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 Book One 
 
    Once Upon a Time 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One 
 
   
 
  

 Kisses to the seraphs 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there was a beautiful maiden named Gabriella. She was the fairest in the kingdom of Tempton; noble, wise and pure. Her soft skin was without flaw; her black locks long and silky, her shape small and perfect. Her beauty was eminent, her splendor supreme. Her face shamed even the ones of the goddesses, her mind shamed even the ones of the seers. Her wit could captivate the solemnest of men; her charm could enchant an enraged fire demon… 
 
      
 
    The brush landed hard in the bucket, splashing the cold water upon my knees. 
 
    “Use this one, Gabriella,” Aunt Beth repeated for the fourth time. “You best start focusing on the task at hand! Set aside your silly daydreaming and pay attention!” 
 
    I shrugged and began to scrub with the new brush. Pay attention to what, exactly? I had spent the entire day cleaning the manor. Because Aunt Beth made up her mind to throw a dinner party, I had to scrub floors, walls, cabinets, banisters and every other obscure object that had any faint chance of catching a visitor’s eye. What else was I to do but daydream? 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Perhaps the lovely Gabriella would journey to meet a maiden with long hair that cascaded from a tower. Perhaps she would pass the time woodworking with a clever pig. Perhaps she would dine with bears, hug foxes, or swap riddles with Rumpelstiltskin. Perhaps… 
 
    Someone rapped loudly on the door. Aunt Beth’s footsteps echoed through the halls as she walked briskly across the stone floors. I leaned to look as the heavy door creaked open. Just a courier, delivering the month’s income and the note, but he also carried a letter and a package! 
 
    I didn’t get to watch for long. Aunt Beth folded the package and letter in her arms before she even took the money. Our income came every month from one of my parent’s old trading companions...apparently a good friend who took pity on us. I was only a small child when my parents died while on the road trading. My memories of them were only in tiny fragments. 
 
    I pushed the stray hair from my eyes. I didn’t like to think about it. Aunt Beth and Uncle Harrison didn’t like me to ask. It was just better for everyone to leave the past in the past. 
 
    Aunt Beth thanked the boy and flashed a charming smile, which instantly disappeared when she turned and saw me watching. I quickly looked down, continuing my work. She brushed passed me, pulling the note off the money bag and handing it to me. 
 
    “This is fine for now,” she commented. Just fine? I thought the place never looked better. “Go and help Anna in the kitchen.” 
 
    Her footsteps faded as I opened the note and quickly scanned it, hoping it would give some clue as to what the mysterious package was. But it just the standard, “give our kisses to the seraphs and our hugs to the boys.” 
 
    I sighed deeply and set the note in my lap. Kisses to the seraphs. That is what he called my sister, Angel and me. He still didn’t know. Angel disappeared nearly four years before in the middle of the night. She went off “searching for answers,” as her note read. 
 
    Even the thought upset me. I hated that she left, I hated even more to be reminded of her. My sister! My companion, closer to me than even the boys. She abandoned me. We had searched for weeks to no avail. I felt so hurt and so worried. 
 
    I tried to imagine her somewhere lovely. Sometimes as a maidservant to a princess. Sometimes as an archer for a hidden fortress. But most times, I would imagine that she had found her answers and was already on her way home. 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    I already forgot. I quickly picked up my bucket and clomped down the stairs into the kitchen. 
 
    Anna seemed nothing but a blur as she breezed through the kitchen. I set my bucket down next to the wash basin and winced as I placed my torn and blistered fingers into the warm water. The grime soon disappeared, and after gently patting my hands dry, I helped Anna finish plating the food: roast chicken, fresh bread, savory soup and sweet vegetables from the harvest…a grand feast. 
 
    Uncle Harrison was a gourmand…every night was a grand feast. His opulent meals were why Anna spent all her time in the kitchen, and why he dismissed the other servants when the boys and I were younger. Our generous income still wasn’t enough to support daily expenses as well as his lavish appetite. 
 
    I carried the soup and bread first to the dining room. I hadn’t seen Uncle Harrison all day; I wondered what kind of humor he was in. I set the bowl before him gently, and laded the soup into it. He smiled, breathing in the aroma. I smiled too. All was well. 
 
    I returned with the chicken and vegetables, and cut the chicken at the table, placing the choice pieces closest to Uncle Harrison. I glanced up at him every now and then as I worked, measuring my success by his expressions. He ate steadily and I relaxed. 
 
    My stomach suddenly moaned loudly. The day’s chores and the hour’s tales had distracted me. I hadn’t eaten since my small portion of bread in the morning...I hoped there would be some scraps left from the meal. 
 
    The vexatious Jessica heard the rumble. The youngest daughter of Uncle Harrison and Aunt Beth, ten-year-old Jessica seemed happiest when I was saddest. She bent over her bowl and slurped loudly as I spooned the vegetables onto her plate. “Delicious,” she said. I didn’t respond and turned to go about my business. “It does need salt, however.” 
 
    She had only discovered the purpose of salt the week before. I unconsciously sighed, but immediately bit my lip. Too late. The evil Jessica had a talent for using any of my weaknesses against me. I always tried to keep on guard whenever she was around, but my weariness created carelessness. 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    I jumped. It was the third time she called my name. “Stop daydreaming and fetch me the salt!” 
 
    We both gave quick looks to Uncle Harrison. He didn’t even look up. The bean soup was his favorite. I smirked and picked up the empty bread plates. As I passed Jessica, I leaned close and whispered, “Fetch yourself the salt.” 
 
    Jessica cried out at my response, banging her back against the chair. She hadn’t meant to whine so loudly and shrunk into her seat when Uncle Harrison looked up from his meal. I quickly turned on my heels as he demanded what was wrong. He hated “nonsense while he supped,” and no one was spared from his hand. 
 
    “Stay, Gabriella.” 
 
    I slowly turned, giving Jessica an angry look. And now I would be punished as well? She couldn’t mock me; Uncle Harrison still awaited an answer. Jessica chose her words carefully…he loved the soup. “Father, I need salt and Gabriella refuses to bring it to me, even when I asked her kindly.” 
 
    Kindly. I rolled my eyes and looked to Aunt Beth, who quickly looked down at her food. There were some nights when she would defend me, but it wasn’t one of those nights. Uncle Harrison’s gaze shifted to me and I stood straight. He gave a look to the bowl on the table, and I quickly jumped to get it. I scooped a heap onto the spoon and was just about to sprinkle it over Jessica’s bowl, when she tapped my arm with hers, making me drop the entire spoon into her bowl. 
 
    “Oh, Gabriella! That is too much!” 
 
    “Why must you play these games?” Uncle Harrison leaned back in his chair, tossing his spoon in his bowl. I smirked but his eye had rested on me. “Do you not tire of this?” 
 
    It was Jessica’s turn to smirk. I winced, but he only raised his hand to dismiss me. I turned towards the kitchen but stopped when he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Be without supper tonight, Gabriella, and learn your place.” 
 
    My stomach wailed loudly at the penalty, and Jessica’s grin grew. I set my jaw and stood straight. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. I brushed my hair from my eyes and shrugged. Jessica huffed. 
 
    “That is all, Gabriella. Do not make me repeat myself or you’ll find yourself in the cellar.” 
 
    I curtsied quickly and opened the side door, forgetting all about my hunger. Hunger was a problem that could be solved…like the captain of the Forty Thieves, I had grown quite talented at picking locks. But no such hope existed in the cellar. Accessible only through a single door that was kept closed tightly with an iron bar before it, the cellar was a dark, terrible prison. The single window let in only tiny rays of sunshine. Even worse, the narrow passage within it led far into the depths of a crypt. I spent many an afternoon trapped inside, my imagination casting shadows on the walls, or turning the drafting wind into menacing wails. I didn’t want to be confined there. 
 
    My steps on the walk were nearly inaudible under my rumbling stomach. At least the evening was nice enough. It felt nice to breathe in the crisp, autumn air after spending most of the day trapped inside. I navigated the turns of the familiar path towards the bench, but the boys had already finished eating dinner and were gone. So, I lay upon the bench and bent my arm over my eyes, shielding them from the sun. 
 
    The fair maiden Gabriella sat up in a start at the sound of a dove’s flittering wings. He had a golden key in its beak. The key was to a lock in another tree, where Gabriella found enough milk and bread to still her hunger. How kind the dove had been… 
 
    I paused my narration, sighing deeply and scolding myself. Even just the thought of food made my stomach growl. I wished the boys would have taken more time to eat. They would have gladly shared their portions. 
 
    No. They had worked hard all day too. Aunt Beth demanded the gardens cleared in case her dinner party guests wanted a walk after dessert. The boys had been up since before sunrise to complete such a task. I hadn’t seen Ryan all day, and Sean only for a few minutes when he woke me for morning chores. 
 
    Sean was the son of one of my parents’ trading companions. He was older than my sister Angel and me by three years and lived with us quietly in the manor. As a dimorphous dragon, Sean’s life was consistently in danger. His parents had died with mine, murdered by the hands of slayers. Uncle Harrison simply reported that had been careless, and forbid Sean from changing back into the mighty beast of old. Instead, Sean kept his true form concealed, masking himself as a simple lad. 
 
    Sean’s deep-set, hooded eyes were the only herald of his secret…bright yellow with long, vibrant green vertical slits for pupils instead of circles. Most didn’t get close enough to Sean to tell, but he remained careful anyway. When Sean’s parents lost their secret, a battalion was brought, and the slayers were called. My parents and Sean’s parents both fought for their lives, but to no avail. We lost all of them in one terrible day. 
 
    I moved my arm from my face since the sun shifted behind the manor. I didn’t like to think about it. Sean never changed back, so he was safe. He was our protector, even without changing into his awesome form. 
 
    Sean’s kindness is what brought Ryan to us. We had only gone to market when Ryan plowed through us, knocking my sister and I over. Sean caught him, only to find that Ryan was looking for his little brother. We joined the search, but it was well into the night before despair took over. Ryan returned to the manor with us, rather than the lonely alley where he slept. We continued this vain search for three more days, all the while hiding Ryan within the stables at night. 
 
    He stayed though. Even after so many years. He didn’t have to stay. We hid Ryan for weeks. Our trickery was only found out when the monthly notes changed from “and a hug for Sean” to “and a hug for the boys.” 
 
    Kisses to the seraphs. Our benefactor knew when we added Ryan. Even when we hid him. So why didn’t he know that Angel had left? My dear sweet twin? Would it have even made any difference? 
 
    “Stop daydreaming and pay attention to me!” 
 
    Jessica rudely pushed my legs aside to sit next to me. I didn’t know how long she stood there, calling my name. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you over the sound of my aching stomach,” I replied. Jessica huffed. 
 
    “I didn’t know he would do that,” she replied, simply. “Do not be cross with me.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “And why not? You’re the reason I will go without eating the entire day.” 
 
    Jessica groaned and swung her legs, occasionally kicking mine in the process. “Oh, just find something in the garden, Gabby! There is no need to be cross! Or are you just bitter because of tomorrow?” 
 
    I felt flattered that she remembered, but I didn’t blink. I wouldn’t let her get me again. “What? Bitter because of Wednesday? My favorite day? Why, I never…” 
 
    “That is not what I mean, Gabriella.” Jessica stuck her chin out and leaned closer to me. “Tomorrow is your birthday! It is your birthday and you’ve got to clean! No one will trouble themselves about it!” 
 
    “I will not trouble myself about it,” I agreed, sitting up and stretching. I didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    “You cannot fool me, Gabriella.” Jessica smiled at me with a condescending air. “You wish Mother would do something nice, but she will just forget. With you, she always forgets.” 
 
    I had no other rebuttals and just stared. Jessica smirked at my silence, reading my eyes. Not again! I spun around and stormed down the walk. Three times in only half an hour. I passed a tomato plant and paused. She danced far behind me, chanting and teasing. I picked a tomato from the vine and threw it. I didn’t hit her, but the tomato splattered against the stone and the juice splashed up onto her white and pink frock. 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    Oh dear. I ran through the servant’s door, but quickly slowed to a brisk walk once inside. My arms already throbbed from the day’s tasks. I didn’t want to add a face sore from Uncle Harrison’s fist to that. I passed the opened kitchen door as I headed towards the refuge of my room in the servant’s quarters. On the table near the door, a small, blue bowl sat, holding a fresh pastry and an apple. My dove had arrived! 
 
    “Have I ever told you how grand you are?” I asked, calling into the kitchen. Anna didn’t come into view but answered from deep within the pantry. 
 
    “Only several times every day!” 
 
    “Well, in case you forget…you’re grand!” 
 
    Anna laughed as I continued down the hall. Anna was more than grand…even when she wasn’t allowed to be. She used to make Angel and I gifts with no special occasion, she used to read books to us or tell tales of our parents. Uncle Harrison forbade her from doing any of it after Angel left. Perhaps, he was afraid of Angel. She had a stern, no-nonsense personality. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    Anna defied his wishes for a while, adding gifts to my meals, or reciting the tales as we cooked. But even she was not excused from Uncle Harrison’s hand and flaunted many a bruised face. After a few months of steady punishment, even she chose obedience. 
 
    Obedience was hard, but it was certainly better than the alternative. 
 
    Or perhaps we just needed to be more careful. I paused in the corridor. I would try my luck. I carefully crept up the stairs to my old bedroom, stepping skillfully on the spots that I knew wouldn’t creak. I quickly picked the lock, opened the door and locked it behind me. The fading afternoon sun illuminated my room just enough. I missed it. The large window seats overlooking the avenue were cushioned; a wonderful place to sit and recite my favorite tales. Tiny windows lined the large ones, and I had used pressed flowers to decorate the glass. Now, with the sun behind them, beautiful shapes were cast to the floor. 
 
    Kisses to the seraphs. When Angel left, Uncle Harrison thought there would be trouble with our benefactor. He was afraid that our income would stop because he lost one of us. Our benefactor, after all, knew we added another boy. But this time, the notes stayed the same. Our benefactor didn’t know; he stopped watching. So, Uncle Harrison could stop bring vigilant. 
 
    A year after my sister vanished, Uncle Harrison increased our workload, decreased our leisure time, and raised voice and fist more often. He moved us from our spacious, upstairs rooms and into the draft and damp servant’s quarters below. 
 
    I hated it down there. My upstairs room was so much nicer. I pushed open the window and chewed on my apple. Far beyond the pebbles of the avenue and the rolling hills, the towers of Castle Farlington glistened in the fading sunlight. Lights from the castle town below it illuminated intermittently as the townsfolk lit them in preparation of night. 
 
    I stretched my arms out. My body finally felt so relaxed. The autumn leaves danced in the breeze. Some fluttered to the grass of the garden or landed on the small roof over the well. 
 
    I did do a right fine job cleaning. The place never looked better. Still, Aunt Beth wouldn’t even protect me enough to have supper. The wind gusted, making a low whistling sound from the well. The well! That could be a wonderful place! 
 
    The fair maiden Gabriella tumbled in somersaults into the well, finding a grand land. Mother Holle requested her to keep tidy the house, and the humble Gabriella did. The old woman was kind to the fair maiden Gabriella; she fed Gabriella meat every night, praised her for her industriousness and never once spoke a cruel word to her… 
 
    I paused and leaned against the window. I couldn’t remember the last time I received a kind word from Aunt Beth. In the past week, her only words to me were commands and endless lists of more chores. A tear rolled down my cheek. 
 
    Jessica’s words upset me more than I thought. She wasn’t near, but I swallowed my sobs anyway. I just wished Aunt Beth would pretend to love me. That would have been decent. What was the difference between Jessica and me? After fourteen years of care, Aunt Beth still couldn’t find it in her heart to accept me as her daughter instead of just her niece? 
 
    I fought the hot tears that clouded my eyes. And why cry, fair maiden? Do you not know that crying changes nothing? I wiped my eyes and brushed my hair back with my hands. But my heart ached. My heart yearned for affection. I needed to cry. 
 
    I wouldn’t cry. 
 
    The sun vanished behind the horizon, awaking soft calls of the night and introducing a dark sky full of bright stars. I rose from my cushioned seat and walked through the dark room with arms outstretched as I made my way towards the door. It was time to sleep in my ‘own’ room. I rarely went to bed so early, but I felt so exhausted from the day’s grueling chores. 
 
    I barely opened the door when a high, shrill voice summoned me. 
 
    “Gabriella! Gabriella, come here!” 
 
    I sighed wearily. How did she even know it was me? I set down my bowl and sulked down the hall into her room. Hannah, the eldest daughter of Uncle Harrison and Aunt Beth, had just turned twenty. She had become an elite socialite, gaining status by her beauty and her intellect. 
 
    My eyes took a minute to adjust to the bright lights of her room. “I’m going to a party tonight,” she announced as I entered. Wonderful. So, I was only summoned to help her get ready for it. 
 
    “Is this an invitation to come with you?” I asked, dryly. Hannah knew my tones; she understood me sometimes better than I understood myself. She spun around at my comment and stared reproachfully. 
 
    “I have not seen you all day, Gabriella,” she said. “Come and help me. Let us just spend a few hours together before I leave.” 
 
    I shrugged. At the very least it was an excuse if Uncle Harrison looked for me. I had never even seen him so much as raise his voice at Hannah; I wondered her secret. At least if I were with her, he wouldn’t be able to command me to do anything. 
 
    Hannah treated me more like a confidant and lady-in-waiting than a mere, subservient cousin. She would take me on carriage rides, country outings and once, even to a formal ball once at Castle Farlington. 
 
    So, I sat on a low stool as she stepped into the tub. “What are your plans for tomorrow?” she asked as she rested her head against the edge. I shrugged. 
 
    “I am certain the house isn’t clean enough yet for Aunt Beth.” 
 
    “Oh, her dinner party,” Hannah replied with a deep sigh. “And on your birthday, too!” 
 
    I looked up with smile. I assumed the only reason she asked was because she wanted me to do something else for her. I hung my head again. Jessica’s teasing still echoed in my ears. A part of me hoped that Aunt Beth would remember as well, but I tried so hard to remain indifferent. I didn’t want to jinx it. Hannah silently read my face. 
 
    “We are family, Gabriella,” she finally said. “I know Father is a hard man. He just makes Mother timid; he makes all of us timid. But she does care about you, and so do I.” 
 
    “At least you show it,” I blurted. Hannah nodded and leaned back into the tub, staring off. She sought the words to say, but she knew my helplessness, and could find none. I reached for her scrub brush. After few minutes of silence, she continued. 
 
    “Would you like to wear my blue frock for the occasion? It would look so divine on you.” 
 
    That would be nice. I smiled in spite of myself. “I still don’t have anywhere to parade it,” I replied, quickly glancing at her face. Did she plan a surprise outing for us? 
 
    No. Hannah didn’t react to my hint. “You should still look nice for the day,” she answered. “Even without spectators.” 
 
    I nodded slowly and we finished the task in silence. As she dried herself off, I gathered the things she needed. It took another hour to get her oiled, perfumed, her hair dressed, and into her gown. I yawned as I pulled the laces on her corset. 
 
    “I apologize, Gabby, but I will not be here for your birthday.” I tried to cover my disappointment with a shrug. “John has promised to take me sailing.” John was the son of a duke. “And then we will be at the palace tomorrow night for the ball. But I will leave something for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She was finally ready to go. I walked her down the stairs before John met me halfway. Hannah turned and gently hugged me. “Have a wonderful birthday tomorrow and have a good night.” She took his arm and together, they entered the coach. I collapsed on the step and sighed. 
 
    The coach looked so pretty, all lit up among the trees and under the deep blue, starry sky. The two waved at me as the coach slowly pulled down the avenue and disappeared around the bend. I felt in no mood for a party, but I was still sad that I didn’t get to go. It was always so lovely to even just pretend. A fitted gown, my hair tucked just right…I wished she offered to take me to the ball the next day. Imagine! A ball on my birthday! 
 
    My room in the servant’s quarters was already lit and the bed ready. It wasn’t a ball, but still a very thoughtful gesture. The boys must have come looking for me after dinner. I closed the door behind me and washed my hands and face in the small basin by the tiny window. The trunk with my few garments inside stood near the edge of my bed, and I sat on it as I brushed out my long hair. I hated it so long, but Aunt Beth refused to let me cut it. Perhaps I needed it long anyway, should Uncle Harrison ever banish me to a tower. 
 
    The door handle rattled quickly, and I jumped to my feet. 
 
    “Gabby!” 
 
    Sean. I relaxed, and so did he. “We missed you tonight. What happened?” 
 
    “Jessica happened,” I responded as he stood before me. He seemed to grow taller every day. Was I always only at his chest? “Then Hannah had a party to get ready for.” 
 
    Sean nodded with a wide smile. “I see. I am glad you’re back safe. We were worried.” He leaned over and gently kissed my cheek. “From me.” He kissed my other cheek. “From Ryan. Goodnight, Gabriella.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    He closed my door and I donned my nightgown. We felt so strongly about bidding each other goodnight, every night since Angel left. The boys were probably worried to death when they couldn’t find me, afraid that I had followed in the footsteps of my sister and disappeared. 
 
    I couldn’t leave. I would never leave. I wasn’t nearly as courageous as my twin. 
 
    I shivered as the drafts blew through the tiny stone room. I kept the heavy blanket Anna made for me years ago hidden under my bed, and pulled it out, brushing off the dirt. I remained on my knees, bowing my head in silent prayer. 
 
    Soon after, I stood, arranged the blanket and crawled into bed. My pipe lay under my pillow. I licked my lips and blew a few notes before bursting into lively song. I usually played by the tiny window at night, but the day had left me so weary and the night was so cold that I remained where I was. 
 
    So, the woodland sprite, Gabriella, played a soft melody to lull the flowers to sleep. Her enchanting music could sooth any fiend…from angriest of giants to the cruelest of goblins. Any ear that caught the sound would become instantly charmed… 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
   
 
  

 To Market, To Market 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, wonderful, Gabriella, you’re awake.” 
 
    Aunt Beth didn’t even turn when she heard me enter the kitchen. She was busy digging through the pantry and Anna was nowhere in sight. “We’ve only four more days before the dinner party and I need you to go into town for the usual…” She turned to hand me a large basket, but paused, annoyed. “Gabriella! That is Hannah’s frock! How many times do I have to tell you not to take things that are not yours?” 
 
    It was mine. Or at least, it was for the day. I smoothed out the velvety skirt. The frock I owned was made from old linen that had browned over the years. It rose to my calves and was so tight around the waist that several seams had ripped. Try as she might, Anna couldn’t repair it, so I just used my hair to cover my open back. 
 
    I twisted my hips, enjoying the gentle sound that Hannah’s frock made. I wondered how I looked in a dress that actually fit me. Lovely, I hoped. I certainly felt lovely. 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    I stood straight. Aunt Beth was so frustrated. “I do not have time for your daydreaming! You know how important this party is to me! I do not have many friends…your uncle…” She paused her random search to glare at me. “I just cannot believe you are behaving this way on such a day!” 
 
    “On such a day…? Do you remember why today is important?” 
 
    “Do you?” she responded, angrily turning. She handed me six bronze kypés. “I can finally have people here for a nice evening and you wish to play games! Can you for once stop being so selfish?” 
 
    Her words cut deep. I knew she would forget, but I didn’t expect her reaction to be so hostile. I was ready to finish the chores; I knew they were unending. But she could have at least acknowledged me; she could have at least complimented me instead of scolding me. I just wanted to wear the frock for a little while…I never would have cleaned in it. 
 
    “Oh, Gabriella.” 
 
    My expressions must have given me away. They usually did. She had been glaring at me, but her face changed as she looked into mine. “My dear…” 
 
    I would punish her the only way I knew how. I worked myself up into a fine passion and forced tears. “It’s fine, Aunt Beth. I am sorry for being so selfish. I will go to market.” 
 
    I curtsied and spun on my heels, making sure the tears were seen before I turned to pick up the basket. 
 
    “Gabriella, I’m so sorry!” 
 
    I hoped she was. I pushed open the heavy door and dashed down the avenue, sobbing loudly. Aunt Beth called after me, but I didn’t stop running. I ran past the stables and to the giant tree in the park. Sean, Ryan, Angel and I built a small floor in its boughs when we were younger. I climbed up the ladder and sat on the floor, burying my head in my lap. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “Hey! Gabriella!” 
 
    Sean and Ryan stood far beneath me. “While you’re up there, might you see if we’ll be in for a storm?” Ryan called, tossing his shaggy brown hair from his eyes. I pinched my lips together, trying not to laugh. “Go on, then! Make yourself useful!” 
 
    “Go away!” I sobbed, tossing the basket at them. How could I act upset with them here? I lay on the floor, staring up at the sky through the leaves as I continued to make ridiculous sobs. 
 
    It was a nice day. Perhaps, after I returned from market, she would apologize by letting me spend the rest of the day at leisure. How long it had been since I had any respite! I cried out louder, though I knew she didn’t follow me that far. 
 
    “Say, Ryan?” Sean sat next to me and I bolted to a sit. “The skies are clear! Warm sunshine and light winds! No storms today!” They laughed as Ryan climbed up. 
 
    “Decent, Gabriella!” Ryan said as he sat by my side. “I believed for a moment you were truly crying!” 
 
    Sean just rubbed his nose with the sleeve of his dirty white doublet shirt. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I shrugged. Nothing was wrong. I just shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up. Sleep had brought reason to me and Jessica’s words didn’t cut so badly any more. 
 
    “Aunt Beth. So enthralled with her silly dinner party,” I replied. “I don’t know what I imagined, but I didn’t think that she would…” 
 
    “Forget that you turned fourteen today?” Sean handed me a lumpy package, wrapped in burlap. “You’re beautiful, by the way; I love the new dress.” 
 
    A present! I laughed in surprise. “Thank you, Sean!” 
 
    “I didn’t get you a goose egg,” Ryan reported, fiddling with the laces to his collar. 
 
    “And I wouldn’t have taken it if you had.” 
 
    “He did too,” Sean corrected, glaring teasingly at Ryan. “We both got this for you.” 
 
    I pulled anxiously at the burlap. The boys had of course made gifts before, but never worked on anything together. Ryan laughed as I struggled. Certainly, he was the one to wrap it. He had twisted and knotted it in so much burlap that it took me another minute to get through it all. 
 
    “It’s a book!” I turned it over, reading the title. “A book of fairy tales!” I gasped as I flipped through the pages. How could they…? There were even a few tales within that I had never even heard before. How did they…? 
 
    Ryan laughed, patting Sean’s shoulder. “Well, Dragonboy, I daresay she likes it.” 
 
    “I love it!” I wrapped my arms around them. “I love it so much! It’s so perfect! Thank you!” 
 
    “And here’s something else, Bittersweet,” Ryan said, handing me a bouquet. Within were lilacs, daisies of all colors, dahlias, roses, and apple blossoms…all my favorite flowers. They must have torn up the countryside to find them still in bloom so late in the year. 
 
    “They are beautiful! You two are wonderful!” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Ryan rubbed the back of his head. “I was actually hoping you were allergic to them.” 
 
    “Ryan, I will see if you can fly, if you keep this up,” I answered nudging him with my shoulder as he laughed. “And just for that, you are coming with me to market.” We climbed down the ladder and I picked up the large basket, putting my new presents inside. 
 
    It took a little more than an hour to walk to the castle town’s opened fort gates. We joined the throng and walked in waddling steps as we drew closer to the gate. I closed my eyes, breathing in the smells of baked bread and drying meats. 
 
    It could be a good day. It would be a good day. Even if Aunt Beth were to confine me to the house, it would be a good day. 
 
    The vendor shouts grew louder as we walked through the high gates. Once we passed, the large crowed thinned. Ryan reached to the nearest stall, grabbing two reed baskets. 
 
    “You best pay for those!” the plump lady behind the cart demanded. 
 
    “We’ll bring them back,” Ryan answered over his shoulder. He threw one of the baskets to Sean, and I split the kypés. We lined our feet alongside each other and behind the large crack. 
 
    “Ready?” Sean called. “Go!” 
 
    At his call, we ran through the marketplace. I stopped at the fruit stall and quickly picked out Aunt Beth’s favorites. I looked over my shoulder. Sean was paying the baker and Ryan had finished already with the fishmonger. 
 
    I almost didn’t wait for the butcher to finish wrapping the meats before pulling them from his hands and running towards the fountain in the square, dodging around the townsfolk and ducking between vendor stalls. 
 
    Sean reached the fountain first and Ryan second. I collapsed on the rim of the fountain breathlessly. I always came last. 
 
    “I swear you’re flying,” Ryan mumbled as he glared at Sean. Sean shook his head and twirled his cap on his finger. 
 
    “I’m just fast,” he smirked. 
 
    “Why do we do this anyway? It’s odd…” 
 
    “It’s fun!” Sean and I protested. 
 
    “You say…” 
 
    “Well, did we at least get everything?” I asked. Ryan and Sean nodded as they emptied their baskets into my big one. 
 
    “Bother if we didn’t!” Ryan complained. “If she wants something other than what we got, she can come get it herself…” 
 
    “Gabriella!” The guard clad in a blue uniform and a red neckerchief called. He stood before us annoyed, one hand on his hilt and the other bunched at his side. “Pray! What this time sends you running through the market?” He waved his hand behind him and I looked over his shoulder. People I had run into and knocked over were picking up their belongings and setting carts right. “Wizards? Witches?” 
 
    “Ogres,” I replied, rocking on my heels. The guard rolled his eyes and huffed. “A whole herd of them, just beyond the walls!” 
 
    “Yes, a terrifying scene, that,” agreed Ryan. “You really ought to tell the king to fortify his defenses…” 
 
    “Certainly! Perhaps the entire palace will be overrun by nightfall…” 
 
    “Enough of your tales, Gabriella,” the guard interrupted. Ryan and I laughed, but the guard was far from amused. “You know better than to run through the market. I won’t tell you again. Next time, I really will put you in irons. Return those baskets, Ryan!” 
 
    “Aw, the lad’s no fun,” Ryan teased as he did as he was told. Sean shook his head as we started down the cobblestone road for home. The guard suddenly grabbed my hand. I opened it to find three bronze kypés in my palm. “Happy birthday, Gabby.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
   
 
  

 The Cellar 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Uncle Harrison sat hunched on the steps as we entered the park. I looked quickly to my basket, silently tallying the items. He never before waited for our return when we went to market. I had to be in trouble. But what did I do? I couldn’t think of a thing. Aunt Beth rarely complained to him, even when I was outright defiant. Even so, she had no quarrel with me; I was obediently returning with the food she asked for. Ryan’s brown eyes met mine. 
 
    “Perhaps he has a present for you,” he said, smiling weakly. Sean’s face just became concerned. Uncle Harrison rose as we approached. He clutched something small and blue in his hand. I couldn’t tell what it was. 
 
    We stood uncomfortably at a distance, so he stalked towards us. At first, I thought he was smiling, but no. The large scowl on his face made my heart thump in my chest. 
 
    “What’s this?” Uncle Harrison tossed the object at me. I fumbled but caught the bowl. Was it a trick? It was just a bowl. I rubbed my fingers over it. It wasn’t even one of Aunt Beth’s nice ones; just a simple bowl that Anna used for me... 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Uncle Harrison watched my face fall. “Your supper bowl, perhaps? After I specifically told you last night that your punishment was no supper.” Uncle Harrison smacked the bowl from my hands, and it shattered on the stone path. I hung my head in shame. Did he have to reprimand me in front of the boys? A few tears fell upon the ground below me, but Uncle Harrison wasn’t finished. 
 
    “Where do you suppose I found this bowl, Gabriella?” 
 
    My old room! 
 
    I turned to run, but a moment too late. I cried out as the back of Uncle Harrison’s hand came into hard contact with my face. The force from the blow knocked the basket from my hands and spun me around. Sean and Ryan jumped between us, but they were so much smaller than he was. Uncle Harrison simply pushed Ryan into the dirt and grabbed Sean by his collar, tossing him into the step. 
 
    “In a room where I told you specifically not to go!” Uncle Harrison picked me up by my hair, pulling me into the house. I walked quickly alongside him on my toes, trying to relieve the stress on my scalp. “What will it take for you to learn respect?” 
 
    Aunt Beth stood by the door, summoned by my screams. She jumped aside as Uncle Harrison pulled me up the steps. “My food!” she cried, upon seeing the contents of my basket spilled in the dirt. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Uncle Harrison was relentless. The loss was his fault, but blind rage completely consumed him. He smacked me again, sending me skidding into the house. I fell just out of his reach and my shaky hands searched for the floor as I tried to regain balance. Jessica stood at the top of the staircase, pale and trembling. The whole family was in danger with Uncle Harrison in a temper. 
 
    I found my footing, but Uncle Harrison found my hair. I cried out and pulled desperately at his strong fingers wrapped around the strands. “You are so ungrateful for everything I give you! For everything I have sacrificed…!” 
 
    He raised his hand once more, but Sean was close behind. He reached around Uncle Harrison’s raised arm, holding fast and using his weight to bring it down. 
 
    “Stop!” he demanded. “You’ll hurt her!” 
 
    Uncle Harrison was infuriated. Releasing me, he struggled with Sean for only a few seconds before freeing himself from Sean’s grasp. I crawled backwards on my hands and feet towards Ryan. Sean stood tall before him, glaring into his eyes, but Uncle Harrison was not the least bit intimidated. He grabbed Sean by the collar and pulled him close. 
 
    “You wish to stand before me, Monster?” Uncle Harrison asked in a guttural tone. “Are you feigning to be a man?” Sean’s face contorted in alarm, but he held eye contact. “Then, brace yourself like one.” 
 
    Uncle Harrison drew his fist back and sent it quickly into Sean’s stomach. I closed my eyes and leaned into Ryan at the sound. Sean bellowed, falling over his knees in pain. Uncle Harrison reached around him, opening the cellar door. With a strong kick, Sean fell down the stairs. “Remember your place, Beast!” 
 
    Ryan’s grip around me tightened and I looked up. Uncle Harrison wasn’t yet finished with me. He pulled me from Ryan’s hands, and smacked me down again. I crawled on my knees towards the stairs. Uncle Harrison’s foot connected with my side and I rolled, the back of my head smacking against the doorframe. My heart skipped in panic as I started to tumble. Ryan quickly scrambled around Uncle Harrison and jumped over me on the stair, turning and stopping my fall. 
 
    “You will stay in there until the end of time!” 
 
    Uncle Harrison slammed the door, the sound echoing against the walls. Soon after sounded the hard slam of the iron bar. I slowed my breath, listening to Uncle Harrison’s heavy footsteps fade deeper into the house. Then, stillness. 
 
    I breathed in deeply and trembled uncontrollably. The anxiety running through my veins kept the pain at bay. It was going to be a good day. It was supposed to be a good day. 
 
    “I’m done with this, Sean,” Ryan complained as he collapsed at Sean’s side. Sean closed his eyes as he winced. “It’s time.” 
 
    I sat on the other side of Sean. “Time for what?” I asked. “At least down here, he can’t get us.” 
 
    “Because a door is so safe?” Ryan retorted. His eyes traveled the room, stopping on the tunnel to the crypt. “And pray, Bittersweet! What will we do if our mighty door should fail us?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go in there,” I objected. Why would he make such a cruel suggestion? He knew I was afraid of it. 
 
    Ryan was just as annoyed and rolled his eyes. “I’m more afraid of Uncle Harrison than your imaginary spirit friends...” 
 
    “Come on, Gabby.” Sean finally intervened, opening his eyes. He turned to me and gently pushed my hair from my eyes to check my face. A pit formed in my stomach when he quickly looked away. I wondered what made him so distraught. I didn’t feel much pain in my face; the pain in my arms and knee from the tumble distracted me. 
 
    “Ryan’s right. He might come back when Aunt Beth starts up about her dinner party food. At least there will be places to hide in the crypt.” 
 
    They were all too right. The iron bar suddenly rattled. My heart thumped, but Sean was instantly to his feet. “Run!” 
 
    I had no choice. Sean gripped my hand tightly and he led us into the blackness of the tunnel. Ryan and I couldn’t see a thing, but Sean’s dragon eyes carefully navigated us through the darkness. Uncle Harrison’s torchlight soon faded from the walls. The air became thin and the wind blew my hair back. The tunnel opened up. We were in the crypt. 
 
    I clutched Sean tighter. He quietly led us deeper inside, steering us around or over obstructing objects. Finally, he pulled us to a sit, leaning our backs against a wall. 
 
    “Be still.” I could barely hear Sean’s quiet voice. “I doubt Uncle Harrison will come this far looking for us, but if he does, he won’t find us unless we make noise.” 
 
    We sat in the cool for several minutes before light broke the darkness. We were alert in an instant. The light became stronger, brighter. Soon, it filled the room. I shifted. 
 
    The crypt was much less frightening when it was concealed with darkness. In the light, the stone tombs were menacing. Some were open, others were cracked and broken. Pieces of tattered clothes lay scattered about among several bones. 
 
    The crypt soon became the least of my concerns. 
 
    “Gabriella!” Uncle Harrison appeared, holding a torch in one hand and wielding a whip in the other. I pressed my hand hard over my mouth. Sean tightened his grip around us. He had placed us between an overturned tomb and the crypt’s wall. The tomb’s bottom was eroded in places, but the entirety was covered with sheer grave linens. Decent, Sean. Because Uncle Harrison was lit, we could see him through the tiny holes easily. But because we sat in darkness, he wouldn’t be able to see us through the corroded bottom. 
 
    “Gabriella! Sean! Ryan!” Uncle Harrison searched around the tombs and under the rotting wooden tables. “You cannot hide forever! Come out, this instant!” After a few more minutes of searching, Uncle Harrison turned back down the tunnel. “You’ll get hungry sometime! Be assured I will be waiting when that happens!” 
 
    With that, he stormed down the tunnel, leaving us again in a blanket of darkness. We sat in the silence for nearly half an hour before Sean pulled us to stand. “He’s gone. Wait here.” Sean put my hand into Ryan’s, who immediately began to push and pull my arm in the darkness, trying to scare me. 
 
    Sean’s quiet footsteps faded as he wandered around the dark crypt. My eyes searched the blackness for his shape. They were adjusted enough that I could make out the tombs nearest to me, but nothing further in the room. I feared a face other than Sean’s suddenly emerging from the gloom. I feared him suddenly crying out or not answering all. Or even worse – Uncle Harrison hiding in the shadows…only pretending to have left. 
 
    “Oi!” Ryan suddenly remarked, pulling his hand from mine. I didn’t realize how tightly I gripped it. “Let go then, if you mean to break my hand!” 
 
    Sean inhaled deeply behind us. I spun around as he blew fire to the torches he made from old grave linens. I sighed with relief as the light slowly illuminated the room. Sean handed Ryan the other torch, and the two explored. 
 
    “We can only stay down here for so long,” I whispered. The boys didn’t even turn to me. I rubbed the edges of the tomb I leaned on, scratching my palms on the stone. “The longer we stay, the angrier he gets.” I paused, replaying each mistake in detail. Hannah called me. I left the bowl. I didn’t even close the door. It was my fault. I had been so careless! Oh, if only I had just gone to my servants’ room to begin with! 
 
    “I am so sorry! This is all my fault!” 
 
    “Don’t you be sorry, Gabby,” Ryan replied. “We should have done it a long time ago.” 
 
    I started. His tone never sounded so harsh. “Done what?” I repeated. Ryan didn’t answer. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We think we should just leave in the middle of the night, like Angel did,” Sean replied, not turning to me. “Just leave.” 
 
    “Just leave?” 
 
    The words sounded so strange leaving my mouth. Leave? I held my hand to my throat. My heart beat so violently I could feel it in my neck. He wanted to leave our home? How could we survive? Who would take care of us? Where would we stay? 
 
    “We can’t!” I cried out. I was so upset that my voice sounded strange. “We can’t just leave!” 
 
    “You’d rather stay here with him then, Bittersweet?” Ryan snorted, kicking at a rusted bar. “We’re already working; at least we’ll get paid if we go elsewhere. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Would we? We certainly could. Sean could always burn the cellar door down. We could always dodge Uncle Harrison, and we could certainly outrun him. But then what? What would our benefactor think? 
 
    He didn’t watch. He wouldn’t know. Would he be sad to have lost his friend’s children? Perhaps not. He didn’t even know that Angel was gone. Kisses to the seraphs. Why give us kisses if he didn’t care? We couldn’t leave! 
 
    I wouldn’t leave. It was my home. I wouldn’t leave my family, however flawed it was. I daydreamed a lot, certainly, but I had no fancies of escape. No outlandish prayers of being rescued ever escaped my lips. If I was obedient, I would be content. I understood that. I knew if I just did it, I would be happy. I didn’t want to go. I wanted Aunt Beth to love me, I wanted Jessica to play with me and I wanted Hannah to take me places. But I didn’t want to go. Couldn’t that be an option? 
 
    “But what about Angel?” I searched for an excuse. The boys only briefly turned to me. 
 
    “What about her?” Ryan asked. “She was the smart one. And remember? Uncle Harrison only looked for a few hours after she left. If life were so terrible out there, why has she been gone for near four years?” 
 
    “But what if she came back while we were gone? She’d be all alone here!” 
 
    “Just imagine you’re in one of your tales, Gabriella,” Sean encouraged, still not facing me. I pulled my hair before my face, trying to cover the bruises that must’ve formed. He hadn’t looked at me since we were locked inside the cellar. “We will leave this horrible place, go on an adventure, and find our own happily ever after.” 
 
    And what was happily ever after? Could I not have one at home? Leaving was certainly not what I had in mind when I made myself the heroine in my own tales. 
 
    Ryan glared at my hesitation. “We are leaving, Gabby. And we promised to stay together. That’s that. Make your peace.” 
 
    I collapsed to a sit. What a time to throw that in my face. It was true, if they left, I would follow. I had to, they were all I had. I thought about when Angel left. Sean had taken us to the crags in an attempt to console me. 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” Ryan had said. I was so upset and couldn’t be convinced. 
 
    “Ever?” I replied. “So, we will always be together always?” 
 
    Sean just laughed. Ryan reached across Sean and grabbed my hand. “Always,” he confirmed. “We should never ever split up.” 
 
    “Listen,” Sean put his arms around us, “we each have our own path, but we shall always be together, here.” Sean touched our chests. “In our hearts. Always.” 
 
    “Always?” asked Ryan. 
 
    “Do you promise?” I demanded. Sean sighed but his smile didn’t vanish. 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
   
 
  

 The Empty Blackness of the Unknown 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I jumped with a start when Ryan tugged my arm. “Hey Gabby,” he repeated. “Look what Sean found!” 
 
