression was immutable; so immutable, in fact, that it reeked of displeasure to those who knew him. There was a tick of anger to the Chief Captain’s face. Only Contrey bore a speculative air, as if hearing the woman sing, witnessing her absolute sway over so many people by virtue of her voice alone made him stop and consider rather than bringing him to fury.


      Lady Hannah was the opposite. She leaned back against her husband, absorbing the song with her eyes closed and a peaceful smile on her face. One song ended and another began, the tempo changing from slow to lively. Once more, people began clapping hands and stomping feet, taking up the rhythm. Some of the children began to dance. Lady Hannah straightened, turned, and looked up at the High-Chief. Cole couldn’t hear her words, but from reading her lips he thought she said, “I know this song!” Smiling, she ducked away from Lord Ilgard, from the hand he put out to restrain her, weaving her way up to the front of the crowd where she applauded and smiled, even danced alongside everyone else. She was enjoying this exhibition, if her husband and the other men of Treygon were not.


      There was a part of Cole that could have lingered the night long listening to Annie sing, but there was another part of him that realized he was already dangerously under this woman’s spell. Before hearing her sing, before seeing her dance, he had been captivated by her. To stay, to listen, and to watch her evoked that side of him. No one in his many years had ever touched him so. The Simathe feared that to remain would risk being fully lost—lost to a woman who was as mortal as he was immortal. Lost to a woman none of his fellow lords trusted, and who, they claimed, held the power to rend his homeland apart. Watching her influence over the ever-growing crowd, for the first time he did not doubt what they said could be true. She did possess a power, unique among all the magics that ever he’d witnessed. A power capable of sucking him in and ripping him apart if he were not careful.


      But he was careful, was he not? He was Simathe. He was no mere man to be lost in the compelling magic of a woman’s voice and eyes. Reminding himself of this, he turned and left. Walked away, far away into the darkness outside the city where he could no longer hear any noise or see any lights. Nevertheless, no matter how far he went, he could not rid himself of the memories of her music. Of the sweetness of her tones or the graceful lines of her dancing body.
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          The Raven Mocker


        


      


      


      I’d had concerts before with multiple encores. I’d had the crowds that refused to disperse until I came out again for another number. I’d left shows where people were still on their feet, clapping, hollering for more while my bodyguards ushered me out a side exit and into a waiting, unmarked car. I knew what that was like, and I was pretty sure the crowd in Laytrii’s city would’ve stayed all night demanding music if I’d chosen to let them.


      Instead, remembering this festival was about bringing together the peoples of Aerisia, not celebrating a performer from Earth, after a handful of songs, I set down the instrument they’d handed me and stood.


      “I think it’s time for someone else to have a turn,” I shouted to be heard above the noise. “I know what my music’s like; I want to hear yours.”


      There were groans and cries of disappointments, but I kept gesturing for someone to take my place until a young man finally stepped up. I remained in the forefront, listening to him sing until he had a good amount of attention, before switching my focus. Hannah had been drawn away from my perch by the milling of the crowd, and was now waving wildly at me from across a sea of people, so I started trying to work my way over. People kept stopping me to talk, to gush about how much they’d loved my performance. I responded with smiles and genuine gratitude, even as I kept trying to weave my way closer to the Artan.


      Hannah was bouncing up and down now, waving her arm madly to be seen over the press of citizens, like a groupie at a concert back home. I couldn’t help laughing at her antics, especially when contrasted with the grim specter of her husband in the background. He stood with both arms folded over his chest, his strange, Simathe eyes glittering, towering over most of the crowd. He looked the farthest thing from amused. Those two really were the definition of opposites attract. I had no interest in facing the High-Chief, but I did want to talk to Hannah, to see what she’d thought and if she’d recognized the pop song from her era that I’d pulled out just for her.


      “Annie, Annie, over here!” she hollered, flailing both arms.


      “I’m coming!” I shouted back, laughing, or tried to. My voice had held all of these people in thrall moments ago, but it was now lost in their excitement and noise.


      “Annie!” I heard her cry again.


      An elderly gentleman stopped me with tears in his eyes to tell me of how one song had brought back memories of his deceased wife. I was trying to listen to him, trying to block out the dozens of hands reaching for me, touching me, the voices clamoring for my attention. I glanced up when she called, and felt my humor die. The atmosphere went silent. I was alive, I was breathing, but the noise of the crowd was gone. The crowd itself was gone. I didn’t see or hear anything except Hannah—and the Raven behind her.


      Her husband didn’t see him. Even the female fairies who were there keeping tabs on me, I suspected, didn’t see him. Or so I figured, when none of them reacted. Apparently nobody could see him, apart from me. He stood behind Hannah’s back, grown taller and healthier just since last night. His wings were higher than his head. Those wings, those black raven wings, no longer patchy but bursting with feathers, were outspread as if to comfort or support.


      Or enfold and smother.


      He smiled at me wickedly. In my head, I heard him speak.


      You see? You see your power? If you can so easily bring a crowd to this, think what else you could do. You could free us. Free all of us, if you only would.


      That’s not going to happen, I countered. For someone who’d built their career with their voice, I suddenly couldn’t speak, except with my mind.


      You will, he said. Or you will be sorry. She will be sorry.


      His pale hands, their long fingers tipped with black talons, reached for Hannah’s shoulders.


      No! I thought I screamed the word, but it must’ve been only in my head. Don’t you dare touch her!


      Stop me, the Raven challenged.


      My mind was whirling. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. So many people encircling me. There was no way I could get through them and reach Hannah in time. If he wanted to hurt her, I couldn’t stop him.


      But maybe I could draw him away.


      My focus snapped. The world winked back into existence. I heard the shouts, heard the people’s voices, saw their hands reaching for me, felt their fingers grabbing at my clothes.


      “Don’t see me,” I murmured. “Don’t see me. Don’t hear me.”


      I knew it must’ve worked when I saw the confusion on multiple faces. Heads turned from side to side, mouths opened asking, “Where is she? Where did she go?” I took the opportunity to duck under their arms and flee. It wasn’t easy. Even though I was invisible, there was still a mass to penetrate. However, when I glanced back over my shoulder, I caught the confusion on the Raven’s face. He could still see me, but he didn’t understand why I was running away instead of towards him. He hadn’t been prepared for that.


      As I’d hoped, he moved away from Hannah. I gasped with relief, even as I broke free of the densest parts of the crowd and began to run. I was a long-distance runner, not a sprinter, but I picked up my skirt and poured every bit of speed I owned into that mad dash. I had to draw the Raven out of the city, away from Hannah and the crowds. I needed to get outside the gates. I knew, being a fairy, he could use a transporting door to go wherever he wished, but I was hoping he’d be curious enough to see where I was going that he’d follow me. If I got really lucky, I could lose him in the city streets and people.


      My luck held. I did think he lost sight of me. I lost sight of him, although that didn’t mean anything. Still, not only did I not see him, but I saw something else.


      A Restless.


      One of the Simathe’s horses, tied to a hitching post outside a shop. I didn’t see the owner, so I decided to take a chance. Nobody would be fool enough to steal a Simathe’s horse, but I was either that desperate or that foolish. It wasn’t like I had a whole lot of choices: I didn’t know how to open or use a transporting door without Aureeyah’s help, which left me this. I didn’t stop to consider it—I just dashed up to the animal and untied his reins. Looping them back over his neck, I bounced on my toes a couple of times until I got the height I needed to get a toe in the stirrup then throw a leg across his back, skirt and all. Scrambling up into the saddle, I kicked the animal’s withers, hard, and gave him his head. He bolted. We were off. From out of nowhere, I saw a Simathe appear. He didn’t exactly look surprised—he was too Simathe for that—but I did hear him shout after me.


      Probably have half of Treygon after me now, I groaned, but it didn’t matter. The horse was tearing through the streets at breakneck speed, with everyone scrambling out of his path. Fortunately, the area here at the gates was sparsely populated compared to the city center. A Ranetron and Cortain stood guard. Both of their heads shot up at the sound of thundering horse hooves, but we were there and through too quickly for them to react. I heard the Cortain call out to me, but I didn’t stop.


      Okay, I’m outside the gates. Now where is he?


      No sign of the Raven. Was it safe to ride back to the palace? Had I outrun him?


      Something cold and wet dripped onto my hand, my neck, my cheek. I looked up. Clouds were rolling in across the previously clear sky, obscuring the moon and hiding the stars. I was used to sudden thunderstorms in Oklahoma, but it seemed strange to see them here. Some distance off, thunder pealed, and lightning crackled across the underbelly of a giant thunderhead.


      This’ll kill the party.


      Which meant people would be streaming out of the gates, making their way back to the palace, or back home. I couldn’t run the risk of the Raven still being here and possibly harming someone. I also couldn’t risk the Simathe chasing me down. Once I got back to the palace, if I could get Hannah’s ear, I could tell her the reason I’d taken the horse. For now, that would have to wait. We were still galloping, and had approached the edge of the trees. Remembering how Cole’s horse had been down in the road when he rescued me, waiting patiently on its master to return, I pulled the animal to a halt, swung off his back, and dismounted.


      “I’m guessing your owner isn’t too far behind us,” I told him. “You just wait here. Okay? Wait. Maybe getting you back will throw them off my trail for a while.”


      I don’t know how much the animal understood, but as I looked deep into his eyes I thought I saw a glimmer of understanding.


      A chill prickled my skin.


      Communication with animals on some level. Is that part of my magic too?


      The sprinkles were gone, replaced by a light curtain of actual rain. Judging by the thunder, the lightning, the density of the rain, the storm was moving closer. I twisted to glance back at the city, and could see a steady procession of torches and lanterns streaming toward and out of the gates.


      Gotta find a place to wait it out. Make sure the Raven isn’t around to hurt anybody.


      I took to the trees. It was dark, and the rain was cold. I thrust out with my hands, nearly blind. I needed to get far enough into the trees that, even if the Raven appeared and tried something, nobody else would be in harm’s way. True, he hadn’t hurt anyone before; then again, the way he’d stood behind Hannah was either a direct threat or a taunt. A taunt that he had (or soon would have) the ability to harm her. Needless to say, if he could harm the Artan, he could harm anybody.


      Thunder boomed, and I jumped, as much from the noise as from that awful thought. I was far enough into the woods that I couldn’t see the road, so I searched around for a large tree with thick branches and hunkered down. I knew the old tale that hiding under a tree during a lightning storm was a bad idea, but there wasn’t anywhere else to go. At the very least, the heavy foliage helped shield me from the rain.


      But nothing could shield me from the Raven.


      There was another flash of lightning, closer and more spectacular than the rest as it expanded across the sky, and out of the blinding glare stepped the Raven. He was fully fleshed now; nothing ephemeral or weak or pale about him. Like the female half of his kind, his features were entrancing. Unlike them, his naked upper torso was rounded with muscle. His black hair, grown into feathers on the back of his neck, was tossed by the same wind that his wings beat against as he hovered above the ground. Wings of full, thick, healthy black feathers. Wings that were taller than him. His violet eyes glowed in the storm-darkened forest.


      “Why do you run, Annie?” he called out, and the smile on his lips was both exquisite and terrifying. It was hard to believe this was the same gaunt creature that I’d met in the strange clearing, with his broken arm, broken wing and dull, grey eyes.


      Slowly, I rose from the crouched position I’d assumed to protect myself from the rain and stepped out from under the overhanging branches. When I stood, he towered over me, having grown in height as well as health. He might’ve been a full seven feet tall. I had to tip my head back to see his face.


      “Why did you threaten Hannah? She hasn’t done anything to you.”


      “She is the Artan,” he sneered. “She holds great power. Could I take it from her, I would. But there is no need of that, is there, Annie?”


      I tried to blank my face like I didn’t know what he was hinting at. A sliver of my brain noted that not only was he taller and heavier with muscle, his wings fit and strong, but his former birdlike mannerisms had all but vanished. Overnight, he’d been fully healed and restored, had shattered the raven form. Had I somehow done it?


      He saw right through me. “You are no fool. You saw those people tonight, and the power you held over them. When you entrance them, your power grows. When your power grows, I strengthen. We strengthen. Look at me—I am healed! And them…”


      He waved an arm. There was a flash of light. At first, I thought it was lightning, but the glow lingered instead of fading. There were figures moving in the light. I squinted against the glare, and when my eyes adjusted I heard my own gasp. It was the same scene as before, at the Sanctuary, only instead of the curtains of fog peeled back so I could see the entrapped fairies it was a curtain of light. I was looking through time and space and dimension at the rest of the male fairies shouting and banging on the invisible shield that confined them. Only this time, most of them didn’t look angry. They were smiling.


      That terrified me to my core.


      The Raven lowered his arm, but his smile remained. So did the vision of his fellow fairies.


      “You cannot run from us forever,” he told me. “Your power is my power. It is our power, and we will take it.”


      I forced a bravery I wasn’t feeling.


      “Go ahead, then,” I said coldly. “What’s stopping you?”


      The corner of his mouth lifted in a sneer.


      “Nothing. Nothing is stopping me.”


      There was a stiff blast of wind, one that tore at my clothing and shoved me sideways. I heard a bird’s cry, a raven’s cry, and looked up to see a fiery, indistinct shape spiraling through the air on the wings of the storm. It was headed towards us. There was almost something birdlike about it, and as it came closer it grew and stretched and elongated. The fire was burning so hotly I could feel the heat as it touched down next to the Raven. He didn’t move; his smile grew. The fire congealed, consolidated, and out of the flames stepped an old, stooped woman with long, white hair to her hips. Strands of it were braided, and the braids were adorned with tiny, colorful beads. Her clothing was loose and drapey, blowing in the wind. Bones and beads were attached to leather cords strung all across her body. Her dark eyes were piercing out of the withered skin of her face.


      I felt my own eyes widen in horror as I stumbled backwards.


      “It can’t be,” I breathed.


      “Oh,” the Raven grinned, “but it can.”


      He hadn’t had to confirm it. I’d already known I was seeing some version of the very stuff of nightmares to the Cherokee, my father’s people, my grandmother’s people. A Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï: a Raven Mocker.
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          Thunder Beings


        


      


      


      I would’ve run, but where could I go? There were probably still people on the road, people to whom I couldn’t risk leading the Raven Mocker, a creature so powerful that, according to the Cherokee legends I’d heard, other witches flee before their kind. The raven-like cry of a Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï, which is where the Raven Mocker earns it name, means someone is going to die—much like banshees in Irish folklore. Often, they appear when a person is dying to steal and consume the liver or the heart. Sometimes they torture and kill their victim by cutting open the head, then eating the heart. A year is added to their life for every year their victim would have lived, making a Raven Mocker almost immortal, and accounting for their appearance as an old, wizened man or woman when in human form. They can fly through the air in fiery bird shape, trailing sparks while in the sky, which is what confirmed the identity of the woman standing in front of me. They are usually invisible, except to the most powerful of magic workers. Like me. Only a medicine man or woman of much training and strength can stand against them, which meant I was in serious danger.


      I didn’t know the exact purpose of the Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï: if she was there to kill me and feast on my organs, or just to kill me. After all, this was Aerisia, not Earth, and Hannah had told me that folklore and legends on Earth weren’t always exact copies of Aerisian reality, but sometimes memories that could be somewhat distorted with time. Nevertheless, whatever she had in mind couldn’t bode well since she was there with my ancestor, the Raven. He was grinning madly, the whites of his teeth flashing brilliant in the lightning, like the white of the Raven Mocker’s hair.


      He settled a hand on the old woman’s shoulder. “There is your prey,” he said. “Consume her.”


      I retreated as she crept forward, her hands outstretched like claws.


      “Why are you doing this?” I begged—not to her, but to the Raven himself.


      “Because you have no intention of freeing us, have you? You’ve been poisoned by them. Especially the Simathe.” Turning his head to the side, he spat. “I could wait. I could let your power grow, let you call on it inadvertently as you’ve been doing. Let you unknowingly find your voice and sing us free. But how long would it take? I cannot risk Braisley and her forces moving against me before I move against her. So the Raven Mocker will take your power before you learn to wield it. She’ll take it and share it with us because we gave her to you. My ravens will be free. And you will be dead.”


      “Why don’t you just take it then?” I snarled. “Coward!”


      “Can I harm my own flesh and blood?”


      “I don’t think you have enough honor to stop you.”


      “No,” he agreed. “But because your magic is so close to mine, and you are a descendant of my body, I cannot steal it from you anymore than I could steal my own magic from myself. She will be my medium—she who your song tonight gave me the power to call.”


      Fear had turned my mouth dry, yet I fought to think. He’d claimed I hadn’t learned to wield my power. Maybe I hadn’t learned to purposefully summon it, but I’d used it unconsciously, hadn’t I? I’d made myself invisible. I’d walked through transporting doors with Aureeyah. I’d communed with animals: Sunshield and the Restless.


      Sunshield! The idea leapt into my brain and I called out for him. If anyone could defeat a Raven Mocker, it would be a dragon.


      Sunshield!


      I put all of my fear and energy into the mental cry as the creature advanced through the slashing rain. Maybe we were too far apart, though. Maybe he couldn’t hear me. We weren’t bonded, like he was with Princess Vashti. I had to think of something else. Quickly. I was pressed up against a tree, and the Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï was upon me now. She opened her mouth wide, and I could see her long, pointed black teeth. She hissed at me like a snake preparing to strike. My back was against the tree, but I ducked. Her curled hands caught the back of my blouse as I spun away, ripping it. I felt raindrops hit my bare back. Pain flared between my shoulder blades, and I screamed.


      Not this! Not now!


      I couldn’t fight the Raven Mocker, the Raven himself, and this crippling back pain. I was stumbling to run, but was almost down on my knees from the blinding agony. I heard the Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï approaching from the rear, even as footsteps signaled someone else approaching from the front. My head was down; I couldn’t see to dodge them. A hand snagged my hair, the grip vicious and shockingly strong. The Raven jerked me to a stop, spun me about, and wrenched me down on my knees, tugging my head back so he could see into my face.


      “Here,” he said kindly, still smiling. “I will end this quicker for you. I will hold you down so she can do her work. No need to fight, Annie. Relax, let it end the sooner.”


      The movie cliché, “You won’t get away with this,” sprang to my lips, but I pressed them together just in time. Sadly, he would. They would kill me, and the Raven Mocker would steal whatever powers lay deep in my soul. She’d share them with the Raven, who would use them to free the rest of the male fairies. The female fairies would find out. They and the Simathe would react, maybe dragging in more allies this time. Aerisia would be at war, and all because of me.


      I’ve got to stop them.


      This wasn’t merely about saving my life. This was about preventing a war that could tear Aerisia apart, just like the female fairies and the Simathe had warned.


      The Raven Mocker was kneeling over me. Strands of her wet hair, her beaded braids, slapped me in the face. She snarled unintelligible words. Thunder cracked as she reached for me. Battling the pain between my shoulders, I thrust myself backward with all my might. Her talons tore the front of my blouse, but I struck the Raven in the knees and he stumbled, his grip loosening. Seizing that slight advantage, I wrenched my head to the side. My hair ripped; strands of it were left in his hands as I tore free. In the same motion, I rolled, lashing out with my feet. I didn’t manage a great kick on the Raven Mocker, but it was solid enough to knock her off balance. Before she could react, I gained my feet, looked about wildly for an escape route.


      The Raven and the Raven Mocker had already recovered and were coming at me again. Lightning flashed. Thunder boomed.


      An idea struck.


      If Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï exist, maybe other Cherokee legends are real too. Maybe—maybe…


      I stopped backing away and held my ground. Both of my enemies were advancing, but I threw up a hand.


      “Stop!” I shouted.


      I imbued that command with every ounce of whatever was inside me, whatever leaked out when I sang, whatever sprang forth when I danced, whatever it was that made my voice my voice. My energy, my passion—hopefully my magic.


      “Stop!” I ordered again.


      Both of them tried to take a step forward. Both halted. They looked at each other, puzzled. I knew I didn’t have much time. I didn’t think I was strong enough right now to block these two mighty beings for very long, but I really only needed to buy myself a few seconds.


      Closing my eyes, my hand still up, I blanked out awareness of my assailants and the pain in my back while I listened to the storm around me. The music of rain pelting leaves, both living and fallen, tree bark, grass, dirt. The staccato sizzle of the lightning. The kettledrum rhythm of the thunder. I listened until I heard the melody of the storm. Raising my face, I loosed my own melody, pouring it into that one. We were one, the storm and I, creating music and magic together. And into that combined force, I called out.


      Thunderers. Thunderers, if you’re there, hear me. Help me.


      Were they there? Was anything there? Any beings in the storm or the sky? Did they exist?


      I tried again, calling out for them mentally, this time using my people’s names.


      Aniyvtiqualosgi! Aniyvtiqualosgi!


      The Cherokee believed powerful spirits lived in the storms, creating the thunder and the lightning. The legends differed somewhat, but my grandmother had always told me the Thunderers could take a human shape and were generally kind to people. I didn’t know if it was true. I didn’t know if there were spirits in the sky, or maybe creatures like fairies, comprised of nature and spirit and magic, or maybe elementals of some sort. I didn’t know if any of it existed, but I was banking on the fact that maybe the Cherokee had had it right, or were close to the truth.


      Thunderers!


      I tried again even as the Raven Mocker raised both hands. Her lip curled in anger, she began waving her arms, chanting powerful words. I physically felt the block I’d thrown up weakening. The Raven took a running leap and dove forward, shoulder first. I felt him burst through like someone might bust down a door, and then he and the Raven Mocker were charging me. I gave ground, still pleading mentally for help, but the forest was against my back. I whirled to run. Thorns snagged my hair and a wet branch slapped me in the face.


      Even as my ancestor seized me, ripping my already torn blouse at the shoulder seam, tearing one sleeve nearly off, something changed. The sounds of the storm, the thunder itself, slowly took on a longer, distinct roll. The Raven froze and so did I. Both of us turned our heads upwards, the rain spilling down our cheeks like tears, dripping from our chins. The thunder rolled again, lazy and sonorous, the tones solidifying. And this time, into the rolls and booms, I heard a name.


      My name.


      I wasn’t the only one. The Raven stared down at me, awe on his face.


      “The storm is speaking to you,” he said.


      My mouth fell open in absolute shock that my cries had been heard by whoever, whatever, dwelt in the sky or the storm.


      “Thunderers, help me!” This time I screamed it aloud, screamed into the storm. “They’re going to steal my power and use it against Aerisia. Don’t let them. Don’t let them harm Aerisia. Help me, Thunderers! Help me!”


      With a snarl, the Raven jerked me into his arms, crushing me against his chest, his grip so fierce it pressed the air from my lungs.


      “Stop it,” he snarled, crushing my throat with one hand to keep me from breathing, much less speaking. “They can’t help you now.” He glanced at the Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï, who was tottering towards us. Her ghostly clothing was plastered to her rail thin body by the driving rain, and her beads tinkled in the wind. “Finish this,” he cried out over the sound of the storms. “End it now. Free them.”


      I looked up. The vision of the fairies behind the invisible wall hadn’t changed. If anything, they’d drawn closer. I could see individuals now, see the lines on their faces, the markings of their feathers. Some were tattooed with sprawling vines or beasts or birds across their bare torsos, their arms, even their faces. Their long hair, like their leader’s, flowed into feathers on the backs of their necks. In their own way, each of them was as arresting as their female counterparts, albeit they reeked of malice.


      The fairy’s left arm was tight around my waist and his right hand on my throat. I was already struggling from lack of air, my chest hurting and my vision darkening at the corners. Still, I held onto the song of the storm in my mind, singing out to the Thunderers, begging for help. I tried to stomp on the Raven’s foot, to kick behind me, to do anything to free myself, but I was caught and weakening. Then the old woman was there, thrusting her face into mine.


      Over another peal of thunder, fading, but in which I was certain I heard my name, she wheezed, “Struggle all you want, child. I will feast on your flesh and them on your power.”


      As she drew back her arm, I twisted to the side a final time, but the Raven wrenched me right back. The Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï thrust her hand forward, her talons sinking up to her knuckles in my flesh, my stomach.


      My head fell back, and I screamed. Or maybe I only screamed in my mind. I didn’t have enough air to scream aloud. Pain exploded in my back, matching the pain where I’d been stabbed. I could feel her talons digging, scraping at my entrails. Even worse than that, I could feel something flowing out of me. I rolled my head so I could look down. I was expecting to see blood. There was blood, but barely more than a trickle. Her hand was blocking the flow. What was flowing out of me was power, magic. Whatever magic I’d inherited from my father and mother, through the Raven as my ancestor, was draining out of me. The Raven Mocker’s other hand gripped my captor’s shoulder, so the three of us were connected. As she twisted in my flesh, scooping her hand upwards, towards my heart, she tipped her head back, muttering strange, foul words to the sky.


      Weak. I was so weak, but I lifted my chin and saw the other fairies drifting closer and closer. Splinters appeared across the invisible barrier, like cracks in glass. They pushed against it, harder and harder, beating their wings like birds trying to escape a cage. Some ran and leapt at the wall. It groaned and creaked. The splinters were broadening into spider webs. They were going to break free. They were going to drain me of my power and break free. The Raven Mocker would devour my organs, stealing whatever years of life I should’ve had left for herself. Aerisia would be plunged into war.


      My fault, all my fault, I groaned. I didn’t even fight the pain. There was no strength left with which to fight. I sagged to my knees, the Raven and the Raven Mocker kneeling with me, neither losing their grip.


      Help me Thunderers, I implored a final time.


      My chin drooped onto my chest. My eyes closed.
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          The Stoneclad


        


      


      


      I didn’t think they would ever open again, not until I heard it. A great crash of thunder, in which I heard my name, like someone was shouting it. Another great boom, but this time not of thunder. Another and another. Slow, and steady. Another.


      My eyelids felt weighted. I fought to force them open. I was cognizant enough to realize the draining of my magic, my life force had stopped. When I finally raised my eyelids, blinking, I could see that even though the Raven Mocker still knelt in front of me with her talons and fingers buried in my flesh, she wasn’t muttering her evil spells. She was looking around, as if seeking the source of that great boom.


      We heard it again. And again. And again. It was definitely coming closer. The Raven’s grip on my throat loosened. I sucked in a gust of air, along with a wheeze of pain. Between the pain in my back and stomach, even breathing was agony, but I did it anyway, the will to live superseding.


      The thunder rolled again. “Annie.” I heard it speak to me. My name was in the peal, but a human voice spoke in my head. “We have heard you. We will aid you. We will protect this land.”


      There was a great crashing sound, like something huge was passing through the forest, approaching. The Raven and the Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï exchanged worried glances.


      “What is that?” my ancestor asked.


      “I think…”


      The Raven Mocker never got to say what she thought, because the slow, steady booming was coming faster and harder now. The crashing was louder. Even as she spoke, there was a final great blast of splintering woods and torn foliage. From the trees mere feet away emerged a great figure, taller than a Tearkin, but definitely not of the human race. He was covered head to toe in a suit of armor fashioned from plates of rock, or stone. What little of his skin could be seen was grey and dimpled like a boulder. He came charging straight toward us, his heavy, stone boots pounding the earth with deafening booms. With one sweep of his great fist, he struck the Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï, tearing her away from me and knocking her aside, sending her flying. She screamed as she was struck, but the scream was cut off as the force of his blow threw her into a giant tree. There was a sickening crunch. Her old body folded in on itself, dropping to the earth in a crumpled heap.


      The rock-monster, which I suspected was another living Aerisian being that had made its way into Cherokee legend as a Stoneclad, turned to the Raven. Its eyes were round, bright, and unblinking, like polished marbles. They weren’t lifeless. There was recognition in them. Anger, even. He opened his mouth, and the sound that came out was something between a roar and an avalanche of falling boulders. He raised his other arm to swipe at the Raven, but my ancestor was quick. In an instant, he’d let me go and was beating his wings madly, rising into the storm. The Stoneclad growled in rage, swinging his arm again, this time managing to catch the fairy on the hip and knock him off his flight trajectory by several feet. Hurt, the Raven clutched his side, his wings pulsing rapidly to keep him aloft in the driving rain and wind.


      “This is not over, my girl,” he called down to me. “You are still my daughter and bound to me.”


      The Stoneclad stepped forward with a menacing growl. I suppose my ancestor knew when he’d been licked. With a birdlike shriek, he shot upwards, summersaulting midair, transforming back into a great raven that flew off into the wet night and vanished.


      The Raven was gone, and the Raven Mocker presumably dead, but the other male fairies remained. They’d paused their efforts to break free when the Stoneclad appeared, but now that their leader had left they seemed to understand this was it. It was all or nothing. Redoubling their efforts, they threw themselves repeatedly against the invisible barrier. I heard a shattering noise as a piece of it broke. One fairy stuck his arm through, followed by his shoulder, his head.


      I gazed up at the Stoneclad.


      “Do—do something,” I begged. The pain was overwhelming. I couldn’t get to my feet, much less figure out a way to stop the male fairies from reentering the world. “Please. Have to— stop them.”


      The colossal rock being stared down at me. There was no human compassion in his eyes, but there was intelligence. Somehow, I managed to lift an arm. Raindrops dripped from the index finger I pointed at the fairies.


      “Stop them.”


      He followed the direction I was pointing and grunted in understanding. His footsteps shook the earth as he took off at a jog that sped into a sprint. The echo of their thunder nearly rivaled the storm’s as he bolted for the barrier and the male fairies. By now, the one fairy with red cardinal’s wings and crested black hair had managed to work himself through the hole up to his waist. While some of his fellows were lined up behind him, waiting their turn, others were attacking the cracks and splinters with fresh determination. The prison wasn’t going to hold, and I wasn’t sure what the Stoneclad could do.


      He had a game plan. He ran right for the cardinal-like fairy, turning at the last second to shove him with his shoulder, shove him all the way back through the hole and into the prison. The fairy howled with rage as he was thrown into the mass of fairies in back of him. The Stoneclad didn’t stop there. He roared at the fairies, roared so loudly that I threw my hands over my ears as I still knelt in the soggy grass, unable to rise. The reverberations drove the other male fairies backwards as well, away from the splintering barrier wall.


      The Stoneclad went to work. Lifting his great, square hands, he began pounding on the invisible shield. I cried out, thinking he meant to break it, then saw that each time he struck the wall with his fist a rock plate appeared. He pounded and pounded, shifting down the length of the wall. Foot by foot, inch by inch, he was reinforcing the invisible blockade with very visible stone, bricking the male fairies back in. When they saw what was happening they rose in a fury, yelling, cursing, beating their wings, throwing themselves against their prison—again, just like birds determined to escape a cage. But the rock giant was relentless and swift: they couldn’t break free. Within mere minutes the barrier was covered in slick, grey stone, and the last desperate pair of fairy eyes was walled away, vanished from view.


      Now the Stoneclad retreated several steps before taking a running start. With a mighty leap, an awesome roar that drowned out the thunderclap booming simultaneously, he thrust at the prison that still hung in the air above the ground. The barrier shifted backwards. He did it again and again, the barrier retreating with each shove until, finally, there was a loud snapping sound. One final heave from the Stoneclad, and whatever restraints had bound it to this dimension were fully severed. Before our eyes, it flew backwards at lightning speed, then vanished in a flash of white fire, gone back to whatever dimension the female fairies had originally sent it to.


      The rock giant stopped, staring at the blank space where the prison, the fairies had been. With the creak of shifting stones, he turned to me. Again, I heard my name in the thunder, heard the voice speaking in my mind.


      “They are gone,” the voice said. “Be at peace, Annie. Be at peace.”


      Be at peace. I wanted to be at peace. It’d been so long since I’d known what real peace was, since the night of the concert in Orlando, the night the presence had first haunted my dreams. But how could I be at peace? If I didn’t get help I was going to die. Somehow, I had to get on my feet. I had to make it down to the road. Maybe there would still be somebody travelling to the palace or returning home. I needed help. I tried to rise, but the pain in my back and wounds in my stomach were too much. I was bleeding heavily now, the rain washing the blood down my skirt and onto my feet. Instead of standing, I fell, fell onto my aching back. My face was upturned in the rain, the rain I felt washing away the tears leaking from the corners of my eyes.


      Be at peace.


      Maybe I should, I told myself. The ravens are gone. I can let go and be at peace.


      Thunder rumbled. Or was it the Stoneclad’s footsteps? I heard it again as my eyelids closed against the raindrops trickling down my face.


      Be at peace.
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          “I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I am a free human


          being with an independent will.”


          —Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre
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          Unexpected Ally


        


      


      


      When I came to, the rain had slowed significantly. It was more a gentle mist than a real rain. I struggled to open my eyes, and when I did I could see it was still nighttime. I was lying on my back in very tall grass. I could hear the clop of horse hooves. Someone was coming. It was agony to roll to my side, to push myself up. I felt a fresh gush of blood when I moved. The pain was excruciating, but I needed assistance. Someone was coming, and if I missed them I might miss my only chance of help. How I’d gotten here, in the long grass by the side of the road, I didn’t know. How much time had passed since the fight, since I left the city, I didn’t know either. Had the Stoneclad carried me here and left me, knowing someone was bound to come? Had I stumbled here myself while in a haze from the pain and the Raven Mocker’s draining?


