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            Nip In the Bud

          

        

      

    

    
      It was nearing the end of her shift, and Amelia was hanging on by a thread. TB4, the Tulip family’s youngest child, had been crying for three hours straight, not responding to any of Amelia’s tricks to get her to stop. She’d tried a pacifier, a second bottle, rocking the baby while standing up, rocking the baby while sitting down; nothing worked. Amelia was at the point now, where she was pleading with the baby, as if it would hear the desperation and exhaustion in her voice and realize that this poor woman was on the edge of a mental breakdown.

      “Please, baby girl, please,” Amelia said, holding the one-year old in one arm, using her bony hip to support most of the child’s weight. “Just go to sleep. Your mamma will be coming to pick you up soon, and you know how she hates it when you cry.” The baby’s screams grew louder, and Amelia began to hear a ringing in her ear. Instead of getting angry, Amelia put the back of her hand to the baby’s check and caressed. “I know, my little Bud, you’re not happy.” She sighed and said softly, “Neither am I.”

      Her hand still on the baby’s cheek, Amelia noticed that the backs of her fingers felt warm. She brought her touch to TB4’s forehead and the warmth became heat.

      “Oh no.” Amelia shifted the baby to her other hip and her non-dominant hand. She ran to the front room of the nursery, careful not to make too much noise as she passed the closed door of the crib room, where the other two babies presently in her care were sleeping. “No wonder you’re so upset, Baby Bud, you’re not feeling well.” She picked up the phone sitting on the main desk and dialed nine-three-seven.

      The nursery was housed in a building right next door to the only hospital in District Eight, and they were all on the same phone system. A man picked up. “DE Pediatric Emergency, how may I direct your call?”

      “Hi, is Dr. Victoria Alabaster on call tonight?”

      “Yes, she is. May I ask what this is regarding?”

      “Can you please tell her it’s Amelia and that I have an emergency with one of the babies in the nursery.”

      “I will need you to describe the nature of the emergency,” said the man on the other line.

      Amelia hesitated. Depending on how she described the baby’s condition, the hospital would either pay for her treatment or not. If the hospital administrators and the doctors who treated him/her deemed the patient’s ailment to be something preventable, or the cause of a pre-existing condition, then the patient –– or in this case the patient’s parents –– would be responsible for all medical bills. Amelia knew TB4’s could potentially afford to pay the bill, if they stopped partying for a month or two and actually saved. Instead, it was more likely TB4’s mother would refuse treatment the second the hospital called her.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong, exactly,” she said. If she could just get Victoria on the phone, her friend would take care of everything. “I’m new on the job, I’ve never seen anything like this. Please, can you just put the doctor on?”

      The man cleared his throat and took his time to answer. Amelia assumed he was unconvinced and probably more than a little dubious, but it was 3:14 in the morning and she was hoping he was in no mood to push the issue. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll go get her.”

      “Thank you.”

      TB4’s crying had quieted, slightly, and as Amelia waited to hear Victoria’s voice, she cooed, telling her little Bud that everything would be alright. TB4 calmed down, and Amelia couldn’t help but wonder if the baby noticed the shift in Amelia’s demeanor, and if she knew her caretaker finally understood what was wrong.

      “Hello, this is Dr. Alabaster.”

      “Vic, it’s me.”

      “Oh, hey.” Her friend dropped her professional cadence and picked up a more casual one. “What’s going on?”

      “I think Baby Bud–– I mean, TB4, the Tulip baby, might have a fever.” Bud was Amelia’s nickname for TB4, since her last name was Tulip and she was very small for her age, like a flower bud not quite ready to bloom. Because of the high death rate of children under the age of four in District Eight, most parents avoid naming their kids until they are at least a few years old. Instead, they are just given monikers such as TB4 –– which stands for Tulip baby number four. “Her face and forehead are really warm and she’s been screaming non-stop for hours.”

      “Has she eaten anything since you’ve had her?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Look in her ears, is there anything coming out of them?”

      “Coming out of them?” Amelia balanced the phone between her face and shoulder, and went to the side of the desk and flipped the switch, which illuminated the fluorescent lights overhead.

      She had them turned out because no one was scheduled to bring any more children in that night and she figured the darker the nursery, the easier it would be for Bud to fall asleep. Bud started to wail again when the lights flickered on, her eyes squinting through her tears. “I’m sorry, baby, I know this is no fun. Let me just look in your ear for one second.” Amelia lightly, with one finger, guided Bud’s chin to one side and looked in TB4’s right ear, which appeared fine, and then her left ear. A thin line of fluid was flowing from that one, down her earlobe and onto her neck.

      “There is something coming out of her ear,” she said, putting the phone back in her hand. “Does that mean an infection?”

      “Most likely, you need to bring her in.”

      “I can’t leave the other babies. Mercy is supposed to be here in thirty minutes to relieve me, but she’s always late. Can it wait an hour?”

      “It’s not life-threatening,” said Victoria. “It’s just if you can handle her screams for that much longer.”

      Amelia bit her lip and bounced Bud up and down, gently. “I’m worried she is going to wake the other children. I’ll try giving Mercy a call and seeing if she can get here early. Or on time, at least. I’ll be in as soon as I can.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Amelia hung up without so much as a goodbye and started to dig through the junk drawer in the front desk, looking for the employee log book where Mercy’s number would hopefully be listed. Just as she found Mercy’s name on the list, Bud suddenly stopped screaming all together and laid her head on Amelia’s shoulder.

      Amealia looked down at the helpless creature in her arms, and as a bit of drool seeped from the baby’s mouth into her shirt, she couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of dread seep into her heart. Somehow, this silence was worse than the screaming.

      

      “You made it,” Victoria said, opening the door to the ER for Amelia and Bud. “And sooner than I was expecting.”

      It had been twenty minutes since they spoke on the phone. “Yeah, well, after a lot of begging, and an agreement for me to cover her shift on Saturday, I got Mercy to leave the party she was at and come in.”

      “Bring her in here.” Victoria motioned for Amelia to follow her into examination room one. “When did she stop crying?”

      “A minute or two after we hung up,” said Amelia. “I’ve been checking to make sure she’s still breathing and responsive, which she has been, but she seems really out of it.”

      “It’s probably the fever. Can you hold her while I take her temperature?”

      “Sure.”

      Victoria grabbed a tiny thermometer from one of the cupboards in the room, put a new plastic cap on the part that goes in one’s ear, and asked which ear Amelia noticed the liquid coming out of.

      “Her left one.”

      “Okay,” said Victoria. “I will look at that one in a minute. To do this, however.” She walked around to the right side of the baby. “We might as well use the ear that isn’t giving her trouble.”

      She stuck the thermometer in Bud’s ear and pressed the button on the handle. A few seconds later, the thing beeped and the screen read 101.3.

      “That’s pretty high, right? For a baby?”

      “That’s high for anyone,” said Victoria. “But it’s nothing to call home about. Not yet anyway. When is her mother supposed to come retrieve her?”

      “Five, I think,” said Amelia. “She said she had a dinner to go to, which I’m sure meant she was meeting friends at some club. She mentioned something about picking up Bud before her shift starts tomorrow morning.”

      Victoria raised her eyebrows at her friend. “What did you call her?”

      Amelia looked away from her and down at the baby. “It’s just a little nick name.”

      “Ame, we talked about this.” Victoria opened one of the drawers and pulled out another thermometer looking tool, this one more simply designed and without a screen. “You have to stop getting attached to the babies you take care of at the nursery. Most of them don’t make it–”

      “They don’t make it past two, yes, I know the statistics.”

      “I’m not trying to be cruel, I’ve just seen you heartbroken so many times.” Victoria slowly put one end of the tool just inside Bud’s infected ear and pressed a button which illuminated a small light. She looked through the other end with one of her eyes, squinting the other. She put the tool down and stared at Amelia. “It isn’t healthy.”

      Amelia nodded, but didn’t say anything. She wanted to change the subject.

      “It’s a lesson I had to learn to,” Victoria continued. “The first year I was interning here, I was naming all of my patients. Then, after so many losses, I had to get tough, thicken my skin. Otherwise, this job would have killed me.”

      “But I’m not like you,” said Amelia. “I can’t just turn off the emotional side of my brain and be all logic and reason. I’ve tried to detach myself, really, but these kids… Bud, especially, they need me. Or someone like me. You know what their parents are like. They’re… they’re…”

      “Like your parents?”

      Amelia again, could not look her friend in the eye. She stared down at her worn out tennis shoes and the mystery bruise that had appeared on her shin the day before. “That’s one way to put it, I guess.”

      “Anyway,” said Victoria, taking the hint that it was time to talk about something else. “She definitely has an infection, but it’s nothing too serious. I will give her some antibiotics and something that will help her sleep. She can stay here until her mother comes to get her.” She reached out her hands and Amelia reluctantly handed the baby over. TB4 cried out twice, while she was shuffled to another person’s arms, but then was quiet again. Victoria put a hand on the back of the baby’s head. “I will do the paperwork so this looks like something that couldn’t be avoided, although it absolutely could have been.”

      “What do you think caused it?”

      “Looks like a bacterial infection, which I’m sure she got from unsanitary living conditions. She also might have allergies, I’ll test her for them, but let’s hope that isn’t the case. Allergies in babies are much harder to treat, they last indefinitely, and the medicine we have is crazy expensive.” Victoria lowered her voice, though it was unlikely anyone could hear them behind the closed door. “The shifters think babies with allergies aren’t worth treating, since that means they will likely be adults with allergies, and that means they will be weak. Unable to work as hard.”

      “Of course they do.” Amelia rolled her eyes. “The worst part is, I bet Mr. and Mrs. Tulip would agree with them; it won’t be worth it to them to have a sickly child they have to take better care of.”

      Victoria nodded and rocked Bud a few times, who was once again starting to fuss. “You should head home and get some rest. You look beat.”

      “Gee thanks.”

      “I don’t mean it like that…” She smirked. “Well, I do, a little. As your doctor, I'm prescribing you a good night’s sleep.”

      Amelia threw her hands up in the air. “Hey, don’t tell me, tell my family. They are the ones always coming home in the middle of the night, yelling and falling about. I can’t remember the last time I slept an entire night through without getting woken up.”

      Victoria sighed and took the hand she had on TB4’s back off and started digging around in one of the massive pockets of her lab coat. “Sleep at my house. I’m going to be on call until dinner time tomorrow, er, I guess tonight.” She handed Amelia a key card, which had the words “The Lux Lofts” written across it in swoopy, cursive letters.

      “Are you sure?” Amelia looked down at the card and frowned. “I wasn’t complaining so that you would offer your apartment, I hope you know that.”

      “I know that,” said Victoria. “And yes I’m sure. I basically live at the hospital these days, somebody might as well get some use out of the place.”

      Amelia smiled and tucked the card safely in the back pocket of her dirty, illfitting jeans. “If you insist. Will you call me if there are any updates with Bud? And to tell me what her parents say?”

      “If I have time, yes.”

      “Thank you,” said Amelia. “For everything.” She couldn’t properly hug her friend while Victoria was holding the baby, so she reached out and rubbed her hand in gentle circles on Bud’s back. “I know I say this a lot, but I owe you one.”

      “You owe me like a million at this point.”

      “And you never let me forget it.”

      

      The walk to Victoria’s loft was a safer one than the route Amelia usually took to get home. Her parents’ house, if you could even call it that, was located in East Eight, which was one of the sketchiest neighborhoods in the district. Her parents had purchased it just after they got married, which was about a decade after the war with the supernaturals ended. Three years later, Amelia’s mother, Gwen, was pregnant with twins and their two-person house soon had to house four. Amelia came two years after the twins and they still hadn’t been able to save enough money to move. After that, her parents had a baby pretty much every year, bringing the grand total to seven.

      Around the birth of child number four, Gwen started to drink. Amelia’s dad, Earl, had always had trouble with the stuff, but when he would go on a bender, Gwen was always able to hold the fort down. Not anymore. When she slipped, she slipped fast and hard, never to get sober again. They weren’t bad people, Gwen and Earl Cobbles, but they also weren’t good people. They don’t go out of their way to hurt their children, but they had given up on parenthood a long time ago.

      Amelia’s two older sisters, Kelly and Sasha, both left home when they turned sixteen. She saw them a few times after they moved out, mostly when they stopped by to pick up a forgotten piece of clothing or to see if there was anything valuable lying around they could steal and pawn. Two years back, when they turned twenty, they got married to a pair of shifter brothers who swept them away to a better, more exciting life in District Four. Amelia couldn’t help but be a little jealous of them –– marrying a shifter was one of the best options for a poor human girl living in District Eight. The only problem was, how to find a nice one.

      “Hey watch it!” An angry, suit-clad man yelled over his shoulder, after Amelia and him accidentally collided on the sidewalk. She’d been lost in thought, staring down at the cracks in the sidewalk, counting the blocks until she was in West Eight, where the Lux Lofts were.

      This was how she was used to walking home; head down, not engaging with anyone she might come across. She didn’t have to be quite so cautious in this neck of the woods, but it had become second nature at this point.

      The Lux building was one of the largest, and nicest, in the district. Towering above her, Amelia tried to count the rows of windows to see how many stories it was, but lost count sometime after forty. The bottom level of the building was occupied by the lobby, an expensive restaurant and bar simply called “Lovely’s,” a gym, a spa, and a small, corner ice cream shop. Amelia was tempted to stop in for a scoop, but remembered that she wasn’t due to get another paycheck for another week and couldn’t afford to splurge.

      Instead, she pulled the keycard out of her pocket and pushed it into the slot in a gold-painted, metal intercom box. The screen above the keypad instructed her to punch in the tenant code that matched the card. Amelia looked down at her palm, where she’d written the two different numbers Victoria told her she’d need to enter. She couldn’t remember which one was for which door, so she simply guessed and tried one.

      5.5.3.4.6.

      The machine beeped angrily at her and the screen flashed red. “Wrong Code.” It said. She tried the other one, remember what Victoria had told her, that she would only be given two chances to put the code in right. After that, the machine would eat the key card and Victoria would have to go through the lengthy, pricey process of getting a new one.

      4.4.2.3.5.

      This time the screen flashed green and said “Access Granted.” Instead of beeping at her, the only sound was that of the main door unlocking. Amelia pulled the heavy glass door and stepped inside the immaculate lobby. The floors were tiled, in a large-square, black and white pattern. The walls were cream with gold trim. There was a massive, jet black front desk sitting in the far left corner. Behind it sat a grouchy older woman, sporting coke-bottle glasses. The decor struck Amelia as tacky, but she wouldn’t have said so out loud –– what did she know about style?

      Victoria warned her that Betty, the woman at the front desk, was not someone Amelia should willingly converse with. If possible, Victoria told her she should just slip passed and get directly into the elevator, without so much as a “hello” or a “have a nice night.”

      She tried. In fact, she was mere inches from pushing the button to call the elevator, when Betty looked up from her crossword and eyed Amelia over the top of her thick spectacles. “May I help you?”

      “Er, yes. Hi.” Amelia looked longingly at the elevator doors, then walked back to the front desk. “I’m a friend of Victoria Alabaster. She has invited me to stay in her apartment. See.” Amelia placed the keycard down on the desk between them. “She gave me her keycard and the code to get inside.”

      Betty’s eyes narrowed as she scanned Amelia, head to toe, sizing her up. “Hmm,” she said. “What did you say your name was?”

      “I didn’t actually,” said Amelia. “It’s Amelia.”

      “Amelia what?”

      Amelia frowned. She wasn’t a fan of confrontation, but this woman seemed to be being difficult just for the sake of being difficult, and Ameila was way too tired to be cooperative. “I don’t see why you’d need to know that.”

      “And I don’t see what the issue is with you giving me your full name, unless, of course, you have something to hide.” Betty’s mouth curled upward in a slight, challenging smile. “I need to write down the name of everyone who comes and goes from the Lux. That’s my job.”

      Amelia sighed. “Fine, whatever. Cobbles. The last name is cobbles.”

      Betty’s smile grew, probably because by revealing her last name, Amelia had validated the woman’s suspicions about her background. Before the war, the people of this region used to have last names which reflected their jobs, which in turn, would reflect their status. Nowadays, because of all the changes made after the war, when the shifters took over what is now called District Eight, everyone’s occupation changed and gaging status based solely on a last name became impossible. But that didn’t stop Betty. Cobbles was a variation on the word Cobbler, which is what Amelia’s grandparents did for a living. Between the last name and her disheveled, grimy appearance, she knew there would be no convincing Betty that she belonged there.

      To the old woman’s credit, she did let Amelia go, after writing down her name and a short description of what she looked like. “Just in case,” she said. “I have to describe you to anyone.” Like the police after I rob this place?

      Amelia wondered what Betty thought of the discrepancy between Victoria’s last name and the fact that she could afford to live in a place like the Lux. Alabaster was a last name many potters adopted, which was who Victoria descended from. Maybe it helped that she could introduce herself as Dr. Alabaster.

      Note to self, next time you’re meeting someone in this neighborhood, introduce yourself as Dr. Cobbles.

      

      Victoria’s apartment was simple, elegant, and nicer than any place Amelia had ever been in –– and that included the one time she worked a catering gig at a wealthy shifter’s party and was able to sneak out of the kitchen a few times to look around the mansion.

      It wasn’t that her apartment was expensively furnished, like the shifter mansion, or that it was decorated with one-of-a-kind art, or that her appliances, heating, AC, and water were running on some sort of futuristic computerized system, again like the shifter mansion. It was just nice. The floors were made to look like they were done in distressed wood, the colors a beautiful combination of light grays and soft blues. It wasn’t real wood, that was for certain, but it looked close enough. The living room had a few pieces of modest furniture, which, upon sitting on the couch, Amelia realized were ridiculously comfortable.

      The kitchen came equipped with appliances Amelia didn’t even know existed –– like a purley electric stove and a fridge that had a water and ice machine installed in the door. The counters were clear of clutter, and the kitchen table was small, with only two chairs. Victoria wasn’t the entertaining type.

      Victoria’s bedroom was also spare, there was only a crisp-made bed, two bedside tables, a dresser, and a small desk pushed up against the only wall with a window. Amelia went towards the bed, nearly throwing her body into it, but on second thought, she thought it would be best if she showered first. She didn’t want to get her stink all over Victoria’s fresh sheets.

      One of the doors leading out of the bedroom led Amelia into what quickly became her favorite room in the apartment; the bathroom. The shower was huge, and the toilet was clean, white porcelain, with no stains and it was continually running like the one at her house. Victoria had a bath tub separate from her shower, which was big and round, big enough to fit two of Amelia’s skinny, boyish body.

      Forget the shower. She went to the tub and started playing around with the handles which controlled the water. I’m taking a goddamn bath.

      After getting the water to her desired temperature, Amelia pulled off her gross clothes and threw them in a pile on the floor. She dipped her toe in first, testing to see how hot it was. It was hot, very hot. Which was exactly how she wanted it. The water in her apartment was usually cold by the time she was able to use the bathroom, and even if there was warm water left, it never got this hot.

      Slowly, she lowered the rest of her body into the water, watching swirls of dirt dance off her skin as she descended. For a while, she just sat in the tub, eyes closed, relaxing and day-dreaming.

      Day-dreaming was something she typically tried to avoid. She felt it was dangerous, to think about what could be while you are in the midst of what is. Of course she wanted a different life, who doesn’t? But what’s the use in planning that life, in perfect, happy detail, when it was so unlikely to ever manifest? But now, as her muscles stopped tensing and her mind quieted, Amelia decided to allow herself this final indulgence.

      She thought about what kind of job she’d want, if she could work anywhere. She decided she would still like to work in a nursery, only she’d want to be the person in charge, that way she could implement rules and regulations that made the daycare a healthy, positive place for the kids. And she would not have to answer to the shitty, irresponsible parents.

      Her ideal home would be one like Victoria’s. Maybe not so clean, and with darker carpets, so she wouldn’t have to worry too much about spilling something or tracking dirt in. She didn’t want anything big, just a place that was hers.

      In this scenario, it occurred to Amelia that she wasn’t with anybody. Anytime she thought about having an apartment, it was always somewhere she lived alone. She had never been a romantic, like day-dreaming, she didn’t see the point in that either. She’d had a few flings here and there, with boys and girls, but nothing stuck. She always figured she would work and live at home until it became unbearable, and then she would find some shifter to marry. She didn’t really care how wealthy the shifter was, or what kind of shifter he/she was, all she really wanted was somebody who would be kind to her. It seems like she would be casting a wide-net, only having one qualifier, but unfortunately, most of the shifters she’d met had been horrendously rude if not downright aggressive towards humans.

      Even the ones her sisters married –– she met them once, before they left for District Four. They had been cordial, and they were nice to Kelly and Sasha, but they kept making offensive jokes about humans, and about other supernaturals. Kelly and Sasha would laugh with them, and all four of them would agree that the twins were the exception to a rule many shifters ascribe to; that all humans are garbage and lesser than.

      So, no, in Amelia’s day-dream, she’s achieved all of her material gains and the right to a private, quiet life on her own, instead of having it come to her in some martial exchange.

      Maybe Victoria and I will live together, she thought. That could be nice. Or maybe I’m just alone forever. That too could be very, very nice.
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      Victoria came home a little past six that evening. Amelia had spent two full hours in the bath, then napped for the rest of the day. She woke up just before hearing the buzzing sound from the intercom near the front door. She slipped out of the bed, wearing only her underwear, and ran down the hallway.

      “Dr. Alabaster’s apartment,” she said, pressing down the button. “Victoria isn’t in right now.”

      “It’s me,” said Victoria. “Can you buzz me in?”

      “Oh yeah!” Amelia eyed the other two buttons below the keypad and again just guessed. She must’ve pressed the right one because she didn’t hear anything else from Victoria, until a knock came at the apartment door. She opened it, forgetting how little clothing she was wearing.

      “Nice outfit,” Victoria joked and she shuffled inside, carrying two arms full of grocery bags.

      “Shit!” Amelia nearly slammed the door shut in her panic. “Sorry. I didn’t have any PJs and I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to borrow some––”

      “Top drawer of my dresser,” Victoria called from the kitchen. “They will probably be a little big on you, but go ahead and grab any pair you want.”

      Amelia nodded and went for the bedroom. She took the first pair, off the top of a neatly folded pile, and tried them on. They were a bit big on her, especially in the hips, but Amelia made do. Victoria was more shapely than Amelia, which wasn’t much of an anomaly, almost every woman was more shapely than her, so the pants were a bit baggy in the hips and the chest area, but that made them all the comfier in Amelia’s opinion.

      She went to the bathroom and ran a brush through her shoulder length, wavy blond hair and examined her face. She looked much less tired than she had that morning when she first spotted herself in this mirror. The bags under her eyes were less dramatic, which was good, because given the angular nature to her cheek bones, when she was tired, Amelia tended to look like a skinny zombie.

      “Your bed is amazing,” she said, coming back into the kitchen to help Victoria put the food away. “Seriously, I’ve never slept that well in my life.”

      “I’m glad.” Victoria looked a little haggard after her long shift. She put the remaining canned goods away and then grabbed one of the newly purchased bottles of wine from the rack on the table. “Want a glass?”

      “I’d love one, thank you.”

      Victoria found two thin-stemmed white wine glasses in one of her cupboards, wiped some of the dust out of the inside of them both, and poured. “When it’s just me, which it usually is, I just drink out of whatever mug I had my coffee in that morning. I’m a little bit of a slob like that.”

      Amelia laughed. “Right. You, a slob.” She motioned to the perfectly orderly apartment around her. “I can tell you’re a real mess.”

      Victoria handed her a glass and suggested they go sit in the living room.

      “I have to tell you something,” said Victoria as the two of them got comfortable. “It’s about Bud.”

      Amelia’s hand, which was bringing the glass to her mouth, stopped short as she waited for her friend to continue.

      “She’s okay, for now. But she has allergies, bad ones. I was able to doctor some of the paperwork, which allowed us to keep her for the next two or three days while we finish running tests, at no expense to the Tulips.”

      “What did Mrs. Tulip say when you told her about the allergies.”

      Victoria looked down in her glass. “I haven’t yet. I just… couldn’t.”

      Amelia nodded. “I understand.”

      They were quiet a while. Finally, Amelia took in a loud, deep breath and changed the subject. “I guess there’s nothing else that can be done about that now, so let’s talk about something else. Let’s catch up. It’s been a while since we’ve talked –– we used to get coffee all the time, remember that?”

      “Yeah,” Victoria took a sip. “I’m sorry I’ve been so busy lately. Ever since I got this new job and moved over here, to the West Eight, I know it seems like I’ve totally abandoned everyone and everything from my old life, but I swear, I haven’t.

      Victoria used to live in East Eight, with her mom. That was how she and Amelia met. Her mom died with Victoria was only seventeen, and she took the pain of the loss and channeled it into her schoolwork. She got a full ride to the local university for undergrad, and then another full ride for medical school. She was a few years older than Amelia, and had always been a sort of mentor to her, the big sister she never had.

      “I know you haven’t forgotten about me, or the rest of us,” said Amelia. “But honestly, I wouldn’t blame you if you did. It would be nice, to leave all that shit behind you.”

      “It wasn’t all shit,” said Victoria. She reached her hand out and squeezed Amelia’s. “I will keep in touch better from now on, I promise. And feel free to stay here as long as you want.”

      Amelia drank a large swig from her glass, not wanting to commit to anything just then. “So,” she said after swallowing. “Are you dating anyone?”

      “Ha! Yeah right. I barely have time to tie my shoes in the morning, where would I find the time to date?” She shook her head. “No dates. I’ve had a few hookups, just to keep me from going totally crazy, but that’s it. There was one girl I thought I might have something with, but then she totally went totally silent on me one day.”

      Amelia frowned. “That sucks. I wonder why?”

      Victoria shrugged. “Who knows? I was pretty pissed for a while, then… well…” She trailed off and again avoided meeting Amelia’s eyes. “I thought something might have happened to her, but I have no proof. It was just a suspicion.”

      “What kind of something exactly?”

      “Do you remember a while back, when I was in high school and you were in middle school, there was a slew of disappearances in the East Eight? All those young women who were snatched up in the night, never to be heard from again?”

      “Yeah,” said Amelia. “I vaguely remember hearing about that. They caught the guy though.”

      “At least,” said Victoria. “That’s what they told us. I’m not so sure they were even actually looking for him. Anyway, at the risk of sounding really paranoid, or trying to come up with some other explanation other than this girl just rejected me, I wonder if maybe this girl was stolen or something.”

      “Have there been reports of that happening again?”

      “Nothing official. I overheard some women last week talking about it though. Their friend was being treated in the ER for some internal bleeding and other minor injuries. They were saying that their friend kept talking about being jumped by some gang who tried to put her in a van.”

      “Not to sound morbid, but stuff like that happens all the time in East.”

      “But these girls didn’t come from East. They lived in West.”

      “What?” Amelia put her now empty glass down on the coffee table in front of the couch. “No way. That kind of stuff doesn’t happen in this neighborhood.”

      “Maybe it does,” said Victoria. “Lola, that’s her name, was supposed to meet me here one night, we’d planned it the day before. She was always on time to stuff and didn’t seem like the flakey type. When she didn’t show, I tried to call her a few times that night, then a few dozen times the next day. Nothing. I checked the local news and with all the hospitals in the area, but nobody had heard anything. No women fitting her description had checked in. When I told my friends at work about it, they told me that I’d been rejected and just to let it go.”

      She finished her glass of wine and set it down next to Amelia’s. “Do you think I sound crazy?”

      Amelia chewed her bottom lip and mulled the question over. “No,” she said. “I don’t think you sound crazy. I guess I just hate to think about what it would mean if you were right.”

      “Me too.”

      Again, they were silent. Again, Amelia spoke first.

      “I thought we were going to change the subject to something happier.”

      “Right, okay. What do you want to talk about?”

      Amelia scrunched up her face and tried to come up with a more upbeat topic they could discuss. “Umm… let’s see… something happy, something positive…” She looked up into the corner of the room, as if she’d find some cheery topic hiding up there.

      Victoria laughed. “We are so pathetic.”

      Amelia sighed and laid down on the couch in a huff. “Ugh. Maybe we should just watch some TV instead. You have any happy movies we could put on?”

      Victoria stood up, suddenly alive and excited. “Yes! I do. I have the perfect movie. But first.” She headed to the kitchen. “We need more wine.”

      

      The movie was a romantic comedy made before the war. It was starring two actors Amelia didn’t know but that Victoria said were here favorites.

      “I wonder what they’re up to these days?” she asked while the credits were rolling. “Do you think they’re still alive?”

      Amelia shrugged and said, “Who knows?”