    Sean stood against a tomb with a leather packet that was full of papers and parchment. It looked nearly identical to the one Aunt Beth kept upstairs for her letters. Ryan and I sat on either side of him as he read. 
 
    “Look here!” Sean handed me a sketch. The man’s eyes were dark and piercing. It was like he stared right at me. The woman seemed lifelike as well, only her eyes were more forgiving. “These were your parents.” 
 
    “Renard and Syrah of Tashin.” I brushed my fingers over the page. Such a strange feeling...I couldn’t remember them, but they felt so familiar. I could feel my father's square hand on my back, I could feel my mother combing her hands through my hair. I could hear his voice; her laugh... 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “Oh, Gabby.” Sean’s face suddenly went white as he read the next scroll silently. I gave a quick glance to Ryan. Sean crumpled to the floor, the paper in his hands shaking violently because he trembled so much. 
 
    “Sean…?” 
 
    “Let me have it, then!” Ryan held his hand out, but Sean pulled the paper away. 
 
    “Just…just give me a moment,” he said. I had never seen Sean so unsettled. So, we sat and waited in silence. Sean kept squeezing his narrow eyes tight as he read, trying to regain his composure. Ryan shifted impatiently as Sean read the paper silently over and over. 
 
    “Gabby,” he finally said. “This is a record.” 
 
    “Of what? Good news or bad?” Ryan demanded. Sean looked up at him, just a hint of tears in his eyes. 
 
    “Ryan, I don’t know.” 
 
    “All right, Dragonboy, hand it here, now.” Ryan finally snatched the paper from Sean, who just hung his head. “I’ll read.” 
 
    Sean took my hands as Ryan read the paper aloud. As traders, my parents, Renard and Syrah of Tashin were unable to provide a safe home for their baby twins on the road. So, after traveling the lands, they found a small manor in the quiet countryside of the kingdom of Tempton. While they traveled, they left Angel and me under the care of a couple of wanderers named Harrison and Beth. This couple was to raise us, and in return, they would be allowed to stay in our father’s manor. Harrison was also instructed to care for Sean, the son of our parent’s companions, Michael and Rebecca. As our families were off trading, they would send money every month for our income, so we would never be in want. 
 
    My grip around Sean’s hands tightened as Ryan read. With each word, my whole world shattered around me. Everything I knew, everything I thought I knew…was a lie. I knew several tales by heart…but not my own. How long had I told myself they had perished at the hands of prejudiced enemies? How long had I played Cinderella under Uncle Harrison and Aunt Beth! 
 
    No, not even that. They were not my relations! My tale had no mention of enemies, no notice of battalions. There was no skirmish or murder. Just a simple tale of traders who had unknowingly left their children in the hands of a terror. 
 
    “Gabby,” Sean repeated. I slowly looked up at him. His chest moved quickly as he breathed deeply. “Gabby, didn’t the courier just come?” 
 
    Kisses to the seraphs. I covered my face and nodded. “Just yesterday.” My mind raced in so many different directions that I couldn’t make sense of the pieces. Ryan grabbed my arm, shaking me gently. 
 
    “This is good news, you two!” he said. Was it? Even if he told me a hundred more times, I wasn’t sure if I could believe it. “This news is right jolly! Your families are still alive! Dragonboy, this changes everything! Let’s keep searching! Is there any clue to where they are…?” 
 
    Sean ran his hands once more through his black hair before standing to help Ryan look. I reached for the sketch, my senses slowly returning. If my parents were still alive, then they loved me. But why then, did Uncle Harrison hold such a grudge? Why punish us in such a way? Why say they had died? Why couldn’t I remember them? How did they not know that Angel was gone? They knew when Ryan came! Did Uncle Harrison just make up the tale of their deaths so we wouldn’t tell the courier how he treated us? Certainly, my father wouldn’t approve. 
 
    I ran my fingers over the sketch. Those piercing eyes… 
 
    “Gabby, look.” Sean handed me a long scroll. “Here is your genealogy…both of your parents were only children. As were their parents, and theirs…the closest uncle you have is Master Zairae of Diam, born two hundred and forty-two years ago. It’s true, Harrison is not even your relation.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond and lay my face again to my hands. I felt relieved and saddened all at once. I wasn’t an orphan, but I had no family. It was such a strange mixture of joy and loneliness. 
 
    “And if your parents are truly dead as Harrison claims, then Gabby, you’re the one to receive the estate as inheritance.” Sean pulled another paper closer to his eyes. “Here, ‘…should I die or not return, my estate shall go solely to my seraphs, Angel and Gabriella. Harrison is to be their caretakers until they are of age... 
 
    “So…could we make them leave, then?” Ryan collapsed next to me, staring off into the distance. “Say we go to the Chancellor and tell him that they don’t belong here. Uncle Harrison always says it is by his mercy that we are allowed in his home…but it’s not his home, Gabby, it’s yours.” I gave Sean a quick look. “We can get rid of them! That’ll be right proper, won’t it, Bittersweet? Then we won’t have to leave at all; we’ll just make them leave! Think of how much fun we could have in this place, to ourselves with none but Anna to look over us? Think about it!” 
 
    Perhaps. I looked up for a moment. Perhaps, we send a message to the courier the next time he came. Perhaps, he returned with my parents, who would make things right. Even if not, even if they were dead and it was truly a generous companion who supported us, at least, I could have my old room back. I could sleep late and play outside whenever I wanted. I would never have to go to bed hungry or lie locked in the cellar. Perhaps, we could call the servants back and I would no longer be forced to clean the place from top to bottom. Painful punishments would be nonexistent. Perhaps, the fair maiden, Gabriella would finally find her happily ever after. 
 
    I never even dreamt of such a phrase for myself. 
 
    "I hope we do not need to find Angel,” Sean continued. I turned to face him. “Your father’s will states that the estate is for both of you…” 
 
    “We are not even sure Angel is alive,” Ryan argued. “How will we find her?” 
 
    Sean shrugged, pausing on the next paper. It simply read, “The seraphs.” 
 
    “That’s what the notes always say,” I said. Ryan’s eyes immediately traveled to the tomb Sean leaned on. The words behind his shoulder were the same. 
 
    “Get up,” Ryan ordered. Sean stood as Ryan inspected the tomb. “There’s something in there. Help me lift this off.” 
 
    Oh dear. I hoped not. Sean handed me his torch, which instantly made dancing shadows on the floors because of my uncontrollable shaking. 
 
    “Wait.” I placed my hand on the stone lid. “You can’t just disturb someone’s sleep like that. They might be in a sour mood.” 
 
    “Think of this as Briar Rose,” Sean answered. “I am the handsome prince, and here is a lady who just wants to wake up.” 
 
    “Lad, I pray you’re not planning on kissing some dead person,” objected Ryan. 
 
    “I was only trying to compare it to a tale and put her mind at ease.” 
 
    They pushed the lid off the tomb with a few grunts. I covered my eyes, but the boys were excited. “Look at this!” I peeked through the cracks in my fingers. A stone face of a man lay carved inside with his eyes closed. He looked so real. His jaw was strong, his wrinkles prominent. His eyelashes lay in perfectly chiseled detail against his grainy cheeks, and even the stubble on his chin was defined. I reached inside. The instant my fingers grazed his face, the eyes popped open. We leapt back in terror. 
 
    “The routes are not simple, Seraphs.” The face wasn’t bothered by our fright and began to speak. “To reach your parents and me, you must follow my directions carefully…” 
 
    “Sean…!” 
 
    “Shh!” 
 
    “You should write this down, as I can only say it once.” 
 
    Sean looked around in a panic, but something within the tomb caught his eye. He reached in, pulling out a scroll and pen. The stone man continued. 
 
      
 
    “Pass between the two oaks that state their name, 
 
    From the oaks to the bluff wherein breeze lies, 
 
    Inside, the tomb Dasimé will show the direction you aim, 
 
    Under the third column marked Laye the ring is nigh. 
 
      
 
    Continue the passage to the keys, 
 
    Press the one marked F to open the door, 
 
    Do not stop for a thing, or you will be in its tease, 
 
    Continue down the path and press the sun floor. 
 
      
 
    Take the skiff for a day or a night, 
 
    Keep eyes closed; do not stare at the gems, 
 
    Leave when you see cave entrance light, 
 
    Walk down the road and ignore its whims.” 
 
      
 
    The stone’s eyes slowly closed. We stared in silent awe for several seconds, but the stone remained mute. 
 
    “What shall we do then, Dragonboy?” Ryan asked turning to Sean. Sean opened his mouth, but paused as a low, scraping sound echoed from the other side of the crypt. A wall slowly opened, revealing dark passageway. 
 
    “This day cannot get any odder!” 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    The wall slammed shut after we entered the tunnel, the force of it blowing out the torch. Sean grabbed our hands and led the way. I walked slowly against his anxious tug. Where would he lead me? Away from everything I knew? It was supposed to be a good day. I felt so overwhelmed with everything, that I had made up my mind to just stay in the crypt. I made up my mind to just let sleep return reason to me. 
 
    Should we stay or go? We certainly couldn’t stay right then – Uncle Harrison would still be furious with us. Even more so that we found out his secret. Still, where would we go? We couldn’t find Angel. We just missed the courier. Would we just simply follow the directions to my parents? 
 
    I didn’t want to go. 
 
    A part of me felt excited at the thought of meeting them. I felt they had come back to life in a fantastic twist in a tale. But a part of me feared our meeting. Uncle Harrison often claimed he made such sacrifices to care for his brother’s children. What did my father do to him to warrant such a grudge? Especially with how gracious he had been! They were not even related! Was my father even more ill-tempered than Uncle Harrison? Was that what made Uncle Harrison so bitter? 
 
    Each step felt heavy against the soft dirt floor of the tunnel. We couldn’t stay. Even if only to claim my inheritance, we couldn’t stay. I tried to imagine the tunnel as a mystical portal leading me into a new life, but no image came. Nothing. Only the empty blackness of the unknown. 
 
    A light suddenly shone brightly ahead. Perhaps, it wouldn’t be terrible. Perhaps, the boys would be right about happily ever after. The light became brighter as we neared. Perhaps, all my worrying was for nothing. I shielded my eyes as we stepped into the open air of the outside. We stood before the house. 
 
    “We came out of a tree!” exclaimed Ryan, looking back. The opening in its bark slowly vanished. 
 
    Sean anxiously looked around. “C’mon! Let’s get packed before Uncle Harrison finds us.” 
 
    I bent to pick up my flowers that still lay in the dirt and placed them in the fairy tale book. I was grateful Uncle Harrison’s rage blinded him to my gifts. He would have torn them just to spite me. 
 
    We quietly snuck into the house. Anna wasn’t in the kitchen, so the boys packed all the bread and dried meats we could carry in burlap sacks. Aunt Beth was going to be so frustrated. We reached our rooms in the servants’ quarters without incident. 
 
    I sat on the trunk near the foot of my bed. I really had nothing of significance to pack. My only belongings were the book the that boys gave me, my pipe, some money… 
 
    I bit my lip. Some money that was hidden in my old room. I sighed. My old room which had been the start of all the trouble. 
 
    I slowly opened the door and looked down the hall. It was empty and silent. After a few more cautious glances, I walked lightly down the hall. 
 
    I stopped at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for the familiar shadow to appear on the wall. It never came, so I jumped on the third stair, then the next, then walked on my toes along the banister to my upstairs room. 
 
    Once inside, I pried open the wobbly floorboard, reaching for two bronze kypés. Added to the money that the guard with the red neckerchief gave me, I had five. Not much, but I knew I would need them. 
 
    “Father was looking for you.” I jumped and spun around. Jessica stood calmly by my door. “He will be so angry when he finds you in here.” 
 
    “Then don’t go calling him,” I answered as I bent back to my hiding place. “You can report me when he cools down a bit.” 
 
    I reached back in and grabbed the small crystal sphere that Anna said my parents gave me. The strange crystal shed a blue light if you squeezed the bottom of it which would be handy for late-night reading. I played with it for a moment but the blue lump under the bed caught my eye. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked. 
 
    “Hannah left it.” Jessica tried to sound uninterested, but she sat next to me as I lay the package on my lap. I forgot Hannah said she was getting me something. I was grateful that she hid it. I carefully unwrapped the cloth, revealing new slippers. 
 
    “Oh, look at them!” 
 
    The slippers were blue, matching the frock that Hannah let me wear. They were embroidered with tiny designs of daisies and lilacs. The bottoms looked thicker than usual, and after fiddling with it in my fingers, I realized that they were made with several pieces of thick leather. I would be able to do chores all day and never blister my feet. 
 
    I excitedly tore off my old slippers as Jessica’s lip extended into one of her infamous pouts. “That’s not fair! How could Hannah get you these?” 
 
    The inside of the slipper was so soft. Velvet. It had to be lined with velvet. And they fit me. My toes weren’t mashed together, and my heel didn’t chafe. I didn’t realize how much my feet hurt in my old slippers until I wore the new ones. I wrapped the straps and proudly wiggled my feet. 
 
    “These are so nice!” I said aloud. “They are so soft and so perfect for walking.” I sighed and fiddled with my old slippers. “I certainly will need new ones for where we’re going.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    I jumped. I forgot that Jessica sat next to me. I didn’t answer right away. Jessica could sense something was wrong and leaned closer. “We’re…we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Leaving!” 
 
    “Yes. To find my pa…my sister.” 
 
    “But you can’t leave, Gabriella!” For once, a genuine look of concern passed Jessica’s face. I hung my head in regret. I didn’t know how much she would miss me. “I will be all by myself!” 
 
    That was true. How could I leave her alone with him? Would he take his rage out on her with me gone? I feared for her, but I couldn’t have her knowing my feelings either. Too many times she had used them against me. I tried to keep my face as expressionless as I could. 
 
    “It’s not like we get along, anyway,” I muttered. 
 
    Her lip returned to its pout. “Gabriella! We are cousins! If you leave, I’ll be lonely!” I nodded. She could sense my hesitation and whimpered. “I don’t want you to go, Gabby!” 
 
    “I must,” I replied in a whisper. Jessica’s eyes searched my face. 
 
    “I won’t let you!” she said, standing to her feet. “And Father won’t let you! He’ll be so angry with you! I’m just going to tell him!” She paused at the door, but when I didn’t try to stop her, she stormed out of the room. I quickly pushed my gathered belongings into the sack before following her out of the door. No one was in the hall. I quickly hopped down the stair, not bothering to follow the path. Sean and Ryan met me at the bottom. 
 
    “Right then, let’s go.” 
 
    “Go where?” Uncle Harrison, Aunt Beth and Jessica stood by the kitchen door. “How did you get out of the cellar?” We didn’t answer and Uncle Harrison studied our faces. “You do not have my permission to leave this place…” 
 
    “We don’t need your permission,” Sean retorted. Uncle Harrison’s face darkened. “And we don’t need you anymore! We will be our own caretakers.” 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” Uncle Harrison’s voice was low and cautious. “What have you learned?” Aunt Beth’s face went white and she covered her mouth as she stared at Uncle Harrison. His eyes were locked on Sean’s, so he didn’t notice her expression. 
 
    Sean stepped forward. “We’re leaving,” he stated, calmly, “and when we return with her parents, you are going to leave.” 
 
    “You do not know what you are doing.” Uncle Harrison hunched to level with me and slowly inched his way closer. “Your parents left you under my care because they could not do it. They left you under my care because I would provide a normal home for you. Your parents were dreadful people, Gabriella. They were unusual, spawns straight from bowels of hell. They were nothing more but villainous oddities…” 
 
    “Are!” I objected, covering my ears. “Are! Not were! They are alive!” Aunt Beth shifted uncomfortably, watching Uncle Harrison. “They love me! Their only mistake was leaving me with you…!” 
 
    We cried out in surprise when Uncle Harrison lunged. We paused too long; he just caught the edge of Ryan’s shirt, tripping him to the floor and scattering the items from his burlap sack. 
 
    “Ryan!” 
 
    Uncle Harrison dragged Ryan closer to him and picked him up by his collar. No more! Before Uncle Harrison could do anything else, I ran a few paces and held out my hands, pushing Uncle Harrison hard. He toppled back into Jessica and Aunt Beth and they collapsed in a heap. 
 
    I stopped and covered my mouth. What did I do? My heart raced; I panicked. Harrison groaned and Aunt Beth cried out. I reached my hand out to help Jessica to her feet, but Sean quickly grabbed my waist, pulling me away. 
 
    “No, Gabriella,” he said. “It is not your duty anymore.” Ryan gathered his belongings and quickly followed us out. Uncle Harrison slowly rose to his feet. 
 
    “You come back here!” He ran out of breath when we reached the park gates. I didn’t think he could last even that long. “You don’t know what you’re doing, Gabriella! Come back!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
   
 
  

 Chancellor Caldron 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We returned to the castle town right before the fort doors were pulled shut for the night. We could finally breathe easy again; Uncle Harrison wouldn’t be able to get us even if he could catch up. I felt better. A little bit, anyway. It felt so wonderful, freeing and even a bit mischievous to be out of the manor at such an hour. I had never been to Tempton’s castle town at night before. Save for a few songs coming from the tavern, all was still. 
 
    I wiggled my new slippers as we made our way through the empty marketplace. There would be plenty of room to run, now. We could easily get from one side of the market to the other without running into a single soul or getting scolded by the guard. 
 
    So, we did. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    After, we made our way to the edge of the town, walked down the lane, through the wide field dotted with brightly lit estates, and finally up the hill to Castle Farlington’s stone walls. It was the only place Sean could think to go; what if we failed in finding my parents? How could we by ourselves hold Uncle Harrison to a such a damning agreement? What if he refused? And what if he didn’t? The will said both Angel and I would receive the estate. But what would happen if we never saw Angel again? Only one person would be able answer our many questions. 
 
      
 
    “We have come to see Chancellor Caldron,” Sean replied to the guard. 
 
    “There is a ball taking place tonight for the princess’s 18th birthday.” The castle guard was not as kind as castle town one and gripped the hilt of his sword as he stood before us. “The Chancellor is attending, and since this is a private party, he cannot speak with you. Be on your way!” 
 
    “Please,” Sean begged. “This is an urgent matter. We…” 
 
    “Yes, it’s very urgent!” I clutched my hands together and talked like a simple housemaid. That guard didn’t know me, perhaps he would believe a tale. Sean glared, but Ryan smirked. “There’s a band outside o’ town with ten o’ ‘leven bandits! They chased us fo’ this!” I rummaged through Sean’s bag before holding out a scroll for the guard to see. 
 
    “What is that?” he asked, stepping closer to me and squinting in the dim light. 
 
    “I think it’s a will! Our master done gave it to us! He said somethin’ about the king’s seal! He sent us here and them bandits chased us. They caught me once, but I got free! You see what they did to me! I don’t think this is somethin’ to be takin’ lightly!” 
 
    With an exasperated huff, the castle guard nodded his head towards another. “Go with them.” 
 
    The second stomped in affirmation and I looked quickly to the ground, trying to hide my smirk. The guard quickly ushered us inside. I had only been in Castle Farlington once with Hannah. The walls stood high and were polished so well that I could nearly see my reflection in the marble. I wondered if it was the standard Aunt Beth was trying to reach with having me clean so often. I would never achieve it. 
 
    We followed the guard along the massive hall where music wafted through. Guests in dazzling clothes and beautiful gowns spun in rhythm to the strong orchestra and the spectating girls my age haughtily peered over their ornate fans. 
 
    We followed the guard through a narrow door away from the bustle of the ball. We climbed several flights of stairs and finally to a small sitting room with a sofa across from two chairs. 
 
    “Stay here. I shall send for the Chancellor. Just don’t…steal anything,” he added, with a nervous glance at Ryan. Ryan scowled and feigned a laugh. 
 
    “The lad’s got jokes.” 
 
    When the guard closed the door, Ryan claimed the sofa by stretching all over it, leaving Sean and me the armchairs. 
 
    “Decent, Bittersweet! Ten or eleven bandits? Uncle Harrison is fat, but I didn’t think he was that fat!” 
 
    I just giggled. 
 
    “The accent was too much, Gabriella.” Ryan covered his face as he laughed. “You should have warned me. It took everything I had to keep a straight face!” 
 
    “We might have just told the truth,” Sean inserted quietly. Ryan rolled his eyes as he sat up. 
 
    “Sean, come on, lad! We’re finally free! This is exactly what you wanted!” Sean’s face relented. “And look at us! Here, resting in the palace?” Ryan leaned back on the sofa and put his feet up on the table. “Our first night of freedom and in the royal court! Put your feet up, Dragonboy, and relax!” I giggled and stretched out, resting my feet on the table. “C’mon, then, Sean!” 
 
    Sean put his feet up and we cheered. Sean smiled, but leaned towards my feet. 
 
    “Where did you manage to find new slippers, Gabriella?” he asked. I wiggled my feet, proudly. 
 
    “Aren’t they nice? Hannah gave them to me for my birthday!” 
 
    “They are nice,” Ryan agreed, pulling one off my foot. “And see this then, Dragonboy!” he tossed it to Sean. “She’s got near four layers of leather on the bottoms!” 
 
    “Perfect for chores,” I agreed. 
 
    “Perfect for traveling,” Sean corrected, handing me back my slipper. “Chores are no longer your duty. Your old ones were far too small. I’m glad Hannah remembered you this much.” 
 
    We went silent, each in our own thoughts. Hannah gave me such a thoughtful gift, but she didn’t know how thoughtful. I didn’t know. How much traveling would we have to do? How far would our parents be? Would we even be able to reach them? Certainly, they couldn’t be anywhere close if they couldn’t even visit us. 
 
    “Are either of you hungry?” Ryan asked, suddenly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sean asked cautiously. 
 
    “I mean I am going to that ball and getting something to eat.” 
 
    “I am not going out there!” I cried out. 
 
    “Neither am I!” 
 
    “You’re both yellow.” Ryan stood. “But don’t fret. I’ll get you something too. I’m feeling rather generous today.” 
 
    “How long do you think it shall be before he gets caught and in trouble?” I asked as the door closed. Sean just laughed. “I won’t be getting him out of it this time.” 
 
    Ryan didn’t keep us waiting. Only ten minutes passed before he returned with a large, silver tray covered with white lace. 
 
    “Agepé! ” He was proud to share his bit of elvish with us as he quickly pulled off the lace, revealing a humble feast. 
 
    “How did you get this?” I asked as I pulled a strip of meat from the small foul. 
 
    “I have my ways, Bittersweet,” Ryan bragged, holding up a roll triumphantly. “They are called the Ways of the Ryan.” 
 
    “Tell us about them.” I could barely understand Sean as his mouth was so full. 
 
    “First, I washed my face and hands, then went down there and told them I was to get food for guests that were lounging upstairs on the balcony.” 
 
    “Decent, Ryan!” 
 
    We were so ravenous. The small feast was more food than we had had in the previous five days combined. When we finished, we placed the empty dishes in a neat stack on the table. 
 
    “What do you think my parents are like?” I asked, leaning my hands on my knees. I scanned my memory for any small fragment of a recollection. “I can’t remember them at all.” 
 
    “They’ll be happy to see us, certainly.” Ryan stretched out on the sofa, covering his face with his hands. “Always with their kisses and hugs. I say they’ll be furious with Uncle Harrison when they find out…” 
 
    The door suddenly opened, and a man walked in. He wore a black doublet that laced up perfectly to his chin and lined with a silver fabric. His sleeves were loose, and his bracers were black. He wore a black leather belt and a black cavalier hat with white plumes. 
 
    In an instant, we stood in a stiff, military line, even before the man could even fully enter. He just laughed and removed his hat as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Ah! Do not be so anxious! I am the Chancellor, Caldron. You wish to speak with me about a will?” 
 
    Sean flashed Ryan a relieved look. The Chancellor was in a good humor. “We do,” Sean answered, waiting for the Chancellor to sit before he did. Ryan and I followed. “We have some questions about an estate.” 
 
    “And the maidservant? What of these bandits?” 
 
    “There weren’t any bandits, Sir, and there wasn’t a maidservant. It was Gabby,” Sean answered, glaring at Ryan and me. We grinned, restraining our laughs. “She just said and acted like that to get in.” 
 
    The Chancellor laughed too, rubbing his gray beard. “Indeed. I thought bandits would not trouble themselves over two stable boys and a servant girl. What sort of will, I thought, do they have? Perhaps a will to the throne, I supposed. What about the estate bothers you? Is your uncle not to watch over you?” 
 
    We told him the whole story. We told him about my uncle’s abuse and the rule he had over the home. I explained the marks on my face. We showed him that Uncle Harrison was not my true uncle, and my last one would be over 200 years old. We told the Chancellor of the cellar, the crypt and the finding of the papers. We told him of the stone face, the riddle, everything. 
 
    “Then I am pleased you did seek my counsel. I will help you. However, it may be best to go get your father. We shall look more into this together, but in the morning.” The Chancellor stood, and we scrambled to our feet. “Tonight, I will find you rooms here, and tomorrow, we will continue our discussion. Until then.” 
 
    With a bow, the Chancellor replaced his hat and walked from the room. A guard soon opened the door, leading us to the guest rooms. 
 
    I sighed deeply as I collapsed into the soft, luxurious bed of Castle Farlington. My room had a large window that I left open and the wind gently swayed the sheer curtains and flickered the lamp that a maid left burning. I took my first hot bath that I had in months and dressed in a fine nightgown, edged with lace. I breathed in again, taking everything in. Was it not a few hours ago that I sat trapped and bruised in a dark, cold cellar? Now, I lay in warm, soft luxury? It was a good day. After everything, it turned out to be a good day. 
 
    I turned on my side to look out of the window at the peaceful town far below. In the distance, I pretended I could see the outline of my home. So strange. So many nights I had sat by my window looking towards the palace; how strange to be staring out of the palace window and looking towards home! How wonderful it felt to be treated so nicely…by an acquaintance even! What a wonderful birthday surprise! 
 
    The beautiful maiden Gabriella stretched upon the plush blankets as wide as she could. Oh, how envious her cousin Hannah would be! Yes, Hannah attended the ball, but Gabriella would sleep above it. The fairy godmother Chancellor had come. And with a wave of his arms, Uncle Harrison would leave, and everything would be made right. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Six 
 
   
 
  

 Princess Connie of Tempton 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I shall give you whatever you need for your journey,” Chancellor Caldron said over breakfast the next morning. My heart sunk. “To start, do you ride horses?” 
 
    Ryan gave Sean a quick glance. Horses could sense a dragon, even in human form, but we couldn’t reveal Sean’s secret. “We’ll walk,” Sean and Ryan replied at once. 
 
    “As you wish,” nodded Chancellor Caldron, scribbling furiously on a scroll. “I will give you dried goods, water skins…” 
 
    “Sir,” I whispered. There had to be another way. The chancellor didn’t hear me and continued. 
 
    “I shall also give you bandages, ointments, and herbs in case.” 
 
    “Can you not just tell him to leave?” I asked. The boys turned to me, chastising me with their eyes. The chancellor leaned back into his chair. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “What do you wish me to do?” he asked. I didn’t answer right away. I had thought about it all morning. I thought about my home, about Hannah and Aunt Beth. I thought about how upset Jessica was when I told her. I wanted to tell Hannah about sleeping in the castle, I wanted to finally receive approval from Aunt Beth. But I didn’t want to go. 
 
    “Gabby,” Sean repeated for the third time, gently nudging me. 
 
    “Instead of us leaving, can’t you just make him leave?” I finally asked. Ryan’s eyes quickly scanned the chancellor’s face. “Please, I’m not ungrateful, I’m not. But…if you could just tell Uncle Harrison to leave, then that would be fine, wouldn’t it? If the estate is mine, and I don’t want him there, could you just tell him to leave?” 
 
    The chancellor leaned back in his chair with a heavy sigh. My heart raced as I waited his answer. 
 
    “It is not that simple, Gabriella,” he replied. “I am not convinced that your father is indeed dead as Harrison claims. Besides, what merciful associate continuously provides income for a family not his own for so long? Even if it were the case, you are a twin. Your father’s will expresses specifically that the estate is returned to both you and your sister.” 
 
    “I don’t know where she is,” I whispered. I didn’t even know if she were alive, but I could not bring myself to utter such words. The chancellor nodded. 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “So, could I not just claim it until she returns? I have no intention of stealing from my sister. Wouldn’t that be fine?” 
 
    “You are not of age yet, Gabriella. You just turned fourteen. Unless you plan to marry sometime soon, I cannot enforce this will. Harrison is to be your guardian until you no longer need one. Surely, you cannot tell me that you are able to run the estate on your own, currently? 
 
    Perhaps not. I certainly didn’t plan to marry anytime soon…I cringed at the mere suggestion. But I also didn’t know the first thing about running a household. It sure sounded fun with just Sean, Ryan and me. But what do we even do to maintain it? What would we do if something we were go wrong? I hadn’t the slightest. I wasn’t ready for that sort of responsibility. 
 
    “You’re right,” I whispered. The chancellor nodded gently. 
 
    “Gabriella, this is the best means. You have a clear direction to find your father and I advise you to go that course. Even if I were to tell Harrison to vacate, that is still no assurance that he would not come back…angry as ever.” 
 
    The chancellor was truly merciful and very generous. He gave us all he that he said he would and more. Simple things like packs, a lantern, matches, and light blankets. He fitted the boys with the boots of couriers, and me with a new shawl. He also gave us each a gold piece, in case we needed something else along the way. 
 
    Still, even with the blessings and gifts of our new ‘fairy godmother,’ I felt overwhelmed with disappointment and defeat. I hoped it would be easier, I hoped that it would be just as simple as a wave from the chancellor’s hand. 
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t worth all of the trouble. Perhaps I could go home and just get the punishment over with. If my parents were still alive, they had been gone for fourteen years. How far away could they be? How long would we be gone on a search for them? I grew weary just thinking about it. 
 
    After collecting our new belongings, we walked in silence down the corridor. I almost hoped we would run into Uncle Harrison. As if he anticipated where we would go and went to meet us. I just wanted life to return to normal. What had I done? I ruined everything. 
 
    “Can you believe just he gave us all of this?” Sean’s voice broke into my thoughts as he loudly shook his bag. “He’s just so friendly. I thought he would be sore at us for making him leave the ball...” Sean stopped suddenly, looking around in a panic. “What is that? Who is crying?” 
 
    I stopped and strained my ears. I didn’t hear anything. We forgot our manners and wandered the halls of the grand castle. Soon, I could hear the faint sound of heavy sobbing. It must not have been too serious; not so much as a single guard ran to assist. 
 
    Sean nosily opened a door. A girl sat on a low sofa surrounded by cushions. She wore a pink and silver gown with puffy sleeves that became taut at her elbows down to her wrists. Her white-blonde hair cascaded around her shoulders and she looked up as we entered with sky blue eyes, clouded with tears. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked with a trembling voice. “Who are you to enter my chamber without consent?” Ryan’s eyes narrowed as she spoke, and he stood next to Sean, glaring. 
 
    “Ugh, it’s you,” he shuddered with disgust as he slammed the door shut. 
 
    “Ryan!” Sean scolded. “That was rude!” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it, Dragonboy. Let’s just leave before Harrison realizes where we’ve gone off to…” 
 
    “Stop! I order you to stop!” The door flung open and the girl stepped next to us. “I am going with you!” 
 
    “No way, Goldilocks!” Ryan argued, jerking his shoulder away from her grasp. “You don’t know where were going…you don’t even know who we are! We could kill your royal self and I for one wouldn’t hesitate!” 
 
    “You’re the princess?” I curtsied deeply, but she wasn’t flattered. 
 
    “Are you not familiar with your sovereign? Do I not have a crown on my head?” 
 
    Ryan was furious, though not because of what she said to me. “Listen, Your Splendidness, why don’t you go back in that nice room of yours, where you can count your money or something!” 
 
    “Ryan…!” 
 
    “What reason do you have to be so disrespectful to me?” The princess pushed past Sean to stomp to Ryan. 
 
    “You would be ‘disrespectful’ to someone too if they tried to have you lynched!” Ryan took a threatening step towards her, slightly bunching his hands. 
 
    “Oh! I knew I have laid eyes on you before! So many years ago! You are that filthy boy who dared to steal from my carriage!” 
 
    “You stole from a royal carriage?” Sean turned to Ryan in surprise. Ryan’s gaze did not move from the princess. 
 
    “And got away with it, too! I needed to buy my sick brother a doctor’s aid!” 
 
    “You could have asked for the money, if in such a situation!” screamed the princess, her voice trembling from crying. Ryan just sneered in her face. 
 
    “Like you would have given it to me.” 
 
    “It does not matter anymore.” Sean finally separated the two. “The point is, we need to get out of here before we are found, and you need to go back in your room where you are safe.” The girl clutched her handkerchief and stared up at him as he gently escorted her back to her room. When Sean closed the door behind him, we continued down the hall, Ryan muttering angry remarks under his breath. 
 
    “It is in your eyes!” We spun around as the angry princess clutched Sean’s collar and stood tiptoe against him. Tears poured down her face and she talked between sobs. “All I have to do…is snap my fingers…and I shall have every dragon slayer in the kingdom looking for you! Now, I demand you cease this nonsense and take me with you!” 
 
    Ryan pounded the wall and groaned. “Dumplings, I hate you!” he screamed, pushing her hands off of Sean. “Let him go, Your Witchfullness! You may come with us, but if you trip or tear your gown, I do not wish to hear one complaint from you!” 
 
    “Why you…” 
 
    “Not one!” bellowed Ryan, angrily shaking a finger in her face. We walked down the grand halls in silence, the princess sometimes tugging Sean’s sleeve to point the right way. Ryan’s rage certainly kept her silent for a while. 
 
    “How do you expect to get out of here?” he snarled as we reached the top of the stairs above the huge main door. Two guards stood respectfully on each side and a doorman sat in a small room nearby. The princess told the other guards we passed that she had tasks for us to do. “You cannot just stroll out of here like you’re one of your common gardener’s children…” 
 
    Sean pulled a hooded, woolen cloak from his bag. “Here, Princess, put this on.” 
 
    “That is filthy…” 
 
    “Then go back to your room!” Ryan barked. The princess glared but snatched the cloak from Sean hands. We walked past the guards and doorman with ease, and continued down the path, leaving castle gates. The town was some relief. Everything bustled as lively as before. I searched for the guard with the red neckerchief, but he was nowhere to be found. So, I breathed every scent, touched every familiar cart and treasured every sight. I would miss it. 
 
    We left the fort gates with ease and after a few minutes’ walk, we gathered atop a hill just out of sight of the walls. I couldn’t quite see the manor from where we were, although I did strain to look. The princess huffed as she struggled to take off the cloak. 
 
    “That was a disgusting garment!” she exclaimed, finally tossing it on the ground. Sean just shrugged as he picked it up, brushing it off. 
 
    “Kept me warm many a night,” he muttered. 
 
    “You’re the one who wrote this all down, Dragonboy,” Ryan said. “Where do we begin, then?” 
 
    “Come, sit.” Sean beckoned to a log. I plopped next to him and Ryan sat on the rock across from us. The princess remained as she was. 
 
    “I am not sitting in dirt,” she said as she crossed her arms and spun away. Ryan rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Well, the poem says to go between the great two oaks that state their name,” Sean read. He paused and looked around. “There are no oak trees around here. Where do we start?” 
 
    “Outside the Dofleece estate,” Ryan answered after a brief pause. “There are a lot of great oaks out there.” 
 
    “How do you suppose we are to get inside?” I asked, quietly picking blades of grass. I had been to the Dofleece estate once before with Hannah for a soiree. The family was eccentric. They hated people on their land; even their own invited guests were closely scrutinized. Madam Dofleece followed me so closely that I more than once accidently stepped back on her toes. She wanted to be sure I wasn’t up to any “mischief.” 
 
    “I have my ways, remember? The Ways of the Ryan. We can just pick the locks anyway, Bittersweet.” 
 
    “Why must you torment us with such cruel names?” the princess objected. “Have you no respect for ladies…?” 
 
    “I call Gabby names and I call Sean names. Why? It shows I care! It’s you I hate…” 
 
    “Enough of this, you two!” Sean finally demanded, annoyed. “Please! Ryan, just stop! Let’s just go to the Dofleece Estate.” 
 
    “Remain as you are!” The princess held her hand out to keep Sean from standing. 
 
    “What now, Goldilocks?” 
 
    “Just that! You shall not address me as Goldilocks! I am Princess Connie of Tempton, and I will have respect! You will address me as Your Highness, or My Princess. Have not you been trained how to speak to your sovereign…?” 
 
    “Or perhaps we just don’t care,” interrupted Ryan, waving his hands around. 
 
    Princess Connie spun to me next. “Present yourself!” She quickly stood straight, waving her hands at my slouch. I jerked into the stiffest position I could manage. “Tell me what your mistress calls you.” 
 
    I paused, shocked. My mistress? Even Aunt Beth wouldn’t degrade me in such a way. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She was a princess…a real, live princess! Of course, she behaved haughtily. We certainly were not equals. I would remember my manners. She didn’t need two enemies. 
 
    “Gabriella.” 
 
    “Now you.” 
 
    “Sean.” 
 
    “You are not worthy of even bearing a name,” she added, looking sideways at Ryan. Ryan growled, throwing his arms in the air. “Explain what it is that we are to accomplish…” 
 
    “If we sit around explaining everything, we’ll never accomplish it!” Ryan complained, pulling me to my feet. “Let’s go, already!” 
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    “Do you suppose we would be so lucky?” Ryan asked, kneeling near a small path that veered from the main road. The path twisted through the massive oaks on the border of the Dofleece estate, and out of sight. “Could lead us straight to the oaks, that.” 
 
    “It could,” agreed Sean. “It certainly is better than inspecting every tree. I say we try it.” 
 
    I paused as the three disappeared into the shade of the trees. The forest stretched for miles, far past the boundaries of Tempton. How far exactly would we have to follow the path? Did the path even lead us to our destination? And how long would it be before we returned? 
 
    I gave another look back. The thought was easy when we just talked about. The thought felt splendid when the Chancellor gave us such nice things. But…staring at the thick wall of high trees, it was no longer a thought, it was reality. 
 
    I wasn’t ready to leave my home! And what if Angel came back while we were gone? Or what if Uncle Harrison did something horrible to Anna, or even his own family once we weren’t there? Wouldn’t that fall on me? Wouldn’t that make it my fault? 
 
    “Gabby!” Sean came back, looking for me. “Hey. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I…are we really going to do this?” I turned to look back towards home. “Are we really about to leave everything we know and love?” 
 
    “Gabriella, we’re not leaving everything we love. We’re together. And you’re safe. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    I sighed, taking a deep breath. I couldn’t describe what I was feeling, or why. I just knew I felt torn; torn between the uncomfortable life in familiarity, and the promise of safety in the unknown. I hung my head, trying to fight the tears. Such a feeling of helplessness. Sean bent and grabbed my shoulders. 
 
    “Gabby is it so bad?” he whispered. I remained silent. I couldn’t explain to him what I was feeling because I didn’t understand it myself. Ryan had stopped fighting with the princess and stood at my other side. “It is frightening. But it is not worse. It won’t be worse.” Sean stared at me, his face contorted. “Gabby, I cannot protect you. I try…we try! But Uncle Harrison’s rage is directed towards you. You may be ready to forgive him, butI…” Sean trailed off, gently brushing over my bruised face. “I’m afraid he’s going to kill you one of these times. And there is nothing I can do to stop him. All I know to do is to take you away. We were going to leave even if we didn’t find the papers.” 
 
    I nodded. Perhaps if I behaved better, perhaps if I wasn’t always so defiant, Sean and Ryan wouldn’t feel so burdened to protect me. 
 
    Sean easily read my face. “This is not your fault. I would fall down the stairs again and again if it meant you were safe. So, please Gabby, let me keep you safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, Gabby,” Ryan added. “This is no more than one of your tales! A proper adventure! The daring escape! A brilliant quest! Happily ever after! Don’t be sad! This is not bad; it’s just different!” 
 
    I nodded again. He was right. It would be exciting…how exciting it already was when I actually looked at it. Off and away from the day’s chores after having spent the night in the royal palace? And in the company of a princess? I had no tale to liken it to. Princess Connie stood several paces ahead of us, confusion and concern on her face. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    I followed Sean and Ryan down the path, and I didn’t look back. 
 
    Light peeked through the cracks of the leaves, casting the forest in glimmering golden light. The air felt cooler than before, yet no wind blew. Everything was so still and serene. The maiden Gabriella became queen of the elves and slowly wandered through her woodland home. The birds chirped soft greetings and other creatures sang a melody she had never heard before. How lovely it all was! How lovely the new queen felt! No longer under the oppression of the wicked Uncle Harrison, the maiden Gabriella was finally free to just be. 
 
    I spun around as the other’s voices slowly faded. I felt the huge weight lift from my shoulders. Free. Every noise sounded new. Each breath felt different. All my senses seemed awakened. I breathed. I smelled. I listened. I touched. 
 
    The tree I leaned on felt strange under my fingers. I stepped back to see Liasbu carved into the bark. Kan was carved on another tree nearby. 
 
    “Come see!” 
 
    I ran my fingers over the letters as I waited for the others to catch up. Ryan huffed. 
 
    “Ah! It was as easy as following the path...!” 
 
    “These trees state their name,” Princess Connie announced upon seeing it. “Liasbu is the Aramigon name for oak, and kan is the Alanicate name.” 
 
    “And look there, lads!” Ryan beamed at Princess Connie. “She isn’t completely useless after all! Decent, Bittersweet,” he added to me, before the princess could pounce. “I don’t see why we have to walk between them. We can right see to the other side…it’s no different, there.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is like the stone face we found,” Sean answered with a shrug as he began to walk between. “Perhaps it will…”  
 
    Sean disappeared. We called out in a panic. I followed quickly. A flash. Whish! 
 
    I blinked as I landed in a soft bed of autumn leaves next to Sean. We lay in a thicker forest with no oaks in sight. How odd! Ryan was more than right; it was beginning to be an amazing tale. 
 
    “What just happened?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” Sean stood, brushing himself off and looked around in shock. We certainly weren’t in the same forest. The forest where we stood wasn’t nearly as thick as the one outside the Dofleece estate. Ryan cried out as he appeared in the leaves. “Perhaps, the trees are enchanted…like the stone man in the tomb. I just don’t know…” 
 
    We turned as Princess Connie loudly landed in the pile of leaves. She simply stood and brushed herself off, folding her arms in front of her. Princesses. 
 