      None of that mattered. What did matter was putting one foot in front of the other. It was just a few yards to the edge of the dirt road, but it felt like the last mile of a grueling training run.


      Focus, focus, I told myself. You can do this.


      Could I, though? My arms were wrapped around my wounded torso, and I was hunched over against the pain. I managed a couple of steps. My feet caught on the ragged hem of my skirt. I tripped and fell to my knees. The jolt sent fire along every nerve. The pain was too much. I toppled forward, but the hoof beats were right there.


      Please don’t trample me, I begged silently.


      I heard a grunt of surprise from the rider, a whicker from the animal and a sudden change in pace as the rider spotted me and drew back on the reins to avoid hitting me. The hooves stopped, and I heard the rider’s feet hit the ground. Footsteps. The rider was approaching. He or she knelt over me, their body shielding me from the dampness.


      “Lass? Annie?”


      I knew that voice. Groaning, I tried to turn my face out of the wet grass and look. The rider helped me out, sliding powerful hands under my body and gently turning me over.


      “What happened?”


      I couldn’t believe it. I absolutely couldn’t believe it. Of all the people in this world, the one person to find me when I desperately needed help was the Simathe Chief Captain, Lord Norband. If I hadn’t been afraid of dying I would’ve groaned, “Go away.” Unfortunately, I wasn’t in a position to turn down any offers of help.


      “Please…get me to the palace,” I managed.


      His glittering Simathe eyes dipped, taking in my appearance. I knew he wasn’t missing the fact that there was blood on my torso, or that my blouse was in shreds with one sleeve practically torn off. Gently, he set me down in the grass.


      “Wait here,” he said.


      I couldn’t do anything else as he strode back to his patient Restless. He rummaged in the small pack hanging off his saddle, pulled something out. I saw him pick a knife from somewhere off his person, cut. A ripping sound followed as he turned and came back, kneeling next to me on one knee.


      Without a word—because none of the Simathe except Cole seemed big on conversation, and him even less so—he gently raised me again, supporting me with his upraised knee. Without asking my permission he carefully peeled my soaked, bloodstained blouse away from my skin and rolled it up to just under my breasts. I didn’t miss the flicker that passed over his stony features when he saw the strange wounds the Raven Mocker had inflicted. His gaze came up to mine.


      “What sort of injury is this?”


      I wasn’t prepared to tell him that. He’d made his mistrust of me painfully obvious. I didn’t trust him, either. I didn’t feel like I owed him any explanations, and I sure didn’t want to reinforce any negative impressions he already had of me due to my blood ties with the male fairies. Honestly, I didn’t trust if I refused to tell him what had happened that he wouldn’t leave me here to die on the side of the road. I took a chance anyway, clamping my lips together and trying to look as stubborn as possible when I was really so weak I couldn’t even sustain my own weight.


      He waited a few seconds. When I refused to speak, he simply shrugged and reached down to press a folded square of cloth against the finger stab wounds, then start winding pieces of cloth about my torso to hold the bandage in place. I looked down, watching his hands as he worked. Nobody could accuse the Simathe lord of having a good bedside manner, but he knew what he was doing. As if to make up for refusing to tell him what had happened, I offered, “You’re good at this.”


      He finished tying off the ends of the cloth.


      “Simathe may be immortal, but we are not impervious to wounds.


      “Here.” He scooted me up a little higher against his knee. My blouse, already hanging by only one shoulder, was caught between his leg and my back. When he moved me, it snagged and tore. I flung a hand to my chest to keep it from sliding off completely. Once more, his eerie Simathe eyes met mine.


      “Were you assaulted?” he asked. “Did some coward assault you?”


      His voice was calm, but there was a keen edge to it. I knew what he must be wondering, because of the ripped clothes. He didn’t sound like he was prepared to let this question go.


      “No,” I said. “I wasn’t assaulted. Not like that.”


      It was hard to tell in the darkness and the mist, but he didn’t seem convinced.


      “I promise,” I said. “No one tried to rape me.”


      Kill me, yes. Eat my organs, yes. Drain me of my magic, yes. But not that.


      I guess he decided to take me at my word, because he let it go. Next thing I knew, he was reaching down to strip off his own shirt, which he then draped over my head. Wordless, he assisted me in getting my arms through the sleeves. It was much too big and hung almost to my knees, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t grateful to be covered. Even though, had I not been traumatized and wracked with pain it might have been awkward to be in such close proximity to a man who really, really didn’t like me, especially when I couldn’t help noticing on a basic female level that he wasn’t exactly built like a twig. As it happened, I was so miserable that I wasn’t even embarrassed when the warrior-lord slid an arm behind my back and carefully stood, getting me on my feet.


      “Can you walk to the horse?” he asked.


      I was going to or die trying. I had no interest in playing the heroine who feigns a sprained ankle to get her man to carry her. It was humiliating enough that I was having to accept help from Lord Norband at all. I would’ve rather it was anybody else. Really. Anyone. Even the Sanlyn chieftain, Kirrian. But Kirrian wasn’t here and the Chief Captain was, so with his strength supporting me I managed to hobble over to his Restless.


      This is the tallest horse ever, I thought with despair as I lifted my chin, trying to figure out how in the world I was going to get up on this monster. The Chief Captain answered the question for me. Again, without asking, being practical and doing what had to be done, he turned me in his arms and scooped me up like a baby, lifting me high up on the back of his horse. I grabbed the saddle horn as the animal shifted, but he was already there, boot in the stirrup, swinging up behind me.


      He kicked the animal’s flanks and got us started, presumably back to the palace. The horse responded with a bone-jarring trot that jostled me and set every nerve screaming with pain. I couldn’t help the whimper that escaped, although I bit my lip to keep it at bay. He noticed.


      “You need help, and I cannot delay.”


      “It’s okay,” I gasped. Or tried to. Honestly, I was in so much pain I was about to pass out.


      “Brace yourself against me, if it helps,” he offered.


      I didn’t want to brace myself against him. I didn’t want anything to do with him. He was the Simathe Chief Captain, he hated me, he’d set Cole to spying on me, and he wasn’t exactly wearing a shirt. I held out stubbornly as long as I could, but in the end a wounded body overcame my pigheadedness. In spite of myself, I sagged and he responded by catching me with an arm and drawing me close.


      I closed my eyes, my teeth still gritted against the pain, even though he’d been right. The jarring wasn’t quite so bad when I was leaning against him. Leaning against him, him helping me, not leaving me there to die in spite of the conflict between us, forced me to see him in a new light. The light that said he was the kind of man who would do the right thing, no matter his personal feelings. He truly believed I was a threat to this land. He could’ve left me where I was to bleed to death. Probably, nobody would’ve known. Instead, perhaps because I was his Artan’s friend, he was trying to save my life. This forced me to acknowledge I’d been wrong about him since the beginning of my time in Aerisia. No, I still didn’t like his method of administering justice, but he wasn’t a murderer, like I’d accused. And I felt like I owed it to him to tell him that.


      “I’m sorry,” I whispered roughly. I could barely hear my own words, my voice was so tight and clenched, but I knew he’d heard when he responded,


      “For what?”


      “For that argument we had when I first got here. I didn’t have all the facts, and I shouldn’t have said anything to you. It wasn’t fair, and I’m sorry.”


      He delayed a long time before saying anything. So long I didn’t think he was going to. I was resisting pain and blood loss and weakness, not to mention the tears that burned my eyes. I didn’t think I’d make it to the palace. At last, he replied gravely, “I’ve not held that against you.”


      I didn’t know how to respond to that. He hadn’t held my insubordination against me? But he’d immediately held my bloodlines, my lineage against me. It didn’t make much sense. It didn’t seem rational. Nevertheless, encouraged, I dared to ask a favor from him.


      “Please,” I mumbled, even as we rounded a bend in the road and the palace walls and gates came into view. “Please, don’t tell Cole about this—about me being injured.”


      I felt the warrior physically still.


      “Why?”


      I couldn’t explain that. I couldn’t possibly admit to this man that I didn’t want his subordinate knowing because, more than anything or anyone at that moment, I wanted Cole. I desperately, desperately wanted him to be here, to comfort me and hold me like he’d comforted me after the Raven appeared in my room. At the same time, I was still hurt and angry at him. I knew if Cole heard about this that he would come. And if he came, any strength I had left would be gone. The resolve I’d just made, the decision I’d just reached, would be gone. I couldn’t bear that. Because I knew exactly what I needed to do. I had to protect Hannah and her land. I couldn’t let some silly infatuation with the Simathe warrior sway me from my course.


      “Please,” I begged again. “Just don’t tell him. Don’t let him know.”


      No answer. Or maybe he did answer and I didn’t hear because as we traveled through the open palace gates, I passed out.
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          Resolved


        


      


      


      I woke up to soft, hazy light and women’s voices speaking quietly. Took me several tries to get my eyes open, but when I did I saw my friend, Hannah, standing across the room speaking to another woman who wore a plain grey gown covered with a white apron. The woman’s hair was pinned up and covered by a white cap: there was a very practical air about her. I could see two or three other empty beds in the room, and the countertops were lined with vials, bottles, and mortars and pestles. Stacks of clean towels and snowy white bandages filled a nearby shelf. I took it I must be in what passed for the Aerisian version of a sick bay or hospital.


      “…Send for me when she wakes up,” Hannah was saying. To which I cleared my throat and said, “I’m awake.”


      Both women turned. Relief washed over Hannah’s face as she hurried over.


      “Hey, you are awake. How are you feeling?”


      “Well…” Gingerly, I touched the fresh bandages over my abdomen. “Not as sore as I figured I’d be, honestly.”


      “That’s good.” My friend sank down on a chair next to my bed. “Alise did all she could when Norband first brought you in, but she figured out pretty quick you probably had severe internal injuries. That’s when she sent for me.”


      “You healed me?”


      “I did,” she nodded.


      No wonder I wasn’t very sore. Sure was handy to have someone with that type of healing power around.


      “What happened to you?” Hannah asked now, her forehead wrinkled in a frown. “You were a mess! I’ve never seen wounds like those before. They weren’t normal stab wounds, for sure.”


      Clearing my throat again, I hesitated, stalling for time. Hannah must’ve thought it was because Alise, the healer, was puttering around in the background.


      “Can you talk?” she mouthed, leaning close.


      I could, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to. I didn’t know how much I could give away without also giving away my plans. Still, I didn’t want to lie or keep everything back, either.


      “If you will be here a time, my lady, I will go and have my breakfast,” Alise announced, walking up behind my friend.


      Hannah straightened, twisting to flash her a smile. “Of course, I’ll stay here till you get back. Thank you, Alise.”


      “Yes, thank you so much,” I chimed in, hoping she could hear my deep gratitude for her efforts.


      She dipped a curtsy and left. When we were alone, Hannah swiveled back to me.


      “Ilgard says you took a Restless and rode it out of the city? I said you must’ve had a good reason to do something that crazy, but he thinks you’re just crazy. Not that he said it outright, but I could tell.”


      She was so blunt it made me laugh, which caused my newly healed insides to quiver.


      “He’s probably right,” I said, trying to push myself up higher on the pillows. Hannah stood to assist me, propping another pillow behind my back, pulling the blankets a little higher on my waist, fussing over me until she was sure I was as comfortable as possible.


      “So, did you steal a Restless?” she probed, resuming her seat.


      “I didn’t steal him,” I protested. “I left him in the road for his Simathe to find.”


      “Yeah, he was recovered. Why the heck would you take one in the first place, though?”


      I sighed, realizing there was no way to skirt the full truth. “I saw the Raven at the party. He was—he was right behind you.”


      “The Raven? The leader of the male fairies?”


      “Yes,” I nodded. “I take it Braisley and Sorelle filled you in on some details the other day after I left.”


      “Some,” she agreed. Then her eyes widened a bit. “Wait, you said he was right behind me? I didn’t sense a thing.”


      “He didn’t want you to, probably because between you and the female fairies that were at the party there’s no telling what you could’ve done to him. I guess he has the ability to make himself invisible, but I could see him because of how I’m tied to him, to them.


      “When I saw him,” I went on, “I panicked. I ran to draw him away. It was the first thing I thought of—getting him away from you and everyone else. That’s why I took the horse. It was the quickest way to escape the city and get out in the open. I didn’t want him hurting anybody.”


      “But you got hurt.”


      I swallowed, as awful memories swam before my eyes. The Raven Mocker, the pain of her fingers digging into my entrails, of her evil spells draining my magic, and the male fairies trying to beat down their prison walls.


      “He found me in the trees and attacked me,” I said slowly. “He and a Raven Mocker. The other male fairies were there too. I could see them, in the prison the female fairies put them in—wherever that is. They were close to breaking out, but I called on the Thunderers and they sent a Stoneclad who saved me. He killed the Raven Mocker, chased off the Raven, and walled up the prison. I think he would’ve killed the Raven too if he could have, but he was too quick. He did wound him, though.”


      “Thunderers? Stoneclad?” Hannah looked bewildered. “I remember those names from when you told us a little about Cherokee folklore, but what’s a Raven Mocker?”


      “A witch,” I said. “A terrible witch.” After briefly describing a Raven Mocker, I added, “I don’t know what Aerisians would call them. Maybe they have different names here? But that’s certainly what they seemed to be.”


      “Incredible.” In the background, a kettle released steam in a hiss. Hannah stood up, skirts swishing, to walk over and prepare tea. “If you’re already powerful enough to summon creatures from Cherokee legends, then your magic must be very strong,” she mused aloud. “Let me rephrase that: summon Aerisian creatures that Cherokee legends may be based on. Obviously, they’re intertwined. That’s really something. I wonder if you were able to do it because of your Native ancestry? Hmmmm. It’s incredible,” she repeated.


      “So, your wounds came from the Raven and the Raven Mocker?” she asked as she turned to come back, holding a steaming mug in each hand.


      “They were trying to steal my magic. The Raven said if I wasn’t going to use it to free him and the other male fairies, they would take it before I got a chance to use it.”


      “They wanted to take it before you grew into your full potential, it sounds like.”


      “I guess.” I accepted the mug she offered, twisting it around and around in my hands, appreciating the warmth but not sure I wanted the drink itself.


      Hannah noticed and nodded towards the mug. “Sorry it isn’t Cole bringing you your morning drink,” she teased. “I know it’s not a great substitute, but you’ll have to make do. He’s away for right now.”


      Hearing his name made me go still. “He is?”


      “Norband sent him off last night on some mission. He’s supposed to be gone a couple of days.”


      I couldn’t hide my surprise. “He did?”


      “That’s what Ilgard told me,” my friend shrugged, lifting her own mug to her lips for a sip. “Why does that surprise you?”


      “I thought the Chief Captain hated me. I didn’t expect him to do something nice for me.”


      Maybe my apology had softened him more than I thought.


      “How is that nice?” Hannah laughed. “I mean, you and Cole sorta gave the impression you’d been getting along fine since the very beginning. At least until yesterday. And I gotta say, Ilgard is not happy with him sticking up for you and defending you. He thinks Cole practically violated his oaths to Treygon by taking your side at all when the fairies came to accuse you.”


      A mass of overwhelming emotions slammed me when I heard that. Here I’d been feeling Cole betrayed me by spying on me and reporting my comings and goings to his officers. Meanwhile, his High-Chief felt he was betraying them by sticking up for me as much as he had. That forced me to reconsider my hurt, my anger.


      “It’s nice because I asked Norband not to let him know about this,” I answered slowly. “After our argument—well, I didn’t want him knowing.”


      That wasn’t the full truth of why I hadn’t wanted him to know, of course. But I wasn’t ready to admit to Hannah that seeing Cole would’ve crushed every secret resolve I’d made.


      “Maybe I misjudged him,” I concluded. “I mean, I guess he’s sort of caught in the middle, isn’t he?”


      She was looking at me with sympathy in her mismatched eyes.


      “I told Ilgard,” she said softly. “I warned him that he was risking trouble with Cole by drawing such a hard line against you. I told him it seemed to me that you two were—how shall I say this? Not hating each other. I said if he was really going to draw this line in the sand between you and the Simathe and the female fairies that he was putting Cole in a very difficult position.”


      I hoped my eyes didn’t bug out. I couldn’t believe my friend had had this conversation with her High-Chief husband. Honestly, Hannah had been so busy with the arrival of the dignitaries and all the peace talks that I figured she wouldn’t have had time to notice any developments between Cole and me. Clearly, I was mistaken.


      “What did he say?” I asked.


      She shrugged again, and the frown was back on her brow. “Basically, that no matter what he’s already done, Cole is Simathe and his ultimate loyalties are with Treygon. He doesn’t seem to have any doubts that, when it comes down to it, Cole will do what the Simathe want him to do.


      “Besides,” she went on, “he also thinks I’m over-exaggerating what I’ve seen between you two. He said outright nothing would happen because you two aren’t Joined. He seems to think that’s necessary for a Simathe to fall for a woman. Or for a woman to fall for a Simathe. I asked him if he thought we—he and I–wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t been Joined and he just looked at me. So I had to concede that point,” she chuckled. “But we were in entirely different positons than you and Cole. Ilgard’s right: I never would’ve given him the time of day if we hadn’t been slammed together from the beginning for my protection. I had a long way to go to learn to trust him. You, though—you were clearly not put off by Cole from the start. The servants started whispering from the moment you asked Cole to accompany you and Lord Garrett into the palace when you first arrived at Laytrii.”


      I took a sip of tea, trying to think of how to respond. Hannah waited patiently. At last, I admitted, “Cole is…” I floundered for words, struggling to describe just what it was that drew me to the silent warrior. “He’s a good man.”


      It sounded so pitiful in comparison to everything he was, yet Hannah seemed to catch on.


      “He is,” she agreed. “I told Ilgard in my opinion he was making a mistake thinking you couldn’t be attracted to Cole because you guys aren’t Joined. He thinks it’s impossible for a woman to be attracted to a Simathe, except under our unique circumstances, because it’s never happened before. I told him—correct me if I’m wrong—he was downplaying what would’ve made Cole stand out to you. I haven’t been in the entertainment industry, like you, but I know what it’s like to be in the public eye and hold power. I know a little about how people want something from you constantly, and it’s hard to judge motives and if folks are being sincere. I can’t even imagine what it must’ve been like for you, surrounded by that for years, living in the limelight as an A-lister. I could imagine Cole was the exact opposite of that. I mean, nothing fake or flakey about him.”


      Hannah was very perceptive.


      With Cole, there were no ulterior motives. I hadn’t had anything or been anyone when we met. There was no pressure to conform to industry standards, no pressure to do anything I didn’t want to do. There was only respect from our first meeting that had carried on throughout these past weeks. The way he’d treated me was a definite contrast to the stereotypical egotistical, domineering, sexually aggressive male in my line of work. Not to mention the little acts of kindness. Going out of his way to make me feel welcome, as Hannah had described.


      “He is definitely different from any man—anyone, really—I’ve ever met,” I admitted. “Well, except in some ways he reminds me of my dad: the whole strong, silent, dependable thing. I thought we were getting close. I thought we were close. Then I found out he’d been spying on me and reporting back to the other Simathe. Were all those nice things he did for me just a way to get in my good graces so he could keep tabs on me?”


      Hannah grinned and shook her head. “Annie, you really know nothing about the Simathe, do you? If all he’d wanted was to spy on you, you wouldn’t have ever known. Trust me. He could’ve followed you everywhere you went and you wouldn’t have had any idea. No, he was not going out of his way for you to be sneaky. And he wasn’t going out of his way for you because he disliked you. Trust me on that too,” she said wryly. “Cole took to you from the beginning in a way that was unprecedented. Probably because you took to him in a way no woman ever has to a Simathe—me, included. Let’s not forget, Simathe aren’t exactly known as lady’s men. Quiet, yes. Uncompromising, yes. Stern, yes. Stubborn, yes. But they’re hardly players.”


      Despite the gravity of the situation, her description made me chuckle. “You’re one to talk, accusing them of being stubborn.”


      “Hey!” she drew herself up. “You can’t be married to the Simathe High-Chief and be a pushover.”


      “Yeah, but that’s still a little like the pot calling the kettle black.”


      “Well.” She sniffed and raised one shoulder. “I’m just trying to be helpful here.”


      “I’m sorry, you are being helpful.”


      Which she was. I leaned back against the pillows, still twisting my mug between my palms, letting all of this soak in. Everything she’d said was eerily similar to what the fairy Aureeyah had told me. It did make me rethink my earlier hostility towards Cole, which also made me falter when I considered what I had to do.


      You can’t be swayed now, I reminded myself. You’ve already made up your mind. You have to do this.


      “Speaking of following and watching…” Hannah switched topics, crossing one leg over the other and placing her mug on her knee. “That brings up something else we’re going to have to figure out. You know, all of these meetings and this conference will be over at some point in the near future. Normally, I’d go back to Treygon with Ilgard. I divide most of my time between there and here. Now, you’re more than welcome to come back to Treygon with us. In fact,” she admitted with an almost sheepish grin, “if I were being honest, I’d admit my ultimate dream would be to have you there with me. I’d love that, really. However, I understand why you may not want to go.


      “The sad truth is, between the fairies and the Simathe, you’re going to be watched. There’s no getting around it. It might be a little more open at Treygon, but if you stay here or go elsewhere someone is going to be watching you. I wish I could smooth it over and pretend it isn’t true, but I don’t see any point in lying to you. Until this whole business of the Raven and the male fairies is cleared up, they’re going to mistrust you and they’re going to watch you. I guess it’s really just up to you where you want to go, or stay, and be spied on.”


      She wrinkled her face sympathetically. “I’m so sorry, Annie. I want you to know that I don’t think it’s necessary. I know firsthand how uncomfortable being watched can be. My early days in Aerisia I had constant bodyguards. I wish I could spare you that, but, even as the Artan, there’s only so much I can do.”


      “I understand,” I said.


      I didn’t doubt she would’ve stopped it if she could. I also didn’t doubt she would enjoy having me stay with her at her husband’s fortress. To me, though, being in a stronghold full of men who believed I was darkness personified and who would be observing my every move sounded next door to being in prison.


      “If it makes you feel any better, I think the immediate threat from the male fairies is gone,” I told her. “Like I said, the Stoneclad walled them up and wounded the Raven. I’m thinking he’ll probably lay low for a while. Maybe in the future they could be a problem, but not now.”


      Her eyes brightened. “I hadn’t thought of that. You’re right! Maybe we don’t have anything to worry about. Will you consider coming to Treygon, then? Under the circumstances, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.”


      “I’ll consider it,” I said slowly, hating myself for letting the words slip out of my mouth when I knew they were a lie.


      “Awesome. I’m so happy right now.”


      She was beaming. I guess I hadn’t stopped to realize how much it would mean to her to have not only another woman’s presence at Treygon, but someone from her former home—a link to her past. As much as she fit in here as Aerisia’s mystical Artan, she was still a young woman who, to date, had spent the majority of her life in another world. She’d been stripped of every last tie to her home, until I arrived. No wonder she wanted me near. If all this business with the Raven hadn’t been between us, I would’ve enjoyed staying with her, as well. She was my friend. She was easy to love.


      Unluckily for me, love alone couldn’t erase the mess I was in. If it could, I wouldn’t be facing some of the most painful goodbyes of my life. Goodbyes made even worse by knowing I wouldn’t actually get to say goodbye to the people I cared for.


      That made me sadder than I could’ve ever believed.


      The door to the infirmary opened and Alise entered, having returned from breakfast. She was carrying a tray of food for me too.


      “Oh look, Alise brought you breakfast. I’ll leave you to it.” Hannah took a final sip of tea, set her mug on a nearby table, and stood. “I have another meeting soon. Things are beginning to wind down, I think. So far, Kurban and the Warkin have been the hardest to deal with. I guess rivalries between those two are nearly as ancient as Aerisia itself. We’re working on it, though.”


      She headed for the door, but stopped and turned before leaving.


      “Oh yeah, hey, I just remembered—will you sing at the ball? The palace is hosting a big ball-party-celebration in a few days to commemorate this ‘historical event,’ and I was hoping my resident celebrity would be willing to perform.”


      I winced. “Are you sure about that?”


      I was fairly certain a bunch of other folks, including her husband, would not approve. Besides, what about the Raven? I didn’t know that my music alone would call on my ancestors each time I performed, but I didn’t know that it wouldn’t, either. On the other hand, as I’d told Hannah, the Stoneclad had chased the Raven off, and he’d definitely imprisoned the rest of the male fairies. Surely it would be safe enough for me to fulfill this one final request for my friend? The Raven wouldn’t chance coming back this quickly, I didn’t think.


      “Sure I’m sure!” Hannah was saying, recapturing my attention. “You said you’ve sung for political events. Why not here?”


      “I’m honored to if that’s what you really want.”


      And I was.


      “Great! I’ll put you in touch with Master Harreld, the head of the music department here at the palace. Well, that’s what I call it, anyway. Also Elisia. She can help you out with designing the gown you want.”


      “I get to design my own gown?”


      “Hey, we may not have Prada or Armani, but we have the Spinners,” she teased. “They do a pretty fantastic job.”


      “I know they do. I’ve seen their work. Will they let me wear whatever I want?”


      “Why not?” Hannah shrugged. “What do you want to wear?”


      “Red. I love the color red. I’ve always wanted to wear it to an event.”


      “Why didn’t you?”


      “My stylists didn’t approve. They said my eyes were my best feature, and they wanted to put me in different shades of purple or violet or other colors that would complement them.”


      “You mean to tell me you were an international superstar, and you never even got to pick your own gowns for formal events?”


      “The life of a celebrity,” I deadpanned. “It is what it is.”


      Hannah tilted her head, smiling. “Not anymore it isn’t. You wear whatever you like and sing whatever you like. I can’t wait. I’m sure your performance will be one for the books.”


      She was so optimistic as she left that I didn’t have the heart to say what was really on my mind.


      One for the books? More like the final concert on a farewell tour.
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          A Question of Loyalty


        


      


      


      The next few days passed by in a blur. The morning after Hannah’s invitation to perform at the celebration, I felt well enough to leave the infirmary and return to my rooms. I half-expected to run into Cole out in the halls, then remembered Hannah saying the Simathe Chief Captain had sent him off on some mission.


      That’s better for me anyway, I told myself, ignoring the pang in my heart. It’s better not to see him right now.


      I was vulnerable emotionally and knew it.


      There was a lot to be done anyway, and I poured myself into it. There were rehearsals with Master Harreld and the orchestra who would be providing music at the grand event. Each time I left a rehearsal and there were no ravens or signs of ravens anywhere, I breathed a sigh of relief. My music wasn’t summoning him. I was right—he must be lying low. I was in the clear, at least for now.


      On top of all that, there were also fittings with Elisia and her team of Spinners. Meetings with other folks, and arrangements that had to be made. Arrangements that were as painful as they were necessary. It was easy to keep myself distracted and, in that distraction, to maintain a low profile and hide away from the fairies, the Simathe. I didn’t doubt someone was watching me, but it wasn’t Cole, and that was fine. They weren’t going to see anything suspicious anyway, so as long as my plans weren’t betrayed—and I was careful to make sure those conversations weren’t overhead. They could spy all they wanted.


      As the strings tightened around me, I found solace in little except the knowledge that I was doing the right thing, hard as it was, and Hannah’s company. I didn’t see her much, but what time we did spend together I savored. She thought I was considering going home with her: I knew differently, so every opportunity I had to spend with my friend I kept.


      The day before the palace’s formal celebration, she and Rittean and Elisia and I were having a brief lunch together in a small, private sitting room. The other women chatted freely about recent concessions gained, as well as tomorrow night’s party. I listened, saying little and eating less, my stomach twisting in knots as I considered the reality of what I was facing. Rittean and Elisia finished their meal and excused themselves, returning to whatever they’d been doing beforehand. Alone, I smiled at Hannah across the room, hoping what I was feeling was hidden.


      “You all ready for your big night?”


      “Think so,” she said. “Hope so. I’m tired. My brain hurts. I wasn’t meant to be a politician. I’m ready for this to be over.”


      She bent, reaching up beneath the hem of her long skirt to unfasten her shoes. Kicking them off, she drew her feet up under her on the low couch where she sat, leaning back and relaxing.


      “How about you?” she asked. “Are you ready for your big performance? Well, it probably isn’t big compared to some of the shows you’ve given, but it’s pretty big for us.”


      “It’s big for me too,” I said.


      You don’t even know how big. Like, my final gift to you big.


      “I think I’m ready,” I went on. “We’ve had several rehearsals. The musicians feel confident, and so do I.”


      “Great. I’m looking forward to it, I—”


      Whatever she’d been about to say was interrupted by her husband stepping into the room. “Oh, hey there.” She broke off, smiling up at him. “What’s up?”


      If she was happy to see the man, I wasn’t, but I kept my mouth shut and stayed put, even though I felt like excusing myself. I didn’t like being in the same room with him. I hadn’t forgiven the Simathe or the female fairies for their blatant prejudice against me, but I didn’t want to offend Hannah, so I kept my seat.


      “The High Elder would reconvene in a half-hour,” he told her. “He wished me to remind you.”


      “Thank you,” she said. He turned to go, but she put out a hand, calling him back. “Hey, wait, c’mere. I have a job for you.”


      Halting, he stared down at her, almost suspiciously, I thought. “A job?”


      “Yeah, a job. An important job. C’mere,” she insisted, beckoning him closer.


      He walked over to her slowly, and when he was close enough she caught him by the hand, pulling him down on the couch next to her.


      “This seems like no job,” he accused.


      “Oh no, it really is. Hand me that pillow, please.” I smirked, guessing already what she up to. If Lord Ilgard knew, he still gave in, handing her an embroidered cushion from the couch which she promptly took and placed on his lap. Collapsing with a sigh, she put her head on the pillow and shut her eyes.


      “Much better. I’m going to catch a nap. Wake me up when it’s time to meet with the High Elder, will you?”


      “Hannah…I have duties.”


      She didn’t care. “I know, and one of them is taking care of your wife. So, you can sit here and take care of me for a half-hour, while Annie sings me to sleep, right Annie?”


      “Me?” I’d been sitting quietly in the corner, thinking I was forgotten, waiting for a chance to sneak out.


      “You’re the only singer around. Go ahead. Sing me to sleep.”


      “You’re spoiled rotten, girl. You know that?”


      “I know.” Her eyes were already closed. “But I’ve been working hard, and I’m tired. I’ve earned it.”


      The Simathe laid his hand on her upper arm and began tracing it gently from shoulder to elbow. “You have,” he agreed.


      I couldn’t argue with that, and I couldn’t fight with her. It felt a little awkward, singing for an audience of only her and the High-Chief, but he kept his gaze on her, staring down at her as if he were staring at a living treasure, his hand continuing to caress her arm. I guess, given their history and all they’d been through, to him she was. He acted as if I wasn’t even there, which gave me courage. Quietly, I sang a gentle little song I knew, from past conversations, that Hannah liked. I hadn’t gotten far, when I could tell from her sigh and the way her body slumped into the couch that she was out. I let the song trail off. When she didn’t respond, I realized she was safely asleep and I could go.


      Breaking off, I waited a beat, then stood. At this, the Simathe High-Chief’s head finally came up, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking beyond me, towards the doorway. Lord Norband stood there.


      “She sleeps?” he asked quietly.


      Lord Ilgard nodded.


      I was a bit puzzled the man even had to ask. It was obvious she was asleep. Then I remembered talk of Joining, and how, due to that, her husband likely knew for sure whether she was fully asleep or still headed there. I guess the Chief Captain wanted to be sure, and I found out why when he turned his deep gaze on me.


      “A word?”


      I glanced between the two leaders, beginning to feel ill at ease. Did I have a choice? I couldn’t bowl over the Simathe Chief Captain and get out the door, although I felt like trying to make a break for it. Gathering my mettle, I held my ground.


      “What about?”


      Norband inclined his head towards his High-Chief who answered simply, “Cole.”


      “Cole?”


      Once more I glanced between the two men, hoping my unease—not to mention embarrassment—were concealed.


      “What—what about him?” I faltered.


      “Cole is Simathe,” said the High-Chief. “He is a lord. He is loyal to Treygon.” He paused for a beat, his eerie Simathe eyes drilling mine. “Do not persuade him otherwise.”


      I’m pretty sure my jaw dropped. They thought I was trying to persuade Cole to be disloyal to Treygon? To them? Exactly what type of sway did they think I held over him? Worse, what kind of woman did they think I was? Except, I already knew what kind of woman they thought I was. The kind who would turn against a friend to free banished ancestors.


      Anger slid along my veins, warming my blood, giving steel to my spine. “Why would I do that?” I demanded, raising my chin, trying to look brave.


      “A protector? A Simathe to assist the fairy lord? A Simathe is a formidable ally.”


      My mouth half opened then snapped closed as I fought outright gaping at the Chief Captain, who’d just spoken. My mind spun.