      Victoria told her she was welcome to spend the night again but Amelia had declined. She had an early shift at the nursery the next morning and the hospital was closer to her parents house than it was to Victoria’s apartment. Besides, she wanted to check in on her younger siblings –– she didn’t like going more than a few days without seeing them, otherwise, there was no one around to make sure they had enough to eat and that they weren’t skipping school.

      She was third in line, after her twin sisters, but with them gone, she sort of felt like the oldest, and therefore took on the role of the make-shift parent, which to be fair, is a role she’d been playing since she was old enough to walk. At twenty years old, this was a lot of responsibility. After Amelia came the only son in the family, Alvin, who was just about to turn nineteen. He was a good brother, but never the care-giver type. He wasn’t good at cooking or keeping house, but he did work long hours and use all the money to support the family, which was more than could be said about Gwen and Earl.

      The three youngest siblings were triplets, all girls. Amelia had read something in school once, about how humans were experiencing a lot of weird side-effects after the war –– one of which was increased fertility, which led to a spike in women getting pregnant with twins, triplets, even quadruplets. By the time the triplets came along, the Cobbles were exhausted, broke, and sick of parenting. They didn’t name any of the babies at first, as is protocol, but when the triplets’ fourth birthday rolled around (an event their parents completely forgot about), they still didn’t have names picked out.

      “Can’t we just keep calling them CB5, CB6, and CB7? That’s what’s on their birth certificates?” Gwen had asked after Amelia reminded her it was their name day.

      “No, mom, we can’t.”

      “Then you name them, I don’t give a shit.”

      That night, Amelia collected her four younger siblings in her bedroom and held an unofficial family meeting. She was only six at the time, Alvin five.

      “Today is a very special day,” she said, looking into the triplets’ innocent, smiling faces. “Today is the day you guys get to pick your very own names! Isn’t that exciting?”

      “Yay!” they all yelled.

      “I want to be named Cat,” said CB5. “I love cats!”

      “Okay, good,” said Amelia. “Your name is now Cat.”

      “Can I be dog?” asked CB6.

      “But you don’t even like dogs, you’re afraid of them,” said Alvin. “You should be called Whisper because you’re always so quiet.”

      “I like that name,” said CB6. “Ame, can I be whisp–– withsp––” She had trouble sounding out the word. “Whisper?” She finally got it.

      “Sure.” She looked to the last triplet, CB7, the youngest of the three. “What about you?”

      “I want to be called Amelia.”

      “But that’s her name,” said Cat, pointing at Amelia. “You can’t have the same name!”

      “Why not?” cried CB7. “It’s my favorite name!”

      “It will be too confusing,” whined Alvin.

      “But I like it!”

      “I have an idea,” Amelia chimed in. “Since you all call me Ame anyway, why don’t we call you Lia. It’s the second half of Amelia. How does that sound?”

      CB7 frowned and was silent a moment. She said the name to herself a few times, then nodded and said, “Okay. I’ll be Lia.”

      And that was that. The next day, Amelia approached her mom and told her that the triplets had new names. She asked if it would be possible for Gwen to go down to the district hall building and have their birth certificates changed, to which her mom said she would get around to it eventually.

      She never did, and when the triplets started school, they were registered under their original names, which became a whole ordeal for both them and their teachers. When Amelia was eleven, she finally made the trip to the district hall building, all by herself, and made the changes herself. They didn’t even request any paperwork or check her ID tag. They simply pulled the triplets’ files and changed the names right then and there, which automatically changed their names in all the official registry systems in the district and connected the new names to their ID tag numbers.

      She passed the district hall building on her way home from Victoria’s. It was getting close to nine o’clock and all the lights were off inside. Most buildings and shops were closed and the bars and restaurants were just starting to open. As she made her way out of the West Eight and closer to the East Eight, Amelia started to feel more in her element. Her grimy clothes didn’t stand out as dramatically in this crowd of rowdy bar goers and homeless boozers, and she knew she could walk into just about any building on the block and nobody would question her right to be there.

      She rounded the corner, smiling politely at the bouncer sitting outside one of the bars, who called her beautiful and told her she should stop in for a drink. This street, which eventually fed into a dead end, at which her parents’ house stood right in the middle, was lined with abandoned houses, which were often occupied by drug users and prostitutes, a couple of whom Amelia knew growing up and who she felt undying sympathy for. She was well aware of the fact that there were only a few, seemingly unimportant life choices that separated her from them, and that she could have easily found herself in a similar situation and was just lucky.

      There was a light on in her house, she could see in the distance. She guessed the triplets were home, hopefully working on their homework. They still hadn’t graduated. They dropped out a few times, over the years, as the Cobbles faced various instances of family turmoil and financial despair, but they went back last year and had been doing really well ever since.

      Lost in thought, remembering her own high school days and trying not to think about what may have happened to some of her friends from those days, Amelia’s vigilance faded and she failed to notice, before it was too late, that a large man in a trench coat and heavy boots was following her.

      She heard him step, and as she turned around to look, he wrapped one arm behind her back, pinning her arms to her sides, and used his other hand to cup a chemically smelling cloth over her mouth. Recognizing the situation, Amelia held her breath, so as to not breath in chloroform, and tried to fight her way out of the man’s grip.

      He held her tightly. “No use in fighting,” he said quietly. “You have to breath eventually, and I can hold a skinny thing like you for hours and hours.”

      Taking a chance, Amelia opened her mouth and bit down hard on the man’s hand. He dropped the cloth and yelled, slightly loosening his grip. Amelia screamed, “Help! Help!” thinking there had to be at least one crackhead or squatter in the area. A few people did come out of a nearby house and stare, but none of them moved to help her. After a few seconds, she felt her body slowly become limp and her mind begin to fog. She had ingested enough chloroform to do the trick and now she was moments from losing consciousness. She let out a final, pathetic cry for help, saw the light in her house flick off, and was out.
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      Amelia rolled over, only half awake and felt something cold and metal press against the front of her thighs. The cold shocked her back to the waking world and her eyes flew open. It was dark, wherever she was, but not pitch black. Some light was streaming in through the crack underneath a door about ten feet from where she lay. The cold sensation came from thick metal bars, which, she realized with horror as she pushed herself up into a sitting position, were the walls of the cage in which she was currently being held.

      She reached a hand out, through the bars, and made a fist with her hand, then spread her fingers wide, trying to determine whether or not this was all real, or just the start of some terrible nightmare.

      “You’re up,” said a voice behind her.

      Amelia got to her feet and spun around. There were three other women in the cage with her, all standing around in their underwear, holding their arms protectively across their stomachs and chests. Amelia looked down to evaluate the state of her own clothing, and found that she too had been stripped down to her bra and panties. With her clothes, they must’ve taken her wallet, which had only a few dollars and her food stamp card, which allowed her to get meals from the hospital after she finished four hours of work or more.

      “Where am I?” she said, staring down the woman in the middle, who was standing a foot or two in front of the others and smiling. “What’s going on?”

      “You got snatched,” said the woman. “We all did.”

      “Snatched?”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “Don’t act dumb. It won’t get you very far with the shifters, that’s for sure.”

      “Shifters? Is that who grabbed me, a shifter?”

      “No, that was Benny, the head snatcher.” The cage was cube shaped, roughly three meters by three by three. The two women standing behind the one Amelia now took as their unofficial leader had pushed themselves into the back corners and were shivering, which prompted Amelia to also notice how chilly it was in the room. “Benny is human,” the woman continued. “All the snatchers are pretty much. They grab us, drug us, strip us, and sell us. Their slogan, not mine.”

      “Sell us to who?”

      “Are you really that thick?” The woman advanced on Amelia, who took a step back and found herself pressed against the metal bars. “To supernaturals, obviously, who else?”

      “But why? For what?”

      “Any number of things!” She threw her hands into the air and walked back towards the other two. “They can use us for whatever they want once they’ve purchased us. That’s sort of the whole point. They own us.”

      “But that’s illegal.”

      The woman laughed. “You’re funny,” she said, wearing a smile that was a little too manic for Amelia’s liking. “I’m Dara. It’s a shame you didn’t come sooner. You’re much better company than Lola and Tia over hear. All they ever do is cry and beg to be let free.”

      “Wait,” Amelia looked at the woman in the right corner. “Your name is Lola?”

      The woman looked up at Amelia and frowned, most likely searching her face for any sign of recognition. “Yes, do I know you?”

      “You know my friend, Victoria.” Amelia took a step forward. “She thought something like this might’ve happened to you.”

      “You know Victoria?” Lola stopped cowering and rushed to Amelia. “How is she? She didn’t get snatched too, did she?”

      “No, she’s fine. At least, she was fine the last time I saw her.” Amelia squinted her eyes and scanned the room outside of the cage, looking for a window. “How long has it been since they brought me here?”

      Lola shrugged. “It’s hard to say. Four hours maybe?” She wrung her hands and there Amelia could tell she was crying, even though she couldn’t actually see the tears in such dim light. “I thought for sure Victoria would think I just blew her off. I felt awful. We didn’t know each other that well so there was no way she was going to come looking for me…”

      “If it helps,” said Amelia. “She was really worried about you.”

      Lola nodded. “That… doesn’t really help, but it’s a nice sentiment. They already have a buyer lined up for me, they said so earlier today. He’s from another district, so there’s no way I’ll ever see her again.”

      “You don’t know that for sure!” Amelia went to the bars and grabbed two of them in her hands, pulling with all her weight. “There has to be a way out of here! Have you tried––”

      “We’ve tried everything,” said Dara. “There is no way out.”

      “But what about––”

      “We’ve tried it.” Dara shook her head and looked down at her feet. “We have tried everything. There is no way out.” She brought her arms up and crossed them over her stomach, and Amelia noticed she had a bandage wrapped around her bicep. All of them did.

      “Did they hurt you?” Amelia asked, pointing to Dara’s arm.

      “They took our ID tags.”

      “What?” Amelia instinctively reached for her upper arm, where her ID tag, which she had since the day she was born, sat just underneath the skin. “They dug them out?”

      Dara nodded. “Yup. And they will do the same to you. They were about to do it when you were out cold, but they got interrupted. Which is a bummer, because that means they’ll have to cut you open while you’re awake.”

      “They can’t!” Amelia felt her body begin to shake. “It sets of an alarm, doesn’t it? That’s what they always said, the police and law officials! They always warn criminals not to try to take their ID tags out because it sets off an alarm somewhere…”

      “That’s just a thing they say to scare you into obeying,” said Dara. “There aren’t any alarms anywhere.”

      Amelia opened her mouth to argue, unsure exactly what her next retort was going to be, when the door behind her opened up and in walked the man who grabbed her on the sidewalk. “Good morning, sweetheart!” he said loudly, in a cheery, booming voice. “How was your nap?”

      Amelia didn’t say anything. The light from the open door illuminated the room better, and she saw that there were two other cages in the room, both currently empty. She watched as Benny stalked across the room and went to a chest of drawers in the back corner. He was a massive man. She was thinking he couldn’t possibly be as big as she remembered, that the drugs and the fear were coloring her memory, but they weren’t. He really was that large. He had to be seven feet tall, and built like a tank.

      “Don’t worry, girly,” he said, grabbing something from the top drawer of the dresser and walking over to the cage. “This will only hurt for a second.” He held up a short, sharp knife and grinned. “It will be over before you know it, as long as you don’t squirm.” He winked at her and used his free hand to fish into the pocket of his trench coat. He pulled a key out and pushed it into the heavy padlock wrapped around the cage door.

      Amelia instinctively walked backwards to the other side of the cage, bumping into the other women in the process.

      “Don’t make me come in there and get you,” said Benny. “I’m too old to go chasing young, pretty girls around.”

      Amelia looked at Lola and whispered, “If we can get him in here, then maybe I can distract him while you guys run past and get away.”

      Lola shook her head. “It’s not just him. There are at least a dozen men in the other room.”

      Amelia wracked her brain for a plan b, when a hand pressed against her back between her shoulder blades and shoved her forward and out of the cage door. She stumbled to her hands and knees and looked over her shoulder and saw the third woman, the one who hadn’t said a word to her, holding her arm out straight and looking like a deer in the headlights.

      Benny reached his hands underneath her arms and lifted Amelia to her feet. “That a girl.” He dragged her out of the room and into the bright hallway. “The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get you sold. You’ll bring in a pretty penny, I think. With this boyish body, you could please a wide range of clients.”

      “Let me go!” Amelia started to kick and buck like a spooked horse, but Benny’s grip on her remained firm. “You can’t do this!”

      “I can do whatever I want, sweetheart,” he said in her ear, almost seductively. “Whatever I damn. well. please.”

      

      Amelia clenched her teeth together and successfully kept herself from screaming for the entire procedure, up until the end. She was quiet when Benny ran the edge of his knife along her skin, opening a half inch gash, from which Amelia’s blood flowed freely. She remained silent when he plunged the pair of tweezers inside the wound and ripped the small rectangular shaped ID tag from her flesh. It was only when the snatcher grabbed the bottle of gin from the table behind him and splashed some into the cut that she let out a heavy, audible sigh.

      “Sorry about that, love,” said Benny. “But you don’t want this to get infected, do you?”

      Amelia didn’t respond.

      He’d brought her to a different room, smaller and cluttered with more furniture and junk. There were two other men in the room when they first arrived, but they both left after Benny told them there was work to be done in the cage room, whatever that meant.

      “It should clot on its own, but if not, I take it you can figure out how to stitch yourself up?” he asked, handing Amelia a large needle and a spool of thread. “I have a lot I need to get done. Have some important clients stopping in this morning.”

      Again, Amelia ignored him.

      He shrugged. “Sew, don’t sew, makes no difference to me.” He put the tools down on the table next to her and walked out of the room. “I’ll be back to collect you when I have time.” He closed the door and Amelia heard the sound of a key being slipped into the lock and twisted.

      Once alone, Amelia finally allowed herself to cry. The tears came very quickly and they were followed by body-shaking sobs. She grabbed a cloth that Benny had left on the table, which he used to wipe the blade “clean”, and pressed it against her wound. A cry of pain escaped her as she pressed down into her skin, watching the whitish rag turn a deep, dreadful red.

      The bleeding began to slow after a while, and she grabbed some of the medical gauze he left her and wrapped her arm. It was a good thing she didn’t have to stitch herself, Amelia thought. Her mother never did get around to showing her how to use a needle and thread. She winced, pulling the gauze tightly and tying it off.

      That is, if she even knew how.

      Her brain started down one of its favorite paths; the one where she recalls all the ways her parents let her down and blames them for everything going wrong in her life. Except, when an image of her mother came to mind, instead of anger or resentment, all Amelia felt was longing. What she would give to be having a screaming match with her mom right now, over something stupid, like all the stuff they fought about. Maybe they’d argue over the best way to make a grilled cheese, or whether or not it was illegal to be naked in your own house. Amelia smiled and let out a small laugh, remembering these very fights and how, when she was a teenager, she used to look for reasons to get into it with her mother. Some sort of twisted way of getting back at her for all the times Gwen had failed to be there for her.

      The sound of angry voices out in the hall brought Amelia back to the present. Benny was one of the men talking. The other voice was one she didn’t recognize. One of the other snatchers perhaps. Amelia stood and pressed her ear to the door.

      “Sir, I’m so sorry for the mix up.” Benny’s voice seemed higher pitch, stressed. “Clearly there was a miscommunication on one end when we spoke on the phone earlier!”

      “I can tell you for certain there was no miscommunication on my end.” The other man had a stern, confident voice. “I told you specifically that I was looking to purchase human goods.”

      “Yes, well, you can see how that might have been confusing for us, sir,” said Benny. “We sell humans as goods here. But you’re telling me that isn’t what you wanted?”

      “No,” said the other man. “That is not what I want! What on Earth would I want to purchase a human for? I am looking for a shop that sells things that humans enjoy. I know someone who collects funny, human knick-knacks, stuff from before the war.”

      “Ah,” said Benny. “Yes, of course, sir. Well, if you want to purchase stuff that humans like, we have a whole room full of things that were, uh, left behind by the humans who we’ve, uh, sold in the past. In fact, it’s just through this door here.”

      Amelia heard the key once again being slipped into the lock. She took a few steps back and looked around for a weapon.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid! Why weren’t you looking for a weapon or a way out!

      The door opened at the same moment she picked up the heavy lamp that Benny used for light while performing the removal of her ID tag.

      She held the thing above her head and stared back at fourth at the two men. “Stay back.”

      Benny started to laugh. “This one is from our latest shipment of goods. She’s a little feisty, but that can be a selling point.” He elbowed the weird looking man next to him and winked. “For the right buyer.”

      “Let me go, and nobody gets hurt.” Again, Amelia’s demands only served to amuse Benny. The other man wasn’t laughing though. He was eyeing her, curiously, and slowly walking further into the room. Once he came into the light, she noticed his skin, which she originally thought was just very tan, was actually more of an orange-terracotta color, like the sands of a far off desert she’d once seen a picture of. “I’m serious.” She raised the lamp even higher and challenged the stranger with her eyes. “Don’t come any closer.”

      “She’s not going to do anything.” Benny dropped his voice and gave Amelia a mean look. “Are you, love? No, you’re not going to because it would be a really bad idea to piss me off just before I’m to decide which shifter to sell you to. We’ve got a few coming by today, some of them are friendlier than others, so if you just play nice, I will make sure you end up in good hands.”

      “You’re not going to sell me to anyone!” Amelia put some heat in her voice, from the fire which was burning in her belly. The will to survive.

      The shifter was still watching her. The corners of his mouth curved, slightly upwards. He wasn’t as tall as Benny, but he looked healthier. He was muscular, but not so much so that it looked unnatural, and he had long, thick black hair that tied in a single braid down the back.

      “How much do you want for her?” asked the shifter, keeping his eyes on Amelia.

      Benny gawked. “But I thought you said––”

      “I asked,” repeated the shifter. “How much do you want for her?”

      The fire inside her slowly started to die, as Amelia realized there might not be a way out of this. Before, she thought she might have had a chance, if she just had to slip past Benny. But now, if this shifter wants her, she’d have to get past both of them, and there was no way that was going to happen.

      “Please,” Amelia changed her tactics. “Don’t do this.” She was looking at the shifter, not Benny, seeing this man as the more reasonable of the two, if only by a miniscule amount. “I didn’t do anything to deserve this. I was just walking home and this psycho grabbed me, drugged me, and threw me in a cage!”

      She expected that revelation to evoke some sort of response from the shifter, but his face remained stoic.

      “I’ll take her,” he said, and turned to face Benny. “Take this.” He started to unknot the skinny leather bracelet that was wrapped around his wrist. There was a single precious gem at the center of the bracelet –– a large sapphire –– which was probably worth more money than Amelia would make in her lifetime. “It should be more than enough to cover the cost.”

      Benny greedily grabbed at the bracelet, held it above his head, and squinted at the gem. “Pleasure doing business with you,” he said. “You can take her now.”

      The shifter reached out for Amelia’s arm, but she jerked out of the way. “Don’t touch me.” She was still holding the lamp. Her arm was starting to get really tired. “I’m not going with you.”

      He gave her a serious look, like he was trying to tell her something with his eyes. “Just come with me and there won’t be any trouble. Hurry now, I have places I need to be.” He raised his eyebrows, almost pleading with her.

      Amelia felt an unexpected sensation melt through and snuff out the few embers that were left burning inside her. She put the lamp down slowly, not breaking eye contact with the shifter, and let him wrap his hand around her wrist, which he did gently.

      She trusted him. But why?

      They made their way past Benny and out into the hallway. He was leading her towards the front door of the disgusting, dilapidated house where the snatchers apparently hold their captives. Suddenly, it occurred to her that maybe the shifter had done something to her, he was a supernatural after all. She’d never heard of a shifter having any powers beyond the obvious ones which came with their shifts, but it could be possible. A mage and a shifter could have gotten together and had a sort of hybrid baby.

      As they neared the door, the morning sun was streaming through a nearby window and fell upon Amelia’s face. In that moment, she decided it didn’t matter one way or another if she was under some sort of spell, her priority right now was to get the hell out of that house, whatever means necessary.

      The shifter opened the door, let go of her wrist, and gestured for her to go first. “After you.”

      Without stopping to look at what was ahead, Amelia bolted through the door. The sunlight was bright in her eyes, and she was temporarily blinded. The first few steps into her escape, she felt the ground beneath her feet, then suddenly there was nothing and she was falling.

      A moment later, she hit the hard, dirt floor of the house’s front lawn. Which, maybe at one time, was equipped with fresh, green grass, but all of that had since died and it was now just dirt and weeds. The wind was knocked out of her, and her head began to spin. She was only now beginning to understand just how stupid a plan that was. First of all, she should have been smart enough to realize that there was a front porch on the house, and that she should have looked for a set of stairs before bounding off into the sunrise. Second of all, over the last twenty-four hours, she had been drugged, cut open, and given no food; how far did she honestly think she was going to get in her current state?

      “Need a hand?”

      Amelia rolled over onto her back, wincing and trying to bring air back into her lungs. The shifter was standing over her, smiling, and holding out a helping hand. She took it, and he pulled her to her feet with ease.

      He let go of her arm. Putting her hands on her legs and leaning over, Amelia tried to blink away the blurriness in her eyes and figure out what to do next. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine.” She spat on the ground, having accidentally gotten some dirt in her mouth from falling face first into the Earth.

      “Can I drive you home?” he asked, nodding towards a car parked in the driveway of the house.

      “It’s not far,” said Amelia, looking at the surrounding houses and recognizing the neighborhood. “I can probably walk.”

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself,” he said. “I figured you wouldn’t want to be walking around this neighborhood with so little clothing and no ID tag, but hey, what do I know?” He smiled at her, a gesture she did not return.

      Shaking her head she said, “Hang on a second, I don’t understand. You’re just letting me go?”

      “Of course,” he said. “I meant what I said back there. I have no interest in purchasing a human.”

      “But… then why did you? Buy me, I mean.”

      “I didn’t buy you to have you,” said the shifter. “I just felt bad for you.”

      Usually, Amelia didn’t like pity, but in this case, she felt it was warranted. Who wouldn’t pity a girl in her situation, besides maybe the men responsible for putting her in that situation to begin with?

      “Still,” she said. “That seems like a lot of money to waste helping someone you don’t know.” She felt the wind on her bare skin, and crossed her arms over her chest and tried not to think about how vulnerable she felt. “If you think I’m going to be able to pay you back, I’m sorry to break it to you, but I haven’t got a penny to my name. If it’s favors or repayment you’re looking for, you better go save one of the girls snatched from West Eight.”

      The shifter shrugged. “I’m not worried about repayment. I will be seeing that bracelet soon enough.” He took off the coat he was wearing, which was oversized even on him, and handed it to Amelia. Underneath he wasn’t wearing a shirt and his pants hung low on his waist. “Here, you can wear this.”

      “Thanks.” Amelia put the coat on and zipped it up. It must’ve looked like a baggy, trash bag of a dress, but at least she was covered. “What do you mean you’ll be seeing it?”

      “The moment I figured out what they were doing there, I called some of my friends in the District Eight police department. They should be here to bust them any minute. They’ll set the other women free. Hopefully I’ll be able to find that little family heirloom in some evidence bag in the next few days. As for not knowing each other, my name is Eldan.” Once again, he stuck his hand out.

      Amelia cautiously shook it. “I’m Amelia.”

      “It’s wonderful to meet you,” he said. “Now how about that ride home? Or, if you’d like, we could stop for a bite to eat. You look like you could use a decent meal… No offense.”

      Amelia laughed softly and kicked some dirt around with her bare foot. “I am pretty hungry… and it’s not like there’s going to be any food at my house. But I don’t have any shoes and I don’t think any decent restaurant will let me in looking like this.”

      “We’ll go to my house,” Eldan suggested. “My cook can make you anything you want. And we can see if there isn’t something for you to wear. I can also call my doctor and have him meet us there, he can take a look at your arm.” He looked at her bandaged bicep, which was once again bleeding.

      Amelia wasn’t exactly sure how she felt about this offer. The whole situation struck her as a little fishy. And, she wasn’t entirely convinced that he hadn’t somehow put a spell on her or did some sort of shifter mind control thing. She remembers hearing rumors as a kid that they could do that. Her stomach, however, was completely convinced. It had stopped growling earlier that morning and had settled into a dull ache. At the mention of having someone cook whatever she wanted, Amelia’s brain jumped right to a gooey, crispy grilled cheese sandwich, and she knew there was no turning back after that.

      “Sure, okay,” she said. “That sounds fine.”

      They walked over to his car, which was nice looking, though nothing too special. Although, in District Eight, owning a car in general was an achievement. Most people walked everywhere or used public transportation, seeing as the entire span of the district, from the furthest point West to the furthest point East, was only five miles. He opened the front seat door for her and she slid inside the leather bucket seat. Amelia could count how many times she’d been inside a car on one hand, and being used to sitting on buses, she completely forgot about the safety belt option available. When Eldan got into his seat, pulled the nylon straps over his chest and waist and buckled himself in, Amelia watched and did the same.

      “This is uncomfortable,” she said, tugging at the strap which crossed over her chest, between her breasts. “I can’t believe you wear these all the time.”

      “It’s safer that way,” said Eldan. “Where I’m from, there are a lot more people on the road, and therefore, a lot more accidents. The seat belts are maybe over cautious in a city like this, where no one drives, but I feel better having it on.” He put the key in the ignition and started the car.

      “Where are you from?” asked Amelia. They pulled out of the driveway and onto the main road. “Another district?”

      “No, actually,” said Eldan. “I’m from a region outside of the districts. We call it Meldania. It was colonized by my people long before the war, which we were not a part of.”

      “Your people didn’t fight in the war?” Amelia frowned. “I thought every shifter group fought. And… well…”

      “What is it?” he said. “I can tell there is more you’d like to say.”

      She hesitated for a moment longer, but seeing that Eldan was smiling at her, Amelia decided it was probably safe to say what was on her mind. “It’s just that I’ve heard horror stories about the war… many of which have to do with what the dragon shifters did.”

      “That wasn’t us. We are a peaceful people. The stories you’ve heard are likely about our cousins, another group of dragon shifters called the draaks.” He was quiet for a moment. He leaned back in his seat and relaxed his grip on the wheel. “We never saw the point in joining the war –– there was nothing for us to gain. We had everything we needed already, and we aren’t fans of needless violence.”

      “Are there any humans living in Meldania?”

      Eldan nodded. “A few human families live there, but they are fairly recent citizens. They’ve been living in Meldania for ten or fifteen years maybe. Some humans ended up escaping the war zones you now call districts and finding their way to us. I was just a kid then, but I remember how excited my dad was to meet the humans and hear all their stories about human culture before the war.”

      “Is he the one that collects human items?” Eldan didn’t answer immediately, prompting Amelia to stop staring out the window and look at him. He was facing forward, but even from his profile, she could tell he was upset. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, but didn’t offer any more information.

      “So you’re taking me out of Eight?” she said. “Can’t you get in trouble for that? I don’t even have an ID tag, which is definitely going to raise some red flags when we get to the border checkpoint.”

      “I know some people there too,” said Eldan.

      “You have all the connections it seems,” said Amelia. “I guess it’s true what they say, money really does open any door.”

      Eldan smiled. “I hadn’t heard that one.”

      They drove in silence for the rest of the way. Amelia felt exhaustion begin to wash over her, waves of sleep lapping at her, trying to pull her further into the ocean of sleep, underneath the surface of consciousness. She resisted at first, but was quickly overcome. The blood loss and lack of food was really starting to take its toll, and it felt so good to let her eyes close and allow the movement of the car lull her.

      She thought she heard someone, possibly Eldan, say something like, “We’ll be there soon,” just as she was slipping into slumber, but it might have been a dream.

      We’ll be there soon, her subconscious repeated. We’ll be there soon.
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      Amelia often experienced the same dream. It always began the exact same way, in the house she grew up in, surrounded by her brothers and sisters. It was always nighttime, late, long after her parents had left for whatever party or, as they would refer to it “grown up thing,” they had going that night, and Amelia would be left in charge. Even though she wasn’t the oldest, it was clear to everyone in the family, early on, that she was the most responsible.

      The dream was ripped from a real memory Amelia had from when she was just nine years old. Victoria was over, and she and Amelia had just managed to get the triplets in bed, in the room all seven kids had to share. She and her friend crawled up to the top bunk of one of the three sets of bunk beds crammed into the tiny bedroom, and they flipped through a book Victoria’s mom had kept from before the war. It was a picture book for kids called Learning Our Bodies, and inside there were crudely drawn depictions of naked men and women. The two girls were giggling to one another, pointing out parts of the anatomy and trying to sound out the funny names.