    “Good, Sean. That was the first clue. What’s the second?” 
 
    Sean was already looking over his scroll. “From the oaks, to the bluff where in breeze lies.” 
 
    “Bluff?” I repeated. “Like a lie?” 
 
    “Bluff is another name for a hill,” Sean explained with a smile. “It is the rest we need to figure out.” 
 
    “Perhaps the word is ‘wherein,’” Princess Connie suggested, stepping closer. “Perhaps it means to the bluff where the breezes lie. Perhaps an ocean side?” 
 
    “So maybe below the bluff is an ocean!” Sean beamed with excitement. 
 
    “Onward then!” 
 
    The maiden Gabriella followed behind the mighty Sean, the fair princess and witty Ryan. The dark trees entwined with each other overhead, covering the soft path in a dark tunnel, just barely big enough for a coach to pass through. The sunlight so slightly peeked through the tangled mess, only just enough for the four to see. The air cooled enough to make their warm breath visible, but not enough that they shivered. The four continued through the magical portal in silence. 
 
    The mess of trees stopped suddenly, and we overlooked a beautiful valley dotted with tiny flowers and a small pond. Above, clear twilight skies began to reveal a few stars, and a crescent moon gleamed merrily. 
 
    A wooden stake stood next to the road. One arrow pointed west of us and read Lithelle. Another pointed east and read Lyon. The last arrow pointed ahead to a high, rocky hill and read Tyme. 
 
    “There is the bluff!” I pointed up the slopes. Sean didn’t budge. 
 
    “Why have you stopped?” Princess Connie demanded. “Continue! Haste! Ere it becomes dark!” 
 
    “Our fair princess is afraid of the dark, then?” Ryan teased. The princess huffed. Sean still wavered. 
 
    “But, there’s a town up there!” 
 
    “So? Let’s just go and see!” 
 
    We just reached the bottom of the hill when Ryan stopped suddenly, his face twisted in thought as he stared at the princess. 
 
    “Why do you tarry? Continue!” she demanded before passing him. His lips pressed hard and he reached out, grabbing her arm. “Unhand me!” Ryan did not answer as he pulled the silver crown from her head. “I demand you return my crown! That is an order!” 
 
    “Bother your orders!” Ryan held the crown high so she couldn’t reach it and held his other hand out to keep her away from him. “You can’t just walk in there.” He put the crown in his bag. “Out here, you can’t be a princess anymore. I don’t want to be attacked by who-knows-what just because they want to take your royal self.” Ryan pulled a dirty handkerchief from his pocket and dipped it into the pond. “Wash your face. That makeup doesn’t do a thing for your looks, anyway.” 
 
    Princess Connie let out an exasperated sigh but did as asked. Sean’s eyes widened, and I turned to find Ryan gathering handfuls of dry dirt. 
 
    “What are you about to do?” he asked. Ryan just grinned. 
 
    “What is who about to do?” Princess Connie looked up from the handkerchief, just as Ryan smeared the dirt into her face. I gasped in surprise, but the situation just escalated. Princess Connie cried out and slapped Ryan across the face. I quaked to my knees with laughter. Sean just stood in shock. 
 
    “What was that for?” Ryan complained, rubbing his cheek. As if he were so innocent. 
 
    “You insulted me! How dare you treat me so?” 
 
    “You aren’t dirty!” Ryan yelled, bouncing a second handful of dirt. 
 
    “Of course, I am not dirty; I wanted to remain that way!” 
 
    “I have told you before, you aren’t a princess anymore. You have to look simple.” He tossed the remaining dirt in Princess Connie’s hair, and though she shuddered, she took it without remark. “And furthermore, when we get to the town, the first thing we are to do is sell that gown and find you simple clothes. That thing will get us robbed.” Ryan spun around, stalking towards the town. Sean sighed heavily as we followed. 
 
    “Welcome to Tyme.” I ran my fingers over the sign. The streets were nearly empty. The few people in sight were busy packing carts or pulling commodities from shelves. We wandered through the town, towards the other end where the land dropped off. I yawned and stretched. We weren’t working, of course, but I was certainly tired from all the walking. I felt grateful for my new slippers. We passed an inn and I longed to go inside to rest. The chancellor had given us money; how much it would cost for few rooms? 
 
    We reached the edge of the town and the edge of the bluff. Below us wasn’t an ocean, simply another vast forest, and in the distance, outlines of more hills. We groaned in unison and collapsed to the ground. Princess Connie behaved more dignified and sat on her heels. 
 
    “I suppose we’ll have to go all that way and look at those other hills, then?” Ryan asked, covering his face. 
 
    “Let’s just start again tomorrow and get a room tonight,” Sean said. Wonderful. I let out a relieved breath. “It’s late.” 
 
    We walked back into town towards the inn. Sean opened the door for Princess Connie as Ryan suddenly bent over in wild laughter. 
 
    “You are mad!” Princess Connie cried out. 
 
    “Look there, My Princess,” Ryan answered as he pointed to the sign near the window of the inn. The sign read ‘Inn Breeze.’ 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
   
 
  

 Hot or Cold 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I sighed and stretched again. After we ordered a room and Princess Connie a simple frock, we sat by the warm fireplace eating dinner. It was ridiculous how long it took us to make her eat the “commoner’s food.” She excused herself to bed first and Sean left soon after. 
 
    I lay across the hearthrug, propping myself up with my elbows and stared at the dancing flames. I never sat by the fire for very long at home; it wasn’t my place. Besides, having my back to the door was dangerous as Uncle Harrison could sneak up on me. 
 
    My eyelids felt heavy, but I didn’t have the resolve to get up and walk up the stairs to my bed. I didn’t want to go to sleep. Perhaps, if I were to close my eyes, everything would melt away like a dream. Perhaps, I’d just wake up in my tiny room in the servant’s quarters. 
 
    Ryan sat cross-legged on the armchair, looking over the scrolls. “Inside, the tomb Dasimé will show the direction you aim…ah! Your favorite, Bittersweet, dead people.” I groaned. “Under the third column marked Laye, the ring is nigh. Maybe if we open a tomb marked Dasimé, an arrow will be pointing to the column marked Laye.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” I yawned and stretched. Ryan glared at me. “What?” 
 
    “If you are tired, why don’t you go to bed?” 
 
    “I’m comfortable!” 
 
    “And you’ll also be lonely in a bit,” he answered, closing the scroll and rising. “I’m going to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Ryan!” I objected. “You weren’t planning to go to bed for a while and you know it!” 
 
    He just blew me a kiss. “From me,” he said, strutting to his room. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, sir.” Sean politely waved the innkeeper to us the next morning. “This might sound like a silly question, but do you have a crypt somewhere under here? Near here?” 
 
    “Of course not!” The innkeeper’s panicked voice drew eyes from the bar. Princess Connie’s eyebrows rose, and I shifted uncomfortably, but the patrons soon went on as usual. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sean replied. The innkeeper walked off, staring at us sideways. 
 
    “Perhaps it is hidden, then,” Ryan suggested. 
 
    “Let us look for it,” Princess Connie exclaimed, folding her napkin and setting it on her plate. “Follow.” 
 
    We searched the sitting room, the parlor, the dining room, the library, the kitchen and the bar. There were no secret passages, no hidden doors…nothing. I collapsed on the rug by the fire. 
 
    “We’ve searched everywhere except the rooms and we can’t get inside those. That’s probably where it is.” 
 
    “Hand me the scroll.” Princess Connie opened the scroll and scanned the lines. “Perhaps the clue is somewhere inside the poem like Inn Breeze. Perhaps you have just read over something and we missed it. ‘Inside, the tomb Dasimé will show the direction you aim.’ You said we sought a crypt, not a tomb!” 
 
    “And where do you suppose a tomb is, Goldilocks?” Ryan snapped. 
 
    “Innkeeper!” demanded Princess Connie. After a few seconds, the innkeeper rushed into the room. 
 
    “I have told you, there is no crypt in here!” 
 
    “But a tomb?” asked Princess Connie. 
 
    “No! Why do you think there is? I don’t know what kind of rumors you have heard…” 
 
    “And pray! Why then, does this poem states there is?” Princess Connie protested. 
 
    The man took the scroll Princess Connie handed him. “We do have a library,” he answered, reading it over. “Perhaps you seek a book, not a grave.” 
 
    “A book?” we repeated. The man nodded. 
 
    “A tome, perhaps. Tome. Not tomb. Search the library for your treasure hunt.” 
 
    “Thanks!” We followed Sean down the corridor. 
 
    “Children!” the innkeeper muttered as he went about his business. It took only a few minutes for Princess Connie to announce her find. We gathered around as she opened the dusty cover. The first page had only one simple word on it. 
 
      
 
    Cold. 
 
      
 
    “Odd,” Ryan commented. 
 
    “This whole journey has been odd,” Sean replied as Princess Connie flipped through the pages of the book. 
 
    “The next page reads, ‘This is usually in a pot nine days old, but it is also on the menu of a triad of suspicious characters.’” 
 
    “But the scroll says, ‘Under the third column marked Laye the ring is nearby,’” Sean answered. “Come, just bring it to the table so we can all see it.” 
 
    We followed him to the table and sat around it. Princess Connie opened the book again to the first page. 
 
      
 
    Warm. 
 
      
 
    “It changed!” she cried out. “Did it not read ‘cold’ only a moment ago…?” 
 
    “Let me see it, then!” Ryan jerked the book from Princess Connie’s reach. 
 
    “Ryan…” 
 
    “I’ve got it.” Ryan was amazed. “It’s a game! Dragonboy, why don’t you take Goldilocks here to ‘fetch our belongings,’” he added, trying to mimic Princess Connie’s voice. Princess Connie glared, but Sean grabbed her arm and led her down the hall. Ryan spun around a few more times before getting back to the point. “Cold, cold, warm.” I followed close behind. “Warm. Warm…this is so grand!” 
 
    I threw open the door for Ryan and followed him alongside the cliff edge down a rocky path. Sean and Princess Connie ran to catch up. “Warm. Warm. Warm…” 
 
    “Do you think we’re going through another pair of trees?” I asked, looking around. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Sean looked back. “This whole trip has been odd; it would only make sense for us to end at another enchanted passage.” 
 
    We followed Ryan up the dirt path, around huge boulders and over randomly spewed rocks. The book didn’t seem to be taking us anywhere in particular; we passed the same place three times. 
 
    “Warm, hot, hot, hotter.” Ryan spun around. “Hotter, hotter, burning…” 
 
    “Ryan, mind that boulder…” 
 
    “Ryan!” 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    Ryan walked smack into a large, upright boulder. Sean and I laughed as Ryan landed hard on the ground. Princess Connie just smirked and folded her arms.  
 
    “How did this rock get here?” Ryan stood to his feet, pushing it angrily. 
 
    “You certainly hurt its feelings,” I teased. Ryan just glared. 
 
    “Let me see that book.” 
 
    Ryan finally released the book, handing it to Sean. “It says ‘won’, but there is nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “That was certainly a pointless pursuit,” Princess Connie exclaimed, leaning on the boulder. “We are not even ten feet away from the back of the inn!” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do if we won?” I asked. “We’re still here!” 
 
    “Under the third column marked Laye the ring is nearby,” Sean read the scroll before looking around. “There are not any columns out here.” 
 
    “Perhaps it means the third column in the book,” Princess Connie proposed. Sean flipped through the pages. 
 
    “No, there aren’t columns in here, either.” 
 
    I searched the base of the boulder, although I wasn’t at all sure for what. Soon, I found the roughly scratched Dasimé signature in the side of the rock. “Here! Look at the signature!” 
 
    Sean reached slowly and touched it. “Hey!” 
 
    With a low hum, the air between the rock and the inn shimmered and flashed. “Hurry, come before it stops!” We dashed behind Sean into the flashing air. After a familiar whish, we stood in blackness. Princess Connie cried out, but instantly silenced when her voice echoed loudly. Sean lit the lantern. 
 
    We stood in narrow stone hallway. Behind us, a solid wall of brick. Sean’s lips pressed tight as he held the lantern high to inspect the wall. I pushed on it. Completely solid. 
 
    “Are we trapped?” Princess Connie cried out, grabbing Sean’s other arm. “How shall we get out?” 
 
    Sean took a deep breath before forcing a smile. “Not this way. We must go on and find what the clues say to find. Come.” 
 
    The tunnel hall was long and narrow. Only two people could walk side by side. Sean’s lantern light reflected from the walls, and each of our steps quietly sounded against the stone. 
 
    I held my hand out and let my fingers brush against the rough stone. Only a day had passed since we left home. What did poor Anna think? We never did say goodbye. How long would it take until we returned…would we even return? Certainly not if my parents were truly dead. Uncle Harrison would be livid. We certainly couldn’t return then. 
 
    The gentle breeze suddenly turned into strong gusts. The narrow tunnel opened into a vast room that stretched beyond the light of our lantern. 
 
    “There are columns in here!” Sean exclaimed. The columns stood in neat rows about ten feet apart in all directions. The tops of the columns were so high that the light our lantern couldn’t reach it. Ryan was busy counting the pillars. 
 
    “This one,” he announced, “and here is Laye.” We searched the base of the column and sure enough, Princess Connie spotted the thick, golden bracelet. Sean picked it up and brushed it off. 
 
    “Could this be it?” 
 
    “Not unless it’s a ring from a giant!” Ryan answered. 
 
    “Perhaps it is a door-knocker.” Princess Connie pulled it from Sean’s hands, but quickly grabbed it with her other hand, nearly dropping it. “It certainly is thick enough.” 
 
    “There is nothing else here,” Sean added after a final inspection of the base. “It has to be it.” 
 
    A few paces more and we entered a large storeroom with low ceilings. Sheets riddled with holes covered the abundant amounts of furniture, and the breeze from the large hall made the edges slightly sway. The whole room smelled musty and damp. Sean lit the lamps that hung on the walls until every dark corner was illuminated. 
 
    “Start looking for the keys,” Princess Connie ordered. “This shall not take too long with the four of us working together.” 
 
    I smiled as she tied her white-blonde hair back with a length of cloth she found and brushed out her skirt. I didn’t believe her as haughty as she acted. She had already twice helped us. Could she not just order us to do it ourselves? I was glad that she was so anxious to help. 
 
    “But you must not forget,” reminded Sean, “there might be secret spaces inside the walls. Checking inside the walls will take forever.” 
 
    “And it is your ever-hopeful comments that keep us going, Sean,” Ryan teased, balling the sheets and tossing them near the door. I sighed, leaning back a sheet-covered furniture piece. It made an awful clang that shattered the air. I pulled off the sheet to find an old piano. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” Ryan had collapsed on a sofa, breathing hard and holding his neck. 
 
    “And why, Ryan?” I teased. “Did you get your breeches a little wet?” I dropped when he threw one of the sheets at me. 
 
    “I found it!” Connie cried out, holding up a golden key. 
 
    “Decent!” Sean replied. He paused and looked around confused. “Shouldn’t something happen?” He bent to pick up his scroll. ‘Continue the passage to the keys, press the one marked F to open the door’…does that key you found have an F on it?” 
 
    “No, it is an A,” Connie sighed disappointedly as we groaned. Ryan stared at a hole in the floorboard and bent to pull it up. With a grin, he presented a golden key. 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked as he angrily threw it against a wall. 
 
    “G,” he answered, growling. “Wouldn’t you know it?” 
 
    “We may have to take up all of the floorboards!” Connie exclaimed. I picked up an iron curtain rod and used it to pry open another floorboard. Mice scurried away underneath, and I coughed and waved the dust cloud from my face. Something gold lay half-buried in the dirt and dust. I lay on my stomach. Just the tips of my fingers brushed against it. Perhaps, I could flip it with my fingers. 
 
    “I have solved the riddle!” Connie cried out, suddenly. “Gabriella has already found it…” 
 
    I didn’t get it yet. I rolled to my side to look at her. How did she know which key I found? 
 
    “Wish you had said something hours ago,” Ryan complained, leaning on the back of the sofa. Connie strode to the piano, but quickly paused, a disgusted look on her face. 
 
    “Sean, hand to me your cloak.” 
 
    “Not if you’re going to wipe the piano off with it I won’t,” Sean answered. 
 
    Connie huffed and said, “F is a note! See!” She placed her fingers on the piano. “C, D, E, F!” 
 
    A wall swung open and thudded, revealing another dark passage. It looked far too similar to the tunnel in the cellar back home. I planted my feet as Connie daintily wiped the dust off her fingers using Ryan’s sleeve. Ryan just smirked. 
 
    “Just can’t keep your hands off of me, can you, Goldilocks?” 
 
    Connie’s shrill scream was louder than our laughter. Sean smiled and held his hand out to me. All was well. I took his hand and followed them into the tunnel. The instant we were all within, the wall slammed shut behind us, the force of it blowing out Sean’s lantern. The wind howled in our faces, swirling my hair into my eyes. 
 
    “I will lead.” His voice remained calm and steady. “I can see in the dark.” 
 
    I could feel Connie’s cold fingers grasp my arm. At least, I was between them. I felt a little safer that way. I just hated the dark. I hated the unknown. So, I clung tightly to Connie and Sean, and closed my eyes. I studied each step and listened for any unusual sounds. 
 
    “Finally.” 
 
    I opened my eyes at the sound Ryan’s voice. The tunnel had opened into a grand hall. Several burning candles shined brightly, and various pieces of furniture sat along where the tunnel ended, all neatly arranged. Ryan plopped into the armchair and sighed loudly. 
 
    “Let’s just rest here for a bit, ey? We can talk about the next clue.” 
 
    I sat next to Connie on the sofa and looked ahead down the corridor. Large portraits of elegantly dressed men and women lined each side of the hall, and a plush rug that looked to stretch the length of the hall lay under our feet. What a grand place! How immense it must have been with halls stretching out of sight! 
 
    Sean sat on the soft floor and unrolled the scroll. “Press the one marked F and open the door, do not stop for a thing or you’ll be in its tease, continue down the path and press the sun floor…do you see a sun floor anywhere?” 
 
    I hoped there wasn’t a sun painted in the tunnel we just past. Connie and I stood to inspect the floor. Ryan groaned loudly and remained as he was. The idler. Nothing was carved or painted on the stone floor, or under the rug. I lay on my stomach to look under the furniture. Nothing underneath. Connie turned to look further into the grand hall. 
 
    “What else did you say, Sean?” she asked. “You mentioned a tease…” 
 
    “We were never in any tease,” I added. 
 
    “That’s because we didn’t stop,” Ryan answered, with closed eyes. 
 
    The color left Sean’s cheeks. “We’ve stopped now.” Connie grabbed my arm in a panic. “Ryan, get off the chair!” Ryan stumbled away just as the chair arms grew and reached around. “Run!” 
 
    Ryan scrambled down the hall after us, pressing his hands against the floor until he regained his balance. Sean pushed Connie ahead of him and pulled me behind. 
 
    “Stop for nothing!” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine 
 
   
 
  

 Angel’s Sweet Face 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Low voices echoed in the halls. The people in the paintings slowly awakened; stretching or yawning. I gripped Sean’s hand tighter. One of the paintings followed me with white eyes as I passed. Could they do anything? The hall abruptly ended at a grand foyer. A butler stood respectfully on the landing between the two staircases at the top of the main staircase. 
 
    “Which way?” Ryan paused at the foot of the main staircase. The butler held out one of his hands out. 
 
    “This way, my boy,” he answered with a warm smile. “Come.” 
 
    My whole body tensed. Something felt so wrong. Ryan took a small step towards the butler, but hesitated. The butler’s crooked grin grew revealing large teeth. Ryan cried out and turned back as the butler’s eyes blazed green. Sean pulled him up by his collar and shoved him to the left, down another corridor. 
 
    “That way!” 
 
    The corridor’s candles shone on the people in the paintings, who were now fully awake. They called to us, cried and wailed. The terrible sound shook the narrow corridor. Press as I might, I could not keep the noise from my ears. A hand appeared suddenly in front of my face, startling me so terribly that I fell back into Connie. 
 
    The hand belonged to an old man with sunken eyes. He reached and braced himself on the frame with his other hand.  
 
    “Come,” he gargled as his jaw unset. Connie and I trembled back in terror, but we forgot about the paintings on the other side of the hall. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “Sean!” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    A thin woman with long white hair latched her narrow fingers in Connie’s hair. I dropped to the ground and rolled away. Her eyes were so steely and blank. Connie screamed and struggled, but the woman wouldn’t relent and wailed deeply in Connie’s ear. 
 
    “Go!” Sean demanded, pulling me to my feet and pushing me into Ryan’s arms. I couldn’t stop trembling. “I’ll get Connie!” 
 
    Sean held his hand out, changing it into a dragon paw. The woman in the painting screeched when Sean clawed her, instantly releasing Connie. “Why do you wait? I told you to go!” 
 
    Ryan threw open the door and we ran into the garden. The gardeners looked up with blazing green eyes as we dashed through the hedges, towards another door across the grass. They didn’t pursue us, but we kept our distance anyway.  
 
    The bushes were trimmed in the shapes of various animals. A tiger sprung to life as I passed it and pawed at my gown. I supposed it was a tiger; I turned to look. A ghastly mistake. The beast pounced on my chest, knocking me upon my back. It was only made of leaves, but the weight of it still pinned me down. 
 
    Could he hurt me? I pushed my feet against its stomach and cried out when its leafy mouth closed on my arm. It was no more painful than falling into a shrub, but I have never been so startled. “Let me go!” I reached into its mouth and tore at the leaves and twigs until it released me. With Sean’s help, I rose to my feet and followed the others through the door. 
 
    “Can we stop yet?” 
 
    The next corridor was dimly lit and made of white brick instead of red. I slowed to a breathless walk. Sean breathed in deeply and bent with his hands on his knees while Connie collapsed against the wall. My whole body was sore from shaking so terribly. There weren’t any more paintings on the wall; perhaps we were safe? 
 
    Ryan walked only a few steps ahead, straining to stare down the dim hall. “Doesn’t seem to be any other oddness down that way,” he said between breaths. 
 
    “We can’t be sure though,” Sean said. “None of this seems real; I can’t be sure of anything until we have no more clues.” He breathed in deeply again before helping Connie and I to our feet. “Let’s just keep going.” 
 
    Our steps sounded light on the wooden floor. We passed an arched entryway that led to a long banquet hall. Onions. Garlic. Leeks. Some kind of game. It smelled so good. How long had it been since we left the inn? We hadn’t eaten since then. 
 
    A man and woman sat alone at the large table. “Who are you?” the lady was as cold as ice. The man shot her a look. 
 
    “Beatrice do not be rude. They look tired and hungry.” He turned to us and stood. “Are you hungry, children? Come, dine with us…” 
 
    I smiled excitedly and looked to Sean, who bit his lip. The woman was far from pleased. 
 
    “George! They are…” the lady coughed in her napkin and added in a lower voice, “they are commoners!” 
 
    “They are my people. If we want the people to be loyal, we must be kind to them.” The man sat and ordered with his hand for one of the manservants to set out extra plates with the help of the maids. “Come, dine with us.” 
 
    “Well, now.” Connie flew into princess mode and straightened up while smoothing out her skirt. “Such an invitation cannot be ignored…” 
 
    Sean pressed his lips tight and I sighed. Oh, be still, my stomach. Sean grabbed Connie’s hand, pulling her back. “No, Connie,” he said in a whisper, “until we are through this, we should not trust anyone else.” He turned and bowed humbly. “Thank you for your gracious request, Your Greatness. We are simply coming back from checking on your garden. It is not our place to dine with you. We will take our leave, if pleasing to you.” 
 
    “As you wish. Continue.” The man waved his hand. “Gavan. Show them the door.” 
 
    “Oh, no need, Your Greatness. We shall find our way. C’mon, guys.” 
 
    Hunger distracted me. I hardly noticed that the corridor we walked in creaked terribly at every step. 
 
    “When someone higher than you, such as a lord, or a king, offers you to dine with him, that is a great privilege.” Connie clenched her teeth and her hands bunched at her sides. “And you refused it as if he were a rat!” She spun to Sean, fire in her eyes. “How you must have insulted him!” 
 
    “Connie, I…” 
 
    “Don’t explain yourself to this wench!” Ryan yelled at Sean. Then, turning to Connie he added, “You listen! If Sean says don’t stop, don’t stop! He is usually right! Did he not just save your life? Can you not trust him?” 
 
    Connie just set her jaw and nothing more was said. The foyer was just ahead, as well as the main door. 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    What was that? Sean talked quietly to Ryan at his side, and Connie seethed silently behind them with her arms crossed. Who called me? I looked around. Nothing on our journey so far had been normal. Why should I have been surprised that I also heard voices call my name? 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    The voice became stronger. Where was it coming from? I didn’t see anyone around. 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    This time, the voice sounded familiar. There! A door stood askew under a staircase we passed. I opened the door and there, kneeling on the floor of the small closet was my sister, locked in heavy chains. 
 
    “Angel!” I cried out, throwing my arms around her. My sister! I squeezed her so tightly. I barely recognized her, she didn’t look at all like I remembered. “What happened? What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “I sat down to dinner with that man and they grabbed me!” Angel replied, resting her head on my shoulder. “I’ve been here for so long. I was just coming home!” 
 
    “Sean was right,” I muttered, looking towards him. They didn’t realize that I had stopped, and Sean pushed on the heavy front door. 
 
    “They threw me into this closet and chained me up,” Angel continued, “they tricked me…” 
 
    “How long have you been in here?” I pulled the hairpin from behind my ear and began to work on the locks. I had never picked chains before. I hoped they wouldn’t be too different from the pantry door. 
 
    “Almost two days…oh, be gentle; they hurt me.” 
 
    Not too much different. The first heavy lock thudded against the floor. Sean turned at the sound, and I started on the second lock. I just had to wiggle the pin around instead of the usual up and down… 
 
    “Gabriella! Don’t!” 
 
    My hands froze at Sean’s command. Why? Why would he say such a thing? Why would I leave her? I turned to him as he started running towards us. Angel just chuckled. 
 
    “I suppose one hand will have to do.” 
 
    It was too late to react. Her freed hand suddenly grasped my neck. Angel’s sweet face twisted, and her eyes shone brightly. I pulled at her fingers, but her grip was so strong. Her fingers dug into the sides of my neck, her sharp nails breaking my skin. I gasped loudly, struggling to pull away. 
 
    “Farewell, sis.” 
 
    Sean slid to my side, again turning his hand into a paw and slashing. She wasn’t bothered by the deep gash. Ryan kicked her face and Connie fell on my other side, trying to help me pry Angel’s fingers open. I couldn’t stop gasping. Grayness began to cloud my sight. 
 
    “Back up, now!” Sean pulled Ryan back and Connie stepped away. Sean breathed in deeply before blowing a torrent of fire onto Angel. The heat blew my hair back, and Angel released me instantly. Ryan pulled me to my feet and helped me down the hall. 
 
    He yelled at me, but I didn’t understand his words right away. I still couldn’t see clearly, and my lungs burned from the sudden rush of air. I gently grasped my throat, my cold hands soothing the bruising. “Why? Why did you stop!” 
 
    “I thought it was Angel,” I finally gasped. Ryan pulled me faster than I could run, and I stumbled often. He had a good grip around my waist, however, keeping me to my feet. 
 
    “Are you daft? Did we not just get through telling Connie not to stop?” 
 
    That wasn’t fair. My trick certainly was far more convincing. Angel left in the middle of the night…surely, she didn’t have the clues that we did. Surely, it was completely possible that she was trapped. Oh Angel! Did she even come this way? I hoped she didn’t face all of it by herself. 
 
    “Are you listening, Gabriella?” Ryan repeated, shaking me in frustration as we ran. “You’ve got to listen, lad!” 
 
    We opened the front door and rushed out into the avenue. We were almost to the front gate when everything went black. We ran into each other when Sean stopped so suddenly. We stood in the darkness, in silence, save for my breathless gasps. Light soon illuminated our faces as Sean lit the lantern. 
 
    “I think it’s actually safe to stop now,” he whispered, carefully surveying the area. Ryan released me and I collapsed against the wall. 
 
    “I never want to go through something like that again!” cried Connie. She leaned against the wall and clutched her necklace. “This is absolutely horrid…!” 
 
    I just closed my eyes and trembled to the floor. Being tricked didn’t feel nearly as horrible as truly not knowing what became of my dear sister. How is it that I could even be tricked in such a way? Where were we, and how did it know that I even had a sister? Or my name? 
 
    A low scrape echoed through the room. Sean did not rest with the rest of us. He was far too anxious. He had been walking around, and after finding an engraving of a sun in the corner, he pressed it with his foot. The entire wall opened. An airy cave stretched before us with a clear river flowing through. A small rowboat bobbed nearby, tied to a rock. 
 
    “Take the skiff for a day or a night,” Sean recited, holding his hand out to the boat. 
 
    “That is the smallest skiff I have ever seen!” scoffed Connie. Ryan smirked and helped us into the boat. I bounced on the seat and gripped the rough wood. I had never been on a boat before, of any size. I wondered if the boat Hannah went on was similar. 
 
    Sean unwrapped the rope and Ryan used one of the oars to push us off. The stream flowed slowly and splashed softly. Sean and Ryan sat near the back on either side and, after finding rhythm with each other, rowed steadily. 
 
    Water trickled against the cave sides and made the rocks glisten in our lantern light. I leaned just barely to look over the edge. The water was clear enough; I could see a few feet below the surface. Perhaps, if we had another lantern, I would be able to see down further. Shadows danced on the water’s ripples and I sat up again in my seat. All the better I couldn’t see. The fair maiden Gabriella was in no mood to spot a mermaid. 
 
    I toppled to the boat’s floor when it lurched suddenly. Everything went black. The river flowed violently once we reached the center of it. Sean had grabbed Ryan, preventing him from falling out of the boat, but our lantern wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    “Sit on the floor!” Sean’s voice echoed. I was already on the floor. I shifted slowly to my bottom, trying not to tilt the boat. I could hear him and Ryan fumble around. “Do not touch the edges of the boat in case we bump something. I will row us and look ahead!” 
 
    “Doesn’t the poem say don’t look at something inside here?” Ryan was right in front of me, but he still sounded so far away. 
 
    “Yes, it does. ‘Do not look at the gems.’” 
 
    I clutched my knees to my chest as the boat traveled faster. How disorientating to be moving so quickly in pitch darkness! 
 
    The journey was not short. Each bump bruised my arms and knees, each splash choked me, and each drop left me trembling and cold. I leaned to my left just to make sure Connie was still at my side. 
 
    “Brace yourself!” 
 
    The warning didn’t come soon enough. The boat dropped suddenly, making us scream and sending my stomach to my throat. We landed hard and my whole body jolted. My cries were instantly silenced by the massive wave that fell upon my head. 
 
    “I think we’re almost there,” Sean called out at last. “I can see light up ahead!” I looked up from my lap, instantly receiving another strong splash to the face. I wiped the water from my eyes and the boat finally slowed. The light ahead danced off the cave walls and became stronger as we neared. We rounded the bend and it became so blinding that it took a minute for my eyes to adjust. 
 
    Jewels! Thousands of shining jewels all around! They shone brighter than any lantern and dotted the rocky surface, casting the cave in an array of color. 
 
    “Don’t look at them!” Sean ordered, jumping to the floor next to Ryan. My eyes shut instantly. “Cover your eyes!” I returned my head to my lap. The light was so bright that I could see it through my eyelids. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    Connie’s voice. I felt her moving about next to me. I peered through my fingers and cried out as she stood up, staring at the gems in wonder. “They are so beautiful!” 
 
    “Connie! What are you doing?” I pulled hard at her skirt. “Sit down; you’ll fall out!” 
 
    She turned to me slowly and smiled, her awed expression frozen on her face. Her eyes shone like the rubies. I trembled back. 
 
    “Connie, you’re really scaring me!” 
 
    Her smile only widened. “Please, look at them,” she encouraged soothingly, taking my hand. “They are so beautiful.” 
 
    I jerked my hand from her. My heart thudded in my chest as she returned to her seat next to me, leaning into me with a huge smile. “Gabriella,” she called in a low voice. The boat rocked dangerously as I shifted away from her. 
 
    “Connie, please stop…” 
 
    As if she suddenly heard my request, she stopped where she was. Her smile vanished and her eyes became wide and blank, as if I were the one who startled her. Before I could ask, she opened her mouth wide and screamed. She could have shattered glass. My hands pressed hard against my ears as she screamed louder and shriller, no expression at all on her face. She seemed just an empty shell, her unblinking eyes staring at some unknown object past me. 
 
    “Stop her!” I begged. My hands alone could not keep out the horrible sound. “Shut her up!” 
 
    Sean pulled at her, but he struggled as if he were trying to move a boulder. “I can’t!” 
 
    I could barely hear him under Connie’s scream. He tried a few more times before reaching up to cup his hand over her mouth. She turned, suddenly, glaring at him with her glassy, unchanged eyes, mouth still agape as she screamed. Even he couldn’t remain composed and trembled away from her into Ryan. 
 
    What was that? Something had flown past my head. Another! Several! They were everywhere; white mists quickly dashing all around. A face? They were all faces! Faces of young, old, men and women alike. Summoned by Connie’s cry, they called back in return. I covered my face to no avail…my eyes were already closed. What did I see? 
 
    “Peace! Let us rest!” The faces called, begged. In the blackness, an unrecognizable mass appeared, occasionally blocked by the swirling visions. It grew bigger; it came closer. “Elaev hte rxi laoen!” 
 
    Even as it came right up to my nose, I couldn’t make out what the black, bulky mass was. Perhaps some kind of stone? I didn’t want to find out. I squeezed my eyes tighter, but it did no good. I shook my head, covered my ears and just prayed for it to stop. The mass slowly began to stir. The faces screamed and flew around faster in terror. 
 
    “He awakes! He awakes! Leave the Xri alone! Elaev hte rxi laoen! Let us rest!” The faces shouted so loudly that they soon blended into Connie’s wail. 
 
    “Make it stop! Please! Make it…” 
 
    She stopped. All the flying specters disappeared as well. 
 
    I finally dared to open my eyes. Sunlight poured into the opening of the cave. Bird chirps greeted us as we approached the shore and the sounds of the day resonated. It was like nothing had happened. 
 
    “Bother all of that!” Ryan splashed into the water next to Sean, quickly helping him pull it to shore. “Let’s get on before something else happens!” I gripped the sides of the boat and shakily sat on my heels. I sat alone. Connie was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Sean, she’s gone!” I had my eyes closed, but I swear I didn’t hear her fall out…but I suppose she could have while she was screaming? Perhaps that was why she stopped so suddenly? 
 
    Sean stood upright, looking past our boat towards the cave, helplessly. “She must have fallen out,” he muttered, bending to untie his boots. “C’mon, Ryan, we’ve got to hurry…” 
 
    “Help me!” 
 
    Connie’s voice! We looked around in a panic. I didn’t see her anywhere. “Sean, please help me!” At each call, Sean looked more distressed; but we couldn’t find her. We searched the water, the shoreline…where could she be? 
 
    “Here!” Sean bent under the seat of the boat and held up a red ruby. Ryan and I squinted, and there! Inside stood a tiny person. “Connie!” 
 
    “Free me from this vile prison!” 
 
    “Well, she’s giving orders again, lads; it’s really her this time.” 
 
    “What did you do to us?” I demanded. “Why did you scream like that?” I trembled uncontrollably. The scene replayed every time I closed my eyes. 
 
    “I do not know what you are speaking of!” Connie replied, indignantly stomping her foot. “How dare you scold me when I have suffered such a horrible fate!” 
 
    “It is your fault! You disobeyed the clue! And we suffered because of it…!” 
 
    “You suffered? Can you not see what has happened to me? And I was not the only one to disobey a clue, Gabriella…” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” Sean broke in. “What’s important now is reaching the end of this quest and finding a way to get you out.” 
 
    Ryan shrugged and pulled the jewel from Sean’s hands. “Oh, never mind that, Sean! I think I might like her better this way.” 
 
    “How dare you?” cried out Connie. “Return me to Sean this instant!” 
 
    “See here, lad,” explained Ryan, “If ever you want her to shut up, you can just stuff her in your pocket!” He put her in the pocket of his breeches, immediately silencing her screams. Sean rolled his eyes before opening the scroll. “Leave when you see cave entrance light, walk down the road and ignore its whims.” 
 
    “We’ve left already.” Ryan looked back. “And we are walking down the road, but what the dumplings is a whim?” 
 
    “It’s a desire, I think,” Sean answered with a shrug. 
 
    “So, ignore our desires. Sounds easy enough.” 
 
    We didn’t walk for long. We rounded a bend to find a noisy marketplace set up along the road. Vendors called out, holding out their wares for inspection and busy shoppers nodded their heads in approval, or squabbled for better bargains. 
 
    “Young sirs, mistress!” 
 
    A vendor strategically placed in bend called out to us as we walked around his wares. He held a jug up so suddenly and so close to Ryan’s face that he stumbled back. “Would you be interested in the finest well water? Fresh and cool on this warm day?” 
 
    Did he sell water from the fountains of Atlantis? He sure made it seem like he did. 
 
    “No, thank you,” Sean answered for us and gripped my hand and Ryan’s shoulder. “We are fine.” 
 
    Other vendors tempted us without tact as well; we were offered moist chicken, gooey cheese puffs, savory pies, delicious candies and more. The temptation had fully gone. We had learned our lesson and wouldn’t be tricked. 
 
    I never felt so weary, even after cleaning for Aunt Beth. It was a different sort of weariness…a weariness of the mind. Reality had been turned on its head and I couldn’t decipher which way was up. Such an odd feeling, not being able to trust one’s own mind. How often had I placed myself into tales of adventure and wonder…now that I was actually in one, I couldn’t distinguish between what was real and what was lore. 
 
    “Gabriella, how did you find me? 
 
    My sister walked alongside me. Sean’s grip on my hand tightened, but there was no need for him to panic. I didn’t even turn to her. In that moment, the only thing real to me was the warm damp of Sean’s hand. 
 
    In a few more paces, we passed a smiling couple who greeted us with “Good afternoon.” Sean bowed toward them but didn’t pause. I could only remember Sean’s parents faintly...although I wasn’t even sure how real the memory was. Did I remember us sitting each in our own mother’s arms while our fathers laughed nearby? Or was that a memory that Uncle Harrison gave me? 
 
    My mind felt twice invaded. Now the road corrupted my thoughts. What was real? Who was real? How did it even know what to use to tempt us? How could it possibly know us deeper than we even knew ourselves? 
 
    I started when a bright yellow ball suddenly hit my leg. A tiny boy soon chased it onto the road before turning to look at us. His round, green eyes twinkled with excitement and his fuzzy blonde hair was dotted with leaves and twigs. A spray of freckles dotted his face and his thin lips curved up into an adorable smile. I reached out to him, but quickly returned my hands to my sides. No, I wouldn’t be tricked again. 
 
    “Want to play, Ryan?” the boy asked with a smile, revealing two missing front teeth. “Do you want to play?” 
 
    Sean shifted uncomfortably as he scanned Ryan’s face. Ryan just stared angrily ahead, clenching his jaw. The road went too far. The bright child had to be Ryan’s lost brother, the one we helped search for when we first met. 
 
    The little boy followed closely along Ryan’s other side, skipping and running to keep up with Ryan’s angry stride. “Why are you always leaving?” he whined. “Stay and play with me!” His face suddenly twisted up and he began to cry. 
 
    “Stop it!” Ryan screamed as he stomped the road. “Stop it, stop it!” 
 
    Everything silenced abruptly. The birds, the vendor calls…I gripped Sean’s hand tighter. All of the people we passed on the road simultaneously turned towards us, eyes aglow. The little boy’s eyes glowed green and he bared his teeth. 
 
    Ryan fell back as the boy’s large paw swiped at him. His eyes became huge and thick, and his skin became leathery and dark. A mane appeared around his face and he wrinkled his snout as he roared. A troll! 
 
    Sean was quick and shoved the troll away, pulling Ryan to his feet. The vendors and our families also changed into their true forms and howled as they chased us down the road. Their thick, stocky, gray bodies shook as they ran, and their various-colored manes blew back in the breeze. 
 
    “There’s the end of the road!” Ryan pointed to a green pasture, bordered with a splintered, wooden fence. The trolls kicked up a cloud of dust behind their long, waving tails. I ran hard, afraid to look behind for too long. They gained on us. Ryan leapt over the fence and disappeared before he could turn to assist. I tripped as I reached the fence, stumbling over it. Sean was close behind. 
 
    Whish. That familiar sound. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. Everything was gone; we stood in the middle of a field with a lone tree, and no road at all in sight. 
 
    “We did it! We made it to the end!” 
 
    “Now what?” Ryan looked around anxiously. “Now where are we to go? What are we to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but for now, let us rest.” Sean collapsed, leaning against the tree. I nodded in agreement. My body and mind needed it. 
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    “Hello!” 
 
    Did the tree now speak to us? Try as I might, I couldn’t open my eyes. Exhaustion made me feel slightly nauseated, so I breathed in deeply, trying to blink the sleep from my eyes. 
 
    A hand gently rested on my knee. “Hello!” 
 
    I finally forced my eyes open to find myself staring into the dragon eyes of a girl. She was older than I, about seventeen. Her splashy, yellow eyes were made even more vibrant by her dark skin, and her plaited black hair fell to her waist. She carried a large basket full of pastries and apples and gently shook my knee. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “There you are!” she greeted in a cheery voice and wide smile. “Welcome!” 
 
    I couldn’t find my words. She stared at me with such a fond gaze that I felt uncomfortable. Even as I leaned back, her gaze didn’t relent. I tapped Sean, who still slept soundly. It took him a moment, but when he realized that we were not alone, he jumped to his feet, knocking Ryan over. 
 
    “Oi, lad…!” 
 
    “Hi. I’m so sorry, are we trespassing?” Sean brushed his hands off on his pants. The girl smiled broader and shook her head. 
 
    “Not at all!” she replied. “I am sorry to have given you such a start! I know you are weary after that fairy route, and I offer you a better place to rest.” 
 
    “A better place?” Sean repeated. I stood to my feet and brushed out my frock. “Why? Why us?” he remembered his manners and bowed. “Thank you. I’m Sean. This is Gabriella and Ryan.” 
 
    “Pleasure! My name is Saramine…oh! Such a gentleman,” she added as Sean gently kissed her hand. “Yes, I shall offer you a place to rest, if you would follow me.” 
 