      They think I’m trying to seduce him into being my protector, or that I’m trying to get him on my side—turning him against them, against Treygon, to serve the Raven. They don’t think there’s any chance I could be innocent. They think me serving the Raven is a foregone conclusion. In fact, they must think I already am serving the Raven.


      Now I understood why Lord Norband had checked whether Hannah was asleep. Had they brought this up in front of her, they would’ve had a fight on their hands. Hannah would’ve defended me. She would’ve defended Cole, so they effectively waited until she was out of the equation. I wasn’t sure why they didn’t think I’d repeat what they’d said to her. Maybe they were counting on the fact that I did seem to care about her on some level, and wouldn’t purposefully cause trouble in her marriage. As furious as I was, and I could feel myself boiling into a full head of steam, I already knew I wouldn’t do that. This would stay between the three of us.


      “You know…” I said, daring to look Lord Norband directly in the eye, “If you really think that’s what I’m doing, I’m surprised you didn’t let me die out there by the side of the road. Why didn’t you, if I’m such a threat? Why bring me here for Hannah to heal?”


      Folding his arms, he stared back at me, saying nothing.


      Hadn’t I wondered that already? Then, as he’d bound up my wounds and returned me to the palace I’d figured it was because he had a streak of hidden nobility that wouldn’t allow an injured woman to die alone in a field. Now I saw him from a different perspective: the perspective of a man who had played judge, jury, and executioner with Lady Etly’s grandson. The light of a man who likely saw me as a monster, a danger to his homeland.


      “It was because of her, wasn’t it?” I jerked my head towards my slumbering friend. “Because you knew, you both knew—” I glared at the two Simathe in turn,“that if she ever found out, ever, the crap would hit the fan.”


      Neither man denied it. Either because it was true, or because they didn’t care if I thought it was true. To them, the ends justified the means. Maybe they only meant to scare me, and that was good enough. Whatever they did or didn’t do, it was justified because it was all for Aerisia. Just like whatever had been done to my ancestors had been done for Aerisia.


      Scare tactic or not, I had to swallow down the rage and the fear spawned by the implication that my friendship with Hannah might’ve been the only thing standing between death and me that night.


      “Wow.” I shook my head in disgust. “You know, not that it’s any of your business, either of you, but Cole and I aren’t even on speaking terms right now. Wanna know why? Because of his loyalty to Treygon—the loyalty you’re questioning. I guess that means you don’t have anything to worry about, do you?”


      “Do we?”


      “I’m asking you,” I pointed out.


      “And I am asking you,” retorted the Simathe High-Chief, leaning across Hannah to drill me with a look. The iron in his tone made me shiver, but I somehow managed to keep my composure.


      “I sent him away,” Lord Norband spoke up. I dragged my gaze from the deadlock with his High-Chief and turned back to him. “You were correct; he did not need to know of your injury. Out of concern for you, he would have come.” The warrior seemed a little disgusted by the idea of his subordinate showing concern for me. “He needed time apart to consider what he is, and where his loyalties lie.”


      They assumed Cole was so drawn to me that he needed time away to clear his head? One part of my heart leaped to hear that. The rational part said they were blowing things out of proportion, just as they’d blown me and my connection to the male fairies out of proportion. They were simply hedging their bets, making sure.


      “His loyalties aren’t up for debate,” I said finally, coldly. “Even I don’t question them. I’m offended for him that you do.”


      “Then test them no further,” commanded the Chief Captain, “for treason against Treygon carries a price.”


      I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to know. I couldn’t believe I was hearing any of this. He told me anyway.


      “A Rending,” he said. “In extreme cases, possibly death.”


      My breath caught in my throat. “I thought—I thought Simathe were immortal.”


      “Unless all that makes us Simathe is stripped away in a Rending,” clarified the Simathe High-Chief.


      I stared at him in disbelief. The picture of my friend, dreaming peacefully on his lap, happy and secure in his love for her, was utterly at odds with the cold, pitiless warrior-lord that I was seeing now. He loved her. He would do anything to protect her: including threaten her friend, and one of his own men. I understood that, just like I understood their reasoning. They thought I had influence over Cole. They were threatening me with what could be the consequences if I did something wrong in their eyes and he took my side. Was it another scare tactic? I honestly couldn’t tell, and it didn’t matter if it was. The threat was there, hanging in the air between us.


      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this upset. Yes. Yes, I could. When the fairies dragged me in before the Simathe and Hannah to accuse me of crimes I’d never committed. I was automatically guilty because of an ancestry I couldn’t help. I’d been shocked and hurt then. I was dumbfounded now, cold with fury and fear. I didn’t know what to say, or how to respond.


      I’d been angry at their accusations against me; I was livid that they’d dared to threaten Cole. Should I speak up for him, defend him? But he hadn’t done anything wrong. He didn’t need to be defended, any more than I did.


      I wanted to spill my guts. I wanted to tell them the absolute truth. I wanted to tell the Simathe High-Chief that I had no clue what Hannah saw in him; tell his Chief Captain that I didn’t understand how Hannah had any respect for him. Then again, that was why she was the Artan instead of me: because she could see the best in people. If there was any good in either of the Simathe lords, it could only be their loyalty to Aerisia and the High-Chief’s love for his wife, however misguided it was making them act towards me.


      Speech was beyond me, though. I’d never been good at confrontation, and I was too distraught, too overwhelmed to form any words. Instead, I clamped my lips together and headed for the door. I didn’t say anything; they could have the last word. I shouldered past the Chief Captain and he stepped aside, letting me pass. I stormed off down the hallway, gulping deep breaths of air to calm myself down. Everything passed by in a blur of color. My mind was whirling, and I was paying no attention to my surroundings or who I blew past in the halls, until a familiar voice stopped me in my tracks.


      “Annie?”


      Oh no…


      Slowly, I turned. My heart leapt then sank. Frozen, I stared helplessly at the Simathe lord at whom I’d been so angry, so hurt a few days ago, and now who I was angry and hurt for. I didn’t know what to say. What was there to say? He was dusty, a little worn, and had doubtless just returned from wherever his Chief Captain had sent him. Maybe he was trying to find his superior officers to make a report. I didn’t know that, but I was grasping at straws for something to say.


      “If you’re looking for your High-Chief and Chief Captain, they’re in there.”


      I pointed towards the room I’d just left, hoping he didn’t notice how tight my voice sounded. Tight with the effort of trying to rein in my feelings.


      “Thank you.” He paused. “Annie—”


      I shook my head. “I have to go.”


      It probably seemed rude. It probably looked like I was still angry with him. That wasn’t it, though. I couldn’t bear talking to him right then, knowing what his lords had implicated. Before he could call me back, I whirled and practically ran to get away from him, but I couldn’t run far or fast enough to get away from the grip of all the secrets I carried inside, secrets threatening to shatter my soul into a thousand pieces.
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      The Artan had done well, was doing well.


      That was the common sentiment tonight, at the celebration to mark the momentous occasion of so many Aerisian leaders gathered in one place, many of them historic enemies.


      Standing alone, at the fringes of the crowd, Lord Cole surveyed the scene before him. The Grand Chamber was full to overflowing with Aerisians dressed in an array of finery. The light of candles and moonstones lit the vast chamber, winking off precious stones bejeweling clothing and hair, sparkling on the wine flutes, and glinting on the silver trays. Bouquets and wreaths of flowers perfumed the air, and in the background palace musicians played softly. Servers in grey and white wove in and out with offerings of drinks and food. Half of the vast, floor-to-ceiling windows were open, emitting fresh air from the palace’s central gardens, thinning the sometimes-stifling smells of rich perfumes.


      Most considered this a night to be remembered, and while the warrior-lord did not discount Lady Hannah’s hard work, he had seen over six centuries in this land and did not necessarily trust that traditional rivals such as the Warkin and the Tearkin would hold to their sides of any agreements. Tonight, Prince Kurban and Princess Vashti stood side by side, outwardly at peace, accepting the well wishes of those who came by to greet or congratulate them. Only to an insider’s trained eye was the stiffness in both their countenances seen.


      The Dragonkind princess barely reached the giant’s waist, but she held her head high, the smattering of scales across her flesh glistening in the candlelight. Her abundant copper curls were pinned up for once, and on her head was a small golden crown to mark her station. She wore a gown of black and white, its patterns like scales, with a high, stiff white collar. Blood red rubies encircled her neck and weighed down her fingers. Kurban wore a golden circlet and looked like the royalty he was. Cole knew little enough of the Warkin princess, but he did believe, for his part, that Kurban would strive to keep the terms of whatever agreements might be reached. Possibly Vashti would, as well. However, the Warkin were wild tribesmen, at war as often with each other as with the Tearkin. The Tearkin were better controlled, but the hatred and rivalries between the two peoples were nearly as ancient as Aerisia itself. Whether Kurban and Vashti could convince their subjects to obey the agreements was the great question.


      Leaving aside his contemplation of the giants and the Dragonkind, the Simathe’s gaze skipped about the crowded chamber, picking out faces he knew. It stopped on Lady Hannah, who was entering the Grand Chamber on his High-Chief’s arm. At the sight of her, there was cheering and clapping, as people welcomed her with joy for the peace she attempted to bring. She smiled and waved, nodding and exchanging a word with those she passed as Lord Ilgard brought her into the celebration. Few addressed or acknowledged him, even as they besieged his wife. That was as it was, as it had always been. Accustomed to being avoided, he simply stood back, letting her be encircled by well-wishers, his gaze never leaving her. His pride in his wife was unmistakable, at least to a fellow Simathe. Few outsiders would have been able to tell.


      In the wake of the Artan’s entrance, she slipped in nearly unnoticed, but a flash of scarlet caught his eye and Cole’s gaze latched onto the one person he’d been waiting to see. Quickly, people began approaching her to introduce themselves or pass a word. She held no rank, but as a visitor from Earth and the Artan’s established friend, she was an oddity, a thing of interest. Most here tonight had also either heard her sing in the city, or heard of that event. As she had done that night, she seemed to know when to smile or offer her hand, when to speak a few words and how to look at someone to make them know she was listening.


      She moved through the throng, being greeted by this group or that, maneuvering her way towards the back walls. Finally, the mass of people thinned and the Simathe lord could fully see her for the first time tonight. She wore an unusual gown of deep red, with a sweeping skirt whose large pleats across the front emphasized the slenderness of the tight, wrapped waist. The neckline was off the shoulders, leaving her upper arms and throat bare. Around her neck was a single strand of pearls, and her raven hair was held back from her face by pearl-studded pins. Earrings of pearl were in her ears, and her brown skin glowed against the scarlet of the gown, the white of the pearls. Never mind the other women in attendance; like a simpleton, he could not take his eyes from her.


      As if feeling his attention, she happened to glance up and catch his eyes on her across the space and people separating them. He looked at her and she looked back. She did not smile, but neither did she seem angry or flustered as she had at their last meeting in the hallway. Another guest stepped between them and the contact was broken, but it had only confirmed his resolve to speak with her. Perhaps he could not mend the rift between them, but he could at least explain his actions.


      He started to wend his way across the chamber, but stopped when the Chief Steward tapped his staff on the marble floor, signaling for silence. He made an announcement, introducing one of the Elders, who then stepped forth to orate about why they were all there, highlighting the gist of concessions already made and saying that, although there was still work to do, she had every confidence in the Artan and Council. There was another brief speech, at the conclusion of which there was the anticipated clapping and cheering. Another door at the far end of the Grand Chamber was then flung open by servants, revealing a second room containing tables laden with food. Guests were invited to partake. More applause.


      They were so very tiresome, these events. However, now that the initial formalities were concluded, he was free to speak to the girl. Only, try as he might to subtly wend his way towards her, she was constantly surrounded and pressed into conversation, often by those who had heard her sing and wanted to remark on their enjoyment. Either that, or folks who viewed her as a rarity, and wanted to see her up close.


      Two hours passed, then three, and Cole had all but given up. The guests had eaten, the first excited swells of conversation had muted, and dancing had begun. The Simathe might have been surprised to see an Aerisian Elder leading Annie to the dance floor, except her dancing skills were unquestioned after her performance in the city. He was not surprised to find her, after a moment or two’s hesitation, grasping the pattern of the Aerisian dances, flowing through one to the next with ease. She danced with a grace that no one else on the floor could hope to match. Elegance was in every motion. In a sweep of red skirts and black hair, she was spellbinding to see. Scarcely had one song ended before another began, and she changed partners just as rapidly. A half-dozen songs went by until she pleaded off the next fellow who approached, waving a hand at her flushed cheeks and nodding toward a table at the edge of the room bearing drinks for dancers and guests. The man smiled, bowed, and let her go. Annie wended her way towards the table.


      An idea that had been forming in his brain burst into full fruition now, and the Simathe followed her. He would rather have spoken with her in private, in the silence of the stables or an open balcony, as they had done before, but there would be no opportunity for that tonight. Likely, she would not have consented to be alone with him, anyway. He would have to fall back on a different strategy, one brash enough to hopefully prevent her from taking flight. As he walked up behind her, the Aerisian noblewoman chatting with her stiffened a little, her eyes widening with surprise.


      “Excuse me, my dear,” she said to Annie, and with a slight frown at Cole hurried away. Annie half turned, taken aback, to see why the woman had fled. When she did, she caught sight of him over her shoulder. He saw her glance once, twice, and hesitate as if uncertain what to do. Then she turned to face him, her expression carefully neutral.


      “Hey.” She allowed a small smile. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting to see Simathe here tonight. I wouldn’t have thought y’all were into this type of thing.”


      “Attendance for lords is mandatory.”


      “I see. Gotcha.”


      There was an awkward little pause as if she was searching for something to say but fell short. Into the silence, he extended his hand.


      “Would you care to dance?”


      There was no mistaking the widening of her eyes, or how she stared at his hand as if it might have been a viper. She looked back up at him.


      “You’re joking, right?”


      He shook his head.


      “None of the other Simathe are dancing,” she observed, glancing around the room.


      “Nor will they.”


      “So why are you asking me to dance?”


      “If you would rather decline...” He started to withdraw his hand.


      “I didn’t say I didn’t want to.” She reached out and caught his fingers. “It’s just—” She leaned closer, her voice hushed. “Do you know how to dance? I’m not trying to be rude, but I can’t see that being a part of Simathe training and etiquette.”


      Cole hid a smile. “Could I stand here for years at such events, having nothing to do save observe, and learn nothing?”


      “I guess I hadn’t thought of that.”


      He decided to bait her. Leaning down, he asked quietly, “Can you follow this dance?”


      Her head came up. She seemed almost affronted. “I’ve never met an instrument I couldn’t play or a dance I couldn’t follow. That’s a part of my gifts, my inheritance from the Raven, like it or not.”


      “Then you will dance with me?”


      She was still clinging to his fingertips. After an instant of visible indecision, she made up her mind and slid her hand fully into his.


      “I’d be honored, Lord Cole of the Simathe.”


      He didn’t bother correcting her, reminding her his official title was Cole, Lord among Simathe. Instead, he took her hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm, as any other Aerisian gentleman would have done, before leading her towards the center of the Grand Chamber where dancing took place. Seeing them walking together, headed that direction, people fell out of the way, murmuring. Due to elevated senses, a part of his heritage, he could hear most of what was said but ignored it all, surprised by none of it.


      At the edge of the dance floor they stood together, waiting for the current set to end. Whispers were tracing around the room, like ripples in a pond. Although it did not bother him, he glanced down at her, standing next to him, to see whether she was being affected. If she was, she did a masterful job hiding it. She was simply watching the dancers, smiling a little, as if she hadn’t any idea the Grand Chamber was buzzing like a hive of bees with gossip about her. Perhaps, due to her former life, she was accustomed to it. At last, the song ended, some dancers leaving the floor and some staying. Other couples started to drift forward and she looked up at him.


      “Ready?” she asked.


      He nodded. His pace measured, unhurried, he took her out onto the middle of the floor. They separated, turning to face each other, waiting for the music to begin. The entire Grand Chamber was now awash in whispers, with far more heads turned their way than not. Cole chose to ignore them. Annie was staring up at him, her features so serene he could not tell what she was thinking. An opening chord was struck. He stepped forward and placed a hand on her waist, registering the shape and feel of her hip. Another chord. She stooped slightly to catch up her gown before placing her hand in his. The satin was smooth against the callouses of his palms. Her fingers were warm in his. She set her other hand on his shoulder.


      The music began to flow and he put them in motion. A half-turn. Stop. Another half-turn. Stop. Then sliding into rhythm together, into three full circles. Stop. To the right side. To the left. She caught on without hesitation to the pattern of steps he’d observed enough times to memorize without intending to. He spun her out and back in to a musical flourish. When she whirled back, she turned into his hold a little tighter, pressing a little closer, placing her hand on his chest instead of his shoulder. That was not necessarily correct, but she did not remove her hand as she continued to move with him. Throughout each step and turn, she stared up at him, trusting him to lead her. He could not deduce her thoughts, but she was certainly not stiff in his hold.


      “I’m impressed,” she said, after several moments had gone by. “You’re very good on your feet.”


      He supposed that was high praise, coming from her, considering what she was supposed to have been on Earth.


      Three more full circles. A pause. Again he spun her out, her flaming skirts swishing across his boots. He pulled her in, even marginally tighter, missing the heat of her palm against his torso when her hand crept back to his shoulder. She may have changed hand positions, but she did not lean back. She was content to dance so close their bodies nearly touched.


      “Annie,” he said finally, “Allow me to explain about our quarrel.”


      She shook her head and looked away, breaking eye contact. “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain anything.”


      But he did.


      “From the beginning, I was drawn to you,” he confessed. At that, her eyes darted back to his. “However, my Chief Captain distrusted you just as soon, suspecting your heritage. He bid me watch you, told me the Artan’s safety, Aerisia’s safety, hinged upon it.”


      A decided coolness draped itself across her features. Nevertheless, she continued to move her body in rhythm with his, with the melody offered by the musicians seated in the corner of the Grand Chamber.


      “You must understand,” he continued, searching for the right words, wondering if any of this was right. He was Simathe. He was not given to words, but he wanted her to know. “My life has been Treygon. There was I taken as a child, raised and trained. My purpose has been obeying my lords and serving Aerisia. I liked you, lass. I saw no darkness in you, but I had a duty to my lords.”


      “So you kept spying on me and lying to me because you were told to, even though you didn’t like it.”


      “I did not lie to you.”


      “I think cozying up to me, pretending to be my friend while secretly spying on me, counts as deception, don’t you? And isn’t deception a form of lying?’


      “As you deceived Lady Hannah and the rest of us by not disclosing your past and your gifts with music?”


      Anger flashed across her face when he turned her argument back on its head. For the first time, her feet missed a step and she stumbled. He stopped entirely, giving her space to recover, but didn’t release her hands, her waist.


      “Everybody is staring,” she whispered furiously.


      “Let them.”


      She spoke true. Nearly the entire room had gone silent while they danced, with every Aerisian except the couples actively on the floor stopping their business to gaze in disbelief at the sight of a Simathe lord on the dance floor. On the dance floor with a woman from Earth.


      “Fine, but at least start moving again, so they’re not watching us fight in the middle of the dance floor.”


      He complied, sliding them into rhythm with the music. She took several breaths, whether to calm herself or give herself a chance to think, he did not know. He waited until she was prepared to speak.


      “I guess you have a point,” she said reluctantly. “I was just…hurt…because I thought you were my friend, only to find out you’d been watching me and reporting my every move to your lords. It felt like a betrayal of whatever was between us.”


      “I did not report everything.”


      That caught her attention. “You didn’t?”


      His mind skipped to the night the Raven had assaulted her in her room, calling her his daughter, the night he had decided not to share her business with his lords.


      The warrior shook his head. “Some things I thought were your own to keep.”


      “Oh.” She appeared at a loss, a frown puckering the skin between her brows.


      “Just as you thought some things were your own to keep.”


      “What?” She glanced up, surprised.


      “Servants talk. Did you truly think to conceal the fact that you were attacked and injured?”


      Her cheeks flushed a dusky rose. “I—I just…”


      “Why would you not wish me to know, Annie?” he asked gently.


      She looked away, pursing her lips, refusing to answer.


      “Because you were angry with me?”


      She was moving with him, but her mind seemed very away. “Let’s talk about something else,” she said.


      Silence drifted between them. The dance was preparing to end; he could tell by the strains of the music. Without seeking permission, he pulled her fractionally tighter, his fingertips pressing into her back, causing her to look up into his face.


      “I did not seek to win your trust so I might spy on you,” he said. “I befriended you because I wished to. Treygon had naught to do with that.”


      She stared at him a long, weighty moment, as if gauging the sincerity of his words.


      “Is that true?”


      “I rarely befriend anyone, much less the people I watch.”


      He meant it as a jest. She did not seem to accept it as such.


      “Cole, I can’t even tell you…” She broke off, struggling.


      “Tell me what?”


      “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”


      To his eternal surprise, surprise he concealed, she sighed and lowered her head onto his shoulder. Mesmerized, he stared at her rich black hair, the elegant curve of her neck, then down the length of her back until it disappeared into the tightly-laced scarlet gown.


      “For what it is worth,” he said quietly, moved by the gesture of surrender, of trust, “I am sorry.”


      She nodded, her head still bent. “Me too,” he heard her whisper against his coat. Her fingers on his upper arm clenched his sleeve a little tighter. “Me too. I wish none of this had happened the way it did.”


      If it had not, if she had been merely a girl from Earth, somehow crossed to Aerisia, into his life, might it have been different? Might they have been different? Was there a chance, even now, for them? But a chance for what?


      She lifted her head, and he was taken aback to see a sheen of tears. She dashed a hand under her eyes to wipe the moisture away. He started to remark on it, but she gave a short laugh, speaking instead.


      “Hannah is so ridiculous.”


      She was staring over his shoulder. Cole turned them slightly in pace with the music and glanced to the fringes of the hall. The Artan was half-hidden behind Prince Kurban, but was leaning out around him, grinning widely and mouthing words to Annie. When she saw him look, she straightened quickly, clasping her hands behind her back, trying to appear innocent.


      “Uh oh. You saw,” Annie chuckled. “You know she’s not going to let this go.”


      He would have expected no less from her. The lady was incorrigible.


      “Let her think what she will.”


      “I guess it doesn’t matter. She’ll find out soon enough it’s—that there’s nothing—I mean…” She broke off and stared him full in the face, seeming to gather her thoughts. “I’m leaving, Cole. I already talked to Kirrian, the Sanlyn chieftain. When they leave after this conference is over, I’m going with them. He’s agreed to let me come visit the Jeweled Isles.”


      The Simathe kept his features composed, even as shock struck his brain. What was she thinking?


      “I’m sure you’re surprised,” the girl went on, “but this is something I have to do. I can’t go on staying here, causing arguments and strain between allies and friends. I can’t keep coming between people like you and your clan. I can’t keep Hannah caught in the middle between her friendship with me and her husband. I know they’ve already had arguments about her spending time with me. I can’t do that to her. It isn’t right.”


      “What purpose will going with the Sanlyn serve?” The question came out gruffer than he intended. “Do you know the dangers of that place?”


      She looked a little irritated. “Yes, I know the rumors. The men you saved me from were going to sell me to the Sanlyn, remember? For all his faults, I also think Kirrian is as good as his word. He’s promised to give me safeguard, and I believe him. Of course, he thinks letting me visit his homeland is a great way to spend more time together so he can convince me to be his tenth wife, but we both know that’s not gonna happen. I’ll be fine.


      “Besides,” she went on, “I know your High-Chief is going to send someone after me wherever I go. I know for a fact they don’t trust me and never will. Still, if I’m off in the Jeweled Islands, at least it’ll probably just be one person watching me, not everyone. I feel claustrophobic here, like I’m a goldfish in a bowl. I’m tired of it. If I’m never going to get back home, I need to carve out some kind of life for myself. How can I do that when I’m surrounded by people that don’t trust me?” Again, she blinked back tears. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “But I’ve thought it through, and this is the only way.”


      He was mute as he sought words to counter her arguments. While his mind raced, the music had slowed, was stopping. His body kept pace even as his mind was far removed. One final time, he swung her out, then in. She came to a stop with one hand still in his and the other on his shoulder, staring up at him sadly.


      “I’m sorry,” she whispered again, then stepped back, breaking them apart.


      There was a polite smatter of applause for the dancers as he led her off the floor. Cole was deaf as well as mute. He heard nothing, saw nothing, even as he left her in Lady Hannah’s company with a final bow.


      She was leaving. The only woman he had ever been drawn to, and she was leaving. He felt as humans must feel when faced with an unpleasant surprise. He’d not been this flummoxed since the final battle outside Shayle’s gates, when the Artan had triumphed but then died, leaving their forces reeling with sorrow and shock. At the border of the crowd, he reassumed the silent, watchful stance he’d born all evening. Even if outwardly he remained calm and impassable, an unapproachable Simathe lord, inside he fought a rarely known sensation. Pain.
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      “Well, look at you. You’ve only been here a few weeks and you already got Cole to do something Ilgard would never do with me. What’s really going on between you two?”


      Hannah’s barely contained glee only deepened the ache inside as I watched the Simathe lord walk away. His back was straight, the line of his shoulders firm. If I hadn’t known any better, I wouldn’t have had any idea that my news bothered him. Somehow, I knew. I knew, despite that Simathe fortitude that shielded their innermost thoughts. I knew I’d hurt him. And I felt horrible. I’d never wanted to hurt him. I didn’t want to be hurting myself like I was. Watching him leave, I ached inside, but my mind was made up.


      I’m doing what I have to do, I reminded myself, turning back to Hannah, plastering a pleasant expression on my face.


      She didn’t know yet. Nobody knew except Cole, Kirrian, and me. I would have to tell her, but I didn’t want to ruin her night. After all, I still had some time before the Sanlyn were scheduled to go home.


      Plenty of time in between then and now to crush her too, I thought glumly. And she would be crushed. She’d be devastated. I was her only link to Earth. When I went, that would be gone. I knew, more than anything else, she wanted me there at Treygon with her. Her next words confirmed it.


      “Does this mean my wildest dreams are going to come true of you and Cole and happily ever after at Treygon?” she teased, raising her eyebrows. “You can’t deny something’s going on there. Not after that performance.”


      I smiled and shook my head. In my ears, I heard the warnings of her husband and his Chief Captain not to dissuade Cole from his loyalty to Treygon. She had no idea, and I couldn’t tell her.


      “I think you’re putting the cart before the horse,” I said to cover. “He just wanted to apologize and explain his side of the story.”


      “About your argument over him watching you.”


      “Yes.”


      “What did he say?”


      “What could he say?” I shrugged. “Basically, he pointed out that while we were friends, he’d been serving Treygon his entire life. It was a conflict of loyalties, but I guess he did the best he could.”


      “See? Conflict of loyalties. I was right: he likes you.”


      Her words provoked a lump of pain in my throat. I swallowed it down.


      Yes, he liked me. He told me he’d been drawn to me from the first, exactly as I’d been drawn to him. It didn’t make any sense. Our lives, our upbringing, our worlds, even our lifespans were so opposed that falling for each other should have been impossible. Clearly, it wasn’t. Just as clearly, being together was. The difficulties were already insurmountable. Add to that my unwanted ties to the male fairies, as well as the threats from his superior officers, and it was all over.


      “He may like me, but not necessarily in that way,” I countered, trying to keep my tone light. “We’re just friends.”


      “Just friends, my foot,” Hannah scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Cole and I are just friends, and he’s certainly never asked me to dance. Ilgard and I have been married for several years, and fire would turn to ice before he would dance publically. Don’t give me that just friends business. Simathe don’t dance. Period. But he did.”


      “Why wouldn’t your own husband dance with you?” I asked, not only to steer the conversation away from a sore spot but also because I was genuinely curious. I didn’t have any love for the Simathe High-Chief, but even I could see he was wrapped around his wife’s finger.


      Hannah knew what I was doing, but mercifully complied. “Oh, that’s just him,” she replied, looking across the room to where he stood in silent solidarity with a couple of his fellow lords. “He is what he is. Dancing’s not part of the package.”


      “But if he loves you, wouldn’t he do it to make you happy?”


      She gave me an odd look. “He does make me happy, and he doesn’t need to dance with me to prove that he loves me. I knew this side of him when I fell for him. Would it be fair for me to tell him I loved him, and then demand he change? That’s not love—demanding someone change to suit you.”


      “Isn’t love being willing to change for someone?”


      “Change bad habits, yes, of course. But change the core of who you are? Your very person? No. I don’t think so.”


      She studied me askance. “Why are you asking all these questions about love anyway?” Instantly, her good humor returned. “Got someone special in mind?”


      I rolled my eyes at her persistence. “You’re terrible, you know that?”


      “I know.” Her grin faded, and she said more soberly, “Look, I hope you don’t mind me offering some advice, but since I’m the only person who’s ever dealt with…ah…such a unique situation, I might be qualified.”


      Before I could stop her, she plunged on. “If you choose to pursue this relationship, either now or later, you need to know that it’s going to require sacrifice. Any relationship will. I mean, is it really love if it doesn’t require some sacrifice? But this kind will even more, for obvious reasons.


      “You’re not going to have a man who’s fluent with words or given to poetry or flattery or grand, romantic gestures. That’s not in their nature. However, what you will have is uncompromising loyalty and devotion. There will never, ever be another for him if he binds himself to you. It will be just you and him and that’s—that’s a pretty amazing thing. It’s up to you to decide if this is what you want and if you can handle being with someone like that, or if you want the romantic bright lights and glitz and glamor. He’ll never be able to give you that, but what he will be is someone who loves you to the core of his soul, and that goes very, very deep. Deeper than you can possibly imagine.”


      She was so serious, so firm that I was taken aback. She wasn’t joking around. This was an important topic to her.


      “And you’ve never regretted…”


      “Nope.” She didn’t even let me finish. “Never. Not for one single second. Like I said, I knew what he was well before I married him. I loved him for who he was. I didn’t want him to change then. I don’t want him to change now. I love him. And he loves me.”


      She smiled guiltily and quirked a shoulder. “I don’t want to make it sound like it’s all one-sided, though. The sacrifice. The acceptance. If you stop and think about it, Ilgard had some pretty huge changes to accept himself.”


      “What do you mean?”


      It was hard to imagine anyone not feeling lucky to have a wife like my friend, especially the indomitable Simathe High-Chief.


      “Well, think about it. He was the Simathe High-Chief for years—years!—before I arrived. Centuries. Millennia, maybe. Not sure how long. All those years, he had nothing except strict obedience, respect, and authority. Then comes this girl from another world that he has to Join with in order to protect. She’s scared, she resentful, she’s hateful, she’s…um, probably a little spoiled. I hated him and everything he stood for. I made no secret of it. We were not friends in the beginning, not like you and Cole. Quite the opposite, in fact. And yet, somehow, the more we were thrown together and the more we went through, the more I guess we both saw the best in each other. Somehow, we beat the odds. We fell in love. We got married. And now he has a wife who talks his ear off when he was used to peace and quiet, who took over his quarters and covered his bed with throw pillows she’d made—which he did not appreciate, by the way, who demands attention when he was used to his own time, who shares her opinions on whatever she thinks…”


      “Who doesn’t mind telling him when she thinks he’s wrong?”


      I wish I’d been brave enough to tell him he was wrong. About me, about Cole.


      “Yes!” Hannah chuckled. “I’m no shrinking violet. He hears whatever I think. It’s a completely different world than his existence for ages and ages. And you know what?”


      “What?”


      “He likes it.” She was smiling softly now, almost glowing. “One time, well before either of us had admitted our attraction, I accused him of wishing I was smarter, stronger, braver, more mature. He said—I’ll never forget it—he said that was only what I thought I knew. He wanted me to be no different than I am.


      “Ever since then, he’s proved that, day in and day out. Oh, I’m sure I get on his nerves sometimes, just like he gets on mine. That’s life. No married couple doesn’t have the occasional argument. But he took this woman who turned his entire existence on its head, and he accepted all of her faults and weaknesses, and he loves her for exactly who and what she is. It’s pretty amazing, really.”


      Again, she was staring across the ballroom at her husband. I still wasn’t sure what she saw in him, but the light in her mismatched eyes was unmistakable. It hurt to see. Because I could imagine looking at Cole like that. Cole, who was so unlike anyone I’d ever met. Cole, who’d accepted me and befriended me from the beginning, with no qualms about our different racial backgrounds or the different worlds from which we’d come. Cole, who’d stuck up for me when no one else besides Hannah had. Yes, he’d been caught between his loyalties to his brothers and his friendship with me, but I knew in my heart of hearts that, no matter what anyone else including his lords said or did, he would give everything he had to keep me safe. If I would let him.


      That was just it. I couldn’t let him. He’d given too much already. So had Hannah. So had I. I had to seize control over my own destiny. I had to find a way to fight the Raven on my own terms, to break free of his hold on me. I’d known from the moment Lord Norband rescued me that this was the path I’d have to take. My subsequent run-in with the Simathe lords confirmed it. The other male fairies were gone, locked away by the Stoneclad, but their lord, their leader, had escaped. He’d been wounded, but he would recover. That was probably a temporary setback, meaning he was still a force to be reckoned with. His attacking me with the Kâ'lanû Ahkyeli'skï proved that he wasn’t above murder, that there were no depths beyond him. I couldn’t risk having anyone else hurt because of me. Especially Hannah, or Cole.