      In reality, the two girls had giggled too loudly and woke up everyone else, which brought their fun to an abrupt stop. But in her dream, nobody woke up. Amelia didn’t have any responsibilities and she and Victoria had a pile of picture books and toys all to themselves. They could read and play all they wanted, and Amelia’s dad never came home drunk, stumbling over furniture and getting into arguments with the empty fridge. Instead, they were just kids. In this dreamworld, Amelia was just a kid, and more importantly, she was happy.

      It was her favorite dream, and she always hated to wake up from it.

      This morning, however, she wasn’t torn from her dream by the aggressive beeping of her alarm. Rather, she drifted out of slumber alongside the smell of fresh coffee and the sensation of warm sunshine on her cheek.

      Amelia opened her eyes to find that she was in a bed that wasn’t hers, in a room that she didn’t recognize. At first, her foggy brain thought she must’ve been in Victoria’s apartment. She forgot, for a brief, peaceful moment, all about the past two days, and was staring cheerily out the window by the bed, outside of which was flying a perky bluebird. The moment lasted right up until the point that she rolled over on her other side and startling, hot pain began to shoot down her arm and throughout her whole side-body.

      Sitting up and gasping, Amelia remembered.

      She tried to grab the wounded arm through the harsh fabric of Eldan’s coat, which she was still wearing. She pulled open the neck and looked down at the rest of her body, making sure she was still wearing her underwear. She was.

      She slipped out from under the silky sheets and saw that on the bedside table sat a pot of coffee, a mug, and a note. She opened the small, folded piece of paper and read:

      

      Amelia,

      You fell asleep in the car. I brought you inside my house and put you in the guest room. Assuming you get up this morning (Saturday morning), then you have been sleeping since early yesterday morning. Here is some coffee. My doctor has agreed to see you whenever you want, if you want. His number is on the kitchen counter. I will be home tonight. Feel free to stay. The house staff will provide you with anything you may need.

      Eldan

      

      Amelia had to read the note through a second time in order to grasp all its meaning.

      “I’ve been asleep for an entire day?” She threw the note down on the bed and poured herself a cup of coffee. After a few sips and a few good eye-rubs, she started to notice the space around her.

      The bedroom was beautifully designed. Simple, and elegant, not unlike Victoria’s place, but with a slightly different style. The bedsheets were a dark blue, silk, and the duvet on top was the most plush thing Amelia had ever touched. There was a cherry hardwood desk with a nice padded office chair pushed underneath it. A dark wood dresser with metal knobs that had delicate etchings of leaves and flowers carved into them.

      Amelia walked over to it, placing her mug on top, and on a whim, she opened one of the drawers. Inside were neatly folded stacks of women’s clothes –– nice women’s clothes. They didn’t even look like something you could find in District Eight. She pulled out one of the shirts sitting on top of a pile. It was flowy and somewhat see through. The fabric felt like a cloud resting gently on her fingertips. Amelia felt an odd sensation fluttering around her stomach, like butterflies who lost their sense of direction.

      Who do these clothes belong to? Does Eldan bring home a lot of strange, injured women?

      Why do I care?

      She balled the shirt up lazily and threw it back inside. She slammed the door closed. It made a louder sound than she was anticipating and she instinctively looked over her shoulder. She kept forgetting she was actually allowed to be there. She couldn’t shake the lurking sense that she was doing something wrong simply for existing in such an elegant, extravagant place.

      As if the universe was validating her fears, a knock came at the door and then a voice, collected and feminine, asked politely, “Hello? May I come in?”

      Amelia smoothed down the front of the coat, as if that would do much to help her appearance at this point, and cleared her throat. “Uh, yes. Come on in.”

      A man entered the room. He was tall, very skinny, and wearing a black suit with a sublet grey pinstripe pattern. He came only a few feet inside the room and brought his hand behind his back. “Good morning. I am Garcia. I’m Prince Eldan’s head of house.”

      Amelia frowned and then let out a small, impolite laugh. “I’m sorry,” she said through awkward chuckles. “Did you say Prince Eldan?”

      “Yes,” he nodded. “Eldan is the Prince of the Meldanian dragons. And you are…” he trailed off.

      “Amelia,” she said. “Amelia Co––” She stopped herself midway of saying her last name, unsure whether or not this man was from the district, and therefore how much significance he might put on knowing her ancestry. “Just Amelia.”

      “Nice to meet you,” he said. “I have been instructed to check in with you and make sure you have everything you need. Eldan had to go take care of some business and meet with his father today, but he will be back as soon as he can. The clothes in those drawers are for you to wear and there is breakfast being served in the kitchen.”

      Amelia took her coffee mug off of the dresser and drank, desperately. She was going to need a lot more caffeine to deal with this day, that much she knew. “May I ask,” she said once the cup was empty and as she poured herself a second one. “Where are we exactly?”

      “Meldania,” he said flatly.

      She wasn’t watching the liquid, and soon the hot coffee was spilling over the top of the mug, down her hand, and onto the carpet. “Oh shoot! Sorry.” She got down on her knees and tried to use the sleeve of Eldan’s coat to wipe up the spill.

      Garcia was on his knees next to her. “Allow me.” He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket, shooed Amelia away from the stain, and started to blot at it methodically. “This shouldn’t be a problem. I know just the thing to get this stain out.”

      Amelia stood back up and pulled on the edges of the coat. “We’re outside of the districts you mean?” Amelia felt her palms begin to sweat as she remembered what Eldan had said in the car, about how he knew people who would look the other way as he snuck her over the border. She had been so tired and scared, she didn’t think about the consequences of sneaking out of Eight. “What about the law? It’s illegal to take someone out of the districts without filing the proper paperwork.”

      “I realize this is a lot to take in,” said Garcia from the ground. “And it may be hard to believe, as someone who comes from a cruel place like District Eight, but somebody has actually done something very nice for you. If I were you, I would stop trying to poke holes in this kind gesture and start enjoying the benefits of it.” He stood up. “The Prince said you are welcome to stay here as long as you like. If you should wish to go back to Eight instead, he said you can use one of his drivers. Seeing as you no longer have your ID chip, going over the border you would not set off any of the detectors. That being said, once you are back, there will be nothing more the Prince can do for you. Is that what you’d like to do?”

      He waited for a response, but Amelia didn’t have one at the moment.

      “Uh,” she said. “I, um, okay. Can I just have a minute? To get dressed and maybe eat something? Then I will figure out what I want to do… if that’s okay… sir.”

      Garcia smiled, this time more genine and less polite. Apparently, he wasn’t used to being called sir. “Yes, that is quite alright. Come find me when you’ve made your decision.”

      And with that, he excused himself, and once again, Amelia was all alone.

      

      She was careful, while sitting in the tub of the bathroom adjacent the bedroom, to not get her bandages wet. The area around her wound was starting to change from the natural olive of her skin tone to a purpley-gray color, and her whole upper arm was sore. She thought it was probably a good idea to wash it, but she didn’t know what products to use, if any, or if she should just use water. She’d never experienced an infected cut before, surprisingly enough considering where she grew up, and she always called Victoria before doing anything medically related.

      This time, she figured it was best to do nothing and let Eldan’s doctor sort everything out. She wondered if they had different doctors here in Meldania, if it would be another shifter who examined her. What if he doesn’t know human biology, only dragon? She thought, for a moment, that she better give Victoria a ring and see if she has ever heard of the doctor before she lets him poke and prod.

      But she couldn’t do that. She came to that sobering realization while she pulled the plug on the bath and watched the water swirl down and away. You couldn’t call a residence in District Eight from an outside region, not unless you wanted District Eight officials listening in on everything you said. Which, Amelia did not. She could get in a lot of trouble if they thought she took out her own ID chip and tried to run away.

      The only way she would be able to have contact with Victoria, or her family, would be for her to go back home. She’d have to leave all of this luxury and relaxation behind, and head back into the harsh world of ten-hour shifts, sick babies, and horrible parents.

      Her brain played a game of tug of war, going back and forth between the two options, weighing the pros and cons, and tugging at Amelia’s already frail heartstrings. Eventually, she came to the conclusion that she needed to go home. Her life was there, her siblings were there, and even though District Eight was disgusting and dangerous, it was her home.

      That being said, Amelia didn’t see the harm in sticking around Meldania for the rest of the day. She had already missed her shift at work yesterday, meaning she was going to have to face the wrath of her boss anyway, she might as well get a good meal and a day of rest out of it. Besides, she wanted to see Eldan one last time before she left, to thank him for his generosity.

      

      She ended up spending most of the day wandering around Eldan’s house, which was really more like a mansion. After her bath, Amelia picked out a simple outfit from the dresser –– a cotton, slim fit tank top and some flowy cotton pants –– and went looking for the kitchen. She got lost three times in the process, and it didn’t help that her stomach was growling at her, angrily, as she walked down the various hallways, tentatively opening up doors and peering in. Finally, she found it, or rather, her nose did. There was so much food set out, Amelia thought for sure the cooks must’ve been preparing for some sort of party. But upon asking, she was informed that this was just the amount of food they prepared each morning and told her she was free to have as much as she liked. She did, eating as much as her stomach could hold, and almost making herself sick.

      On her way out of the kitchen, she saw a note sitting on the counter underneath a landline which hung on the wall. It said the name Dr. Ivan on it and underneath was scribbled a phone number. She picked up the phone and dialed.

      “Hello, this is Dr. Ivan.”

      Amelia had expected to get some sort of secretary or assistant and was a little taken aback to hear the actual doctor introduce himself on the other end.

      “Uh, hi. My name is Amelia, I’m a––”

      “Eldan’s friend, yes, hello. I’ve been expecting your call.”

      “Right. Well, I guess Eldan told you then, that I––”

      “Had an unfortunate run in with some criminals who removed your ID chip, yes. He told me everything.”

      Amelia nodded to herself, trying to figure out how she felt about this stranger knowing everything that’s happened to her, and about the fact that she was walking around without an ID chip, which was a criminal offense in District Eight.

      “I have time to come check you out later this afternoon, does that work for you?” The doctor’s voice was chipper, which was not something Amelia was used to when dealing with medical professionals. “Eldan said he was worried it might get infected. I offered to come look at the wound yesterday, but he said you were sleeping and he didn’t feel comfortable having me examine you without your permission.”

      “That was… very kind of him,” said Amelia.

      “Yes, he’s a very considerate man. So, this afternoon? Around three?”

      “Sure, yeah.” Amelia checked the clock hanging on the wall to her left. It was just after eleven. “Three works.”

      “Great. I’ll see you then.”

      The line clicked dead and Amelia hung up the receiver.

      On the counter behind the phone was a coffee machine. She grabbed the pot and a mug from the cupboard above it and poured herself a cup. Without asking if it was okay, she took the coffee to go and began her day of exploration.

      Her bedroom had been upstairs, on the second level. The kitchen was on the main level, along with a dining room, living room, a home office attached to a small library, three bathrooms, and another spare bedroom. Amelia spent a long time in the office/library, trying to imagine what it would be like to work in such a quiet, serene place. She didn’t think she could do it –– she sort of liked all the noise of the nursery, it kept her from thinking too much, which was always a good thing. Besides, it seemed very lonely, being holed up in this room all day, never talking to anyone. It wasn’t like Bud was a great conversationalist or anything, but she was a good listener, as were the rest of the babies Amelia took care of.

      Upon leaving the home office, she found a staircase, separate from the grand on which sat near the front entrance of the house, and ascended to the second and then to the third floor. As opposed to the layout of the second floor, which housed two medium sized guest bedrooms and two adjacent bathrooms, the third floor only had one rather large master bedroom with a beautifully big bathroom attached. Amelia guessed before she even fully stepped inside the room that it must’ve been the Prince’s. Unless, she worried herself as she walked across the hardwood floors towards the four poster bed, it’s the king’s bedroom.

      If Prince Eldan lived here, it wouldn’t be much of a leap to assume the King did as well. And the Queen as well, although Eldan did not mention anything about his mother. She started to feel uneasy about her snooping. It was one thing to wander into the Prince’s room, a man she knew and had saved her life, it was another thing to go waltzing into the King and Queen’s bedroom without an invitation. She turned on her heel and made for the door, stopping only for a quick second to look at a framed photograph which sat on the dresser. It was of a young man, with a similar skin tone to Eldan’s, holding an adolescent shifter boy on his shoulders. They are both grinning and the little boy is making his eyes go cross eyed. It made Amelia smile.

      There was a sound from down the hall. Panicked, Amelia put the picture down and slipped out of the bedroom just as a Meldanian woman, dressed in work clothes, came upon the last step of the staircase and rounded the corner.

      “Oh, hi,” the woman said when she saw Amelia. She sounded out of breath. “I didn’t see you there.” She had light blue skin and was about the same height as Amelia.

      “I was just looking for a bathroom,” Amelia said a bit too defensively.

      The woman frowned at her and pointed down the hall. “There’s one down there.”

      Amelia nodded and whispered a thank you, then tried to walk past but the woman put a hand out and stopped her. “Do you work here?”

      “No,” said Amelia. “I’m a friend of Prince Eldan. I was just staying here for a few days.” She took a sip from her coffee mug, which was in fact empty, as a way to look more at ease. “My name is Amelia.”

      The woman gave Amelia a once over and shrugged. “Whatever,” she said. “It’s none of my business who the Prince shacks up with. I’m just the lady who vacuums and changes the sheets. Are you staying in there with him?” She gestured behind Amelia to the bedroom she’d just come out of. “Do you need new sheets?”

      Amelia made an overly loud, uncomfortable sort laughing sound. “Oh, no. You don’t understand. It’s not like that. We barely know each other ––”

      The woman put her hands up by her head. “Hey, I’m not here to judge. Just trying to do my job.”

      “I just mean… we are friends, that’s it.” Amelia punctuated the point by swiping her free hand, palm down, out in front of her as if wiping an imaginary table. “I am staying in the guest bedroom downstairs.”

      The woman smiled and gave a single, curt nod. “Fine. Like I said, I don’t care. If you’ll excuse me, though, I need to get passed you.” The broad shouldered shifter woman meandered past Amelia. “These sheets aren’t gonna’ wash themselves!”

      Amelia, still feeling embarrassed over what just happened, decided it was now the perfect time to go look for some lunch and wait for Dr. Ivan to arrive.

      

      All the breakfast food had been cleared out and replaced with a colossal lunch spread which included an array of sandwiches, salads, soups, and even a few dessert plates. Again, Amelia did not try to contain herself and ate more than she probably should have.

      It was nearing three when she finished eating. There were french doors on the back wall of the kitchen, which led outside to a nice patio area with comfy outdoor furniture and a beautiful view of the backyard gardens and fountains. Amelia sat out there, digesting and dozing, until a member of the house staff came to inform her that the doctor had arrived.

      He was standing in the living room, carrying a small leather bag and wearing a lab coat. “Hello,” he said, smiling. “I’m Dr. Ivan. You must be Amelia.”

      “Yes.” She waved. “Hi.”

      “If you would please sit down.” He motioned to a wooden chair that had been nabbed from the dining table and placed in the middle of the room. Amelia sat, her wounded arm facing the doctor, and watched as he opened his bag and pulled out a stethoscope, syringe, and a small glass bottle full of light pink liquid. “I’m just going to listen to your heart first, if that’s okay.” Without waiting for a response, he pressed the cold metal of the stethoscope to her chest and instructed her to breath in deeply. She did as she was told.

      “Good,” he said taking out the ear pieces and wrapping the whole contraption around his neck. “Healthy as a horse.” He started to gently unwrap the now brown, crusty bandages around Amelia’s arm. “This is some deep cut,” he said once the skin was fully exposed. “I guess that makes sense, ID chips are implanted well beneath the surface. It’s definitely infected too, but it isn’t too bad. We probably won’t have to cut the arm off.”

      Amelia shot him a look of panic and tried to pull her arm away, but the doctor just laughed and patted her on the hand. “It was only a joke.”

      He straightened up and started to fiddle with syringe, filling it up with the pink liquid. “This should do the trick. Then I’m going to wash the wound and rebandage it. I want you to do that twice a day,” he said. “And you need to stay away from bacteria and dirt, anything that could get you sick for the next few days.” He flicked the syringe once and plunged the needle into Amelia’s arm, just beside the wound.

      She flinched, mainly out of surprise, and opened her mouth to ask a question, but Dr. Ivan talked over her.

      “It’s a good thing you’re staying here. This place is clean as soap itself. You should be fine in a few days, as long as you do what I tell you.”

      “But I’m going home tonight, to District Eight. I have to get back to work.”

      The doctor frowned. “Where do you work?”

      “At a nursery, in the District Eight hospital.”

      He balked. “Absolutely not! You cannot go to such a filthy, infested place with an open wound and a weakened immune system. There’s no way.”

      “But I have to,” said Amelia. “I can’t lose my job.”

      Dr. Ivan stared at her for a few seconds, then reached into his bag and pulled out a packaged toilet and some fresh gaze. “Use a wet cloth,” he said, taking out the toilet. “Or one of these, and gently rub the wound twice a day. Let it dry completely and then put on fresh gauze.” He started to clean the wound.  “Does Eldan know of your plans to leave?”

      “Not yet,” she said, unsure about the direction the conversation just took. “I was going to tell him when he got home tonight.”

      “I see.” Done with the cleaning, he was waiting for the skin to dry. After a few seconds he grabbed the new gauze and began to wrap it around her arm, still as gentle as ever, although the tone of his voice had harshened. “Well, he won’t be happy about this. Not one bit.”

      Amelia’s eyebrows furrowed. “Why should he care?”

      The doctor laughed, softly. “That’s just who he is. Somebody that cares. Cares a little too much sometimes if you ask me.”

      “Then I won’t tell him about the infection,” said Amelia. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. And I’ll be careful, I promise. I’ll still wash it every day and if you give me enough bandages to last me a while, everything should be fine.”

      Ivan nodded. “I suppose that could be alright.” He sighed as he tied off the new bandage. “I just don’t understand why you’re leaving. He would find you a job here, something to do, if you asked. He loves helping people, obviously.”

      “So what?” said Amelia. “I’d just leave my life in District Eight behind and start a new one here?”

      “Why not?” He put his things back in his bag, leaving out a large stack of fresh gauze and a bottle of pills. He handed them to her. “Take one of these pills in the morning for seven days. Don’t skip any of them. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” He closed the clasp of his bag and stuck out a hand. “It was nice to meet you. Call me in a week and give me a progress update, or call me sooner if your pain increases or it seems the infection is not going away.”

      “Okay,” said Amelia. “Thank you.” She shook his hand and he left without another word.

      Amelia felt sleepy after the visit with the doctor. She went back to her room and crawled into bed. She was asleep within seconds of laying her head down on the pillow.

      The sound of knuckles softly wrapping on her door woke Amelia from her much needed nap. It was a strange sensation, having her own room, and especially having someone respect her privacy enough to knock first before barging in.

      “Come in,” she called out. She sat up and rubbed some of the sleep from her eyes.

      The door opened, slowly, and Eldan walked in carefully and quietly, as if still trying not to wake her. “Sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean to wake you up?”

      Amelia yawned and stretched her arms above her head. “That’s fine.” She smiled. “I’m glad you did.” She stood up and looked at her wound. This time the bandage was still white, meaning she hadn’t started bleeding again. “Your doctor did a good job getting me all fixed up.”

      “I’m glad,” said Eldan. “I was happy to hear you ended up calling him.”

      Amelia raised her eyebrows. “Did he call you?”

      Eldan looked down at his feet and swam his arms behind his back. “I may have called him.” He rocked his weight from one foot to the other. “I wanted to see if he’d seen you and if he thought you were going to be okay. I must’ve gotten him on the phone just a few minutes after he left here.”

      “I see.” Amelia walked into the bathroom to splash some water on her face. “Did he say anything else?” she asked after turning the water off.

      “He just said you should be healed up in about a week,” said Eldan. “And he told me to make sure you wash the wound twice a day and take ––”

      “One of the pills every morning, I know, I know.” Her anxiety over telling the Prince she was going to leave started to melt into anger, as she felt now both him and the doctor were infantilizing her. “I’m an adult. I can take care of myself.”

      Eldan stared at her with confused, hurt eyes. “I know that,” he said. “I didn’t mean to insinuate otherwise. I should be going.” He started to leave. “I didn’t mean to bother you.”

      “No, wait,” said Amelia. He stopped and turned back towards her. “I didn’t mean to be short with you. You’ve done so much, been so nice to me. I should be thanking you, over and over again, for everything.”

      The Prince waved the suggestion off. “No need to thank me. It was no trouble.”

      “It might not have been any trouble for you,” said Amelia. “But it meant a lot to me. I so appreciate everything you’ve done, and I don’t know how on Earth I am ever going to find a way to repay you, but I’ll figure it out. I promise.”

      Eldan laughed. “Seriously, it’s not a big deal.” It was hard to tell if the Prince was blushing, because of the color of his skin, but there definitely seemed to be a reddening in his cheeks. “I’m just glad I could help. Would you care for something to eat? I could have my cooks start on dinner early.”

      Amelia shook her head. “No, that’s alright. I’ve been eating all day.” She sifted through the words in her vocabulary, trying to find the best way to explain that she needed to go back home to her sad, cruel life, probably never to see the Prince again.

      “A walk then,” he suggested before she could speak. “We could go for a walk through the gardens. Or we could go to town, walking around Meldania. I have a proposition I’d like to talk to you about.”

      The word proposition gave Amelia some pause. She thought of the “proposition” made by shifter males to many of her female friends. It was, on the surface, a proposition of marriage, but at its core, it really just meant the shifter wanted a human he could always keep around for sex and status, and in return, the human woman was given protection and means. But Eldan wasn’t like that, at least, he didn’t seem to be. And if the proposition ended up being something romantic or sexual in nature, Amelia could always say no.

      Besides, if she went on a walk with him, that could buy her some time to figure out how to break the news to him. It wasn’t like she had to be home before dinner or anything –– chances are her parents haven’t even noticed she’d been gone.

      “Sure,” she said. “A walk sounds nice.”

      

      The gardens surrounding Eldan’s mansion were stunning. Amelia stopped at every new plant and flower, pestering the Prince with endless questions about each and every one. He didn’t most of the answers, seeing as he wasn’t in charge of the gardens, but he tried his best and promised he would inquire with the gardeners and get back to her with better answers eventually.

      “It was my dad who designed these gardens,” he said as the two of them sat down on a bench near one of the fountains. “He always loved being outside.”

      “Your note said you went to see him today?” said Amelia. “Where was he? Why doesn’t he live here?”

      “He used to,” said Eldan. “But recently he’s fallen quite ill actually. He’s staying in a facility of sorts, for people who are dying.”

      “Oh.” Amelia looked down at her lap and picked some lint off her pant leg. “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s alright,” he said, in a voice that seemed anything but alright. “He lived a good life. Anyway.” He cleared his throat. “I wanted to talk to you about your plans.”

      “My plans?”

      “Yes, your plans for the future.”

      Amelia frowned. “I’m sorry, I still don’t understand.”

      “I hope this doesn’t offend you, but I had a few members of my security staff run a sort of… background check on you.” He looked at her, clearly waiting for some sort of visual cue as to how she felt about that revelation. She kept frowning, prompting him to continue. “I didn’t mean to pry, but seeing as I was letting you stay in my home, I thought it might be best to make sure you weren’t some wanted murderer or something.” He laughed, awkwardly, then powered through. “My team hacked into some government registry in District Eight, found out that you work in a nursery there and that you are unmarried and have no children. Is that correct?”

      Amelia felt oddly ashamed, having her pathetic life laid out for her like that. She nodded and put her head down. “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.”

      “That’s great!”

      Amelia scoffed. “Is it?”

      “No, er, I’m sorry,” Eldan back tracked. “I didn’t mean like… Your life sounds interesting. I would love to hear more about it sometime.” He sighed. She could tell he was looking at her, but she didn’t return the gaze. “I mean it’s great because I’d like to offer you a job.”

      “What kind of job?”

      “A job working here, in Meldania. We have a nursery, with both shifter and human babies alike, and they are always looking for another pair of helping hands. You could live in the mansion, in the guest room… until you get your own place, that is.”

      Ameila shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why any of it?” She stood up and walked to the fountain. She put her fingertips into the water and caressed the water’s surface. “Why are you doing all this? It’s one thing to spring a girl from her captors. It’s another to give her food, shelter, and an all around better life.” She heard the Prince stand and approach her, slowly. “I just don’t get it.”

      “I thought you might need some help, and since I am in a position to provide it, I thought I might as well offer it.”

      “So it’s pity?” She laughed. “Of course you pity me. I pity me.” She was starting to yell. She splashed at the water angrily, then brought her hand up to her mouth, biting on her knuckle to keep from crying. “I didn’t ask for any of this.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Eldan sit down on the edge of the fountain. “If you don’t want to accept my offer, fine. I don’t care. I just thought it was the best solution. You’re going to run into a lot of trouble trying to get your job back and get access to District Eight canteens and public spaces without your ID tag… right?” She didn’t answer. “So, I thought by offering you an alternative, I was helping. I can see now I have offended you. I’m sorry.”

      Silence followed. She sat down after a while and finally looked the Prince in the eye.

      “Can you help me get a new ID tag?” she asked.

      His forehead creased as he contemplated. “Possibly. I can get my guys working on it. But it could take a while.”

      “I’ll stay here and work in the nursery until then.” She spoke matter-of-factly, hoping not to encourage any sort of emotional response from the Prince. She wanted him to understand that she was not accepting his pity, she did not need him. Rather, she was only doing this because it made the most sense given her current situation. “It’s what makes the most sense,” she said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, believe it or not I’m starting to get hungry again. I am going to get some food and go to bed. I will start at the nursery first thing tomorrow.”

      She stood up and smiled a stern smile in Eldan’s direction. He stared back at her with delight and bewilderment. “Goodnight, Prince Eldan.”

      She turned to leave but he called out to her. “There’s one more thing you should know,” he said.

      “What?”

      “My mother and my brother have been on vacation, but they will be coming home tomorrow.”

      “And?”

      His eyes left hers and went to the fountain water. “Nothing. Nevermind. You will meet them at breakfast.”

      “Fine.”

      “Goodnight, Amelia!”

      Not feeling like she needed to repeat her “goodnight” she left without another word.
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      It had been three weeks since Amelia had arrived at Prince Eldan’s apartment, and she was one more snide comment from his mother away from packing up and moving out. The woman was insufferable, and it didn’t help that Eldan’s older brother, Lendir, was constantly saying disgusting things and making eyes at her.

      If it hadn’t been for her work in the nursery, and her time spent with Eldan, Amelia would have already left. So far, she was loving her work. The people at the Meldania nursery were caring and attentive in a way no one was in the District Eight nursery. And the parents! The parents were a dream! They were always saying please and thank you, asking Amelia if there is anything else she needs to help better care for their children, and she’d already been given three bonuses from three different families. She’d never felt so proud and excited about her work, or her life.

      Eldan was great too. He walked with her every to and from work every day. The building where he conducted most of his stately business was just a few blocks from the nursery. They talked a lot. She’d learned that his father, King Ernad, was always the moral compass of the family. He wanted to rule Meldania with a gentle touch, and was accepting of humans, if not downright in love with them. Eldan’s mother, Queen Clarin, on the other hand, had different plans for the future of the Meldanian dragons.

      Eldan was cryptic when he talked politics with Amelia, but she started to understand some of what was going on based on what little he told her. Marrying those few tid-bits with Clarin’s general, and not subtle, hatred of Amelia and all other humans she comes in contact with, really brought the Queen’s social views to light.

      “But can she actually do anything?” Amelia asked Eldan one day when they were walking back from work. The sun was just beginning to set and the sky over Meldania was an orangish-pinkish-yellow that really emphasized the stunningness of the Prince’s skin tone. The subject of his work day had come up, and he had, in a brief out of character moment, called his mother out for some of the ridiculous new policy changes she had suggested at their council meeting. “Can she make any decisions about the land without your father’s permission? Isn’t the King in charge?”

      “Not in Meldania,” Eldan explained. “We have a monarchy in which King and Queen hold the same amount of power. That being said, it is important my parents show a united front. It wouldn’t look good if they were disagreeing or going behind each other's backs.” He kicked a rock along the path with his foot. “But now that dad is no longer in a position to rule adequately, who knows what she might do…” He trailed off.

      “Have you asked her about––”

      “I received an update from the security team who is working on getting you a new ID tag,” he said. “They think they could have it ready in another week or two.”

      Amelia was hurt by his complete disregard for her next question, but she had known even in asking her first question that she was stepping over a familial boundary. “That’s good news,” she said. “Tell them I say thank you.”

      “Will do.” He smiled. “So how was your day?”