    Perhaps another trick. I pressed my lips hard as she turned back to me. Her smile just widened. 
 
    “It is fair to not trust me,” she said. Sean looked at me over his shoulder. “Perhaps you will trust your sister’s word. I will lead you to her.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. But twice I had been tricked. I didn’t want to believe it. I wanted to believe it. But we were at the end of the clues! I had to believe it. 
 
    “I am true, Gabriella,” Saramine said, setting down her basket and taking my hands. “You are no longer facing trials in the fairy route. I know you because I know your sister. You are twins! You seek Renard and Syrah of Tashin, do you not?” I unconsciously nodded. “I know this because Aira is about to make the same journey…” 
 
    “You mean Angel? How is Angel about to make the same journey? We have not seen her in years!” 
 
    Saramine curtsied, embarrassed. “I apologize; I have not called her that in many years. You will have to ask her that question. Follow.” 
 
    I couldn’t respond. Sean found words more quickly. “Thank you,” he answered before turning to Ryan and I. “Come on.” 
 
    I followed them, but my heart raced. Four years. I spent four years apart from Angel, and she was so near. Was she? Was this all a part of the game, or was Saramine right? Was it over? Or were we being tricked once more? Saramine said we had reached the end of the fairy route. A fairy route! What did that even mean? 
 
    Oh, Angel! She never left my thoughts. But Saramine said she was about to make the same journey…she would find our parents without me. I felt so conflicted. I felt hurt and excitement, anticipation and anger. 
 
    “Where are we?” Sean’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “What did you say all that was we just passed? A fairy route?” 
 
    “You are in the land of Dalae,” Saramine opened her arm and whirled proudly around, her skirt flaring. A few apples tumbled to the ground. “This is my home, the freed kingdom of Nyora.” 
 
    “Another land?” Sean repeated, bending to pick up the stray apples. “How can that be?” 
 
    “The fairy route is like a shortcut. You are from the first land of Lyngaria. You have passed the second, Agesbon, and now, you have entered the third, Dalae!” 
 
    I had so many questions, but a tiny voice rang out. 
 
    “Have you forgotten me?” 
 
    Ryan just laughed. We had. Ryan pulled Connie from his pocket and presented her to Saramine. 
 
    “You looked at the gems?” Saramine asked. Connie huffed and folded her arms. “Do not fear. We can change you back. We shall meet Aira in half an hour!” 
 
    Half an hour with my thoughts. The others’ conversation faded from my ears, and I walked in a haze. What did my sister do all of this time? Did she always mean to go find our parents? Truly, if she hadn’t left, Uncle Harrison wouldn’t have become such a brute. He would have assumed we were being watched carefully, we would have assumed our parents were still dead, and we wouldn’t have had to leave our home. It was no longer my fault, it was hers. If she just stayed, everything would have been right. 
 
    Wouldn’t it? 
 
    “Just wait,” Saramine said gently when I ran into her. I didn’t realize she had stopped. She watched the trees carefully. I scanned the foliage, although I didn’t know what I was looking for. 
 
    “Do not move,” she whispered. She handed Sean her basket and continued silently ahead. She walked in a slightly-hunched matter, her hands fanned out at her sides. She stepped so silently, I didn’t even hear her crunch the fallen leaves. Whatever was out there was equally stealthy; I couldn’t see or hear anything. 
 
    A sudden ripple. My eyes focused on Saramine just in time to see an arrow race towards her head. An assassin! We cried out, but before the sound could even leave our mouths, Saramine spun around, catching the arrow. I breathed deeply; the arrowhead was replaced with a small pouch of water. 
 
    “Not quite, Aira,” Saramine teased, calling out into the trees and shaking the harmless arrow in her hand. “I fear that the weeks have weakened your senses!” 
 
    The leaves rustled overhead, drawing our eyes upward. A young girl dressed in a short, brown hide skirt and a sleeveless shirt that laced up in the front stood high above us on a branch. She wrapped her bare feet around a vine and slid down it, standing before Saramine. 
 
    “I fear you are right,” she admitted, “but the respite has certainly been well received.” Saramine’s smile grew and she beckoned for us to come near. Sean took the first step as the girl from the trees turned. 
 
    My sister! 
 
    “Gabriella!” Her mouth fell open in shock as I collapsed into her arms. 
 
    “Angel!” I grasped her tightly. “My dear sister!” 
 
    A wave of relief washed over me. My sister! After all this time wondering where she was or what became of her, finally, I had the answer. I had her. 
 
    I pulled away from her to inspect her. How the years had changed her! Her hair was just as long as mine, but so much fuller. She herself was fuller…she apparently hadn’t been rationed food like we had. What was it that she wore? I ran my hand over her skirt. I wouldn’t have even recognized her if she wasn’t my twin. 
 
    “It is a long story,” she said, grasping me tightly. Over my shoulder, she saw Sean and Ryan and squealed, releasing me and running to them. “Oh, Sean! Look how tall you are!” She hugged him tightly. “You are so beautiful! And look! Is this my thick-headed Ryan?” 
 
    “Oh, scurry off,” Ryan growled in reply as he wrapped his arms around her. “You’re the one who left home for years; you’re ornerier than I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    We spoke all at once, Angel’s eyes jumping from face to face as she sternly deciphered our muddled talk. Our story sounded so strange, yet Angel listened as if we were simply reciting a tale from memory. She stood expressionless; her face only darkening once when Sean described our last encounter with Uncle Harrison. 
 
    “I see,” she simply said when we finished. Her jaw set firmly, and her eyes stayed focused on some unseen object. “Now that you have told your story, let me tell mine. To start, I apologize for my delay. I did not plan to be away for so long…I unintentionally joined the war against the ambassador of this city which has only just ended. But the reason I even left in the first place was to seek Mother and Father…” 
 
    “You knew all this, then!” I cried out. My excitement and confusion quickly turned to anger. All those days imagining and praying…everything was all for nothing. “I can’t believe you left me all alone!” 
 
    “What else was I to do, Gabriella?” Angel replied firmly. “I found out that they were alive quite by accident. I would not burden you with such a truth! Even so, Uncle Harrison was not so terrible when I left. How was I to know that that would change? You have seen that travel to this land is difficult…I did not know what this place could have been like! Why should I pull you from your safe home and into such an unknown? I came well-prepared and well-skilled, but even a master is weak when people he loves are around. I did not need the hassle of protecting three extra people if I did not have to.” 
 
    “You act as if we can’t protect ourselves!” 
 
    Angel reached behind her and pulled an arrow from the quiver on her back, holding it before my face. “I practiced every morning before our chores. And you?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to answer. I always knew my sister was brave, but I never thought her so bold. Why didn’t she just tell me? But what if she had? Would that have changed anything? Certainly, Uncle Harrison wouldn’t have become such a tyrant. With the ever-present fear that at any moment Angel could return with our parents...she should have just told me! 
 
    “Gabriella.” Angel repeated as she took my hand. Her face looked so regretful as she stared into mine. “I swear I did not know that I would be gone for so long. I should have sent word. I did not plan to join a war.” 
 
    I wouldn’t look at her. I missed her so much and thought about her so much. I didn’t want to blame her. But I did. I blamed her for everything. Even though we had been apart for so long, she could sense my bitterness and gripped my hands hard. 
 
    “Everything would have been different,” I finally muttered. She slowly nodded. 
 
    “Perhaps so. I just did not want you to fret. I did not want you to chase after me.” I looked up into her regretful eyes. “I had to keep you safe.” 
 
    “And what about you? So, you played with arrows in the garden! How were you to stay safe in a war?” 
 
    Angel released my hands, smiling. “I trained. I fought, I learned the native language, I led my squads to victories, I became nik’dalo.” Angel turned away. “I have not forgotten you…I have said that the war has only just ended.” 
 
    Saramine stepped next to me. 
 
    “There is a girl trapped in a gem. Should we not return her?” 
 
    Ryan handed Connie to Angel, who nodded.  
 
    “Do not fret, Miss, we shall get you out.” She nodded her head for us to follow, “Ma-hali. Let’s go.” 
 
    I sulked far behind them. It was not at all how I imagined being reunited with my beloved sister. What happened to her? She was always the bossy one, but now she had quite mastered the manner to go along with it. She walked with her head high and her posture was straight and commanding. Her skin was stippled with new and faded scars, and her bare feet were calloused and rough. What happened to her the four years she was gone? 
 
    We followed for half an hour before she slowed her pace. A dark silhouette of a cottage sat ahead, nestled in the pines. I almost didn’t see it; it sat sheltered so perfectly in the shade of the trees. The late afternoon sunlight poured through the foliage, and the tall, yellow grass danced gently in the wind. Just behind the house lay a blue lake, reflecting the sky. 
 
    “Go in, make yourself comfortable,” Angel waved one arm inside and used the other to push open the door. Sean quickly lit the fresh wood in the fireplace and the three of us sat on the hearthrug. Angel walked further into the home and placed Connie on a table before rummaging through cabinets. 
 
    “I love to sit and eat after a long day,” Saramine called out as she put the basket on the table in the kitchen. 
 
    “Tapo, Saramine,” Angel answered, not even giving her friend a look. “First things first.” She finally found what she was looking for, and walked back before Connie. Curious, we gathered around her. “You need to stare at this and wonder of its beauty.” Angel sat an old, scratched crystal in front of Connie before turning again for a candle. 
 
    “Beauty?” scoffed Connie, folding her arms. “That is the most worthless stone I have ever laid eyes upon…” 
 
    “It’s fine, Goldilocks, do not trouble yourself, then,” Ryan soothed. “I like you better like this, anyway. The gem really brings out your eyes…” 
 
    “Shut up, Ryan!” 
 
    Angel sat the lit candle behind of the stone before Connie. The light went through the stone and came out the other side as a rainbow. 
 
    “How did you do that?” asked Sean. “Now, that’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It is an old prism,” Angel explained. “It breaks the strand of light down to the several strands of color. Is it not beautiful, Connie?” 
 
    Connie didn’t answer. She stared hard at the prism, a dull smile on her face and her eyes shone like rubies again. 
 
    “Oh!” Angel dove into another chest. “Put this in your ears, iamo!” she commanded, handing us beeswax. “Now!” she repeated. “The scream of the jewel is known to kill. I am indeed surprised you three are still sane…well, more or less,” she added, glancing at Ryan. He smirked at her as we put the beeswax in our ears and watched Connie scream and writhe. The beeswax was a wonderful idea; we could barely hear her, and I saw no ghostly shapes. After a blinding flash, we found Connie returned to normal and laying fast asleep atop the table. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Eleven 
 
   
 
  

 Aira – Sent One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I leaned back into my chair and gripped the arms. Angel spent the last half hour arguing with me, the others becoming bored and leaving the kitchen. For someone who missed me as much as she claimed, she certainly acted like I was a burden. 
 
    “Tomorrow, Gabriella, I am going alone to the fairy route, as planned. I will have Saramine take you back to the one that will get you home. If you pass through them once, you do not have to solve the riddles again; it will be instant like the first...” 
 
    “I don’t want go home!” I objected. I did want to go home. I wanted to return to normalcy…especially after going through such an ordeal like the fairy route. But my sister acted so calloused. She would insist on my return, even after learning what fate awaited me? Why didn’t she see that she was wrong? 
 
    “What am I to do about Uncle Harrison? I cannot claim our inheritance without you…!” 
 
    “You cannot claim our inheritance anyway unless our parents are dead,” she answered, coolly. “They are not.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter, Angel! You have been gone for four years…I suspect you can run a household. Return with me and we shall be rid of him!” 
 
    “And then what?” she responded. “What if I did come with you? Do you think the Chancellor will bother himself enough to send guards to ensure the law was followed? Why should my presence alone make Uncle Harrison yield? At least if I return our parents, we shall have protection.” 
 
    “Protection? Have you not been ‘protecting’ yourself this whole time? If you could protect yourself enough to have been gone for years, could you not ‘protect’ yourself against Uncle Harrison?” 
 
    Angel’s face darkened. “My defense is lethal. I am a warrior, not a murderer. Our father must make this right. He must be the one to send them off. Until I find him to do that, this is how it must be.” 
 
    “Must be?”  
 
    I wanted to scream in frustration. When did she become so stubborn? My face felt hot and I gripped the sides of my chair. “Then, dear sister, what should I expect from Uncle Harrison when I arrive home? A reward? An understanding ‘farewell’ as he leaves?” 
 
    “Gabby…” 
 
    “Perhaps my bruises aren’t enough to convince you. Dear sister, just look at my face! Do you suppose he will leave it like this?” Angel shifted. “I suppose his fist will greet me first when I arrive. Sean supposes that he will kill me…” 
 
    “Na-izik! Stop!” Angel finally cried out, covering her ears. “Stop! I understand.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and leaned back on my chair. It still felt a stalemate. What would we do now? Angel wouldn’t return home without our parents. I couldn’t return home without Angel. But still she was right…even if she returned, we had no guarantee that Uncle Harrison would leave peacefully. There was only one solution. 
 
    “I have to come with you,” I said. Angel sighed deeply and stared at me gravely, but her stone face had softened. “Bother this untrained nonsense. We made it here fine without your help, and none of us are armed.” Her face finally returned to the gentle one I was familiar with. I spoke more freely. “Besides, we have the scrolls and the book. How far did you suppose you’d get without any clues?” 
 
    Angel finally nodded. “Agreed, Gabriella, but this journey will not be an easy one. I pray you will not regret your persistence.” She stood to her feet. “For now, I must rest. I have a lot to consider. Saramine, will you show my friends to the rooms?” 
 
    Saramine, Sean and Ryan lay on their stomachs atop the hearthrug, playing an interesting game of war using crudely-made figures of wood and twine. I couldn’t tell how the game was played, but from the sound of their laughter, I doubted if anyone followed the rules. 
 
    “As you command, Aira,” Saramine replied, only briefly looking up. 
 
    “Thank you. I shall show Gabriella now.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I witnessed. “Why does she call you Aira?” 
 
    “That is my Inzi name,” Angel replied, sitting back down across from me at the table. “When I first arrived, I was interrogated by a troop of the ambassador’s soldiers. Since I traveled alone, they meant harm. But a group of Inzi stopped them. Battled them quickly before my eyes and invited me back to their village.” Angel paused, stretching her arms over the table, while staring at her fingers. I couldn’t help but stare at her scars. 
 
    “There, I learned that the king was gone on campaign, and the ambassador ruled this kingdom of Nyora. The Inzi had been living in the forests outside the town walls for decades, and until the ambassador came to power, there was peace between the two nations. The Ambassador searched for something. To gain the labor he needed, he often sentenced entire families to the mines for petty offenses. He wanted to enslave the Inzi, thinking that they were weak. When the Inzi rebelled, he started a war.” 
 
    “Angel,” I breathed. She didn’t look up at me. “That is so dangerous! Why did you fight?” 
 
    Angel shrugged. “I did not at first,” she answered after a pause. “I simply wanted to repay a debt. I was a part of a small group of villagers that joined the Inzi resistance. We were given the task as spies since we did not look native. As time passed, I climbed the ranks. Once I lead my first troop to victory, the Inzi called me Aira, ‘Sent One’. Saramine will not be the only one you hear call me that. It is the name by which I am known.” 
 
    I wanted to stay angry with her, but I couldn’t. Name by which she was known? And how was she known? Who had she become? Her tired grin grew as my smile became more excited. Her eyes were heavy from exhaustion, but I couldn’t let her rest. Not just yet. How often had I pretended that I was a young, warrior woman, battling giants and centaurs! Never would I have imagined my sister off doing it! 
 
    “Angel, you led an entire troop? And by yourself?” 
 
    “Gabby, I led an entire nation,” she replied softly. “I committed alowé…I took the Inzi tribe about a year ago. I am nik’dalo. Chief.” 
 
    It all made so much sense. Her haughty manner, her direct way of speaking, Saramine’s submissiveness. She always had the makings of a chief. Angel stood again from the table, turning once more towards the stairs. I quickly followed her. 
 
    “This is your house, then?” I asked, looking around. 
 
    “Yes, it was given to me after defeating the ambassador.” Saramine’s head jerked up, but Angel didn’t see Saramine’s glance. “Here we are,” Angel added as she opened a door. “This is where we sleep. Now, I take my leave.” 
 
    She flashed me one last tired smile before disappearing behind the door. I walked back downstairs and collapsed on the sofa. My sister…a chief! Four years had transformed her into someone completely new and remarkable. I couldn’t wait to go with her through the next fairy route. At last! The fair maiden Gabriella and her daring nik’dalo sister, reunited! And soon, they would brave another voyage of riddles through a fairy route! 
 
    I missed home. I thought of Hannah and Aunt Beth and Jessica and Anna quite often. But being apart from them would be so much easier at my sister’s side. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I jumped at Saramine and Sean’s outburst. Ryan laughed manically. I turned to their game in time to watch him throw a wooden man into the fire. “I am the victor once more!” he declared. 
 
    Saramine sat up and crossed her arms. “No fair,” she protested. “No fair.” 
 
    “Fair it is, that!” Ryan beamed. “I have conquered your entire army single-handedly…” 
 
    “You threw them into the fire!” 
 
    “It’s called the abyss!” corrected Ryan. Saramine laughed and threw one of Ryan’s pieces into the fir…abyss. 
 
    “No!” Ryan cried out, wailing for several seconds. “That was Lieutenant I-don’t-look-as-good-as-Ryan-but-I-come-close!” Saramine and Sean just laughed, and Saramine threw another piece into the fire. “No! That was General I-am-Ryan’s-favorite-therefore-I-almost-smell-as-nice!” 
 
    Saramine kept throwing in pieces, and Ryan kept making up silly names. 
 
    “No! That was Cardinal I-am-not-nearly-close-to-Ryan’s-manly-stature!” 
 
    Saramine couldn’t stop giggling. Her laugh resonated so high and was so pure that it was contagious. Tears streamed down Sean’s eyes, and my sides hurt. Finally, Ryan’s ‘army’ was all gone. Ryan and Saramine turned eagerly to Sean. 
 
    “Oh no!” Sean leapt to his feet, his army secured in his hands. He ran around the living room and kitchen, trying to avoid them. I caught my breath and wiped my tears as Sean dodged around the house. 
 
    “I got you!” cried Saramine, reaching around him. Ryan jumped onto his back and they struggled to restrain him. 
 
    “Come on, then, Gabby,” Ryan demanded. “Get his pieces!” 
 
    I wondered when I might be allowed to join. I jumped from my seat and after prying Sean’s pieces from his fingers, I ran quickly away from his reach. 
 
    “Gabby, here!” Saramine called. I threw the pieces over my shoulder, making Sean turn towards Saramine. When she was cornered, she tossed them to Ryan, who stood before the fireplace. 
 
    “And now!” he cried, holding the wooden pieces above his head, “Into the abyss!” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The high whistle of a tea kettle was quickly muffled. I opened my eyes and scanned the dark room. Angel was gone. It had to be early morning, but a heavy, gray fog concealed the sun. I wrapped a shawl around my shoulders and stood at the large window. The haze drifted over the lake’s quiet waters and crept up the shore, encircling the house. Only through tiny pockets could I see the water’s steady ripple. 
 
    The bedroom door opened with a low creak, nearly mute under the indistinct voices coming from below. I inched down the stairs to find Angel and Saramine speaking with an Inzi boy a little older than I. Only Saramine looked up as I approached, smiling gently before returning to their somber conversation. They spoke in Inzi for several more minutes before the boy respectfully pounded his right fist to his chest with a deep bow. Angel brushed his hand away before reaching out and hugging him. 
 
    I just passed the scene when the boy turned to leave. He wasn’t expecting me to be behind him and jumped back. I leaned back too. I wasn’t expecting to gaze into eyes so beautiful. A splash of vibrant green surrounded a honey-brown center. They were slightly wet, as if he had been crying. Upon seeing me, the boy forced a handsome smile, gently grabbing my shoulder. After this strange, silent greeting, he passed around me and out of the door. Angel followed him out. 
 
    “What just happened?” I asked, sitting at the kitchen table. Saramine seemed to hold back tears and couldn’t answer me right away. Instead, she made herself busy by putting several spices into the teapot. Aunt Beth only received a small ration of tea, and so I was rarely allowed to have any. Still, I had never seen spice added to tea. 
 
    When she finished with her mix, she strained the tea. She then poured a little into a tall, clay canister and added milk. She poured the mixture back and forth between two canisters until the blend was frothy. With a smile, she poured the mixture into a teacup and handed it to me. 
 
    “With the war over, your sister will soon relinquish chiefhood,” she finally answered. Her eyes still glistened with tears. “Pai was just informing us that another has accepted title.” 
 
    “I am still shaken that she even became chief,” I answered. I never had anything like her tea. It had a deep, strong flavor that was slightly fiery and very sweet. I drank the tea quickly, even though it burned my tongue in consequence. “If that’s all, why did he look so sad? He looked as if someone had died.” 
 
    Saramine smiled down at her cup. “It will just be different, is all,” she answered softly. “It is hard to describe how close you become with your tribe during war.” 
 
    I thought of the riddles we faced in the fairy route, and how close we became with Connie. 
 
    “And now it is life as usual,” Saramine continued, her voice breaking. She caught herself and coughed. “It is not sad. War is never a happy time. I am glad it is over. The end of war brings changes. It will be different.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “It’s just different.” 
 
    Angel returned from outside, and joined us at the table, pouring herself some of Saramine’s tea. We sat silently, each absorbed in our own thoughts. It was different. Maybe a little sad. I felt so uncertain about leaving my home because I knew I would miss them. And I did; I missed Anna making extra pastries, I missed Hannah’s talks, I missed sitting in the study and daydreaming as Aunt Beth did needlework, I even missed that brat Jessica hovering over me while I tried to do chores. It was sad. But wasn’t that the plan anyway? Uncle Harrison certainly wouldn’t leave by himself. He’d take his family too. We couldn’t get rid of just him. 
 
    It wasn’t sad. I always made excuses for them, and they treated me horribly. Even Hannah who I loved so much. She was kind to me, but only as kind as a lady could be to a maid. It wasn’t sad. It was different and it would be better. And the boys! How much better would it be for them? They wouldn’t feel so burdened to protect me. 
 
    “Well, never mind this mood!” Saramine said, rising to her feet. “I shall make porridge! The day has arrived, and it is beautiful!” She pushed the black pot over the fire and began adding meal. Angel nodded and rose as well. 
 
    “And I must prepare for our journey,” she said quietly. “I will go to the village. I will offer your congratulations to Are’An as well, Saramine. I will be back in a few hours.” 
 
    I took my cup to sit by the window. At least Angel still loved window seats. Each of the windows facing the lake had one. I sat within, watching the fog roll over the water. As the smell of Saramine’s porridge filled the house, the fog disappeared completely, revealing the teal blue lake and golden sun. Saramine soon sat across from me. 
 
    “Breakfast is prepared,” she said as she glanced up the stairs. “Your friends must have been so weary from your journey. Should we wake them for breakfast?” 
 
    “Perhaps not Connie. She hasn’t yet recovered from becoming a gem. We can try to wake the boys.” 
 
    Sean was exhausted. He would be difficult to wake. Ryan was probably already up. Years on the streets of Tempton made him exceedingly wary and he woke at the slightest sound.  I wondered if he ever got any real rest. 
 
    I threw open the window of their room, letting in the morning mists. “Good morning!” 
 
    Sean stirred, but Ryan didn’t budge. Interesting. I leaned on the bed. “Good morning!” I repeated. 
 
    Sean rolled over and peeked at me through half-opened eyes. “Good morning,” he answered, weakly. Ryan remained motionless. I gently grabbed his shoulder and shook him, but he didn’t move. He finally felt safe enough to let his guard down, and he had exhaustion to match. Sean lay back on his pillow with a shrug.  
 
    I leaned close to Ryan’s ear. “Good morning, Ryan!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, “How was your sleep?” 
 
    Ryan jumped clear out of the bed. Sean and I laughed loudly as Ryan looked around in a panic. He was so unprepared that his round eyes rolled wildly, and his shaggy brown hair stood on end. 
 
    “I will kill you!” he screamed. I leapt from his bed and thundered down the stairs, Ryan close behind, angrily swinging his pillow. 
 
    “Na-izik,” Angel commanded. He almost knocked her over as she opened the door to leave. He simply grabbed her hips, pushing her out of his way. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means!” 
 
    I spun around to face him when I trapped myself by her hearth. Ryan pulled me to him by the skirt of my frock…or rather, Hannah’s frock. I stopped struggling; I feared tearing it. “I’m sorry!” I cried out. Ryan didn’t relent. 
 
    “You’re sorry that you got caught, ey?” he corrected, scooping me into his arms. I couldn’t stop laughing, but Ryan wasn’t amused and kicked open the door, stalking past my angry sister and towards the lake. I struggled, but he held me so awkwardly, I feared he would drop me. 
 
    “Ryan, stop! Put me down!” 
 
    He ignored my cries and walked onto the shore. “RY-A-A-A-AN!” 
 
    He dropped me into the lake. I screamed and jumped out of the icy cold water as he turned away, starting back towards the cottage. Sean and Saramine collapsed at the doorway, laughing hysterically while Angel stood nearby, annoyed. 
 
    I ran behind Ryan and jumped on his back, hoping to drip on him. He wasn’t prepared and lost his balance. We toppled back down the shore and into the water. Even Angel couldn’t remain stern, and the three of them laughed as Ryan and I sat in the freezing cold water. I held out my arms, pools of water dripping from my sleeves. My frock! My only frock! I turned to him, angrily. Several wet leaves stuck to his hair and ears. I giggled and handed him one. 
 
    We couldn’t leave right away as Angel had hoped. She had more chiefly duties to perform, and needed to council her successor. So, we spent the next few days in leisure at the lake…a delight when I wasn’t in it. The mighty dragon-boy, Sean would play a lute on its sandy banks, while the beautiful princess and dragon-girl would sing along, a lovely harmony. The brute Ryan skipped stones across the waters, occasionally pausing to lay in the grass. 
 
    And the fair maiden Gabriella? She sat high above it all. Upon a huge branch that dangled over the crystal lake did she make her seat, just close enough to dip her toes as she read the grand book of tales. While the rest was indeed warranted, she felt so odd to be so idle. 
 
    I looked off across the shimmering waters. I had no work, or chores or fears to distract me from my tales, yet my mind still returned home. What would Anna be making for lunch? Would Jessica be the one to clean now? It had been days; Aunt Beth’s dinner party was that night. Or did she cancel it? How would they explain our sudden disappearance? Certainly, she would have to find some servant. What would she say to the guests? Would she claim we were all sick? 
 
    I leaned against the trunk, splashing my feet in the water. It didn’t matter anymore. Yet, I still worried about it. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Each fairy route is different,” Angel explained as we walked down the trail. “This one is rumored to be very dangerous with several challengers and riddles you must solve before you can pass through.” 
 
    “Isn’t a shortcut supposed to be easy?” Ryan scoffed. “Why make it so dangerous, then?” 
 
    “That is uncertain,” Angel replied. “Some say it is because the fourth land of Agyra is extremely dangerous, and this is a sort of ‘preparation’ for the traveler. Others claim the route was to be exclusive to only fairies and making it difficult was the method used to ward against humans. Others still say that the fairy who made the shortcuts just had a malicious sense of humor.” 
 
    “I shall believe that one,” Connie muttered. A solid gray mass loomed behind the trees in the distance. 
 
    “That is it there, just up ahead.” 
 
    The trees thinned as we approached, and soon opened into a large field. The gray mass was a stone wall, three feet in width and loomed so high into the sky, that I had to lean back to see the top. Two tall doors sat in the center, but there was no opening at all on the other side of the wall. 
 
    “Once we are inside, there is no turning back,” Angel said, resting her hand on the handle. “If you wish to return, this is the time to do it.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Angel turned to Connie. “Are you certain, Princess? If you desire a company back, I have an entire tribe at my command.” 
 
    Connie shook her head. “I cannot return. Not yet.” 
 
    Angel stared at her hard but nodded. “Ma-hali…let’s go.” She pushed the handle, and the large door slowly creaked open, enveloping my sister in a bright light. I followed closed behind, shielding my eyes as I walked into the brilliance. Through my eyelids and hands, the brightness soon disappeared. I looked around. 
 
    I stood on a path in a quiet forest. Angel knelt just off the path, drawing stuff in the dirt and hiding behind her long, black hair. Once everyone had arrived, she stood and turned, nearly running into the floating stone face from the crypt. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “It’s him!” Ryan said, holding Angel to her feet. “Stony!” 
 
    “Listen hard and listen well. The book you hold will take you through the first stage. There are ten keys all together; five in the first stage, five in the last. Once you have all ten of these keys, you may leave the fairy route and enter the land of Agyra. 
 
    “Never forget a key anywhere, and do not let enemies seize it. Some want to leave as much as you do, and you can take their place. Remember, Seraphs, if you do not find all the keys, or if you disregard a key, you will be trapped in the fairy route until you obtain it! Now that you are in here, there is no way out but the end. I will see you at the end of the first stage.” 
 
    The stone face disappeared. Angel spun around. 
 
    “You know him…?” 
 
    “See, and if we didn’t find you, you wouldn’t have the book and your journey would have been that much harder,” Ryan said continuing down the path. “You’re welcome, then.” 
 
    We laughed and followed Ryan. Saramine excitedly clapped her hands in rhythm and sang; 
 
    “One, two, one, two 
 
    Willows great and old, 
 
    Good morning to you! Good morning to you! 
 
    Three, four, three, four 
 
    Pebbles on the road, 
 
    Good morning to you! Good morning to you! 
 
    Five, six, five six, 
 
    Blue and cloudless skies, 
 
    Good morning to you! Good morning to you! 
 
    Seven, eight, seven, eight 
 
    Red and orange sunrise, 
 
    Good morning to you! Good morning to you! 
 
    Nine, ten, nine ten, 
 
    Cool and soft winds, 
 
    Good morning to you! Good morning to you! 
 
      
 
    We soon joined her, singing and laughing, all except Angel. She just walked behind us quietly, staring off into the trees and turning around frequently with her hands fanned at her sides. I did remember her never really being much fun; always so focused and rigid. What could possibly make her so wary? 
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    “Finally!” 
 
    “Wait, Ryan. Perhaps it is not abandoned.” 
 
    Difficult to tell. The yellow cottage stood near a large oak in a lone corner of the field. Autumn-yellow grass patched the green field, and a few late flowers dotted the garden. Angel stood at the wooden property marker near the end of the road. “What does your book say?” 
 
    I sighed as Sean rummaged through his bag. My legs were sore, my feet blistered even through my new slippers, and my shoulders hurt from the weight of my bag. But even after six hours of walking, Angel still showed no signs of weariness. She just stood expressionless while waiting for Sean to find the page. The shutters of the house quietly creaked in the breeze. 
 
    “This is usually in a pot nine days old, but it is also on the menu of a triad of suspicious characters,” Sean read. 
 
    “Now we know,” Ryan said impatiently starting for the house. I turned to follow. “The book says nothing of any danger, so let’s just get on already! My feet are killing me!” 
 
    “Your feet are going to get us killed if we rush into things,” Angel remarked. Ryan waved his hand as he pushed open the door.  
 
    “Is anyone home?” he called out, looking around. “Like you would answer if you were!” 
 
    It seemed no one was ever home; there were no portraits on the wall, no belongings scattered around…nothing. The sun poured through the many windows and cast bright square beams onto the wooden floor. Ryan closed the door with a creak and our light steps were barely heard. 
 
    “At last!” Saramine exclaimed upon seeing the sofa. She collapsed loudly into the cushions and stretched as tall as she could. “I am not sharing! I am so very tired!” 
 
    “She is also very out of her mind,” Ryan whispered. Saramine grinned at him, her eyes flashing yellow. 
 
    “I heard that,” she replied. I dropped my bags as Sean blew a fire into the hearth. I didn’t mind if Saramine didn’t share. I knew that hearthrug was made of woven yarn from soft lamb fleece. It would be just as soft, if not more so, than her sofa. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    Sean struggled in the armchair he chose. The chair was so soft that it consumed him. It looked so silly; a large gray chair with flailing arms and legs. 
 
    “Do you sit often, Sean, or do you just practice?” Ryan teased. We giggled. Sean finally rolled limply from the chair and grinned. 
 
    “You wanna trade?” he asked. Ryan shook his head and leaned the plain chair back against the wall. 
 
    “Not hardly.” 
 
    “My chair is not much better,” Connie agreed, rising. “It makes me sore.” 
 
    So, they joined me on the hearthrug, atop on our stomachs and staring at the fire. Angel still on guard, disappeared further into the house. I watched her go, wishing she would come join us. She was chief, but she didn’t have to act so solemn all the time. The war aged her; my twin sister felt no longer my peer, but my elder. She seemed even older than Connie. 
 
    “You know what I was just thinking of?” I said aloud. 
 
      
 
    “No, what?” asked Ryan. His voice was singsong; he teased me. 
 
    “Angel and I share a birthday with Connie.” 
 
    Connie turned to me with a smile. “Truly?” 
 
    “Yes. That ball those nights ago, that was for your eighteenth birthday, wasn’t it?” Connie nodded somberly, looking away from me. “Connie…?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Sean interrupted. “And that was Gabriella and Angel’s birthday too.” 
 
    “That is strange!” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what’s strange,” Ryan brought his chair closer and leaned on the back of the sofa with his arms. “What Saramine did with her eyes. How’d you do it?” 
 
    Saramine’s eyes flashed yellow again. “Muscles,” she answered. “Just like moving them around to see with an extra feature. They glow by themselves, however, when someone startles me, or when I am upset.” 
 
    “Ah! I never saw you do that before, Sean,” Ryan said. “Shall I make you upset, then?” 
 
    Sean grinned, and flashed his eyes yellow. “Perhaps you can just ask.” 
 
    “You might teach my friend to be a better dragon, Saramine,” Ryan continued, “since apparently dragons and humans can live alongside each other peaceably.” 
 
    Saramine nodded. “I have had more troubles being Inzi than being dragon,” she agreed. She yawned loudly and stretched. “I am ready for afternoon tea. I wonder if this cottage has any honey.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, in the kitchen. It’s in the cupboard, behind the meal,” I said. “The red pot is already on the fire in there.” 
 
    Tea would be lovely. I felt grateful that Saramine brought her Inzi blend. It tasted just so sweet and savory at the same time. I needed to find out which spices she used… 
 
    Sean dropped next to me, grabbing my shoulders. He startled me so much that I lost my breath for a moment. Everyone stared at me. I never felt so uncomfortable. “What? What’s the matter?” 
 
    Sean’s face was panicked. “You never went into the kitchen. How did you know where the honey was?” 
 
    I stammered. What was he talking about? “I just knew…” 
 
    “But how could you have?” Connie pressed. I couldn’t answer. I didn’t feel anxious because I recognized a cottage I had never been in, but because they all were. Connie and Saramine knelt at my sides, Ryan had abandoned his perfect chair and stood behind Sean who still hadn’t released my arms. Why did they scold me? 
 
    “I don’t know.” I stumbled over my words. I scanned my memory but couldn’t think of any time that I had left my home in Tempton. Even if I had left, I never would have gone anywhere without Sean or Ryan, and certainly they would have remembered. 
 
    I looked around, studying each feature. The place was familiar for sure, but it was a strange familiarity. I just knew. I knew that the rug was made of soft lamb fleece. I knew that the three chairs normally sat the in the main room, and the couch off against the wall. I knew that there were wooden bowls in the kitchen cabinet, and I knew what sizes they would be. I knew upstairs there would be a bed near the window, one near the wall, and the last in the center. 
 
    Sean’s face grimed at each of my descriptions. Ryan just stood baffled. 
 
    “Let us scout the house with Aira,” Saramine suggested, standing to her feet. 
 
    “No, let’s go see if she’s right,” Ryan corrected. We first searched the kitchen and it was exactly how I remembered. The giant red pot hung over the oven in the wall, while smaller pots and pans dangled from hooks above. The three chairs sat around a small, round table by the entrance, and the bowls were placed accordingly. The honey was hidden in the cupboard, behind the meal like I had said. 
 
    I gently brushed my hands against the table while the others stood in shock. “It is if I had eaten breakfast at this table before.” 
 
    Sean’s head perked up at my words, but he remained silent. We followed him up the stairs. Angel sat on the bed closest to the window while looking out. 
 
    “Gabriella says she has been here before,” Saramine announced, before adding a few more words in Inzi. 
 
    Angel turned. “How could you have?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted with a shrug, sitting on the bed alongside her. “This is all so familiar, but I just can’t seem to recall how.” Ryan collapsed on the bed in the middle. “It’s like I lived here…” 
 
    Suddenly, Sean jumped to his feet and darted from the room. 
 
    “Sean!” Angel called. 
 
    “Now where is he off to, then?” Ryan complained as we chased after him. We dashed down the stairs and found Sean digging through my bag. 
 
    “Sean!” I objected. Sean pulled out the fairy tale book he gave me and opened it. 
 
    “I knew it! This is the cottage of the three bears!” 
 
    “What …?” 
 
    “That’s why it was so familiar to you, Gabby!” Sean added, looking up at me. “When you are fancying your tales, you absorbed by them.” Sean went back to the book and flipped through the pages. “I wonder if this route changed to how you imagined it. ‘Goldilocks went inside the bear’s cottage…’” 
 
    “That’s you,” Ryan added, turning to Connie. 
 
    “’…she tried to sit on the first chair, but it was much too hard.’ That was the same thing that happened to you, Connie. ‘She tried to sit on the next chair, but it was far too soft…’ that was my chair. ‘She tried the next chair and it was just right.’ That was Ryan’s chair. Also, upstairs, there were three beds, three chairs in the kitchen!” Sean paused for a moment and stared up at Connie. “What does triad mean?” 
 
    “Three,” Connie agreed with a nod. 
 
    “Menu of three characters…Saramine.” Sean was on a roll. “Remind me, nursery rhyme, nine days old.” 
 
    “Pease porridge hot, pease porridge cold!” screeched Saramine with excitement. “Pease porridge in a pot, nine days old!” 
 
    “Yes! That’s it! It all fits together! The three bears had porridge!” He ran into the kitchen and reached his hand into the red pot that sat in the oven. He pulled out a golden key with (1) engraved in it…and also covered in pease porridge. 
 
    “You did it, Sean!” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I rolled over and stretched. The bed was empty; my sister had disappeared again. I sat up and let my eyes adjust to the bright morning sunlight pouring through the windows. Not just Angel, everyone had gone. 
 
    I walked down the stairs, greeted with the smell of Saramine’s tea and the porridge. Ryan stood by the window, and Sean and Saramine talked quietly in the kitchen as they ate breakfast together. 
 
    “Where’s Angel?” I asked. And after doing a second count, “and Connie?” 
 
    “It seems Princess Connie has been learning archery,” Saramine answered. “They are outside practicing. Aira is training her to improve her skills.” 
 
    I nodded and sat across from them. How wonderful it was to actually eat at the table like I had so often imagined doing! The Three Bears. One of my favorites. I ate with a smile as Sean and Saramine continued their quiet conversation. I replayed each sentence in my mind. Goldilocks tasted the first bowl, and it was far too hot. She tasted the second bowl, and it was far too cold. Then, she tasted the third bowl, and like my porridge and tea, it was just right. 
 
    The door suddenly flew open and Connie dashed inside in a panic. “Hurry!” she called, dashing up the stairs. “We must flee!” 
 
    She disappeared as Angel strode in. She wasn’t panicked like Connie, but steady and calm. “Gather our belongings and prepare to leave, iamo. Now!” she repeated. We quickly did as told. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I shoved my book into my bag. Saramine quickly wrapped her spices and Sean gathered the bags. 
 
    “The three bears are really coming home!” Connie exclaimed, flying down the stairs. “Angel saw them on the other side of the field!” 
 
    The three bears? Were they now enemies? What did the fairy route maker do to my favorite tales? 
 
    “Trolls,” Angel explained. “They did not see us, and I mean to keep it that way. It must be as if we were never here.” 
 
    “Where are we going to go?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “Out through the back.” 
 
    Outside, dark clouds gathered overhead and the faint, musty smell announcing rain permeated the air.  
 
    “Oh no!” cried out Saramine, stopping suddenly. “I left the fire burning!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” urged Sean clutching her hand to keep her from turning back. “If we go back, they’ll see us!” 
 
    “But then they will know we were there!” 
 
    “Maynep, Saramine, we should not be pursued; I closed the door,” Angel said. “For all they know, we could have left hours ago.” 
 
    “Should we not see what the next riddle is?” Connie asked. Angel froze. 
 
    “Maybe not here,” Ryan was looking around. “We’re still too close to the house…” 
 
    “No, she is right,” Angel said. “We should at least know what we are looking for. I do not want to go a long way, only to realize I have to go back.”  
 
    Sean opened the book. 
 
      
 
    He is the villain of many, but in this tale, he follows no girl, but shoat. Choose yours well. 
 
      
 
    “Come back!” 
 
    We spun around; Angel prepared with an arrow in her bow. I blinked as I stared at my sister. I didn’t even see her grab it. 
 
    Far off, a small girl in a red and yellow dress stood by the cottage. The real Goldilocks and she was adorable. Her golden curls fell around her face, but her tiny pink lips were agape in terror. 
 
    “Put down your weapon!” she begged Angel. “You must help me! My foot is stuck!” she turned and screamed. Two trolls closed the space between them. She struggled with her foot and cried out. What could we do? Angel’s face didn’t relent. “Please help me, Robin!” I turned impatiently to my silent sister. What did she wait for? Her arrow was notched, but she didn’t release it and the trolls were only yards away from the girl. Perhaps they were out of her range? 
 
    “We shall help you,” Angel finally called, giving the girl an awkward look as she nodded. With a quiet twang the arrow was off. My relief was instantly replaced with horror as the arrow curved from the trolls and hit the girl with a sickening thud to her chest, sending her sprawling to her back. We all cried out in horror and Connie covered her eyes. I didn’t know what to think. Did Angel miss? Surely, not… 
 
    I clutched Angel’s skirt, and she finally looked at me. “Look, Gabby,” she said, gently. Lying on the ground, the little girl slowly turned back to a troll. Angel smirked and nodded her head down the path, eyes still focused on the three. “Ma-hali. Let’s go.” The trolls had stopped over their fallen friend. One started after us, but because we were already so far ahead, he didn’t bother and bent to help the other. I felt relieved, perplexed…and so very unsettled. My whole body trembled. 
 