      All I could think to do was get away. I didn’t know where or how, but there had to be other magic workers in Aerisia who could help me gain control of my heritage, my magic, and combat the Raven. If Hannah knew, she would’ve already done it, so I could safely assume she didn’t have any ideas. The female fairies? Possibly, but none of them besides Aureeyah seemed inclined to help me, and Aureeyah had already assisted me as much as she could.


      No, this was something I had to do myself. I had to protect everyone else. I had to remove this fight. Also, I was hoping by pulling a surprise move like leaving Laytrii for the Jeweled Islands, the Raven might be thrown off until I could find some help. After all, he wasn’t omniscient. He couldn’t be everywhere at once. I’d asked Kirrian to keep our plans quiet. The Sanlyn chieftain was so thrilled by the idea that he might have time to try and win me as his wife that he’d agreed to everything. I knew Cole wouldn’t be spreading it around. This was my opportunity. I had to take it, even if it meant forfeiting any chance of a future with Cole like Hannah had with his High-Chief.


      Not that there’d ever been much of a chance for that, anyway.


      Someone approached just then: a noblewoman seeking the Artan’s attention. With Hannah distracted, I excused myself and slipped away. All of the sudden, I felt flushed and warm. I decided to step out into the palace gardens in search of cool air and a few minutes of peace.


      Someone stepped in my way, intercepting me.


      “Perhaps, if you were willing to partner with a Simathe, you might also favor a Moonkind with the honor of a dance?”


      Surprised, I glanced up into the face of The Hunter. As always, the Moonkind warrior was dressed in black from head to toe, as if in mourning. Tonight, he’d exchanged his typically functional black clothing for something a bit finer and more suited to the occasion. With his stunning long white hair pulled back from the sides of his face, and his blue-green eyes emphasized by the tan of his face, it was hard not to notice how attractive he was.


      Someone else noticed. I saw Rittean, Hannah’s sweet, Moonkind cousin, flash us a look and quickly turn away. In that one peek I’d seen surprise and bewilderment. Hurt.


      I didn’t want to be the jerk who left this Moonkind warrior, who was already something of an outcast, standing in the ballroom with his hand stretched out. Giving up on the gardens, I smiled and accepted his offer, instead.


      “Of course, thank you for asking.” However, as he led me out onto the floor and we faced each other to begin the dance, I asked in tones only he could hear, “Are you sure it’s me you should be dancing with?”


      His arm slid around my waist, I gathered my skirts, and he moved us into rhythm. Like the Simathe before him, his footwork was more than adequate. Maybe he’d also spent a lot of time at these events standing back and observing.


      “What do you mean?” he asked.


      I nodded over his shoulder towards the Moonkind girl who was steadfastly staring down at the cup in her hand. “Rittean looks very pretty tonight, doesn’t she?”


      “Does she? I had not noticed.”


      He said it casually. Too casually.


      “Somehow, I find that hard to believe. Well, if you haven’t noticed, maybe you should. This is the first time I’ve seen her wear anything except Moonkind robes. Her blue gown brings out the color of her eyes. It’s simple, but very flattering. Her hair is all pinned up. She looks great.”


      He said nothing, continuing the dance. Sensing his mood, I changed the subject.


      “I was kind of surprised to see Moonkind here tonight. Not very surprised, I guess, since Master Risean is Hannah’s uncle and all, but there are quite a few of you here.”


      “Lady Hannah’s triumphs are a triumph for them, as well. Not only are the Moonkind, with their peace-loving ways, helping to broker the agreements, but I’m certain they are relieved they need not worry about expanding their defenses at the present time.”


      “Expanding their defenses?”


      The Hunter chuckled at my confusion. “You did not know the Moonkinds’ role in keeping Aerisia safe?”


      “I guess I didn’t know they had one. I thought their faith kept them from being involved in war.”


      “In fighting and killing, aye, yet they use their magic on Aerisia’s behalf in multiple ways. One is the safeguarding of this palace and city.


      “Have you never wondered,” he went on, “why dragons were not sent to attack Laytrii’s palace during the Artan’s war? Instead, they were sent to Shayle.”


      “I was under the impression that nobody expected the Warkin and their dragons to take part at all, since, from everything I’ve heard, they can’t quit feuding with the Tearkin and each other long enough to be bothered with anything else.”


      “True. And yet some tribes did ally themselves against the Artan at Shayle. Why there and not here?”


      I scrunched my face, thinking about it. “Moonkind magic defends the city?”


      “It does.”


      “How? You can’t see a shield or dome or anything like that.”


      “Nevertheless, the shields are there.”


      “Huh.” I was genuinely surprised by this. I’d had no idea Hannah’s calm, peaceful relatives played such an important role. “Then why didn’t they set up shields over Shayle?”


      “As you said, no one thought to look for them at Shayle. Their powers were concentrated on defending Laytrii because, it was believed, should the Warkin attack, logically they would strike here. They did not, so most battle leaders assumed they were no threat. Of course, they were wrong. Alas, Moonkind magic is limited to use by the Moonkind alone, and they are not a numerous folk. They could not expand their defenses everywhere.”


      “And now that agreements are being made, they’re relieved they don’t have to worry about trying to expand elsewhere,” I summarized.


      He nodded, but I noticed that, as we turned in the dance, his attention shifted completely from me and onto the Moonkind girl he was facing. My back was to her, so I couldn’t see her reaction, but I was watching The Hunter’s face. A surprising gentleness and even sadness softened his expression. It vanished as he laughed harshly.


      “And she flees. She could not bear even to meet my eyes.”


      He said it mockingly, but I read the pain behind the scorn.


      “I know it’s none of my business,” I said softly, “and I haven’t been in Aerisia very long, but even an outsider like me can see Rittean doesn’t treat you the way she does everybody else. With everyone else she’s as sweet and caring and outgoing as can be. I’ve never seen a frown or heard a cross word from her. With you—she downright avoids you.”


      “Aye. I made the mistake of asking her to be my wife.”


      Years of practicing Stella’s tips on poise kept the astonishment off my face.


      “And she turned you down?”


      “Oh no, she accepted,” he replied, his fingers tightening on mine. I didn’t think he knew he was doing it. From the distant look in his eyes, he was reliving the past. “When she went to inform her father of her decision, Risean reminded her that to wed a warrior, one who was a castaway among his own people, was to forsake her vows to the Peace of the Moon. She could not remain true to her faith if she married me.”


      My own heart pricked with pain at the position these two star-crossed lovers had been put in.


      I could somewhat sympathize.


      “She broke off the engagement, I’m guessing.”


      The Hunter nodded, still living in the past by his expression. “When she came to tell me, I told her I understood. I would let her go. However, I also shared my exact thoughts on her father, her people, and her beliefs.”


      I noticed, even though racially he was Moonkind, that The Hunter never identified with them as his people. I couldn’t help wondering what had been the initial disagreement that tore him apart from his own race and religion, that set him on the forbidden path of being a warrior.


      “She has never forgiven me,” he said quietly. Finally, he’d come back to the present. He looked down at me, and although his face was calm, there was unhealed sadness in his blue-green gaze. “Not a day passes that I do not regret causing her hurt. I will not apologize for my opinions on her father or her kin or even her faith, but I lament speaking them to her and wounding her.”


      “It’s not too late to make amends.”


      “Aye, it is. She will never forgive me, neither will I ask her pardon. I said nothing that was untrue.”


      The music was slowing, and our pace along with it. A final step out and back, then he brought us to a standstill: him with a bow, me a curtsey.


      “May I suggest,” he said as we rose, his eyes flicking in the general direction of a particular Simathe lord, “that if there is someone you care for, let not family relations or friends or religious beliefs or anything else sunder you, lest you be left with regret that will haunt you all your days.”


      He bowed again. “Thank you for the dance.”


      “Of course. It was my pleasure. Thank you.”


      Turning in place, I watched him walk off. Was it the tight laces of my gown that suddenly made it hard to breathe? Why so many lectures on love tonight? First Hannah, and now The Hunter, of all people. I didn’t dare glance in Cole’s direction as I made my way back into the crowd, determined to get outside this time for some fresh air.


      “Mistress?” I was intercepted again, this time by Master Harreld, who oversaw all music and entertainment here at the palace.


      “Yes, Master Harreld.” I made myself smile, even though internally I was screaming to escape.


      “It is time. We are ready if you are.”


      The last thing I felt was ready. My emotions had been running in circles like a hamster on its wheel. I felt tired and wrung out, but also nervous and on edge. Still, I’d been a performer far too long not to know how to shove raw emotions aside to deal with later. Besides, I’d promised Hannah. More than any performance in my life, I wanted this one to be spectacular. If I had one final gift I could give her, this was it—a tribute to her as the Artan, as my friend.


      “Lead the way,” I said.
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      He took me out a side door and up a couple of flights of stairs. When we reemerged, I was standing at the top of a steep staircase that descended into the Grand Chamber. Alone, I looked down at the crowd who hadn’t noticed me yet, waiting for the signal to begin. Maybe the crowd hadn’t noticed, but someone else had. I’d been told of the Simathe’s legendary abilities to keep aware of their surroundings, and even something as inconspicuous in the midst of a party as quietly walking out onto the top of the stairs had captured interest.


      The Simathe Chief Captain was the first to notice me. He stared up at me for a second, unblinking, then deliberately turned his attention elsewhere. That was fine by me. Lord Norband was easy to ignore. Cole—not so much. When he glanced up at me, his strange, pupil-less black eyes didn’t leave. Eyes that set him apart from everyone in this land except his fellow Simathe. Eyes that were so deep and so black and so daunting they should have scared the fire out of me, but they didn’t. They were unreadable now: ever since I’d told him I was leaving—leaving the palace, effectively leaving him—he was shielding his thoughts carefully. Still, they didn’t flick away. They continued to hold mine, sucking me down a whirling vortex so deep I forgot to breathe and nearly missed Master Harreld’s announcement.


      If not for the applause that rippled through the room, I might’ve missed my cue. Instead, I tore away to glance around the crowded ballroom, briefly meeting and holding gazes, making sure I had everyone’s interest, even though I already did. When these people looked up at me they saw a woman who didn’t fit in racially in this place, who was from a world unlike their own, as evidenced by my physical characteristics and even my bold, modern scarlet gown. For all that, I was their Artan’s friend, and everyone waited expectantly to see what I’d do.


      The music began and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to be swept into the harmony of strings and flutes and drums. For a brief second, Aerisia was shut out, Cole was shut out, notions of love—both happily ever after and unrequited—were shut out. There was only a connection as old as time itself between the music and me. Then, opening my eyes, I began to sing and the song flowed straight from my heart, my soul, the very center of my being and out into the world.


      I’d chosen this particular song as a tribute to Hannah, with its themes of friendship and overcoming and, of course, love. Until I began to sing, I didn’t realize it also held undercurrents of goodbye. Or maybe subconsciously I had known it all along. As my performance went on, the idea of goodbye took over. Maybe because goodbye was on my brain, stamped on my heart. I’d meant what I told Cole: if I was going to stay here in Aerisia, I had to figure out some sort of life for myself. It couldn’t be here, living on Hannah’s charity and subject to the suspicions of the Simathe and fairies. I needed more breathing room than that. I also couldn’t allow myself to be a source of contention in my friend’s life, in her marriage. Nor did I want to keep putting Cole on the spot, between Treygon and me, especially with his officers hinting at treason and its penalties.


      Shouldn’t that be his choice? one side of me argued.


      It’s a choice he shouldn’t have to make. Besides, this was doomed from the start. He’s immortal. I’m not. This could never work. It’s time to acknowledge the obvious and move along.


      Moving along wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d hoped. When I looked at the people below me, they were entranced. No one was moving a muscle. All eyes were on me. The power of my music was in full force. Maybe some of the sadness I felt but was doing my best to hide seeped into the song, because I saw a few people discreetly wiping their eyes. I was unintentionally making my audience sad.


      Is this part of my magic, being able to influence people that strongly without meaning to? a detached part of my brain wondered.


      I’d come to the bridge, which the musicians seated at the bottom of the staircase carried. I began a slow descent down the steps, keeping time with the music. It wasn’t a dance, but it was meant to hold attention until the song began again. As I stepped down one step, two, three, I was keeping my eyes on the crowd below me instead of watching my feet. I’d done this dozens of times in trailing gowns. I’d practiced it more than once in rehearsals with Master Harreld’s musicians. I wasn’t worried about tripping, but I didn’t want to lose my audience. I came down several more steps and was now level with the middle of the floor-to-ceiling windows lining the opposite wall of the Grand Chamber.


      As I prepared to begin the final verse then the chorus, I glanced out those vast windows and saw someone looking in. The face was pressed against the glass, hands cupped around the eyes. I was so shocked to see a peeping tom here at the palace that I nearly missed my prompt. Reflexes took over and I held onto the song, managing to pick it up and keep singing as I descended the steps. But my eyes kept darting back to the window and the person standing there, who hadn’t moved a muscle. As I kept descending, my view became better. There was something familiar about the figure.


      No way. He wouldn’t.


      I felt my limbs tighten. It was all I could do to keep walking, singing. I was a few stairs above the floor when I stopped, just like we’d rehearsed. I was supposed to stand here, level with the musicians spread across the bottom stairs, and finish the number: high enough that everyone could see me. Unluckily, someone else could see me too. As I peeked back out the window again, drawn against my will, I saw the person remove their hands and step back. There was a shifting behind him. Wings. I could see the eyes clearly. Violet.


      The Raven was watching me. He was here. Watching.


      My body kept on singing, finishing the number as I’d been trained to do, holding onto my poise as I’d held onto it for the past eight years, no matter what was happening behind me on stage or out in the audience. The show must go on. In my head, however, I felt real panic.


      I should’ve known this was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have done this.


      I may’ve been holding onto my outward poise—and the last notes of the song—but inwardly I was dizzy.


      What do I do? He won’t break in here, will he?


      Amongst all the rest, Braisley was here with a contingent of several fairies. Their ethereal glows made them stand out even amidst the jewels and silks and satins of Aerisia’s elite. Surely, he wouldn’t dare step foot in the crowed ballroom.


      I don’t think.


      The song ended. I let go of the last note. The musicians finished out their corresponding cords. Dead silence fell across the Grand Chamber. For an instant, I thought, What’s wrong, was I too distracted? Could they tell?


      Then I heard one person start clapping, followed by several more, then more. In a moment, the entire Grand Chamber was filled with the sound of praise and applause. A few people called out for another song. Hannah caught my eye. She was visibly moved. I saw her wipe away a tear before she smiled and blew me a kiss. Even as I felt a profound sense of relief that I hadn’t lost it, that I could still entertain even among foreign dignitaries in a foreign world, I couldn’t help looking out that window again.


      The Raven was clapping too. And he was smiling at me. Wickedly.


      The shadows outside the windows shifted and then—


      My smile froze on my face. My hand started to fly to my chest, but I squeezed my fist to keep it at my side.


      They were there, the male fairies. All of them. Pressing against the glass just like they’d pressed against the invisible wall. They weren’t clear and distinct like their leader. They almost appeared hazy, like I was seeing them through a veil. Nevertheless, I could see them. They were pushing against the windows, but not with their previous desperation. This was a taunt, a threat. Their wings fluttered instead of beating. They were smiling too. No one could see them except me. No one could hear them. No one knew they were there. A distracted part of me noticed Cole look at me askance as if he alone had picked up on the fact that something was wrong. He even shifted to glance out the window, following the direction I kept peeking, but I knew he wouldn’t see anything.


      I thank you, daughter, for freeing them.


      I almost jumped when his voice spoke in my head. Somehow, I restrained the reaction; covered it, even, by spreading my skirts and dropping into a low curtsey.


      I didn’t free them.


      Aye, you did. You could not help it. The stone giant walled them up. Your song, your magic, broke them free. It calls to us. You are bound to us, Annie. You can never escape.


      Then why don’t you just attack me now? I taunted, hoping to draw them into a fight they couldn’t win.


      And they called me mad! my ancestor scoffed. We are not yet strong enough to combat fairies and Simathe and Ranetron alike. Not to mention Tearkin and the Dragonkind, whose beasts respond to your fear.


      You’re cowards, I accused, rising.


      No, we are discreet, he laughed. When we come for you, my dear, you will know it. You will not evade me this time. No fairies, no dragons, no Simathe to come to your aid. Your magic will break the final barriers and restore our lost power.


      I thought you said you couldn’t take my magic, I reminded him. That’s why you had the Raven Mocker attack me.


      We cannot, but there are other ways.


      What other ways?


      The Raven only laughed inside my head.


      You will see.


      No. No, I wouldn’t see, because I was going to end this now.


      As I rose out of my curtsey, facing the cheering room, demanding another song, resolve hardened my heart and set my jaw.


      I’m done with this. I’m done being a toy. Done being tossed back and forth like a ball between them and the female fairies and the Simathe. I’m done.


      I didn’t direct the words to my ancestor. I kept the thought private, feeling resolution grow. As people continued to clap and Hannah stepped forward to ask for a second song, I laid a hand on her arm, speaking low.


      “I’m feeling a little light-headed. Going to ask Master Harreld to change it up. Can you cover for me?”


      She looked puzzled, but said, “Is it your injuries?”


      I hated to lie, but it was easier to let her think that. “Yeah, I’m feeling a little weak. I need to get outside for a minute. Get some fresh air.”


      She nodded. “Of course. Go.”


      She gave me a little push to get me started, then turned back the crowd, waving her arms gracefully to capture attention. As I worked my way through the gathering and out a side door I heard her making an announcement, thanking everyone for accepting her friend from Earth and saying I would return shortly. Until then, Master Harreld’s musicians would continue to entertain them…


      I didn’t hear anything else. Grateful for the reprieve, I gathered my skirts in my hand and stormed through the side passage, looking for an exit into the palace gardens. I found one and passed outside into the muggy spring air. Looking up, I could see the moon was dim and almost obscured behind grey clouds. The air felt heavy and thick with the promise of rain. I carefully avoided the windows of the Grand Chamber as I pressed into the middle of the garden, following a maze-like trail, searching for the Raven.


      I’m here, I called out mentally. Come and get me. I’m here. Where are you?


      No answer. The gardens were so far removed from the lights and noises of the ballroom, with its scents of heavy perfumes and rich foods, that it could’ve been another world. I felt the first drizzle of rain on my cheeks and bare arms. The eerie hush, the darkness, the moisture—it was all beginning to remind me of just a few days ago when the Raven and the Raven Mocker had confronted me. I felt my courage slip, but my resolve didn’t.


      “I’m sick of this, Raven!” Balling my hands into fists, I stood my ground, turning in a circle. “You’ve been torturing me for months now. Where are you? Come find me! Let’s finish this!”
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      “No need to shout.”


      I whirled, saw him emerge from behind a towering shrub. He walked toward me, graceful, as beautiful in his own terrifying way as his female counterparts.


      My heart was beating fast beneath the scarlet gown, but I kept careful control of my features, refusing to let him see my fear.


      “I am done with this,” I said, jabbing my finger at my ancestor. “You’ve been a presence in my dreams and a voice in my head for months. You kept me from sleeping, you sent nightmares, and you nearly drove me insane. You ruined my career. I lost it all because of you! You brought me to a strange world, where you kept on torturing me. You attacked me, you tried to kill me. What is that you want? Why don’t you just end this?”


      He stood in front of me now, towering over me, taller than the Simathe High-Chief, taller than anyone I’d seen here except the Tearkin or the Stoneclad. The black feathers comprising his lush wings gleamed wet and slick in the moisture, in the hazy light. There were no visible traces left of his cursed raven form, or the weak, thin half man-half bird creature I’d first met in the clearing. Holding my ground, I stared up at him, hoping to appear braver than I actually was, shutting out the pain that started—again—to blossom between my shoulder blades.


      “My love,” he said, reaching out to touch my cheek, “how you’ve changed since your magic first manifested itself. Imprisoned between Earth and Aerisia, in a dreadful in-between where we were neither alive nor dead, awake or asleep—even there your power sang to me as you sang. I heard it, I felt it. I knew it would be you. You’ve much of your father in you, but your mother, as well.”


      Shock made my control slip. “What’re you—what’re you talking about?” I faltered.


      His violet eyes glimmered. He’d said it deliberately to throw me off, and it had worked.


      “Do you think I could not sense your parents’ pedigrees? My magic was latent in their blood. Would that escape my notice? I reached out to them. Your father was strong. He resisted my efforts. He closed me off as fanciful nonsense. He was not much for nonsense, was he?”


      “No,” I agreed, thinking of Daddy.


      My strong, stoic, half-Cherokee father. He was tied to the earth, to the land. To horses and cutting and baling hay and feeding cattle. Willing to track down a cow and her new calf in a snowstorm. Willing to check on the creeks in the blistering summer heat to make sure the cattle had water during a drought. When the creeks ran dry, he kept water troughs filled. His shiny black hair was cut short and always hidden beneath a battered cowboy hat, an eagle feather tucked into the brightly colored band around the brim: a nod to our heritage. Wearing long-sleeved shirts even in the middle of summer to protect him from the elements. Wranglers. Dusty cowboy boots. I could picture the leather gloves he wore while stringing barbed wire, the scuffs on the toes of his boots I’d noticed while we dug fence holes with the post hole digger.


      No, Daddy had never been much for nonsense. He wasn’t big on talking or laughter, but he took care of his animals, his ranch, his ranch hands. He helped out in the community. He took care of me. He loved me. He’d even loved Mama, going out of his way time and again to take her to rehab, leaving sometimes in the middle of the night when the police called to bail her out of jail. When she was in the hospital, recovering from an overdose—which happened more than once—he would visit her every day. Locals had gossiped, wondering why a respected, grounded man like him kept going back to a flighty, drug-headed hippie like her. Nobody had thought well of Mama, including me. But Daddy had loved her.


      I’d always prided myself on taking after him. I’d worked hard to maintain that practicality despite the glamour and headiness of a life that usually overwhelmed its participants. Because I wanted to be like him, and as far from Mama as possible. Now this creature, this fairytale being, was telling me I was like her too?


      The Raven seized on my waffling, driving his knife further, twisting his words like a killer would twist in a blade.


      “He was sensible about everything except your mother. No matter what she did, he loved her, didn’t he? He was drawn to her without knowing why. And her? She heard me. She heard me in her dreams. She felt my presence. Her people—the Irish, yes? Ah, I remember them well. So open to fairies and magic. All of their stories,” he smirked. “Her heritage left her particularly susceptible. Nothing impassive about her. Her emotions overruled all she did. In the end, she could not accept what she could not see. She turned to strange substances to impede the voice in her head, the presence in her visions. She was not strong like you, was she? Because you had your father’s blood as well as hers.”


      Mama had felt it too? That presence haunting her dreams, turning them to nightmares? Strange substances—drugs. She’d turned to drugs to silence the voices in her head. Protect her from a reality she knew existed but nobody else believed.


      Oh Mama...


      For the first time in my life, I felt pity for the woman I thought had abandoned Daddy and me. I’d figured she was merely selfish; choosing chemical highs over her faithful husband and her daughter. But where had her addictions started? As a means of escape. Escaping the reality I was facing right now.


      “Why are you telling me all this?” I breathed, forcing down painful memories, painful awareness of how I’d misjudged my mother my entire life. The mist was heavier on my face, or was it tears? I never cried. Why would I be crying for her now? Had Daddy somehow known? Had that been why he’d attempted to help her, to rescue her, time and again? In the end, it hadn’t been enough.


      Like the Raven said, I wasn’t my mother. I had too much of my father in me. I refused to let him break me like he’d broken her down. He’d tried to kill me and steal my magic, but I’d survived. I was still breathing. I wasn’t finished yet.


      “Why do you think you are here, Annie?” the fairy asked, almost gently.


      I swiped the moisture from my face, hoping I looked defiant.


      “Because you dragged me here, obviously. I wouldn’t be here if not for you.”


      “In every sense of the word,” he agreed. “You are not here because the Powers of Good predestined you to be a savior; not like Hannah in her role. You are not here because you were chosen for some mighty task. You are here because I fashioned you. I brought you to life.”


      “That’s absurd.”


      “Is it?” He stepped closer. “You are my daughter. My descendant. I brought your parents together, Annie. I felt their magic and I drew them together. You exist only because of me. I knew you would be powerful. I simply didn’t know how powerful you would be. I should have,” he said with an almost lopsided grin. “I should have. After all, you are my daughter.”


      I fell back a pace, glaring. The rain was falling a little heavier now. A detached part of my brain warned me my makeup, my hair, my beautiful gown were going to be ruined. The rest of me didn’t care.


      “I am not your daughter,” I said slowly, giving each word a distinct pronunciation. “You may’ve tricked some poor human women into sleeping with you thousands of years ago. You can claim you brought my parents together—which I’m not even sure I believe. But I am not your daughter. It doesn’t matter that I carry magic inherited from you. It isn’t yours. It’s mine now. And I won’t use it to free you or people like you.


      “Also,” I went on, “I don’t know who you’re kidding thinking you could use me to contest Hannah as the Artan. She’s my friend. You’re not going to use my power against her or against this land. So why don’t you back off already?”


      The Raven leaned down, far down, and put his face close to mine.


      “You think this is about contesting the Artan? This is not about contesting the Artan any more than it is contesting the Moonkind, or the Spinners, or the Scraggen, or any other magic worker. You have the potential, my dear, if you would but embrace it and summon it to sing the entire world to your will. All of nature lies at your disposal. You could seize control of Aerisia, Artan and Moonkind and Scraggen aside. Even fairies.” Here, his tone and expression turned bitter, and I glimpsed the absolute hatred in his violet eyes. “You truly do not understand what you are, what you could be, do you? Well, it matters not. You will never become what you could be, but your magic will ascend, I assure you.”


      I held his stare. “You’re insane if you think I have the potential to sing the world to my will and summon all of nature. Even if I could, I wouldn’t. I don’t need that kind of power. Aerisia has a protector, and I’m not her. I can tell you something else, too. You’re for sure not getting my power. I already know you can’t steal it from me. You tried, and the land itself came to my defense.”


      What he’d said clicked in my brain and I stepped closer to him, jutting out my jaw, willing him to withdraw.


      “I called out to the land itself, to the powers of the storm and sky, and they answered. They helped me, Raven. Not you. If I did that once, I can do it again.”


      “But you will not,” he smiled, unconcerned.


      “Why won’t I?’


      “Because your magic can no longer be separated from us. Through the witch, I took your power. I took your essence. I melded with you. You flowed into me. I am linked to you, you are linked to me, and I am linked to them.”


      He waved a hand behind him. The veil parted. Through the mist, the light rain, I could see the other male fairies. They were as full fleshed, proud, and beautiful as their leader. They were no longer fighting to smash an invisible barrier. Only the slightest haze separated them from this world. They were smiling. Waiting. Waiting patiently.


      “Now, it is no longer accidental or incidental. Now, whenever you use your power, you strengthen us. As you grow stronger, so do we. Each time you captivate an audience with your voice, or tame a dragon with your song, your power grows and we strengthen. How many more times can you call on it before you free them?” He shrugged his bare shoulders. “Look at them. It will be soon. Very soon. You have found your voice. You will sing us free.”


      I blinked several times, trying to process this.


      “That—that’s impossible,” I faltered, my bravado starting to slip.


      “Surely you would wish to think so.”


      He was so blasé, so casual, that it frightened me more than any threats could have ever done. He was acting like this was a done deal, a foregone conclusion. That petrified me.


      “Then I’ll never sing again,” I swore. “I’ll never dance, I’ll never play another instrument. You’re not going to use me to hurt this place.”


      “Ah, little one.” His manner was condescending. “Music is in your veins. It flows through your soul. You can no more deny it than you can deny your own existence.” He smiled that lopsided smile. “Resist it as long as you can. It is too deeply ingrained in your being. It is only a matter of time, Annie. Only a matter of time.”


      “I won’t be manipulated like this!”


      “This is no manipulation,” he sneered. “Manipulation was when I encouraged you to discover your voice and sing us free. You did not comply, so I had to take it from you by force. Though the task was not finished, enough was accomplished to bind you to us. We are one now, Annie. What is yours is ours. We are one. And soon enough…”


      I was frozen. I’d gone numb. It felt like the rain splatting on my shoulders, trickling down my bare arms, sliding down my skirts had turned to ice that encased me. First the revelations about my parents, my mother. Now this—the disclosure that I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t escape. I couldn’t fight. Because anything I did would only empower them. I was trapped. Trapped.


      How did this happen?


      My ancestor saw the change come over me. With a chuckle, he reached out to embrace me, pulling me against himself in an almost fatherly embrace, only there was nothing paternal about what he wanted from me or what he planned. It didn’t matter to him that I was his offspring and shared his blood, except for how he could exploit the connection. It didn’t matter to him what I wanted to do with my magic. He wanted vengeance, and he would use me to get it.


      “Oh come, my little love, is it so terrible? At least you will live. We needn’t kill you as we tried to before. And think—think of how you shall ascend in this land when you break them free! As we ascend, so will you.”


      When I refused to respond, he put me away from him, tilting my face up to his. “One thing further, my girl. Flee to the Jeweled Islands as you plan. Go wherever you wish. Do whatever you like. It matters not, now that we are bound. You cannot hide from us. No one can save you. Freeing your kin, helping us gain control of Aerisia…that is your destiny. You cannot escape it.”


      He stooped to kiss my forehead, then stepped back, letting me go. “I will see you in time.”


      The rain closed off the vision of the other male fairies as the Raven, my forefather, stepped back into the shadows and the shrubbery and the curtain of falling rain.


      “Until we meet again…”
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          Determined


        


      


      


      When he found me, I’d sunk to the ground, my red skirts spread out around me like a pool of blood. My beautiful gown was soggy and ruined. The rain had washed the pins from my hair. My face was lifted to the dripping sky. I wasn’t crying. I was too numb, too overwhelmed to cry. I didn’t even hurt anymore. I simply felt lost and bewildered.


      How had it come to this? Everything I’d been through. Everything I’d forfeited. Everything I’d suffered. This was how it was going to end? Me, bound to my ancient ancestors, bound to free them against my will? Bound to support their plans of vengeance, of possibly dominating Aerisia, with no way of escaping it, no way to stop it? He’d known I was planning to flee and didn’t care. He’d said I couldn’t break free of them. He’d said I couldn’t deny my magic any more than I could deny my existence. Did that mean the only solution was suicide? Was that my final weapon to stop them?


      My instincts recoiled even as my brain wrapped itself around the idea. I didn’t want to contemplate it, but I had to. What if that was the only way? Was I strong enough to do it? To kill myself in order to save this land, protect my friend? Protect even the people and the creatures who had mistrusted me from the beginning—the Simathe, the fairies?


      In the end, they were right. They’d been right all along. They’d been right to distrust me, to watch me. They’d known this was a destiny I couldn’t avoid. They’d known somehow, someway the male fairies would use me to their advantage, twisting and manipulating and breaking me down until I was nothing more than their pawn, bent to their will…


      “Annie?”


      His voice broke through the darkness and rain, the shadows in my soul. I was drowning in a cold, murky sea of despair and hadn’t even known it…until I heard his voice, his footsteps.


      When he saw me, saw the condition I was in, his pace picked up, his footsteps hastening until he was kneeling next to me. His hands clasped my bare upper arms.


      “Annie?”


      Was that worry in his voice?


      “Annie, lass, what is it? Are you well?” When I didn’t answer, he shook me a little to get my attention. “Annie!”


      With a gasp, my head came down, my eyes snapping into focus. Finally, I saw him, his strange Simathe eyes glittering darker than the nighttime gardens, even shrouded in mist. He was getting soaked but didn’t seem to notice.


      “Annie?”


      Never mind how I’d hurt him earlier: there was no mistaking the concern in his face, his voice. All of the sudden, I flashed back mentally to when I’d first transitioned between Earth and Aerisia.


      There was blackness. Comforting deep blackness, darker than the darkest, deepest blackness imaginable. I should have been afraid, but I wasn’t. While I drifted in that sea of obsidian, I could forget everything and simply rest. When I awakened and spoke, the blackness heard.


      The blackness was him, I realized. Comforting, deep blackness. His eyes, his hair, darker than any darkness that existed. Only there was nothing evil or frightening about him. While I was with this man, I was safe. I could forget everything and rest.


      “Oh Cole…”


      I didn’t mean for it to, but his name came out as a whimper. I let myself sink, let myself fall against him. He gathered me into his chest, bowing over me, his back soaking up the rain for me. His arms were hard with muscle. I could feel them straining through the fabric of his shirt, his coat. His embrace was almost too tight. It almost hurt. It could have hurt, but it didn’t. He was a lifeline, drawing me out of the waters, saving me from drowning, saving me from utter despair.


      “What is it, lass? What is wrong?” he murmured against my hair.