      “Mine was great!” Amelia beamed. “Jonathan did the cutest thing. He’s the human boy I was telling you about the other day. He and I have been working on learning fractions, he’s gotten much better now that there’s a human around to teach him. No offense, but you dragons have no idea how the human brain works.”

      The Prince laughed. “No offense taken. I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

      “I really am. And I think I’m getting the hang of working with the dragon kids as well. They ask so many questions though. They want to know all about humans and about where I come from. Matron Ilda thinks I’m too nice to them, that I shouldn’t answer all of their questions or let them talk during quiet time, but I’ve always been bad at disciplining kids. Especially when they are just expressing their natural curiosity.”

      “That’s good,” he said. “It’s really good to hear actually. If we are ever going to have a truly peaceful and equal society, in which humans and dragons can coexist, we need to make sure the kids of Meldania are taught to be tolerant.”

      Amelia nodded. “You’ve got a lot of hopes and dreams for this place, don’t you?”

      Eldan looked at her. It was the first time she noticed how astonishingly colorful his eyes worth. Usually, they just looked brown, but in this lighting she could see flecks of gold around the irises. “I do,” he said.

      She smiled and grabbed his hand. “You’re going to make a great King some day.”

      He looked down at their entwined fingers and smirked.

      She squeezed his hand and let go. “C’mon, let’s go. I’m starving.”

      She hurried her pace and took off towards the mansion. He lingered behind her for a short while, but soon caught up. The back of their hands brushed against each other, slightly, but after that Amelia stepped a little to her left, putting some distance between the two of them.

      You’re going home soon, remember that. You are not staying.

      She repeated this over and over in her head for the rest of their walk. She repeated it to herself all throughout dinner, when Eldan would smile at her or try to touch her foot with his under the table. She told herself again when she crawled into bed that night, and fell asleep while mentally repeating her new mantra.

      

      She woke up late the next morning. She’d forgotten to set the alarm, which was a task she was still trying to make a habit, seeing as before she moved to Meldania, she never had a use for an alarm clock. The street she lived on was always noisy, and usually one of her parents came home early in the morning, the sound of which never failed to wake her. Otherwise, one of the triplets would shake her before they headed off to school. She had been dreaming about them that morning, when she overslept. In the dream her younger siblings were all there, except they were younger. They looked like they did when they were kids. They were all crying and asking her why Amelia had left them, and begged her to come home.

      Prince Lendir was in the kitchen when she came down to grab a quick bite to eat before being on her way.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” he said to her as she walked in, his mouth overflowing with scrambled eggs.

      Amelia grabbed herself a mug and poured some coffee. “You’re up earlier than usual. What’s the occasion?”

      He shoveled more eggs into his mouth and spoke, spitting bits of yoke all over his plate and the kitchen counter at which he sat. “I’m going into work. Can’t you tell?” He motioned to his body, which was only clothed in underwear and socks. “What do you think? Too casual?”

      “I think it’s just what the Council would expect you to show up in,” said Amelia.

      Lendir laughed. “That’s funny!” He pointed at Amelia with his fork. “You’re a clever human, aren’t you? You don’t meet too many of them.”

      “Maybe you’ve met them and you’re just too thick to get their clever jokes,” she said. “Ever think about that?”

      Lendir finally closed his mouth to chew. He moved his head back and forth as he did. “That’s an interesting point,” he said after swallowing. “At least, I think it was. I don’t really know for sure. I was too distracted by the fact in this lighting, I can see right through your sleeping shirt.”

      Amelia looked down and to her horror found that he was right. She put her forearm over her chest to cover herself and sneered at Lendir. “You’re disgusting.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one flaunting my goods around the breakfast table.”

      “Lendir, is that you?” Eldan called from the other room. Not wanting him to get a peek as well, Amelia took her coffee to go and ran upstairs to get changed. She made a mental note as she pulled a different shirt on never to wear that pajama top again.

      She didn’t say much on her walk to work with Eldan. He tried a few times to start a conversation with her, but she only gave him one word responses and eventually he stopped trying. They were a few yards from the nursery when she turned to him and asked, “What ever happened with those guys who kidnapped me?”

      “What?” He looked genuinely confused. “What do you mean what happened?”

      “I mean, you said you had called some of your buddies at the District Eight police department to come bust their operation. So, did they?”

      Eldan shrugged. “I don’t know. I never followed up.”

      “You never followed up?” She gawked. “How could you not follow up on something like that?”

      “I just forgot, I guess,” Eldan put his hands in the pocket of his pants, making the muscles in his arms halfway flex. He was wearing a t-shirt, which was a little too tight on him. This was his usual work uniform. He didn’t so much enjoy dressing up, Amelia had noticed. He barely even wore a shirt unless he was going to work or they were having guests over to the mansion. “I’m sorry, I will call them when I get into the office.”

      Amelia shook her head and felt tears forming in her eyes. “I just don’t understand how you could forget something like that. What if they didn’t catch the guys? What if they didn’t shut down the operation and those creeps have been stealing and selling girls ever since!”

      Eldan’s shoulders again crawled up towards his ears. “I don’t know what to tell you… I’m sure my buddies went to check out the tip I gave them, and hopefully they did get that group of sellers, but you know the black market for selling humans to shifters is huge. The second you shut down one operation, a new one pops up.”

      “So what? You’re saying we shouldn’t even try?” She knew she was twisting his words, trying to start a fight where there didn’t need to be one. But she felt like fighting. She needed some sort of release for all these emotions she’d been pushing down for the past three weeks. The fear, the sadness, the excitement, the anger, it was all boiling to the surface at once, and poor Eldan was taking all the heat. “Screw all those innocent women in District Eight.” She was yelling now. Passersbys were beginning to slow, if not stop completely, and stare. “Screw the men too! What do we care? We are living high and mighty over here in Meldania, where everything is always happy and the sun always shines!”

      “Where is this coming from?” Eldan raised his voice, but didn’t match her volume. “Just last night you were telling me how happy you were to be here. Everything seemed great. Why are you suddenly acting like this?”

      “Because I feel guilty okay!” The tears poured from her eyes and down her cheeks. “I feel horrible, gut wrenching guilt. It’s not fair that I’m here, living in this amazing house, having all the food I want and making more money in a day than I would make in a month working in the District. It’s not fair. What about everyone else? What about my friends and family?”

      “What about them?” said Eldan. “Bring them here! They are welcome in Meldania.”

      Amelia hadn’t expected this response. She felt some of her anger dissipate and the tears were no longer blurring her vision. “You mean they could come and live here?”

      “I don’t see why not,” said Eldan. “It might take some fenagling, but I could make it happen.”

      Relief washed over her, but the guilt wasn’t entirely gone. There were still so many people suffering in District Eight, so many in danger, and even if she could ensure the safety of her loved ones, she could never save all of them. There was also no guarantee she could convince her family or Victoria to move.

      “Do you want me to set up a private phone line?” Eldan asked. “You can use it to call into the District without alerting any District Officials.”

      “You can do that?”

      “Yes,” he said. “It’s very expensive, and illegal, but I can do it.”

      “That would be amazing.” She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand and smiled. “I’m sorry for freaking out like this. I had a terrible night filled with terrible dreams.”

      “No need to apologize,” he said and she could tell he meant it. “These are trying times, and their even harder for a person as caring and empathetic as you.”

      She started to laugh. “You really know how to talk a girl down, don’t you?”

      He chuckled and said, “I really should get to the office. It’s late.”

      “Right, sorry.” Amelia painted a lively, ready-to-start-the-day look across her face. “I should go too. We can talk more about this on our walk home, yeah?”

      “Of course.”

      This time he reached for her hand. “Have a good day,” he said, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

      “I’ll try.”
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      Matron Ilda decided to take her lunch break early that day. Apparently, she had said something to Amelia on her way out. Amelia, in her defense, was at the time dealing with two screaming toddlers who were fighting over a toy telephone, and could barely hear herself think, none-the-less hear an off handed comment from a coworker already halfway out the door.

      Once she got the kids settled, which meant having to take the toy away entirely, Amelia announced it was nap time and called out for Ilda, who she assumed was in the back room. When the Matron didn’t answer, Amelia called again, and a third time.

      “That’s odd,” she said partially to herself, partially to Renny, the seven-year-old shifter who loved to follow Amelia around all day. “I wonder where she went. It’s not like her to just leave without saying anything. In fact,” she smirked and looked over her shoulder at Renny. “She would totally freak if I ever pulled something like that.”

      The little girl shrugged, her thumb in her mouth. She was a quiet one, Renny. She had light green skin with small, perfectly circular spots running down both her arms and the center of her face. They looked like carefully placed, white freckles. She usually had one of her thumbs in her mouth, and in whichever hand she wasn’t snacking on was always her stuffed alligator, named Chomps.

      “Maybe she went outside for a smoke?” Amelia suggested. She had caught Ilda with a cigarette in her hand one day when she left to walk home, but she didn’t think the woman ever smoked during her shift.

      “I’ll be right back,” Amelia said to the room full of kids. “I’m just going to check the back room.” The front door to the nursery had a child lock on it, making it virtually impossible for one of the kids to open it. She figured they would be fine for thirty seconds while she poked her head out the back door and called for the Matron. Renny followed her, as always. The girl had become sort of like a shadow to her. She often forgot she was there, then she would turn around a little too quickly and nearly knock the poor child over.

      Leaning her weight into the partially stuck door, Amelia finally got it to budge. The mid-day sun poured in, causing Amelia to squint and visor her eyes with her hand. “Ilda!” She called. “Are you out here?”

      She pushed the door open all the way and took a step outside. “Ilda!”

      The matron was nowhere to be found in the back alley. Amelia contemplated walking down a ways to double check, but she didn’t feel comfortable leaving the kids alone for too long. She went back inside and spent the next half hour trying to get the kids down for their naps. Ilda returned a few minutes after that. She opened the front door slowly and made sure it didn’t slam shut behind her.

      “Where did you go?” Amelia whispered as the matron hung up her jacket. “You just left.”

      “I told you I was taking an early lunch.” She looked down at the slumbering little ones and frowned.

      “What is it?”

      The woman started counting under her breath, pointing to each kid as she did. “Eight,” she said. “That’s not right.”

      “Who’s missing?” Amelia started to search the faces of each kid, mentally checking them off. Dede, Simon, Lerane, Polly, Cedrick, Renny–– wait, Renny wasn’t there. She always laid her nap mat down next to Cedrick’s. “Renny,” she said. “Where is she?”

      “Don’t look at me,” said Ilda. “I just got back.”

      Amelia ran to the back room. Sweat was forming on her temples and under her arms. First, she whispered, “Renny? Renny?”, looking in every nook and cranny of the back room. She started screaming after a while, not caring if she woke up the others. “Renny! Where are you? This isn’t a game. If you’re hiding, you need to come out now.”

      The little girl did not reveal herself, and Amelia knew she wasn’t the type to disobey. Amelia’s stomach dropped as she stared at the back door. “Oh no.” She half opened half busted through the door and out into the alleyway. “Renny! Renny!” She ran down one way, choosing a direction at random, and searched behind the dumpster, the piles of trash. This way deadened into a high, chain link fence. Renny could have probably climbed over, if she really wanted to, but Amelia didn’t think she would. She was a curious child, but not necessarily a bold one.

      Running down in the other direction, Amelia caught a glimpse of something bright green ahead of her. She slowed her pace, quickly realizing what she was looking at. Coming up on the stuffed animal, Amelia began to cry. Chomps was sitting on the ground, at the edge of the alley where it meets with a busy street. She picked up the alligator and brushed some dirt off of his snout. “Renny,” she said softly. “Renny, I’m so sorry.”

      

      “I’m sorry, I know you’re in the middle of your work day, but I didn’t know what else to do. Who else to call.” It had been about three minutes since Amelia found out Renny was missing, and she had already cycled through an impressive slew of emotions. She went from devastation to panic, took a quick trip through anger, and had now arrived at determination. She was going to find that little girl.

      “It’s fine,” Eldan said on the other line. “What is it? You sound out of breath.”

      “I lost one of the kids,” she said, emotionless. “I need your help finding her.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Eldan arrived not ten minutes later, with fifteen volunteers from his office building. Amelia provided them with a short description of what Renny looked like and warned everyone that she was very shy, so if someone saw her, it was best not to approach her directly or yell her name.

      “If you see her,” Amelia said. “Just follow her and get in contact with me or Eldan as soon as possible. Whatever you do, don’t lose her again.”

      They all nodded and Amelia gave the floor to Eldan, who, knowing the city better, was in charge of assigning who was to look where.

      “Amelia,” he said, coming to her last. “You and I will start with my office building down the street and work our way through all the other shops leading back here.”

      “I’ll stay here,” said Ilda. “To watch the kids and in case she comes back.”

      Everything was organized and everyone was out on their search routes within twenty-five minutes of the child going missing. Amelia knew time was the most important factor here. The longer this little girl was gone, the further away she could be, and the smaller their chance of finding her.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Eldan said. They were coming up on the office building, which had thirty stories and tons of hiding places. “We will find her.”

      “We should split up,” said Amelia. “This building is too big and we need to hurry. I’ll start with the top floor and work my way down, you start on the bottom floor and go up.” She couldn’t look at him. She worried if she did, she would start crying again, and there was no time for that.

      “That works,” he said, and they were off.

      Amelia cursed the elevator as it crawled up the thirty flights of stairs. Three different people had pressed the button, making the contraption stop three different times. Each person who came into the elevator was given a full rundown on the situation from Amelia, who then asked them to please help look, or if they must go back to work than to at least keep an eye out. Two of the three workers agreed to help look once they got off at their desired level. The third person, a shifter man with reddish-brown skin and angry eyes, barely listened while Amelia was talking and grumbled something about “useless humans” as he stepped off at his stop.

      The thirtieth level was where the royal offices were –– Eldan, his brother, and the Queen and King all conducted their business on this level. Amelia had never been anywhere except the lobby of this building, and she was starting to wonder if it was such a good idea to have separated from Eldan. She wasn’t sure which doors led to closets, which to offices, and which were locked, so she had to try each one. She searched Eldan’s office, which she knew because of the name plate out front. She knocked on Lendir’s office before going inside, unsure whether or not Eldan’s brother was working that day. The office was empty, no Lendir, no Renny.

      The next door didn’t have a nameplate, or any sort of sign. Amelia was just about to turn the door handle when she heard Queen Clarin talking in an exasperated voice. “I cannot believe your brother!”

      “I know, mom,” she heard Lendir say. “But what can we do about it?”

      “We have to do something!” said the Queen. “He’s out there running around, helping that human girl again. When is he going to stop with that ugly, twiggy creature?”

      “I think he loves her.”

      “You take that back!” It sounded as if she slapped him. “He would not dream to disappoint me like that. This is all your father’s doing. If he hadn’t been so damn kind to those parasitic humans who invaded Meldania, Eldan wouldn’t be such a bleeding heart.”

      “You won’t have to worry about father’s influence much longer.” Lendir’s voice was strained. Amelia couldn’t tell if he was upset or just trying to talk low.

      “You’ve seen him?” asked the Queen. She lowered her voice too, and Amelia now had to press her ear against the door to hear. “And?”

      “And he’s very weak. He has less than a month probably.”

      “Finally,” she said. “Finally, I will be able to set my plans into motion.”

      “Not this again. Mom, you can’t be serious.” Lendir was standing very close to the door. Amelia stepped back, fearing he was about to storm out, but the handle didn’t turn. “I know you don’t like them, but you can’t just get rid of all of them.”

      “Why not? After your father kicks the bucket, I will be the most powerful person in Meldania. I will be able to do whatever I want, including exterminate all the humans in the city. Starting first with that little bitch living in our house.”

      “Eldan will be––”

      “Eldan won’t be able to do a thing about it!” she yelled. “Now get out of here before your brother comes back. I don’t want him getting suspicious.”

      Amelia pushed down the urge to process all that she just heard and focused on getting out of there. She ran down the hall, turned the corner, and kept going, unsure which direction Lendir was going to head after leaving the office.

      At the elevator, she opted instead to take the stairs. She pushed open the door next to the elevator and made her way to level twenty-nine. She had checked every office save the Queen’s on the thirtieth level, and it wasn’t like she was going to go knocking and ask the woman who wants to murder her if she could pop in for a quick second.

      She burst through the door on the next level down and surveyed the scene. It had the same layout as the thirtieth level. She took the same route she did before, checking the rooms in the same order. She repeated this for every level, trying not to think about anything else but finding Renny.

      Find Renny. Find Renny. Don’t think about your impending death. Just find Renny.

      

      Eldan ended up finding the girl. She had wandered into the office building and asked the man who worked at the front desk if he had seen her alligator, Chomps. She explained how she had seen someone walking a dog, and she ran across the street to pet it, and once they were gone, she realized she didn’t know where Chomps was.

      The man told her he didn’t have her alligator, but that he was sure Chomps would show up eventually. He convinced her to stay there, with him, while he figured out where her stuffed animal was and maybe help figure out where this child belonged.

      Eldan went straight to the front desk after splitting up with Amelia and found the little girl. He talked with Renny for a while, trying to show her that he wasn’t a threat. Soon enough, she agreed to go with him and he brought her directly back to the nursery, where her parents were eagerly waiting. He wanted to find Amelia first, to tell her the good news and relieve some of her worry, but he knew the priority was getting the child back to her mom and dad.

      He ran into Amelia a few minutes later, on level twenty-eight, and she collapsed into his arms when he announced Renny had been found. He held her for a long time, letting her catch her breath and shed a few more tears. He kissed the top of her head and smoothed her hair. Eventually, she got back to her feet, and the two walked back to the nursery, arm and arm.

      

      END OF PART ONE.
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      Every time Amelia tried to tell Eldan about the conversation she overheard between his mother and brother, the two of them got interrupted. First, she tried to tell him on their walk home that afternoon. After all the chaos with Renny, the kids all got picked up by their parents early and Ilda and Amelia took the rest of the day off. Eldan offered to walk back with her, even though he still had work to do.

      She had worked up the courage, and found what she thought were the right words to use, and was about to tell him, when Lendir appeared next to her, grinning a cocky grin. “Heard you found the girl,” he said. “Congrats… though I am confused how you ended up losing her in the first place. Isn’t that like your whole job, keeping track of the runts?”

      Amelia ignored him and stared straight ahead.

      “Ah, c’mon,” he said. “Don’t be like that, sugar lips.” He reached out to put his arm around her shoulders and Eldan shoved his arm out of the way. “I was just joking.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” said Amelia.

      “Do you need something, Lendir?” asked Eldan.

      “I was hoping I could chat with you, little bro.”

      “About what?”

      Lendir eyed Amelia. “In private.”

      “Later then,” said Eldan. “Right now, I’m walking Amelia home.”

      Lendir smiled. “Great! I was heading that way as well. I forgot my lunch.”

      He walked the entire rest of the way with them, talking up a storm about the latest project he’s been working on; reforming the Meldanian army. The Meldanian dragons were strong and proud, but inherently non-violent. Although many of their cousins fought in the war, most Meldanians abstained. King Ernad never saw much use in cultivating a powerful army, and neither did the kings and queens before him. They had a military force, mainly for defense purposes, and that was good enough for them. Apparently, however, it wasn’t good enough for Lendir.

      Aemlia tuned most of Lendir’s words out, unable to control the rage and fear that was boiling up inside of her. Now was not the time, here was not the place, to have a big blow up with this massive, overly aggressive Meldanian man.

      When they got back to the mansion, Lendir finally excused himself, leaving Eldan and Amelia alone. She kept waiting for a moment where the kitchen staff was out of the room, but they just kept coming and going, bringing food and clearing plates. Most of the house staff was human, and Amelia didn’t want anyone to overhear her news and to start a wide-spread panic.

      The two of them finished eating and Amelia asked if she could talk to Eldan outside. He said yes and they made their way to the backyard, for a post-lunch walk in the gardens. It was quiet, and Amelia knew she had to say this quick and she had to say it now.

      “Your mom and brother are plotting to kill all the humans in Meldania,” she blurted out before they even sat down on the bench by the fountain. Eldan was, in fact, mid-way through sitting down, and upon hearing her revelation, was frozen in a sort of half squat.

      “What?” he said.

      “I overheard them, earlier, when I was looking for Renny on the top floor of the office building. They were in some unmarked office, talking about their plans for killing all the humans in Meldania after your father dies.”

      Eldan straightened up and shook his head. “That’s impossible. You must’ve heard wrong.”

      “I didn’t,” she said. “Those were your mom’s words exactly. She said she is going to kill all the humans, starting with me.”

      “But…” he trailed off. “That doesn’t make any sense. Meldania would crumble without its human population…” He wiped his eyes and forehead with his palm. “I don’t understand. I knew she didn’t like humans, but I never thought she would… And Lendir! How could he be in on this too!”

      “He didn’t sound like he believed your mother would actually do it,” said Amelia. “But he didn’t try to convince her not to either.”

      “This is insane.” He was shouting and pacing in front of the bench. “Besides the fact that it is completely cruel and immoral, it’s downright stupid! The humans make up the bulk of the working class in Meldania. Sure, we pay them well, but these aren’t wages that Meldanian dragons would work for. Our economy would collapse, and the social structures… No, this can’t happen. I won’t let it. Father won’t let it.”

      “Lendir said he thought your dad only had a few weeks left before he... “ Amelia looked down at the now dirty sandals Eldan had purchased for her the day she came to his mansion. “Eldan,” she started again, knowing it was unnecessary to finish her last statement. “You need to tell them this. You need to convince them not to do this. You can’t leave this up to your father. He’s not in a position to take control of this situation. It has to be you.”

      Eldan nodded. “You’re right. I can’t wait for father to fix this, like I have with everything else. Father is going to leave us soon, and if I’m going to have any control over what happens in Meldania after he’s gone, I’m going to have to take charge now. I’m going to have to show my mother and brother that I will not stand by while they run this city into the ground!”

      

      Queen Clarin didn’t look surprised when Eldan and Amelia barged into her office a short while later and her son demanded answers of her. She stood up and welcomed the two of them in, gesturing with her magenta colored arm. “It’s nice to see you––”

      “I need to talk to you!” yelled Eldan.

      “There is no need to shout, Eldan, sweetie,” she said with a nurturing smile. “If you would like to speak with me, we will do so in a civil manner. Please, sit.” She motioned to the only open chair in the room. The other chair for guests was already occupied by Lendir. She glanced at Amelia and offered her an insultingly transparent look of sympathy. “I’m sorry dear. I’m afraid I don’t have any more chairs. You’ll have to stand.”

      “She can take my seat,” said Eldan. “I won’t be sitting down because this won’t be a civil discussion, mother.” He spat the word mother like it was bad tasting candy.

      Amelia noticed Clarin wince, slightly, as her son yelled at her, but she did not raise her voice in response. “Would you like to go on shouting about nothing, or would you like to tell me what this is all about?”

      “This is about your heinous, illegal, and sickening plan to exterminate all the humans in Meldania.” Lendir’s eyes widened as Eldan said this, but again, Clarin remained unphased.

      “You know about it then,” she said. “Good. That saves me the trouble of having to break the news myself.”

      “I won’t let you do this,” said Eldan. He came around the other side of the desk. He was now only a foot away from her. “When father hears of this––”

      “He will forget about it not a moment later.” She laughed. “Your father is a vegetable, a bag of bones! There is nothing going on in there!” She tapped her temple, grinning. “You can tell him whatever you want. It will only upset him for a short while and poof! It’ll be gone from his memory, snuffed out like the fragile life of a human.”

      “What happened to you?” Eldan was staring at his mother with a look of shocked disgust. “When did you become so cruel?”

      “How dare you speak to me like that!” She stepped towards him, mere inches from his

      face. “I am doing what is best for Meldania. What is best for our people. We should have joined the war like our cousins! We could have ensured humans were eradicated entirely!”

      “That wasn’t what our cousins were fighting for and you know it! They were fighting to preserve this world, to––”

      “To fix what those monsters did to it!” She pointed at Amelia. “The war was about cleaning up their mess! And now they are invading our city and making brand new messes! Have you even been paying attention?”

      “I––” Eldan tried to get a word in.

      “I’ll answer that,” the Queen continued. “No! You haven’t been. You have been too busy reading to your father for hours in the hospital and running around with this slut!”

      Eldan lifted a hand, as if to smack his mother. Lendir stood up and put his hand to his belt, where a knife was slung.

      “Go on then,” said the Queen. “Hit me. You know you want to.” They stared at each other for what seemed like forever. Finally, Eldan brought his arm back down to his side. He stepped away from his mother. “That’s what I thought. Now, if you had been paying any attention to our city the past few months you would know that the humans are not following our recycling and waste management laws, and the garbage is piling up. It’s in the streets, in the rivers, everywhere. They are well on their way to destroying Meldania, just like they destroyed everything else.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Eldan threw his hands up. “Do you know how many dragons I see throwing garbage on the ground. And when was the last time you properly recycled anything! If you really wanted to clean up the city, you would find a way to better enforce the laws. This isn’t about Meldania. This is about you and your hatred of humans.”

      “So what if it is!” Clarin slammed her hand down on the table. “It doesn’t matter why I’m doing it. It’s happening and that’s final! Lendir.” She looked to her eldest. “Call the wolf king from District Eight and start getting everything together for step one of the plan.”

      “What’s step one?” said Eldan.

      The Queen smiled. “It’s nothing you need to worry about, dear.” She brought her evil, terrifying gaze to Amelia. “If I were you, I would get out of my house, out of my city, as soon as possible.”

      “She’s not going anywhere,” said Eldan. “Why do you need the wolf king? We don’t work with the wolves.”

      “We do now.”

      “Mother,” Lendir said. “As a gesture of our gratitude for the wolf king taking the deal, I think we should offer up the humans currently in our own service, as a gift. The first of many.” He smiled at Amelia and ran his tongue along his teeth.

      “I think that’s a great idea,” said Clarin. “You’re welcome to stay, human, if that’s what Eldan wants,” she said to Amelia. “I was just trying to give you a head start.” She sighed. “That’s what you get for being nice.”

      “You cannot make this decision alone,” said Eldan. He walked over towards Amelia, putting himself strategically between her and his family. “You need to hold a meeting with the Meldanian council first. If you act without getting their permission, they can oust you.”

      The Queen’s eye twitched. “I know the law of this land, Eldan. I have lived here far longer than you have. In fact, I have already scheduled a council meeting—”

      “You have?” Lendir asked, frowning.

      “Yes,” said the Queen, sneering at her oldest. “I have. The meeting is tomorrow. As a member of the council, Eldan, I would expect you to be there, of course. I’ve spoken to many of the council members about my plans, and they all agree it will be for the best. I do hope you’ll come around as well.”

      “I will see you there, Queen Clarin,” he said.

      Eldan turned and took Amelia by the arm, which was now dripping with nervous sweat, and led her from the room.

      They walked briskly and silently back to the mansion. Amelia could tell Eldan was furious, and she wasn’t exactly feeling very chipper herself. She decided to hold off on asking the millions of questions fighting for space in her head, at least until the next day, after the Prince had had some time to cool off.

      At the house, Eldan excused himself moments after stepping through the door. “I’m sorry, but I have to retire to my bedroom. I need to prepare for the meeting tomorrow. Please, if you don’t mind, could you go to your room and stay there? Lock the door and don’t leave. I will arrange for some dinner to be brought to you later.”

      “I was thinking I could help you prepare for tomorrow,” she said. “We could eat together in your—”

      “No,” he waved her off. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I need to focus and when you’re around I tend to… get distracted.” If the circumstances had been different, Amelia would have almost thought Eldan was flirting. But his voice had been flat, as if stating a fact and not trying to pay her any sort of compliment.

      “Okay,” she said. “I understand. I will go to my room then.”

      “And lock the door!” He reminded her as she started to ascend the grand staircase.

      “I will.” She stopped halfway up, just as he was about to walk down the hallway. “Should I be afraid, Eldan?” she called. “Do you think I’m in danger staying here tonight?”

      He was quiet for a moment, and then spoke, his back to her. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you. I won’t let anyone hurt you.” He made his way down the hallway and disappeared from view around the corner.

      

      Amelia was in the middle of biting the pinky nail of her left hand—the only nail she had not already chewed down to a nub— when somebody knocked on her door. She called out, inquiring who it was, and heard an unfamiliar voice answer, “My name is Leana, I work for Prince Eldan.”

      The Prince had been at the council meeting all afternoon, and Amelia, having asked to take the day off work, was stuck waiting at the house, trying not to go totally and completely insane. When pressed, Eldan had said he thought the meeting would last at most two hours. That was five and a half hours ago. He had specifically instructed her not to let anyone into her bedroom until he got home.