    “Chancy, that, Angel!” Ryan finally broke the uneasy silence. He walked quickly to keep up with her steady pace. “Very chancy, that! What made you think that girl was a troll?” 
 
    “As Connie told you, the three bears are coming home,” Angel simply answered without even giving Ryan a look. “There were only two trolls chasing that girl. You will learn to be observant. One girl, two trolls…trick. Besides, only the trolls call archers Robin. That was the girl’s biggest mistake...” 
 
    “Come see!” Connie cried out. She was off the path, standing on a boulder and leaning against a tree. Initials were carved into the bark. 
 
    “B.B.W.,” Angel read. “Perhaps that was someone who came here a while back.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Connie agreed. “But do not forget it. It may be of some importance.” 
 
    “Tapo, Connie,” Angel replied before continuing on. “We would not be given any more clues than we already have.” 
 
    “Angel, I am going to keep it in mind.” Connie’s face scrunched up as she flew into princess manner. “We cannot be certain until we are freed from here.” 
 
    I shuddered, thinking how easily I trusted Goldilocks. Clearly, we couldn’t be certain of anything. 
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    “Good glory, lad!” 
 
    Each of us gasped at the sight. Stretched from left to right as far as the eye could see stood a huge wall made of stones. It towered high above the trees, casting us in menacing shadow. Three high arches spaced equally apart functioned as passages through the wall. Between us and the wall ran a small creek. 
 
    At the first arch, bales of straw served as a bridge over the creek. A thick log led to the second arch and bricks laid out one by one marked the last bridge. It would have been impossible to balance on the bricks. I wondered why the bridges were even there anyway. The creek wasn’t that wide; even Connie could easily jump it. 
 
    “Does it matter which arch we take to get through?” Connie asked. 
 
    “In this place, one cannot be sure,” Angel responded, stepping across the log and looking through the wall under each arch. “They all lead to the same place. Come.” 
 
    We followed her across the log and under the arch. The instant we passed through, everything went black. 
 
    “I think it did matter.” Ryan’s voice seemed to echo. After a few seconds of painful silence, a torch was lit. Sean held it high to survey our surroundings. “You haven’t been here before, have you, Bittersweet?” 
 
    We stood in a wooden, one-room cabin. There were no windows and the ceiling reached high above. A small door sat just beyond the reaches of Sean’s torchlight, and a simple wooden table sat in center of the room with only a single chair. 
 
    “Tanga!” Angel cursed quietly. “We are careless! We should have first deciphered the poem…” 
 
    “Let’s just read it again,” broke in Sean as he put the book down on the table. 
 
      
 
    He is the villain of many, but in this tale, he follows no girl, but shoat. Choose yours well. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps this is another fairy tale,” Saramine said, turning to me. “Does it sound familiar?”  
 
    I shrugged. Ryan just rolled his eyes. “Get on,” he complained. “Why do it twice…?” 
 
    “Perhaps the maker wasn’t as cruel as said,” Sean agreed, looking over my shoulder as I opened my book. “There are several traveling girls in here. Goldilocks…” 
 
    “Did that…” 
 
    “…the Princess and the Pea, Little Red Cap, Gretel, many more…who was the star of all of these?” 
 
    “They were all different,” I answered. 
 
    “Do you not know what shoat is?” Sean looked to the princess who shook her head. 
 
    “I am not familiar with that word,” she replied. “Perhaps…” 
 
    A strong breeze cut her off, howling in our ears. It came on so suddenly that everyone jumped in surprise. 
 
    “A storm must be coming,” Angel said, cocking her head as she listened carefully. “I had wondered about those clouds after we left the bears’ house.” Seconds after she spoke, a loud crash echoed outside. It sounded like several trees had come crashing down onto the huge wall, tumbling it into ruins. Then, silence. 
 
    “I am grateful that whatever that was, is out there, and…and we are in here.” Connie trembled uncontrollably. Angel wasn’t relieved and spun to face me. 
 
    “Gabby, the book says he follows no girl, but shoat. In which of the girls’ stories is she being followed?” 
 
    I went silent, quickly going through each tale in my mind. “The princess was followed by the frog, the sister was followed by the king, Little Red Cap was followed by the Big Bad Wolf…” 
 
    “B.B.W.!” cried out Connie, suddenly. “That was what we saw on the tree! B.B.W. must be Big Bad Wolf!” 
 
    “You were right, Connie,” Angel admitted. “That was useful.” 
 
    “But what else was the Big Bad Wolf a villain of?” asked Ryan. 
 
    “The Three Little Pigs,” I answered. “‘Shoat’ must mean ‘pig!’” 
 
    “But the last line says choose yours well,” Angel urged with her hands. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Well, in the Three Little Pigs, the first little pig made his house of straw, the second pig of sticks, and the third…of bricks…” I trailed off. My stomach suddenly knotted. 
 
    “The big bad wolf came and huffed and puffed and he blew down the house of straw, then the house of sticks,” Sean continued, scanning the pages. Saramine leaned on his shoulder to see. I looked around frantically, taking note of everything in the house. A wooden floor. The wooden table. A wooden chair… 
 
    “But when he huffed and puffed, he couldn’t get the brick house down,” Saramine read. 
 
    “We have to leave!” I cried out, running for the door. Sean grabbed my hand, stopping me. I pulled, but he wouldn’t relent. We were wrong! We chose wrong! We didn’t have time, but I couldn’t find the words. My heart thumped in my chest and Sean’s face grew concerned. 
 
    “Please, Gabby, talk to me!” 
 
    “Outside!” I finally said. My thoughts ran faster than my mouth. The floor. The beams. The bridge. “Those…outside…those things over the creek weren’t bridges! They were markers!” 
 
    “We walked across a log bridge,” Ryan said slowly, “we’re in a log house…! Dumplings! We chose sticks!” 
 
    “That crash was the Big Bad Wolf blowing down the straw house!” I said, senses finally returning. 
 
    Connie pushed hard at the door. “Oh, it is stuck!” she cried out, pulling at the at the handle. 
 
    “Sean!” Ryan quickly backed away from the door, pulling Sean with him. Together, they rammed the door hard with their shoulders, toppling to the ground outside. We ran past them, but they quickly caught up. 
 
    “Find the brick house!” Angel commanded. The ground rumbled and a low resonation thudded in my chest. The log cabin behind us shook dangerously. 
 
    “Look! There!” Saramine ran ahead and flung open the door. With a terrible howl, a gust of wind blew, carrying huge logs in the air. 
 
    “The door!” I screamed, my hair swirling in my face. Sean quickly slammed the door shut with his back, locked it, and slowly slid to the floor. 
 
    “Now I know why those three little pigs were scared,” wept Connie, clutching a yellow handkerchief. “That wolf is…” A polite knock on the door interrupted her. 
 
    “Who’s out there, then?” Ryan demanded. Sean scrambled away from the door. 
 
    “Little friend, little friend, do let me come in,” answered a sweet voice. 
 
    “And what do you wish me to say? Not by the hair of my chinny chin-chin? Scurry off, lad!” 
 
    “Then I’ll huff, and I’ll puff and blow your house in,” growled the voice. 
 
    “Do, sir!” Ryan laughed. He was replied shortly by ferocious howl and the violent winds struck the house. Our refuge didn’t even shake. After a few more tries, the wind stopped as suddenly as it came. 
 
    “Are we not supposed to get a key?” Connie asked. “Come, let us look for it.” 
 
    It wouldn’t take long. The brick house looked nearly identical to the sticks one; a single room home with a single stone table and chair in the middle. No bed, no kitchen…the only obvious disparity was the brick fireplace… 
 
    “Tell us, Gabby!” 
 
    I jumped. Sean only raised his voice because he already asked three times. “Why are you staring at the fireplace? 
 
    “‘The wolf was very angry indeed, and declared he would eat up the little pig,’” I recited, “’and that he would get down the chimney after him. When the little pig saw what he was about, he hung on the pot full of water…’” 
 
    “Light a fire! Hurry!” Angel demanded. In a panic, Sean slid to the fireplace and took a breath, but a hairy face popped into view. Sean was so startled that he fell back. With a snarl, the troll bared its fangs. 
 
    “Good afternoon!” 
 
    It grabbed Sean’s ankles and pulled him towards the fireplace. Angel reached back and pulled an arrow from her quiver, but the creature’s tail lashed out, whipping her across the face and knocking her off her feet. His long tail grabbed her by the waist the instant she stood, and held her high in the air. “Stay there; I’ll eat you next.” 
 
    I grabbed the chair and pushed it against the troll’s face, more irritating him than hurting him. I just got in the way. I forgotten that Saramine was a warrior; daggers appeared in her hands and she leapt back and forth, striking the troll but dodging from his blows. From the air, Angel pulled a dagger from her boot and hacked at the troll’s hairy tail. 
 
    “Why do I even bother with you children?” The troll tossed his shoulder and shook his body around, throwing us into walls. “I can eat him here!” He flicked his tail, slamming Angel into the rafters and forcing her to lose grip on her dagger. 
 
    “Sean!” 
 
    Sean closed his eyes and turned his head, but a ripple sounded in the air and the troll fell limply to the floor. Angel quickly grabbed onto the roof rafters as the tail dropped lifelessly from the air. Sean scampered backwards away from the troll’s body on his hands and feet. 
 
    “It’s Connie!” 
 
    Connie gripped Angel’s bow in her shaky hand. Her mouth was slightly agape, and tears welled her eyes. Sean gently nudged her. “Connie? Connie?” She hastily dropped the bow. “Connie, it’s fine! Thank you!” She finally sighed and wept onto Sean’s chest. 
 
    “You’re right as rain, Goldilocks!” Ryan laughed. “You did it, lad! You really did it!” 
 
    Angel slowly let herself hang by her hands before letting go and landing on her feet. A golden key with (2) engraved on it appeared on the table. Angel put the key in her pouch before opening the door and waving her hand. “Ma-hali. Let’s go.” 
 
    With pleasure. We quickly left the brick cottage but stopped at the path. What happened? Were we not just in a large field with a huge stone wall? 
 
    We stood among tightly grown birch trees, the area only illuminated slightly by the sun through the gaps in the overgrowth. The cottage itself sat against a tall crag that shot above the trees, blocking our escape. A narrow path twisted ahead of us, deeper into the trees.  
 
    “Let’s play something blue,” Sean suggested after a few silent minutes of walking. Ryan looked around in bewilderment. 
 
    “Here? In a forest?” 
 
    “Do you fear a challenge?” Sean asked with a teasing smile. 
 
    Ryan groaned. “Fine, then. First to ten.” 
 
    The two darted ahead, searching the woods, but not straying too far from the path. Angel walked in her alert fashion; wide stance, head perked up and hands slightly fanned at her sides. The smell of approaching rain permeated the air, and Angel frequently looked up when the trees thinned to observe the clouds. 
 
    Connie certainly was not used to journeying in such a manner. Saramine took her pack before walking ahead alongside Angel. I walked next to Connie and yawned as she rubbed her shoulders. 
 
    “I give my deepest apologies,” she said suddenly. I turned to her in surprise. Her eyes stayed fixed on Sean, who just jumped on Ryan in fun for finding a blue flower. 
 
    “Apologies?” I repeated, perplexed. “For what?” 
 
    “I threatened you when we first met. I threatened his life. I cannot believe that I behaved so selfishly as to say I would hire dragon-slayers. That is inexcusable.” 
 
    “It’s probably a good thing you did, or we would never have let you come,” I answered. I wanted to make her feel better. I didn’t even remember it until she said something. Still, her red lips pressed together tightly. It bothered her more than I understood. 
 
    “Connie, if you didn’t come, we wouldn’t have even made it to Saramine. You knew the languages on the trees. You’re the only who understands so many. You’re needed!” 
 
    Finally, she smiled. 
 
    Angel suddenly ran to the boys who had stopped ahead. I gave Connie a look as we hurried to catch up. A large empty space of dirt and dust stretched below us. Nothing grew on it, not even grass or weeds. In the center of the vacant land a tall, stone spire loomed. The clouds above echoed warnings of a storm. 
 
    “Let’s go see what’s inside.” Sean shielded his eyes from the sun. “Perhaps our key.” It took about ten minutes to reach the spire, and I leaned back to see the top. Sean grabbed the handle. 
 
    “It’s locked,” he muttered, shaking and pulling on it. “There’s no keyhole. You can’t pick it, you two.” 
 
    “There is a window at the top,” Angel replied. “Perhaps we can find some vines to make rope…” 
 
    “But you are a dragon!” Connie objected, turning to Sean. “Can you not just simply fly up there?” 
 
    Sean hesitated. He hadn’t fully turned into a dragon since he was a young boy. Uncle Harrison always warned that Sean must never change so he wouldn’t suffer the same fate that his father had. Sean even kept his form secret from Ryan and I. Saramine sensed it and gently clasped his hand. 
 
    “I will fly up,” she said with smile. She released his hand and slowly changed into an eight-foot dragon with beautiful green scales and a small crown of tiny horns. I smiled excitedly at Ryan. Connie looked on eagerly. The sight must have even been rare for Angel; she watched Saramine closely, smiling lightly. 
 
    Saramine walked several paces ahead, her gleaming wings carefully tucked on each side of her body. When she put a sizeable distance between us, she stood on her back legs, unfolding her wings. They stretched at least thirty feet in each direction. We cried out in awe. With a friendly screech, Saramine flew into the air. She was almost out of sight when she reached the spire window. 
 
    “Cheater!” 
 
    A harsh, scratchy voice shattered the air. A visible gust of wind blew from the tower window and shot Saramine through the sky. She couldn’t find her balance and we cried out in terror as she sailed in somersaults across the empty field. All belongings were dropped and forgotten, and we raced after her. 
 
    “She’s going to hit the trees!” screamed Connie. 
 
    “Saramine!” 
 
    She hit a thick oak with a sickening thud. We screamed as she fell through the tree, breaking through branches and bouncing limply off others too thick. My stomach lurched at the sound of every snapping branch and I trembled at every thud. Oh, Saramine! 
 
    Saramine didn’t yell, didn’t cry, and finally landed on the ground with a thump and remained motionless. Ryan and Angel reached the mangled dragon first. Let her speak, let her move…please Saramine… 
 
    I gasped in relief when she changed back and moaned. She sat up, dizzily, before collapsing back her to side. Her whole body shook, but she didn’t seem to be in pain. Ryan gently leaned her against the tree, taking care not to touch a sore. Her senses returned and she burst into tears. Sean collapsed next to her, letting her rest her head on his chest and gently clasping her hand. 
 
    “Don’t move, Saramine,” he softly soothed; though his eyes said he was as scared as I was. “Angel, the medicine and bandages are back across the field in Gabby’s bag!” Angel shook her head. 
 
    “Tapo, it is here,” she said as she brought my bag forth. 
 
    “Aira, wele te-eha,” Saramine cried between sobs. 
 
    “Ami nik,” Angel simply responded, bending near her friend. Tears streamed down Saramine’s face into Sean’s shirt as she nodded.  I just paced before them, anxiously chewing my thumb. The scene kept replaying. Each thud and each snap resounded in my ears. I trembled uncontrollably and my stomach knotted. 
 
    Angel leaned back on her heels. “Ahne mele te-eha?” 
 
    Saramine slowly held her arms up in response. From her elbows down to her fingertips, the skin was cut and bleeding. 
 
    “Oh my,” Connie gasped. We were so stunned and focused on Saramine that we didn’t notice Connie gasping loudly the entire time. Her blue eyes blurred with tears. “Oh my, oh my. She…she is bleeding. Oh my, oh my…forgive me!” She ran into the woods and kept going until we couldn’t see her anymore. 
 
    “Perhaps she cannot handle the sight of blood,” Angel muttered as she pulled a tiny bunch of tightly-wound leaves from her pack. Saramine’s lips pressed tightly at the sight, but after a moment of struggle, Angel finally forced the leaves into her mouth. 
 
    I couldn’t handle it either. I wanted to look away; my stomach lurched at the sight, but I had to be sure. I had to be sure that she would be fine.  
 
    Sean sang softly and gently combed through Saramine’s hair while Angel cleaned the blood and cuts. Ryan knelt nearby, handing Angel items as she asked. Saramine soon became relaxed, and sat disoriented as Angel worked. Angel checked Saramine’s arms and legs thoroughly and put medicine on each wound she found.  
 
    “Oh! Na-izik!” she suddenly cried out, making us all jump. Angel’s face twisted up as she lightly touched Saramine’s chest. “Na-izik, Aira!” 
 
    Angel grabbed Saramine’s hand tightly and gently felt around the spot with her other. Saramine dropped her head onto Sean’s chest, but Angel’s face relieved. “It is not broken too badly,” she said. “At least it is not out of place. It will heal correctly.” 
 
    “That is good,” Saramine said, barely looking back up. “I begin to feel like one of those pigs!”  
 
    We laughed as Angel continued to clean her slashes and attend her bruises. Soon, Saramine laughed dazedly with Angel, Sean constantly reminding them that he didn’t speak Inzi. I relaxed. 
 
    The two warriors were strong. I stared at my sister’s scars as she worked. I wondered what trauma she faced to earn hers. What tragedies did they both face that falling such a distance through tree branches left neither of them phased? My sister, the mighty chief! My friend, the dragon warrior! 
 
    “We forgot about Connie!” Sean suddenly said, looking over my shoulder towards the woods. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” I volunteered, spinning on my heels. I was of no help just standing around. All was well; they didn’t need me. 
 
    “Connie?” There was no path. How far would the princess venture? The red and yellow weeds swayed gently in the wind and leaves gently fell from the trees as I walked under them. A light trickle sounded in the distance and there! The faint sound of crying. I ran towards the sound to find Connie sitting on a felled tree near a river and dabbing her eyes with her yellow handkerchief. “Connie?” 
 
    “She is hurt terribly, is she not?” Connie cried as I sat next to her. Her beautiful face had turned red and blotchy. “Please do not tell she is going to die! Please…” She trailed off and buried her face into her lap, sobbing. I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “She’s fine,” I soothed, “she’s even making jokes.” 
 
    Connie’s crying didn’t calm. “Gabriella, I just cannot get the sound from my mind.” I shuddered as well, remembering the final thud. “What are we to do? We are trapped here and Saramine…must we bury our friend in this terrible place…?” 
 
    “Bury?” I cried out. “Connie, stop! She isn’t dying, Connie!” 
 
    The princess finally looked up at me. “You are certain? But Gabriella…” 
 
    “She’s not,” I repeated. “She’s fine! Angel is almost done. You shouldn’t think that way, Connie! You have nothing to cry about.” I stood to my feet and brushed off my skirt. “Come on.” 
 
    Connie’s face became panicked. “Gabriella, I cannot…” 
 
    “You need to!” I argued, planting my feet. I wasn’t very strong, but I was certainly stronger than a princess. I pulled her up. “You need to see that she is fine!” 
 
    Angel and Ryan squat across from each other, putting the bandages and ointments back into the bag. Saramine’s dazed eyes lit up as I approached, though her smile was baffled. 
 
    “Did you not find Connie?” she asked slowly. Sean started. 
 
    “She is behind me,” I answered. Saramine smiled broadly and leaned to look behind me.  
 
    “Connie?” she called. “Abiné! Friend! Come sit with me!” Connie slowly knelt at her other side. “I am fine. I am just out of my senses right now.” 
 
    Connie clutched Saramine’s neck, forgetting to be gentle. “I thought you were…” 
 
    “Dying?” Saramine pulled Connie away to look at her face. Angel sat on her heels and smiled. “Connie, I am injured, but not mortally.” 
 
    “Apo, yes. She has been through worse,” Angel agreed, standing to her feet. I shuddered. I hoped not. Ryan stood too. 
 
    “Come on, Dragonboy,” he said, bending to help Connie up. “Let’s go butcher that thing that did this to her.” 
 
    We walked back across the field and gathered our belongings before walking to the spire door. “Perhaps we should knock this time,” Ryan said, banging on the door. Sean gently sat Saramine on the ground. 
 
    A woman dressed in black rags cracked the door open and peered around it. She had wrinkles over wrinkles, moles over moles, and a flat, curved nose. Ryan jumped back. 
 
    “She’s not here, Your Majesty,” the woman snarled. 
 
    “Majesty?” murmured Ryan before smiling at the sky and fixing his collar. “Majesty.” I rolled my eyes. Great. “That’s right,” he said to the woman. “Now who is…she?” 
 
    “You know who she is. I’ve told you already, she isn’t here! Go away and look elsewhere!” she slammed the door shut. 
 
    “How rude!” cried out Connie, putting her hands on her hips. “She did not even ask what we were looking for!” 
 
    “There’s writing carved here on this stone,” Ryan answered as he bent to the ground. “It’s in some language…Goldilocks, this is you; come here.” 
 
    “It is very scratched up and hard to read,” Connie said, running her hands over it. “It looks like someone wrote it down in awful haste. 
 
      
 
    ‘Say the words, 
 
    Of olden time, 
 
    To reach the top 
 
    And obtain the key 
 
    But be wary! 
 
    Although the fable 
 
    States otherwise 
 
    When you arrive 
 
    She will perform sedition 
 
    With the lamia at her side…’ 
 
      
 
    And everything else is too unclear to read.” 
 
    “It was written in a hurry,” said Sean, pointing at the ground next to Connie’s foot. An old, dusty skeleton lay halfway buried in the dirt. Connie let out a startled shriek and leapt to her feet. “He must have wanted to warn everybody and wrote it down before what ever happened, happened.” 
 
    “Something bad, no doubt,” muttered Ryan, kneeling by the skeleton. “Look at these old clothes! They are slashed and torn, and he is holding a sword…” 
 
    “Whatever attacked that man is the same that blew Saramine into the trees,” Angel said, fiercely. “These are all tales. Which one is this?” 
 
    Ryan smirked and childishly put one foot on a rock and his outstretched to the spire window, before I could answer. “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your fair hair?” 
 
    We laughed as a golden braid cascaded from the spire window. Ryan smirked at our laughter and pulled the braid twice. “And, as I am clearly the prince…” He grabbed the hair and began to climb. He only made it up a few feet before falling to the ground. Angel laughed and took his place. 
 
    “Oh, my prince!” she mocked as we laughed. “You shall never catch a fair maiden with a display such as that!” 
 
    Ryan just stared at her with a smile. “We’ll see about that, then, Angel.” 
 
    Angel responded with some comment, but as she had already climbed so high, we couldn’t hear her. She stopped to rest about thirty feet up, sticking her feet through the braid for stability. Ryan shielded his eyes from the sun as he watched. 
 
    “What, does she practice that?” 
 
    We cheered when she reached the window and disappeared into it. Only a few minutes later, she opened the door. 
 
    “How did you get down all those stairs so fast?” I asked, looking back up the spire window. 
 
    “Easy,” she replied, rubbing the back of her head. “I fell. Ma-hali.” 
 
    We laughed and followed her inside the spire. It was a small room, dark, dank and dreadful. A black cauldron sat over embers in the stove; tattered books lay sprawled everywhere, along with several vials and bottles. Various animal skulls lay strewn about, over the red-stained floor. 
 
    “Come, Gabby.” Angel sternly repeated for the third time. I quickly ran to catch up. The old woman was nowhere in sight, and Angel wanted to be the last one up the stairs to watch for her. 
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    A girl a little older than Connie stood by the window with her hair hanging out. She wore a white gown with slightly puffed-ballooned sleeves. The collar dipped low and the bodice was gold. Her face was soft and round, and her pink lips and slightly upturned nose were small. Her eyes were very deep-set and dark green. “My name is Rapunzel,” she greeted in a velvety voice. 
 
    “Your prince is here!” Ryan announced, striding to her and kissing her hand. Angel gave me a look and rolled her eyes. What a time for the fool to fall in love. “Do you have a key for me?” 
 
    “I do,” she agreed, pulling a cord out from around her neck. The cord threaded through a golden key with (3) engraved on it. She handed the key to Ryan who put it in his pocket. I looked around, anxiously. The hag still hadn’t returned, but certainly it couldn’t have been that easy. 
 
    My eyes fell upon Connie as I looked around. She stood by the door with her arms crossed, carefully watching Rapunzel. No one could better imitate Angel’s stern face than Connie in that moment; she looked almost as chiefly as my sister herself. 
 
    “Do you wait for people to come up here?” Ryan asked. “That must get wearisome.” 
 
    “I must. Milady says it’s our duty,” Rapunzel replied. “I have been here for a long time.” 
 
    “Milady?” 
 
    “The mistress that lives downstairs.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can come with us,” Ryan suggested, excitedly. I shook my head and grinned. 
 
    “I would love to. But why do you not rest here for a while?” 
 
    “That is fine,” Angel answered for Ryan. “Saramine needs it.” 
 
    “I am so sorry about your friend!” Rapunzel cried as Sean gently sat Saramine down in the corner. She clasped her hands together as she looked at Saramine with tears in her eyes. “Milady is mad! She does terrible things of all sorts downstairs; things I am not allowed to even see! She made the wind and told me if you didn’t say the words, I couldn’t let my hair down, or she would kill me. I would have tried to stop her if I knew she would hurt her this badly.” 
 
    Why did Connie glare at her so? Conversation continued, but Connie edged across the wall, towards Angel’s unattended bow. “Angel!” 
 
    Angel’s reflexes were quick, but my warning came too late. Connie quickly notched an arrow, pointing it at Rapunzel. 
 
    “Your story is false!” she announced. Angel stopped her reach. “How dare you…?” 
 
    “What?” whispered the girl, stepping back. 
 
    “Connie, what’s the matter with you?” Ryan demanded, gritting his teeth, and using one of his hands to shield Rapunzel. “She gave us the key, we saw that old woman…why wouldn’t you believe her?” 
 
    “She gave us the key because we are not assumed to make it out alive,” growled Connie as she pulled the arrow back. “I know what that writing on the wall meant. ‘Be wary! Although the fable says otherwise, when you arrive, she will perform sedition with the lamia by her side!’ Sedition means rebellion, mutiny. She. Her. She plans to turn on us.” Connie glared at Rapunzel and her hand shook. “A lamia was a snake witch. That is the old hag that opened the door. ‘Rapunzel’ only gave us the key, because she and that witch are going to try and kill us as soon as we ‘rest here for a while’ so we would never use that key. I have had the best governesses in Tempton, ‘Rapunzel,’ you cannot fool me.” 
 
    “I see that I can’t,” Rapunzel nodded her agreement, with a look of disappointment. Ryan slowly stepped back. “But it’s too late.” 
 
    With a loud growl, Rapunzel turned into a troll with large fangs and sharp claws. 
 
    “Not these again!” yelled Ryan, tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “I’m actually quite beautiful, once you get to know me.” The troll bared its teeth as it grabbed for Ryan, who dodged back towards the stairs. 
 
    “Surprise!” another troll threw open the door, leaping into the room. I stuck my leg out as she passed me, making her tumble to the floor. Before I could help with the fight, the troll’s tail lashed out, smacking me hard across the face and sending me down the stairs. 
 
    All I could think of was Uncle Harrison standing over me. I fell feet first and my head thumped against each step. His voice. His sour breath. The whip. It took a moment for my senses to return, but finally, I pressed my hands against the staircase wall, slowing myself a stop. I breathed deeply, closing my eyes as I lay on the stair. The stone felt cold under my fingers, like the stone in the cellar. 
 
    “Maynep? Are you okay?” Angel bent at my side. The others were right behind. She sure made quick work of those trolls. I nodded as Ryan helped me to my feet. “Maynep. Ma-hali.” 
 
    The fading light shone in broken strands through the dark clouds. We stayed in the spire a lot longer than I thought. Angel seemed intent on reaching the forest on the other side of the field and only slowed her quick pace once in the safety of the trees. 
 
    “We will make camp here,” said Angel, dropping her bags and looking around cautiously. I did too. What did she search for? 
 
    “This will be the first time we sleep outside,” noted Connie. 
 
    Angel nodded. “And I fear that river will flood in the storm we are sure to have.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should go back and stay in the tower,” I suggested. 
 
    “That will not be wise,” Angel answered. She couldn’t relax and kept watching the sky. “That place only has one way to get out. If someone were to raid us, there would be no means of escape. Saramine, ami nik. Ma dyimi a morine.” 
 
    Saramine nodded. “As you command, Nik’dalo.” 
 
    Sean gently sat her against a nearby tree. Angel stalked off, inspecting trees while Saramine’s eyes quickly scanned the perimeter. 
 
    “Connie, Gabriella, collect as many of these leaves as you can,” she said, shakily holding her hand out to a bush with massive leaves, each at least 3 feet long.  “Aira will need several dozen…and be careful not to rip them.” 
 
    “Sean!” Angel called. She finished her inspection and returned to view. “Do you see these long, thick reeds? Get as many of these as you possibly can. They need to be cut close to the ground. Prince Charming, come with me.” She quickly turned deeper into the woods. Ryan sulked as he followed, making comments under his breath. 
 
    Connie and I gathered many leaves and Sean cut down several reeds. Saramine leaned against her tree with two long vines and tied them around small logs about a foot away from each other. Angel and Ryan soon came back rolling a large, long log. They went off again and ten minutes later, came back with another. 
 
    “Na-Izik!” Angel ordered. “Stop! The rest of you split into pairs and go find long logs like these. Quickly!” 
 
    After each group had made three or more trips with logs, Angel finally declared that we had enough. She then tied a thick vine to the center of a log, shimmied up a tree and looped the other end of the vine over a branch. 
 
    “Sean and Ryan, could you climb after Aira, please?” 
 
    They weren’t nearly as fast getting up the tree as Angel. Once they reached the bough where Angel stood, Angel handed them the other end of the thick vine, and had them jump down, sending the log into the air. Angel quickly lay the log across two large branches, tying it in place with vines. 
 
    “Connie, Gabriella, sit with me,” Saramine called. 
 
    We did as told, and Saramine took one of the reeds Sean had cut earlier. “We are to make a dome shape. These reeds are flexible, but not indestructible, so be careful. Peel the fibers from this one to tie it in place.” 
 
    It sounded a lot more complicated than it was. My fingers were not nearly as swift as Saramine’s. She bent the reeds just so; forceful enough to bend the sturdy reed, but gentle enough that they didn’t break. It took some managing, but even dazed and out of her senses, Saramine remained patient. We finished the dome in only a matter of minutes.  
 
    Ryan, Sean and Angel finished putting the logs in the tree soon after, and the rain fell lightly. Using a large stick, Angel pushed a gob of sticky sap from a pine tree before striding to our dome. 
 
    “This is the tricky part,” she said. Ryan and I exchanged glances as we sighed with exhaustion. She separated her gob into six smaller gobs and handed one of them to each of us. “We have to cover this dome with the leaves. Quickly, we only have a few minutes!” 
 
    I had to watch first. Saramine and Angel would dip a twig in the sap and dot a section of the reed dome with it. They then took the leaves and pushed it into place on the reeds, rubbing the sap through the leaves until they held fast. 
 
    “Ma-hali; we do not have much time! And aim the leaves downwards. That way the rain will just slide off.” 
 
    I did as told…though not nearly as quickly. Angel breathed commands faster than Aunt Beth. At least this time, I didn’t toil by my lonesome. The sun finally vanished behind the horizon. In the darkness, Angel and Ryan lifted the leaf-covered dome up the tree like they did the logs. Angel then tied the dome shape tightly to the logs and tied large stones to every third reed. 
 
    “So, it will not blow away in the wind,” Saramine explained. A tree hut! The logs made a nice solid floor in the tree, and Saramine had made a ladder with the small logs and vines. Angel passed the biscuits as we settled in. A loud clap of thunder echoed, and the rain suddenly poured down fiercely. 
 
    “Decent, Angel!” I said. The hut was bright and surprisingly spacious. Angel lay out our mats, covering the rough bark of the logs. The leaves barely reflected the lantern light, but were thick enough to keep out the downpour. The hut had the warmth and comfort of a burrow with the height and safety of a nest. “How did you learn to do this?” 
 
    “The Inzi lived in these while we fought The Ambassador. It was too dangerous to live in our village; we could not risk having a lot of people in one place as someone is bound to see or hear. These morines are used by hunters who are away for long periods of time.” Angel stretched as she looked around. “Usually, one is to make their own morine.” 
 
    The rain struck loudly against the leaves and the river roared. I leaned against the bent reeds, surprised to find it was strong enough to support my weight. The morine was warm; but just the faintest breeze found its way through an unnoticeable crack, keeping it from being too stuffy. I liked it. I would update the floor in our tree back home into a morine once we returned. 
 
    Sean gently covered Saramine with her blanket as she fell asleep. Ryan broke the silence. “That was right brilliant back there, Goldilocks. In the tower.” 
 
    “You almost ruined it, Prince Charming,” Connie snapped back playfully. 
 
    “I suppose some trolls have fascination spells, then?” 
 
    Connie rolled her eyes while I giggled. “A fascination spell? And pray tell, My Prince! Why did this spell not work on Sean?” 
 
    Ryan just grinned at her. The smart mouth finally met his match with Connie. Angel smiled and reached for the book. 
 
    “Our haste was our mistake for the last clue,” she said. “We never read the book. This time, let us see first what we head into before we do so.” She flipped the pages. “‘He’s back!’” 
 
    Thunder clapped in the silence. 
 
    “That is it?” asked Connie at last. 
 
    “That is it.” 
 
    “The Big Bad Wolf,” I muttered, rolling to lay on my stomach. Who else would return? “This one’s probably Little Red Cap.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Ryan complained, lying down and covering himself with his blanket. The rain became a constant rhythm in the background. I looked between little cracks of the logs, imagining some large, woodland creature walking underneath. Nothing came, but Angel’s predictions were correct. The ground became saturated with water. Soon, the river flooded, and the water swept quickly underneath. It happened without warning. In one moment, the muddy ground we once stood on disappeared under a torrent of waves. 
 
    Would the next key be like the original story? Rapunzel certainly caught me off guard. I never would have suspected her to be the enemy. I would have to be like my sister, I would have to become more observant. I knew the tales by heart…I shouldn’t have been the one falling for their tricks. 
 
    The lightning lit up so brightly that everyone disappeared for a moment in white light. 
 
    I needed to keep us safe. I knew the tales. How careless of me not to speak! I turned to stare at Saramine. She lay peacefully between Connie and Sean, smiling even in her sleep. I would have to pay better attention. What if something worse had happened? Oh, Saramine! But how was I to know that flying was cheating? 
 
    Still. I wouldn’t be so careless again. I couldn’t be so careless. I never thought the fairy route so dangerous. Especially with Angel’s wariness. 
 
    I glanced at my sister, surprised to find her also staring at Saramine.  
 
    “I didn’t think anyone else was awake,” I said. Angel nodded, solemnly. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “That I was foolish to allow her to accompany me,” Angel answered with clenched teeth.  
 
    “We wanted to come, Angel,” I replied. My twin put a lot of unnecessary pressure on herself. She wasn’t responsible for us; she was the youngest, after all. “We will have to be more careful next time.” 
 
    "I cannot handle a ‘next time.'" 
 
    “Handle?” I repeated, now sitting up. “I didn’t think there was anything to handle. I didn’t think her injuries were so serious…you were so calm after all!” 
 
    “Of course I was calm!” Angel retorted in all her chiefly glory. “Consider! What would you have done if I had given way to emotion?” 
 
    I looked back to Saramine. Angel was the only one who knew how to treat her wounds. If Angel hadn’t been so calm, we would have panicked. And what about poor Saramine? How would she feel if her nik’dalo broke into tears? 
 
    We didn’t even think of the consequences. We didn’t even consider the danger. We couldn’t even imagine the real result of a little dragon falling through a thick oak tree. We didn’t want to think of it…and we didn’t have to. Angel seemed fine, so we were fine. Angel’s strength was our strength. She was ‘strong leader’ for a reason. 
 
    Her stern face had softened, and the dim light reflected from her eyes. I thought she was crying, but no, just thoughtful, certainly a bit sad. I patted the floor next to me and rearranged my blanket. 
 
    “Come here,” I ordered. I hoped I could finally be the elder sister for once and she would stay her chiefly manner. She rose and sat next to me. “What did you think?” 
 
    “Terrible thoughts,” Angel sighed. “I thought she was gone. When I saw her fall through that tree...would I have to bury her in the fairy route? But how could I not return her to lay her with her tribe? What would I even say to her family? Would we wrap her and take turns carrying her? Oh Gabriella, I pray you never have such terrible thoughts. I was so certain I stood before my abiné’s corpse. I was so afraid to touch her. When Ryan did, I found my courage. After seeing everyone else’s emotions, I knew I had to contain my own. Connie’s flight made it easier; she distracted everyone long enough for me to come to my senses…You do not understand, Gabriella. Saramine stood faithfully at my side for years of war.” Angel leaned back and looked to her sleeping friend. “She is closer than a friend; she is a part of me.” 
 
    I nodded. I knew the two had gone through things together I couldn’t even begin to imagine…but she was still my sister. I missed the most important four years of my sister’s life, and now, I couldn’t even find the words to comfort her.  
 
    Angel locked her hand into mine. Our bond was not lost. “Saramine and I are close, Gabby, almost as one,” she said. “But she cannot replace you. You are still my sister…my twin! You and I are one.” 
 
    I smiled and leaned against her. 
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    Angel awoke me early the next morning, accidently bumping into me before she made her way out of the morine. I yawned and blinked sleep away. I hadn’t a dream since we left home. I was freed from Uncle Harrison, reunited with my amazing sister and immersed in my favorite tales. I had no reason to dream. Though I did look forward to meeting our parents, that seemed so distant and fanciful. That did not yet seem real. 
 
    The flood waters had receded as fast as they came, but the ground was still very muddy and soft. Angel looked back and forth between her compass and the sky. Connie wandered ahead, pushing through the tall reeds near the river’s edge, and Sean and Ryan carefully helped Saramine down from the tree. I pulled the bottoms of my slippers against a rock to get the mud off, and tried to step only on the thick grass. 
 
    “See here!” Connie called from ahead, pulling a damp parchment off a tree. She walked with her skirts bunched high and in giant steps to avoid the mud.  
 
      
 
    Walk silently down the road, 
 
    Do not talk to any strangers, 
 
    Do not wander off the road 
 
    For it has many hidden dangers. 
 
      
 
    “It is another clue!” 
 
    “Some clue, that!” Ryan complained. “Don’t talk to the wolf…don’t wander from the road…yes, yes, we know!” 
 
    “Look!” Sean pointed to a path nearly hidden in the tall grass. Alongside it was a field of hundreds of beautiful flowers. Angel turned to grin back at us. 
 
    “Shall we pick some flowers?” 
 
    “No!” we replied in unison, following her down the path. It became steep as it wound through the trees. The morning sun finally broke through the clouds in a few areas, leaving the rest in cool shade. Water dripped off something far off and bullfrogs croaked unseen near the path. Even with all its dangers, the fairy route was still a beautiful place. 
 
    Connie broke the silence. “Let us play that something blue game,” she said. “Up to five!” 
 
    I didn't feel much like playing, but I could certainly watch. The others ran around the path, scanning the forest. I quickly walked alongside Angel. 
 
    “Blue sky!” Saramine called out. 
 
    “Doesn’t count, that!” Ryan argued. 
 
    “Of course it does,” agreed Connie. “Blue flowers,” she pointed to a clump of flowers. 
 
    “Bluebird,” Sean pointed. 
 
    “Wait!” cried out Ryan. “You’re going too fast!” 
 
    “Blue water!” Connie pointed to the river. 
 
    “That water isn’t blue! It’s brown!” 
 
    “It appears blue from here!” 
 
    “Blue bug,” announced Saramine. 
 
    “How are you finding all these…?” 
 
    “Blue rock!” Sean said, “that’s two for me.” 
 
    “Blue butterfly,” said Connie, holding it in her hand. 
 
    “Blue house!” Ryan finally called, triumphantly. 
 
    “House?” 
 
    “Up there.” Ryan pointed. A blue cottage sat far up the path and leaned dangerously close to the edge of the hill we had been climbing. Angel released my hand and inched closer. I wished she’d slow down; what if the house was unstable? It looked like it could go crashing off the edge in any second. 
 
    “Hello?” she called opening the creaking door. “Is anyone here?” 
 
    “Come on in, Granddaughter!” replied a sweet voice. “It’s nice of you to have come and visit me. Oh! You’re all here! What a lovely surprise!” 
 
    A large wolf lay snug in a four-post bed. A yellow bonnet sat between his ears, a high ruffled collar buttoned to his chin and his big paws were poorly concealed in white gloves. He pulled the blankets over his nose as we neared, though it didn’t do much good. His large snout still protruded through it. I covered my mouth to stop myself from giggling. Ryan grinned at me. 
 
    Sean walked closer to the bed and patted the covers. “How are you feeling?” he asked, sympathetically. We giggled quietly. 
 
    “Very ill, Dearie,” the wolf answered with a sneeze. 
 
    “Why, Grandma, what huge eyes you have,” Ryan gasped, edging closer to the wolf. 
 
    “All the better the see you with, My Dear,” explained the wolf. I smiled broadly. How Little Red fell for his trick I’d never know. Saramine smiled and slowly sat on the bed on the bed, patting “grandma” dearly. 
 
    “Why, Grandma,” she exclaimed, lovingly, “what big ears you have!” 
 
    “All the better to hear you with, My Dear,” the wolf clarified. 
 
    “Why, Grandma,” Angel muttered, playing with her bow behind her back. “What poor tricks you have!” She swiftly put an arrow in the notch and fired at the wolf. With a dying gasp, the wolf slowly turned into a troll. 
 
    “Thank you!” A girl in a red cloak and simple dress and a little old lady appeared. “You have saved us!” Angel fell back in confusion as they crowded and embraced her. 
 
    “Thank you so much; we can never repay you!” praised the lady. “Won’t you join us for some cakes and wine that my granddaughter has brought?” 
 
    I cocked my head. They were holding and hugging Angel a lot. Angel’s grip on her bow loosened because of their smothering. 
 
    “Walk silently down the road, do not talk to any strangers,” I muttered. Ryan barely looked at me. “‘Any’ was underlined.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Decent, Gabby. Ready, then?” 
 
    “Ready!”  
 
    We charged the lady and the girl. They finally got Angel’s bow out of her hand, but they didn’t have enough time to think of what to do next. Ryan and I sent them sprawling to the floor. They jumped up in their troll form. One of them grabbed around Angel’s neck and the other grabbed Ryan. 
 