      Everything. Everything was wrong in my life, except him. He was the one thing I could cling to, the one thing that drew me back to sanity and away from thoughts of suicide. He gave me resolve. Without knowing it, he offered me hope. Even as I accepted it, I accepted another truth.


      I loved him.


      I loved him like I’d never loved another man. I felt towards him like I’d never felt about another man, like I’d only ever dreamed of being able to feel. As I leaned against him, leaned into him, trusting him, I thought,


      Maybe I loved him from the beginning. Maybe this was meant to be.


      Not meant to be in any sort of prophetic way, but as if I’d found in him the half of my heart I hadn’t even known was missing. This kind, honorable man of another race, not even fully human, who was so gentle with me.


      “I need to go in,” I whispered.


      I found the tenacity to gather my legs under me. He rose as well, keeping an arm around my shoulders. Nothing about his composed features betrayed anxiety, but I could read his concern for me.


      “You are not hurt?”


      “No. No, I’m just—”


      Just what? I didn’t know what to say.


      At the end of my rope. Out of resources. Out of hope.


      Only, as he escorted me back inside the palace, using side entrances and back hallways so nobody would see me in this condition and stop us to ask questions, I realized I wasn’t out of hope. I kept glancing up at him as I walked.


      This can’t be the end. I won’t let it be the end. I’m going to fight this. I’m going to break this. I have to.


      I had to because I loved him, and I wouldn’t let his life be messed up because of his connection with me. Even though he’d never be mine, I had to protect him. I also had to because Hannah was my friend, welcoming me to her home and her heart and her inner circle from the instant we met. No standoffishness, no prejudice. Just simple acceptance and loyal friendship, even to the point of standing between her husband, his clan, her fairy allies and me. I couldn’t let her life continue to be messed up because of her connection with me, either.


      Most of all, I had to because this was my life and it was time for me to take charge of my destiny. For too long, I’d been deceived or influenced and now downright controlled by the Raven, the male fairies, and magic I’d inherited. When my star was burning its brightest on Earth, in a musical career in the entertainment industry like no one had ever seen, I’d thought it was all my doing. I’d been wrong. It had never been me. It had always been the magic and the Raven manipulating my magic, manipulating me, watching me, waiting until I was at the height of my powers on Earth so he could bring me to Aerisia, use me to free him and his fellow fairies. It had never been about me. It was always about them and how they could use me.


      Furthermore, if the Raven was telling the truth, my very existence was another manipulation. He’d manipulated my parents into being together because he’d sensed their bloodlines, knew the odds of them creating a daughter with tremendous capabilities, one who could actually free him, would be on his side. He’d been right. He’d helped make me, bring me into the world, and then given me a voice, a platform, a career like nobody before me had ever had and probably no one ever would. He’d brought me to Aerisia. He’d seen me through to this point.


      Now, I was done. The game wasn’t over yet. I wasn’t sure how I was going to end it, how I’d checkmate him, but somehow, someway I would. I had to find a way to master my power and break free of the ravens before they could use it to break free of the nether realm and wreak havoc on this land.


      No, I wasn’t going to kill myself. I laid that idea aside as Cole ushered me into my rooms and went to close the door. I studied his scarred profile, thinking of the terrible wounds he’d received on behalf of a friend. Willingly throwing himself into a dragon’s path to save Hannah’s life. It was my turn to do the same. Not to face a dragon, but to face down an entire hoard of fairies. Unlike Cole, I wasn’t Simathe: I wasn’t likely to survive with mere scars to tell the story of my bravery. I wasn’t likely to survive at all. It didn’t matter. The sacrifice was one I was willing to make. For myself, because I refused to be silent, to be passive, to be controlled any longer. For my friend Hannah, for Cole, for Aerisia itself.


      Is it really love if it doesn’t require some sacrifice?


      Hannah’s words from earlier rang in my head, giving me courage. A mantra I’d cling to, sustaining me for whatever lay ahead. I didn’t know how some sacrifices stung worse than others, but I was about to find out.


      The Simathe lord walked back to me. The door was shut and the room silent, lit only by a few moonstones. The opulent party in the Grand Chamber seemed worlds away. Stopping in front of me, he reached out to sweep away the strands of hair rain had plastered to my cheeks and neck.


      “What happened in the gardens? Are you well?”


      My tongue felt frozen. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t explain.


      He waited. When I stayed silent, a tiny frown furrowed his brow.


      “There is blackness on your cheeks,” he said.


      “Oh.” I chuckled. Finally, I found my voice. “Mascara. The makeup on my eyelashes. The rain made it run.”


      Running mascara. Back in the day, before a photo shoot, a performance, a live interview, that would’ve been a disaster. My makeup team would have come swooping in to retouch their artwork. I wouldn’t have budged till the mistake was corrected. Now, it was so far removed from anything I cared about that it was painfully funny. Without a word, Cole went to the wash basin to fetch a towel, wetted it, and returned. Carefully, he used the corner to dab the black streaks off my cheeks. I could have done it myself, but I simply stood there and let him take care of me, staring up helplessly into his scarred face, feeling my skin quiver everywhere he touched me. Electricity teemed through my body at his nearness. All I could think was how much I loved him, and how sad I was that he would never know.


      When he finished, he tossed the towel aside and looked me over.


      “You are shivering.”


      “I am?”


      I hadn’t even noticed. I was too fixated on him. When he said that, I realized between the cold spring rain and the soaked gown that he was right. I was shivering.


      “You should change.” He took a step towards the door. “I will fetch your servant.”


      “It’s okay, don’t bother her.” She and most of the other servants were assisting at the party tonight. “If you just get the back, I can do everything else.” I turned around. When he failed to move, I glanced over my shoulder. “I can’t reach the back laces, Cole.”


      He moved then, but slowly, almost hesitantly. Too late, I understood I’d probably just stuck him in yet another strange position. It was highly doubtful he’d ever been asked to unlace a gown before. Me, in my former life I was so used to being surrounded by male bodyguards and assistants and managers and coaches that I hadn’t thought a thing about it. If he unlaced the back of the dress and left, I could do the rest. But this wasn’t my former life, Cole wasn’t like the men in those circles, and I’d certainly never been in love with any of them. I should’ve thought it through, but I hadn’t.


      I knew my mistake when I felt his fingers fumbling with the top lace. Every place his fingertips, his knuckles brushed sent a trail of fire across my skin. My entire body tensed with sheer adrenaline. I was shivering harder. Some isolated area of my consciousness picked up on that fact, but it also recognized I was shivering because of his touch, his nearness, just as much as the cold. He stood so close I could feel the heat of his body transferring to mine. His warm breath on my bare neck raised goosebumps up and down my arms. All I wanted was for him to move closer, to encircle me with his arms. I knew he wouldn’t, but my breath caught just thinking about it.


      His fingers remembered their natural adroitness and the laces came apart, one by one. I could feel the cool air on my back as the sides of the gown parted. As the back opened, the front drooped. Quickly, I snatched it up, crushing it between my fingers to keep it from sliding. Slowly, he drew the last lace free.


      “There,” he said.


      I expected him to step away. I didn’t want him to step away. I was feverish with longing to be closer to him. My eyes closed and a low moan escaped when he placed his hand flat against my right shoulder blade, ran it caressingly up my shoulder, across, and down my arm. Instinctively, I turned, turning into him, into his embrace, just like I’d done earlier when we were dancing. Only this time we weren’t in a crowded ballroom with hundreds of pairs of eyes watching. Now, we were alone, his arm was around my back, holding me still, and there was little between us except my newly discovered love and a soggy gown, unlaced and threatening to slip from my grasp.


      I opened my eyes and stared up into his face. Could he see the need, the desire in mine? Could he read what I was feeling, what I wanted? To lose myself in his strength, his masculinity, his silence? To love and be loved by a man like him? He didn’t know what I did—that this might be my last night in Aerisia. My last night to live. Would it be so wrong to surrender, to give into a temptation as old as time itself?


      Reason returned, piercing the haze of longing, as I stared upward, fixing on his eyes. They weren’t dropping to my bare neck or drooping gown. They were latched onto my face. A man like him—a man who wouldn’t even stay in my room, no matter how innocently, because he wouldn’t risk harming my reputation—a  man who had lived set apart for centuries…


      What had Hannah said?


      There will never, ever be another for him if he binds himself to you. …What he will be is someone who loves you to the core of his soul, and that goes very, very deep. Deeper than you can possibly imagine.


      This was nothing casual to him. Not that it was to me, either, but I hadn’t lived his life. How could I give him something like this, knowing I wouldn’t survive, and he would be left with only memories for the rest of his existence? It wouldn’t be fair to him or to me. It wouldn’t be right. It would be wrong. It couldn’t happen. I couldn’t let it.


      I drew a long, long, slow breath and exhaled it, gaining control of my racing heart, calming my pulse, my blood. The silence between us was so thick my ears felt muffled by it when I said, “I better finish changing.”


      He nodded.


      “You—your clothes are damp too. You should probably change.”


      Just like that, he nodded, slid his arm free, and stepped back. I thought it seemed like he wanted to say something, but he didn’t. He stared down at me for a moment, his gaze so intense it burned, then he turned and walked out, shutting the door behind himself. Only then did I permit the gown to fall. My head fell with it, and I began to cry. I hadn’t cried yet. In all of the upheaval of the presence in my nightmares, deciding to walk away from a stellar career, crossing to Aerisia, and the insanity that had ensued since, I hadn’t cried, not even once. I was my father’s daughter. I never cried, but I was crying now, and I wasn’t even sure why. There was no single thing I could blame.


      It was the Raven, appearing tonight, his grim warnings stripping me of hope. It was him telling me of my mama’s private, personal war, a war with something she sensed was there but nobody else believed. A war that ultimately left her a casualty of drugs, despite Daddy’s heroic efforts to save her. It was deciding to seize control of my life and end this mess, even if it meant endangering my life. It was the Simathe lord’s thoughtfulness, following me to the gardens, finding me when I was at my lowest, taking me inside, making sure I was cared for. It was realizing, for the first time in my life, that I was truly in love—and I couldn’t have him. It was because I craved him like I’d never wanted another man, but I’d let him go, refusing to give in to temptation, refusing to leave him with any regrets when I was about to leave him for good. It was because that sacrifice, above all the rest, hurt so badly.


      I stumbled over to the bed and got under the blankets to warm myself, crying uncontrollably, almost hysterically. The walls I’d erected around my heart and sustained for years had crumbled. For a few minutes, I let the broken barriers lay, let my emotions overwhelm and pour out of me. I cried for everything I wanted and would never have. I cried because I was scared out of my mind to go face down the Raven, but knew I had to. I cried because a new life in a new world that had barely begun was about to end. I cried because I knew Hannah would be heartbroken when she found out what I’d chosen, found out her last link to Earth was gone.


      Hopefully, one day she would understand and be proud of me for what I’d done for her, for her adopted homeland. Hopefully, one day she’d forgive me. Hopefully, one day Cole would forgive me. Even though he was Simathe, and I knew he’d be okay, I also knew if, when I died that he would be left with regrets. He would probably question himself, wondering why I didn’t come to him, why I didn’t ask his help.


      I wish I could.


      The sobs were slowing, stopping. I sat up, reaching for a hankie on the nightstand to wipe away the tears, blow my nose.


      I didn’t want to do this alone. I was more terrified than I’d ever been in my life. However, what could Cole really do? Yes, he was immortal and had been born with certain supernatural abilities, but he didn’t have magic, and magic was what it would take to defeat the Raven and drive him and the other male fairies back into the nether realm.


      Slowly, I began to get dressed. My breathing was returning to normal, and the shudders wracking my frame had stopped. Resolve took over, encouraging me.


      I can do this.


      I held onto that thought as I pulled on my jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. I repeated it like a mantra as I put on my jacket, my boots. I glanced around the room. Were there any weapons here? Anything I could take to defend myself? Then I laughed aloud at how ridiculous that was, thinking a mere blade could stop a fairy.


      Before I left, I studied my bedchamber a final time. I wasn’t taking any weapons. I was leaving behind everything that I wasn’t wearing.


      Maybe I should leave Hannah a note.


      No. Pelle would probably be getting off duty soon. She’d come to check on me, she’d find the note, and it would set off alarms. I didn’t need that. When she didn’t find me in my rooms she might wonder where I was, but she wasn’t likely to worry, at least for now. By tomorrow morning, yes, but hopefully by tomorrow morning this would be over. One way or another.


      During that final sweep of the room, I glanced at my bed, my pillow. An idea formed. Hurrying over to the bed, I slid my hand beneath the pillow. My fingers closed around something small, hard. Something I couldn’t bear to throw away, even at my angriest. I pulled it out.


      Cole’s wooden figurine: the girl on the dragon.


      I stared down at it, marveling as I always did at his ability to render such fine details on such a tiny object. I loved it, because I viewed it as a labor of love. I wanted to take it with me for a good luck charm, but I had another purpose for it. Sliding it into my jacket pocket, I turned and left that beautiful, borrowed bedroom in Laytrii’s palace, knowing I would never see it again.
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      “Cole?”


      The Simathe warrior-lord had only finished stripping off his wet clothes, damp from being in the garden with Annie, and re-dressing himself when he heard a timid knock at his door. As he’d undressed and redressed, his mind was full of her and the torment on her face, in her eyes, radiating from her person. She would not explain why she left the celebratory gathering at its zenith, after her song, exchanging the heights of praise for the cold rain of the palace gardens. She would not explain what troubled her.


      Some things, however, needed little explanation, and that was what troubled him most.


      His mind could not stop reviewing what had followed next: unlacing her gown, glimpsing more and more of her skin as the red satin slid apart. Nor how she had stood there, so still, barely breathing as if—as if captivated by the moment, by his touch. The sound she’d made when he finally dared touch her, surrendering to instincts so deeply buried that he had never been troubled by them before, not until he met her. The captivating feel of her skin, softer than the finest fabric the Spinners could weave…


      The warrior clamped down on his thoughts. There was danger in them, futility. Never mind how she had turned and stood gazing up at him. He almost thought if he had dared take her fully in his arms, dared to press further, she would have allowed it. He hadn’t. Every weakness he had never met before her had murmured for it. Simathe mentality, Simathe self-control had forbidden it.


      She would never desire such a thing.


      What if she did? What if she could? Lady Hannah had proven a human woman could love a Simathe. They had been Joined, though, his High-Chief and the Artan. Nothing else could have accounted for their relationship blossoming into what it was. Or so he had always assumed. So everyone had assumed. Could he have been wrong? There was no Joining between Annie and himself, nor was there any denying how he had been drawn to her from the onset. Just as it seemed, incredibly enough, that she had been drawn to him.


      His mind were still full of her when he heard the knock, heard her call his name—almost as if he had summoned her.


      “Annie?”


      Surprised, but concealing it, he went to answer the door. “Come in,” he offered, stepping aside to permit her entrance.


      She looked ill at ease. He could not say what bothered her, but he could see her beautiful eyes were rimmed with red, as if from tears.


      “What is it, lass?”


      Surely she had a strong reason to seek him out in his private room.


      She glanced down at her hand, where her fingers were formed into a fist.


      “I—I know I told you earlier that I was leaving,” she began, “going to the Jeweled Isles.” Her words were slow, hesitant. “I felt like I should come tell you goodbye, personally, in case I…in case I don’t get another chance.”


      The Simathe controlled the pang that struck. She had not changed her mind. She yet intended to sail with the Sanlyn.


      She would not look up from her hand. He wondered if she was deliberately choosing not to look into his face.


      “You are the most amazing man I’ve ever met, Cole,” she said finally. “You’re good and you’re kind and you’re honorable, and I’m—I’m not really used to that. From the beginning, I could see what kind of man you are, and it attracted me. I can’t get you out of my mind, I…”


      He was surprised to hear her voice shaking. She stopped, swallowed hard. “I couldn’t leave without telling you that.” Her voice was trembling harder. Her hands were beginning to tremble, as well. Finally, she lifted her gaze to his, and he could see fresh tears pooling in their violet depths. “After tonight, I probably won’t ever see you again. I don’t want you to think that because you’re Simathe, or because of how you’ve always lived, because the people here can’t see you for who you are, that you’re somehow less or somehow unworthy of love. You’re not. You’re not.” She shook her head emphatically.


      His chest had grown tight. He was finding breathing more difficult.


      “Why do you say these things?”


      She drew closer to him. “Because you deserve to know,” she said firmly. “You deserve to know that you’re worthy of happiness. If you ever find it, find it with someone else, you should hold onto it. Just—just please don’t…”


      She was having a hard time producing words. Abruptly, she reached for his hand, pulling it towards her to place something in it.


      “Please don’t forget about me,” she whispered.


      He glanced down. The little figure he’d carved. She closed his scarred fingers over it. She was crying now, softly but openly. The first time he had seen her cry.


      “I love you, Cole.”


      He felt as if he’d been struck, a crossbow quarrel piercing his heart, stabbing into the center of his being.


      “I know it’s crazy. I know it’s too soon and that it hasn’t been long enough. I know I shouldn’t tell you this, especially now, but I couldn’t leave without saying it. I love you.”


      The world around them paused. With his heightened Simathe senses, he could hear the individual patters of the raindrops outside his window, hear her soft, quick breaths, hear the batting of her lashes when she blinked, hear the drip of the tear that rolled off her chin, splashing onto her collarbone, hear the rapid pounding of her heart and the wild thunder of his.


      “Annie…”


      “Can I kiss you, Cole?”


      He was rarely at a loss, but his mind could not sort this out. He stared down at her as she stepped closer.


      “I—”


      He did not know what he intended to say. He would never know, because she reached up to take his face between her hands. Her fingertips trailed over the scars on his cheek, his ear, the side of his neck, exploring, healing. He felt himself surrendering to the softness of her touch. Then she looked back up into his eyes. For a fleeting second, she held his gaze, then broke the connection, closing her eyes as she drew their faces together. Her mouth found his, her lips claiming his. As a Simathe lord, he was seldom, if ever, caught off his guard. He was now, overcome by the softness of her lips, by the taste of her kiss, by how his body, his mind, his soul exploded into a riot of sensation.


      Sheer wonder held him immobile. During that moment, he felt her step even closer, pressing against him until her body nearly melded with his. Some reflex, held down and suppressed, mastered and tamed for so long that it was as if it had never existed, abruptly thundered to life. Instinctively, he knew it was the same impulse that had stirred in her bedchamber, when he had unlaced her gown and touched her skin. Then, he’d denied them any admittance. Now, of their own accord, his arms went around her waist and he drew her in tight, so tight he could feel every inch of her form against his. One hand, the hand holding the dragon figurine, stayed on the small of her back, holding her in place, while the other slid into her hair, cupping the back of her head. She had been the one initiating the kiss, directing the caress, but as those instincts took over so did he. He angled his head, changing the slant of the kiss, altering the pace, heightening the fervency.


      For the first time, he understood why mortal men acted as they did. Why they made fools of themselves over a woman, going to any lengths to obtain her, refusing to live alone and set apart. Kissing her, feeling the lines of her body crushed against him, he could only wonder that he had done it for so long. She had entered his life and changed everything. She was changing him now, touching every place in his soul that had never been touched, unleashing every desire he had never known he possessed.


      Had she resisted, even in the slightest, he would have withdrawn, but there was no resistance in her. She accepted, returned everything he offered, and even when they finally broke apart she made no move to pull away.


      “Why does it have to be this way?” she begged, her face still lifted to his.


      “It doesn’t,” he murmured against her skin, trailing his mouth across her wet cheeks, to her ear, down the side of her neck. When he kissed her skin, he could taste the salt of her tears, but it didn’t put him off. “You needn’t go. Stay with me, lass. Stay with me.”


      “I can’t,” she sobbed, whether consciously or unconsciously tilting her head, offering him access to her neck, her jawline, the hollow of her throat. All of those small, beautiful places he had seen but never dreamt of touching, kissing.


      “Stay with me,” he murmured again, between kisses.


      “How can I? This is torture.”


      His head came up, and he cupped her cheeks, pressing his brow to hers.


      “I want more than anything to be with you, Cole, but what am I supposed to do? What are we supposed to do? Are you going to marry me and take me back to Treygon? I’m sure your fellow lords would be real accepting of that.”


      He stared into her eyes, regulating his breathing, quieting his thoughts, seeking an answer for her. He had none yet, but there must be a solution. There had to be a way. They could think of something.


      “Besides,” she went on, pulling free of his hands to dash away her tears, her fingers toying with the collar of his shirt, sliding inside it, gliding across his collarbone, “nothing’s gonna change the fact that you’re immortal. I’m not. You’re Simathe. I’m human. I’m not Hannah. I’m not going to save Aerisia and be given immortality as a reward. This whole thing—it’s pointless. We should’ve acknowledged that from the beginning and never let it get this far. I should have—”


      She broke off, dropping her head back so she could see into his face. Her eyes tangled with his, pleading for compassion, for understanding.


      “I have to let you go. You have to let me go.”


      Let her go? Now that he had just found her? Now that he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, what she thought, how she felt? How was he to let her go? It was difficult to think with her hand on his skin, her mouth so close, but he said, “There must be a way. The Artan’s magic is not the only magic. We can seek help. Scraggen created the Simathe. Perhaps the Scraggen…”


      “No.” She was shaking her head, withdrawing her hand. “It won’t work. It’ll never work. I hate this. I hate how it’s tearing me apart, but there isn’t—there isn’t any other way.” Her voice cracked on a sob. “I shouldn’t have come here. It was selfish of me. But I love you, and I wanted you to know that.”


      A shudder wracked her slim frame. He put both arms around her, drawing her into his chest. She laid her head on his shoulder, and he could feel her hot tears bleeding through his shirt.


      “Let me come with you,” he offered.


      “Your High-Chief will never agree to that.”


      “I will convince him.”


      “Even if you did,” she pointed out, her voice quivery, “they’ll send someone after us. We’ll be watched. They sure don’t trust me. If you go with me, they won’t trust you, either. They’ll think I corrupted you. You’ll lose everything you’ve gained with Tregyon, your standing with the other Simathe, for what, a few years with me? I can’t let you ruin your future over me. I can’t let you do that. It’s no good, Cole. It’s no good. We have to say goodbye.”


      Raising her head, she looked him in the face, lifting a hand to trail her fingertips over his mouth.


      “I don’t regret knowing you or loving you. Not for an instant. I’m only sorry that I—that I caused you pain.”


      Pain, he could live with. Pain, he could bury so deep it did not trouble him, as he had done for the entirety of his long existence. Losing her, however…


      “Please, Annie.” He made a final attempt to dissuade her. “Please. Grant me a little more time.”


      “There isn’t any more time.” She shook her head sadly. “I’m so sorry, Cole. I really am, more than you could ever know.” She drew several shaky breaths, gathering her resolve. “I have to go. I love you. Please forgive me for…” She broke off, clamping her lips together. Turning, she pulled free of his embrace. “I have to go.”


      His hands flew out, capturing her. “Wait, lass.”


      She half-turned, and the pain he saw in her eyes he could not have felt more deeply had he been Joined to her and actually felt it as she felt it.


      “I have to go.” Stepping forward, she grabbed the front of his shirt. Rising on her toes, she pulled him down for a quick, hard kiss. “I love you so much.”


      She didn’t say anything else, simply tore free and fled. His final glimpse of her was as she ran out his door, slamming it behind her. The echo of that slam thundered through his room, his heart, his entire being. For several minutes, he did not move, simply stood there staring at the closed door. It was as if a whirlwind had burst into his chambers, wreaking havoc, causing untold turmoil, then leaving as hastily as it arrived. He scarcely knew where one thought ended and the next began, but he strove to separate and order them.


      She had said she loved him.


      She had asked to kiss him.


      She had kissed him.


      She had refused to stay, to even attempt to decipher the riddle of their connection. True, no easy answers could be found, but because they were not easy did not mean they didn’t exist. Every objection she’d raised—Light helping him, he could find some resolution. He simply needed time to think, to plan. Why did she feel compelled to leave so quickly? If she did not depart with the Sanlyn, she could always go with another. Kurban, perhaps. There was someone he could trust. In fact, the longer Cole dwelled on it, the better the idea seemed.


      Kurban would help them. He could rely on the Tearkin prince. Not only would the man delay his return trip, were Cole to ask, but, provided Annie still insisted on leaving this part of the realm, he would surely take her with him when he travelled. Doubtless she would be far safer with the giant than the Sanlyn.


      At least, he will not be pressuring her to accept his hand in marriage. I should have considered this before.


      Relief filled him. Here was a readymade solution. He had but to share it with her. She could not fail to see the sensibleness of the plan. Only, when he knocked on her door a few minutes later, there was no response.


      “Annie? Lass?” He tried again, knocking harder. “Annie?”


      No reply. That was odd. Where would she be if not in her rooms? She’d not been dressed to return to the celebration in the Grand Chamber. The Sanlyn would not sail tonight; so far as he knew, they were still merrymaking. She was not likely to be with them. Waiting no longer, he let himself into her chamber, thinking after all they had shared this evening she would not be offended by that. One sweep of the space confirmed his suspicions: she was not there.


      A frown creased his features.


      Where had she gone?
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          Confrontation


        


      


      


      I took Cole’s horse and rode out of the stables into the rain. Luckily for me, the palace gates were open because of the flow of people joining and leaving the party. I simply used my voice to wrap myself and the Restless in invisibility and no one was any the wiser. I felt a little bad about taking Cole’s mount, but it was the horse I was most familiar with and he’d seemed happy to see me. At least he hadn’t resisted or shied away as I saddled him and got ready to ride. As I did, I couldn’t help but be thankful for having grown up on a ranch, around horses, learning about grooming and tackle and saddling and unsaddling from a young age. Daddy had insisted I learn, and even though it had been nearly a decade since I lived that lifestyle, the motions were second nature.


      As I left the cobbled courtyard for the dirt road leading away from the palace, I noted the gentle spring rain from earlier had slowed to a mere mist. The clouds seemed to be thinning, and a hazy moon, high overhead, was fighting to break free. My light jacket was enough to keep me warm, not that it really mattered. In all likelihood, before this night was out I would never have to worry again about being cold or wet. I wouldn’t have to worry about anything—especially, hopefully, the Raven and the male fairies.


      My battle plan was fixed, even if it lacked any strategy whatsoever. Instinct or memories or both were propelling me through the darkness towards that strange clearing in the woods, the same one so close to where I’d awakened after the plane crash. The same one I’d seen in my dreams, and the same one where I’d met the Raven himself for the first time. If someone had asked me why or how I knew to go there, I couldn’t have said. Never mind the gloom and my relative unfamiliarity with the area, I was being led there like a magnet seeking its mate.


      At the edge of the forest, I dismounted and looped the Restless’ reins over a tree branch.


      “Wait here, boy,” I said to him, looking him in the eye. “Cole will come get you, or someone will get you back to him.”


      I knew people wending their way home from the party would see the animal, or else I would be found missing and a search would begin. Either way, I wasn’t worried about the horse having to wait long. In fact, the busy stable workers were likely to notice the empty stall soon enough.


      I struck out into the trees, walking uphill. The forest was darker than the night itself. My senses were heightened, whether from magic or fear or sheer adrenaline. I could hear the water dripping from the saturated foliage. Wet branches slapped me in the face, shaking off their dewy load all over my clothing. I was getting wet and a little chilled, but it didn’t matter. All of that faded into secondary importance in relation to what I was walking into—and I really had no idea what that might be.


      I wish Cole were here.


      Being in the forest at night reminded me of the first time I’d met him. How he’d pulled me from the freezing river, and I’d opened my eyes to his, told him, “You heard me.” How he’d offered me his hand as we trudged through the trees, and I’d accepted it; how he’d guided me easily through the dark woods. I hadn’t known then what I knew now about his unique Simathe capabilities, such as seeing in the dark, but I’d trusted him. I’d trusted him from the instant we met. That trust had been rocked when Aureeyah told me about the Simathe setting him to watch me. However, understanding the difficult situation in which he’d been placed had stirred up forgiveness. Compassion, even.


      Love.


      Pain shot through my core, like I’d been stabbed through the heart.


      Why? I asked the dripping sky and any Powers or fates or beings that might be in control, might be listening. Why did you bring me here and let me fall in love with a man like that? Why, after all of the shallow jerks and the bullies and the creeps who just wanted to take advantage of me, would you put me with such a good man?


      Not to mention him being immortal, and as far out of my reach as the moon and stars.


      It had to be a sign of how messed up my heart was right now that even as I crept through the forest, preparing to face down my ancestor and possibly die tonight, all I wanted to think about was Cole and how it had felt to be locked in his arms, pressed against his hard body. The feel of his mouth on mine, then on my face, my neck… The slightest memory gave me chills, and not from the cold. Walking away from him was by far the most difficult thing I’d ever had to do in my life. Every bit of my being screamed at me to stay and let him be my strength, my safety. Rationality told me there were some things nobody, even a Simathe, could protect me from.


      This is my battle. This is my war. Nobody can fight it except me.


      Bolstering my courage, I let instinct guide me uphill through the chilly, dripping trees until I reached the place where the ground slightly levelled. Alarm bells clamored inside my head.


      I’m here.


      I stopped outside the outer circle. Stopped to gather my courage and remind myself why I was here and why I was doing this.


      Because I’m tired of being manipulated. I’m tired of being accused of things I’ve never done and won’t do. I’m tired of being watched. I’m tired of other people controlling my life. This is my life. This is my magic, no matter where it came from, and I won’t let it be used in a way that I don’t want. I won’t allow the Raven to use it against Aerisia, against Hannah, against Cole. Because I love him, I love her, and I’m done having them stand in the middle for me. This is me taking back my life.


      That last line meant the most. I even said it aloud. “This is me taking back my life, taking control of my life.”


      Nobody answered. I didn’t expect them to. Pushing aside branches, I slipped into the clearing.


      The first thing I noticed was the cold, almost thick sensation as I passed whatever barriers had been erected around this place. I shoved through and kept going. As I entered the clearing itself and glanced around, weak moonlight finally pierced the clouds, revealing the dead tree shining wet and black against the darkness of the space. A strange, hazy grey light filled the clearing. The wind still blew gently, backwards from the direction it blew outside the clearing. Ripples on the pool disrupted the film of black scum.


      Like I’d done before, I walked over to the tree. It stood alone, sentinel, its bare branches spread sadly to the sky.


      “If only you could talk,” I murmured to it like I’d done before, stroking a hand over its rough, damp bark. “I bet you could tell me how to end this. You could tell me the secrets of this place and how to defeat the Raven once and for all.”


      There was no answer from the tree, of course, but inspiration struck. What if I could use my magic to sort of travel back in time, like I’d done with Aureeyah? I wasn’t sure how the male fairies were tied to this place, but maybe if I could go back a little I could find out. Maybe finding out would give me an idea of how to finish this fight and overcome them.


      It was worth a shot, because I didn’t have any other ideas. I didn’t even know how to summon the Raven and the other fairies, although I suspected, given our past history, if I waited here long enough they were bound to show up.


      How had Aureeyah told me to do it? Listen for the music of this spot. Listen. Let it sink into my consciousness, my core. Sing to it. Sing with it. Use my voice. Let my music blend with the music of nature itself, carry me into the music, into the very heart of this place. Open a transporting door, use it, and walk through the present into a mirror of the past, into the very heart and history of this particular area…


      Maybe it was because I’d done it before, but hearing the music not only of the greater forest around me, but the clearing itself, with the wind blowing backwards to the direction it blew everywhere else and the raindrops, oddly, running together into rivulets that all blended together into a single stream, was easy for me this time. Maybe it was because I found my voice without knowing it, that I’d done what my dreams and the Raven had been telling me to do from the first. I felt my awareness leave my physical body and tune into nature’s song—not just of the present, but of the secrets of this clearing, buried deep in the ground like the roots of the trees, thrusting down into the soil. A melody from my soul stirred, joining with it, and then I was leaving the present and sliding into the past. I closed my eyes in order to concentrate better, sealing myself into the music, the magic, with every atom that comprised me.


      When I opened my eyes, holding onto the song, the magic, with a soft little hum… I opened them to the Sanctuary.


      “What? This can’t be right.”


      I held onto the magic with invisible fingers at the back of my mind, even as I puzzled with the forefront of my consciousness, trying to figure out why I was here and what had gone wrong.


      “This is the Sanctuary. The male fairies’ Sanctuary. Why am I here? How did I make that mistake?”


      “There was no mistake, my dear.”


      I gasped. That voice, as familiar by now as my own, cut through the questions and even the magic. My spell dropped. Suddenly, I was back in the clearing, next to the dead tree, and I was facing the Raven. Last time I’d seen him here, in this spot, he’d been thin and broken. Now, he was healthy and dangerous and beautiful, so beautiful I could understand why, even when he was in human form, women hadn’t been able to resist him. His violet eyes glowed with power. He looked even stronger than he had in Laytrii’s gardens, earlier this evening.


      “Look at you,” he said, beginning to circle me like a predator stalking its prey. “Able to summon up spells of the past, able to see this place for what it was.”