      “What do you want?” Amelia called to the stranger, sitting upright in her bed. “I’m not hungry, so if you’re here to bring me food, just take it back please.”

      “No,” said the woman. “I am here because the Prince requested we set up a private line for you? So that you can call into District Eight?”

      Amelia hopped to her feet and was already at the door, hand on the knob, before she thought this might possibly be some kind of trick. Maybe this woman was just there to throw Amelia off the scent, and when she opened the door, Lendir would be there to throw a pillowcase over her head and carry her to her untimely death. “Can we just talk through the door?” she asked.

      “Uh, sure,” said Leana. “I was just coming up here to say we have the line set up, we just need to connect to a landline of some sort. I can install one in your room, if you’d like? I have it with me right here. But you’d have to open the door in order for that to work.”

      Amelia felt her grip tighten on the door handle. This was all starting to sound a little too convenient. But, if this woman was telling the truth, then she could finally call Victoria and her siblings, let them know she was okay and to see how they were holding up without her. She ran her thumb across the lock on the surface of the knob. “Okay, here’s what I’d like to do,” she said, quickly formulating a plan. “I’m going to unlock this door. You wait outside while I make my way into the bathroom and lock myself in there.”

      “That’s… fine, I guess.” The woman sounded slightly annoyed. “I promise I’m not going to hurt you. I really am just here to install the phone.”

      “I want to believe you,” said Amelia. “But I just don’t know who I can trust in this house right now. After I unlock the door, do not come in until I tell you so. I’m serious. I um.” She looked around the room for some sort of weapon, but saw only the lamp on top of the desk. Seriously? A Lamp? Again? She stepped away from the door and picked it up, holding it over her head just as she had done the last time she thought her life might be in danger. “Once I’m in the bathroom I will yell out and you can come in and do whatever you need to do to get the phone online. Does that sound like something you can agree to?”

      “Yes. I agree to the terms of your weird, overly-paranoid scheme.”

      Amelia chose to ignore the snarkiness in the woman’s voice and unlocked the door. She backed away, lamp in hand, keeping her eyes fixed on the handle. Once she was within arms distance of the bathroom, she yanked open that door and locked herself in. “Okay!” she said. “You can come in now!”

      The bedroom door opened. She heard footsteps and the sound of someone clearing stuff off the table next to Amelia’s bed. She sat on the floor next to the bathroom door and put the lamp down next to her.

      “So,” said Leana. “Now that you know I’m not a threat—”

      “I don’t know that for sure.”

      The woman laughed. “Fair enough. But let’s just say, for argument's sake, that I’m not here to murder you or whatever it is you’ve got yourself all worked up about, and that I really just came here to do my damn job. If that’s the case, would you tell me what’s going on?”

      Amelia pulled at a piece of her hair and twirled it around the length of her finger. “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Are you human?” she asked. “Or are you a shifter?”

      “Why don’t you come on out and see for yourself?”

      “No thank you.” Amelia looked at the handle, double checking it was locked.

      “I’m human.”

      Yeah right. Amelia rolled her eyes. That’s what a shifter would say too — especially one that was trying to get my guard down.

      “I’m from District Eight,” Leana continued. “East Eight. I ran away a few years back, happened to find myself here. The shifters were good to me and I was able to carve a life out for myself.”

      “What street did you live on?” Amelia asked.

      “What street?”

      “In East Eight. What street did you used to live on?”

      “The apartment building I lived in was on the corner of Tenth and Jamison.” She chuckled. “It was a real shithole. Leaky pipes and mold.”

      Amalie could picture the building perfectly. It was just a few blocks from her parents’ house. Of the shifters that lived in District Eight, few, if any, lived in East Eight. She couldn’t remember ever seeing a shifter in her neighborhood. Either this woman had done her research and was a very convincing liar, or she was telling the truth.

      “I’m just about done here,” said Leana. “Should we follow the same protocol on my way out? I yell once I’m on the other side of the bedroom door?”

      “If you really are a human, you need to get out of this house as soon as possible.”

      Leana didn’t say anything.

      “Did you hear me?” asked Amelia. “I’m serious. The Queen is dangerous and she wants every human in the mansion, in the city, dead. I think you should pack a bag, right now, before they all get home, and run.”

      “I don’t have anywhere else to go,” said Leana. “I can’t go back to the District. I tore my ID tag out and I broke the law by running away. They will throw me in jail.” Her voice cracked when she said jail. “Oh my god, I have to warn the others. Some of the humans who work here have families, kids.”

      “Wait!” Amelia stood up and opened the door, hoping she could have a moment to figure out the best way to tell people so as to not create a city-wide panic, but the woman was already gone. She ran to the bedroom door and saw Leana start for the stairs. Amelia was about to step out into the hallway, when she thought she saw a shadow of someone run around a corner at the other end. It was probably just another member of the house staff, but it gave her pause. She can’t go running around the castle right now. It’s too dangerous. Eldan would be home soon, she hoped, and then she will know for sure how much trouble she was in and what needed to be done. She stepped back into her bedroom, closed the door, and locked it.

      

      The next two hours Amelia spent with the phone glued to her ear. She called her family’s house first, and Lia picked up. She started crying the second Amelia said hello. They talked for a long time, both of them giving full updates on everything that happened the last month or so. For every question Amelia asked her little sister, Lia had three to ask in return. Amelia had to keep curbing the conversation back to District Eight and away from her current situation— which was getting harder and harder to sugarcoat. She didn’t like lying to her siblings, but she felt now wasn’t the best time to reveal this might be the last discussion sheand Lia ever have. There is just no good way to tell a person that.

      “What’s been going on at home?” Amelia asked, darting yet another question about life in Meldania. “How is everyone?”

      “It’s funny you should ask,” said Lia. “Everything has actually been pretty good. After you went missing, mom and dad were actually really worried. They looked for you for weeks. Once the officials said they should probably give up hope, they both sobered up and stopped going out.”

      “They what?” Amelia nearly dropped the phone. “No way.”

      “It’s true,” said Lia. “They sat all of us down and told us how sorry they were. They said they wanted to change, to get better, so that we can be a family again. It’s only been a month, so none of us are holding our breath or anything. Lord knows this isn’t the first time they’ve tried to clean up their acts. I will say though, this time it does feel different.”

      A bewildering wave of emotions washed over Amelia in that moment. She could hear the hope in her sister’s voice, and for a moment, she felt it too. But not a second later was that hope replaced by a cocktail mix of envy and doubt, with a guilt-ridden garnish. She was angry that her parents suddenly decided to be decent people after she was gone, and she wasn’t convinced these new attitudes were here to stay.

      “I wish you were here,” Lia said, bringing Amelia back from her spiral. “Are you coming home soon?”

      “I don’t know.” Amelia sighed. “I will know soon, though.”

      “Can I tell everyone you’re alive?”

      “If you want.” Amelia released a small laugh. “Unless you think that might change things. Maybe mom and dad will go back to their old ways if they know I’m still around to clean up their messes for them.”

      Her sister was quiet on the other line. Amelia knew she might have crossed a line. Just because she was cynical, didn’t mean she had to dash Lia’s hopes.

      “I’m sure they will be happy to hear the news,” Amelia added. “You should tell them. Listen, I have to go. There is someone else I need to call.”

      “Okay.” Lia’s voice was full of disappointment. “Will you call tomorrow?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Bye, Ame.”

      “Bye, sis.”

      Amelia put the phone back on the hook and sat down on her bed. Her sister’s voice was a sort of monkey-wrench, and the more she talked, the more Amelia felt like the monkey-wrench was being used to slowly dismantle all of her future plans, piece by piece. Being in Meldania was like being in a new world—one completely separate from Amelia’s past life and everything in District Eight. She realized, after hanging up with Lia, that over the past few weeks she had really started to envision herself there. All of her plans had started to shift from being about getting home to being about getting a promotion at the Meldanian nursery and wondering if anything would ever happen between her an Eldan. Even when she was planning her possible escape options, should she need one, Amelia was always factoring in Eldan and trying to figure out where they would go hide out until it was safe for them to return.

      Now, all she could think about was going home. An ache began to form in her stomach as she thought about how much she missed her family, and she contemplated a reality in which she never saw them again. It would be very dangerous if she did go home. For all of them. If she was caught sneaking back in without her ID tag, she would be arrested on the spot. Assuming she managed to get all the way home without setting off any alarms, she would then be putting her whole family at risk. The minimum sentence for harboring a fugitive in District Eight is five years.

      She shook her head, trying to shake away these perilous thoughts, and forced herself to dial Victoria’s number. Seeing as it was the middle of the day, she didn’t expect Vic to be home, but she thought she could possibly leave a message.

      Victoria answered after the third ring. “Hello?” She sounded as if she’d just woken up.

      “Vic?”

      There was a shuffling sound and then Victoria’s voice was louder, as if the phone was now pressed right up against her face. “Amelia?”

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “But how— I thought you were—”

      “I know. I’m sorry I couldn’t call earlier.”

      “So you’re okay?” said Vic. “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” said Amelia. “For now, at least.”

      “Lola told me what happened to you,” said Vic. “She said you got picked up by the same sellers she did and that you were sold to some shifter just minutes before the police showed up and saved everyone.”

      “The police did come?” Amelia’s shoulders relaxed as a weight she hadn’t known she’d been carrying was lifted. “Thank god. I wasn’t sure they would.”

      “Wait, you knew?”

      “Yes. I wasn’t sold to a shifter. I was saved by him. He took me and then made some anonymous call to his friends on the force.” Amelia frowned, remembering for the first time since he’d told her, that the Prince had connections with District Eight law enforcement. She made a mental note to ask him about that later. “I’m living with him now, in a shifter city outside of the District lines.”

      “Thank god you’re alright,” said Victoria. “I’ve been so worried.” She sounded as if on the verge of tears. “It’s been really hard.”

      “I understand,” said Amelia. “Er, I guess, I don’t really understand. I’ve never had my best friend disappear before, but I can guess, and I’m guessing it’s not so pleasant.” She laughed, but Victoria remained quiet. Usually Vic was a fan of Amelia dry sense of humor. “Is something wrong? I mean, besides the obvious.”

      “Baby Bud died.”

      The phone slid from Amelia’s hand. She caught it by pushing it against her chest. She could hear Victoria’s muffled voice, catching only a few words here and there, as she described how Bud’s allergies went untreated and she got another infection. As the information sank in, Amelia felt all the muscles in her body tense. It was anger which coursed through her system, not sadness.

      How could her parents let this happen?

      But it wasn’t all their fault. It’s hard, living in a place like District Eight. For some, it’s downright impossible. Both Bud and Amelia’s parents were just looking for a way to get through the day, and then their chosen methods became addictions instead of habits, and it’s not like the shifters running the District were running around setting up treatment centers or helping the unemployed find work.

      That was who really let this happen. The shifters.

      The shifters.

      Bringing the phone back to her ear, Amelia heard herself telling Victoria she had to go. She promised to call back as soon as she could, at this point not really taking any note of what she was saying or what was being said to her.

      She heard the sound of the front door closing downstairs just as she hung up the phone. Eldan was home. She could tell by the footsteps coming upstairs that it was him, not his mother or brother.

      He knocked on her door and called for her in a cheery voice. “Amelia, it’s me! Open up, I have good news.”

      Amelia didn’t immediately go to the door. She waited for him to knock a second time and repeat her name, this time in a questioning tone. “Are you okay? Did I wake you?”

      She got up and opened the door, saying nothing.

      He smiled at her and walked in. “The Council voted that, seeing as my father is still alive, the decision regarding the fate of the humans of Meldania need be put on hold. For now. They want to hear what he has to say, if he is up for it, and then they will deliberate.”

      “So what does this mean exactly? For me, and for the other humans living here?”

      “It means we have some time to figure out a better strategy. And that you are all safe here until further notice.”

      Amelia rolled her eyes. “That’s comforting.”

      “I know it isn’t the outcome we were hoping for,” said Eldan. “But the other bit of good

      news is that the Council has ordered my mother to stay somewhere else for the time being. They do not trust her to be living in such close quarters to all the humans she so desperately wishes to get rid of.”

      “And your brother?”

      “He is going to stay here, but truthfully he is harmless without her. He couldn’t make a decision for himself if his life depended on it. Besides,” Eldan scoffed. “I can take him. If it comes to that.”

      “You would fight him?”

      He shrugged. “Of course. For you.” He looked at her and then away again. “I’ll have to anyway,” he said. “One day.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “My father had two sons, and now that he is coming to the end of his life, it will soon be time to declare who will be his successor as King. That person will rule alongside my mother, until she passes, and then he will marry and bring into power a new Queen.”

      “And that right doesn’t just automatically go to Lendir?” asked Amelia. “I thought since he was older…” she trailed off.

      “That’s now how we do it here,” said Eldan. “If there are two sons or two daughters, or more even, who are in line for the throne, they fight to determine who will rule. This is why my mother is trying to push her agenda now. With my father still breathing, but incapacitated, she holds all the power—except that held by the Council, of course. After my father dies, however, she runs the risk of me usurping the throne, and then she’d have me to deal with. And I would block her every step of the way. She wants to do this before me and Lendir fight.”

      “Is it a fight to the death?” Amelia was somewhat afraid of what the answer might be.

      “Sometimes. If no one surrenders.”

      That fact sat heavy, floating in the space between them. Amelia wasn’t sure what to say. Thankfully Eldan spoke first. “Let’s not worry about that now, though.” He shook his head. “It could be months, a year even, before we have to cross that bridge.”

      Amelia nodded in agreement. “You’re right.”

      “Right now, we just need to focus on the issue at hand. I have an idea of how we might stop my mother, but I’ll need your help.”

      The corners of her mouth began to curl-upwards, producing the first smile she’d worn since talking to Victoria. “I’m in,” she said. “Whatever it is, I’m in. I’m ready to fight.”
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      “So, you’re saying you wouldn’t like it if every human in Meldania was slaughtered for no good reason?” Amelia raised her eyebrows, the tip of her pen ready to start writing the moment the chef starts to speak.

      “I would not like it,” he said. He was wearing an apron, which had yellow stains on it from the breakfast preparation. He was the seventh shifter staff member Amelia had interviewed that day, and the twentieth she had talked to since Eldan had given her this assignment two days prior. “I don’t think this house would function without the human workers. Who is going to wash the dishes and scrub the floors?” He put a finger on his chest and laughed. “Me? Not likely. We need the humans. Not just here, but in all of Meldania.”

      “Okay,” Amelia said, taking down every word of the man’s statement. “I appreciate your time. Now, if you could just sign here, underneath this paragraph. By signing, you are saying that you did in fact say everything I wrote down here and that this is your official, unbiased stance on the issue.”

      She handed the clipboard and pen over to the chef, who did a quick read-through of the statement and signed.

      “Thank you so much,” she said. “You have been a great help, and I will now let you get back to work.” He smiled at her and left in the direction of the kitchen.

      Amelia took the page off the board and added it to the pile she had forming on the table next to her. She stationed herself in the dining room, and had scheduled a time to speak with a number of staff members that day. She prioritized speaking to the shifters, knowing their statements would hold a lot more clout with the council. She would collect and present statements from Meldanian humans as well, just to really hammer home the point, but their opinions and signatures could not be counted in the legal case Eldan was building against his mother. Humans are not full-fledged citizens of Meldania. Similar to how it is in District Eight, they are treated, under the law, more as permanent visitors. They are given certain rights and certain protections, but in regards to political representation, they have none.

      Eldan’s place was simple; he was going to evoke an old law, from the dragon society that the Meldanian dragons descended from, which states that if the majority of citizens disagrees with a political move enacted by the monarchy, they can present their case to the council, who can decide to remove said monarch from power. It only happened once, according to the history books Eldan was able to find, but the political move which landed said monarchy in hot water was of a similar nature to the one his mother was currently trying to promote. The King and Queen who were ousted were trying to purify the dragon bloodline by forcefully sterilizing shifters who were only partially dragon— those who had one parent who was a different type of shifter or even, heaven forbid, who was human.

      Amelia was put in charge of interviewing anyone and everyone who was willing. Meanwhile, Eldan was spending his days at his father’s bedside, waiting for moments of clarity, in which King Ernad may be present enough for his son to explain what was going on. He had on him a recording device, which would capture the conversations he had with Ernad when the man was lucid. If he could get his dad disagreeing with the Queen’s plan to kill the humans on tape, and show it to the council, it would be the final nail in Queen Clarin’s coffin.

      Amelia was reading through some of the other statements when someone cleared his throat. She looked up, expecting it to be her eleven o’clock appointment, and found Lendir leaning in the doorway instead.

      “How’s it going?” he asked.

      Amelia picked up the stack of papers and held them against her chest. “How is what going?”

      “Your little interviews.” He grinned. “Or did you think I didn’t know what you and my brother are planning?”

      “Am I not allowed to talk to the people who live and work in this house?”

      “Apparently,” he sneered. “You are allowed to do whatever you want.” He walked towards her and leaned on the table, bearing his weight on his hands. “But not for long.” His face was only a few inches from hers. His breath smelled like meat and cigarette smoke.

      Amelia held her position, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of moving away. “You will never be king,” she said, not completely convinced of what she was saying, but trying to sound confident nonetheless.

      He looked like he could have slapped her. Instead, he leaned in even closer, as if about to kiss her and said, “I like you when you’re angry.” Sensing that he might try something if she didn’t dodge his advance, Amelia ducked her head and stood up.

      “I don’t have time for this.” She grabbed her clipboard and pen and walked out of the dining room and into the kitchen. Thankfully, Lendir didn’t follow her.

      She tracked down the chef she was speaking to and asked him if he could tell the rest of his staff, most of which had scheduled to talk to her sometime that day, that she would be taking a lunch break and would be back to continue the interviews in an hour. The chef grumbled something about personal assistant to the Prince’s girlfriend not being his job, but agreed to help her out anyway.

      Amelia then snuck out the front door, looking to make sure Lendir wasn’t lurking somewhere, watching her. She headed, on foot, to the facility where Eldan’s dad was staying. The Prince had been there all morning and Amelia thought it would be nice to surprise him and maybe get a chance to finally meet the King in person.

      In the lobby of the hospice facility, Amelia asked the person manning the front desk where King Ernad’s room was located. The man gave her a funny look and asked for some sort of form of identification. “Only family members and Council members are allowed in to see the King,” he informed her. “Are you part of his family or on the Meldanian Council?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m just a friend. Of Eldan. I’m a friend of the Prince. He should be with him. Maybe you could call up to the room and tell Eldan I’m here. He can vouch for me.”

      She went to speak, but was interrupted by the sound of an alarm going off somewhere else in the building. Nurses rushed from what appeared to be their break room and ran in the direction of the sound. The man looked down at a large panel sitting on the desk in front of him. There were small lights, lined up in rows, under which was written room numbers and what Amelia guessed were the names of the people staying in each room. The light at the very bottom, left corner was flashing. The sticker underneath read “Ernad.”

      “It’s the King,” said the man in a flustered voice, eyes wide. “He’s flatlined.”

      Amelia didn’t hesitate. She took off in the direction all the nurses had run and caught up to them about halfway up the first flight of stairs, on their way to the second level. By the time they arrived at King Ernad’s room, another nurse was already there, standing over the King’s body, wearing a defeated expression.

      Two nurses were standing in front of Amelia, so she had to elbow her way past. “Eldan!” She saw him sitting in a chair in the corner of the room, his head in his hands. “Eldan.” She ran to his side and wrapped her arm around his shoulders.

      “He’s gone,” the Prince said. “She tried to revive him, but it was his time.” He sounded like he was far away. Amelia couldn’t shake the feeling that she was talking to someone physically there but mentally on a different plane.

      “I’m so sorry.” It was all she could think to say.

      “Like I said, it was his time.” Eldan let out a long, tired breath and laid his head on Amelia’s shoulder. “I wish you could have met him.”

      “Me too,” she said.

      She saw the recording device was still set up at the foot of the King’s bed. She stood up and pressed the button on the side, and picked both it and the tripod up. It was awkward, trying to hold that and also reach out for Eldan’s hand, but Amelia wasn’t going to let anyone else take the camera. She didn’t know what footage was saved on here, but she knew, at this point in time, she didn’t want anyone besides her and Eldan seeing it.

      “Do you want to stay?” she asked the Prince. “I can stay with you.”

      He shook his head. “I want to go home.” He stood up and walked over to the bed, letting go of Amelia’s hand. Once at his father’s side, Eldan reached out and moved some of the gray hair from his father’s face and kissed him on his sunset-colored forehead. “Goodbye, dad. Don’t worry, I’m going to make you proud.”

      

      That night, Amelia thought it was best to give Eldan some space. When they got back to the mansion, he went straight to his bedroom and locked the door. She spent the afternoon looking through the footage of the Prince and the King’s conversations from the last few days. There was nothing politically useful in any of it, but that didn’t stop Amelia from re-watching it for hours. She loved seeing the interactions between Eldan and his dad—the Prince was so gentle and patient with Ernad. The old man was very forgetful, sometimes completely out of it, and Eldan never got frustrated or raised his voice.

      His dad knew who Eldan was, most of the time, but he had no clue how old his son was, or what was going on in Meldania. He often referred to things that happened years back, as if they were going on right then. Eldan spent a lot of time reading to his dad, and telling him stories to help him remember aspects of his life he may have forgotten. Amelia always started the recordings over when she got to the footage of that morning. It was too painful for her to watch the last moments Eldan had with his father; especially considering he didn’t know they were going to be his last.

      She knew she would have to watch it eventually, to make sure there wasn’t anything in there that shows the King’s stance on the human population of Meldania, but not today. That could wait.

      As the sun set, Amelia finally got the nerve to go knock on Eldan’s door. To her surprise, he opened up right away. His eyes were puffy, prompting her to think he’d been crying, but otherwise he was acting oddly hyper.

      “Come in, come in,” he waved her inside. “I was just about to come talk to you.”

      “How are you?”

      He frowned at her, as if she had just asked him what his favorite stuffed animal was when he was a kid. “I’m fine,” he said. “I need to prepare.”

      “Prepare for what, exactly?” Amelia approached Eldan cautiously. She reached out to put a hand on his back, but he moved away from her at the last second and started pacing in front of his bed.

      “For the fight. With Lendir.”

      “What?” Amelia said. “You can’t possibly be thinking about that right now.”

      “I have to think about it right now! It will happen sometime in the next few days.”

      “Days?” Amelia gawked. “But your dad just died. Isn’t there like a sort of… grace period?”

      “Lendir and my mother will insist on having it as soon as possible.” He pointed a determined finger at her. “And I will not ask for more time. It is a sign of weakness, and I cannot afford to look weak at a time like this.”

      “Can you at least give yourself one night?” Amelia said, sitting down on the bed. “Deal with all this in the morning. For now, just let yourself grieve. If you don’t, you’re going to go crazy.”

      “Don’t you get it!” he yelled and threw his hands up in the air, as if the key to understanding what he was grappling with was floating right above his head. “I can’t let myself grieve or I won’t be able to stop. If I let the reality of what happened this morning really sink in, I will never beat Lendir.”

      “But—”

      “Please!” he said. “Please, don’t talk about this anymore.” His voice cracked. He brought his hands back down by his sides and leaned his weight against the wall by his bed. “I can’t think about this anymore.” He sunk down to the floor and sighed. Amelia knew his anger wasn’t directed at her, and besides, he just lost the most important person in his life. The Prince was allowed to act out.

      She went and sat next to him. “I’m just worried about you,” she said. “That’s all.”

      He looked at her and stared into her eyes like he never had before. He seemed to penetrate her mind with his look. He was looking inside her for something—answers maybe? Comfort? She wasn’t sure she had any. She sifted through dozens of sentiments and words of wisdom, looking for the best thing to say, but came up short. Instead, she held his gaze, hoping just being there would be enough.

      It was.

      He closed the space between them and kissed her. His lips were salty, the taste of dried tears. Amelia waited a moment before kissing him back. She wasn’t sure if he was just using her as a much needed distraction. She wouldn’t blame him if he was. She was no stranger to distracting oneself from pain. But she couldn’t be his distraction. Some other woman would have to do that. She wanted more—needed more.

      He stopped kissing her, it likely only now dawning on him that she wasn’t exactly into it. “Is something wrong?” he asked. His eyes were swimming.

      “I don’t think we should do this,” said Amelia. “You’re going through something and I want to be here for you, however I can, but this feels like an escape. It doesn’t feel real, and if this is going to happen, I need it to be real.”

      The Prince leaned back against the wall and smiled. “Of course this is real.” Amelia watched him while he looked straight ahead, into some thought bubble she wasn’t privy to. “Just like my feelings for you are real. And the only reason they are boiling over the surface now, is not because I’m sad about my dad and I wanted to forget… It’s because after seeing my dad pass, and facing this fight with Lendir, it’s starting to dawn on me just how short life is. I don’t want to waste any more of my time pretending I don’t want to be with you.”

      “Oh.” Amelia sat back, feeling dumb and disappointed. “I see.”

      “But you don’t want this,” he said. “So we won’t.”

      “I mean, I didn’t say I didn’t want it…” She rested her arms on top of her knees and twiddled her thumbs.

      The Prince chuckled. “Well, now the mood’s ruined anyway.”

      She laughed and agreed. They were quiet for a while. Amelia was trying to force her body to move so that she could go back to her bedroom and sleep off the sexual desire that was coursing through her, but her legs wouldn’t budge.

      “Oh screw it.” Amelia turned to Eldan, grabbed his face with both her hands, and planted her lips on his. She kissed him like it might be the last time, which for all she knew, given the uncertainty that seems to always be plaguing the two of them, it could be. She ran her hands through his thick, long hair. Cupping one hand around the back of his neck, Amelia pulled herself onto his lap, straddling him. The Prince’s tongue was in her mouth, tasting her, drinking her up. She pushed away from him for just enough time to pull off her tank top. She wasn’t wearing a bra— she had stopped wearing them after arriving in Meldania, where very few human women and no shifter women wore them.

      Eldan brought his mouth to her neck and started sucking and gently biting her skin. Amelia moaned as she felt his arousal through his pants, pressing against her. Using his impressive core strength, and bracing the weight of them both against the wall, Eldan stood up, carrying Amelia. He walked her over to the bed and threw her down, with a bit more dominance than Amelia had expected from him. She liked it.

      She sat on the edge of the bed where he stood and worked to get his belt and buttons undone. He did the rest of the work, pulling his pants off and tossing them on the floor. He was standing before her, muscles glistening, his member engorged. She reached out and first took him in her hand, then guided his penis into her mouth and worked him over. She was slow at first, letting the tension build, but once his breathing started to get labored, his pleasure was turning her own and she went faster.

      Just before it seemed like he was about to finish, he put a finger under her chin. She stopped and let him lift her gaze up to meet his. He smiled down at her and said in a kind but authoritative voice, “Lay back.”

      She did and he pulled her cotton stretch pants and panties off with one quick, eager motion. He was on top of her now, holding up his weight with his sweaty, athletic arms. His legs pressed against her sides, and his mouth was back to exploring hers again. One of his hands found its way between her legs and he rubbed her clitoris with two fingers, moving in small circles. Amelia had to break her mouth from his to let out a loud, breathy sigh of relief as her red-hot desire was finally being satiated. He rubbed for a while longer and then put his two fingers inside of her. Indications of her pleasure were dripping down her legs now.

      She reached down, wanting to take the role of dominance for the finale. She pushed his hand away from her and ran her own up and down his length. Gripping his confidently but not too hard, she brought him inside of her and they both let out simultaneous gasps of gratification. He moved in and out of her with a steady pace, breathing heavily right next to her ear. Again, holding his weight with only one of his arms, he used the other hand to cup one of her breasts and play with her erect nipple.

      His final thrust came with a blissful exhale, bringing them both to a climax. Still inside Amelia, Eldan kissed her once more, this time with less passion and more sweet, soft affection. He pulled himself out and crawled off of her, repositioning himself so that he was leaning against the headboard. She allowed herself one more moment of bliss, eyes closed, still coming back from the place where that amazing orgasm had taken her. Then Amelia crawled next to her Prince, who cradled her into the nook between his chest and arm, and there they fell asleep.
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      It was through Garcia that the initial challenge notice was brought to Eldan and Amelia the next morning. The Prince assistant appeared wary and nervous when he walked into the bedroom, after knocking almost so quietly Amelia thought she may have just been hearing things. On the off chance she wasn’t she had called out, “Come in.” Which had woken up the Prince. She had been up for nearly half an hour at this point and had already dressed and sat herself down at the desk. She stood up as Garcia entered the room. The Prince remained where he was, likely due to the fact that he was still completely naked, and greeted his assistant with a big, bright smile.