    Angel calmly pulled the dagger from her scabbard and leaned back. The troll cried out in pain, but Angel wasn’t finished with it and held its head up by grabbing its mane, raising her dagger in the air. 
 
    “Stop!” the other troll ordered. Sharp claws shot from his paw and he held them dangerously close to Ryan’s neck. “Na-izik,” the troll repeated, giving Angel a smirk. “Lesan sae. Iamo!” With a push, Angel let the other troll go. “Lesan bekane.” Angel hesitated at the order. The troll growled and rubbed Ryan’s neck with the claw. So controlled was the claw that it didn’t leave a scratch on him. “Iamo, Nik’dalo.” Angel dropped her dagger. 
 
    “Now then…” Ryan grabbed the troll’s arm and bent forward, throwing the troll over his back. Caught off balance, the troll stumbled backwards until Angel gave him a quick kick, knocking the troll towards, then out the open window. The terrified scream faded as he fell down the cliff. She then pounced on the other. 
 
    “The key!” she demanded. The troll didn’t answer but gave a quick look past Angel. With an angry huff, Angel spun around, kicking his face and toppling on top of him, dagger ready. “Is it worth dying for?” 
 
    Connie searched the area the troll glanced at. Nothing but the basket of snacks Little Red brought. “Here!” she opened the basket and pulled out a gleaming key (4). 
 
    Angel got off the troll, giving him a dirty look. “Get out of my sight.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    The troll disappeared. 
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    We stood close to each other in a small room. A lone candle flickered on a nearby table, casting our shadows against the stone walls. In the corner of the room sat a stone statue. A man! Carved from a gray, grainy rock, the statue sat in a wooden armchair and was dressed in a brown, hooded cloak. Every feature of his face was perfectly defined; even down to the stubby hairs on his chin. His eyes lay closed in silent meditation, his lips pressed in frozen thought. 
 
    “It is exquisite!” Connie exclaimed, breaking the silence. “The craftsman has certainly outdone himself!” 
 
    Ryan knelt at the seated man’s side, reaching out. “It’s like he’s real. Lad’s even got eyelashes…” 
 
    The eyes opened suddenly and focused on Ryan. We cried out in terror and fell back. Angel’s hands readied. 
 
    “You’ve completed the first stage.” The stone man, fully animate, stood from his chair and neared our frightened huddle. Angel allowed him to approach, keeping to his right, and watching him carefully. “Now, you must hand me the book before I can give further instruction.” 
 
    All eyes traveled to Sean, who hesitated. Ryan elbowed his ribs. “It’s Stony, Sean,” he said. “It’s our guide, lad.” 
 
    Sean relaxed, and after an approving nod from Angel, handed the stone man the book. 
 
    “This is the more difficult stage. You must now figure out things by yourself. Occasionally, if it be possible, I shall appear to give you specific instructions, but during the times I do not show myself, you must use your own knowledge to secure the key. Bear in mind that you have only six more keys to get before you are admitted into the land of Agyra.” 
 
    The blinding flash appeared from nowhere. I waited until the light vanished before I lowered my hands. We stood on the long drawbridge of a fortress. Narrow towers stood at each corner of the high walls, and several small arches carved into the wall served as windows for each of the two levels. 
 
    “Ma-hali,” Angel ordered. We followed her over the crystal waters of the moat, under the largest arch that served as the door. Hay lay everywhere in the open-air square, and dead in the center, a small man slept curled up in a ball, a silly grin plastered his face. 
 
    “Is it alive?” Ryan asked, picking up a stick. The man sprung to his feet and howled the instant Ryan poked him. 
 
    “What do you wish?” the man demanded, pointing his hand at Ryan and glaring at him. His high, squeaky voice already annoyed me. 
 
    “The key,” Angel answered. 
 
    “But the king wants gold!” The man pointed at one of the towers. “The king of old! He wants all of the gold, to the tower’s hold!” 
 
    What an odd thing to request! But after I scrutinized the hay more carefully, I could see several bars of gold lay scattered about. 
 
    “Is the key up there?” Sean asked. 
 
    The man smiled broadly. “Behold, my fold! Rewards are tenfold! On my behalf, you take the gold, from down here, to the tower’s hold!” He pointed again to the tower. Ryan turned to me. 
 
    “Gabby?” 
 
    I shrugged. I remembered no tale of moving gold anywhere…but at least this time, we were given instruction. The man danced around, repeating his little poem. 
 
    “Certainly helpful, isn’t he?” Ryan complained. “Come on, let’s get some gold up there!” 
 
    I managed to lift two gold bricks, Angel and Sean three each, Saramine and Connie one. Ryan lifted the most, carrying five up the stairs. We took quite a few rests and breaks; there were so many stairs. After fifteen minutes, we managed to get to the top of the tower. Ryan pushed open the door, revealing a bare room with not even straw lying about. 
 
    “That little liar!” The gold Ryan carried thudded loudly against the stone. “Oh that…!” 
 
    “Na-izik, Ryan.” Angel grabbed his arm. “That was our mistake. We should not have assumed it was up here.” 
 
    “I just wish to talk with him, Angel,” Ryan replied, shaking his arm free and spinning on his heels. Connie gave me a look as we followed. 
 
    “Where’s the key?” Ryan demanded, his angry voice echoing off the walls. The little man hobbled to meet him, stupid grin still stuck on his face. 
 
    “Why did you force us to carry all that gold?” Connie added, slightly stomping her foot. 
 
    “Force?” The man leaned back, genuinely shocked. “Sweet lass, with hair of gold! If I might be so bold, take it up, I never told! You offered so…who am I to control? Besides, truth be told, I’ve got a cold, my back is old, and…” 
 
    “Enough!” Ryan demanded. “Enough of your nonsense! Just give us the key before I lay hand to you!” 
 
    The man paused and stared at Ryan, and for once, a look of seriousness passed his face. “Mind your temper,” he said in a voice much deeper than the shrill one we were introduced to. My whole body trembled. “I will not just give you the key. You will have to get it yourself. I have been forced to play this game for far too long.” 
 
    Ryan swallowed hard. The two stared for a moment before the man continued to dance. 
 
    “Now! I decree! A game just for thee!” The man’s shrill voice returned, but I still couldn’t relax. “We shall shoot to get the key! Two targets ahead, near that tree. Whose aim is better? We shall see! There are no rules apart from these; if you are able to outshoot me, you will be the owner of my key! However, if my shot should lead, then mine shall all of your keys be!” 
 
    All eyes looked to Angel, who rolled her eyes. “So. Are we agreed?” 
 
    Angel waved her hand in consent. The man laughed and clapped his hands. Two targets appeared far ahead near the corner of the fortress. 
 
    Ryan gave Sean a knowing look. “This’ll be easy.” 
 
    It couldn’t be too easy. I shifted my weight. I had no doubt in my sister, but I didn’t trust the little man. Certainly, we were being tricked…again. The answer had to be in what he said, just like he did with the gold. He was right; he never said we had to carry it…he told us outright that we would do it on his behalf. But he spoke so quickly that none of us caught it. What about now? And what tale was he from? 
 
    “To the rules you must abide! So, take this paper, and now please sign…” 
 
    “Read it first,” Ryan stated. Now, the man rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Speak my name, or play the game, to showcase your aim and key obtain!” he recited very quickly as if it were a forgotten chore. “If you should you sign your name, you are then bound by this frame…blah, blah, blah. Do you not trust me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It is fine.” Angel read it quickly. “It is as he says.” 
 
    I didn’t object. I didn’t trust the man, but I still didn’t know why. 
 
    “Jack be nimble!” the man exclaimed. “Ladies first,” he added with a humble bow. I shifted. Angel stood at the line and took no time to aim. Her arrow pierced the dead center. 
 
    “My turn!” The man danced around Angel and held up his bow. “Jack be quick!” He aimed and shot the bulls-eye, also in the center. They fetched their arrows and returned to the line. Angel never looked so bored. Connie seemed interested and the boys joked with each other. A pit settled in my stomach. What was he up to? 
 
    This time, he shot first and hit the target in the center. Angel quickly held up her bow as before, but in the same instant, the man rolled a giant candle at her. No one watched him; I had no idea where it came from. Nearly as large as a barrel, it knocked Angel off balance and sent her arrow whizzing into the air. 
 
    “Jack,” he cried out, addressing Angel in feigned disappointment. “You didn’t jump!” Angel didn’t know how to respond and stood as the man let out a victorious laugh. “I win! Get me the keys!” 
 
    I knew it couldn’t be so simple! Sean just barely grabbed Ryan as he darted past him. “You cheating little…” 
 
    “That was not fair,” Connie objected, “you hit her with a candle!” 
 
    “I didn’t cheat!” the little man sneered. “I was quite complete and neat in my explanation of this treat! I said that there were no other rules. So, now, now, do not be cruel! You lost this duel! Now hand to me what’s due!” 
 
    Angel rearmed her bow. The man saw her move, and his eyes widened in panic, but the paper she signed glowed and flew into the air. As it hovered, Angel screamed, dropping to her knees and covering her ears. The others rushed to her. The little man smirked as Angel crumpled, inching his way closer. 
 
    “Give him the keys!” she ordered. “That contract is bound with the scream of the jewels! Give him the keys! Iamo!” 
 
    Like the bag was on fire, Sean tossed the keys to the man. The glowing paper fell to the ground and Angel fell backwards on the ground, limp into Saramine’s arms. 
 
    “At last! The keys are all mine!” The man rolled around on the ground, did somersaults and cackled hysterically. I picked up the paper and inspected it. It was as he said. He never lied. But surely there had to be a way to defeat him! We couldn’t give up our keys! 
 
    The man danced in a frenzy before falling to the ground in bliss. Sean held Ryan firmly. 
 
    Speak my name, or play the game, to showcase your aim and key obtain. Or? We had a choice? He never gave us a choice…did he? The man spoke in riddles… 
 
    “How do we get our keys back?” Connie demanded. With a grin, the man rolled to his side, and propped himself on his elbow. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jack,” he said. “Consider yourself ransacked! You cannot get them back!” 
 
    Ah! I see! I smirked, but Connie was furious. 
 
    “You rouge!” she cried out. He stared silently with his eyes popping out for a moment, before bursting into giggles as if he couldn’t hold it all in. Connie rebuked the man while I laughed with him. I knew his tricks, I guessed his riddle. And to think! I imagined so many times keeping company with such a rouge! 
 
    “Keep laughing, Rumpelstiltskin,” I teased, “but the joke is on you!” 
 
    The man instantly silenced, turning to me in rage. Sean stepped before me, but the attacking man wasn’t so big. Quite small. Smaller. He shrank! 
 
    “How did you know?” He dashed around, becoming smaller and smaller by the second. “I was so close! So close!” He ran for the keys but continued to shrink until he was no more. 
 
    “And look what he left for us.” Ryan picked up a golden (5) key. 
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    We stayed another full day in the fort to give Saramine some time to rest. Angel favored the place as it was easy to defend. I favored it because there were plenty of places to explore or hide away to read. The fortress looked exactly how I imagined it from the tale. I would sit in the hall next to where the princess would spin gold and read, or just lay on the straw and daydream. 
 
    I pulled the sketches of my parents from my book and ran my hands over them. Who were they? What were they like? Why were my father’s eyes so piercing? Why was my mother’s smile so sweet? What made him so solemn, what made her so bright? What had they seen on the merchant road that made their expressions so unique? 
 
    I closed the book as Sean called out. “There’s a kitchen in here, Angel! With fresh food!” 
 
    We followed the sound of his voice down the fortress halls. The kitchen cupboards and pantry were loaded full of fresh and dried foods. All we had to do was stuff our bags. Angel packed lightly, taking the dried food and wrapping it tightly in stiff weeds, so it became smaller and she could carry more. Connie silently filled her bags with fresh fruit. 
 
    Sean bent to the floor of the pantry and paused suddenly. 
 
    “What is it, Sean?” Angel asked. Sean shrugged and pulled and pushed at the stove. I bent to look inside. Would it be a prince, or another trick?  
 
    “Wait.” Angel opened the bag with the keys, handing us each golden key. “I do not want another close call like last time. Keep yours safe.” 
 
    Sean nodded, and after placing the key in his pocket, pushed the stove again. 
 
    “A door! This must be the way. Look how wide the passage is. It’s far longer than it is from the outside...” 
 
    Whish! 
 
    We stood in a new building. The door we emerged from vanished, so we looked around. Various suits of armor stood on pedestals along the high brick walls. A rotted staircase led up to the next floor and several old, moldy rugs lay under our feet. Bright afternoon sunlight poured in through the high windows, reflecting off all the dust in the air, and making the room appear hazy. 
 
    “It looks to be an old armory,” Connie said. “One of my ladies has a brother who works in one.” 
 
    “More of a junk pile than an armory, this,” Ryan replied. He picked up a bent, rusty sword. “Half this lot isn’t even useable.” 
 
    “Then, let’s find something that is,” Sean answered, venturing deeper into the room. “It might come in handy.” I followed, carefully stepping over some items and walking around others. What an odd place. It all seemed so random. In addition to the weaponry, there were linens, blankets, bags, clocks, a spinning wheel, two butter-churns, barrels, a wagon wheel and so much more. 
 
    Sean and Ryan fastened sheaths to their belts and placed short swords in them. I found a club. Angel took several arrows and so did Connie and Saramine. Connie also found a bow and quiver. I sat and watched as Angel silently put a dagger in her other boot and one in the bosom of her shirt. I would take a dagger too, just in case. 
 
    “This is divine!” Connie said, looking over Sean’s sword. “I do love this design engraved on it!” 
 
    “And look!” pointed Saramine. “The rose design is the same on this shield. Perhaps it once was a set given to a knight.” 
 
    Saramine bent over to pick up the shield, but the coo-coo clock above her head abruptly announced the hour. With a surprised cry, Saramine stumbled backwards and tripped over another shield. She fell back onto the spinning wheel and tumbled to the floor in a blinding flash. 
 
    Strong branches laden with thorns suddenly pushed through the corners of the stone floor and stretched over the wall, like several serpents scaling the stone. They quickly covered the ceiling in thick veins. I gently touched one of the long thorns. It easily could have gone through my whole arm. Best stay away from those… 
 
    I couldn’t. The thorn gently poked my arm in return. Did it? No, it wasn’t alive; it drew closer. All the thorns came closer! 
 
    “Angel! The thorns!” 
 
    “Never mind the thorns.” Angel hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but she panicked as she looked around our enclosing tomb. “Where is Saramine?” 
 
    I didn’t know. Our calls seemed muffled as the thorns crept closer. Where could she have possibly gone? We were surrounded; there was nowhere to go. 
 
    “She is here!” Connie pushed over a pile of baskets and there, atop a small, wooden table lay Saramine, fast asleep. 
 
    “What happened to her?” Angel kneeled at her side.  
 
    “Her finger!” Connie said, holding Saramine’s hand in hers. “She must have pricked her finger on the spinning wheel.” 
 
    Ryan’s face fell. “Wait…isn’t this…?” 
 
    Angel, Connie and I smiled broadly. “Oh no!” Ryan objected, getting as far away from us as the thorns would allow. “Don’t even look at me, lads! I’m not doing it!” 
 
    “Ryan…!” 
 
    “We’re going to be skewered!” 
 
    “And I’m not playing this game. I’m Rapunzel’s prince, besides.” Ryan crossed his arms, turning to Sean. “You do it, Sean.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Think of this as Briar Rose,” Ryan interrupted with a smirk. “You are the handsome prince and here is a lady who just wants to wake up.” 
 
    “Do it quickly.” I never saw Angel so grave. “We do not have much time.” 
 
    Sean looked at Saramine uneasily before kneeling, and quickly kissing her forehead. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Come on, Dragonboy,” Ryan urged. “We know you can do better than that…” 
 
    “Shut up, Ryan!” Connie defended. “You are not man enough to do even that!” 
 
    “Man enough?” Ryan angrily stepped forward. The thorns clutched his shirt. “What’s that got to do with anything…?” 
 
    Sean slowly kissed Saramine on the lips, disappearing from view within another bright flash of light. The thorns vanished, and Saramine sat up, a golden key (6) underneath her. 
 
    “That coo-coo clock scared the life from me!” she cried out, holding her chest. 
 
    Ryan smirked. “Right as rain, that. Don’t you know what happened?” 
 
    “Of course I do!” Saramine brushed off her skirt. “I jumped because the clock startled me, and I fell back onto the spinning wheel. I pricked my finger,” she added sadly as she looked it over.  
 
    Angel rolled her eyes, and quietly spoke to Saramine in Inzi. Sean did his best to ignore the two and went on his way picking up and inspecting random weapons that he had no interest in. 
 
    Saramine didn’t know how to react, and timidly walked up to Sean, who disregarded her presence until the last moment. “Thank you,” she said. Her voice was low and cautious. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He sounded different too. 
 
    “You know, Angel,” Ryan sat on the bottom rotted stair and rested his hands behind his head, “you didn’t have to say anything to Saramine. She didn’t even know!” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be fair, Ryan,” Sean argued, still in a low tone. 
 
    “Bother your fair,” Ryan answered, standing and throwing out his arms. “It’s not like you didn’t want kiss each other anyway!” 
 
    Sean’s mouth dropped open in shock, and Saramine’s blush was so strong it showed even through her dark skin. 
 
    “Don’t stare at me like that, lad! You two aren’t exactly subtle.” Ryan stretched and stood. He couldn’t have made the situation more awkward if he tried. “Let’s go already, then! Halabalo, or whatever it is you warriors say.” 
 
    “It is ma-hali, Ryan,” Angel muttered, following Ryan out of the door. “Ma-hali.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Connie and I tried to remain invisible as we walked around Sean and Saramine, following Angel outside. The surprise didn’t wear off. 
 
    The barren landscape stretched as far as the eye could see. A few gray, sorry excuses for trees broke up through the dry ground. Rocks of various sizes dotted the scene. No grass, no animals, nothing alive could be seen. A gray hazy sky spread above, clutching an angry red sun. The sun gleamed red as a garnet, releasing a dry, dull heat that seemed to flicker all around. Still, everything felt cold, dark and empty. 
 
    “Dumplings,” Ryan muttered. “It’s like some bad dream, this.” 
 
    “It is terrible!” Connie cried out. From far off, her own voice mimicked her. Alarmed at the magnitude of her echo, she added in a whisper, “What is this place?” 
 
    Angel shook her head. “I do not know. But we must go through it.” 
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    Someone watched us. 
 
    I spun to my left just in time to see a dark shadow hide behind a boulder. Or did I? Nothing but my imagination. Nothing more. 
 
    “I do not like this place,” Saramine whispered. “I have never felt such grief.” 
 
    “We must go on.” Angel’s voice lost all its regular sternness. “We cannot go back.” 
 
    We would go forward. The sound of our own steps seemed to crash around us. I turned back to quickly glance at Sean, who sulked next to Ryan. Ryan must’ve embarrassed the two to death. They hadn’t been so far apart from each other since we met. Now, Saramine led the line, far ahead alongside Angel. 
 
    I shivered and clutched my arms around me. My skin prickled with goosebumps, yet I sweat, and my face felt hot. Such an odd sensation! The ground felt as if it were made of dying embers, yet my toes froze at each step. The thin air felt ice cold against my skin, but I felt so feverish. I pulled at the top of my frock, trying to air it. 
 
    Which tale? I scanned the horizon, but there wasn’t anything to be seen. Just red dirt set against the hazy sky. The wind blew icy gusts that burned my skin and hair. I pushed the frizzed strands from my eyes. Someone walked next to me. 
 
    No one. 
 
    I spun around. No one there. I don’t know what I expected. Someone? Something? I looked to my sister. Her hands hung loosely at her sides and she smiled. All was well. Certainly, I didn’t detect something that she couldn’t? A strong hand gripped my hair. 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
    I spun around. Nothing. No one. Anywhere. Ryan gave me a sideways glance as he and Sean walked past. Was it even there to begin with? It? What was ‘it’? 
 
    “Behind you.” 
 
    The deep voice that whispered in my ear was nearly inaudible. I stopped but didn’t turn. It stood too close behind for me to tell what it was from the corner of my eye. Did I even want to see it? Each raspy pant resonated in my ear. Close. So close that I could feel the warm breath against my skin. 
 
    “Are you afraid? 
 
    I jumped away and spun around in circles. No one there. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing there. Nothing anywhere… 
 
    “Quicker next time.” 
 
    The others were far ahead. I stood still as the distance between us grew. Only Sean paused to look back. 
 
    “Gabby, what’s the matter…?” 
 
    A strong force hit me squarely in the back, sending me to my chest into the red dirt. What happened? The others ran back towards me. Did I trip? Did I simply lose my balance? 
 
    I rose shakily to my feet. 
 
    “Stay down.” 
 
    Another hard shove. This time, I fell to my back, knocking my head against the ground. The dirt was soft, but I still needed a moment to recover. Sean and Ryan bent at my side. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    I blinked quickly, trying to find my senses. A large, dark mass stood close behind Connie. “There!” 
 
    Angel spun a dagger in each hand and bent into fighter stance. The mass wasn’t bothered and ran circles around us. 
 
    “What is it?” Connie clutched her skirts. “Something lives in this horrid place!” 
 
    “Come out!” Angel demanded, planting her feet. A deep, raspy voice laughed loudly in response. The sound echoed through the deserted land before slowly fading. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Come get me.” 
 
    I unconsciously grabbed Connie’s hand. I didn’t want to get him. Angel did. She set her jaw and turned around slowly, surveying the area. Her reflexes were quick. Had I not been watching her so carefully, I wouldn’t have even seen it. A large, flat-faced man appeared behind her. In that same instant, Angel stabbed her knife backwards...but just as quick, he was gone. I wasn’t even sure what I saw. He ran so very quickly. 
 
    Even Angel appeared unnerved. Her jaw still set strong, but a flash of concern passed her eyes. 
 
    “What shall you do?” 
 
    Ryan stumbled forward when the figure dashed behind him. 
 
    “Stand still, and I will show you,” Angel challenged, spinning the daggers again in her hand. Always the bold one. The figure lunged at her, but she didn’t even lose balance. “Missed!” 
 
    “No. I didn’t.” 
 
    Angel jumped, but not fast enough. He leered behind her. She spun around, but he hit her hard, knocking her backwards. A dark bruise already formed on her cheek. Saramine was his next target. Seeing Angel fall, she was more prepared. She spun around with her leg outstretched and connected, sending the figure sprawling back. I blinked and he was gone; reappearing behind Sean. 
 
    “You won’t do that again.” 
 
    Angel was already to her feet and stood back to back with Saramine. “That is because you are too cowardly to show yourself,” she argued. 
 
    The figure skidded to a stop far ahead, his large shape silhouetted against the hazy sun. The heat flickered around him, and swirling dust concealed his form. 
 
    “Cowardly?” he repeated, now slowly stepping towards us. I trembled and took a step back. Angel readied. The dust slowly settled as he neared. “Why should I be afraid? You can’t catch me.” He reminded me too much of Uncle Harrison; a tall, menacing figure with wide girth and stocky appendages. “So run, children.” His flat face wrinkled in disdain, and it was much larger than most. “Run as fast as you can.” His empty, dew-drop eyes glazed bright, and his mouth appeared to be made of icing… 
 
    “But you can’t catch me.” 
 
    “It’s the gingerbread man!” we called out in unison disgust. With a laugh that thundered in my chest, he ran towards us. It was like getting hit by a boulder. Even Angel was no match, and we flew into different directions. He was solid. I fell hard to my back and lay still for a moment, dazed. If he were truly made of gingerbread, he must have been weeks old.  
 
    “What should we do, Gabby?” Ryan complained, trying to stay on his feet. The gingerbread man just made sport of us, and constantly knocked us over. “He’s too fast!” 
 
    Even the Inzi were no match. Angel and Saramine were quick, but he was quicker. They tried to attack, but he would either counter, or avoid their blows all together. I didn’t know what to do. In the story, he was defeated when he used the fox to help him across the river. 
 
    I looked up from the dirt when he knocked me over again. No water in sight. Even so, how could we possibly trick him into trusting us? We had already tried to attack him a number of times; he would never let his guard down. The only reason he trusted the fox in the first place because the fox showed no interest in him… 
 
    I jumped to my feet. I hoped he didn’t understand Inzi. “Na-izik!” I said. My accent was not even close to my sister’s, but everyone turned. I brushed my skirt off and walked ahead, towards nowhere in particular. “I don’t even like gingerbread.” I tried my hardest to sound like Jessica and walked with my nose in the air. 
 
    The others stood in dumbfounded silence. The gingerbread knocked me from my feet a few times more, but I rose and continued my journey as if nothing had happened. I hoped the others understood; I couldn’t look behind me. I didn’t want the gingerbread man to think I was looking for him. Angel quickly caught up to me and stared at me with one of her glances. I smiled lightly, before looking ahead, my head held high and indignant. 
 
    The gingerbread man stopped in front of me. “You can’t catch me.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed, walking around him. 
 
    He himself wasn’t sure what to make of me. He ran and stopped before Ryan. “I’m faster than you,” he challenged. 
 
    Ryan nodded and rested his head on his hands. “Right as rain, that,” he agreed. “Decent, lad!” 
 
    I pinched my lips together, trying to keep myself from smiling. We walked in silence. The gingerbread man continued to run around us, taunting us with his speed and comments.  
 
    “I have the key, you know.” 
 
    Angel had been looking down at her steps but shot me a quick look with her eyes. Me? She usually was the one with something defiant to say. I laughed aloud while I searched for words. “I doubt that,” was all I could come up with. 
 
    It was enough. The gingerbread man stopped his sprint in front of me and grabbed my wrists with his rough hands. “You doubt?” 
 
    I trembled in spite of myself. His voice was just so low and ominous, and his form so much like Uncle Harrison’s. Angel kept her weapon sheathed. I shook free of his crumbly grasp. 
 
    “You’re nothing more than a baked treat,” I replied, walking past him. “Why should you be trusted with the key?” 
 
    “I am much more than some treat!” 
 
    In an instant, I was on my back with him pinning me down. I struggled, but he was solid as iron. The others didn’t know what to do. “Do you not see how fast I am? Are you so blind to my significance?” 
 
    The smell of cinnamon penetrated my nostrils. 
 
    “I am nearly the last challenge! I am no mere childhood tale!” 
 
    Nutmeg. Strawberry icing. Ginger. 
 
    “How dare you defy me!” He pushed my shoulders hard into the ground. He smelled so good. I couldn’t wait. He was so close.  
 
    I turned my head and bit into his hand. He wasn’t solid after all. He was soft and warm…and very much alarmed. 
 
    With a cry, he released me. I quickly sat up, spinning around on my bottom and taking two large bites from his leg. I couldn’t let him run off again; he was still faster than us. 
 
    Not anymore. He limped on his injury, growling. Only then did I pause. What had come over me? I almost scolded myself for my cannibalistic actions, but he wasn’t a man. Not a regular one, anyway. He was a gingerbread man. 
 
    And he was delicious. 
 
    No mercy. Sean and Ryan jumped on his back almost the instant I bit his leg and held him down. Angel’s knives were no use; for them, he was solid. For our teeth, he was velvety. Decent trick. We quickly bit into his legs, stopping at least his quick dash, but no key appeared. 
 
    “Do you suppose we will have to eat him all up?” Connie asked. The gingerbread man howled at this statement, and used his hands to push away from us. We simply walked alongside him. I hoped not. It would take forever. Even as delicious as he was, he was large as Uncle Harrison. It seemed such an impossible task. 
 
    “Let us see,” Saramine said. She looked to Sean and nodded. She fell forward, turning back into the glorious dragon. The gingerbread man cried out in terror, as she took a massive bite. 
 
    Sean hesitated only for a moment. When Saramine turned her massive head back to him, he changed with a loud gush of wind. 
 
    He was beautiful. Much bigger than Saramine, his fifteen-foot mass rose high into the air.  
 
    “There’s the lad!” Ryan whooped as I clapped my hands and cheered. His scales were a beautiful mix of blue and black, similar to the midnight sky. His horns smoothed back against his head and his large wings huddled against his body. His mighty mouth opened wide and finished the gingerbread man off in one bite. 
 
    “You are beautiful, Sean!” Connie exclaimed, leaning onto his massive side. “I cannot believe how beautiful you are!” 
 
    Sean smiled as he and Saramine returned to human. A golden key with (7) on it lay on the ground. Sean beamed, turning to Saramine. 
 
    “I do not need to be ashamed of my form, anymore,” he agreed. Angel bent to pick up the key, and after checking her compass, we followed her further into the heated land. 
 
    “I’m right glad that worked, Bittersweet,” Ryan said, scratching his head. “I thought you a bit soft in the head when you bit into his hand like that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what hit me,” I admitted. I felt glad it worked too. “He smelled so good, and he was so close. The fox in the tale snapped at him; I just thought I could do the same!” 
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    We walked for only a few minutes more before we could see the end of the dreadful land. Bordered by a quiet river, the green land with bright blue sky contrasted the heated dry desert where we stood. 
 
    “Let us get there; make haste now!” Connie cried out. “Remove me from this horrible place!” 
 
    It didn’t take long. A narrow rope bridge strung over the wide river, leading to a quiet path further into the beautiful land. 
 
    “Ma-hali, one at a time,” Angel ordered, staring at the swinging bridge. “Let us not risk it.” 
 
    Connie went first. 
 
    “Who is there?” A hoarse voice echoed through the air. The voice sounded muffled and had a thick accent, although I couldn’t tell what kind. A shadow passed over Angel’s face. She could tell. Connie froze, but there was no one in sight. After a moment of silence, she continued her way. “I said, ‘who is there’?” 
 
    Connie looked around again, this time infuriated. Oh dear. “You need not repeat yourself! If I choose to make myself known, I will do so! I am Princess Connie of Tempton, and I demand your respect!” 
 
    “Just go!” 
 
    Connie huffed and continued down the bridge. 
 
    “You go before me,” whispered Angel, slinking around. “I will watch for him.” We nodded as Saramine stepped across the bridge. 
 
    “Saramine is coming, coming nice and near! My nature is kind, so there is nothing to fear,” Saramine chanted as she walked over the bridge. 
 
    The voice exclaimed, surprised. “Continue, please.” Saramine stopped in the dead of the bridge, looked around for the master of the voice before continuing to the other side. I walked over next. 
 
    “Gabriella,” I stated. The voice was silent as I made it to the other side. 
 
    “My name’s Sean.” 
 
    “Ryan here.” 
 
    Angel didn’t say anything as she made her way across the bridge. The voice wasn’t pleased and demanded twice that she state her name. When she still didn’t reply, it roared into the sky, making everyone reach for weapons…except my sister. I looked to Saramine, confused. Angel always kept her hands near her daggers, now, they hung idly. 
 
    She stopped and stood defiantly in the center of the bridge. 
 
    “What authority do you have to give me an order?” she said in the sternest voice I had ever heard. The voice gasped in surprise. 
 
    “None, Robin,” he answered. “I ask you now as the guardian of the eighth key.” 
 
    “Come. Out.” 
 
    I paused. Why was that scene so familiar? Which fairy tale was it? Sean’s face strained too. What was strange about the voice? Or about the speech? Memories of our first challenge dashed through my mind. 
 
    “I told you, the three bears are coming home. There were only two trolls chasing that girl. You will learn to be observant. Add it up; one girl, two trolls…trick. Besides, only the trolls call the archers Robin. That was the girl’s biggest mistake. 
 
    “Another mistake made,” I whispered. 
 
    “The Three Billy Goats Gruff!” Sean cried out. 
 
    “Angel, there’s a troll under the bridge!” we said in unison. 
 
    Angel didn’t even bother to reach for her daggers. A massive troll jumped onto the bridge, blocking her path to us. His roar shattered the air and the bridge violently swayed back and forth. Ryan and Sean started, but paused in confused terror. Angel stood simply with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I have missed you, Aira.” The troll licked his fangs. 
 
    “Depash.” Angel spat at the troll’s feet. The troll hung his head. 
 
    “Apo. Wae-a mae, Aira?” 
 
    Angel responded with silence. The troll shifted nervously and looked over his shoulder towards us. 
 
    “Aibe, Saramine.” Saramine spat on the ground in the troll’s direction. Her response was more out of custom than anger – she lacked Angel’s hostility. 
 
    “Who is that?” Sean whispered, leaning towards her. She just shook her head. 
 
    “Aira, I have been trapped here since the end of the war. I have been given the key; command me to go with you.” 
 
    “Why should I not just take it?” Angel’s voice was cold. His response was quick. I blinked and Angel lay on her back, the troll leaning over her, sharp claws to her neck. Ryan and Sean jumped forward, but Saramine gripped their wrists. 
 
    “Kill me, Depash. Hali,” Angel challenged. “Finish what you have started.” 
 
    The troll roared and slammed the bridge, making the whole thing sway. With a whish, he turned to human form. Could trolls be dimorphic too? He looked about sixteen and stood two heads taller than Sean, with thick red hair and deep set, dark eyes. 
 
    Angel stood and brushed herself off, muttering, “Why restrain now?” 
 
    “Aira, do not torture me with these words! I am sorry!” 
 
    Angel scoffed and pushed past him towards us, but he grabbed her wrist, pulling her back before him. “Na-izik! I have spent every waking moment regretting my decision…every moment thinking of you.” 
 
    “I wish you would have thought of me when it mattered.” I never heard Angel sound so sarcastic before. 
 
    “That is…that is unfair, Aira!” The boy grabbed his shaggy hair, trying to keep his voice from breaking. Angel stood tiptoe to scowl in his face. 
 
    “Do not speak to me of fairness! You have betrayed me, you have betrayed Saramine and you have betrayed the Inzi! Do not speak to me about fairness! You know the law; yet see how I do not attack you! Be grateful for my unfairness. Without it, Saramine and I would be wiping your blood from our daggers…!” 
 
    They yelled at each other in Inzi for a moment. Saramine was the only one who could understand and shuddered at certain phrases. Suddenly, the two stopped and went silent. A tear went down the boy’s cheek and he lowered his voice. “I have prayed so long for the chance to see you again and make this right.” He reached to Angel’s face, but she slapped his arm away. 
 
    “Na-izik. Na-izik iamo. If you want to come with me, maynep. But you will first let me see key. The moment we reach Agyra, you will part with us and I never want to see you again…” 
 
    “Aira…” 
 
    “Ever.” 
 
    The boy nodded sadly and showed an (8) key that was around his neck and under his shirt. Angel spun on her heels and stomped across the bridge, the boy following sulkily. 
 
    “Ma-hali,” Angel snapped at us as she passed. 
 
    “Or! Or,” Ryan replied, “you can first tell us what the dumplings is going on, then…?” 
 
    Angel didn’t even look over her shoulder or pause. “Tapo,” she answered in a low hiss. We followed some ways behind her in silent shock. How did Angel know a troll? Why didn’t he kill her, why didn’t she kill him? They sure seemed like they wanted to kill each other. Weren’t all trolls bad? All the other ones we met certainly were. What was so different about this one? 
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    Connie huffed indignantly. Saramine walked slowly, trying to ignore our stares. “Saramine, speak!” 
 
    Saramine sighed and talked with a lowered voice. Angel had stomped far ahead; she wouldn’t have heard Saramine anyway. “Several years ago, when Aira first came to Nyora, she was saved by a boy from our tribe. He was a village-spy…part of a group of non-native-looking Inzi who stayed within the village walls to learn news of the ambassador. The two were inseparable. It was simply just made to be. Seven months ago, they planned to marry…” 
 
    I nearly choked as Saramine continued. Marry? Was Angel not the same age as I? Who was that troll who aged my sister? 
 
    “…It was the night before a major attack, a few weeks before you came, that he took Aira to see the sunset by the lake. He told me I had to come too. He told her how much he loved her, no matter what. I asked him what he meant, just as several of the ambassador’s men came out. They captured us, and we were sentenced to death.” 
 
    “So why is Angel so mad at him?” I asked. “What did he do wrong?” 
 
    Saramine stared reproachfully at me, tears clouding her beautiful eyes. “He traded us to the ambassador. He had been caught. He feared torture as a spy, but instead of facing it, or taking the kela, he exchanged our heads for his.” 
 
    “Dumplings.” 
 
    “On the stage, he confessed one more thing to her. That he was dimorphic like me, but a troll. She told him everything in her life, things she did not even tell me. But he hid one secret, one so important…she cried before the ambassador. But she was not crying because she was going to die. She was crying because she loved him…deeply and truly. And he lied to her and betrayed her. He did not love her back.” 
 
    “Poor Angel,” I breathed. 
 
    “That is not all. She stretched the truth a little when you came. Her cottage was not given to her. He and Aira worked on it together, fixing it for years. In any case, were it not for Are’An, we would have been executed, and the war would have been lost. Depash vanished when the final battle broke out…” 
 
    “…and you never saw him again, until now,” I concluded. What a sad tale. My poor sister! And she never said a word. Why would she carry all of that on herself? I felt I always learned something new about my wonderful twin. 
 
    Connie was appalled. “What a terrible thing to do to…anyone! Especially to your love? How could anyone…” 
 
    “Do you not think I know that?” 
 
    We spun around. I forgot Depash walked just behind us, quietly listening. “Do you not suppose that the thought of my actions has tormented me these many weeks?” 
 
    “Torment...? You’re the lad who traded her!” Ryan argued. He quickly lowered his voice, looking forward. Angel had maintained the distance between us and didn’t hear his outburst. “If she were your intended, how could something like that to her? How? Are you not to be a man, then, and protect her?” 
 
    “I am to be a man!” Depash’s eyes glowed green as he glared at Ryan. “I just wasn’t when it mattered.” Depash looked away. “I would have been tortured. I thought Angel would have been simply executed quickly. I panicked. I wavered. The rack has a way of making even the bravest warrior lose courage. I pray you never have to make the choice.” 
 
    Ryan’s fists bunched as his side. I thought he would hit him, but no. He just stalked off, walking hunched several paces ahead of us, but still several behind Angel. “I tell you already what mine would be, lad.” 
 
    I rubbed my arms. I didn’t feel as angry as Ryan was…should I? I just felt a mixture of sadness and gratitude. How close I had been to never seeing my sister again! I knew she fought in war, I knew she had chosen the losing side, and I knew she had seen terrible evil. But…I didn’t know she had been captured. I didn’t know she was to be executed. I didn’t know that the war was almost lost. How many of her scars were a result of his treachery? And she never said a word. Why didn’t she say just a word? 
 
    My face always gave me away. Depash studied my expression, and his grew even more sullen. “I know what I have done. And I mourn it every day.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. Depash slowed his pace, looking shamefully at the ground.  
 
    We walked silently for another hour or so before stopping at a steady stream. The sun hung low through the trees, but Angel seemed intent to press on for as long as she could. Sean and Ryan talked in low voices far upstream while Connie and Saramine sat silently on rocks near the edge. Depash had brought so much tension to our already anxious party. How awkward for everyone! No one knew how to react. 
 
    Depash wouldn’t make it better. I shifted as he slowly inched his way towards Angel. “Aira, I wanted to tell you,” he dared. Angel simply turned away from him. “I made it up in my mind to tell you. I just…I thought I would lose you. When they captured me…tanga, Aira, I never planned to go through with it.” 
 
    “You planned it well enough to trick me.” 
 
    Depash nodded slowly. “They knew my secret…I just…fear made me lose all reason, Aira. Since I was to lose you either way, I chose to lose you without you ever knowing. I did not know Vincent would have me change.” 
 
    “You are a coward, Depash.” 
 
    “I was a fool! Aira, I am a fool…begging for your forgiveness.” 
 
    That would be too easy. I scanned my sister’s face. For once, I could read what those solemn expressions meant. 
 
    “You are a coward, Depash,” she repeated between clenched teeth. “You are a traitor; a betrayer of trust and you do not deserve forgiveness.” 
 
    Depash hung his head, but Angel stood before him in a fury. “You could have told me! If you were in such a situation, you could have said something. We could have made a plan, or a trick…we had done it before!” Angel spun away, breathing heavily. I clutched my skirt. “You led me away without so much as a word! Why did you not tell me? Why would you say nothing before handing me over to my enemy?” Angel angrily hit his chest before falling to the ground in tears. Now, all attention was drawn. Even the boys upstream turned. 
 
    Go to her, go to your sister. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. What could I do? What words could I say? Angel never cried…not once. She contained all her anger, all her fear, all her hurt insider her, until she could contain no more. I never felt so uncertain…just like she feared after Saramine’s fall. She feared if she broke, we wouldn’t know what to do and we didn’t. How does one comfort someone so strong? How does one comfort a warrior? A chief? 
 
    Depash would try. He gently pulled my sobbing sister to her feet and to his chest. “I am sorry,” he soothed. “I am even more sorry that there is nothing I can do to take away your pain…that I am the one who caused it. I betrayed you. I should not have done it in the first place, even if I did tell you. I counseled and meditated for capture…just…when the time came, I could not do it.” He pulled Angel away and looked at her. “But what of me? Do you regret only my sins, or do you regret me as a troll?” 
 
    Angel uselessly wiped her tears. “I regret loving you.” 
 
    Angel shook her hand, freeing herself from his grasp, stalking away from him. “That is enough rest. Ma-hali!” 
 
    I rushed to catch up to her. I hadn’t the slightest what to do. For so long she was my comfort, my security and strength. How could I even begin to be that for her? 
 
    I grabbed her hand and relaxed when she squeezed. “Angel...I am so sorry…I never even knew.” 
 
    “I never wanted anyone to know,” Angel responded. She tried to remain stern, but her small voice quavered. “It is shameful…” 
 
    “Shameful?” I didn’t understand. “How is it shameful to fall in love?” 
 
    Angel looked away from me. “I am a warrior. I let my feelings blind me to his treachery. I let my trust of him deafen my ears to my enemies. I let ‘love’ weaken me. I would have been warier had I not been so blind.” 
 
    “Blind? Angel, why would you need to be wary of someone you’re about to marry?” 
 
    Angel choked back a sob and grabbed my hand tighter. “I know, Gabby. And that is why I am so ashamed. I fell in love with him. I chose him. And he made me the fool. How easily he traded my life for his! What is wrong with me, that he could throw away all those years? What is wrong with me that I cannot be loved in return?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I could feel her heart breaking. Angel had never been so vulnerable with me, and I had no answer. I suddenly felt a lot younger than my twin sister. 
 