      “I don’t understand,” I said, pressing myself into the tree. At least it shielded my back, offered me a little protection.


      “Don’t you? Then allow me to deepen your understanding. This is a part of your history, and the answer to why you are here.”


      He closed his eyes and spread his hands, unfurling his wings, as well. Unfolded, they were majestic, tall, broad, his wingspan alone wider than the length of most adult males. From the depths of his throat, I heard a humming, a song, the melody strange and sad and unsettling at the same time. Shivers crept down my spine.


      “What are you doing?” I asked warily, but he only smiled, his eyelids still sealed, and continued to hum.


      There was a flash of light at the corner of my vision. The haze parted, and I saw the other male fairies as if behind a thin veil. It was delicate and gauzy as a spider web now, and holes were starting to open. Some were quite large, large enough that before long the fairies would be able to push through and escape.


      What is he doing?


      Even as he continued to hum, I felt my own magic, my own music stir within me. His music called to mine, and although I resisted letting an answering song pour out, resisted the melody in my head that naturally wanted to harmonize with his, maybe hearing it mentally was enough to sweep me up into his magic. I closed my eyes as a rush of power like a blast of wind swept over me from head to foot. Suddenly, in my mind’s eye I was seeing a vision, a memory. I was seeing this place as it was, as it had been, the Sanctuary. I saw the male fairies, all of them, free and strong and terrible in their perfection. They lived here; this was their home, their base. Everything they might have needed—clothing, shelter, and the like—the tree and the magic of the Sanctuary provided. They were resting, eating, working, playing games, reading, making music, enjoying the music, living. They weren’t on guard. They thought they were safe.


      From the edge of the tree line, surrounding the clearing—which, in my vision was much, much larger, because the forest hadn’t grown in, encroaching on it—I saw glimpses of color. The auras of the female fairies. To see them physically contrasted with their male counterparts was like seeing the statues at the base of the stone staircase when I’d visited with Aureeyah—the stone staircase I could see now, in my vision, sprawling down the side of the hill. The male fairies were much taller, more intimidating physically, but as the female fairies glided unnoticed into the glade, presumably under some spell of their own, their fire and fury and strength couldn’t be missed.


      They were also exquisite, and cold anger, the resolve on their delicate faces, made them as terrifying as they were beautiful. I thought the Raven was scary? Braisley looked downright petrifying as she advanced. A winter wind filled with snowflakes and shards of ice surrounded her, trailed her. The snowflake embedded in her forehead gleamed painfully bright. Her veil blew behind her. Frost hovered in the air above her open hands.


      Captivated, I continued to watch the vision the Raven summoned up for me, which I realized must be memories of the Sanctuary itself, since I could see everything at once and from all points of view. In unison, the female fairies approached the great tree in the middle of the glade. As they got closer and closer their circle tightened. There were so many of them—far more than I’d ever met or seen, even on the “tour” Aureeyah had given me. They clasped hands, joining in a circle that stretched all the way around the tree. As they did, their different colored auras began to alter, to solidify, to merge into a single color, white: a wall of white.


      I watched, fascinated, as the male fairies finally became aware of the danger they faced. It was the Raven himself, their leader, lazing in a hammock slung between two branches of the vast, vast tree, idly playing a harp, who noticed first. I saw him stop playing, lift his head and look all around, like he knew something was off but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He called out to another fairy, asking if he sensed magic—their magic. The female fairies’, I supposed. The other fairy stopped what he was doing, also lifted his head and glanced around. His violet eyes narrowed as he turned to his leader.


      “I do,” he said simply.


      The Raven leapt from his hammock, taking to wing. A silver horn hung from a nearby branch, and he grabbed it, putting it to his lips, sounding an alarm. Instantly, the Tree of Unity came alive with the beating of dozens of pairs of wings. The male fairies rose from the branches, the trunk, the roots like a flock of birds startled out of the tree in which they perched. They took to the air. When they did, they saw the white ring of magic created by their fairy sisters. It was rising higher and higher, encircling the tree. The fairies were rising too, but they couldn’t fly high enough, fast enough. I saw the Raven himself throw back his head and open his mouth, screaming a wordless melody. A transporting door opened above their heads, a door to a place where a clear river flowed over a bed of flat, multi-colored river rocks. Green, moss-colored cliffs spanned the river on either side, a natural passageway into the world beyond.


      “Here,” the Raven shouted, waving an arm at his men. “Here.”


      He was holding open the doorway for them, but as the first male fairy darted towards it, tried to slip inside, a hail of icicles, large and sharp as spears flew through the air. They’d been thrown by Braisley, and they struck the transporting door, coating it with ice, shattering it. All of this happened within a moment’s time. It was hard for me to keep track of it, but I saw next that the fairies’ white ring had risen over the tree, covering it completely, trapping the male fairies inside. They were beating against the wall, shouting, yelling, attempting to break through. I looked at the female fairies at the base of the tree. Some of them, like Braisley, looked proud and strong and stood tall. Others, like Aureeyah, were clearly buckling, fighting to sustain the ring against the power of their male counterparts.


      The white ring was bulging in one place, in and out, pulsing. The male fairies had gathered together, concentrating their forces, redoubling their efforts against a single spot. It was weakening. Several of the female fairies fell to their knees against the strain, but none of them lost the handclasp with her sister. I watched, spellbound, wondering how this would turn out, even though, of course, I knew it somehow ended with the male fairies trapped. I didn’t understand how that came to be—until I saw the Simathe.


      Silent, wordless, not in sight one moment and suddenly there the next. They approached out of the trees, out of the gloom. There weren’t nearly as many Simathe as fairies, probably only a few dozen. Among them, I recognized their High-Chief, Ilgard, and Norband, his Chief Captain. Also Lord Contrey, but nobody else. Cole wasn’t there, of course. From what I understood, this had taken place centuries before he was born.


      They advanced into the clearing in a circular formation, walking up behind the female fairies. Lord Ilgard stopped behind Braisley, Lord Norband behind Sorelle, and the others scattered behind the rest of the fairies. Silently, they reached out, stretching their arms to place their hands on two different fairy’s shoulders. Closing their eerie black eyes, they bowed their heads and went perfectly still. They were so silent, so still it was downright spooky. They almost looked like they were praying. Honestly, I didn’t know what they were doing, until I glanced at the spot the male fairies had been attacking and saw the bulges as they rammed against it getting smaller and smaller, like the wall was thickening until they couldn’t budge it whatsoever.


      Seeing this, I realized the Simathe were somehow linking their power, their strength, not only with each other but the fairies, as well. How they did it, I had no idea, but I wondered if it was some variation of Joining. Maybe it was a type of temporary Joining? Whatever it was, the Simathe were not only fully complacent in what was being done to the male fairies, but their strength was enough to bolster the shield the female fairies had set in place.


      I was in awe, but felt slightly sick too, watching my ancestors trapped by the combined power of fairy and Simathe. Had they deserved it? Probably. Some of them, anyway. My encounters with the Raven himself had taught me he was so driven in the pursuit of power that he wouldn’t stop at anything, including cold, brutal murder. I had no doubt he should’ve been stopped. But all of them? Aureeyah had indicated at least one or some of them weren’t fully evil, and that she regretted her part in this. I peered at her now in the memory, standing alongside her fairy sisters. If she was indecisive, I couldn’t see it. Her face was strained, but she looked as hard as the other female fairies.


      My sense of pity couldn’t stop what happened next.


      There was a flash of movement as Serenda separated herself from the rest of the group and stepped back. Her sisters joined hands as she left the circle, sustaining the ring. The Simathe didn’t move. As I watched, Serenda waved a hand, opening another transporting door. From the angle I was at, it was hard to see where the door opened to. I glimpsed grey fog, indistinct shapes, and shadows. Was this the nether realm, a realm in between the Upper and Underworld?


      Wherever it was, Serenda made sharp pulling, tugging motions with her hands, yanking the doorway closer to the ring. She stopped and held up her right palm, still as a statue, and the doorway hung there, quivering. With her left hand, she made a sharp, short cutting motion. A rip appeared in the white shield—not much, but enough. One of the male fairies saw it and darted for it, the others following in his wake. He burst through and straight into the open transporting door.


      Like a stream of color, the other male fairies followed, the Raven himself last of all. In mere seconds they were inside, and the Raven turned to look over his shoulder, as if in the heat of the moment he hadn’t thought to question why a transporting door lay outside the fairies’ shield, but did now. He—all of them—had been so focused on escape that they hadn’t taken the time to think before they acted. Their assailants had counted on that, and it worked.


      Too late, the Raven realized they were trapped. Too late because, even as he turned to look, Serenda closed her fingers and thrust back her arm. It was as if a gate slammed shut over the transporting door. A shield fell over the entrance, thin and transparent but mighty. I could see the ravens, the male fairies, inside, shouting, twisting, fighting to break free like they’d been fighting moments ago to burst through the fairies’ ring of power. Their expressions ranged from anger to horror. They’d been bested and knew it.


      Seeing their enemies were snared, the remaining female fairies and the Simathe let go of each other and stepped back, their arms falling wearily to their sides. I could see signs of strain even on the Simathe, which surprised me. It also told me the amount of power needed to restrain the male fairies had been astronomical. Braisley disentangled herself from the group and stalked over to the transporting door, behind which I could still see the trapped fairies. With a hauling, tugging motion like Serenda had used earlier, she drew it down closer to herself, snowflakes and shards of ice scattering with each movement. Once it was within arm’s reach, she stopped and walked up to it, putting her face against the shield. Inside, the ravens had fallen silent, their leader staring back at the female leader, matching her icy glare with a scowl so fierce that even I, watching a memory, got chills.


      “You will regret this, Braisley,” he said, his voice low and quiet. “You and your sisters. You and the immortals. Do you think we are trapped forever? I will break free, and when I do I will break you. I will break Aerisia itself. This land will not survive the fury I will pour out upon it.”


      The queen of fairies was unmoved. “You will never break free,” she smiled. “You will spend eternity within this place, and you will mourn for the crimes you have committed.”


      “I would not rest easy, were I you.”


      “Oh? Even if you somehow return, which you will not, we will ensure no trace of this place remains for you to reestablish your power. Your reign is ended. It is over. We will wipe your memory from this realm and place a guard over this spot, so no human foot will ever stand here again. It is done.” She paused, smiling into his cold, pale face. “Farewell, Raven Lord.”


      Gliding backwards, she halted, then raised both hands. Her wings quivered as if she were exerting great force. Suddenly, a blast of white, winter air filled with snow, hail, ice, and fog blasted the transporting door, ramming it backwards. She hurled her icy powers against the door, and when she finally stopped, snow blanketed half the glade and the door was gone.


      Abruptly, the memory blanked out.
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      It happened so quickly I stood there blinking, trying to process the switch. Slowly, the Raven allowed his arms to fall. His wings curled into a resting position on his back. His piercing gaze was locked on me. The moonlight, strengthening, glinted off his shiny feathers. The strange, hazy light had strengthened as well, allowing me to see with decent clarity.


      “Now you know,” he said quietly. “You see how we were attacked, betrayed by our own kind when we had done nothing wrong.”


      “I would hardly call what you did nothing wrong,” I pointed out. “You had plenty of things to pay for.”


      “So you side with them.”


      “I don’t—” I had to stop and consider. “I don’t side with either of you. I think you did wrong, but I don’t know that whatever you were up to merited all of your ravens being locked away. I think the other fairies and the Simathe thought they were protecting the land. Maybe they went overboard. I just don’t know,” I shrugged. “And it really doesn’t matter what I think, does it? What’s done is done. There’s nothing I can do about it except stop you from taking revenge like you promised Braisley you’d do.”


      “Ah, little one,” he chuckled, “you have no conception of the vengeance I am going to wreak.”


      “You’re probably right, but I know you’re not going to use me to do it.”


      I said this with far more bravery than I felt.


      The Raven knew I was bluffing.


      “Ignorant human,” he mocked. “If you did not wish to be used by us, why come here? Why come willingly to this place, alone?”


      “I came because I’m going to stop you,” I said, forcing myself to push away from the tree and step toward him. “I came because I’m sick of being a pawn in your game. I came because I’m tired of being accused of helping you by the female fairies and the Simathe. I’m tired of being mistrusted and manipulated. I came to take back my life or die trying.”


      “There is no taking back your life from here. If you think to overcome my ravens and me, you will not survive. Even if you did, Braisley’s fairies, the Simathe, they will never let you go. Do you trust them? You saw what they did to us. They will do the same to you,” he warned. “Lock you away in the in-between. Because you are human, you will spend your brief lifespan there and you will die, never to be seen or thought of again.”


      I can’t deny that his words sent a chill down my spine. What if he was right? What if I did somehow manage to defeat the Raven and his men, only to be overcome by the Simathe and the female fairies? The memory I’d just seen didn’t leave me trusting any of them. I couldn’t help contrasting it with what Lord Ilgard had said to Prince Kurban at dinner that evening, talking about the Simathe intervening when a race was threatened with extinction. Here, they’d certainly intervened—but not for the protection of a race. They’d intervened to annihilate it. I honestly didn’t doubt, considering the Simathe leaders’ earlier threats against Cole, one of their own, that they wouldn’t hesitate to imprison me if it meant being done with their enemies, the male fairies, once and for all.


      Maybe my ancestor could see my emotions shifting across my face, indecision and fright followed by resolve. He read what I intended before I knew it myself.


      “I see I’ve not managed to dissuade you.”


      Clamping my lips shut, I shook my head stubbornly.


      “Foolish, foolish woman.”


      Maybe I was foolish. Maybe I was flat out stupid, but I was determined to see this through. I just didn’t know how.


      My answer came from a very unexpected source. There wasn’t any sign to warn us, no sounds of someone tramping through the forest. One second nobody was there, and the next—there was Cole, entering the clearing between two trees. My muscles locked up at the sight of him. What was he doing here? He shouldn’t be here. This was my fight. I had to do this.


      The Raven saw him at the same instant as me. His eyebrows flared upwards.


      “Well, well, what have we here? One of the dread Simathe come already to hunt you down?”


      “He’s not here to hunt me down,” I said softly, watching the man I loved as he approached. His face was expressionless, but his eyes looked me over as if making certain I was okay.


      “Ah, yes. I recall him now. This is he who stood between you and me, between the dragon and you. You have a protector, then.”


      A protector…it definitely fit. He walked up to us boldly, as uncaring for danger from the Raven as from the dead tree behind me.


      “What do you here, Simathe?” the fairy demanded. “Did you think to save her from herself? Save her from us?”


      Cole flicked a dismissive glance toward the Raven, then back to me.


      “My horse was stolen.”


      I resisted a wild urge to laugh. “I didn’t steal him. I left him at the edge of the woods.”


      “I saw.”


      “How did you know to come here?”


      “Annie,” he said patiently. “I have followed you from the beginning. I followed you here the first time you came. Did you think I could not trail you? My Restless led me to the forest, and I tracked you here.”


      His Restless? Were they linked to their individual animals, sort of like the Warkin to their dragons? I brushed the notion aside, since there was no time to deal with it.


      “I didn’t know you trailed me here the first time.”


      “Nor I,” the Raven interjected into the conversation.


      Cole gave him a look that was downright arrogant, it was so cold. “No,” he said simply, and turned back to me.


      “Are you mad, woman? Coming here on your own? Why not ask me to attend you?”


      Before I could open my mouth to explain, the Raven interrupted.


      “How are you here?”


      The warrior turned to him with one of those imperious Simathe stares. I’d never really seen it from Cole before, but he had the ability to look every bit as superior and domineering as his High-Chief when he chose.


      “What do you mean, how am I here?”


      “The fairies placed a ward over this place to prevent humans from entering. I know how she circumvented it,” he said, nodding towards me. “This was the home of the ravens and she carries my blood: the land itself recognized her and drew her here. But you? It should not have permitted you entrance.”


      Cole stared at my ancestor as if the fairy had completely lost his mind.


      “I am Simathe, not human,” he rebutted. “Although…” He turned back to me. “The first time I trailed you here it is true I lost you and could not find you. Perhaps the ward worked then. Why that has changed, I do not know.”


      “Maybe with my powers growing I accidentally lifted the wards,” I started to say, but even as I spoke the warrior-lord abruptly lifted a hand for silence. I shut up, watching him. His Simathe eyes narrowed, his head lifting like he sensed something or was searching for it. Both the Raven and I watched him, wondering.


      Absently, I noticed the Raven wasn’t making any threatening moves on the Simathe, or even on me, at this point. Why? He had promised to take revenge on the Simathe as well as the female fairies, but possibly he needed my magic and his allies to do that. Alone, maybe there wasn’t much he could do to harm Cole.


      “A Simathe is here,” Cole said finally.


      “What?” I glanced around the clearing, including over my shoulder. “Where? In the trees?”


      “No. Here. With us.”


      There was nobody here except Cole, the Raven, and me.


      “Cole, that doesn’t make any sense,” I said.


      He didn’t answer, simply stepped past me, drawing his sword. Now my ancestor and I exchanged puzzled glances as he walked right up to the massive tree trunk behind me, raising his sword.


      “Out of the way, lass,” he ordered.


      I obeyed, stepping to the side as he lifted the gleaming weapon over his head. To my surprise, he brought it down with a swift, slicing motion against the side of the tree itself. Then he did it again and again.


      “What are you doing?” I called out to him, but he was so busy hacking and hewing at the ancient trunk that he didn’t seem to hear.


      “I think your Simathe has taken leave of his senses,” the Raven observed. “Why does he hew apart what remains of my Tree of Unity?”


      I didn’t know any more than he did, but I was shocked after just a few minutes of watching him work at how I could see a shape emerging. The curve of a skull, the line of a shoulder, the outline of a leg.


      What the—


      I was drawn closer without knowing I’d moved. It had to be more than just his carving skills, which I already knew were exceptional. It wasn’t like he was carving the figure; instead, he was hacking away at the aged wood, pruning back the parts that didn’t belong as if to free the shape from the tree. Like the tree and the shape had melded into one and he was freeing the person inside.


      But a Simathe? Who?


      He was determined, and more and more of the warrior’s outline was showing, but it was taking too long. The Raven’s earlier prediction about the Simathe and fairies hunting me down had me on edge. When it was discovered I was missing, that Cole was missing, what were they going to think? If Cole had tracked me here, and could sense a Simathe inside a tree, they could probably track him here too, not to mention me. I didn’t know they would be coming for me, but I sure didn’t know they wouldn’t, either. If they came, a confrontation between them and the Raven was inevitable. Maybe a confrontation between them, the Raven, and me, since they’d likely think I was supporting him.


      An idea formed and I stepped up behind Cole, placing my hand gently on his back. I could feel the muscles shifting beneath his shirt and his skin as he swung his arms, wielding the sword against the tree. I could hear his heavier breathing, hear the rhythm of the sword swings, hear the clang of iron against wood, hear the thump of blade meeting tree. I could hear it at all. Closing my eyes, I slid into that music without any conscious effort, joining my own voice to it. Not a song with words, just a gentle melody, a hum, singing to the tree, asking it to let go, let go, let go, release whatever or whoever it held prisoner…


      The warrior’s sword swings, his hacking and hewing, slowed considerably. Slowed, then stopped altogether. I kept the wordless melody going but opened my eyes to see that a man’s shape had indeed emerged from the tree. He knelt on one knee, his brow resting on his upraised knee and his arms locked around it. Even as I continued to hum, slivers and splinters and chunks of wood loosened, fell off, fell away revealing plain, functional dark clothing, tall leather boots, then dark bronze skin, and finally inhuman black hair.


      A Simathe.


      I continued the song, even as Cole stepped back. He turned to look at me, and I could sense his wonder at what I was doing, but I couldn’t break the connection with the wood, so I continued staring at the Simathe and singing, coaxing the tree until I saw the man’s flesh move with his breath. Finally, the last few slivers of wood around his skull fell away. He raised his head, his eyes meeting mine. Even before he moved, he said,


      “What have you done?”
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      I didn’t answer right away. I was too surprised. Here I’d helped free him from this prison where he’d been stuck for who knows how long, and all he had to say was a vicious, “What have you done?”


      The unknown Simathe’s arms unwound themselves, and his legs moved. He stood, a hail of wood chips and splinters showering from his shoulders and hair. He was tall—taller than Lord Ilgard. Nearly as tall as the Raven himself. Even though his face bore the same stony cast as the other Simathe, there was an ancientness to his deep, deep eyes and a few strands of white threaded through his obsidian hair. Who was he? I hadn’t seen him in the memory the Raven showed me.


      He stepped from the tree, leaving a large cavity in its side, and advanced on Cole and me. I didn’t know his intentions, but it was clear he was angry. Cole knew it too, and shifted between us. At that, the unknown Simathe stopped, stared.


      “I know not your face,” he said to Cole.


      “I am Cole, Lord among Simathe,” he answered.


      “A lord?” Cole nodded. “You are youthful for that role.”


      “I have earned my rank,” he affirmed.


      “Yet you shield her.” The emancipated warrior glanced between him and me. “Do you know who she is? She carries the Raven’s blood. She is his offspring. See what she has done!”


      The anger had returned to his voice. Cole and I both swiveled, glancing towards where the unknown Simathe pointed. The Raven was no longer simply watching the drama—he was moving. He was actively attacking the veil that held back the other male fairies. He was ripping it apart with his bare hands. The head and shoulders of a fairy with grey-feathered wings pushed through the rent.


      “No,” I cried, ducking from behind Cole, stepping towards them. “No, they can’t escape!”


      “Cannot escape? You freed them.” The Simathe’s tones were bitter.


      “No, I didn’t,” I gasped, looking at him with horror. “I freed you.”


      “You used your magic, and your song called me forth. You are linked to them. When your magic freed me, it freed them. This is your doing.”


      Another male fairy with the wings and look of a vulture burst into the glade. The ones that were free immediately joined their leader in ripping the veil, freeing their fellows. A third fairy emerged, then a fourth. My brain was spinning. Everything was happening too fast. I meant to end this and instead I’d liberated the fairies, just like the Raven had predicted in the gardens. I’d tried to help Cole, tried to help the trapped Simathe, and instead I’d unleashed potential war and devastation on Aerisia: the exact opposite of what I came here to do.


      “I’ll put them back,” I said, swiveling towards the two Simathe. I could hear the panic in my voice. “I’ve got to put them back.”


      “You cannot.”


      “I—I can, I’ll sing them back, I’ll—”


      “Your magic won’t suffice, lass. Even Braisley and her fairies could not overcome them without Simathe strength. Simathe strength, mine, remained here, locked in this place, securing the fairies’ guards and shields. Why think you I was imprisoned in that tree? To ensure that, if they were somehow freed, they could never rebuild what they had. And they would not have—if not for you.”


      My panic was rising, but I fought it down.


      Next to me, Cole reached for my hand. “You cannot blame her for this,” he said.


      “I can,” the other Simathe snapped, the authority in his voice impossible to miss. “For ages, all was hushed. Then I sensed a stirring in the latent magic of this place. With that, I sensed them stirring. I have witnessed all that happened here. I felt the first great rip in their prison and there you came, stumbling into the Sanctuary with your strange clothes, your alien hair, your fairy eyes. Soon as you arrived in Aerisia, he was freed.” The warrior glanced over at the Raven. More and more of the male fairies continued to spill out. Soon, all of them would be free.


      “You are the cause of this,” he accused, stepping closer to me. “Your tainted blood, your tainted magic. It took all of our strength to bind them. Now, in mere days’ time, you’ve undone our work.”


      I licked my lips, fighting to think, fighting for clarity.


      “This isn’t my fault. I can’t help my ancestry,” I protested, but it sounded weak, even to me.


      “No, but you could have helped how you used your power. As soon as they are free, they will take you away. They will use you to begin a war such as Aerisia has not yet seen. Their vengeance will be terrible. You—” he put his finger in my face— “with your tainted heritage will bear the blame of it.”


      Something snapped inside. I reached up and knocked his hand out of my face.


      “I’m not tainted,” I ground out. “Nobody gets to choose their ancestors: not me, not him—” I nodded at Cole, “not even you. I’m not tainted. And I will stop them.”


      “How, without Simathe strength?” he challenged.


      “She will have Simathe strength.”


      Cole, who’d been mute during the entire exchange now spoke up. Turning to face me, he put his hands on my shoulders, his grip hard.


      “Join with me,” he said.


      “What?”


      His offer left me thunderstruck.


      “Join with me. Take my strength. Use it against them. Imprison them.”


      “I—”


      “She cannot do that,” the other Simathe cut in. “Her strength is theirs, do you not understand? Join with her, and they will have yours, as well.”


      “No.” Cole stared the other Simathe down. “I can separate my strength from hers. They cannot access it.” He turned back to me. His tones gentled, but his grip was insistent. “This is not your doing, Annie, but you can undo it. Join with me, accept my strength, and find a way to end this.”


      I was horrified that such a decision had been forced upon us. “Cole, I can’t ask you to do that,” I whispered hoarsely. “This is my fight. Not yours.”


      “The lass is right,” agreed the other Simathe. “Do this, and there is no going back. I spent centuries in this place, the cornerstone on which the curse was built, sealing its wards. I accepted that I would never break free. Join with her, and you will never break free,” he said pointedly to Cole. “You will be bound to her permanently. Bound to them also, and whatever she does to defeat them. Consider this well.”


      The Simathe didn’t flinch, didn’t waver.


      “I have considered it,” he said calmly. Then he turned back to me. “We’ve not much time, lass. You must accept me.”


      But I still hesitated. “I can’t let you sacrifice yourself like this.”


      “It is my choice to make!” he snapped, finally losing some of his eerie Simathe calm.


      He was so firm that it took me aback, made me see things in a different light. He believed in me. Against all of his fellow Simathe, against all the odds, against what we were facing now with the final fairies spilling into the clearing, he still believed in me. He believed I could stop this.


      “Trust me,” he urged.


      And I did. I trusted him. I trusted him because he trusted me. I felt the weight of that trust like the weight of the entire world hung on my shoulders. Maybe it did.


      “Okay,” I murmured, agreeing.


      He drew me close to himself, bending to press his forehead to mine.


      “Do it,” he said to the other Simathe.


      “It cannot be—”


      “Do it!” he roared. “I know you are capable.” To me, his voice milder, he said, “You must help him, Annie.”


      “I don’t know how. I don’t know anything about this.”


      “You know me,” he said. “Use your magic. Find me. Accept me. Know me.”


      Our heads were together, our faces close, but I moved just enough that I could see up into his deep, alien eyes.


      “Know me,” he insisted.


      “I’ll try…”


      I didn’t close my eyes this time. I kept them locked with his, let his gaze draw me into him, into his consciousness, into the music of his being. The thunder of his heartbeat, the pace of his pulse, the echo of his breathing, the river-rush of his blood. I knew him, I knew this man. I knew the lines of his scars by sight and even by touch. I knew the feel of his hands on my skin, of his strength pulling me from the cold water the first time we’d met. I knew the inflections of his voice. I knew his subtle humor, teasing me about my rough mornings. I knew the feeling of his strong body pressed against mine. I knew the taste and feel of his kiss.


      I knew that I loved him, and I let that, ultimately, draw him to me, draw our consciousness together. The song that spilled out of me was a melody of my love. Of all the love songs I’d performed over the past eight years, songs about every shade and every color and every aspect of love, none of them contained the passion and the feeling of the wordless melody that poured out of me now. It wasn’t loud; it was barely a hum, but it contained my heart, my soul, my power.


      I was lost in him, lost in the song, lost in the magic I wove between us, but not so lost that I didn’t hear the other Simathe begin to speak. I couldn’t tell what he was saying: they were foreign words in an unknown Aerisian language. But as he spoke, lending whatever power the words held to what I was doing, I felt the union between Cole and I sharpen and heighten. I felt an overwhelming sense of him wash over me. From the corners of my vision, I saw a blinding flash of light—


      Then, just like that, it all fell away. My song died. The Simathe stopped speaking. I could hear myself panting, feel my heart racing. Magic spiked beneath my skin. Cole drew back, still staring down into my face.


      “I feel you,” he said simply.


      I understood. In the back of my brain were prickles of a fresh awareness, an awareness of of him. Like every inch of my skin burned with the knowledge that he was alive and near. I didn’t know a lot about Joining, but I knew that most of what I felt he would feel. That he’d know where I was, and if I were in danger. In the far reaches of my consciousness, I could feel an overwhelming ocean of strength, locked away, as it were, behind a seawall, waiting to break free or for me to call on it.


      Him.


      We had done it. We were Joined.


      “How very touching.”


      A male voice spoke, but it wasn’t the other Simathe. Still in Cole’s grasp, I turned to see that the last of the male fairies had freed themselves. The Raven stood at their helm, and they spread out behind him like an army. An army of terrible, mighty beings. An army willing to wreak havoc on this realm, to tear it apart in their quest for vengeance and supremacy.


      An army I had to defeat.


      “What thought you to gain by this?” my ancestor sneered. “I cannot help but appreciate the irony. The Simathe helped bind us here, securing our Sanctuary against us. Now a Simathe will assist us in overcoming his kind.”


      “There won’t be any overcoming.”


      Slipping out of Cole’s grasp, I walked over to face them.


      “We are free now,” another fairy spoke up. His wings were black, but his hair was white like an eagle’s. “This world will be ours.”


      “Your blood has freed us. You are one with us,” warned another.


      The Raven only smiled.


      I could feel the presence of the two Simathe behind my back, watching, waiting to see what I’d do. Waiting to see how I’d handle this, how I’d fix it. Facing me was an overwhelming host of magical beings to whom I was linked. They were right. My blood was theirs.


      But not all of it.


      “I’m not one with you, not completely,” I said slowly, shaking my head. “I may have his blood and share your magic, but I’m not a fairy. I’m human.”


      “Human!” the Raven scoffed, throwing his head back in laughter. “Human? What is that? What does that mean? Humans lack power. Humans are weak. Mankind is easily manipulated, easily controlled. Men are nothing except subjects to be ruled, fodder to be consumed.”


      “No, that’s where you’re wrong, Raven. Humans are strong too.”


      My mind leapt, thinking of my ancestors. The Irish, my mother’s people, carving out an existence on an island as fierce as it was beautiful. Wild and proud and lively, sustaining a centuries’ long resistance against the empire that had swallowed them. Suffering a famine that drove them by the thousands across the ocean, to a new world, where they carved out new lives for themselves in my homeland.


      I thought of the Cherokee, my father’s people. Rounded up and forced from their homes. Forced over the Trail of Tears. All suffered. Many died. But my people had lived on. They’d also come to new lands, carved out new lives, new homes for themselves out of the treachery, the betrayal, the grief, the pain.


      That was my legacy. My ancestors weren’t weak. Humans weren’t weak. I wasn’t weak.


      Like them, I’d been brought to another world. If I was going to carry on my birthright, carve out a new life for myself in this place, overcoming hardships and obstacles, I would have to call on my human blood, not my fairy ancestors’. Maybe that was the key to defeating the Raven. Which gave me an idea.
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      Thoughts were whirling through my head like snowflakes in a blizzard. It was nearly impossible to snatch just one, but I knew time was running out to stop this train before it arrived at the station, before the Raven overcame me, stealing my power, used it to break Aerisia apart.


      I had even less time than I figured. The Raven’s head went up in the air in a birdlike gesture. He cocked it, twisting it impossibly far, as if he were listening for something. Then he turned, smiling at the other fairies behind him.


      “Ah, I feel the presence of our sisters. The queen of ice leads her army our way.”


      The queen of ice…Braisley.


      “Simathe approach too,” Cole said quietly.


      My pulse picked up. I knew it would happen, but I’d hoped, I’d hoped that we’d have a bit more time. I needed to sort this out. I couldn’t fight the male fairies, the female fairies, and the Simathe all at once. If they arrived before I could get some defenses in place, that was exactly what would happen. When they saw I’d freed the male fairies, albeit accidentally, all of their mistrust and suspicions would be confirmed. They’d attack me. Which would leave me having to stand with the male fairies simply to defend myself—because I didn’t doubt for an instant what the Raven claimed was true. If they had their way, they’d lock me away in some void where I’d die forgotten and alone, separated from Cole, separated from everyone and everything.


      I couldn’t bear that.


      I had to put defenses in place.


      My mind clicked.


      Defenses. Defenses…


      Ignoring the Simathe, the fairies, I walked over to what remained of the tree, once the heart of the male fairies’ refuge, their seat of power, their place of peace. The Tree of Unity. It was meant to be a symbol of fairydom, of unity between the male and the female fairies, unifying the distinct halves of the whole. Now, its withered hull was a symbol for what the female fairies and the Simathe had done to imprison the male fairies. It was a symbol for what had once existed but had been lost.


      However, symbols didn’t have to remain symbols. Some things could be rebuilt. The fairies, the Simathe had erected wards against this place. I would erect wards against them, fend them off until I could deal with the problem at hand—the male fairies.


      All of these notions whirled through my mind as I approached the tree. Funny that, twice, I’d spoken to it, saying if it could talk it could tell me what was going on when all along, trapped inside, was the Simathe, holding the wards together, who really could’ve talked and told me what was going on. Now, I needed to speak to the tree again—not the Simathe who’d been inside it, but the tree itself. I needed to sing to it, recall its memories, recall its purpose and reason for existing, bring it back to life.