      “Good morning, Garcia,” he said. “How are you doing this fine day?”

      Garcia looked back and forth between the Prince and Amelia, putting together the details of the circumstances he had just walked into. He offered Amelia a small smile before turning his full attention to Eldan and explaining why he was there.

      “I’m afraid I am the bearer of bad news, sir,” he said. “Your brother Lendir has announced this morning, upon hearing of your father’s death, that he has officially challenged you to a throne duel, which is to occur the day after tomorrow. Unless you should so choose to counter with a different date or, of course, there is always the option to surrender without a fight.”

      “I will do neither,” said Eldan, not appearing to be too shocked by the announcement. “Please inform Lendir and the Council that I will be ready for the fight the day after tomorrow.”

      Garcia bowed. “Very well, sir. There is another thing, seeing as the political future of Meldania is, shall we say, up in the air at the moment. The Council had decided to postpone their next meeting, the one in which you were to present the case against your mother, until after the duel.”

      The Prince sighed softly. “I guess that was to be expected. Thank you for informing me, Garcia. Now, if you don’t mind popping downstairs and requesting that someone bring up a fresh pot of coffee for me and Amelia, that would be wonderful.”

      The assistant bowed a second time, but didn’t immediately leave. “Sir, at risk of being too forward, I feel I must reflect on your unexpectedly calm demeanor. Did you not hear what I have just told you?” He glanced at Amelia, his face puzzled. “I thought you would be more… reactionary.”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint,” said Eldan. “I don’t know what to tell you—only that I am not afraid. Lendir doesn’t scare me, and really, no longer does death. Besides, my brother’s greatest strength is getting inside his opponent’s head. Well that and cheating. Seeing as I cannot exactly control the latter, I figure I might as well do what I can to control the former.”

      “That is very wise of you, sir,” said Garcia. “I do hope the plan works in your favor. Officially, as an employee of the Meldanian monarchy as a whole, I am not supposed to take sides when it comes to throne duels, but I think it would be fair to say that, as someone who values their life, I would be much better off should you end up the victor.”

      He started to walk out the door, then stopped again. This time he addressed Amelia instead. “Excuse me for asking, but I was curious,” he began. “To know what you may have said to the security worker by the name of Leana? She packed up and left yesterday. She said she is going to try to make it all the way to District Seven.”

      Amelia winced, remembering how she had just a few days prior scared that poor woman half to death. “I may have panicked her a little over what the Queen planned to do. In my defense, I was in the middle of my own panic moment. It’s a good thing she’s left though, isn’t it? If Lendir does win, which,” She looked at the Prince. “Probably won’t happen.” Back to Garcia. “But if it does, she will be better off having left with enough time to hopefully get away.”

      “She will never make it to District Seven on foot,” said Garcia. “The trip might be worth it for someone running away from certain death, but the journey is incredibly dangerous and she will likely die on the way.”

      “Oh my god.” Amelia cupped her mouth and looked to Eldan for reassurance. “You can get her back, right? Can you send someone? In a car. They will be able to catch up with her.”

      “Of course,” said Eldan. “Garcia, send someone right away.”

      Garcia nodded. “I will, sir, but it isn’t clear which direction she went in.”

      “Then send multiple cars,” said the Prince.

      “Will do.” The assistant excused himself for the final time and left.

      “I didn’t mean to cause that woman any trouble,” said Amelia, making her way to the foot of the bed and sitting down. “I thought I was helping.”

      “You were afraid. It makes sense that you tried to warn her.”

      Amelia bit her lip and thought about what it was exactly she had said to Leana.

      “She’s got the right idea though,” said Eldan. “Having some sort of back up plan would be smart. I know it’s not fun to think about the idea of me losing my brother, or losing to my mother even, but they are very real possibilities. We need to start figuring out what you are going to do if something goes wrong.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that too,” Amelia admitted. “I was wondering about your connections in the District Eight Police Department. If push comes to shove, maybe you could ask them to help me sneak back in, seeing as my replacement ID tag is taking forever.” She gave him a look, as if to question the dedication of the team he hired to take care of that little problem.

      “About that,” said the Prince. “I’m pretty sure my mother has something to do with the delay. She has spies planted all over this city. I’m sure there is someone in my security team who has been sabotaging the whole thing.”

      “You don’t think they could have done something to my private phone line, do you? Could they be listening in?”

      The Prince’s eyes widened. “It’s possible,” he said. “I should have thought about that. Ame, I’m sorry. I should be more careful.”

      Amelia was smiling, which made Eldan frown. “What is it?”

      “Nothing, it’s just…” She laughed. “You called me Ame. That’s what my family calls me.”

      “Is that okay?”

      “It’s fine,” she said. “I like it.”

      “Good,” he said. “Ame it is.”

      “Now about that back up plan,” she said. “Do you think you could help me sneak back in if it comes to that?”

      Eldan pursed his lips and looked out the window. “I don’t know. That’s a lot to ask. It’s one thing to give my buddies a tip in exchange for them giving me a tip about what the wolves are up to or something. It’s another to ask them to look the other way while I sneak in a fugitive, whom I helped escape in the first place. There’s no guarantee that they would honor any deal we made anyway, especially if I’m dead and there is a new Meldanian King in charge.”

      Amelia let the hopelessness of that one possible future sink in for a moment, then, instead of letting the dread take over, she shifted her focus. “Okay, so what you’re saying is I am pretty much screwed if your brother wins. Just like all the other humans in Meldania.”

      “I’m sure we could come up with a better back up plan if we think about it for—”

      She shook her head. “There’s no time. We have to figure out how you are going to win, because that is the only way I am going to make it through this week alive. That’s what we need to focus on. Now, earlier you mentioned that Lendir is not above cheating. Do you know how he usually does it? Have you seen him fight before?”

      “Plenty of times,” said Eldan. “He used to pick fights in school all the time. His go to move was to dip his claws in poison. It was nasty stuff. He would only use enough to stun his opponent, incapacitate him. That way Lendir could pound on the guy until he surrendered. In the fight against me, I’m sure he’ll use a lot more though, probably a lethal amount.”

      “Won’t he get caught? Couldn’t they tell he was using poison?”

      “The stuff is practically invisible, and it’s near impossible to determine if someone is struggling because they were ripped open by massive, razor sharp claws, or because they were ripped open by massive, poison dipped, razor sharp claws. By the time they might figure anything out, I would already be dead and Lendir would be King.”

      “Okay, how are we supposed to combat this then?”

      “We’re going to have to out-trick the trickster,” said the Prince. “If we could find out where he keeps the poison, we could take it and switch it out for something else.”

      “Brilliant!” Amelia clapped her hands together. “Smart and attractive. Once you become King you’re going to be a triple threat.” She winked at Eldan who reached a hand out to her. She let him pull her close and kiss her.

      “There’s another advantage I have over my brother, other than knowing what he may have up his sleeve.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I have something worth fighting for.” He pressed his forehead against hers. “I have you.”

      

      The two lovers spent the rest of the afternoon planning how they were going to break into Lendir’s bedroom, which he always kept locked, and look for his poison. They had coffee and food brought up throughout the day, and the Prince never did manage to get fully dressed. The one time he did start to pull on his pants, Amelia stopped him mid-way and they found themselves in between the sheets once again.

      As the sun started to set, Garcia returned and started to ask the Prince some questions regarding the funeral arrangements for his father. Amelia knew this was something very important to Eldan, and she thought her presence in the room was becoming a distraction, so she excused herself and went to go shower and change her clothes.

      She took a longer shower than she usually did. Standing under the hot water, she wondered what life would be like after Eldan won. That was how she was framing it in her head. No longer was she using the word if, only when. She thought about how amazing it would be to live in a city where humans and shifters were equal. She would find a way to get her family and Victoria, if she wanted, out of District Eight and into Meldania.

      She even humored the idea of being Queen and starting a family with Eldan, but quickly she shook that idea away while she shook some of the shower water out of her hair with a towel. That was a long ways off, and there was a lot that needed to happen before she and Eldan had their “happily ever after.” Day-dreaming about that future now would just cause her to lose focus on what was happening then, which she couldn’t afford to do.

      Now clean and in a fresh set of clothes, Amelia let her growling stomach decide what to do next. She would head down to the kitchen and make something for her and Eldan, which they could eat together in bed. She stepped out of her bedroom and into the now dark hallway. It wasn’t too late, just after sundown, and usually there was a light on in the hallway or downstairs, but instead, it was pitch black.

      Amelia slowed her pace and she walked down the hallway, running her hand along the wall, feeling for a switch. Instead of a switch, her hand grazed over what felt like fabric.

      It was a person.

      Before she could so much as squeal, a pair of inhumanly strong arms seized her, one of them wrapped around her neck, and they started constricting the breath from her lungs. She couldn’t breathe any new air in. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head and all she could think in the seconds before going under was, Seriously? Again?

      

      END OF PART TWO.
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      For the second time in a matter of weeks, Amelia woke up locked in a room she didn’t recognize and only dimly aware of what had happened to her. She didn’t like that this was becoming a habit of hers and she made a mental note to get some sort of self-defense lessons if she ever got out of there.

      Thankfully this time Amelia wasn’t in a cage. Nor was she stripped down to her underwear. She still had all her clothes and she was quite certain she was in Lendir’s bedroom. His room was in the basement of the mansion, Amelia knew that much, although she’d never seen it. There were no windows and she could tell the walls were cement. Nobody upstairs would hear her scream and not many of the staff members were brave enough to venture down here; they were all a little afraid of Lendir. Being rescued didn’t really seem like an option. She would have to find her own way out.

      Lendir’s bedroom door had a lock with a keypad. It was much fancier than the other locks in the house. Even Prince Eldan only had a deadbolt. On a whim, Amelia tried the handle, just in case Lendir was actually as stupid as she thought. He was at least somewhat smarter than she wanted to give him credit for, the handle didn’t budge. She thought maybe her best bet would be to acquire some sort of weapon, anything but a lamp, hide somewhere in the room so when Lendir got back she could pound him over the head and run.

      She was mid-way through her search of Lendir’s room when she heard someone punching numbers into the keypad and the door opened. The eldest Prince waltzed into the room wearing the condescending expression of a father who just caught his kid sneaking an extra piece of candy after being told no. Amelia tried to mask her disappointment and opted for a smile instead. She wasn’t sure what Lendir was capable of, but she didn’t exactly want to find out. She figured she’d try not pissing her captive off for a change.

      “Hello, Lendir,” she said. She was bent over his desk, her hands still inside the top drawer through which she had just been riffling. “I was just trying to help you get organized. I figured since I had some time to kill, being locked in here and all, I might was well get things tidied up.”

      “That’s very sweet of you.” Lendir was smiling and clearly ready to play this little game with her. “Maybe you do serve some purpose after all. I may keep you around after I become King.”

      “Your mother probably wouldn’t be too keen on that idea.” She stood up straight and closed the drawer with her hip. “And the word in the mansion is that you do whatever the Queen wants, no questions asked.”

      He smirked. “I see what you’re trying to do. It won’t work.” He stridded towards her, hands in his pockets. His skin was more red than Eldan, but up close they did look eerily similar. “I will not be baited by you.”

      Amelia raised her arms, palms out. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I was just letting you know what everyone else has been saying.” She spotted a small wooden box on a shelf on the wall behind Lendir, and suddenly she remembered about the poison. The box had beautiful carvings on it and there was a thin layer of dust forming on its lid, as if it was only opened on special occasions. It looked totally out of place with all the other decorations and trinkets in the room. It was too pretty, too expensive looking. She had a feeling that was where the poison was. “Really,” she said. “I’m not looking for a fight. Just tell me what you want from me and I’ll do it.”

      “That’s funny,” said Lendir. “I didn’t take you for the submissive type.” He sighed. “It’s a shame, really. I thought you were different from the other humans. I thought you had a fire in you. It was very attractive. But if you’re just some pathetic girl who gives up at the first sign of trouble, then I don’t see any reason I shouldn’t kill you right here on the spot.”

      He was serious. He would do it. She could tell by the way he was looking at her that he had been waiting for this moment for a long time. It was time to change tactics.

      Amelia let one corner of her mouth curl, forming a seductive smile. “Now look who’s trying to bait who.” She took a half a step towards him, leaving about two feet of space between them. “Okay, I’ll bite. I know you’ve wanted me since the first time you laid eyes on me.”

      “I would never lie with a human,” he said and spat on the ground next to her feet. “You are disgusting creatures.”

      “Oh, c’mon,” she said. “You’re not just a little curious? Don’t you want to know what all the fuss is about? You have to wonder why Eldan is so obsessed with me… Did it ever occur to you that I may be just that good?”

      He hesitated before answering and she knew she had him. She pressed her body against his and started kissing him. She had to wait for the perfect moment, when he was totally absorbed by the kiss but not quite at the point of wrapping his arms around her. She felt his muscles tense, his arms about to lift, and then she threw her right knee into his groin as hard as she possibly could. Lendir let out a loud, angry groan, but Amelia had already side-stepped out of his reach and gone for the box. She cradled it the crook of her elbow and dashed out into the hallway. She practically tackled two surprised members of the cleaning staff on her way up the stairs, but she didn’t stop to apologize. She went up the stairs two at a time and as she rounded the corner on the main level to ascend the staircase to the second, she full-body collided into Eldan. The box fell to the floor, busted open, and out rolled a small bottle of clear liquid.

      “There you are!” he said, holding her shoulders. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You just disappeared last night!”

      At that moment, Amelia realized the sun was shining through the windows and it was the next day. “It was Lendir.”

      He looked down at the contents of the box. “Is that the—”

      “Yes.” She bent down and grabbed the poison before anyone else could. She slipped it into her pocket and kicked the box under the small table which was pressed up against the wall. She didn’t want anyone besides Eldan knowing she’d taken it.

      In between labored breaths she started to explain what happened. When she got to the part about having kissed his brother, the Prince’s mouth was in a tight line across his mouth and one of his hands balled up into a fist. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had to. It was the only way to distract him so that I could get the upper hand. You understand, don’t you?”

      Eldan nodded, but he still looked upset. “I understand.”

      There came an angry growl from behind Amelia followed by the sound of heavy footsteps making their way up the stairs. Eldan stepped in front of Amelia, putting himself between her and his brother. Lendir came around the corner. His eyes were narrowed and his claws had grown slightly longer. He was on the verge of transforming.

      “Let me have her,” said Lendir. “Just give her to me, and this can all be over, brother.”

      “No,” said Eldan. “I will not let you hurt her.”

      “Why are you doing this!” Lendir bared his teeth. “You are choosing a human over your family. That was not how we were raised! Father would have—”

      “Father would have done exactly what I am doing and you know it! He wanted all Meldanians, human and dragon, to live together in harmony. He would be ashamed to see what you have become. His heart would break to know what a horror the love of his life truly is.”

      “Do not speak about mother like that!” Lendir advanced on his brother and went to slash.

      Eldan stepped back and avoided the blow. “Are you sure you want to do this, Lendir?” he asked. “We don’t have to. Just because this is how the throne has been passed down in the past, doesn’t mean we have to continue the bloody tradition. We could rule together, you know?”

      Lendir laughed. “Is this an idea she put in your head?” He pointed a long, sharp claw in Amelia’s direction. “Before you met her, Meldania and your people were all you ever cared about! You would let nothing stand in your way of becoming King and fulfilling all the great promises you’ve made to the Meldanian dragons. I would have surrendered the throne to that Eldan. But this Eldan… I don’t even know him.”

      “I’m the same Eldan you’ve always known, and I am doing what’s best for the Meldanian dragons. We need the humans. You know this.” Eldan kept his composure and lowered his voice. Amelia, having stepped back a few paces, had to strain to hear what he said, and once she did, she felt a little guilty for having eavesdropped. “Mother may think you are stupid and easily manipulated, but I don’t. I know you are intelligent and you have too much to offer our people. Stop letting her use you. Tell me, Lendir, what do you want? Do you want to fight me? Do you want to rule alongside mother?”

      Lendir was quiet. His claws even started to retract. He was calming down.

      There was the sound of a door slamming, the main door, and the Queen shouting. “Where is Eldan? I need to speak with him at once!” She walked into view and took stock of the scene before her. “Boys,” she said with a smile. “I thought the fight wasn’t scheduled until tomorrow?”

      “There’s been a change of plans,” said Lendir.

      “Is that so?” asked Queen Clarin. “Well, you cannot expect to have the duel in here. You will make a mess of the place. Shall we go to the arena?” She was speaking as if this fight, which could quite possibly result in the death of one of her sons, was just some pleasant afternoon outing.

      “Is there going to be a fight, Lendir?” Eldan asked, eyeing his brother. “Or are we going to call this whole thing off like civilized leaders?”

      The Queen laughed. “What are you talking about?” She looked from Eldan to Lendir. “Len, dear, what is he talking about? Of course there is going to be a fight. How else are we going to determine which of you sits on the throne?”

      Lendir didn’t say anything. Clarin frowned and went to her eldest son. “Lendir, answer me. What is your brother talking about?”

      “We thought we might do away with the dueling tradition, mother,” said Eldan. “It seems very barbaric and we couldn’t help but think there might be a better way to go about things.”

      Clarin stared down at her eldest with fury. “It this true?” Again, Lendir remained silent. She slapped him hard across the face. “You rotten, ungrateful fool! After everything I’ve done for you! After every advantage I’ve given you, this is how you repay me? No.” She folded her arms. “I will not accept this.” She grabbed Lendir’s face in her hands and pleaded with him. “You cannot do this to me. I am your mother and you are my son. You have a duty to protect me. By doing this, you are putting me in danger. Is that what you want?”

      “No,” said Lendir.

      She let go of his face. “Good. Then it’s settled. The fight is back on.” She turned on Eldan and sneered. “And just so you don’t have time to use any more dirty mind tricks on your poor, simple brother, we will move the fight up to this afternoon. You will meet us at the arena in three hours. Agreed?”

      Eldan nodded, still composed. “Agreed.”

      The Queen turned on her heel and called for Lendir to follow her. “Come along. We need to get you ready.” They headed downstairs and out of sight.

      “I’m sorry, Lendir,” said Amelia. “This is all my fault. If I hadn’t been so stupid and got caught off guard, none of this would have happened.”

      “It’s not your fault,” he said and pulled her into a hug. “I was going to have to fight him eventually. Might as well get it over with. I’m just glad you’re safe. I was worried sick.”

      There came a loud yell from the basement. Amelia heard the Queen calling her son an idiot for having lost “it.” Amelia had a pretty good idea what “it” was and she took that as her cue to get the hell out of there. “Listen,” she said. “I’m going to pack a bag and head to the nursery. I want to say goodbye to everyone… just in case. I’ll also get rid of the… you know.” She reached underneath the table and retrieved the box. “You go to the arena and get ready. I’ll meet you there later, okay?” She’d never actually been to the arena but she knew where it was. It was sort of hard to miss, seeing as it was nearly two acres long and smack-dab in the middle of town.

      “Okay,” said Eldan. “Be careful.” He looked worried and Amelia wished she had more to offer him in terms of comfort. “I guess this is goodbye then,” he said. “For now.”

      “Yes.” She held his face in her hands and kissed him. “Goodbye for now.”

      

      “He really did think of everything,” Amelia said to herself. She had gone to her room to pack a bag only to realize she wasn’t sure she even had a bag to pack. She checked the closet, where there hung new coats and sweaters that Eldan purchased for her a week or two back, when the weather in Meldania started to change. Pushed up against the back corner was a small canvas and leather duffle bag.

      She threw in a few outfits, a second pair of shoes, and the paperwork she was going to present to the council. She was pretty sure, regardless of how the fight ended, that she wouldn’t need it, but she had worked hard on those interviews and it was something she and Eldan did together. She couldn’t bring herself to leave it behind. She also grabbed the camera he used to film him and his dad and the footage. The bag was starting to get heavy.

      She was out the door and down three stairs already when she stopped and turned back. She ran to Eldan’s room and grabbed the framed picture of him and his father. This was maybe an invasion of privacy, and if Eldan won, she would put it back before he even noticed it was gone. If he lost, then she thought it was better that she keep the picture instead of it being thrown away carelessly, like the rest of his stuff was probably going to be.

      She went out the back door, steering clear of the stairway which led to the basement. She wasn’t sure if the Queen and Lendir were even still in the house, but she didn’t want to take any chances. She was not going to get grabbed again at the last second.

      The walk to the nursery was a stressful one. The bag kept digging into Amelia’s shoulder and she had to switch sides. When she wasn’t worrying about Eldan and the fight, then she was thinking about all the sweet kids at the nursery who she may never see again. She was even going to miss Ilda, although she wouldn’t tell her that. She wondered if Renny was going to be there—she wouldn’t be surprised if her parents no longer sent her to that nursery after what happened.

      Ilda opened the door for her, having apparently seen Amelia struggling with her heavy bag up the walkway to the nursery. “Where are you headed?” she asked as Amelia stepped inside.

      “Not sure yet.”

      “Mela! Mela!” That was what the kids called her. They all rushed towards her at once, in a big group. She dropped the bag and got down on her knees to hug each and every one of them. Renny was there, in the back of the pack, holding Chomps and sucking her thumb. When it was her turn for a hug, Amelia picked her up and kissed her on the cheek.

      “I heard the fight got moved up to today,” said Ilda.

      “Yes,” said Amelia. “Depending on what happens, this may be the last time you see me.”

      Ilda nodded. “Well, you were a good worker.” She put a hand on Amelia’s shoulder in an awkward fashion, as if she was questioning whether or not this was how normal people interacted with one another. “I may not have always agreed with your tactics for dealing with children, but the kids seem to like you, so that’s something.”

      Amelia smiled. “Thanks, Ilda. I’m going to miss you.”

      “Where are you going?” asked Renny.

      “I might be going on a little trip,” said Amelia.

      “When are you coming back?”

      Amelia felt the threat of tears in her eyes and she put Renny down. She bent down and addressed all the kids. “I’m sorry you guys, but I have to leave now. I don’t know when I am going to see you again, but I hope someday I will be able to come back and visit. You guys be good to Ilda, okay?”

      “Okay,” all the kids said in unison, save Renny.

      “Don’t go!” she said. “You can’t leave!”

      “I’m sorry, Renny, but I have to.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s… complicated. Grown up stuff, okay?” She wrapped her arms around the little girl. She looked into the faces of the other children, especially the human ones, and wondered if their parents knew what may be in store for them.

      Before leaving, she asked Ilda if the rest of Meldania knew about the Queen’s plans.

      “It’s all anyone has been talking about,” said Ilda. “If Lendir wins, a lot of the human families are leaving town tomorrow night, after the fight. They thought together they might have a chance of making the journey to Seven.”

      “Do they know the fight has been moved up?” asked Amelia. “They might have to go tonight.”

      “I’ll make sure they know,” said Ilda. “You should go with them. It’ll be safer than trying to make it alone.”

      Amelia nodded. “Maybe. I’ll think about it. For now, I’m just banking on us not having to leave at all.”

      Ilda didn’t say anything else, and Amelia felt the poison burning a hole in her pocket. “I have to go,” she said. “But before I go, do you have a lighter I can borrow?”

      Ilda fished into her pocket and pulled out a small plastic lighter. “Here ya’ go.”

      “Thanks.” Amelia opened the door. “Bye.”

      “Hey,” ilda called. “If your boyfriend wins, I expect you to be at work tomorrow!”

      Amelia gave her a thumbs up and left.

      The problem with ditching the poison was getting rid of the evidence. She couldn’t just leave this box in somebody’s trash can. It was too unique, with its hand carvings, and she would feel guilty leaving it lying around and risk someone else taking the blame for the theft. It was unlikely that the Queen would have a full investigation into the missing poison after the fight, but then again, she was by far the pettiest person Amelia knew.

      She turned into the alley behind the nursery and pulled out the bottle. She twisted the metal cap off and went to pour its contents out. Then, on second thought, she put the lid back on and shoved the whole thing back into her pocket.

      The box she placed on the ground and bent over it. The box was lined with loose, velvety fabric, which went up in flames the second she touched the lighter to it. Soon, the whole thing was burning. She waited until it seemed to be nothing but ash and some charred pieces of wood, then stamped the fire out. She kicked the ashes around, for good measure, and threw the leftovers into three different dumpsters.

      Wiping the soot from her hands onto her pants, Amelia hooked a right out of the alley and headed to the arena.
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      Eldan was at a complete loss as to how to prepare for what he was about to do. He had never been much of a fighter in school, and while his brother had spent much of his spare time training with different styles of combat, Eldan could usually be found out and about in Meldania, talking to locals and reading in cafes. Whereas Lendir had probably transformed into his dragon form once or twice a month since he was old enough to know how, Eldan could only remember doing it two, possibly three times in his entire life. When their father first got sick, Eldan thought it might be a good idea to start learning how to fight, in case it came to that, but he never got around to it. He was too busy tending to his dad and hoping he would one day wake up feeling better and there would no longer be a need to think about the throne duel.

      Without his secret weapon, it was possible Lendir might be at a disadvantage, but Eldan shouldn’t be too hopeful. To his credit, Eldan was much stronger than he looked and he had always been good at thinking on his feet. Whether or not that would be enough to win, he had no idea, but it would be enough to keep the fight going until Lendir got tired. Maybe then Eldan could try talking to him again. He thought he might have been close to brokering peace with his brother earlier that day. Eldan had the smallest inkling of hope that Lendir might see things in a different light, and he was going to hold onto that hope as tightly as he could.

      Garcia accompanied Eldan to the arena, and he was now sitting on a stool in one of the rooms where opponents can get ready, patiently listening to all of Eldan’s concerns and trying to soothe them.

      “This is insane!” the Prince said. “I can’t believe I agreed to fight him today.”

      “Yes, sir, you already said that.”

      “What was I thinking? Garcia, tell me what I was thinking?”

      “Again, sir.” The assistant cleared his throat. “I don’t know what you were thinking.”

      “I can’t do this. I have two hours until the fight, and I don’t even know if I will be able to transform properly. It’s been years! Did I tell you that? Years since I’ve done it.”

      “You did tell me that. Twice, already.”

      The Prince continued to spiral and repeat himself. After nearly twenty minutes of this back and forth, Garcia stood up, straightened his tie, and threw a punch directly at Eldan’s face. The Prince dodged the blow just in time but before he could so much as ask what the hell his assistant thought he was doing, Garcia threw a second punch at the Prince’s stomach.

      Eldan caught the man’s fist before it made contact with him and held on tightly. “Garcia, what are—”

      “Fight me,” he said. “Sir.”

      “What?”

      “I said.” Garcia twisted his wrist in a way that forced Eldan to let go and brought his fists in front of his face. “Fight me. I have some training, sir. I can show you a few things.”

      “But I don’t want to hurt you,” said Eldan.

      The skinny assistant smiled, then bent his knees and threw a sweeping kick at the Prince’s legs. He kicked in the back of his knees and brought Eldan to the ground. “No offense sir, but I suggest you just shut up and fight back already.”

      Eldan got to his feet, anger starting to boil up inside of him. “Alright then.” He smiled and put his fists up. “Let’s fight.”

      

      Amelia arrived at the arena roughly an hour before the fight was due to begin. The room where Eldan was preparing was easy enough to find—besides the massive sand pit which served as the fighting area, the building only had two other rooms. She picked one of the doors at random, and just as her knuckles were inches from rapping on the door, she overheard the Queen’s voice barking something about Lendir not having gotten his claws regularly sharpened, and Amelia realized this was the wrong room.

      At the second door she didn’t even bother knocking. Eldan was sitting in a chair pushed up against the back wall of the all cement room. It was dim, the only light source coming from a small window which showed a view of the pit.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked. Eldan was breathing heavily and his mouth looked weird, like he had just tried to stuff a whole cookie in it and hadn’t yet gotten around to chewing.

      The Prince responded by breathing slowly in and out. Amelia saw his jaw relax and his cheeks go back to normal. “Sorry,” he said a moment later. “I was just coming down from a transformation. My teeth are always the last thing to return to their normal size.”

      “You were in dragon form?” Amelia scanned the room. “Is there even enough space in here to do that?”

      “Apparently.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Only, just barely. I think I put a little kink in my neck.”

      “What made you transform? Can you do it on demand?”

      Eldan laughed. “No way. I don’t even think Lendir can transform at a drop of the hat. Some dragons work towards that goal their entire life. For most of us, transformations are inherently tied to emotions and, of course, the flight or fight response.”

      “So… then what?” There was no place for Amelia to sit so she just leaned against the wall next to him and folded her arms.

      “Garcia was in here a little while ago. We were sparring. He was trying to get me ready and psyched up. In a misguided attempt to make me angry, he said something about you and next thing I know I was in dragon form. He ran out of the room and slammed the door behind him.”