    She traveled the lands by herself, grew up in tribes, lived in trees, fought in war, led a nation, was nearly executed, ran her own household, battled off trolls, protected her friends, watched a dear one nearly die…and had fallen in love. Even when so many terrible situations arose, she came through unbreakable. Scratched, but unbreakable. 
 
    I had to start giving her more respect. She had been the chief of an entire people, and though I felt that was no excuse for her dictatorial ways, she had earned the right to be respected. She was big sister to all of us, even with Connie four years her senior. She was always the one to give orders, and always the one to check with when unsure. She was the one we depended on for survival. 
 
    “I love you,” I finally said. That was all I could say. Angel smiled lightly and leaned into me. “And I truly mean it. I don’t know what it’s like to fall in love, Angel, but I do know it’s nothing to be ashamed about. So, you chose the wrong one. Maybe it was all to make way for the right one.” 
 
    “But will the right one choose me?” Angel asked in a weak voice. I smiled and wrapped my arms around her. 
 
    “Certainly! In time, sister, in time! And he will be willing to lay down his life for you! Just wait; he is too!” 
 
    Angel finally smiled. 
 
    “Now heed this,” another voice broke in. Everyone spun around to face the stone man standing nearly hidden by a large shrub. 
 
    “Stony!” announced Ryan. 
 
    “You will come to a small field. Enter the barn and do be kind.” Stony disappeared. 
 
    “Who was that man?” Depash was startled. 
 
    “He says he is our guide,” Connie answered. “He refuses to tell us anything more.” She groaned, irritated. “The man will not even give us his proper name and has been reduced to bearing the nickname of Stony that was placed upon him.” 
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    The sun faded behind the horizon as we turned the bend. Ahead, the trees opened into a small field where a low, wooden barn sat unlit in the center. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    The barn door opened with a creak. With no response, we followed Angel inside. We ducked as we went inside, and Depash was forced to walk hunched as not hit his head. The barn stretched out of the reach of Ryan’s lantern, so we walked slowly. 
 
    “There,” Sean suddenly whispered. 
 
    I squinted, and ahead could make out a small silhouette rocking side to side on a bale of straw. It had to be a girl, but the whole scene sent shivers down my back. Ryan held his lantern high and the girl stopped rocking. We paused, unsure what to do. She was no larger than Angel, but still so intimidating. After a second that felt like an hour, she continued her quick rocking. The others relaxed, but I still felt stiff. I couldn’t think of what tale it was; I was so frightened that I felt disoriented. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Stony said to be kind. 
 
    The barn roof raised into a stone alcove and Depash could stand freely. As Ryan neared with the light, the girl’s features became more distinguishable. She looked older than Connie, her pale cheeks brown from dirt, and her clothes ragged from wear. She watched us as we approached, but didn’t speak, her dewy eyes still wet and her chapped lips curved into a frown. She appeared faded, almost gray. Her yellow hair was plaited up in a bonnet and only revealed when a strand came loose and fell across her cheek. 
 
    We kept our distance. Angel’s hand rested near her side. Saramine took a deep breath and walked forward, a huge smile on her face. “Good evening! I am Saramine…” Saramine’s face suddenly twisted up, but she caught herself and forced a smile. I gave Angel a quick look. “How are you?” 
 
    “Sad,” the girl replied simply. “I have lost the blood.” 
 
    Unsettling. All looked to Angel at this response, whose fake smile wavered. Her hands shook at her side. Sean stepped closer. 
 
    “The blood?” he repeated. His face twisted up too. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “My dowry,” the girl answered. “And the drops of blood were supposed to help me along my way.” 
 
    Then, I smelled it. The girl reeked like stale lake water, old straw and rotting feathers. I gagged, but after a sharp look from Angel, I concealed it with a cough. I looked all around, trying to focus on something, anything, but the smell burned my nostrils. Sean and Saramine did their best to talk in conversation, while Angel scanned the girl, searching for the key. 
 
    “I am hungry,” the girl said suddenly. Connie had set her pack down at her feet, but took a deep breath as she reached for an apple. She walked closer to the girl, but could never hope to be as indifferent as the rest of us. 
 
    “I kindly beg your pardon,” she politely said, bobbing a curtsy and handing her pack to Sean. She turned to leave, but let out a shrill scream, almost as if she were under the grip of the jewels again. We spun to her as she collapsed, covering her eyes and trembling. 
 
    A horse’s head hung behind us on the wooden post of the low-ceiling barn, under the stone alcove. It hung right by Depash’s head; he probably brushed against it a couple of times unknowingly. Now, he tumbled away, just as alarmed. I blinked several times as I focused on it. Did its eyes just move…? 
 
    Poor Connie buried her face into her lap and wailed every time Sean tried to get her to her feet. The smelly girl stared at the horse sadly, and it calmly returned her gaze. “Alas, Falada, hanging there.” 
 
    It was all too much. Saramine left the girl and joined Sean, whispering and trying to make Connie stand. Angel gritted her teeth, and bunched her hands at her side, resisting the urge to grab her daggers. Ryan paced back and forth, rubbing his nose. 
 
    Did it move? I thought I saw it blink from the corner of my eye, but every time I focused on it, it remained motionless. I didn’t know what to do. With each passing moment, the girl grew more and more gray. I knew the tale of the Goose Girl, but how could I help? What was the secret? How could we make her queen? 
 
    Depash still read my expressions. “Pick up the pack,” he ordered me. Everyone else was too distracted. I did as told and followed him to the girl. She held out her hand and I quickly handed her an apple. The rotted stench churned my stomach; it took all I had to keep from retching. He sat on one side of the girl, motioning for me to sit on the other. I obeyed, breathing through my mouth slowly and deliberately. 
 
    “Another.” 
 
    The command was directed to me. I reached into the pack and handed the girl another apple. She ate so quickly. As we watched the others, she watched the horse. “Alas, Falada, hanging there.” 
 
    The horse didn’t respond. I leaned forward and said quickly, “Alas, young queen, how ill you fare.” The girl turned to me in surprise and I relaxed, finishing the verse, “If only this your mother knew…” 
 
    “Surely her heart would break in two,” the horse head agreed. At his voice, everyone cried out, leaning away from the grisly beast. The girl stood to her feet, smiling at the horse head before vanishing in a flash of light. In another flash, she returned between Depash and I as a beautiful queen. The goose girl’s unplaited golden hair fell in ringlets down her back, and she wore rich purple robes with dazzling stones all around. The terrible odor disappeared and was replaced with the fragrance of flowers and oil. She turned to face us, and curtsied graciously. After a final blinding flash, all disappeared; the goose girl, the horse head, the barn, everything. 
 
    A golden key (9) lay in the grass where she stood. 
 
    Stony appeared in its place the instant my fingers brushed the key. I fell back into Depash with a small scream. “Catch the thief. Then let him be your guide.” Stony vanished. 
 
    The field ahead stretched far into the darkness. A bunch of large apple trees grew in a tight clump just in range of our lantern light. Angel nodded her head towards the trees. 
 
    “We will stay by those trees,” she said. “We will have the better vantage to catch anyone who dare steal from us.” 
 
    Saramine and Connie began dinner while Sean and Ryan gathered firewood. Angel quickly scaled one of the trees and I lay on my side, flipping through my book. All the challenges had been clever versions of the original tale. There were certainly several thieves in the tales, but which one would now become a guide? 
 
    I could feel someone staring and I looked up in a start. Depash sat just out of range of the fire, the pale light barely illuminating his sharp features. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. He quickly diverted his eyes. 
 
    “You look so much like your sister,” he replied. Ryan gave him a quick look over his shoulder. “I apologize; I missed seeing her face.” 
 
    I pinched my lips and looked back to my book. I suppose I was the next best thing. I changed the subject. “How did you become part of this, anyway? If you were once out there?” 
 
    “I did not study enough,” Depash replied, softly. “I was in such haste to leave the red land, and so thirsty after such a meal, that I paused without thought to drink from the river. I was caught unawares.” 
 
    Now, I looked up and stared at him. “Caught unawares? What happened?” 
 
    “The troll under the bridge overtook me,” Depash replied, standing and moving to sit beside me. “By the time I awoke, he was long gone with my keys. I found the (8) key around my neck and a scroll appeared at my side. There are rules that must be followed. If we abide by the rules, we can trick people into giving us their keys and then we are free.” 
 
    “Is every challenger here trapped?” The little angry Rumpelstiltskin came to mind. I suddenly felt so guilty of our accomplishments, but Depash shook his head. 
 
    “Not all,” he responded. “Most enjoy living here and consider it a profession…a life forever. In here, if you’re a challenger, your death is temporary.” 
 
    So, all the trolls Angel killed would just return for the next person. 
 
    “Others simply enjoy tricking people into being trapped here, and many trolls enjoy the easy meals,” Depash continued. “Only a handful desire to get out, and I ran into one of the unlucky few. I have been waiting for someone else to come through, but you were the first. This is why your sister allows me to keep my key. As long as I have it and stay close to the other keys, I will not go back.” 
 
    I nodded, looking back into the fire. Depash still stared at me. “If it is a thief that we are to face next, you should guard your other keys closely as you can never know who is content here and who is not.” 
 
    “They are no longer together.” Angel’s voice sounded from the treetops. “They are divided among us. Even if this thief were to overtake us, he cannot get to them all.” 
 
    Connie and Saramine announced dinner. We ate silently around the fire, Angel staying up in her tree. Black clouds soon covered the sky and concealed the moon and stars, forcing Angel to call out. 
 
    “I can only see so far out. I will need guide fires.” 
 
    “As you command, Nik’dalo,” Depash answered, standing to his feet. Angel followed him with her eyes as he set to work gathering tinder. Sean and Ryan joined him. Soon, along with Saramine, they went off into the night in four directions, leaving Connie and I to tend the fire under the trees. After a few minutes, a light shone in the distance. 
 
    “There’s Sean’s,” I said. “And…there’s Saramine’s.” 
 
    “Then let us make ours bigger,” Connie replied. “I do not want them lost…out…there…” She trailed off and I started, looking up towards her face. Her gaze fixed behind me and she froze, pale and trembling. 
 
    The dark silhouette of a hooded figure stood just barely out of the firelight. I wasn’t even sure what I saw; it remained so perfectly still. I quickly scanned the ground, searching for the bag Sean left. The bag was close, but the figure turned and climbed the tree, arm outstretched towards one of the apples. I grabbed the dagger I found in Briar Rose’s palace and threw it. I wasn’t expecting to hit the figure; I never threw a knife before, but my aim was right on. The hilt struck the figure in the hand, startling him so that he fell from the tree. 
 
    Angel heard the noise, and quickly scampered down from her perch. We had to catch the thief. He could run away before Angel made it down! The figure stood, but I grabbed him, using my weight to pull us to the ground. He didn’t fight me, and I flipped him to his back, pinning him down by his shoulders. 
 
    A boy! He looked a little older than Connie and had shaggy brown-orange hair that swept in front of his perfectly round eyes. They were a bright, almost shining, orange-brown, with vertical slits.  
 
    Not much of a guard I was. I trembled so violently that I shook his hair. I wasn’t sure what he was. The slits in his eyes were much wider than dragon slits. Black circles bordered his eyes, not as if he hadn’t enough sleep, but as if they were a part of his eye. His nose was mostly nostril and his jaw was much longer than it should have been. 
 
    I let him go as soon as Angel reached us. The boy turned his head, resting the side of his face on the ground as he watched me, eyes unblinking. I shrank away, but Angel was near. 
 
    “Who are you?” she demanded. The boy tried to sit up but was instantly kicked back into submission by my angry sister. “I do not repeat myself.” Angel reached for her daggers, and the boy covered his face. 
 
    “Ah! Do not harm me and in return I will give you some good council!” 
 
    Those words were familiar. I jumped forward, quickly grabbing Angel’s hand to make her lower her weapon. “I know which tale,” I whispered in her ear. “We must trust him.” 
 
    Angel wasn’t so convinced. “Speak!” 
 
    The boys and Saramine had finished with their fires and returned, standing their distance, but watching carefully. 
 
    “This evening you will come to a village in which stand two inns opposite to one another,” the boy said. “One of them is lighted up brightly, and all goes on merrily within, but do not go into it. Go rather into the other, even though it looks like a bad one.” 
 
    “A village?” Ryan repeated. “Out there? We just came from out there; there is not a village for miles!” 
 
    There was a sudden movement behind the boy. Angel’s bow was out, but before I could stop her, she fired past the boy, at his large, flicking tail. 
 
    I blinked and we stood on a dark road before a silent town. Lamps burned high atop huge wooden lampposts on both sides of the street, yet everything still seemed so dark. The wind howled through the empty street and large weeds rolled by. 
 
    “Where are we?” Connie’s soft voice broke the silence. 
 
    “This is the tale of the Golden Bird,” I said. “That boy has to be the fox. We have to follow exactly what he says.” 
 
    We picked up our belongings that lay in the same spots we had set them. Angel and Sean did a quick tally of keys, and finding nothing missing, we followed Angel down the dark and lonely streets. All was silent. It wasn’t that late, but all of the houses were dark and still. Soon, the street narrowed, and noise and laughter echoed. 
 
    “There!” Sean pointed ahead. On one side of the street was a brightly-lit inn, music and laughter sounding. “That is the one we must avoid.” 
 
    We turned to the building directly across from it and paused in the street. The building was old and dilapidated; the door hung askew, the steps were rotted, and the roof was riddled with holes. 
 
    “Hey! Stop there!” 
 
    A man stood at the door of the brightly-lit inn and waved at us. “That place there has been closed for years! Come, come here! We have plenty of wine and warm food for you, travelers!” 
 
    Connie hesitated, but Saramine gripped her hand. “Thank you,” Angel replied. “But we are seeking something.” 
 
    The man’s countenance quickly changed. “You are seeking to do mischief. Now, come down from there, I won’t ask again.” 
 
    Angel ignored the threat and stepped to the door. With a crack, one of her feet fell through the floor, but that was the least of our concerns. Several people joined the man at the other tavern door, and their eyes glowed. “I said come!” 
 
    We quickly ran after Angel up the rotted stairs. Depash and Sean stood on either side of the threshold, helping everyone over the hole in the floor before following us in themselves. The dusty air made me cough and each of our steps shook the entire building. We ran down the damp, narrow hall in single file, often stumbling over each other’s feet. The hall suddenly ended in a small dining room. The lamps were lit, but the windows were all boarded up. 
 
    Angel’s eyes quickly searched the room, and with a deep sigh, she turned and walked around us, standing before the hallway in fighter’s stance. Depash and Saramine joined her, bent into stances on her either side. Such a wonder. I quickly forgot about the danger we were in. Oh, to see the three on the field of war! They looked so calm and cold; Angel seemed more annoyed than alarmed. 
 
    The noise of the trolls echoed in the hall. Soon, the first troll appeared and leapt into the air. Angel’s stance broadened, but the troll disappeared. 
 
    We stood in a dazzling meadow of lavender plants. The stars shone so brilliantly that the whole night illuminated, and we could see all around miles. Purplish clouds streaked the dark blue sky and the full moon hung so low that it looked as if I could reach out and touch it. The Inzi slowly released their stances, carefully looking around. Ryan stared at me hard. 
 
    “Gabby…” 
 
    That same instant, I felt the warm breath on the back of my neck. I spun around, facing the fox-boy. I stumbled back, but he suddenly grabbed my arms, keeping me to my feet. His orange eyes were so large and menacing, and his jaw, though beautiful for a fox, looked so unnatural on a smooth, human face. 
 
    He wasn’t bothered by my terror and pulled me close against his chest. His grip was a vice; I couldn’t get away, pull as I might. “I have a bit of good council for you. Go straight forward, till you come to a castle, before which lie a whole troop of soldiers fast asleep and snoring: take no notice of them, but go into the castle and pass on.” 
 
    He disappeared. I spun to the others who stood baffled. When I turned again, we stood on a dirt path and in the distance loomed a dark castle, the bright moonlight reflecting from its windows. 
 
    “This must certainly be the last key,” Depash muttered. “How many more challenges must we face?” 
 
    We quickly made our way up the path and in a few minutes, reached the top of the hill before the castle. Angel stopped suddenly, dropping to the ground and hiding behind the top of the hill. 
 
    Trolls. Trolls all around. There had to be at least a hundred crowded around the gates to the castle. Connie opened her mouth to scream, but was quickly grabbed by Ryan, who pulled her down with the rest of us. Angel leaned against the bluff, staring over her shoulder towards the many trolls. 
 
    “I do not know how to get past them,” she said in a near whisper. “Even with Depash…” she trailed off and looked over our faces. “How are we to defeat so many at once?” 
 
    I rubbed my arms and peeked back over the hill. The fox-boy said that they would be asleep, but they certainly were wide awake. They talked and grunted and made all kinds of noises as they patrolled the entrance. There had to be a way. “Stony said we had to trust him…” 
 
    “Trust him?” Ryan was frustrated. “Bittersweet, do you not see how many of them there are? We can’t fight them all!” 
 
    “How does the tale go?” Sean asked. I opened my fairy tale book. I knew it, but perhaps I skipped over something. 
 
    “’Before the castle gate all was as the fox had said: so the son went in and found the chamber,’” I read before looking up to them. “So, perhaps we just go in.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a moment. “Stay,” Angel commanded, slowly rising to her feet, her eyes fixed on the troop of trolls. Depash was closest to her and wrapped his large hand around her wrist. 
 
    “Na-izik…!” 
 
    “Tapo, quiet!” Angel pulled away before nodding back down the hill from where we came. “There are a few trees over there. If I command, run to them and climb…” 
 
    Ryan covered his face with his hands. “Please, Angel…!” 
 
    “I know what I am doing, Ryan,” she answered, softly. “Stay, unless I command.” With a deep breath, she walked towards the trolls. The rest of us moved our feet under us to crouch, preparing to run. 
 
    She was soon out in the open. We held our breath as she neared the first troll. Angel didn’t touch him, but he collapsed on the ground as she passed. She jumped back, but the other trolls went about their business. She stole quickly between them and each fell over as she passed. She made it to the gate and waved for us to follow. 
 
    Our nik’dalo made it look easy. We followed in a line, dodging the trolls and making our way towards her. I gazed into the eyes of a troll as I passed. He looked right at me but didn’t seem to see me. I waved my hand before his face, but he didn’t even blink. Perhaps they were asleep; perhaps they were sleep walking. 
 
    I wasn’t paying attention. Depash quickly grabbed my waist, stopping me from running into one. We stood in fear until the troll turned away.  
 
    Once we made it to the gates, we followed Angel up the steps and into the still castle. Though no lights were lit, the moon and starlight poured in through the windows, reflecting off the marble and casting the interior in a soft, blue light. We followed Angel down the halls until she stopped so suddenly that we all ran into one another. 
 
    Someone sat on a chair in the back of the room. A single lamp was lit, illuminating the eyes of the fox-boy. He calmly opened both his hands, indicating the two birdcages that sat on tables on either side of him. “Choose,” he simply said. 
 
    Angel turned. “Gabriella!” she called. I slowly walked to her side and the fox boy stood to face me. 
 
    “Choose,” he repeated. At his left, was a birdcage made of gold. At his right, a simple one made from sticks and twine. I dared not reach around him, and simply pointed. 
 
    “That one.” 
 
    The boy smiled, revealing a long line of sharp teeth. I drew back, but he grabbed me by the arms again. “You’ve followed my advice. No evil will come upon you.” He pulled me so close that his long jaw brushed against my cheek. “Claim your prize.” 
 
    He released me and I walked to the birdcage made of sticks and twine. I reached my hand in and under the straw, lay the golden (10) key. 
 
    When I blinked, we stood in a long, stone hall, and an enormous door rose before us. The door had ten keyholes in it. One keyhole was on the very top, two were below, three below that and four on the bottom. Carved into the stone of the hallway were the words, 
 
      
 
    Place the keys, all in rank, 
 
    But take caution; do not mistake, 
 
    For if success you fail to obtain, 
 
    The keys will go, you’ll start again. 
 
      
 
    “We must place the keys in order,” Angel said, eyes focused on the wall. 
 
    “We know, Oh-Great-Leader,” smirked Ryan. We placed the keys in order, turning each carefully. Each keyhole lit up when we pushed the key in, and a soft chime sounded at each turn. Angel turned the final key. The door cracked open, revealing a rainbow of bright light. The colors grew brighter and brighter until we disappeared from each other’s view in a steam of white. 
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    “Finally.” Angel brushed off her skirt and looked cautiously around. “Agyra.” 
 
    We stood on a dark path surrounded by trees. Nothing looked any different; nothing felt any different...but it was all over. No more tales, no more mysteries. I should have felt more accomplished than disappointed, but I was tired and wasn’t sure what to expect. Now what? 
 
    Depash broke the silence. “I will part from you as commanded, but let me help first.” 
 
    “Explain,” Angel demanded, setting her jaw. 
 
    “There is a man not far from here that knows of all who pass through. Perhaps he will remember your parents.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that if you have never made it here?” Connie demanded to know. Depash grinned weakly. 
 
    “Rumor.” 
 
    Angel waved her hand before her, silently consenting to his request. Depash nodded before leading us into the dark. They moved too fast. The dragons could see in the dark. I assumed that troll Depash could as well. My sister simply adapted. I couldn’t. My eyes strained and my worn body ached at every step. I tripped over everything possible, even small pebbles. I wondered how Connie faired. 
 
    Finally, the forest opened into a wide field. The fading moonlight contrasted the dark shade of the forest we left. My eyes adjusted enough to see detail and the dim light of a small home in the distance. 
 
    “Head for that,” Depash ordered. “Hali, iamo!” 
 
    We dashed across the field. Suddenly, Depash stopped completely, tilting his head back towards the sky. I scanned the black, starless sky, but couldn’t see a thing. It then occurred to me that he was sniffing the air. Being a troll certainly had its advantages. He caught wind of something, and a wave of panic engulfed his face. “Hali.” His voice was gruff, and he dashed off again, not bothering to give an explanation. 
 
    “What is it? Trolls?” I called. 
 
    Depash barely looked over his shoulder. “There are much worse things out here than trolls.” 
 
    “What?” cried out Connie. “What is chasing us then?” 
 
    “Imps,” Depash answered. “They are not chasing us yet. But they are here.” 
 
    “But what is an imp?” I asked. I wished I hadn’t. A high, screech echoed and was answered by several more screeches all around. My eyes strained in the dark, but I still couldn’t see anything; I couldn’t tell how close or far off it was. 
 
    “They know we are here. Ma-hali!” 
 
    I looked behind as I ran. The tall grass far behind rippled quickly, making a path in our direction. A tiny, black form quickly caught up. A creature with a short body and long skinny arms screeched and leapt from the grass, landing right on my shoulders. 
 
    I cried out, swatting at the creature who tangled in my hair. 
 
    “Do not let it bite you!” yelled Depash, skidding to a stop and turning back. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” I screamed, grabbing the creature’s huge ears and twisting my shoulder away from its teeth. Even though the night was dark, I could clearly see the creature’s features. An ugly bat face with long, narrow fangs and giant black eyes. Its arms and legs sprawled out and lashed at my face as its snapping mouth neared. With a scream, I flung it away from me as hard as I could. It landed in the tall grass with a shriek, disappearing from view. 
 
    Ryan reached me and grabbed my hand, pulling me quickly behind the others, who again changed direction and ran towards the light that still seemed so far away. 
 
    Another shriek. Five more creatures jumped from the place that the first one landed. They quickly pursued on all fours. 
 
    “Why do we run?” Ryan yelled. “We’re armed!” He grabbed my arms and wrapped them around his waist, pushing me behind him. “Hang on tight,” he ordered. He put his left hand over my arms around him and used his right to grab his sword. It came out of its sheath with a shing and he stretched it out. “Don’t lose your balance, Bittersweet!” 
 
    We spun around and around. I tried my hardest to follow. Ryan held his sword out and we spun. Faster, faster, faster. I closed my eyes and buried my head into his shirt. The creatures screamed as they were cut. The others must have run away in fright. 
 
    Ryan suddenly released me, and I toppled to the ground in a dizzy stupor. His angry calls sounded far off. My head spun and my stomach swayed. I blinked, trying to regain my senses. In the darkness, I couldn’t even tell which way was up. 
 
    Something shifted next to me. I pushed myself to my elbows. One of the creatures got nicked by Ryan’s sword and was sat on my frock, licking its arm. Both of us were surprised to see the other, but neither of us were in a position to do anything about it. So, we sat, watching each other carefully, while trying to regain our composures. 
 
    It wasn’t black like the one that attached itself to my hair. It had light brown fur with a large red spot on its head. It trembled so much at my stare that its little ears twitched. Perhaps it was a younger one. It certainly wasn’t as long-limbed as the other.  
 
    I reached my hand out. It looked a little cute. Certainly, now that my senses returned, and I wasn’t in such a fright. It wailed and I drew my hand back. Perhaps, it was as much afraid of me as I had been of it. I took a breath and reached my hand out again. It wailed loudly, slowly fading into a raspy purr as I scratched its head. So furry and soft. The large, black eyes closed, and it growled lovingly. 
 
    “Dumplings, Gabby!” Ryan had returned and the others caught up. The creature sat comfortably in my lap. “You taunt me…!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Strong hands grabbed my waist and I was lifted to my feet. 
 
    “You cannot make a pet out of it!” Depash complained as he released me. I looked down at the awkward bundle in my arms. I knew that. But since I wasn’t so afraid of it any longer, I could examine my creature better. It looked just like a bat with the torso and lanky arms and legs of a human…though it was covered in light brown fur. 
 
    I scratched my creature’s head for a few more seconds before setting him down. 
 
    “E lay vou…ha te…reeksie lay oh in!” it said in a low, raspy voice. My heart skipped a beat and I felt the color leave my face. I heard those words before. Why did they fill me with such dread? “E lay vou…ha te…reeksie lay oh in!” my creature repeated. 
 
    The cave. 
 
    “What’s he going on about, then?” Ryan asked, turning to Connie. 
 
    The white, floating faces. 
 
    Connie shook her head. “I do not know this language.” 
 
    My creature finished its frantic scribbling in the dirt, and pulled at my skirt, staring at me intently. My strength left me, and I collapsed until I was eye-level with it. When did my creature become so menacing? Why did it stare at me so? 
 
    The others bent over its scribbles. After the gaze that seemed to last forever, it gently nuzzled my chin before darting off into the woods. 
 
    “What did it write?” 
 
    I already knew. The same words that the flying, wispy faces called when Connie was under the grip of the gems and screaming. At the time, I had been distracted by Connie trapped so suddenly in a gem that I didn’t even ask if the boys saw what I had. I wasn’t even sure myself that I saw it. 
 
    “Elaev hte rxi laoen,” I mouthed as Ryan read it aloud. 
 
    “It is just what he said!” Connie noted. “I do not even recognize which language it is!” 
 
    “We shall figure it out later,” Angel said, pausing ahead with her hand on her hip. Depash again picked me up to my feet and we slowly followed the others. “Let us get into some light.” 
 
    Saramine knocked politely on the door. After a pause, an old hermit opened it. He looked almost as funny as Rumpelstiltskin. He stood only to my chest, although he walked very hunched. He wore plain brown pants and a dirty white shirt. When he saw us, he scratched his shaggy white beard and grinned broadly. 
 
    “Ahh! You’re here! Quickly, come in! Many creatures night have.” 
 
    We walked inside as the man closed the door. “Breath out of ye, heh? Be chasing ye, what have?” 
 
    “What?” muttered Ryan. 
 
    “Imps,” Depash answered. 
 
    “The blood suckers, ahh yes!” laughed the man. “Feed them do me and leave alone me do they! Nee Gus. Know all of you, me don’t. First you. Your name, what be? 
 
    “My name is Depash.” 
 
    “I’m Ryan.” 
 
    “I am Saramine!” 
 
    “My name’s Sean…” 
 
    “Ahh, so formal!” cried out Nee Gus. “Ease be ye!” he added, standing straight and majestic. “Not nobles man be me and not war at be ye! Your name, Dearie, what be?” he asked as he patted Connie’s hand and hunched over again. 
 
    “I am addressed as Connie.” 
 
    Nee Gus met my eyes and shot me such a pathetic look that both of us began laughing. “Her, what be? A princess or somethin’?” 
 
    The other’s joined our laughter. Connie kept her smile unchanged. 
 
    Nee Gus continued. “Here now, Seraphs, why be?” 
 
    “We are looking for our parents,” Angel answered. I cocked my head. What did he say? 
 
    Nee Gus didn’t see me and smiled broadly, locking his hand into Angel’s. She was startled, but continued, strongly, “I think they may have passed through here…” 
 
    “Yes, Angel,” Nee Gus agreed, “but now, why be?” 
 
    Angel’s face dropped. Nee Gus didn’t notice and sighed. “So beautiful be ye.” He turned and smiled at me again. “Gabriella, your parents, sent word, already they do?” 
 
    Sean spun to me, bewildered. I never said my name and neither did Angel. 
 
    “No,” was all I managed to say. 
 
    “Well,” he answered with a sigh, “if sent word they do not, then know where to go you are I do not. But stay! Tonight! Tomorrow, think I shall.” 
 
    We ate a small meal of cornbread and beef stew. It wasn’t much, but we weren’t very hungry. I couldn’t tell how late it was. It seemed we faced the goose girl days ago instead of hours. 
 
    “Only one bed for ye have me, but fit all ye, sure me.” 
 
    “I do hope he does not mean what I think he does,” Connie whispered as we followed Nee Gus through the cottage. 
 
    He did. Nee Gus lit the lantern and the dim light revealed a massive bed. It was huge. It was no longer than a normal bed, but it was very wide. Sean, Ryan and Depash could easily lie across it, head to foot. 
 
    “Dreams pleasant you have, goodnight!” cackled Nee Gus, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “I know what tale we’re in now, Bittersweet,” Ryan joked, counting heads. 
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    I awoke alone in the massive bed the next morning. Sunlight poured into the cracks of the ceiling and the morning air wafted through the walls. I yawned and stretched as far as I could. I didn’t realize how tired I was. I lay for a moment, taking deep breaths and staring at every detail of the humble room. We made it! We made it through the fairy route!  
 
    I sat up. And now what? How were we to find our parents? No more riddles, no more help from the book, or from Stony. We would have to find our own way. Which way? How could we possibly find two people in a land so large? Were they even in this land? 
 
    Nee Gus hummed far off. Perhaps we wouldn’t have to…Nee Gus knew us. He had to know them. Perhaps he would figure out where we were to go. I lay my head against the blanket. We did it. Still, it seemed we had a such long way to go. 
 
    I gathered my things and clomped down hall. Nee Gus hobbled about the house, humming and putting bowls away. “Mornin’,” he greeted, clasping my hand and patting it. “Outside, others they be.” 
 
    I opened the door, shielding my eyes from the bright, morning sunlight. Everyone sat in a tight circle around Angel, who had a scroll in her hands. 
 
    “Grand of you to finally join us,” Ryan greeted. I shrugged and sat next to Connie. Grand of him to wake me up to begin with. 
 
    “Nee Gus says we missed your parents by a week,” Sean explained. “Apparently, we are early.” 
 
    I blinked. What did he mean by that? Only a week? We were in the fairy route for at least two! And we just missed them? How could it be? Perhaps if only we had started earlier, perhaps if we hadn’t taken so much time…so much rest! 
 
    “Your parents were to send word for us later,” Sean continued. “We were to meet them here when they sent word. They haven’t yet, and so Nee Gus says we’re early.” 
 
    I leaned back on my heels. How were they to send word to us? What if we hadn’t found the items in the cellar? What then? How then would they explain their miraculous resurrection? 
 
    “Nee Gus says they were headed to the kingdom of Thenowe, and he has given us a map.” 
 
    “That means we are a week behind,” Angel muttered, eyes fixed on the map. “Even more so. Nee Gus said they have horses. Who knows how far ahead they are? Look. The road curves around this forest here. Perhaps we can just go through. We could make it through the wood in only a days’ time instead of four like this road leads.” 
 
    “I am not certain that is wise, Aira,” Depash dared. “The road must go around for a reason. You do not know what kind of enemy could be there.” 
 
    Angel’s lips pressed together when he spoke, but she nodded. “That is true too. I certainly would not want to stumble upon an imp nest…although Gabby would just make friends.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Still, we need to catch up. I will consider it.” Angel followed the route with her finger, quietly muttering. “Once we are cleared of the woods, we will reach the neighboring villages of this kingdom to the west, Thelathini. After that, the kingdom of Hue…” she paused and ran her fingers over a thick black line that ran across the road. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. Angel stared at it for a few moments more before resuming her stern countenance. 
 
    “We will concern ourselves with it when we get there. First things first.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, annoyed. What could possibly be so concerning that she had to keep secrets again? 
 
    “After that is a massive river and finally the kingdom of Thenowe.” She looked up and stared at me softly. “We will have to discern how to cross this river. I do not wish to risk anyone else.” 
 
    I nodded, forgetting my frustration. She cared for me as much as I did her. She just didn’t show it the same way. 
 
    “How long do you suppose it will take us to get to Thenowe?” I asked. 
 
    Angel shrugged, eyes returning to the map. “By foot? A week. Perhaps two. I suppose just it depends which route we take at the forest.” 
 
    “Do not be so bleak, Angel!” Sean exclaimed. “Nee Gus said they are going to Thenowe. They are merchants; they must have business along the way. Perhaps they are even finished and headed back. We’re bound to cross paths soon!” 
 
    Angel relaxed. “You are right. Still, I cannot believe we just missed them.” Angel stood to her feet and brushed herself off. “But yes, at least we know where they are going.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had wondered what we would do after we left the fairy route,” Ryan agreed. “Stony didn’t tell us anything else.” 
 
    Angel stood, brushing her skirt off. “Prepare yourselves. We will leave within the hour.” 
 
    Nee Gus was generous and gave us what he could. Depash would stay a few more days to help him before setting off himself. 
 
    “Goodbye, Nee Gus! Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “Farewell, Seraphs. Nothing of it, think of. Renard my best ye give to.” 
 
    “In Inzi, there is no word for goodbye,” Depash said as Sean shook his hand. Angel smiled softly. “There is Iken-A, ‘We will meet again.’” 
 
    We followed Angel across the field and in only ten minutes, we reached the edge of the wood. 
 
    “This is odd, you know?” Ryan said, looking over the map as we walked. “Stony gave us instructions to find him, and we only just missed him here in this land…” Ryan trailed off and hung the map at his side. “But it seems…it seems as if his image is more recent than those other papers about the will and things…what’s wrong, Goldilocks?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    Connie had stopped several paces behind and stared at the sky. “I am not certain,” she replied. The sky was clear, except for a large flock of birds that darted across the sky. Angel also stopped, and bent her head slightly as she listened. “See that large flock of birds? See how they fly! Something startled them from the trees.” 
 
    Angel already spun on her heels. “Let us make sure everything is…” 
 
    A loud clamor interrupted her. We rushed through the trees and looked across Nee Gus’ field. About 30 soldiers dressed in gleaming silver armor marched towards Nee Gus’ home, far away on the other side of the field. They reached Nee Gus’ house and six went inside. A few seconds later, a soldier pushed Nee Gus out. A tall man wearing all black stepped before him. He had a long scar on his face, from the top of his right eye to the bottom left of his chin. 
 
    “Where are the seraphs? Word has it that they have arrived.” 
 
    “Talking about, ye be, know don’t me,” Nee Gus answered coolly. 
 
    “Oh, you want to play games?” the scarred man was annoyed. “Do not think my eyes haven’t seen. You have been helping the Tashin riders for years! I have left you in peace, Nee Gus. Now, which way you were told to send the seraphs? They have something I need.” 
 
    “Tell not ye, commanded me be,” Nee Gus said simply. The scarred man huffed. 
 
    “Commanded, were you? And what does she worry I’ll do to them? I only want the ring!” 
 
    “Tell not ye, commanded me be.” 
 
    The words sent the scarred man into a rage. “Do not say that!” 
 
    Nee Gus jerked his arm away from the soldier that held him. “Then ask me, do not ye.” 
 
    Angel was almost there. Nee Gus turned to return to his home, but the scarred man wasn’t done with him, and grabbed his shoulder, spinning him around. “Nee Gus. Why did she tell you that?” 
 
    Nee Gus held up his hand. “Between you and they be it. Only tell not ye, commanded me be.” 
 
    “But why!” The man raised his dagger in fury. We cried in horror as Nee Gus toppled to the ground. Connie covered her face and screamed. I collapsed next to her. He didn’t move. Why didn’t he move? My jaw hurt from clenching it so tightly. I gripped Connie’s shoulders as she cried. What happened? What did I see? 
 
    It took five soldiers to pull Depash from the house. “Hali!” he demanded upon seeing us approach. “It is you they are after!” 
 
    For Angel, that was more of an invitation than a warning, and she finally reached the scene. I stood in a haze and followed instinctively. I wanted to stay with Connie. I needed to be with my sister. The scarred man turned and stood in shock as my sister stalked before him. 
 
    “Aira, hali!” Depash called. A soldier hit the back of his head with the hilt of his sword. Depash wasn’t harmed in the slightest, and with glowing green eyes, he turned back into the huge troll. The men cried out in surprise, the whole lot of them gathering in chaos. Depash threw the soldier onto the many others and went after another. 
 
    I breathlessly collapsed by the fence post. When Depash turned, the soldiers went around Angel to get to him. Angel let the first two pass by unharmed, but quickly punished the third for ignoring her in such a way. The men hesitated; Angel was so young and stood so much smaller than they. When she spun her daggers in her hand and bent into stance, they lunged. 
 
    I couldn’t reach her. I couldn’t move. Reason returned to me. What could I do against those men? I looked back to Nee Gus’ motionless form. Fear finally overtook me, and I clutched the post. But Angel? What would she do? 
 
    I didn’t need to fear for her. The men were no match for my nik’dalo. Angel seemed nothing but a blur as she struck, ducked, kicked and dodged. She defeated several of the men, seemingly all at once. My hands grew raw and blistered as I gripped the post so tightly. Were all the Inzi warriors as talented as she? Saramine shrieked as she fought, but my sister stayed silent. Her face was cold, her eyes piercing and darting. 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    The scarred man’s angry voice broke my thoughts. Hands went around my waist and I was pulled backwards, violently. Depash turned at my cry and roared. He tossed another soldier and lunged at the scarred man. Coolly, the scared man waved his hand at the ever-approaching Depash, and a bright, blue light engulfed the scene. With a cry, Depash flew back, a large, charred burn on his chest. 
 
    “Depash!” 
 
    Panic gripped my heart and my legs lost strength. My captor nearly lost hold of me. Depash! It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. Depash! I pressed my hands against the sides of my head, as if blocking the noise would block the sight. Blink as I might, the scene wouldn’t change. 
 
    Depash growled lightly before slowly changing back to his human form. My eyes met his sad ones…only briefly before Sean rushed to his side, blocking my view. My body trembled and shook, and vain hope welled in my heart as Sean cradled Depash’s head. 
 
    Another soldier picked Sean up from under the arms and pulled him away from Depash. I cried out, but to no avail; the soldiers were not going to let us go. 
 
    Depash still stared at me. For a moment, everything sounded muffled…the men muttering, the birds, my heart thudding in my chest. All that could be heard was Depash’s last, shallow breaths. 
 
    He still stared at me. 
 
    The scarred man suddenly reached for Angel. None of the other soldiers dared. Angel tensed as he pulled her by the shoulders close to him, but he was just gazing into her eyes. “It’s uncanny,” he said under his breath. “You look just like her. Beautiful…” 
 
    Angel did not like being examined and twisted down, breaking free of his grasp. When she hit the ground, she spun around, kicking the back of his knees and making him fall. With daggers in hand, she collapsed on him, but her weapons suddenly flew out of her hands. 
 
    She paused in confusion, but it was long enough. The scarred man shoved her off balance, quickly jumping to his feet and grabbing her arm and twisting it behind her back. 
 
    “Where is the ring?” he demanded. Angel squirmed. 
 
    “What ring?” 
 
    “There is no reason to continue your farce. I know he sent it with you. Give it to me and continue to your family; I have no quarrel with you.” 
 
    And I do not have any ring,” Angel retorted. “Open your eyes! Do you see any ring upon my hand?” 
 
    “You shall not speak to me in such a manner, Angel.” The scarred man squeezed her arm tighter behind her back, making her cry out. I pulled towards her, but the soldier that held me was unyielding. “Be a good girl and do as you’re told. I have said my quarrels are not with you. I have no intention of harming you, but I will be obeyed!” 
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    I relaxed. She had a plan. She didn’t struggle or fight. I had just seen her defeat twelve men with ease. She hadn’t been caught. I looked back to Depash, but the scarred man was annoyed. 
 
    “Enough with this game!” he twisted Angel’s arm again. “Where is the ring?” 
 
    “Do you think your ears deceive you? I just said we do not have any rings! What reason do I have to lie to you?” 
 
    The scarred man scoffed. “Stubborn as your mother. I may not raise hand to you, Angel, but you have seen that I will also not shy away from violence. Speak! Or shall I punish your insolence by using your friends…?” 
 
    My heart sank, but a high-pitched wail echoed in the air. Several more wails responded, and the sound shattered the sky. The tall grass swayed as several black objects encircled us, running in from all sides. 
 
    “Imps!” called a soldier. We were released instantly as the men fled in all directions. In the center of the confusion was my little brown imp with the red dot by its ear. It howled into the sky and more and more imps responded, pouring into the field. 
 
    The baby ran to me, quickly scaling me like a tree and making itself at home in my arms. I squeezed it. I cradled it. I pushed my face close to it, as if I would feel better the closer I got to it. I didn’t want to be there. I wanted everything to go away. I just wanted to go home. 
 
    I opened my eyes when my sister finally screamed in anger. She was through playing games. In a burst of rage, she grabbed another set of daggers and attacked the scarred man with such force that he stumbled back. He was so unprepared for her onslaught that he couldn’t even defend himself. One dagger connected to his outstretched arm and the other his chest. He cried out in pain, but Angel was far from finished with him. 
 
    After slashing his arms, she spun around, delivering a hard kick to his face that knocked him unconscious. She again aimed her daggers down, preparing to fall on him, but three of his soldiers intervened. It didn’t matter. Angel wouldn’t be defeated. Two were overpowered quickly and the third simply ran off. She had been in a war. Those men were not nearly as well trained as the royal army she defeated, and quickly, the scarred man’s troop thinned to three. 
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    Another large brigade of shiny-armored soldiers stormed over the hill. 
 