      That should have been impossible. For anyone else, it probably would have been. Then again, I wasn’t a mere anyone. Aureeyah had indicated nature itself could be mine to command. So had the Raven. When I called on the Thunderers, they’d responded. Would nature respond to me now?


      Placing both hands on the tree, I leaned forward, bracing myself against it. Delving into the natural music of the glade, as I’d done several times before, I allowed myself to be swept into the heart of this place. Memories flashed through my mind: memories of the clearing as it had been, of how it had looked. The Tree of Unity remembered, the forest itself remembered, and as I sang to the woods, the stones, the light, the sky, the ground itself, they responded. I felt life, the life hidden away under the fairies’ wards, wards I’d burst when I liberated the Simathe. I felt the life that had once been and was still there, buried so deep for so long that it’d nearly been forgotten.


      No longer. I sang to the life, I coaxed it out.


      Somewhere behind me, I heard the unknown Simathe demand, “What is she about?”


      Cole gave an answer I didn’t catch. I tuned him out. I tuned out both of them. This wasn’t about them. This was about the land itself, and me, and my ancestors.


      As I spun my magic and the power of my voice intertwined, overlapped, and underlapped with the natural, latent magic surrounding me, in the back of my consciousness I could feel strands of power sprouting between the male fairies and myself. They were right: I was linked to them. This was their magic, their legacy they’d bequeathed to me. As the glade sprang back to life, as the dead tree under my hands began to refashion itself into what it had been, as its limbs began to sprout, the grass to regrow, the flowers to poke their heads out of the bare soil, the hazy grey light to strengthen, the water in the pool to refresh itself…as all of that occurred I could feel my connection with the fairies strengthening. I was spinning an invisible web, like a spider. I was at the hub, but the magic I wove drifted over the entire area and the male fairies too, weaving a web at whose heart I stood, keeping it all in place.


      I heard birds singing and knew animal life was returning to the glade. I heard the track of deer hooves pressing into the soil. Heard the pitter-patter of hares, rabbits, mice, and other woodlands creatures. They were coming back as the tree continued to grow and grow and grow. Nature was indeed responding to my magic. The song poured out of me. Innate knowledge, doubtless inherited from the male fairies and now risen to the fore, drove it, something I hadn’t even known I possessed. The ravens were in awe. I could feel their joy, their excitement at seeing their home restored. Some took to the air, flying in wonder about the glade, and some about the tree itself as it rose into the air.


      “Look at her! Behold her work!” I heard my ancestor cry.


      Other ravens joined their songs to mine, making the tree rise that much swifter. I could feel their magic interweaving with mine. They joined the web, became part of the web, but each still had his individual strand. I could feel them bound to my power, yet distinct and separate from it.


      Behind me, I heard the unknown Simathe speak, telling Cole this was a monstrosity and I should be stopped. I had no idea what Cole was thinking. Maybe he had his doubts, but he’d said he trusted me and I guess he did. I could tell by the commotion behind me, by the ground’s response to their conflict, by the negative energy creeping into the glade, that he was putting himself between the other Simathe and me, guarding my back. I didn’t know if they grappled physically, but some kind of conflict was taking place. I couldn’t stop to watch. I didn’t dare distract myself from this job.


      The Tree of Unity was nearly at full height, and the Sanctuary almost restored. Stone steps were spilling down the hillside, just as I’d seen them when I visited with Aureeyah. The stone fairies, male and female, were erected in precise detail. All was as it had been before. My powers were at their zenith. I could feel my connection to the land, to the forest, to the sky. I could feel my power sinking down deep into the earth, like the vast network of roots supporting the mighty tree. I could feel it spreading out beyond the glade, beyond the forest, racing towards the palace and city of Laytrii and the mountains beyond. I could feel the stability of those mountains: wild but unchanging. I could feel the mighty Largese River outside the city, feel it pressing onward toward the sea. Beyond that, I could feel the power of the sea itself. I could feel it all as my awareness spread throughout the land, throughout Aerisia itself. The power I sensed was virtually unlimited, vast and mighty.


      I could command all of this. I could sing to it, coax it into life, bend it to my will. I could destroy the female fairies, crush the Simathe. All except Cole, who had stood by me. Everyone else, those who had been cruel to me, doubting me from the beginning? I could serve justice on them. Didn’t they deserve it? This was my chance to meet out recompense, my chance to repay them, my chance to…


      No, Annie, what are you thinking?


      Amidst the insanity of such overwhelming, unstoppable power, rationality returned.


      It isn’t your place to do any of that. Those aren’t even your thoughts.


      I understood then, that the ravens and I were being so tightly knit together that I could feel their desires spilling over into mine. Their needs, their wants were coloring my own. All of them had taken to the air around me as they gloried in this power. I could hear their voices lifted in song, joining my song. They couldn’t access the heartbeat of the land itself like I could, but they could feel the power I felt, feel the power I was capable of accessing and commanding. They reveled in it. When I used that power, so would they. Together, we would call on this land to crush our enemies, crush itself. Nothing would stand in our way, not any immortal beings, not the heavens or the earth or even the Powers of Good, or their representative, the Artan herself.


      This was our time, after so many centuries of being locked away in the netherworld. What the ravens were only on the cusp of discovering prior to their banishment I now understood. What they could have done, had the fairies and Simathe not interfered, was presently at my fingertips. This was my legacy, my way to seize control of my destiny. This was my time to be set free, just as I’d liberated them. This was my time to rule, our time to rule—


      Stop! Stop it, Annie! Your mind is getting twisted up with theirs. You have to separate yourself from them. You have to stay focused.


      But it was hard. Hard to stay focused when I understood, at least partially, what my ancestors had gone through. I’d been misunderstood, misaligned since I’d come to Aerisia. If the same folk who’d hated me from the beginning had their way, I’d be locked away for the rest of my life, exactly like the male fairies. They couldn’t do that to me, though, could they? Not when I held this much sway. Not when I had the power to become a queen, a goddess, to rule all of Aerisia itself. What could they do to me, really? What could anyone do to me with nature itself bending to my will? Didn’t I have the right to defend myself by whatever means necessary?And then, into my head, flashed a memory. A memory of Cole, to whom I was now Joined, and that night on the balcony when he’d carved the dragon figurine.


      Whatever your lineage may be, your eyes betray no evil in your soul, he’d told me.


      I know there’s not, I had replied, but I don’t think they do.


      Perhaps not. So you must prove your innocence.


      How can I do that?


      I do not know, but you will, when the time comes.


      This was it. This was that time. This was when I had to make a choice. A choice to snatch my magic at its fullest, running the risk of the male fairies rising with me, knowing what havoc they planned to wreak, or to go an entirely opposite direction.


      What had Aureeyah once told me? It is your choice who you will serve, she’d said.


      Maybe I don’t want to serve anybody. I don’t see serving as a choice. What I do see is me keeping my promises. I promised I would never do anything to hurt Hannah. If I keep that promise, I won’t be doing anything to hurt her land, either.


      Hold fast to that vow and let nothing sway you from it. For I venture a time will come when your resolve will be tested. In that moment, you alone can make this decision. Make the right one.


      How had they known? How had both Cole and Aureeyah known that at same point it would come down to this? It was my choice, mine alone, how this ended. Aerisia would stand or fall based upon what I decided to do.
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          Magic Returned


        


      


      


      Outside the defenses I’d raised around the clearing, the Simathe and the fairies approached. They were there, ready to step in and make war against me, if need be. My heightened senses, my connection to the land, my connection to the ravens told me that. Here, inside the Sanctuary, I had raised the Tree of Unity from the ground. The entire Sanctuary was as it was before, when the male fairies were at the zenith of their power. Every hammock, every board, every plank, every shelter—even the great gallery, with its platform suspended by thick ropes. Every drape, every piece of cloth, and even the tree’s ability to provide whatever sustenance its inhabitants required…everything had been repaired.


      The ravens were jubilant with victory. They were rejoicing, singing, and laughing, knowing my power was theirs, which meant Aerisia would be theirs. Their home had been restored, and their enemies waited outside, ready to be conquered, demolished. This was their time, they thought.


      They were wrong. This was my time.


      I knew of only one way to do this. One way to stop my ancestors in their tracks, and also appease the Aerisian leaders. One way to protect this land. One way to seize control of my magic, my destiny.


      And that was to surrender it all.


      With every fiber of my being, I could feel the land of Aerisia. She pulsed beneath my skin like my own heartbeat. She flowed through my veins like my own blood. Back at the farthest recesses of my mind I could sense Cole: much more faintly, but still there, his essence walled away from that which the fairies and I shared. Outside me, connected to me, were my ancestors, the ravens.


      I stood at the very center of it all.


      Slowly, slowly, I began to pull it all to me: the powers of nature, of Aerisia itself. The invisible chains of blood and magic linking me to each of my ancestors, but in particular the thickest chain binding me to the Raven himself. Just as Serenda and Braisley had drawn the transporting doors down to themselves, I began drawing all of them into me, into my core, into the open infinity of my magic. On the cusp of everything they’d worked and suffered for, the ravens were so elated they didn’t even notice. They felt my power swelling, swelling, swelling, rising like a tidal wave. They sensed only that—they didn’t sense the lines between them and me tightening into an irrevocable, unbreakable chain.


      Not until it was too late.


      With a final surge, the wave of magic I’d been summoning built and built and built, then crested. As it did, I mentally grasped the strands binding me to my ancestors. I groaned under the weight of controlling so much power, me who was nothing but a novice. I was doing this from instinct, hanging it all on the terrible, exquisite song that poured out of my lips. The melody I wove to constrain them hung in the air, filled the air. It was an extension of my former song, the song that had restored the Sanctuary and rebirthed the Tree of Unity. The melody hadn’t stopped, it only altered as my purpose changed. I could hear it in my ears as if from far away. I pushed away from the tree I’d raised, lifting my hands high above my head, stretching my arms so far into the air that their sockets hurt. My spine was bent backwards, my entire body straining upwards as I pulled it all up into me—


      Then, with a final fortissimo, a high note that was more of a scream than an actual musical note, I brought my arms down, brought my body down. Crashing onto the ground, I fell upon my knees, striking the earth with my clasped fists. As I did, I shouted, releasing the song, driving the magic back into the land, back into the earth, back into the veins, the bloodstream, the heartbeat, the core of Aerisia herself. I heard a splintering, cracking sound. The world groaned beneath, around, even above us as her magic was forced back into her.


      As I thrust the magic back into its source, I also wrenched on the strands linking my ancestors to myself. I drew them down, hauling them into me. Shortening and condensing and binding until they were thrown down physically as well as magically. The instant they felt my magic leave me, they toppled from the heavens, from the branches of the Tree of Unity. They fell all around me like a bird shot by a hunter, dropped from the sky. At first they couldn’t speak—their voices were gone, the magic, the link between nature’s music and their own ripped away like mine had been.


      I was now on the ground, on my hands and knees. I felt, I felt the magic draining from me, felt my voice being torn away. Before it fully vanished, before the ravens could figure out what was going on and resist, I had one final task to complete. I opened the wall between Cole’s Simathe indomitability and my own magic. I grabbed his essence and I wove it all around my labor of recreating the Sanctuary, of binding the ravens, of restoring the land’s power to the land itself. I wove it over and under and around, and then I clamped it down on the top and the bottom like a seal. His strength would forever anchor my work, just as the female fairies and the Simathe had done with the unknown Simathe, sealing him in the tree so long ago.


      It was done.


      The air went still. The world went quiet. Somewhere along the way, I’d collapsed completely, and for several long seconds I lay prone on the ground with my cheek in the dirt, panting heavily.


      “Annie?”


      Hearing Cole’s voice from somewhere behind me, I lifted my head and tried to respond, tried to say, “I’m okay.”


      Nothing came out. I felt a moment of sheer panic.


      Not my voice!


      I’d meant to give back my fairy voice, the voice my ancestors had lent me, not my voice. Not my voice altogether!


      I tried again to speak but could only groan. It was gone. My voice was gone. Terror, horror washed over me. I tried to push myself up to my knees, tried to stand, and fell. I didn’t have the strength. I had no voice, and no strength.


      In that moment, I realized exactly what had happened. I’d been willing to renounce my heritage in order to protect Aerisia, but in so doing I’d become human. Fully, completely, one hundred percent human. Even my human speaking voice, that which had tied me so closely to my ancestors, had been forfeited. I couldn’t feel Cole like I had previously. There was a distant awareness of him, but that was it. I couldn’t feel his strength supporting mine, just like I could no longer feel a connection to the land, to the fairies themselves.


      What had I done?


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Chapter 60


          


        


      


    


    

      

        

          Wings


        


      


      


      “What have you done?”


      The Simathe warrior-lord was on the ground, on his knees. When Annie had opened the door between him and her, he’d felt it. When she grasped his strength, his eternality, his essence, everything that made him Simathe, and used it to coat and bind and seal and anchor her own work, he’d felt his vigor drain from him in a rush. Weakened, he’d collapsed, but quickly pushed himself back up. His strength would return; no question of that. This was no different than when he’d thrown himself in front of a dragon to save his Artan. He would live. He would forever bear the scars, but he would live. Because he was Simathe he would survive this too, his strength ultimately replenished, but what scars might he bear?


      It did not matter. None of it mattered. All that mattered was the immensity of the thing he had seen and felt her do. The power she’d called to herself was akin to the power of the sea cresting over him. Perhaps the power of the sea had been intertwined with it all. Despite the many centuries he’d spent in this land, he had never truly known it until he felt her luring its magic, its power to herself with her song. He’d also felt the emotions coursing through her: triumph, wonder, victory, rage, a thirst for revenge. He had been shocked at their intensity—until he sensed the faintest traces of other living beings attached to her. It was then he understood that she was bound to the ravens and the ravens to her.


      Most of what he felt through their Joining bond was not her in the slightest, but them speaking to her, aligning their wills with hers, attempting to overcome her. She’d been tested; she’d wavered, she’d stood on the brink. He could not speak to her, could not try to stop her. He could have done nothing had she chosen to do anything except what she did—give the land back its magic, thereby stripping both herself and the fairies of theirs.


      She fell to the earth, like the fallen fairies surrounding her. Cole spoke her name, felt her panic. Then he felt his own surge of fear to see the Raven had risen. The power that once radiated from his eyes, his person was gone, but he was still a fairy, even if Annie had rid him of the voice, the unnatural magic he never should have possessed. He was still a threat, and before Cole had recovered enough to gain his feet, he was on the girl, seizing her, wrenching her upright.


      “What have you done?” he shouted, shaking her. “What have you done?”


      She did not respond. Could she no longer speak? The Simathe caught a glimpse of her eyes, and felt his heart go still. They’d lost their beautiful violet color. They were deep brown, lovely as well, but distinctly human, not fairy.


      She had indeed surrendered her heritage, and possibly her voice, as well.


      Be that as it may, when the Raven shook her, first fear then anger flitted across her features. She twisted in his grip but lacked the strength to break free. She struck at him with her fists, but the fairy lord whirled and threw her. There was no saving herself. Her body hurtled through the air, landing with a sickening thunk against the massive trunk of the tree she’d revitalized.


      “No!”


      The fear and wrath coursing through him gave him the strength to rise. He gained his feet and rushed the fairy, but he could not get there fast enough. The fairy’s black wings had lifted him in an instant’s time towards the tree and the prone girl beneath it. Sheer, unadulterated rage was on the creature’s face as he stooped to catch her up.


      “Azryel.”


      The deep voice boomed, filling the glade, stopping the fairy in his tracks.


      “Azryel,” it said again. “Stop.”


      The Raven hovered above Annie, who, Cole was relieved to see, was stirring. From where he stood, the Simathe heard her moan, and it was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard, for it meant she lived.


      Slowly, the fairy lord turned in place, his head cocked to the side, much like the bird for which he was named.


      “Long and dark have been the years since I heard that name,” he sneered. “Who dares to call it now?”


      “I do.” The unknown Simathe, whom Cole had sensed in the tree, stepped forward. Across the clearing, the two stared at each other.


      “You have no power to bind me with my name,” scoffed the fairy.


      “You are wrong,” the Simathe said. “You are lord of your order, and I am lord of mine.”


      Cole felt a twinge of confusion. Lord of his? But Ilgard was High-Chief. Who was this that dared name himself master of the Simathe?


      “You are not the High-Chief,” the fairy replied, echoing Cole’s very thoughts.


      “I am more than High-Chief. I am the tirlantha—the First.”


      The First. Suddenly Cole understood why this man dared call on the name of the fairy, why the fairy had hesitated, and why he had been the one originally used to seal the fairies’ spells.


      The First. The First Simathe ever created. Cole had never known his fate, where he was, or what he did. It was not discussed among the Simathe. Tutors spoke of the First as if he had gone away on business of his own. No other explanations given.


      Now Cole knew why.


      “The tirlantha,” Azryel, the fairy repeated. “The First. That is who they used to bind us.”


      “And that is who bids you let the girl go. Do her no harm, Azryel. Leave her in peace.”


      “There will be no peace until she is dead!” the fairy shouted. “Look around you! We are more than you. Our voices may be gone, but we are fairies still. What can two Simathe do against us?”


      It was true that the other ravens had been restored. They were on their feet or taking to wing, backing or hovering over their master. Hatred was in their eyes, danger in their presence.


      “What can fairies do against two Simathe?” the tirlantha challenged. “Let her go. Escape this place before Braisley and her sisters, before Ilgard and his warriors find a way inside. Go now while you’ve a chance to escape.”


      Like Cole, he must have sensed the others outside, fighting the wards Annie had raised against them. Wards strong enough to keep humans permanently at bay, but not fairies and Simathe. Eventually, they would enter.


      Cole shifted to stand behind the other Simathe’s back. His attention was locked on Annie, but he dared not move. The Raven still stood over her, capable of slaying her before he or his brother could intervene.


      “Let her go,” the First demanded once more. “Fly away to safety. Let there be peace in this land.”


      “What peace so long as those who imprisoned us go unpunished? What peace so long as she who wrested away our magic lives?”


      With a sharp wave of his hand, the fairy opened a transporting door, a portal. Within, Cole could see a clear river and moss colored cliffs guarding the entrance to the world beyond.


      “A world for fairies, a world where we can be safe,” the Raven said. “We will go there.” He stooped, wrapped his arms around the girl’s torso and lifted her from the ground. “—But not while she lives.”


      “No!”


      Cole’s shout echoed in his ears. He sprang forward. The other Simathe sprang forward, but it was too late. The fairy had her. He scooped her up into his arms, raising her high above his head as he beat his wings, lifting them both in the air. He soared upwards, toward the top of the mighty tree, well out of their reach. Throwing down his sword, the Simathe dashed towards the tree, leapt onto the trunk and began to climb. He would not make it, he could not go fast enough. All the fairy need do was drop her, which seemed to be his intention, and that would be it, she would be gone. Through their bond, he could feel the danger to her like it was bodily danger to himself. He was Joined with her; he was meant to protect her.


      Perhaps it was the rush of air across her face as her ancestor flew with her, or perhaps it was simply being lifted and hurtling upwards into the sky. Whatever the cause, Annie awakened, still caught in the Raven’s grasp. She saw what was happening and her mouth opened in a scream, but no sound came out. Her hands flailed, seeking the Raven’s arms, anything to hold onto. Her fingers latched around his wrists, but it wouldn’t be enough to save her. Sheer terror was on her face, in her brown eyes. Reaching the top of the tree, the fairy hovered in the air, still holding the girl high above his head.


      “Betrayer of your own kind, let justice be served upon you,” he thundered.


      And he threw her.


      Helpless, Annie fell, careening through space, her limbs flailing wildly. Below was only the ground and certain death. Again, her mouth was open in a soundless scream. From his perch on the thick trunk, the Simathe prepared to lunge for her as she hurtled past, knowing he’d not catch her, but willing to try anything to spare her life.


      Then the tree awoke.


      A host of long branches, formerly solid and stationary, became pliable, uncoiling like serpents. They stretched themselves, snapping back in the air like a whip before sliding forward. Arms of pliant wood rushed to embrace her, slithering around her, snatching her out of the air before she plummeted to her death. They enfolded her, pulling her into their coil, holding her in place, swinging lightly between heaven and earth.


      Nor did the tree stop there.


      Even as Azryel, the raven lord, shouted in rage and disbelief, more branches at the summit of the tree unfurled behind him. He did not see them, did not know the tree’s intent, not until they lashed about him, trapping him. Recognizing his danger, the fairy beat his mighty wings furiously, twisting and writhing his entire body, pulling at the unyielding limbs with his hands, shouting curses at the tree. The other fairies, seeing their leader’s distress, flew to him. Lighting on nearby branches or beating their wings to hover close by, they also pulled at the limbs imprisoning their lord. Disregarding their threats and begging, the tree responded by uncoiling more branches to either knock them aside or snag them and draw them back from Azryel.


      There was no saving the fairy lord.


      The harder he fought to wrest himself free, the more branches shot out to lash about his body and stricture his wings. Enfolding him, they pulled towards the trunk. This was no gentle, protective embrace, as the tree had done for Annie. These limbs were squeezing, crushing. One slithered towards the fairy’s neck, coiling about it several times. From where he yet perched on the trunk, the Simathe watched it all, seeing the naked fear in the fairy’s eyes as the breath was crushed from his throat. The tree was relentless. The fairy was against its trunk now, and still the living branches pushed and pulled. The trunk did not open; rather, it was as if the fairy was dissolved into it. The great tree took the fairy and absorbed him into itself, continuing to smother him with vines and branches and leaves until he vanished. Only the black-feathered tip of one wing remained, and then it was swallowed, as well.


      Azryel, the Raven, ancient lord of the male fairies, was no more.


      Seeing their leader’s gruesome fate, the other fairies flew from the tree in panic. Those still snared by its branches fought for freedom and, incredibly, the tree released them. The sound of beating wings filled the air as the ravens flew to a safe distance, confusion, fear, and despair marring their faces. Their leader was gone, consumed by their former home. Perhaps they wondered what their fate would be. Who would lead them now?


      The Sanctuary itself answered.


      Long, dangling vines twined about Annie, even as the branches slid back, releasing her. Gently, the vines lowered her to the earth. Clambering back down the trunk, the Simathe rushed for her. The last of the vines slithered away as he dropped to his knees beside her, gathering her up, turning her in his arms so he could see into her face.


      “Annie? Annie?” he demanded hoarsely. Her brown skin had paled. Her brown eyes were open but staring sightlessly. She looked as if she were a thousand miles away mentally.


      “Annie?” He tried again, pushing awareness into the bond between them, desperate to reach her and call her back. “I’m here, my love. Come back to me.”


      She did not speak, but her body convulsed. Her back arched, her spine bending so far he feared it might snap in two. She tried to scream, her mouth opening wide, but again there was no sound. The Simathe couldn’t hold her—she was writhing too hard. She dropped from his grasp, twisting as she fell, landing on all fours. Again, her back arched impossibly far.


      “Annie!”


      He felt her terror, felt her pain. So much pain. How was she surviving this much pain? Her entire body was wracked with it. He felt her horror that she could not even scream, could not give voice to her agony. He felt her confusion, as well—what was happening to her? Why was it happening?


      Cole had no answers, but when she crawled to the tree and used it to clamber up on her feet, sobbing noiselessly, he was there to assist her, pulling her into his arms. When he held her, he sensed the slightest bit of comfort seep through her. If he could do nothing else for her, he could do that, so he continued to hold her, hold her as spasm after spasm shook her body, as her back arched once, twice more. She continued to weep silently from the physical torture, her fingers scrabbling for something to hang onto, digging into his flesh. The Simathe could have sworn that, behind his back, he felt the Tree of Unity itself quaking in response to her pain. Why was this happening? She had given up everything for this land. The land itself had responded by slaying her attacker and sparing her life. Why did it torment her now?


      As it happened, even the torture stood a purpose. Her spine bowed a third time and then she collapsed forward, sagging against him, upheld solely by his strength. Cole felt it every bit as much as she did when something stirred in her back, between her shoulder blades. Something buried deep inside her wriggled beneath her skin. Something twined upwards, pushing its way to the surface. Her skin broke and blood gushed, seeping through her clothing. She shuddered violently at the pain, her fingers clawing at his shirt, but once the skin was broken there came instant relief. Rupturing from her back, splitting her clothes, burst forth a pair of wings that unfurled as they were born.


      At first, they were slick and wet, cramped from the buds being locked within her body. As they were birthed they slowly unfurled and stretched themselves. The bony frame of the wings trembled beneath their load of feathers: thousands upon thousands of countless shiny black feathers. Raven feathers. Like the wings, Annie trembled too, but her pain was already greatly lessened. The warrior-lord watched with awe as her wings bolstered themselves, expanding, lengthening.  Fully extended, they were massive, taller than her. She looked up into his face. She was breathing shallow and fast, afraid and still recovering from the pain. Her eyes were huge in her face, but as he stared into them wonder filled him to see the brown overtaken once more by violet. Only this time the violet was a glowing, piercing color: no longer human, but fairy.


      As the agony decreased, strength returned to her limbs. Strength and something else…magic. Not magic as it had been before, but magic of a different variety—related, yet distinct. Until she was able to push back and stand in her own strength, Cole kept his arms around her, supporting her. Slowly, the tree behind him ceased to tremble. Slowly, slowly so did she. Her breathing slowed as her body recovered from birthing her wings. Amazement was in her eyes, written across her face.


      At last, she spoke.


      “What’s happening to me?”


      Before he could answer, he heard the tirlantha warn, “They are here.”


      Both Annie and Cole turned to see Braisley enter the glade, backed by dozens of her fairies. Backing them were at least a dozen Simathe. As a group, the intruders took one look at the girl in his arms and came to a standstill.
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          Blood Cannot Be Denied


        


      


      


      “What is this?”


      Braisley, the fairy leader, was the first to speak. She was always stern, always icy, always cold, but Cole thought the rime in her voice could have frozen both Annie and himself.


      As if Braisley’s challenge had given her mettle, Annie finally pushed back from his chest, turning to stare the other fairy down. She did not move away from him, however, and Cole kept his arm around her waist, beneath her wings. Although she had recovered he could sense her confusion. She was not the only one questioning what had transpired, but to him the answer was clear.


      “Blood cannot be denied,” he stated simply. “She is a fairy now.”


      A number of the female fairies gasped at his pronouncement. Some fell to whispering amongst each other. The countenances of his fellow Simathe betrayed nothing, yet Cole could sense their wrath. Perhaps others could, as well, for, gathering themselves from around the clearing, the male fairies coalesced into a single unit. They spread out on either side of the tree, flanking Annie and himself as they had formerly stood behind the Raven. As the female fairies even now stood behind Braisley—two armies facing one another.


      “Where is Azryel?” Braisley asked, daring to use the former raven lord’s name. “I see him not. I see you, tirlantha. Did she free you when she broke the curse and released them? Azryel I do not see.”


      “He is gone.” The tirlantha, the First spoke up. “Aerisia has taken her vengeance upon him, just as Aerisia returned her magic to her.” He nodded towards Annie.


      “She is the Raven now,” affirmed one of the male fairies behind Cole. “She is our mistress. The Mistress of Ravens.”


      Cole sensed Annie’s bewilderment at this announcement, but even if he hadn’t, when she looked up at him the shock on her face was plain to see.


      “This is impossible,” she protested. “I can’t be the Raven.”


      “You can, and you are,” he told her. “You gave Aerisia back her magic, and this is how Aerisia repays you. They are right: you are their lord, now. You have acceded your father’s role. You are Mistress of Ravens.”


      He did not say it lightly or agree simply to agree. No, he felt the magic within her. Magic as ancient as Aerisia itself. Powerful magic meant not only to protect and heal the land, but to guide and direct the male fairies. She was what Azryel should have been. Everything he ought to have been as a lord, done as a fairy, she now embodied.


      However, not everyone agreed.


      “I knew you were an abomination from the first time your magic summoned me,” Braisley said coldly. “I was right. We ought to have slain you then.”


      “Killed me? When I hadn’t done anything?”


      Cole felt the anger that sparked in Annie, bolstering her courage, erasing her confusion. Pushing away from him, she stalked out to confront Braisley, stopping mere paces from the other fairy queen. In dead silence, the two leaders faced each other, the one pale as snow, silvery-white as a forest covered in ice, and the other with hair and wings as black as night. No one dared speak, no one moved. Not their own individual bands of fairies, not even the Simathe.


      “I know you won’t believe me, and I know you won’t ever trust me,” Annie said at last. “But I made my choice, and I chose Aerisia. I could’ve taken this land’s magic. All of it. I had it. I held it. I could have—” She broke off, sighed, shook her head a little. “But I didn’t. I didn’t, because I knew no one person was equipped to handle that much power. I didn’t because Aerisia already has someone with extraordinary powers, and I’m not her.”


      She referenced Lady Hannah.


      “I didn’t because whatever powers I had, Azryel and the ravens would have had. I couldn’t give that to them. I wouldn’t give them the chance to destroy this land. So, I gave it back. I gave it back, Braisley.”


      “You gave it back? How can you say this, when we see what you are and what you’ve become? You gave nothing back. You are fully as fairy as we,” Aemela, fairy of the waters insisted.


      “No.” Annie shook her head. “I don’t know exactly what I am, but I’m not fully fairy. I’m human too.”


      “That is impossible,” Lord Ilgard now interjected.


      “But true,” Cole said, walking up to stand beside her, drawing the gaze of fairies and his fellow Simathe alike. “I am Joined to her. I can feel her humanity just as I feel her magic.”


      The silence falling over the army of female fairies and immortal warriors at his declaration could have been sliced with a blade. It was Lord Norband who finally broke it.


      “You betrayed Treygon, and your oaths as a lord.”


      “I betrayed nothing,” he countered. “I Joined with her to lend her my strength. She used it to secure her work: wards over the entire Sanctuary, so humans cannot enter or find it. Wards over the ravens, so they cannot access the voice they had, nor call on the music of the land to work magic. Wards over her own voice.”


      He half turned, looking down at her sadness. He could not deny a pang of sorrow at knowing what she’d forfeited. Gently, he touched her face, stroking his fingers down her cheek.


      “She surrendered that too. For a time, she was fully human, lacking any voice. She could not speak. Even the color of her eyes altered.” He turned back to the Simathe, the fairies. “When the Raven attacked her, the tree awoke. It devoured him.” He nodded towards the Tree of Unity. “It saved her. Then the land gave her this.” He lifted a hand to trace the curve of her wing. “Blood cannot be denied. Aerisia restored her true legacy.”


      But without the voice. Both of them knew it. Cole had felt her relief when she was able to speak again, but he’d also sensed her grief. Her voice had changed. The alteration was subtle, but distinct. Its tones were still mellow and pleasant, sweet to the ear, but had lost an indefinable quality that he now knew had been magic all along. Were she to sing, he did not doubt the music would be beautiful as human voices could be impossibly beautiful, but that same indefinable quality, the magic that had filled it would be gone. It would be merely a human voice now.


      “I believe none of this,” Braisley said, refuting his account of what had transpired. “You say she surrendered her magic, yet she has magic still. And them? What of them?” She waved an arm at the male fairies behind Annie and him. “They are still alive, alive and capable of great harm. What do we do with them?”


      “They’re bound to me,” Annie answered. “They can’t do anything without my permission. They’re bound to me and under my authority in a way your fairies aren’t. It’s a product of what happened the night I was attacked, the night the Chief Captain rescued me.”


      Briefly, she described the event, telling the tale Cole hadn’t known: of a creature called the Raven Mocker, a witch her ancestor had used to try and steal her magic before she could come into her own. Of the Thunderers, the storm itself coming to her rescue, sending a stone giant to her defense.


      “Since then,” she concluded, “I’m bound to them and they’re bound to me. I’m their leader, and they’ll obey me. I’m not going to let them hurt Aerisia.”


      “What assurance do we have besides your word?” Serenda demanded coldly. “Your word is poor enough.”


      “I don’t know.” Annie’s shoulders rose and fell in a shrug, her wings moving with them. “I don’t know what else to tell you. I gave it back. I became human, and I almost died. I was willing to die to protect Aerisia, but you still don’t believe me. I can’t help it that Aerisia changed me into this.” She waved a hand down herself. “You don’t trust me? Fine. But I ain’t killing myself and all of them—” She gestured towards the ravens flocked behind her. “—just to make you happy. You’re gonna have to learn to deal with us as we are, and trust me that I’m telling the truth.”


      Despite the weight of the scene, Cole had to scrub a hand down his jaw to hide a smile. An Aerisian fairy speaking in an accent like hers… A creature of myth and legend she might be, but she was also very much the woman who had grown up in the middle of nowhere, according to her, surrounded by cattle and horses. It was as captivating as it was unlikely.


      If he were amused by the incongruity, no one else shared it. Braisley was so enraged that actual snowflakes swirled around her head, her delicate wings. Her eyes were narrowed to dagger points.