      “Would you have hurt him?” asked Amelia. Her voice cracked a little when she said it. She didn’t like the idea of Eldan being violent, which was a little ridiculous at this point considering she was just about to watch him try to rip his brother to shreds.

      “I don’t know,” said Eldan. “When I’m transformed, I don’t have much control. That’s why I never like doing it… I don’t want to accidentally hurt someone.”

      Amelia nodded. “Makes sense to me. Did you want me to go get him? So you can train some more?”

      Eldan looked at his hands, watching the now barely visible claws shrink back to normal nails. “I think I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” His head fell heavy over his chest. “I wish my dad was here.”

      Amelia stood up and went to her bag on the floor in the middle of the room. “Actually,” she said. “And don’t get mad at me for grabbing this. It was a last minute lapse of judgment.” She pulled the picture of Eldan and his father out of her bag and handed it to him. “He sort of is here.”

      Eldan looked down at the photograph and used his thumb to wipe some of the dust off the glass surface of the frame. “This was taken on my eighth birthday,” he said. “My mom threw me a big party and invited all of Meldania to our mansion so we could show off how powerful and well-off we were. I begged my dad to let me skip the party and for him to take me on a hike through the mountains behind the city instead. That was all I wanted to do.” He sighed. “He made me go to the party for an hour, then he snuck me out the back door and we left. When we came back, he was carrying me on his shoulders and the person photographing the party took this picture of us.” Eldan laughed softly. “The photographer had no idea who we were, just thought we were some partygoers. Just a normal father and son duo.”

      “That’s a great story.” Amelia smiled. “I wish I had better memories of my father.” She looked down at her feet. “But I guess that’s in the past. All I can hope for now is that whoever ends up being the father to my children does as good a job as yours did.” She was staring intently at Eldan.

      He stared back at her. Neither of them said anything. It was understood, without being spoken, what Amelia was getting at. She hoped that maybe by planting this seed of what could be inside Eldan’s mind, he could use it to drive him through the fight and all the way into the future.

      Eldan opened his arms up and Amelia went to him. She curled up into his lap and let his arms wrap around her. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear.

      She closed her eyes and laid her head on his chest. “I love you too.”

      

      Unbeknownst to Amelia, throne duels were a very popular public affair in Meldania. She left Eldan alone in his room just five minutes before the fight and went to go find a seat in the arena where she would have the best view. To her surprise, however, almost all the seats were already taken. At least, the ones on Eldan’s side of the arena were all taken. About half to three quarters of the seats on Lendir’s side were open. Everyone present was a shifter, almost all dragons. She guessed any human who had any sense would be as far from Meldania as they could be.

      She puzzled this, wondering if there would be any chance of her getting out of this city alive after the fight, as she schooched past the people seated in the front row. There was a nice looking dragon couple on the end whom she asked if it was okay if she squeezed in next to them.

      “Amelia,” said the woman. “You’re Amelia right?”

      She frowned at the couple. “Do I—”

      “We’re Renny’s parents,” said the man. “I’m Varti and this is Sonna.”

      Then it clicked. The woman had gorgeous light green skin and the man had small white spots running down his neck and arms.

      “Of course!” said Amelia. “It’s good to see you.”

      They made room for her on the bench. The woman had been carrying a sign over her head when she first approached them, which she now put on the ground and turned to talk to Amelia.

      “I have to be honest, I’m a little shocked to see you here,” said Sonna. “I heard you were the top name on the Queen’s list of enemies.”

      “I’m sure I am,” said Amelia. “But I couldn’t not be here.”

      “You’re here for the Prince I take it?” Sonna raised her eyebrows. “Eldan, I mean.”

      Amelia nodded. “Yeah.” She felt her cheeks flush and she gleefully realized she was feeling something akin to schoolgirl embarrassment. It was as if a classmate on the playground had just figured out who she had a crush on. It was a great feeling—one Amelia hadn’t encountered for a long time. For a moment, it even made her forget about the fight.

      “Welcome ladies and gentlemen!” The Queen’s voice boomed throughout the arena. She was standing in the center of the sand pit holding a microphone. “To Meldania’s 48th Throne Duel.” Some people in the crowd cheered, mostly on Lendir’s side. “In the ring today, we have my two sons. My oldest son, Prince Lendir.” Now his side of the arena went wild. The Queen motioned to the door on her right, underneath where Lendir’s fans were sitting, and the Prince walked out on cue. “And introducing my younger son, Prince Eldan.” There were a few hundred more people seated on Eldan’s side and the applause for him felt like it was actually shaking the bleachers. Eldan walked out when his mother gestured for him. He turned to look at the crowd, but couldn’t seem to find Amelia. His gaze washed over her several times, but there was no eye contact. She tried to yell his name but she couldn’t be heard over the crowd.

      “The rules of the duel are as follows,” the Queen continued. The audience quieted down. “The opponents may fight in either human or dragon form and may transform at any point during the fight. An opponent may also surrender at any point during the fight.” She looked at Eldan. “All he has to do is yell ‘I surrender’, or, if he is unable to speak at the time, he can clap or slam his hands on the ground three times. Finally,” she said, “if no one surrenders, this will be a fight to the death, with the victor being crowned king. If one of you should surrender and the other opponent kills you anyway, the victor will be fined heavily.”

      “Wait, that’s it?” Amelia said. “If you kill someone who surrendered you just get fined?”

      “You’re surprised that the rules of a to-the-death throne duel are barbaric?” said Sonna. “Are you sure you can handle what you’re about to see?”

      Amelia shook her head. “No. The only thing I’m sure of is him.” She used this moment of silence from the crowd to her advantage and called out for Eldan. He turned and seemed to find her immediately amidst the sea of faces. She didn’t say anything else, only smiled. She needed him to know she was there, cheering him on and that she didn’t bail at the last second.

      “Please refrain from distracting our fighters during the duel.” The Queen was too far away for Amelia to read her facial expression, but she could tell Clarin was looking at her, and she could guess that it wasn’t a pleasant look. “Now boys.” She turned her attention back to her sons who were now a few feet apart in the center of the pit. “You will shake hands, agreeing to the terms I’ve laid out, and the fight will begin.”

      Eldan offered his hand first. Lendir appeared to hesitate and Amelia could see his lips moving, but there was no way to know what he said. The older brother then shook his younger brother’s hand and the two turned and walked a few paces from each other.

      The Queen was backing up towards the door on Lendir’s side. Just before she disappeared through the door, she spoke once more into the microphone.

      “Let the duel commence!”

      

      Please Eldan, surrender before I kill you.

      The last words his brother said to him were echoing in Eldan’s head as he waited for Lendir to strike. It wasn’t a threat or an attempt at intimidation. it was an honest plea. Lendir was begging Eldan not to take this thing all the way to the end.

      Eldan wished he could oblige his brother’s request. He didn’t want to die. But the thought of living without Amelia, the thought of knowing it was because of his failings that she was killed, or best case scenario, on the run, was too much. He couldn’t live like that.

      It had been roughly a minute, according to Eldan’s inner clock, since his mother had announced the start of the duel, and neither brother had made any move or strike. They were circling each other at a distance of about ten feet. If Lendir were to transform, he would easily be able to close that distance before Eldan was in dragon form. The older brother, however, didn’t seem eager to get the fighting started either. His fans, on the other hand, were making it very clear that they did not come here to see two brothers dance around each other like two rookie roosters in their first cock fight.

      “C’mon, Lendir!” yelled one man from the crowd. “Kick his ass.”

      “Rip him apart!”

      “Kill him and his bitch girlfriend!”

      A sort of warmth ran down Eldan’s spine. A fiery chill. So hot, it was almost cold. Hearing someone threaten Amelia, it turns out, was the quickest way to get the Prince to shift. Instead of fighting it, like he usually did, Eldan succumbed to the transformation and allowed the anger to pulsate through him. His teeth grew first—his incisors elongating into knife-like shapes. His nose and mouth were shifting as well, growing into a snout in order to have enough room for his wolfy canines.

      Lendir was transforming too, but he had gotten a late start. Eldan wasn’t quite sure what happened, but when the man yelled something about Amelia, it seemed like Lendir turned to yell something back at him. By the time he turned back and realized what was happening, Eldan was already half-dragon.

      Eldan’s last thought before the dragon took over both his body and mind was a reminder to himself to make sure he didn’t miss any sign of surrender from his brother. When they were transformed, they could only speak through grunts and growls. There was no way Lendir would be able to articulate the word surrender, so Eldan would have to stay keenly aware of what his brother was doing with his hands.

      Lendir jumped up, his legs still not fully dragon length and he took to the sky. He was an amazing flyer, and his wings were massive. He was a massive dragon, not build for speed or agility, just sheer force.

      Eldan’s wings, on the other hand, were small and he did not have much practice with them. He opted to keep the fight on the ground for as long as possible. Lendir went overhead by about fifteen feet, then nose-dived right at Eldan. Eldan tucked and rolled out of the way and was back on his feet just in time to dodge another attack. The third time Lendir tried this trick, Eldan let him get scooped up in his brother’s powerful arms and then immediately sunk his teeth into the flesh and muscle of Lendir’s shoulder.

      His brother growled and dropped him. Eldan spread his wings, not even sure they would be strong enough to carry him after all this time not being used. They served to ease his fall, but he wasn’t strong enough to use them in real flight. Lendir grounded himself and stood for a moment, catching his breath. He was bleeding from his shoulder. Eldan didn’t waste any time. He ran towards his brother, teeth bared, and lifting off the ground at the last second, he brought the giant dragon down and pinned him.

      Lendir snapped and slashed on Eldan. One of his claws got Eldan in the back and tore open the flesh along his shoulder blade. Eldan ripped at Lendir’s flesh, making the wound on his shoulder that much bigger. Lendir reached his uninjured arm out to the side, and for a second Eldan thought he was going to use it to slam on the ground and surrender. He took his focus away from the rest of his brother’s body, for a split second, but that was all the time Lendir needed. He slipped his legs out from under Eldan’s body and planted his feet square on Eldan’s chest. They stared at each other for a moment, then Lendir, using what Eldan had to assume was all his strength, kicked his little brother with both feet, launching him up into the air and about twenty feet away.

      This time, Eldan couldn’t get his wings open fast enough and he hit the ground full force. The impact sent screaming notes of pain all throughout his arms, one of which he guessed was now broken.

      He was back near his side of the arena. As he struggled to get up, he heard fans from his bleachers cheering him on. One voice, her voice, stood out among the rest. She was yelling his name, and he could tell by her tone that she was crying. “Please,” he heard her say. “Get up, get up!” His head was spinning and as Eldan’s consciousness was fighting to take control of his mind back from the dragon, the Prince couldn’t even tell whether or not it was actually Amelia, or if he was just imagining things.

      Using his functioning arm, he pushed himself up and tried to look into the crowd. She wasn’t there. She wasn’t where she had been sitting when the fight first started. He squinted at the far left side of the front row. There was a shifter woman sitting there with a sign that he couldn't quite make out, but no Amelia.

      Someone touched him on his shoulder and he quickly rolled over onto his back, doing what he could to prepare himself for another blow from Lendir. But it wasn’t his brother. It was Amelia. She was on the ground leaning over him, crying and saying his name.

      He couldn’t speak to her, so he just reached out one of his paws and as gently as he could, caressed the side of her face.

      “Surrender,” she said. “Please. I can’t bear to watch this. Just surrender.”

      He felt himself beginning to transform back.

      With Amelia’s help, Eldan was able to push himself up to his knees, then back to his feet. Lendir was on the other side of the arena, the bones of his shoulder now visible through the torn flesh. Eldan cradled his broken arm. He could feel the dragon starting to dissipate as he gained more control over his faculties.

      Queen Clarin was in the arena now. She was screaming, there was fury in her eyes, and for a second Eldan feared she was about to transform.

      “What the hell do you think you are doing?” She grabbed Amelia’s arm and tried to drag her along with her. “This is interference!” She yelled to no one in particular.

      “Let her go!” said Eldan. He was back in his human form now, although his teeth were still sharpened slightly, which helped to punctuate his speech. “She isn’t a part of this.”

      “Mother, just let her go back and we can finish the fight,” Lendir called as he approached the group. His wound looked even worse now that he was no longer in his dragon form.

      The Queen laughed. “Absolutely not. How do I know she didn’t come into the arena to help you cheat? She could have slipped you a weapon, some poison maybe.”

      “That’s rich,” said Eldan. “You accusing me of using poison.”

      She stared him down, still gripping tight to Amelia’s upper arm. “I am the Queen and I declare this fight over. Because of the interference, it is an automatic forfeit on your part, Eldan. Lendir is the winner.”

      Clarin pulled Amelia’s arm and dragged her towards Lendir’s door. Amelia tried to dig her heels in but the Queen was far too strong. The people sitting in the bleachers on Eldan’s side started to make some noise. There was a woman screaming for the Queen to let Amelia go. Amelia managed to get her neck in the right position and she clamped her teeth down on the Queen’s hand, getting a little bit of her own skin in the process. The Queen loosened her grip, but instead of letting go of Amelia, she threw the girl to the ground.

      “Stop it!” Eldan walked ran after his mother.

      Amelia tried to get up but Clarin smacked her hard across the face, sending her again onto her back.

      “Enough!”

      Eldan lifted one of his feet off the Earth, ready to pounce on his mother. Lendir side-tackled him before he could and the two of them went tumbling to the ground. They grappled with one another for a while, clumsily as each of them had a wounded arm they were trying to protect. Finally, Eldan ended up on top.

      He wrapped his hand around Lendir’s throat and squeezed. Lendir was punching him in the face and the sides. Eldan took the blows without letting go and soon his brother’s swings began to get slower and weaker.

      He gasped for breath and sputtered something that sounded like a word. “Don’t.” He managed to say. Eldan stopped squeezing for a few seconds, not letting go. “Don’t kill her. Please, don’t kill mom.”

      “Surrender,” he said.

      Lendir shook his head. “Kill me.”

      “Surrender!”

      Lendir did not reach his hands out to surrender. He kept them firmly at his side. Eldan heard Amelia scream as his mother neared the door out of the Arena. He pressed down on his brother’s neck and waited for the light to leave his eyes.
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      The Queen shoved Amelia into the small preparation room and slammed the door behind her. Still a little dizzy from the blow she’d received earlier, Amelia stumbled and fell to her knees.

      “Finally,” said the Queen. “I have you all to myself. I have been waiting for this moment the day I arrived home to find you slithering around my house, destroying my family.”

      “You destroyed your family!” Amelia said. “You and your misguided vendetta. And now you are going to lose the only people you have left. Eldan is out there finishing off Lendir and if you kill me he will never speak to you again.”

      Clarin laughed. “I don’t care about that,” she said. “I don’t care about any of it. All I care about now is getting rid of you!” She lunged for Amelia, who half jumped half fell out of the way. She rolled on her side and got to her feet as quickly as she could. Clarin was already on her though and had her backed up into a corner.

      “You have nowhere to go,” the Queen sneered. “Trapped, like the pathetic little animal you are.” Her nails had grown into short and deadly sharp claws. She took a swing. Amelia jumped back, her back now pressed against the wall. The claws got her shirt and the first layer of skin across her belly.

      Clarin raised her arm for a second slash when the door opened behind her.

      “Mother, no!” She turned around at the sound of Eldan’s voice. He wasn’t alone. Garcia was next to him along with another shifter man Amelia didn’t recognize. “As your new king, I command you to stop.”

      Amelia didn’t wait for the Queen to regain focus. She tilted sideways and rammed her shoulder into Clarin’s stomach. The Queen went down and Amelia hopped over her and ran to Eldan’s side.

      The shifter man walked into the room and pulled a pair of handcuffs out of his pocket. “As the head of the Meldanian Council, I am charging you with attempted murder of a Meldanian citizen.”

      “She isn’t a citizen!” said the Queen. “She’s from the District. Our laws don’t apply when the victim is from the District.”

      “According to official Meldanian records,” Garcia pulled out a piece of paper and read from it. “Amelia Cobbles was made a citizen nearly two months ago. This was signed by then King Ernad.”

      “This is ridiculous!” said Clarin. “You cannot arrest your Queen. I make the laws, I can change the laws.”

      The Council man grabbed Clarin’s arm and brought her to her feet. He pulled that arm and the other behind the Queen’s back and handcuffed her. “You will have your day in court where you will be allowed to make your case. Until then, you will stay in the cells at the Council Building.”

      “The cells! You must be joking if you think…” The rest of her rant was cut off as Garcia and the Council man walked her out of the room and the door closed behind them.

      Once alone, Amelia threw her arms around Eldan’s neck and hugged him as tightly as she could without putting too much pressure on his arm. He hugged her back with his good arm.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s over now. We are safe.”

      She was crying and her legs gave out from under her. She hadn’t let herself feel all of the fear and anxiety that had built up over the course of the day. She’d been pushing it down in order to function, in order to be there for her love, but now that they were free and in the clear, everything bubbled up to the surface and she let it.

      Eldan held her as she cried, every once in a while moving some hair from her face, wiping away a tear, and reminding her over and over again that everything was okay.

      

      The doctor was already waiting for Eldan back at the mansion. While the Prince was being treated, Amelia excused herself to go look for the security team. He wanted her to go to Dr. Ivan immediately, to make sure the scratches his mother left on her stomach didn’t need stitches, but she argued her way into getting fifteen minutes to run her errands. Time was of the essence. She wanted to have cars and search crews out to go find all the human families who left before the fight, so the sooner she could find the security team and get things moving the better. Instead, she found Garcia, who was hurrying up the stairs from the basement.

      “Garcia,” she said. “Can I talk to you for a second? We need to send people to fetch the humans who were planning to escape to District Seven. Can you arrange for some—”

      “Yes, of course, that’s fine,” Garcia did not slow down as he passed Amelia forcing her to run after him. “I will get on it as soon as I have a free moment.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked. “What’s the rush?”

      “I am heading to the kitchen to look for some alcohol,” he said and turned the corner into the kitchen. “It seems Prince Lendir has woken up from his nice little nap and they need to reset his shoulder. Which is going to hurt, a lot. He says he doesn’t want to be knocked out again so I said I would go see what I could find that might dull the pain.”

      Amelia stopped in the doorway of the kitchen and watched, wide-eyed, as Garcia riffled through cupboards. “You mean… Lendir’s still alive? Eldan didn’t kill him?”

      Garcia let out a puff of air and stared at her like she had just asked why the sky was red. “Of course he didn’t kill Lendir. It’s Eldan we’re talking about.”

      “Lendir surrendered?”

      “More or less,” said Garcia. “Eldan was an inch away from squeezing the life out of him, and he held back at the last second. Lendir wasn’t exactly in a position to surrender at that point, so Eldan made the decision for him.”

      “And what if Lendir challenges him again?” asked Amelia.

      Garcia shrugged. “I don’t know, although I doubt he would do that. With his mother no longer able to pull his strings, I think Lendir might actually realize he never wanted to be King in the first place. It’s a lot of work running a kingdom. Ah ha!” Garcia pulled a large bottle of whiskey from a bottom cupboard. “I’m going to run this downstairs and then I will come find you and we can arrange those search parties.”

      He swerved past her through the doorway and was gone.

      Amelia went to Eldan’s room where Dr. Ivan was treating him.

      “Hello there, Amelia,” said the doctor when she entered the room. “It’s nice to see you again. How is your arm feeling?”

      Amelia had almost forgotten about her ID tag incident. “Fine,” she said. “It healed perfectly. Only left a tiny scar. These on the other hand.” She looked down at her belly and at the scrapes through her ripped shirt. “Might leave some bigger scars.”

      Dr. Ivan bent down and squinted at the cuts. “They seem pretty shallow. I’ll do the cleanest stitches I can and hopefully the scars won’t be too bad.”

      “Thanks.” She looked over the doctor’s shoulder at Eldan, who was in his bed with a sling around his arm. His eyes were closed. “Is he asleep?”

      “Finally, yes,” said Ivan. “He kept fighting the pain killers, trying to stay awake until you got here, but I gave him a hefty dose and he finally dozed off.”

      “Good,” said Amelia. “He needs it.” She folded up the bottom of her shirt and exposed her stomach. The doctor patted the desk and she sat on top of it.

      “Lay back if you would,” he instructed her. She did and he pulled a small bottle of some clear liquid out of his bag. “This is going to sting.” He poured it on her belly and she had to clench her teeth to keep from crying out.

      “Here,” he said handing her the bottle. “Have a drink if you like. It’s gin.”

      Amelia looked at the bottle and thought what the hell. We won, didn’t we? I’ll drink to victory. Halfway sitting up, she threw back a big swig, and laid back down. The stuff tasted terrible, but the warm sensation she felt flow through her body was worth it. She took another sip, spilling some down the side of her face.

      “I’m going to give you a little injection,” said Dr. Ivan. “It will numb the area before I sew you up.”

      “Whatever you gotta do, doc,” she said. “I trust you.”

      She went to take another sip but the doctor grabbed the bottle. “Okay, that’s enough. Alcohol is a blood thinner and I don’t think the Prince—er, rather the King—would take too kindly to me letting you bleed out while he’s snoozing in the corner.”

      Amelia laughed. She was getting tired. Between the day’s events and the alcohol, it felt good to lay down. She closed her eyes and felt a slight pinch as Dr. Ivan gave her the shot. For a split second, she wondered if maybe she should be more careful. Maybe Doctor Ivan was another one of the Queen’s plants. Eldan said she had spies everywhere. Was he going to drug her and drag her to the Council building so the Queen could finish what she started? Or maybe he was just going to do the deed right here, and the injection wasn’t something to numb the pain, it was something lethal.

      Or maybe— And then her mind quieted. Instead of worrying in that moment, Amelia just decided to do something she hadn’t in a long time. Trust.

      She just trusted instead of feared. Even if the doctor was trying to hurt her, there was nothing she could do about it, so instead, she went for option b. She reveled in this newfound tranquility and soon fell asleep.

      

      She was in her own bed when she woke up sometime the following morning. She was somewhat disappointed, having not opened her eyes to find Eldan sleeping next to her, but she supposed it was for the best. They were both injured and needed to have a good night’s sleep. Her stomach was bandaged and her shirt had been folded back down over the gauze. She wondered if the doctor carried her to her room or if perhaps Eldan had woken up before her and he delivered her.

      There was coffee on the bedside table and a note from Garcia which read:

      

      Sent some search teams out. Ten of the twenty-one human families have been found and returned to Meldania. I am organizing the check in efforts in front of the Council building. Meet me there when you wake up if you would like to help.

      Garcia

      P.s. If you are not feeling up to helping, please don’t strain yourself. I do not want the King thinking I am responsible for your getting an infection or what have you.

      

      Suddenly everyone was so worried about Amelia getting hurt and what Eldan might do to someone who was found at fault. She supposed that display of his in the arena really woke people up. He may be a kind, caring leader, but that doesn’t mean he won’t fight for what he believes in. Amelia had known that for a long time now, but it seems the rest of Meldania was just now starting to understand how strong and determined Eldan really was.

      Sitting up, Amelia found there was very little pain around her cuts and she knew she would be fine to go help Garcia later that morning. For now, however, she decided to have her coffee and make a few phone calls.

      The first call she made was to Ilda. She felt she needed to explain exactly why she wouldn’t be coming into work that day. Ilda said it was fine, considering none of the human kids were there that day and she could handle the few shifter kids who did get dropped off.

      “But I’m tired of you always having an excuse to blow off work,” she said. “I don’t want to hear any more about how you can’t come to work because there’s a threat to your life or because your boyfriend is critically injured. Got it?”

      Amelia laughed. “Trust me Ilda, I have no interest in having any more threats to my life or letting my…” She wasn’t sure she wanted to use the same word she did. It felt so middle school. “Letting King Eldan.” Now that sounded a lot more mature. “Get himself into any more trouble. I will be in tomorrow, I promise.”

      “Tomorrow then.” Ilda hung up.

      Next up was Lia, who, as expected had a lot to talk about. Apparently, their parents’ new sober lifestyle had so far stuck and the family was getting along better than ever. After Lia told them that Amelia was still alive, they all became determined to find a way to sneak her back into District Eight.

      “It really brought us together,” she said. “All that scheming and rule breaking. I think we came up with a pretty good plan too. Wanna’ hear it?”

      “Hang on, Lia. I have to tell you something.”

      “What is it?”

      “Lia.” Amelia sighed. ”I’m not coming back to District Eight. I’m going to stay here in Meldania, with Eldan.”

      “... oh.”

      “I’m sorry, I know this is really hard to hear. It wasn’t an easy decision for me to make, you have to know that but… I’m happy here. I love Eldan and he loves me and I think we could make a really beautiful life here together.”

      “I understand.” Lia’s voice sounded faint and a little throaty, like she was trying to hold back tears. “I just want you to be happy, that’s all.”

      “I’m going to find a way to get you guys here, the whole family. Eldan and I will figure something out as soon as everything settles down here. We will sneak you out and it will be great. You’d love it here.”

      “I don’t know if I want to go,” she said. “I have friends at school who I’m really close with and we’re really close to graduating. Things are finally starting to look up for us here in Eight. I don’t want to leave now.”

      Amelia took a sip of her coffee, unsure what to say. “Okay.” It was all she could come up with. “I don’t want to tear you away from your friends and your life. As long as you’re happy, then I am too.” She smiled through the sadness. If her family was doing well, who was she to try to change things. “Listen, I have to go. There’s one more call I gotta’ make.”

      “Okay,” said Lia. “Call me later?”

      “Will do.”

      Last up was Victoria, who was thrilled by the idea of Amelia helping her sneak into Meldania. She had been so discouraged lately by her work in the District Eight hospitals and Lola was still afraid to walk the streets alone at night. They had been thinking about trying to get to a different District but Amelia said she would find a way to get them to Meldania instead, to which all Victoria had to say was, “I love you. Tell that hunky boyfriend of yours I say thank you in advance for busting me and my girlfriend out of this hell hole.”

      Amelia said she wasn’t sure how long it was going to take but promised to relay Vic’s message onto Eldan and hung up.

      She got out of bed and got dressed. She badly needed a shower but she figured it could wait a few more hours. If she was going to be outside looking for people all day anyway, there was no reason to clean up just to get sweaty again.

      Before she left for the day, she went to check on Eldan. She wasn’t expecting to find him awake, but not only was he awake, he was up and moving around. He nearly toppled her over when she came through the door.

      “There you are!” He pulled her into a one-armed hug. “I was wondering when you were going to wake up.”

      “I’ve been up for a while, actually,” she said, then quickly added. “I thought you might still be asleep. Or maybe had gone to the Council to figure out the details of your mother’s court date.”

      He waved a hand in the air. “That can wait. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” said Amelia, pulling out of the hug and going to the window. It faced the center of town. She thought she might be able to catch a glimpse of the check in station Garcia set up. “In fact, I think I am going to go help them with the human families soon. Wanna’ come?”

      “Sure,” he said. “I’ll just have to check on Lendir first.”

      “About that, why didn’t you tell me you didn’t kill him?”

      Eldan half smiled half winced. “I wasn’t so sure I hadn’t,” he admitted. “I was hoping that I had only caused him to pass out, but everything happened so quickly. I had to run to you the second his lights were out, and I didn’t know until I got home whether or not my plan worked.”

      “How long had you been planning on that?”

      He shrugged. “Oh right around the time I realized I was going to win the fight. I would have killed Lendir if I thought it was necessary. But it just… wasn’t. I hope you’re not upset. I know you’re not Lendir’s biggest fan, but I promise you I will never let him lay so much as a finger on you. I will throw him in jail if he tries anything.”

      “I’m not mad,” said Amelia. He was standing next to her now and she took his hand in hers. “Having the ability to do what’s right instead of what’s easiest or what will award you the most power in the end… that’s real strength. You’re going to make an amazing King.”

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and kissed her head. “I sure as hell will try to be.”

      “Also!” Amelia said turning to him. “I forgot to ask, when was it that you filed the paperwork to make me a Meldanian citizen?”

      “A week or so after you arrived here.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wasn’t sure how you would react,” he said. “I didn’t want to freak you out or anything. It might have been coming on a little too strong, telling the girl you just met a few days prior that you have gone through all the steps of making her a citizen of your city.”

      Amelia smiled. “Yeah, okay. I see your point.”

      Eldan smiled back at her. “To be fair, it wasn’t my idea. It was my dad’s. Whenever I would go to visit him those first few days you were here, I guess you were all I talked about. One day, when my dad was in one of his more lucid states, he suggested I file the paperwork in case anything was to happen. I think he was starting to guess at what my mom might have been planning, or he had his suspicions. I thought it couldn’t hurt to give you some protection in case she tried to kill you without warning. He signed the paper happily and told me to do whatever I could to keep you safe.”

      “He did all that for a woman he didn’t even know?” Amelia could barely contain herself. She wasn’t sure if she felt like laughing or crying. All she knew was that she now felt this incredible warmth all over her body, like she’d just lowered herself into a bath of heated honey.

      “Well,” said Eldan. “He knew me and I guess he loved me so much that by extension, he loved whoever I loved.”

      “You mean you loved me after only knowing me a week?”

      Eldan looked away and out the window. “I didn’t know it at the time,” he said. “I guess my dad did. But yes, I’m sure now that I did love you then.”

      Amelia leaned in close to Eldan and watched a group of shifters escort a human family through town towards the check in station. There were two parents and three kids. The smallest of the kids kept running ahead of the group. It looked like he was playing a short-range game of tag with one of the shifter men. A tear escaped Amelia’s eye as the scene unfolded before her and she thought about how lucky she was.
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      The Queen’s court date was set exactly two weeks after the duel. Amelia had to work that day at the nursery, which was fine with her—she didn’t have much interest in attending the trial anyway. Eldan seemed nervous the morning of as the two of them walked to work together.

      “What are you scared of?” Amelia asked a few blocks into their journey. “You have an airtight case. What is your mother going to do? Try to win the jury over with her charming personality?”

      The joke made Eldan crack a smile. “I’m not scared she’ll win. I’m just nervous because this is going to be my first time addressing the public as their new King. I wish there was a better way to start engaging with my subjects than holding a trial against my own mother, their previous Queen.”

      Amelia nodded. “I understand. There’s a lot of pressure. But it’s nothing you can’t handle.” She put a hand out and stopped him from walking any further. “You are their King and you earned that title because you fought for them—all of them. You did what you knew was best for Meldania and its people. They know that, or, at least most of them do. The others will come around eventually. All you have to do now is live up to your promise to make Meldania the greatest city in the world. Do you think you can do that?”

      “You make it sound so simple,” he said.

      “It is simple,” said Amelia. “Meldania needs a great leader. You are a great leader. It’s as simple as that.”

      They walked the rest of the way in silence, hand in hand. When they arrived at the steps in front of the Council building Amelia leaned onto her tiptoes and kissed Eldan on the cheek.

      “Good luck,” she said. “I believe in you.”

      

      It was a short trial. The Queen presented her case for attempting to kill Amelia. She argued that she had good reason to believe that Amelia was helping Eldan cheat in the fight, and therefore she was helping him plot to kill Lendir, which was a crime punishable by death. The problem was she had no proof of this conspiracy, and it was hard to convince a jury that two people plotted to kill a third when that third person is not only still alive, but is being treated for his injuries by doctors hired by the accused killers.

      After the guilty verdict came, it was up to King Eldan to decide what the Queen’s punishment would be. Exile was common in cases such as this, but Eldan felt that was far too harsh, and, as he explained to Amelia the night after the sentencing hearing, it was not what his father would have wanted.

      “What then?” she asked. “Keep her in jail?”

      “She will have to be kept somewhere, yes,” said Eldan. They were at the dining room table eating a steak dinner with a side of roasted vegetables and wine from a local Meldanian vineyard. “But I don’t think the jail cell in the Council Building is the right place. Of course we could send her to the District Eight Prison. We have an agreement with them.”

      “No way,” said Amelia. “She would get eaten alive there. The second they find out she used to be Queen… It would basically be issuing the death penalty.”

      Eldan nodded. “I figured as much. We could let her be on a sort of house arrest, in a place on the outskirts of the city. She would have to wear some sort of tracking device and have near-constant security.”

      “That sounds like a good solution.”

      “You wouldn’t be afraid, having her living so nearby?”

      Amelia shrugged. “No, I don’t think so. As long as you’re here to protect me, I’m not really afraid of anything.” She smiled. “Besides, I’ve gotten pretty good at swinging a lamp. She can give me her best shot.”

      There came a laugh from the doorway behind Amelia. She turned to see Lendir standing there, leaning against the wall on his good side. His shoulder was still bandaged but the bruises on his neck were almost gone. Amelia hadn’t seen him up and about since the fight, nor had she spoken to him. Every time she went to visit he was asleep.

      “Now that,” he said. “Is a fight I’d want to see.”

      “Lendir,” she said. “Hi. I didn’t know you were walking around.”

      “How are you feeling?” Eldan asked. He stood up and pulled out the empty chair nearest Lendir, who took it with a nod of thanks.

      “I’ve been better,” he said. “But I’m healing.”

      “Are you hungry?” Amelie went to stand. “I’ll go—”

      “I’ve got it,” said Eldan, motioning for her to sit back down. “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared through the door to the kitchen.

      Amelia repositioned her napkin on her lap and used her fork to push around the peas on her plate. Lendir was watching her. She could feel his eyes on her, but she didn’t look up.

      “How are your injuries?” he asked after a while. “I heard my mother got a slash in.”

      “Just the one,” said Amelia. “She left only shallow cuts.”

      “That’s good. You’re lucky. I’ve been on the receiving end of her slashing before and trust me when I say she could have done a lot more damage if Eldan didn’t get to you in time.”

      Amelia frowned at her plate. “You mean.” She looked up. “Your mother would hurt you?”

      “When she was training me,” he said. “Yeah. She wouldn’t hold back. She wanted me to be the best fighter in Meldania, which meant I had to train by fighting, really fighting, not sparing.”

      “Did she do the same thing with Eldan?”

      Lendir shook his head. “No, she gave up on him early on. She always said he was too weak to be a champion, too caring.” He smirked. “Looks like she underestimated him. We all did. Except our father of course.”

      Amelia waited for Lendir to continue but the Prince did not.

      “I need to know,” she said. “Whether or not you support Eldan as the new King, and if you or your mother are going to try anything.”

      Lendir stared at her for a few intense seconds before answering. “I have no intention of trying anything. As for my mother, I don’t know. I am no longer in contact with her, and I hope to keep it that way.”

      “And I’m just supposed to take your word for it?”

      He leaned back in his chair and put his good arm up over behind his head. “Yes, in fact you are. I know it may seem crazy after everything that’s happened as of late, but I don’t want to be King. I love being a Prince— it comes with all the perks of royalty without any of the responsibility. Why would I want to mess that up?”

      Amelia stabbed a piece of carrot with her fork and put in her mouth. She watched Lendir as she chewed. “Alright.” She swallowed. “I believe you. But that doesn’t mean I trust you. I will be keeping a very close eye on you, got it?”

      He smiled. “Whatever you gotta’ do,” he said. “Feel free to keep an eye on me all the time… when I’m eating, sleeping… showering.” He winked at her.

      Amelia rolled her eyes but couldn’t stop herself from smile slightly.

      He’s annoying but harmless.

      Eldan came back in carrying a plate of food in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. “I know Dr. Ivan probably told you not to drink wine until you are fully healed, he said the same thing to me, but I’ve decided one glass won’t hurt us. I figured you might agree.” He put the food and drink down in front of his brother and smiled. “Besides, we are celebrating!”

      “Celebrating what?” asked Lendir.

      Eldan returned to his seat and lifted his own glass. “Our victory!”

      Lendir cleared his throat. “Uh, our victory? I don’t recall winning anything.”

      “You’ve won your life,” said Eldan. “Your freedom. You are no longer under the thumb of

      the vile woman who I used to call mother. You can do whatever you want, Lendir. So, brother, what do you want?”

      Lendir held his glass up. “Right now? I want this wine.” He drank the entire glass in a single gulp.

      Amelia and Eldan took sips from their respective glasses.

      “Great start,” said Eldan. “Now that you’ve accomplished that, what’s next?” His face was becoming flushed and Amelia wondered how long it had been since Eldan had let loose and allowed himself some fun.

      “More wine!” said Lendir. “More wine!”

      The King went to stand up again but Amelia put a hand out to stop him. “Let me this time.” She went into the kitchen and opened a second bottle of red. Just as she was about to push through the door to the dining room, she heard Lendir say something that gave her pause.

      “I like this one you know,” he said. “She’s good for you. You never used to be this fun before you met her.”

      “I like her too,” said Eldan. “In fact I love her.”

      “Do you now? How romantic.” He said the word romantic in a higher pitched, fluttery voice. “So she’s the right girl for you but a more important question is whether or not she is the right Queen for Meldania…?”

      “I think she would be the perfect Queen,” said Eldan. “If that’s what she wants.”

      “Of course it’s what she wants!” said Lendir. “What woman doesn’t want to be a Queen?”

      “You forget, she had a life and a family before I met her. I can’t just expect her to happily give all of that up and rule a kingdom with me! Especially after everything I’ve put her through already.”

      “You’re such a worrier,” said Lendir. “You get that from dad.”

      “I know.”

      Amelia took advantage of the quiet moment and walked into the dining room. “Here you go.” She poured more wine into each of their three cups and took her seat. “So then, what were you two talking about while I was in the kitchen?”

      “Lendir here was telling me about how he thinks he would make great head of the defense board,” said Eldan. “He wants to take over the position from the guy my mother picked a few years ago.”

      “I—uh—yeah. I did say that.” Lendir was giving his brother a mean look across the table. “Although, now that I think about it, being head of the defense board sounds like a lot of work and maybe it’s a job that should go to someone more qualified... “

      “Oh stop it,” Eldan said, waving a hand in his brother’s direction. “There is no one better qualified to train and organize our defense military. You’ll be great.”

      “But I—” Lendir started to speak.

      “I for one think it’s a great idea,” said Amelia.

      “I agree!” Eldan clapped his hands together. “Then it’s settled. I’ll have to double check with the council tomorrow, make sure they didn’t have anyone else in mind for the job, but I assume there will be no issues. You can start as early as tomorrow afternoon. Of course that means you’ll have to get out of bed before noon, big brother.” Eldan grinned. “You think you can handle that?”

      Lendir was smiling too. “Sure. Sounds great, little brother. My first act as head of defense will be to require the King of Meldania to train along with all of the soldiers. It’s only fair, seeing as you’re their leader. How can you expect men to follow orders from a guy who couldn’t even beat them in a schoolyard fight?”

      “Now wait just a minute…”

      The two brothers bickered and snickered for the rest of dinner. Amelia tuned in and out. She was happy they were getting along and excited about the new possibilities for Meldania. On the other hand, now that everything had settled and she finally had some time to breathe, she couldn’t help but spend much of her time thinking about her friends and family, constantly wondering how they were doing and whether or not they were thinking about her. This past week Eldan had spent much of his time with the council, getting used to his new role as King. He’d informed her that the shifters in charge of District Eight were cracking down on runaways and ID fraud. The corruption in the police department is rampant and punishments for even small crimes are becoming increasingly more harsh. People are scared to even leave their houses for anything other than work or school, for fear they may be spotted by some dirty cop looking to pad his arrest numbers.

      Amelia was torn between two loves, that for her family and that for Eldan, and she knew if she was forced to choose one over the other, it would mean closing a permanent door on the love she didn’t choose.

      That night she stayed up late talking to Lia on the phone. Her little sister passed the phone around to all the other siblings and Amelia even spoke to her parents for a few minutes. It was awkward at first, mostly small talk and updates on each other’s lives, but soon enough Amelia’s mom started to open up and the conversation took an emotional turn.

      “I know you probably don’t want to hear this,” her mother said. “But I’m so, so sorry. For everything. Your father and I have been struggling for years now and we let it affect the whole family.”

      “We have so many mistakes to make up for,” her dad chimed in. They had her on speaker phone. “We know it is going to take us years to make amends, and we understand if you don’t trust what we are telling you right now. You have no reason to take us seriously after all the times we’ve lied to you.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Amelia sighed. “I’m not ready to forgive and forget.”

      “Of course you’re not,” her mom said. “We don’t expect that so soon. We just wanted to let you know that we are trying and that you are always welcome back home, if you ever choose to return to District Eight.”

      “Thanks,” said Amelia. “I appreciate that.” There was a voice in the background, someone calling for her parents. She recognized the voice. “Is that Victoria? Is she with you guys?”

      “Yes,” said Gwen. “Vic is here with us.” Her mother sounded downtrodden. “Cat came down with something last week and we took her into the ER. Vic helped us, even though Cat is too old for a pediatrician. It was very kind of her. She’s been coming over to check on your sister every night since.”

      “What’s does she have? Is she going to be okay?”

      “Well, um.” There was the sound of two people muttering but it was muffled, as if her mom had put her hand over the receiver. “I don’t really understand what it is she has. Victoria has tried to explain it to me multiple times, but I don’t get all the technical medical jargon she uses. It’s something in her chest which is making it hard for her to breathe.”

      “Can you put Vic on?”

      “Sure, honey.”

      Amelia heard muttering again and the sound of the phone being passed around.

      “Amelia?”

      “Hey, Vic. What’s going on? Is Cat going to be okay?”

      “She’s fine for now,” said Victoria. “But she needs better treatment. Your parents already blew all their savings on her first ER visit and there’s only so much tinkering I can do with the paperwork before it becomes outright fraud. Don’t get me wrong, I would do it if it weren’t for these recent crackdowns. They could haul me in for life if I get caught.”

      “I understand,” said Amelia. “Thank you for doing what you can.”

      “Any chance that King of yours could help us out?”

      “If I know him, I know he’ll sure as hell try,” said Amelia. “I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know what he says.”

      “Okay,” said Vic. “Before you go, Cat wants to say hi.”

      Again the phone was passed.

      “Ame?”

      “Hey, Cat.” Amelia had to work to keep her voice steady. “How are you feeling?”

      Her little sister started to speak but had a coughing fit instead. It went on for quite some time before Victoria picked up the phone again and said Cat couldn’t talk. She promised they would talk tomorrow and then had to go help hook Cat up to her new oxygen tank that Amelia was sure her parents couldn’t afford. It was highly possible Victoria had covered the costs herself.

      The phone clicked and the line went dead. Amelia got out of her own bed, where she’d been laying and talking, and headed to Eldan’s room. She didn’t feel like sleeping alone tonight. She had been sleeping in her bedroom the past few nights seeing as Eldan had to get up to take his pain meds every three hours, but tonight she just needed to feel him next to her.

      The lights were out and the King’s heavy breathing told Amelia that he was already asleep. She tiptoed to the empty side of the bed and slid underneath the sheets. She would talk to Eldan first thing in the morning and he would figure out a way to get Dr. Ivan over to see Cat, or at the very least there had to be a way to wire money to Amelia’s parents, legal or otherwise. She repositioned herself so that she was lying closer to Eldan, their backs just barely touching. At her touch, the King turned over and wrapped his arm around her stomach.

      “When did you get here?” he whispered sleepily.

      “Just now,” she said, pulling his arm even tighter around her. “I’m sorry to wake you. Go back to sleep.” She knew her voice sounded strained and not just because she was trying to keep quiet. She hoped Eldan wouldn’t notice and that they could just fall asleep like that without talking about it. Of course, if her King were that oblivious to her emotions and needs, he wouldn’t be Eldan.

      “What is it?” he asked, sitting up on his elbow and looking down at her. Her eyes adjusted to the lack of light and she could just see the outlines of his face. “Is everything okay?’

      She reached up and took his face in her hands. “I love you,” she said.

      “I love you too.”

      She pulled his lips down to meet hers. He tasted like mint and he smelled like the roasted vegetables they’d had for dinner. Amelia was trying to soak all of him up, with all of her senses, in hopes they would consume her and she could forget about everything else besides him for a while.

      And it worked.

      He kissed her back softly and stroked the side of her face. She started with her tongue first, taking things from a romantic place to a sensual one. Taking the hint, Eldan moved his hand down her body and then back up, underneath her shirt. He cupped her breast in his hand and lightly pinched her nipples until they were hard with anticipation.

      Amelia sat up, still kissing him, and pulled her shirt off. He guided her back down on her back with a gentle touch on her shoulder and slipped his hands in the space between her skin and her underwear. He pleasured her with his hand while kissing her neck and running his tongue along her body. Amelia was lost in the ecstasy of it all and it wasn’t until Eldan’s mouth found its way between her legs that she was brought back to reality with the sweet sting of a full body orgasm. She moaned loudly as she came. Eldan kept penetrating her with his tongue until she was near a second climax.

      Between heavy breaths she said, “Come to me. In me.” He pulled his underwear down and she guided him inside of her. She gasped with delight and the two of them breathed together, perfectly in sync as if singing a duet. She came again, showering his member with the proof of her pleasure.

      She managed to maneuvering her way on top for the final throws and the King called out her name as he finished. She stayed on top of him for a while. He got himself into a more upright, seated position, still inside her, and kissed her all over her neck and shoulders. He told her he loved her and that he would do anything for her.

      Eventually, they detangled from one another and fell asleep.

      Amelia dreamed only of Eldan that night. It was the best sleep she’d had in years.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Long Live the Queen

          

        

      

    

    
      Eldan undid his tie for the third time and tried once again to re-tie it. He couldn’t get the knot just right and it was driving him crazy. Frustrated he pulled the whole thing off and threw it on the bed.

      “Arhg! This is ridiculous.”

      “Problem, sir?” Garcia had entered the room unannounced.

      Eldan shook his head and stared at Garcia’s reflection in the mirror. “It’s nothing, never mind. I’m just not going to wear it.”

      Garcia went to the bed and picked up the tie. “Your father never showed you how to tie one of these?”

      “He tried, probably a dozen times.” Eldan laughed sadly. “I never listened. I hated dressing up. I only did it when he asked me to. I never thought about what I would do when there came a day I had to wear a suit and he wasn’t around anymore.”

      “May I?” Garcia asked, holding up the tie and approaching Eldan.

      Eldan turned around and let his assistant wrap the tie around his neck and tuck it under his collar. “I have some news,” he said as he flipped one end of the tie over the other. “It seems your mother had a mole planted in the security team whose job it was to listen in on phone calls.”

      Eldan nodded. “I’m not surprised. Did you get rid of him?”

      “I transferred him, yes,” said Garcia. Eldan had been dealing with the remnants of his mother’s cruel and unjust reign for days now. He didn’t feel comfortable firing the people she hired as spies, seeing as they were just following orders from their Queen. Instead, he opted to have them transferred and given a stern warning regarding what would happen if they went back to their old tricks. “Before I left him, however, I was able to get him to reveal some of what he heard while listening in on other people’s telephone calls.”

      “Anything good?”

      “If by good you mean good news, then yes there is one piece of good news,” he said. “I know you’ve been a little worried about your brother’s loyalty and whether or not he is to be trusted. Well, a few days ago he received a call from you mother.”

      Eldan frowned. “She isn’t supposed to be able to call here. Her line is only supposed to be for others to call in. She can’t call out unless it’s an emergency number.”

      “Yes,” Garcia said. “That is what I’ve been told as well. It appears she found a way, as she tends to do. Your mother had many faults but stupidity is not one of them.”

      “I thought you said this was good news?”

      “It is!” Garcia’s facial expression softened. “Your brother only spoke with her for a minute or two, during which he informed her that he had no interest in being a part of her schemes and that he fully supported you as King.”

      “Oh,” said Eldan. “That is good news.”

      “Now,” Garcia said. “On to the bad news. It has to do with something he overheard a few nights back regarding Amelia and her family. It seems one of her siblings is sick.”

      Eldan nodded. “Yes, she told me.”

      Garcia finished up the knot and tightened it snug but comfortable against Eldan’s neck. “I see, well I had a few ideas as to how we might be able to help them out.”

      Eldan smiled. “I’m way ahead of you. Why do you think I’m so dressed up?” He stuck his hand into the pocket of his dress pants and pulled out a small, blue velvet box. “I’m going to ask her to marry me.”

      Garcia gawked at him. “Sir?”

      “I know it’s a big decision, but trust me, I’ve been thinking about it for a while now and I know it’s what I want.”

      “It’s not that, sir.” He shook his head. “It’s just… Well, to be frank, you cannot propose to this woman wearing this tie.”

      Eldan looked down at his chest where the bright purple tie with yellow polka dots hung. “What’s wrong with it? Lendir gave it to me for this very occasion.”

      “I’m sure he did.” Garcia reached out and started undoing the tie. “I’m sure he finds this all very amusing. Stay here. I’ll grab you a different one.” He pulled the silk ribbon from Eldan’s neck and disappeared into the closet.

      “If you ask her to marry you, she will be Queen,” Garcia said returning. “Which means according to the agreements between Meldania and District Eight she will be allowed to travel freely between here and the District.”

      “Exactly.”

      “She still won’t be allowed to bring her family or anyone else across the border without paperwork.”

      Eldan nodded. “Yes, I know, but at least she’ll be able to see them. And besides, if there was anyone who could sneak a whole family out of the District without getting caught, it would be her. She’ll do anything for the people she cares about.”

      “I believe you are right, sir.” Garcia finished tying the new tie. “Which is why she will make an amazing Queen of Meldania.”

      

      Amelia awoke that morning with a tingling sensation spread throughout her body. It was similar to the pins and needles feeling one gets after her arm falls asleep and she must shake it awake. For some inexplicable reason, she felt like today was an important day. Something was going to happen that day. But what?

      King Eldan had already gotten up and left for work, or so said the note he left for her by the coffee pot in the kitchen, so she had to eat breakfast alone. Ever since she told him about her family’s situation, Eldan had been spending much of his time with the Council, trying to figure out a legal way for her family to come to Meldania. So far, they had come up with zilch. She was starting to feel very desperate and very helpless. She was worried that one of these nights the nightmares of Cat dying from lack of oxygen were going to prove too much and she was going to pack up her stuff and walk across the border.

      She called home every night to make sure everything was okay. Victoria was staying with her family overnight now, taking care of Cat any time she didn’t have to be at work. The last time they spoke, Victoria said there was a new treatment that she thinks would do wonders for Cat’s infection—only it costs more than Amelia’s family could make in a decade. At the present, Victoria was working out a plan to steal the stuff from the hospital on one of her less-busy red eye shifts.

      Luckily, the kids at the nursery kept Amelia busy that afternoon, which kept her mind from wandering too far down these depressing lines of thought. She was scheduled to meet up with Eldan on her lunch break but when twelve o’clock rolled around, he was nowhere to be seen.

      “What are you doing standing out there like an idiot?” Ilda called out from the half open door to the nursery. “I thought you said you were going to lunch?”

      “I was,” Amelia said. “He’s supposed to meet me here.”

      “So you’re just going to wait around like some chump! It’s already twelve fifteen, your burning valuable lunch time.”

      Since when did Ilda care so much about how I spend my lunch hour?

      “If I were you,” Ilda said. “I would go find him and drag him out of whatever important royal meeting he’s in.”

      Amelia threw her arms up in defeat. “Alright, fine, I’ll do it your way.”

      Truthfully, she was getting pretty hungry and she got along with the front desk receptionist at the Council building. Anything was better than standing in the hot sun getting yelled at by a grouchy matron.

      As she approached the glass doors of the building, she noticed that a lot of people were gathered in the main floor. It looked like there was a banner of some sort hanging behind them, but she couldn’t make out the words. She reached a hand out to open the door when someone opened it for her from the inside.

      “Hey.” It was Eldan. He was beaming. He held her shoulders, keeping her in place and her gaze locked on him. “Before you go reading that sign I have to ask you something.”

      “Uh, okay…” Amelia laughed. “Ask away.”

      “Will you marry me?” He let go of one of her shoulders and pulled a ring from the small chest pocket in his vest. He held it up to her, holding it between his thumb and pointer finger.

      The question hit Amelia like an arrow. Not one shot by an enemy, dipped in poison and meant to kill. Instead, it was an arrow that pierced her heart and what bled out from the wound was not blood, instead it was warm and satiny. That something, pure and luxurious, gushed from within her body in the form of tears and stutters.

      “I—er—um,” that was all she could manage at first. Then, finally, she got the word out. “Yes.” She stuck her hand out and Eldan slipped the ring onto her finger. “Yes, yes,” she said. “Of course the answer is yes!”

      Eldan picked her up and swung her around in his arms. The crowd which had surrounded them started clapping and out of the corner of her eye Amelia read the banner which said, “All Hail Queen Amelia.”

      When he put her back on the ground, Amelia’s knees felt weak. She kept her arms wrapped around him for balance, and also because she couldn’t bring herself to let go. She saw Ilda had arrived with all the kids in tow and realized everyone was in on it.

      “I can’t believe this,” she said. “I don’t know what to say!”

      One of the older Council members, an aging shifter woman, stepped forward and took Amelia’s hand. “I am so pleased to welcome you to our Council, Queen Amelia. I have taken it upon myself, as requested by the King, to draw these up for you.” She reached behind her where a table was stationed and picked up a stack of papers. “The top one is a marriage license. You will need to sign and date it on the line here, in front of a witness, which will be me, and it will be official.”

      Amelia stared down at the paper in confusion, then looked up at Eldan. “You mean we aren’t going to have a wedding?”

      Eldan moved some hair out of her face and kissed her forehead. “Of course we are going to have a wedding, but I thought you might want to visit your family first.”

      Amelia shook her head and went to speak but the Council woman spoke over her. “Once you two are married, you can take this paper, which is proof of your status as Queen and use it to get across the border.” She held up a few of the other papers and then set them in the pile she had started on the table behind her. “And finally, this paper is a money order.” She handed the last document over to Amelia. “As the Queen you are given a stipend every month to use how you please. You may visit the bank today and withdraw however much you want.”

      Amelia looked at the number written down next to the words “Monthly Stipend” and her jaw dropped. It was more than enough to pay for Cat’s treatment. She started to cry and the Council woman took the paper from her before her tears could stain it. With a smile, the woman gathered up the papers and excused herself.

      “Come find me when you’re ready to get married,” she said as they parted ways.

      Amelia was feeling light headed and she asked Eldan to come with her outside.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is wonderful.” She reached her arms up around his neck and kissed him. “You are wonderful. I just needed you all to myself for a moment.”

      They stood wrapped in each other’s arms, swaying gently side to side, dancing to their own music.

      “I have to go,” she said after a few minutes. “Tonight. I know it’s fast, and it would be nice to have our first night as an engaged couple together but I have to go help Cat—”

      He put his finger to her lips. “Shh, you don’t have to explain. I understand. That’s why I fast tracked the paperwork. There’s a bag packed for you already and a driver waiting to take you. And besides, we don’t have to be apart if you don’t want to.”

      Amelia frowned. “You want to come with me?”

      Eldan smirked. “I think it’s about time I meet my in-laws, don’t you?”

      She kissed him again, once on the mouth and then once on each cheek. “Okay then! Let’s go get married my King!”

      “I’m right behind you my Queen.”

      

      End.
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      I bought a human bride.

      Her father, the president, sold her to me, and now she is mine.

      

      I’m a conqueror.

      A warrior.

      A destroyer.

      And a prince.

      

      A human wife will show the Universe just how powerful I am.

      My best acquisition yet.

      

      She is already difficult.

      

      On her first night here she complained about the pajamas I got her.

      It was called “lingerie”, as it seems, not pajamas.

      

      I tried getting human things for her to feel at home.

      But I can’t know everything, right?

      

      She is afraid of me.

      

      I won’t touch her —I am not the monster they think I am.

      But my heart is cold, and my soul has turned into stone.

      

      My duty is to protect her.

      Her duty is to serve my crown.

      

      She now stares at me with a human expression I can’t quite comprehend.

      

      What the **** does that mean!?
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      I'm on the ground, again. 

      I have been punched and slammed by someone far bigger and tougher than me.

      

      I can hear the snorts and laughter; I'm the only girl on the training squad.

      "This is why someone like you should never be allowed to fight side by side with war brothers." 

      

      Still, I get up. Not complaining. 

      This is the life I chose.

      

      So when a stranger challenges me to a duel two minutes later, I don't hesitate to take him up and agree to his terms that I will do something for him if I lose.

      

      Then it all went black.

      

      I wake up in a cell and realize with terror that I'm probably in werewolf territory, high up in the mountains. 

      

      Two hours later, I'm presented to both, the prince's step-cousin and the prince himself.

      

      "You are lucky, you have been chosen to be our new human concubine. A rare opportunity, given only to the most worthy of women."

      

      You've got to be kidding me?!

      This was NOT what I meant by a favor!!!

      

      "Have you bred before?"

      

      WHAT?!

      

      "What about sharing? Two, three men, perhaps?"

      

      EXCUSE ME?!

      

      "Tomorrow will be your first training."

      

      Next thing I know, I have a royal collar attached to my neck, to denote I belong to them. 

      

      "You either walk on your feet or you will be dragged,"  says the prince.

      

      He can't be serious. 

      I'm gonna kill them both. 
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