      “Trust,” she sneered.


      “Aye, trust,” the tirlantha echoed, capturing the attention of all. “Though I did not sense what he did, I bore witness to everything he has described. I will go further and tell you that I helped them Join.” He looked directly at the two Simathe leaders, as if daring them to challenge him. They did not. “From what I saw, Braisley, I believe she means to keep her word.”


      “Mayhap she means to, but what will happen when they corrupt her?” the fairy objected.


      “Azryel himself could not corrupt her with promises of power or threats of death,” Cole rejoined. “What more can they do?”


      “You refuse to accept reality. You defend her because she’s bewitched you,” his Chief Captain accused.


      “I defend her because I know her integrity. I defend her because I love her,” he replied.


      Next to him, Annie’s face turned up to his. He saw the amazement she could not conceal, felt the shock that spiraled through her core. He’d not said it aloud, prior to this. Maybe he had not been sure of it, but in that moment, he knew it was true.


      “As I said, bewitched.”


      His Chief Captain would not let the matter go.


      “He’s not bewitched, he’s honest.” Annie looked away from him and to his Chief Captain with a fierce glare. “He’s honest in a way none of y’all are: honest enough to give me a chance instead of judging me by my ancestry. Not only is that dishonest of you, but I think it’s cowardly too.”


      Lord Norband’s features tightened, but she was not finished.


      “I was a coward also before,” she said, edging closer to the man. “I was afraid to speak up and defend Cole and me when you threatened him. I’m not afraid anymore.”


      “The threat stands,” said the Chief Captain. “He betrayed his lineage for you. Treachery to Treygon cannot go unpunished.”


      “Oh my—” She bit off a word, flinging her arms in the air. “Did you hear anything Cole or your tirlantha said? He didn’t betray Treygon. He helped save Aerisia!”


      “By lending you his strength,” contended Lord Ilgard. “You, who freed the ravens.”


      “I did what had to be done,” Cole spoke up, weary of them arguing over him like curs over a carcass.


      “You ought to have sought another solution.”


      “Like what? Killing me?” Annie asked. “That might’ve rid you of one problem, but the Raven would’ve been unrestrained and so would his fairies.”


      “We overcame them once. We could do so again,” Norband asserted.


      “Yeah, well, good luck with that. Didn’t work so well the last time, did it?”


      “This quarrel is fruitless,” put in the tirlantha firmly. “It is finished. Azryel is dead. The girl lives. For better or worse, he is Joined to her.” He pointed to Cole. “What is done cannot be undone.”


      “Some things can be undone,” Norband said. His dark stare centered on the girl. “I warned you. I told you the price of treason. What makes one Simathe can be stripped away.”


      Cole concealed his astonishment over this revelation. His Chief Captain had spoken to Annie, warning her of the consequences of treason to Treygon? That meant Lord Norband—and possibly the High-Chief, as well, for one rarely moved without the other—had been alarmed that he might support Annie against them. And for how long? They had indicated no such mistrust to him.


      He started to speak, but Annie prevented him. The wounded woman who had sobbed earlier in his arms was gone. The girl who had wrestled with indecision over how she would stop the fairies had vanished. In their place stood a fairy queen, a being of great power. She looked the part as her blazing eyes narrowed and her ebony wings stiffened behind her. Boldly, she advanced on the Simathe Chief Captain, putting her face nearly in his.


      “I stood there and let you threaten him before,” she said, her voice low and tight. “Maybe I didn’t have any choice then. I do now. These are my lands, and you’re not gonna come in here and throw your weight around. You have no authority here.”


      “Oh? What will you do, Mistress of Ravens?” Norband scoffed. “You cannot kill me. I am Simathe.”


      “Threaten Cole again, and we’ll see just how far that goes,” she warned.


      The improbability of the situation—a fairy queen menacing a Simathe lord, over another Simathe, no less—was so implausible that no one moved and no one spoke. For the space of several heartbeats, Annie’s threat hung in the air, the air that had darkened around her, reflecting her wrath. What would have happened next, had not the First intervened, Cole could not say. Certainly, Norband was angry enough to provoke her further, but Cole sensed no retractions from Annie. Perhaps they would have witnessed war between a fairy and a Simathe, had not the tirlantha intruded, stepping between them.


      “Enough.” He held up a hand to each of them, and the authority of his presence was enough to rebuke them both. “This Sanctuary was meant to be a place of unity, and the tree a symbol of that. Let there be no more war, no more bloodshed this day. Let Aerisia rest.”


      “Aerisia can have no rest so long as they are in it,” muttered Braisley.


      “Aerisia supported her, Braisley. Aerisia made her what she was. Would you fight the land herself?”


      Braisley had no argument for that. In the ensuing silence, Cole felt, as well as heard, Annie’s sigh. Finally, she switched her attention from the Simathe Chief Captain and stepped back. The stiffness in her shoulders and flared wings eased as she chose to forgo their quarrel.


      “Braisley, if it bothers all of you that much, we’ll figure something out. Azryel left a doorway over there.” She nodded towards the transporting door which still hung in the atmosphere beside the great tree, beckoning with glimpses of green foliage and a crystal-blue river. “He said it was a world where fairies could be safe. We can go there. There’s also the nether realm, maybe the Underworld. There’s this spot, the Sanctuary. You don’t have to trust us; I sure don’t trust you. But for the sake of peace, for Aerisia, for Hannah, can we agree to coexist if we keep out of the same spaces?”


      The fairy’s face was anything save happy, yet she must have felt it was time to concede.


      “Venture into Aerisia beyond these borders, and I cannot say what will happen,” she warned.


      “Fine. Also, I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m going to say it anyway. If you ever need me or my ravens—call us here. We’ll come. We’ll help. This is our land too.”


      “That will never happen,” scorned the fairy of Cleyton.


      “I hope you’re right,” Annie said solemnly. “Because I can only imagine how bad things would have to get before you’d ask our help. But, just in case it does, I give you my word.”


      “And I give you my word,” Lord Ilgard spoke up solemnly.


      He addressed Cole, his gaze boring into the younger lord’s. Cole stared back at his High-Chief, a man whom he had only ever respected, honored, and served. Here it was—the cost of his disobedience. He knew what was coming. He did not quaver but met his fate head on.


      “Plainly, you have cast in your lot with her. With them. You leave me no recourse. As High-Chief of Treygon, I declare you stripped of your title, your authority, and your responsibilities among the Simathe. You are outcast from Treygon. Do not return, lest a worse fate befall you.”


      Annie’s head came up. Fire was in her eyes. Cole felt her start to move, but he caught her arm and drew her back.


      “Leave it be,” he said quietly.


      He shared none of her anger. He had acted honorably; he was certain of this. If honor took him away from the Simathe and towards Annie, towards the ravens, then so be it. He had chosen this fate. He would not bemoan it now.


      Finished, Lord Ilgard glanced about to his companions. “What is done is indeed done,” he said. “Let us away.”


      There were no more words to be uttered. Annie was to remain Mistress of Ravens, appointed to that place by birthright and Aerisia itself. No one could contest that.


      At the High-Chief’s direct command, Simathe and fairy alike—some more slowly, more angrily, or more reluctantly than others—turned to leave. With several backwards glances towards Annie, towards himself, the tirlantha, and the ravens, they tread to the edge of the clearing and melted, one by one, into the trees. The fairy Aureeyah was the last to glance back, the last to leave, and her aura’s glow the last to fade into the woods. Upon their departure, the ravens chose to leave as well. Any danger to their mistress was past, so with unspoken unity they took to wing, lifting themselves aloft, each following his fellow into the transporting door their former lord had left behind.


      Silence fell. The Sanctuary was at peace. With a deep sigh, Annie leaned over to rest her head against his shoulder, and the Simathe slid an arm about her, drawing her into his side.


      “Ilgard is a hard man,” the First observed, breaking the stillness. “But he acts to protect the land.”


      “He acts to protect his wife,” Cole contradicted. “And for that, I cannot fault him. Were I him, I would have done likewise.”


      “His wife?”


      For once, the famed Simathe ability to suppress emotion failed. The tirlantha’s shock was plain to see.


      “Aye, wife,” Cole chuckled. “Moreover, she is the prophesied Artan. While you slept in the tree, she came, she defeated the Dark Powers, and then she wed our lord. Treygon’s lord,” he corrected himself.


      Our no longer. His ties to Treygon were broken. How strange it felt.


      “I still don’t see what Hannah sees in him,” Annie grumbled. Coming alive, she drew herself upright, combing her fingers through her hair, pushing it back from her face. “I just really, really don’t get it.”


      “Lass. You cannot hold anger at Lord Ilgard for what is done. I made this choice. I forced his hand.”


      She looked as if she wanted to argue, but let it go, sighing unhappily. “Hmmm. You’re a lot more gracious than I am. I still say I don’t see what Hannah sees in him. I know she loves him—and it’s obvious he loves her too. I just—well, better her than me, is all I can say.” At that, her sourness vanished, and an almost mischievous smile bloomed across her mouth as she peered up at him. “Better her than me in every way possible.”


      Seeping into their Joining link, he fully felt what he had merely glimpsed before. Attraction, need, desire. The sensations swept through him, revealing his own deeply buried response, sparking it, fanning it into flame. They still had an audience, though, of the first Simathe. And another. Their number had grown by one.


      “Annie?’


      Both of them turned at the soft voice. Aureeyah stood there.


      “Aureeyah? What are you doing here?” Annie asked.


      The fairy twined and untwined her fingers almost nervously.


      “With your permission, I would like to speak to—my friend. The one whom I mentioned to you. I believe he is owed an explanation. An apology. If he will hear me.”


      “Of course. Do whatever you like,” Annie offered. “The doorway’s still open. You helped me out when nobody else would, and I’ll never forget that. You’re always welcome to come and go as you please.”


      “I thank you,” the fairy nodded. “May I say—perhaps I overstep my bounds—but before I go, and since the tirlantha is here to witness, I wished to ask you both…”


      “Ask us…?” Annie prompted when the fairy trailed off.


      “Well,” she said, “you are Joined. You are not only exiled together, but you are bound together, presumably forever, since Annie is fairy now and no longer subject to human mortality. Thus, I thought to ask if you would care to make your union official.”


      “Official?”


      “She is asking if we would be wed,” Cole explained.


      “Oh. Oh!” She looked up at him, wide-eyed. “I never—I mean, this is crazy. All these changes, so quickly. I didn’t think… All this—I never…”


      He took pity on her. “Lass, if you had rather wait, what need of haste?”


      Indignation flashed across her face. “I didn’t say I didn’t want to. I just said there’d been a ton of changes today. When I told you goodbye tonight and left to come here, I thought I’d be dead soon. I didn’t think there was any way I’d survive the Raven. Do you know how much that hurt? Now, not only am I alive, but I have a chance to be with you forever? I know what I want, I just don’t know how you feel about it.”


      It was true. The changes in the past few hours had been astronomical. They had seen Aerisia endangered then saved, an ancient fairy destroyed, him Joined to a woman from Earth, her turned to a fairy, and him stripped of his ties to Treygon for supporting her. Nothing of this magnitude had occurred since the Artan’s great battle against the Dark Powers, and yet here they were, faced with another tremendous change. It was logical, though. A simple choice, really. He had lost everything for Aerisia, for her. What had he left but her?


      “Well,” he said slowly, picking up her hand, tracing his thumb across her knuckles. “I am not opposed to taking you as my wife. However, it is not without some trepidation.”


      “Trepidation?” She was confused. “You’re Joined to me. We’re practically married as it is. What’s there to be afraid of? You can’t say fear of commitment.”


      “Oh no, it is you.”


      “Me?”


      “You are most unpleasant in the morning, and I have no brew to calm your wrath.” He paused. “That is enough to make the bravest man tremble.”


      She blinked at him several times. “Wow. That is the rudest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”


      He inclined his head. “The truth is painful.”


      “Wow…” She passed her free hand over her mouth to hide a smile, clearing her throat. “Be that as it may, you’re the one who made the decision to Join with me. We’re stuck together, so you have to put up with my bad morning attitude whether you like it or not.”


      “This is true.” He reached out to cup the back of her head with his hand, draw her close, and lean down to kiss her gently. “And I would have it no other way.”


      The humor was gone. He meant what he said. He had made this choice. He had nearly lost her tonight. He would have lost her, had not the tree intervened. He would not lose her again.


      “So is that my answer?”


      “It is.”


      A wide smile broke across the planes of her face. Her eyes were glowing with happiness. “Okay.” She looked to the fairy. “I guess we’re agreed then.”


      “I rather thought you would,” the fairy smiled. “Let us lose no time. Annie, will you accept him as your husband? Cole, will you accept her as your wife?”


      “I will,” Annie said.


      Stealing an arm around her waist, beneath the curve of her wings, he drew her against his side. “I will,” he echoed.


      “Then it is done.” Aureeyah shrugged lightly. “More could be said, but I see no need. You have made your promise. You are Joined already. In the name of this land and her magic, and even the fairies as a whole here at the Tree of Unity, I bless you. May you find peace and happiness with one another.”


      “Thank you, Aureeyah,” his wife—his new wife—whispered.


      The emerald fairy nodded, smiling sweetly. “Thank you, my friend, for what you have done. Braisley’s anger is as obdurate as her mountain home, but in time, perhaps, she will come to see Aerisia has not one, but two defenders.”


      “I’m not—” Annie started to protest. The fairy held up a hand, forestalling her.


      “What I have said, I meant. You have done a worthy thing. And now,” she glided back, “I am off to speak with my friend. I am certain I will see you later.”


      With a wave of farewell, she was gone, following after her acquaintance, whoever that might be. Someone among the ravens, Cole supposed.


      “Many, many years have I spent in this land.” Both Cole and his wife turned to the tirlantha when he spoke. “I never thought to see one Simathe take a wife. Now I have seen two.”


      “Aerisia changes much,” Cole agreed, “and nothing is final. Not even death. You should meet our Artan. Hear her story.”


      “I think it is time.”


      Without asking permission, he reached to take Annie’s hand, to press it between both of his own.


      “What I have seen this day, I will never forget. I doubted you at first. For that, I am sorry. Although my fellow Simathe disagree, I feel you have earned our trust. Aerisia can never repay what you have given her. In time, if you keep your word, I believe the High-Chief will come to see this.”


      “I don’t need any thanks. All I want is peace,” Annie said honestly.


      “I believe you shall have it.” He paused, his ancient eyes meeting hers, then Cole’s. “I believe you shall have it, both of you.” He released Annie. “And now I think I shall go and meet this Artan, for whom Aerisia waited so long. Until we meet again, fare you well.”


      With that, he turned to depart, the very first of Cole’s kind, lost so long that even his name had been forgotten by the younger Simathe like himself. What he would do now, where he would journey, and what role he would play, Cole could not help wondering. Nevertheless, it was no longer his concern. Treygon and the Simathe were no longer his concern. He had one concern, and now that they were alone he could make free to draw her into his arms, hear her sigh, feel her relax against him, feel her heart beat against his chest. She had survived, she had conquered. She was his. And that was the most astounding thing of all.


      “When I told you goodbye earlier, I really didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” she said softly. “I sure didn’t imagine I’d end up married to you.”


      “No regrets?”


      “Do you have any regrets?” She pushed back to look into his face, a troubled expression creasing her brow. “I want to be happy, but I feel awful. You lost everything for me. I hate that. I hate that you’ve been separated from Treygon, from your world, because of me.”


      “Annie, Annie,” he said, “this is not your doing, and I have lost nothing. Once before, you asked me what happiness was in my life. I told you I sought not happiness but followed duty. Tonight, I followed duty and it led me to something Treygon could not give me, something only you could. That is happiness.”


      “Oh Cole...” Tears shimmered in her glowing fairy eyes. “Are you sure?”


      He had never been more certain of anything, but perhaps words were not the best way to convince her. Instead, he tugged her close and bent to kiss her, letting the bond between them seal a promise words could not match.


      He might have told her more. He might have told her she was the light breaking into his life like dawn chasing away night’s shadows. He might have told her his sheer dread and terror at seeing her life endangered had spoken volumes of how bound he was to her, the Joining aside. He might have said sharing her agony through their bond as her wings were birthed had told him if he could willingly endure this with her, he would willingly endure anything.


      He said nothing of those things, not now. Not now, because as he kissed her he felt something else overtaking the link between them, something that made him draw back and look down into her face.


      “Annie Richards…the most famous woman on Earth, Mistress of Ravens, holder of ancient fairy magic… You are many things, and I would add to that, that you are wanton.”


      Beneath the brown, her cheeks flushed red. “Well, if you think that’s wanton, you should’ve felt what I was feeling last night when you helped unlace my gown.”


      “Is that so?” His prior suspicions about that incident were confirmed. “Perhaps you could tell me more of this,” he invited, leaning down toward her lips.


      “Maybe I’ll just show you instead,” she countered, her mouth but a breath away. “We are married, after all.”


      And she stood on her toes to meet him in a kiss that stole his breath, stole his heart, stole his awareness of everything around them, save her. A kiss that continued and deepened and did not stop until the world fell away into nothing. And everything.
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      A growing sense of awareness pushed into my mental fog, wakening me. Someone was in my glade, in my Sanctuary. The presence didn’t feel threatening, but somebody was definitely there. Reluctantly, I eased myself up from my husband’s bare chest, mindful of my folded wings, which had been draped over us like a blanket, fluttering them slightly to release any stiffness.


      “What is it?” he asked, raising his head, instantly alert.


      I didn’t know if he’d been sleeping at all, but if he had, he was awake now.


      “Someone’s here,” I answered quietly.


      He started to sit up. “I will check.”


      “I’ll go.” He looked at me, his eyes glittering in the early morning gloom. “These are my lands, remember? I can sense whoever’s here isn’t dangerous. It’s fine, I’ll be safe. Besides, if I run into any trouble, you’ll know.”


      He considered that a second, then nodded. “Very well.” He reached out to catch my chin, pulling me down for a kiss. “Come back to me,” he said.


      Despite everything that had already been between us, I felt myself almost blush at the blatant invitation in his eyes. “I will,” I promised, stroking a hand down his arm.


      After pulling on my clothes, I got to my feet on the edge of the branch, leapt, and let my wings carry me down. Whether because my wings and my fairy nature had been birthed at the same time, or because the knowledge of how to use them had been dormant all along, they weren’t as hard to get used to as I would have thought. Learning to maneuver them while lying down, sitting…little things like that would take a bit of practice, but that was more than made up for by the sheer joy of flight.


      I landed lightly on the grass beneath the Tree of Unity and walked out into the glade. Morning sunlight touched the tops of the trees. Last night’s hazy light was gone, but I could see my visitor clearly. She stood there in a divided skirt and simple blouse, her hair pinned up in a knot, gazing up towards the top of the colossal tree with mismatched green and brown eyes.


      “Hannah?”


      “Annie!” She spun towards me, her eyes widening. “Annie, look at you,” she breathed. “You’re the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”


      “Me?”


      I thought she was joking. She was dead serious.


      “Your violet eyes, your wings… I can’t believe how you’ve changed. You have no idea how beautiful you are. How amazing you look.”


      I just smiled and shook my head. “I’m happy you’re here, Hannah.”


      “Me too. At first, I was worried your wards might not let me in. Ilgard told me you made sure humans couldn’t find this place.”


      “You’re no normal human. And…I may have left a loophole. For a friend. Where were you last night?”


      The awe melted off her face. “Oh, Kurban and the Warkin princess got into it again, sometime after your song. It was pretty heated up and I was trying to get things back under control.” She blew out a breath. “Looks like we have more negotiations to make. I didn’t know about any of this until Ilgard came back last night. It took me forever to get Vashti calmed down—she has a very fiery temper. I was so busy with those two and the ruckus they caused that I didn’t even know he’d left. And then, after he told me what happened, I got to thinking and I remembered seeing Lord Contrey speaking to both Kurban and Princess Vashti separately right before the big hullabaloo began. I have a sneaking suspicion somebody was trying to keep me away from here during the showdown because they were afraid I might not be on their side.”


      “Uh oh.”


      “Yeah, it was all a little too perfectly timed, if you know what I mean.”


      I grinned at her obvious annoyance. “But you’re here now. I was a little surprised you showed up so soon. Did you sneak out? The High-Chief wasn’t very happy with either Cole or me when they left.”


      “Annie Richards!” She put her fists on her hips. “Do you think I’m the kind of woman who has the power to manipulate a Joining bond so I could slip out to visit a friend without my husband knowing?”


      I stared at her. “Yes.”


      “Okay, I do,” she admitted, “and I could have, but I didn’t. He knows I’m here. He didn’t like it one bit when I told him I was coming to see you, but I guess he figured there was no point in arguing. He is waiting, though, just outside the clearing,” she admitted, nodding over her shoulder towards the tree line. “I couldn’t get rid of him that easily.”


      I thought of my own Simathe husband, somewhere up in the giant tree above, who was doubtless waiting for any hint of danger before being willing to intervene.


      “I understand.”


      “You and I are in the same boat now, huh?” she grinned. “I knew you and Cole were meant to be. I met the tirlantha, the first Simathe. He told us Aureeyah offered to marry you and you two took her up on it. He also said you threatened my husband’s Chief Captain. What were his exact words? It was a sight to behold, he said.”


      “Norband threatened my husband.”


      “I know.” Her humor vanished. “This is difficult, isn’t it? The tirlantha didn’t seem as dead set against you guys as the rest of the Simathe. In fact, he seemed pretty impressed by you, Annie. I was hoping that would work in your favor with Ilgard because, goodness knows, he’s so dead set on protecting me that he won’t listen to my point of view. I swear, that man is so stubborn…”


      I restrained a laugh and another joke about the pot calling the kettle black as Hannah went on with her story.


      “Unfortunately, the tirlantha is already gone, taken off to who knows where. He didn’t stick around long, although he did say he’d be back someday. These Simathe and their mysterious ways...” She rolled her eyes.


      “Speaking of mysterious,” she went on, jumping topics, “this whole thing with the tirlantha being in the Tree of Unity, anchoring the fairies’ spells and wards, is very mysterious in and of itself. When I first came to Aerisia, Rittean was explaining Simathe history, and she told me she’d met the first Simathe. How could that be if he was here all along?”


      That was an odd one. “Why don’t you ask your husband?”


      “I did. Guess how much good that did me?”


      “Not a lot, I take it.”


      “Nope.” She shook her head. “Another of those top secret Simathe things. I’m gonna get to the bottom of this one eventually, though, I promise. I can’t figure out why they thought it was necessary to deceive her like that.”


      “Search me. I can’t figure out why they do half of what they do.”


      Her light-heartedness fled as she stepped forward to take my hand. “Annie, I just want you to know that, no matter how much I love my husband and otherwise respect his judgment, he and I don’t see eye to eye on this. The tirlantha told me exactly what happened: what you could have had and what you gave back. How you changed to fully human and the Raven almost killed you. The sacrifice you made so the other fairies could never be a threat again—I’m astounded. I’m astounded that, having been in Aerisia such a short time, you would care that much about this land.”


      “It wasn’t only for this land,” I said frankly. “It was for me, too. I wasn’t going to be used by the Raven any more than I was going to be controlled by the female fairies. If giving away the magic was the only way I could take command of my life, I was going to do it. But there was even more to it than that: it was for you, too. You’re my friend, Hannah. I promised I would never betray you. I know the Simathe and Braisley and the other fairies still don’t trust me, but I hope you do.”


      She stared me in the face for a long, long moment. “I do. I don’t believe you would’ve done what you did only to turn around and betray us later.


      “You know,” she shrugged, “if it helps, I don’t see the Simathe and even the fairies’ mistrust as stemming so much from you, personally. Well, except Norband and Braisley, maybe,” she admitted. “They seemed to take you personally. Them aside, I think everyone else has such a longstanding mistrust of the male fairies because of what they planned and what they may have done, that they’re kinda taking it out on you. It’s not fair, but it makes me hopeful that if—when,” she corrected herself, “you continue to keep your promise, they’ll come around eventually. After all,” she teased, “forever is a really, really long time.”


      “I know,” I said. “It still blows my mind that I’m immortal now. That I’m a fairy.”


      “Changes like that definitely take some getting used to. I would know.”


      She looked at me with a mixture of compassion and sadness. “Are you happy, Annie? Really happy? You’ve been through so much in such a short amount of time. I feel like you barely got settled here, and now all this. I just—I just want to know that you’ll be okay.”


      My mind stirred, going instantly to the warrior waiting for me in a sheltered spot in the boughs of the massive tree, of how gently he’d loved me and the future that awaited us.


      “I have zero regrets. If I had any, it would be that you and I can’t openly be friends the way I’d like.”


      “I know. I’m going to miss you more than I can say. These times I’ve had with you have meant the world to me. I hope you know that. I also hope you know I fully intend to see you around,” she winked. “Speaking of, I should probably get out of here. I promised Ilgard I wouldn’t stay long, and he’s going to be getting all antsy.”


      I smothered a smile at the notion of the unflappable Simathe High-Chief getting antsy, but I knew what she meant.


      She stepped forward to embrace me, giving me a long hug, whispering, “Thank you, Annie. For everything you did and are doing. We owe you a debt I don’t think we can ever repay.”


      “You don’t owe me anything,” I insisted when we mutually stepped back. “If anything, I owe you.”


      “Maybe you can make it up to me one day, then, Mistress of Ravens,” she said with a teasing grin. “Love the title, by the way.”


      “Hey, I didn’t come up with that,” I said, a little embarrassed.


      “Whoever did, it suits you.” She looked me up and down. “This whole thing, it suits you. Like you were born for it. Maybe you were.”


      I wasn’t sure what to think of that: was she indicating some destiny greater than simply the Raven’s machinations had led me here? Maybe she was because, after squeezing my hand a final time, she turned to go, walking off into the brightening morning. Just before she reached the edge of the woods, she stopped and looked back for a final time.


      “You know,” she called to me, “I don’t think this is the end of your story. I don’t believe the Powers or fate or luck or whatever you want to call it would have brought you here and changed you into a fairy queen only to leave you bound to your Sanctuary and the nether realms. I’m pretty sure Aerisia’s not through with you yet.”


      Her words struck a chord in my soul that echoed throughout my being, sending a shiver down my spine. Daddy would’ve said it was the feeling of someone walking over my grave. To me, it felt almost prophetic.


      “I guess we’ll have to wait and see,” I said.


      She blew me a kiss. “Take care, my friend.” Then she slipped into the trees, leaving my Sanctuary, returning to the husband who waited for her, the realm she protected and led, and the life of a woman from Earth turned savior of another world.


      As for me, I fluttered my wings, letting them lift me effortlessly into the air, spiraling upwards to the walled platform where my own destiny waited for me. He was up now, sitting cross legged on the edge of the platform. He was still shirtless, his unbound midnight hair falling about his naked shoulders. His scars, scars I had touched and traced and kissed the night before, gleamed in the early morning sunshine. In his hands was a small knife and a chunk of wood: they moved, tiny motions that would coax art from a block of wood.


      “Good morning,” I said, perching next to him on the platform, careful to sweep my wings back, letting them trail across the boards behind us.


      He looked up, his strange Simathe eyes absorbing the light. “All is well?”


      “All is definitely well.”


      Making myself comfortable, I leaned into his shoulder, letting his skin warm mine, silent as I watched the forest, the Sanctuary, the tree, the world around us springing to life with the dawn.


      “Sing for me, Annie,” he said after a while.


      I felt a twinge of sadness, knowing my voice wouldn’t be, couldn’t be what it was. The sadness dissipated as I realized that didn’t matter anymore. I didn’t need to enthrall jam-packed concert halls or entertain stadiums crammed with fans. I didn’t need to intertwine magic and music, use it to sway the people or forces around me. My voice only needed to make two people happy—my husband and myself. So I sang.


      As dawn brought new life to the world, I sang. As the melody filled the glade, birds entered the clearing, songbirds and ravens, mockingbirds and sparrows, all sorts of birds that would nest in the branches of the great tree, lending it a life all their own. As I sang, morning glories unfurled in their vines, lifting colorful faces to the dawn sky. As I sang, the fullness of life, animal and plant, returned to an area that had been barren for so long, withered beneath the blast of the fairies’ curse. No longer. The curse had been lifted. Life could begin afresh.


      My refrain celebrated that life. My refrain encouraged the rebirth of that life. Through the bonds between them and me, I could feel my song quieting the fairies in another realm, calming them, bringing them peace after centuries of abandonment. Most of all, my refrain celebrated the new life of a Simathe and a human, a Simathe and a fairy. A life, a union, that could never be broken, not now, and not by whatever destiny the future might hold.


      Aerisia was at peace. I would help keep her that way.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Author’s Note


          


        


      


    


    

      Dear Reader,


      The book you’ve just finished had been simmering in the back of my mind for nearly fifteen years before I finally decided to write it. Initially, when I finished my Sunset Lands Beyond trilogy, I wasn’t sure I’d ever write the other stories set in Aerisia that my mind had conjured up, but as readers left reviews or wrote to me, saying they hoped to see more of my world, I decided to take a chance and bring these tales to life. So thank you, readers, for giving me the confidence to go ahead and tell more stories in my parallel land! Thanks to everyone who read the first trilogy and waited nearly four years for this book. That’s a long time, and I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you sticking with me.


      While I’m thanking folks, I want to send a shout out to my phenomenal team of beta readers. They each brought a different perspective to the manuscript, and caught different areas that needed tweaking…especially my dad, who read the entire manuscript twice. He caught lots of typos and offered great suggestions. Also, I want to thank my editors, Jackson and Joseph at J & J Editing and Marketing Services. I am so grateful to have discovered them and for the work they did to make Aerisian Refrain shine.


      Now, if you haven’t read my Sunset Lands Beyond trilogy yet, it’s a prequel to this book and series, and tells the story of most of the characters you just met, but primarily Hannah’s journey to become Aerisia’s Artan. If you enjoyed Aerisian Refrain, be on the lookout for its forthcoming sequels in Beyond the Sunset Lands, featuring many of the folks we just left.


      

        

          

            #2. Aerisian Waning


            #3. Aerisian Nightfall


            #4. Aerisian Dawn


          


        


      


      Also watch for a fun Young Adult fantasy/fairytale, Knight’s Rebirth, coming Winter 2018!


      One of the most enjoyable parts of this book was researching and incorporating Cherokee mythology and folklore into the storyline. If you’re interested in reading further about the creatures featured in Aerisian Refrain, or looking into other Native Americans legends, some of my favorite sources were http://www.native-languages.org/ and www.cherokeeregistry.com and www.firstpeople.us and http://www.sacred-texts.com/nam/index.htm.


      If you’re curious as to what songs Annie might have sung to entrance the people of Aerisia, I can only tell you I went over different songs for years and years and never quite solved the debate. In the end, I left her song choices up to the reader’s imagination. (Do you have a song you think fits her? Let me know!) Just for fun, I will say the one song I, personally, settled on for her final number in her red gown—which you can find on my Pinterest board for this book—was Old Village Lanterne by Blackmore’s Night. Blackmore’s Night is my favorite folk-fantasy musical group, and Old Village Lanterne is my favorite of their songs. Not only does it remind me a great deal of Hannah, as Aerisia’s Artan, but most definitely of Annie too, and even Cole. Look it up, if you’d care to hear it. You might discover a new favorite fantasy musical group!


      Lastly, links to my newsletter, Facebook, website etc. are listed on my bio page. These are great ways to keep up to date with my writing and to stay in touch. I’m always thrilled to hear from my readers, whether personally or by reviews on Amazon, Goodreads, and the like. Reviews are awesome, and we authors love them. They’re also very helpful to us for promotional purposes. If you’d like a sneak peek at some of the inspiration for Aerisian Refrain, or the upcoming novels in this series, check out their respective boards on my Pinterest page. Be warned, though—you might see spoilers.


      


      Until next time—


      


      Sarah


    


  




  

    

      

        

          
          


          

            Bio


          


        


      


    


    

      Don’t believe all the hype. Sarah Ashwood isn’t really a gladiator, a Highlander, a fencer, a skilled horsewoman, an archer, a magic wielder, or a martial arts expert. That’s only in her mind. In real life, she’s a genuine Okie from Muskogee who grew up in the wooded hills outside the oldest town in Oklahoma and holds a B.A. in English from American Military University. She now lives (mostly) quietly at home with her husband and three sons, where she tries to sneak in a daily run or workout to save her sanity and keep her mind fresh for her next story.


      Sarah’s works include the Beyond the Sunset Lands series (still in progress), the Sunset Lands Beyond trilogy, and the fantasy novella, Amana.


      Sarah’s short works include “The Hero of Emoh” in Hall of Heroes, “Lost” in Like a Woman, and “The Princess and the Stone-Picker” in Tales of Ever After.


      Knight’s Rebirth will be released in time for Christmas 2018.


      To keep up to date with Sarah’s work and new releases, sign up for her newsletter. You can also visit her website, www.sarahashwoodauthor.com, follow her on Bookbub, or find her on Facebook, Pinterest, Instagram, and Twitter.
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