    “Come on!” Sean urged. “You can’t fight them all!” 
 
    Angel didn’t answer. The imps darted away as the new soldiers neared. Mine nuzzled me one last time before running after its friends. I reached for him as he distanced, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. My mind raced.  
 
    Ryan stepped before my sister, holding his hands out. It seemed as if a veil had covered her eyes as she fought, and Ryan wasn’t sure if he’d be attacked. She paused when she saw him, releasing her breath. After only a moment, he grabbed her, throwing her over his shoulder. 
 
    “Gabby!” 
 
    I cried out when someone grabbed my wrist and pulled. Oh, Depash! Why did they want to harm us? What did we do? I struggled against my captor. What would he do to me? I couldn’t fight like my sister! I cried out and pulled. 
 
    “It’s okay, Gabby, it’s me!” 
 
    Sean. 
 
    “It’s just me.” He briefly released my hand to gently palm my face. I clutched his fingers tightly. “It’s just me. C’mon, Gabby, we’ve got to go!” 
 
    Where? Where could we go? Would they chase us? 
 
    We again ran across the field towards the woods. Connie hadn’t moved, and still sobbed loudly. Using his other hand, Sean picked her up and led her. Ryan had released my sister, who quickly scaled a large oak ahead of us to get a better view. 
 
    I slowly turned around to look back to the field. The new recruits had stopped. Two of them picked up the unconscious scarred man, and the others carelessly dragged Nee Gus and Depash inside of the house. Some kicked at the dilapidated cottage, knocking boards out of place while others still held torches to it. Soon, the entire home was engulfed in flames. 
 
    I looked away. I clutched my hands and breathed in deeply. I waited to awake. I had to be dreaming. What did I remember? Sleeping in Nee Gus’ large bed. I was still sleeping in his bed. I hadn’t dreamt in a while; it must’ve been a nightmare. 
 
    I had to be having a nightmare. 
 
    Connie wept loudly. Sean didn’t, but tears shone in his eyes as he gently rubbed Connie’s shoulders, trying to console her. Ryan seemed angry, but Angel and Saramine were stone-faced. I had never seen Saramine before look so grave. The two simply watched the flames with no expressions on their faces. 
 
    Oh, fair maiden Gabriella! Why will you not wake? Wake! My palms were cold and moist against my cheeks. Why couldn’t I wake? Perhaps, I wasn’t sleeping. Perhaps we were still in the fairy route and everything was imaginary. 
 
    The fairy route. If only we hadn’t come. If only Angel had just come home with us. If only we hadn’t tarried so long in the fortress of Rumpelstiltskin, or brought Depash with us or… 
 
    He still stared at me. 
 
    I buried my head in my hands and listened to the fire pop. I could feel Ryan’s hand on my back, but I didn’t look up. My lips quivered and my cheeks felt sore. My heart thudded so rapidly, yet no amount of breaths could still it. 
 
    The soldiers did not pursue us. After setting the home ablaze, they gathered the scarred man and their dead, and turned back from where they came. I looked up when Angel and Saramine passed me to stand together to overlook the smoldering home. Saramine clasped Angel’s hand. 
 
    “Iken-A, Depash.” 
 
    “Iken-A,” Saramine repeated. 
 
    Angel turned to face us. While her stern countenance wasn’t lost, her eyes were soft. “Abinés, our journey is not over,” she said, gently. “We still have a long way to go.” 
 
    The fire popped in the silence. 
 
    “Loss is always difficult,” she continued, gently touching Connie’s shoulder. “We will not forget. We may not forgive. But we must continue on.” Angel took another deep breath. “Friends, until we are safe, we must continue on.” 
 
    Sean helped Connie and I to our feet. Ryan rubbed the back of his head and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Let’s continue on, then,” he said, turning to my sister. She stared at him for a moment more before nodding and turning to lead us down the path. 
 
    I wasn’t going to wake up. There was nothing to wake up from. I walked in a haze; a cloud of realized useless hope and the pain of the bitter reality. We had been so successful. We made it! We faced and conquered all of the fairy route’s riddles. We got to the other side. We proved ourselves. Angel once said that the difficulty of the fairy route was for preparation. It was made to prepare us for the danger that awaited in the land of Agyra, and we prevailed. 
 
    But nothing could have prepared me for what happened. 
 
    Connie stopped suddenly and wailed in anguish. 
 
    “Connie...?” 
 
    “Sean, it happened because of me!” she cried out, digging through her bag. “Lord, forgive me, this is all my fault…” 
 
    “Connie!” 
 
    She presented the door knocker that we found in the first fairy route. She handed the heavy brass ring to Sean before covering her face and wailing. Sean didn’t know what to say, and stared at it, perplexed. 
 
    “This cannot be it,” he muttered. “It’s just an old door knocker!” 
 
    “What else could it be?” Ryan answered. “Any fool can see we’re not wearing rings. Stony said to take it, but we never even used it in the fairy route…” Ryan stopped himself, and gently rubbed Connie’s arm. “It’s not your fault, none Goldilocks. You didn’t know…none of us knew. Even if we did, Nee Gus never had a chance. Depash would have fought anyway…” 
 
    “That is the heart of an Inzi,” Angel agreed. “Those men meant harm. Do not let this burden you, Connie. The outcome would have been the same.” 
 
    Connie nodded, trying to wipe the tears from her eyes. Her face had become so blotchy and red that she looked younger than all of us. Angel gave her a weak smile before turning. 
 
    The bend in the road was just ahead. Angel didn’t even pause as she walked off the road and into the tall grass of the forest. 
 
    Would the outcome have been the same? What if we gave them what they wanted? We couldn’t have saved Nee Gus. But would we have saved Depash? Angel seemed so sure we wouldn’t have. The Inzi would have fought until he had prevailed, or was killed… 
 
    I gasped unconsciously. Until he was killed.  
 
    Angel’s head suddenly perked up and her hands fanned at her sides. Before I could ask, she quickly returned her regular manner, trying to appear indifferent. 
 
    What did she hear? Surely the scarred man’s men didn’t catch up to us so quickly. Still, he wouldn’t have come through the woods off the road. No, she would have attacked him if he had. The heart of an Inzi, right? We walked in silence. 
 
    I breathed in slowly, taking in the cool air of the forest. Each breath stilled my heart just a little. I didn’t want to think about it anymore. I wouldn’t think about it. I would imagine. I would avoid. I would do anything but think about it. 
 
    I closed my eyes briefly. The fair maiden Gabriella…the fair maiden. What would she do? The fair maiden. Why would no story come? The fair maiden… 
 
    I stumbled and quickly opened my eyes. A face, hiding in the trees! I blinked and it was gone. Angel appeared to be at ease, but her hands stayed close to her daggers. Even Saramine looked anxious. Another face, to my left. I turned. Nothing. 
 
    What now? Would this new enemy harm us as ruthlessly as the first? I unconsciously gripped Ryan’s hand. For once, he didn’t shake me, or make any remark. I wished my imp would return. I just needed a comfort. Sean was preoccupied with leading Connie, whose crying had finally calmed. 
 
    One of the faces became careless and I could finally focus on it. The face disappeared into the brush, but not fast enough. Was it green? Surely, I didn’t imagine that. 
 
    “Ryan, I think I saw an elf,” I whispered. I was quiet, but Angel heard me and spun around at my words. She quickly unlatched her quiver, making it thump noisily to the ground. 
 
    “Lesan bekane,” she quickly ordered Saramine. Saramine dropped her quiver as well, and her daggers. 
 
    Angel pulled her daggers from their sheaths and held them high above her head, but did not drop them. At this display, several elves came out of hiding and surrounded us. The ones closest to us were armed with bows, while the few in the back watched carefully. They were green! Most had autumn-colored eyes, although some had spring colors like violet or pink. 
 
    I gripped Ryan’s hand, and slowly examined the faces. They pointed arrows at us, but they seemed just as curious as I. I have always heard that elves were a peaceful people. I hoped it was true. 
 
    “Why are you here? What do you seek?” 
 
    Out of the darkness of the undergrowth, a very tall and fat elf strode toward us. He wore a black cloak with a gold-lined caplet over his clothes, a leaf-shaped amulet around his neck, and a small golden crown around a brown turban. He must have been king. 
 
    Angel replaced her knives and strode to face him, not so much as glancing at the many arrow tips pointed at her. “We are simply travelers. Let us pass.” 
 
    The elf king leaned forward, examining Angel’s face. “Travelers indeed,” he replied, after a pause. “I am no fool. Do you think I do not know that you are pursued? I will not have my forest getting caught in the conflict of any battle between yours and that other man. The power will tear my land apart.” 
 
    Power?  
 
    He was right…did not that scarred man toss Angel’s daggers without touching them? Did he not kill Depash using a bright light? I had been so distraught that I didn’t even notice how odd that was. 
 
    Angel didn’t answer, only put her hands on her hips. The king huffed. “There is where you shall go.” He pointed to our right, towards a pitch-black undergrowth. “That road will lead you to Thenowe.” 
 
    Ryan spun to Sean. How did he know…? 
 
    “The day is already late,” Angel simply responded. “I will not waste my time taking a three-day detour, nor will I risk sleeping on the road." 
 
    “The path that is fine for the father is not good enough for the daughter? Bring them.” The king elf nodded towards the others. My heart sank, but Angel looked so indifferent. “We will learn more about her impertinence in Lavenora.” 
 
    I turned and I ran. I didn’t know where. I didn’t know why. He wasn’t threatening, and Angel seemed so calm. Still. All reason had left me. All I could think of is we couldn’t be stopped again. We couldn’t trust anyone but each other. 
 
    Where would I even go? I glanced behind me, looking for pursuers. Perhaps I could get away. Perhaps I could hide. Perhaps I could follow the elves and during the night, I would pick everyone’s locks. But then what? 
 
    I ran into something soft. The king! I had gotten so turned around that I had turned back and charged the procession. The king was far from amused. I turned to run around him, but his hands came out so suddenly to hold me for his guards. I didn’t want to be captured. Not again! 
 
    I pushed from his hands as hard as I could. My fright gave me a strength I hadn’t known before. The king stumbled back, hitting a nearby tree hard with his back. He hit so hard that the leaves above shook. Something fell from the tree onto my head. I held my hand out as it rolled from my hair. 
 
    An acorn. 
 
    I certainly lost my senses. Senses. Sense? Nothing made sense anymore. I didn’t know how to handle all my senses. All I could do was stare at the acorn in my hands. It was just a simple, brown nut. It reminded me of the gardens at home, but it smelled different. It was smooth like the pebbles on the steps, but more familiar. I had to scrub the floors. Sweep the forest? What did Anna make for lunch? Nee Gus never gave me breakfast. Agyra. Jessica hated it when I tossed nuts at her. Home. Woods. Depash’s eyes. Woods. Home. 
 
    I could hear the footsteps behind me. I must be punished for laying hand to a king. I pushed him very hard. The acorn. The king. I turned slowly to face my punishment, clutching my prize. 
 
    They bowed? All green faces were turned to the ground. My friends had been released and Angel questioned me with her eyes. My senses wouldn’t return. What was real? What was fantasy? Did the fair maiden Gabriella drift again into a dream? Why did they bow? 
 
    “You do not know what you have done.” The elvish king didn’t say the words harshly, but they still sounded so menacing in my ears. I didn’t turn to him; I just stared off into the green of the forest while slowly shaking my head. I could hear him rise and stand before me, but I still couldn’t move…I barely saw him. “You have claimed my throne.” 
 
    The words didn’t make sense. But he spoke my language, didn’t he? Everyone melted into the trees. For just a moment, out of my senses, out of hope and out of will, I stood alone in a forest with the elvish king. 
 
    “How could I have done such a terrible thing?” 
 
    His hands gently went around mine, slowly enclosing the treasured nut. I finally looked up at him, but I still didn’t understand. I couldn’t trust what I saw, I couldn’t trust my mind. 
 
    “Terrible?” he repeated, softly. “No, Child, this is a cause for celebration!” 
 
    I looked away from him. 
 
    “Our kingdom has been given a prophecy. “ 
 
    The breeze crept through the trees, making the leaves dance and sending earthy air into my lungs. 
 
    “An elvish king was seen falling into a tree, and a single acorn falling into the conqueror’s hand.” 
 
    The trees swayed in the wind and rustled in my ears. 
 
    “This conqueror will be a wonderful leader for the elves. They would lead us to defend a rightful throne and take us from times of war into times of peace. The conqueror will not only save the people of our kingdom, but also save billions across the lands and time.” 
 
    Save people? No, the opposite happened! What had I done? I had left my home and never turned back. Now, home was all I could think of. Doubt. Guilt. Regret. Everything happened because of me. 
 
    I paused, replaying each mistake in detail. Had I not been so disobedient, Sean and Ryan wouldn’t have felt so pressured to protect me. We would have never left. Connie would be safe in Castle Farlington. Saramine wouldn’t have been so badly injured, Depash and Nee Gus would still be alive, and the elvish king would still have his throne. 
 
    His throne. He called me his conqueror. How right that was. I had conquered the fairy route, my friends, and now a king. How much suffering came from my mistakes! 
 
    I jumped when a soft hand clasped mine. Angel and the king slowly came into focus. 
 
    “The fault is none but fate’s,” he said, softly with a smile, as if he read what I was thinking. “This is all meant to be.” 
 
    I hoped not. I just wanted to forget everything. “I just want to go home.” 
 
    The king’s smile grew and held out his hand. “Then, come.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The elvish kingdom of Lavenora lay deep within the forest. It was a brightly-lit city, full of green bungalows and huts. Some of the huts nestled in the trees while larger ones huddled on the ground. In the center of the city sat a wide, dome-shaped building. Criers ran around the bustling town, shouting in elvish. At the call, several curious elves followed our procession. 
 
    My heart slowed as we entered the dome building. Perhaps it was the soft light. Perhaps it was the deep smell of wood. Perhaps it was the king’s voice. I didn’t know. I just closed my eyes and breathed. My mind had surrendered. My heart could take no more. I just needed time to rest. I knew I was out of my mind. How strange a feeling! I was used to going off and imagining, but this was a new kind of madness. It was a madness I neither invited nor could control. 
 
    Someone spoke in a loud, but shaky voice. Angel gently pushed me to a sit. A small, elder elf slowly came into focus. I only spoke Lyngarian. The elder elf instructed all those who were learned to do the same. 
 
    Then how would I learn elvish? 
 
    “She has fulfilled my prophecy. She is now our Arohna Lyaun.” 
 
    My grip around Angel’s hand tightened. She nodded and stood to her feet. “Now? As in right now?” she repeated. Her chieftain voice demanded attention. All focused on her as she spoke. “Consider! You are asking an outsider to lead a people that she only learned existed an hour ago. How can you be so confident in such folly?” 
 
    She certainly could articulate my feelings better than I ever would. I leaned back in my seat and slowly released my breath. The chair felt soft…like moss. 
 
    “It is difficult to understand, children, but I have been gifted sight,” the elder elf responded. “I can only see outlines of what lies ahead, but my visions have never been wrong. They may happen soon or perhaps in many years, but they will happen.” The elder elf leaned back into his seat with a deep sigh. “This prophecy once unsettled us. The thought of a ruler coming from afar and doing away with a lineage of old. You must understand; we do not take this lightly. Yes, we now celebrate, but we have had decades to prepare ourselves for this fulfillment. We have had decades of lesser prophecy to reveal the worth of this fulfillment. Time and value, children. That is where our confidence comes from.” 
 
    “And Gabriella?” Angel’s face remained stone. “Are you to take her away from her friends and family? Does she not get a voice in this? Or will you hold her captive should she refuse?” 
 
    “I never said that this was a simple matter,” the elder elf responded, “But right will win over.” 
 
    And what was right? Giving up and staying with the elves after everything we had gone through? But couldn’t the same be said of finding my parents? Angel said our father had to make everything right. But couldn’t the elves do the same? 
 
    I looked down at my hands. I never realized how calloused they were. All the scrubbing, the peeling, the washing, the beatings. Getting away from Uncle Harrison was right. Right? Giving Ryan a home was right. Letting Sean feel at peace was right. Finding my parents…it was just the means to get to the right. 
 
    But staying with the elves would provide the same right. Would we not have a safe home in the forest? The boys wouldn’t have to work as hard and Angel would have a grand time practicing her archery with the elves… 
 
    Was it even a choice that I had the right to make? What of the princess? Perhaps staying in my court would establish treaties? Or would it establish conflict? How could I ask that of Connie? How could I ask that of anyone? Did anyone even want to stay with the elves? We’d have to all learn elvish…but that wouldn’t be so bad, would it? Oh, why was it all because of me? Why did I have to make such a choice? Who gave me the right? 
 
    I didn’t realize that the room had been silent for several minutes, awaiting my response. I was startled when Angel gently shook my hand. I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer. 
 
    The elder elf made his slow way to me. His eyes were white from old age or blindness. When he reached me, he slowly reached up, moving his fingers across my face and closing his eyes. 
 
    “You were meant to rule us, or God would never have you catch that acorn,” he said simply. All stayed silent as he continued to feel each feature of my face. “Again, my old eyes can only see an outline of the future, no details,” he explained, sensing my confusion. “I see you as a great ruler for the elves. You will lead us from war to peace. You will lead us to defend a rightful throne. You will not only be salvation for this kingdom, but for billions of people across several lands and across time.” 
 
    “But how…” 
 
    The Elder Elf opened his eyes again. “I can only see an outline, Gabriella. To answer your sister’s question, no, we will not hold you here against your will. We do not need to. As I have said, my visions always come true. What I see will come to fruition, it is just a matter of time.” 
 
    The elder elf’s blank eyes scanned my face. “Since you are so young and since your objections are so strong, will you consider this: learning customs and history at my feet, while receiving lessons of the court by Arohna Lenaguru as the Moura Lyaun? Princess of the Lavenorian elves? Would you consider this title?” 
 
    All went silent and Angel turned to me. This proposition seemed a lot less overwhelming than the first. A wave of relief engulfed me. My senses finally returned. All was well! I felt so relieved, as if a burden had been lifted and the fog cleared. I didn’t have to decide between finding our parents and a new life in Lavenora. I didn’t have to make a decision for my friends. We could just continue our journey, and if we were unsuccessful, we could just return to a safe home with the elves. It was like a backup plan to our first plan. 
 
    I finally breathed freely and nodded. I felt so free and eased. 
 
    “Yes, I can do that,” I agreed. At that, the entire assembly cheered. 
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 Princess of The Elves 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Of course, it wasn’t as simple as my five words. There would first be a coronation. We had no time for rest. The early evening was hectic with young ladies-in-waiting scrubbing the many weeks’ worth of traveling from my skin. They oiled me and perfumed me. The routine felt so comforting. So reminiscent of home and normality. I remembered doing the same for Hannah on many an occasion. 
 
    I leaned back on the rolled towel. It felt so nice to be on the other side of the treatments, though. 
 
    The girls spoke little Lyngarian, but soon, we made simple conversation using bits of both languages and gestures. They were thrilled to teach me elvish words and I finished my bath with a decent elvish vocabulary. They loved my hair. I thought it nothing special; long as it was. I often thought it a bother. Aunt Beth refused to let me cut it, but all it did was get in my way and provide Uncle Harrison a better handle on me. Now, the girls brushed it and combed it, more playing with it than dressing it, but after a while, they tucked it into several folds around my head so it didn’t touch my neck, and dotted it with tiny, white flowers. 
 
    Afterwards, they dressed me in wonderful elvish robes with the help of an old seamstress. The base layer was a simple chemise. Next, a white skirt with several flounces that had the texture of a flower petal. The next skirt parted down the middle and draped back into a long train. The bodice was light pink and laced in the front to a wide and low neckline, edged in white flowers. The tight sleeves ended in a sharp edge over my hand. The entire dress was pale green, almost white, and my new slippers were pale green with tiny white flowers on the toe. 
 
    After admiring their work and gently patting my chin, the girls quickly ushered me from my room in the House of the Arohna to the squires.  
 
    The squires were much older than I and the maids; the three who were to escort me were all in their twenties and stood several heads taller than me. I only went to the lower chest of the shortest elf. They bowed as I approached, the one in front then offering me his arm. One walked before us and the other on my other side. The maids gathered my skirts and our small procession marched to the cathedral. The streets were empty and quiet; the final light of the sun peered through the trees and cast the entire city in golden beams. 
 
    Once at the doors of the cathedral, the girls plumped my skirts and let out my train before the squires led me down the nave. When we reached Arohna Bawn Lenaguru, they bowed respectfully, and he took their place. Someone strummed a harp from some unknown place, but other than that, the cathedral was silent. The entire court must have heard my heartbeat. 
 
    As I walked down the aisle, I glanced into the faces of some of the elves. They were full of joy and happiness, when I imagined they would be just the opposite. I was just some girl they have never seen befor…not even an elf…and now I was their ruler. 
 
    I felt a little easier when I passed my friends. Sean gave me the biggest and most proud smile I have ever seen. Ryan still looked shocked and Angel looked more solemn than the priest. Saramine’s laughing eyes glowed and she was sure to flash me her beautiful smile. Connie simply stood proudly, as if she were excited to share what life was like for her. 
 
    As we neared the priest, the Arohna Bawn let go of me and nodded his head, a silent sign for me to go on alone. He walked to the far side of the short stairs next to the elders and nobles, and I walked on. The plush carpet felt so soft underneath my feet as I walked up the three short steps to the priest. I swallowed hard, but he leaned forward and smiled. 
 
    “Kneel,” he whispered. I relaxed and did as told. The priest recited an elvish prayer, almost like a song. His light voice echoed through the cathedral. He was answered by another voice behind me. I didn’t turn, but moved my eyes to try and see. Another voice behind me sang in response, then another. I looked up as the priest held a crown out above me and sang over the others. When he held the crown high, the other voices ceased. Soon, I could feel the light weight upon my head. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Arohna Bawn Lenaguru was curious. He questioned everything: where we came from and when, what we were doing, why we didn’t remember our father or know the scarred man, everything. So, at my coronation dinner, we started the tale with our fourteenth birthday, Angel adding bits of her part in the ambassador war. It seemed so long ago; I almost forgot what had happened. 
 
    “Your quest is much bigger than you foretold,” nodded the Elder Elf after we finished. “Great danger awaits if you continue to follow the path of your parents. Stay the week here. I know you are impatient to continue, Angel, but your paths will meet. Stay, and we will assist you in your departure. You will have anything you require.” 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Angel replied with a bow. 
 
    “Also, Saramine,” added Arohna Lenaguru, “I will put you into the infirmary. It is not that I do not trust your ways, Chief Aira, I just want to make sure she is fine for travel. That fall should have killed her.” 
 
    Angel nodded. “No offense is taken.” 
 
    My friends would stay in small bungalows next to the House of the Arohna. Saramine and Sean were led away to the ward. After bidding them goodnight and gripping my sister’s shoulders tightly, I took the arm of my squire, who led me back to my room. 
 
    The door sounded softly as it gently closed behind me. It would be the first time in a month that I would sleep by myself. The feeling was surreal and so overwhelming. My first night in my new kingdom and I was to spend it alone. I wondered how the others felt in entire bungalows by themselves. 
 
    I took a deep breath and a few steps. The room was so large, so grand. I thought my upstairs room back home was a marvel. But it could easily fit into my new elvish room three times over. 
 
    I gently squeezed the tall bed post nearest me. The drapes that hung around the bed were pulled back and felt so velvety and soft. The bed itself looked as if it were made of a pile of leaves. I set my crown on the table and ventured further. 
 
    The back of the room curved into an alcove and the wall was simply a window that stretched from the floor to the celling. A balcony covered in dark moss wrapped around outside of my room. I opened the glass door and leaned on the balcony. 
 
    Lights from the many bungalows flickered below. A lone bench sat just out of the light of the House of the Arohna, facing nothing but a thick wood. 
 
    Down the road, a large group of elves gathered, near the front council building. They were far out of earshot, but everyone was hugging or patting chins. I wondered what the occasion was. It seemed the day was full of excitement for the elves. 
 
    I sat, leaning my head on the soft moss that wrapped the balcony post. The day had been full of confusion for me. My senses had returned, but I couldn’t forget his stare. Was it not just the day before that I sat with him, a beautiful goose girl between us? 
 
    I wouldn’t cry for him. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. He was terrible to my sister. He didn’t deserve my tears. I brushed my hair from my face. Perhaps Nee Gus did. He had been more than kind. What could I do? 
 
    I certainly couldn’t sleep. The bed was indeed soft, but I felt restless. I felt…I didn’t know what I felt. Anger? Sadness? Confusion? Joy? Certainly, I had the right to feel all of those. Didn’t I? But I wouldn’t cry. Crying changes nothing. I wouldn’t. 
 
    Perhaps if I walked around, I would tire myself. I grabbed my pipe and threw open my door. I didn’t know the rules of being a princess; I wasn’t sure if I needed an escort to go anywhere. I didn’t ask. I just wandered the halls until I found the main door. It was late; only one guard stood nearby. He didn’t stop me but watched carefully as I passed. 
 
    I wouldn’t go far. The large group of elves had gone home, and no one else was out on the main streets. I walked to the bench I saw from my room and sat, finding it that it faced a small pond nestled between the wood. The trees parted just enough to let in the moonlight, and the beams reflected from the surface, making the calm water appear vibrant blue. The pond wasn’t deep; I could see all the way to the bottom and make out each feature of the glimmering purple, red and green rocks blow. 
 
    I put my pipe to my lips and played an old goodbye song Anna used to sing to us before we would leave the house to play. I didn’t know what else to do. I had only known Depash for a day and Nee Gus for a few hours, but I felt as if they should be honored somehow, especially since a burial would be impossible. 
 
    A flute suddenly joined my song. I was so startled that I paused for a moment. Across the shimmering pond and in a high branch, I could see just the silhouette of a boy, leaning on the trunk and playing along beautifully. I crossed my legs under me, leaned back and played. The whole forest seemed to join the in song; the bullfrogs added percussion, the leaves rustled the melody and the crickets hummed the high harmony. The gleaming water lit the scene as our concert played into the night. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I awoke late the next day. One of the maids had cracked open my window sometime earlier, letting in a cool, autumn breeze. I pulled open the drapes around my bed and quickly dressed myself in a simple green frock I found in the wardrobe. It was made for someone much taller than I, so I bunched the skirts as I walked. I grabbed my pipe and quickly left my room. 
 
    The House of the Arohna was far more active during the day. Once I turned the corridor, the halls became full of all kinds of dignitaries, courtiers, soldiers and runners. I easily made it through the mayhem, all greeting me with “Good morning, Moura,” before I walked through the door. 
 
    The forest had done my senses a world of good. The rest, the soft bed, the warm air, the smell of the trees. Everything felt so peaceful and…right. 
 
    I sat on the bench from the night before. The pond looked so plain in the daylight…not at all the magical, vibrant blue like I remembered. Perhaps it was special just for me, perhaps the woodland fairies enchanted it in honor of my coronation. 
 
    The fair maiden Gabriella’s coronation. I smiled softly. I hadn’t imagined much since we began. I suppose there hadn’t really been a need. 
 
    I put my pipe to my lips and played few notes. Could I summon the elf from the night before? I wasn’t that surprised when I received no response. After a few more tries, I stood and tried to navigate to where I saw him sitting in the trees. Was he even real? Did I imagine him like I imagined the gleaming blue water? 
 
    Just a plain oak tree. The leaves crunched under my feet as I looked up into its branches. I sat at the base, looking back towards the pond. There was the bench; perfectly framed within autumn foliage. Perhaps I didn’t look real either, sitting there in such a picturesque manner. A faint melody broke the silence. 
 
    I stood instantly to my feet and looked around. I couldn’t tell where the sound was coming from…again! I spun around and around. Finally, I put my pipe to my lips and played the melody back. 
 
    “Hello?” My voice echoed in the stillness. Only a few birds chirped in response. Suddenly, the flute broke into a lively song. I stepped quietly on the soft moss towards the sound. My heart thumped nervously in my chest. I didn’t know where I was going; I didn’t know who I was about to meet. I never made a friend on my own before. What would I say? Was I even allowed to talk to people? Was it safe? Did I need a guard? 
 
    The boy played away as I inched myself closer to the tree he sat in. I gripped my pipe tightly, clutching it to my chest. My heart pounded so loudly and I couldn’t still it. The song finished and he smiled down at me. 
 
    “Alé!” he greeted. I suddenly forgot both elvish and Lyngarian. 
 
    “I’m Gabriella,” I stuttered. Of course I am. I bit my lip. I was just crowned the night before! Everyone knew who I was! What daft thing to say! 
 
    The boy was more gracious. “I am Lindius.” 
 
    He finished his descent down the tree and stood before me. I lost my breath for a moment. Elves looked so different than what I fancied in my tales. So green, and so very tall. Lindius stood four heads taller than I, but was, as I found out later, only a year older than me. His skin was a deep green, like the undergrowth of a forest, and the shaggy hair that wisped in front of his eyes was the color of a root. His perfectly thin lips sat low on his oval face and his eyes were bright orange…usual for an elf, but so unusual and wonderful for me to see. 
 
    He was more than gracious. I must’ve stared at him for several minutes, but he just stood quietly and smiled. My manners finally returned. “I’m sorry,” I faltered. His smile just grew. “I never saw an elf before.” 
 
    “That is fine,” he replied. “I never saw a human before.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. The thought! But it wasn’t so ridiculous. He laughed too and offered me his arm. 
 
    “I would like to show you something. Shall we?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and his arm. We shall. He gently led me through the trees atop a mossy path. No words were exchanged, but there was plenty to look at. The woods were so unlike those in the fairy route. Perhaps it was the smell. Wet and earthy, with hints of late flowers. The birds’ chorused loudly and the bullfrogs croaked in response. 
 
    Lindius’ stride was long, but he was attentive. I could take in the beauty of the forest without the worry of tripping. Soon, the trees thinned, and when I looked ahead next, we stood at the ruins of a small stone castle. It sat on a grassy knoll among large boulders and old bricks that were strewn about everywhere. The wilderness had taken over decades ago, and vines or moss grew on the many stones, nearly blending them into the surroundings. 
 
    “It is grand, indeed?” Lindius’ proud voice broke the silence. He gently patted my hand against his arm. “It is said that this was once a grand kingdom…before Agyra fell, at least.” 
 
    “Fell?” I repeated. “How did it fall?” 
 
    “That is uncertain,” Lindius answered. “It is almost if these people disappeared. If you were to look, you’d find plenty more stone ruins around here, some blackened or in tiny bits. Not far from here is a large graveyard. We keep the graves by order of the Elder Elf, but no one knows what actually happened here. At the fires tonight, you’ll hear a few frightful tales about this place.” 
 
    I smiled as I looked around the ruins. Tonight? Had he already made plans? 
 
    “Now, this is how it goes,” Lindius added, suddenly. “Anyone with the blue cloak on is the It-One. The object of The Game is to find the red flag and get back out here.” He patted the oak tree we stood before. “Once you get out here, you ring that bell, telling everyone inside that you won The Game. If you get tagged by the person with the blue cloak on, they will say ‘telo’, or ‘you are it’. And if someone tags you, you can’t just tag them back. You have to first wait for ten minutes before you can tag them.” 
 
    “That sounds like a wonderful game,” I answered with a sigh. “Shame we’re the only ones here.” I wondered if we could go back to the kingdom to get more elves. 
 
    “We are not.” Lindius’ voice broke into my thoughts. “The Game starts at sun-up and ends at sundown. Everyone just comes and goes as they please. I was waiting for you to wake.” 
 
    And he waited for me! I was ecstatic. Lindius’ smile broadened at mine. “I hoped that we could play together again for my friends. We played so well together last night, I just thought…perhaps if you became comfortable with us and met some of the other elves you would not mind…?” 
 
    “I’d love to!” I replied. The magical night was real after all. All my feelings of insecurity vanished, and I became so excited. “I can’t wait! Is there anything else I need to know?” 
 
    “One thing. A trick is if you have the flag and you get tagged, hide it somewhere close by. The flag must be showing, at least half of it. Then, find someone quickly, tag them, get the flag, come to the tree and ring the bell.” 
 
    I nodded excitedly and started up the knoll. Lindius gently pulled my hand. His hand was large and felt only a little coarse. “Final word, Moura, I promise. Do avoid Benjii. He is about three heads taller than you, and has bright orange hair.” 
 
    “Why avoid him? Does he cheat?” 
 
    “No, he is just…rude. Do not trust him.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Five 
 
   
 
  

 Telo! 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lindius led me inside and we paused in the foyer. Sunlight poured through the huge, arched windows, revealing the moss-covered floors and vine-encased walls. I felt as if I were suspended in time; underneath the moss and vines, a beautiful palace once stood. 
 
    Several birds now nested in the crannies of the low ceiling. The open foyer boasted a crusted glass chandelier as its centerpiece. On each side of the foyer, identical corridors stretched far out of sight, green with moss. A huge statue of Pegasus stood near the door, just off to my right. 
 
    I jumped when Lindius gently clasped my hand, releasing his arm from mine. I had forgotten that he stood with me. “Here we part.” 
 
    Part? I unconsciously gripped his square hand tight. “You are not alone, Moura,” he added, staring at me deliberately. “There is no need to be afraid. At your command, all will come out of hiding.” 
 
    That was true. I suddenly felt like Angel. 
 
    I hastily released his hand. I hadn’t realized I still tightly grasped his fingers. How humiliating. My entire face must’ve been red. Lindius remained gracious, and just smiled. 
 
    “All is well. This is your home now. Look around and keep your eyes open for the flag. No one hides it here on the first floor, though. It is too easy.” He quickly bowed over my hand before running up the staircase. “Aléni!” 
 
      
 
    A word I was familiar with. My heart slowed as Lindius disappeared from view. “Aléni,” I replied in a whisper. 
 
    I took one gentle step into the castle, and then another. The wind blew gently through the windows and crumbled walls. The old chandelier twisted in the breeze, the dark glass reflecting the sun’s beams through spots that weren’t coated in dirt. Some of the rays reflected into my eyes, almost burning them. 
 
    Lindius said there were other elves around, but they hid so quietly, and everything was so still, I felt as if I were all alone. I walked down the corridor to my left and gently pushed open the closest rotted door. I was far more interested in exploring the place than playing any game. The whole place felt so dreamlike. The bed was rotted, and the blankets frayed, and the chair was smashed into dust-covered pieces. 
 
    A wooden cabinet had fallen back in the corner and was covered with a torn cloth. I removed the cloth to find that the cabinet had several dolls with dingy and stained dresses. The dolls were made from either porcelain or clay and a few of them had small golden crowns or tiaras on their heads. 
 
    The doll in the center instantly drew my eyes. She was a glass doll with painted turquoise eyes, pink lips and dressed in a red gown with gold trim. She reminded me so much of Connie that I had to stare. 
 
    A thump down the hall reminded me of what I was doing. After a panicked look around, I slowly climbed into the wardrobe and gently closed the door. My crown caught on the sleeve of one of the old gowns. I gently pulled it from my hair and after untangling it from the gown, I fixed it under my skirt. Better keep it safe and out of my way. 
 
    Only just after I settled, the door slowly creaked open. I remained motionless and caught my breath. An elf with a bright blue cloak on quickly browsed the room before leaving again, not bothering to close the door behind him. I waited quietly for a few moments, straining my ears to hear his soft steps fade down the hall. 
 
    I pushed open the wardrobe door to find a young man standing by the cabinet of dolls. He wore a bright red tunic with gold stripes going the long way down the sleeves. The tunic’s long neckline was lined with gold and a black cord kept it tied together. He had a gold belt around his waist and a rapier on his side. He stood silently with no expression on his face. I was so startled to see him that I almost fell back into the wardrobe. 
 
    “Hi,” I greeted in a whisper. He was gone. “Where were you…” 
 
    I paused and looked around. What happened? Was he even there? I blinked a few more times. I certainly thought that we were only non-elves in the kingdom at the time. The past two days had been so unexpected and strange that I didn’t know what to make of it. Perhaps I had lost my senses again. 
 
    Another quiet thump echoed down the hall. I leaned from the doorway to find the It-One walking back towards the foyer. I waited until the tip of his cloak disappeared behind the wall before taking a deep breath and quickly stepping down the corridor, towards the servant’s stairs. After another darting glance behind, I quickly climbed the stairs, skipping every other stair as I ascended. My haste was a mistake. The elvish gown I wore was too long for me and I forgot to pull high the skirts. I tripped myself and landed hard, crying out loudly as I fell. 
 
    I wasn’t injured, and quickly covered my mouth as I dashed down a corridor and into another bedroom. I dropped to the ground and rolled under the bed, the It-One passing the bedroom only a few seconds later. 
 
    “Me solei?” 
 
    Next to me under the bed lay another boy with fuzzy orange hair, wide frame and bright eyes. I huffed in disbelief. The one elf I was told to avoid, I ended up hiding with. I groaned softly and dropped my head on my hands, covering my face. The elf didn’t know what to make of that response and tried again in Lyngarian. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    I looked up. I hoped I didn’t seem too rude. “I’m Gabriella,” I answered. He grinned. His smile was just as broad as Lindius’ and so beautiful against his green skin. 
 
    “That is a strange enough name,” he exclaimed. I scoffed. 
 
    “How is it stranger than Benjii?” I retorted. The elf smiled gently and rested his head on his hands. 
 
    “You were warned about me. By who?” 
 
    I stuttered. He didn’t seem angry, but I didn’t want to start a fight between him and Lindius. “No one,” I finally said. His smile grew. “I probably just heard someone call you yesterday.” 
 
    Benjii laughed. “Try again,” he said. “I was not even here yesterday as I went hunting four days ago and only just returned late last night. You will have to do better than that, Outsider.” 
 
    I went silent. I couldn’t do better. But I didn’t have to answer, did I? That is certainly how Connie would handle such an awkward situation. Benjii quietly studied my face before crawling out from under the bed and offering me his hand. “Come then, Gabriella. I know where the flag is.” 
 
    I remained where I was. “How could you know that?” 
 
    “Because I hid it last,” he answered, shaking his still-outstretched hand. “It is on the top floor under an old piano.” 
 
    That was reasonable. He clutched my hand, helping me to my feet. We walked to the door and peeked around it. No one was in sight. 
 
    “Come, Gab,” Benjii whispered in a voice so quiet that I almost didn’t hear him. After another cautious look around, we darted down the hall. I followed him down corridors, up flights of stairs and in and out of rooms. I wished to explore the deserted place; everything was so surreal. Under the grime and the dust, and the years of neglect, you could see someone’s home. It was just so strange. One of the rooms we passed still had plates and a goblet set up on a small table in the corner. It was like it was frozen in time. 
 
    Benjii walked far too fast for me to truly take anything in. He was used to the place. I was about to ask him to slow down and tell me about the palace, when he suddenly ducked into a cabinet. I was so startled that I fell back, crashing into a huge laundry basket. I quickly kicked the dusty, musty clothes over me and lay perfectly still. 
 
    Through the buttonholes of an old shirt, I could see a blue cloak pass over me. I stopped breathing so I would not move at all. I could hear him moving around, but I didn’t know if he was out of sight range. I closed my eyes and slowly let air back into my lungs, hoping I didn’t move too much. How strange it would be to see a breathing laundry basket! 
 
    Seconds later, Benjii pulled the clothes off of me. “Come on.” He grabbed my hands, pulling me to my feet. “Let us go.” 
 
    We walked out of the hall, up a flight of stairs and into another bedroom. The room was filled with sheet-covered furniture and dust. “I hid the flag behind the piano,” Benjii said as he pointed. 
 
    Someone thundered up the stairs from behind. “Ateleino!” a voice called. “Tia mi!” 
 
    “Hide!” Benjii slipped into a wardrobe. I ducked under the piano sheet. As I scanned the perimeter of the sheet, making sure I was completely enclosed, a flash of red caught my eye. 
 
    A red flag! Even if I were caught, I would have an advantage! 
 
    I wouldn’t be caught, though. Benjii’s pant leg stuck out of the wardrobe door. I would wait until the It-One caught Benjii and would just dash out of the door and hide somewhere before Benjii could catch me. 
 
    The It-One was in the room. If I put my face close enough to the sheet, I could see his silhouette. He walked towards the bed and away from me. Could I just run? I had the flag. All I had to do was outrun the boy with the cloak, ring the bell and I would win. 
 
    An awful noise rang though the air. It took me only a second to realize it was the piano. I leaned toward sheet and could make out things being hurled at the piano keys. Benjii’s arm was hanging out of the wardrobe door, throwing rocks or something at the keys. 
 
    The rat! I quickly folded the flag and tucked it into my slipper. 
 
    “Telo!” 
 
    The It-One pulled off the sheet cover, gently touched my arm and untied the cloak. “You do know the rules, yes?” he asked in Lyngarian as he handed me the cloak. I nodded and glared as I watched Benjii run out of the room. The other boy nodded too and dashed out after him. I stood where I was for a moment, clutching my gown and swaying. 
 
    The disappointment and the embarrassment and the hurt…I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I should have just listened to Lindius…but Benjii was so kind to me! I thought I would give him a chance, and make a new friend in the process, but he tricked me! 
 
    I paced for a few more minutes trying to calm myself. I wasn’t so angry that he did it, just angry that I let him do it. Why did I go against my better judgement? Because of his kindness? Or his beautiful smile? How foolish! How embarrassing! I finally understood why my sister said she was ashamed…albeit on a much smaller scale. 
 
    I brushed my hair out of my face with both hands. It wasn’t so important. Angel went through worse and she prevailed. I would do the same. I looked around quickly. Perhaps I could hide the flag where I was, then pretend to hide it somewhere else. Or perhaps I would hide it on the first floor. Lindius said no one did that as it was too easy. Perhaps no one would even bother looking there. 
 
    I put on the cloak and wandered from the room. I mimicked the elves’ slow, deliberate movement as I made my way back to the front of the castle. I wasn’t looking for someone to tag, but I had to pretend like I was. I didn’t want anyone to suspect me of anything. 
 
    I walked into the first room that I hid in. I opened the door to the doll’s display case and wrapped the flag around the glass doll’s waist. I leaned back to admire my work. Lindius said at least half had to me showing, and here, the whole showed. It wasn’t as dusty as the rest of the doll, but that was such a small detail I doubted anyone would even notice. 
 
    I spun around and left the room. Now to find someone to tag. I looked up the stairs, just in time to see Benjii dash down a corridor. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    No! He had to have seen at least the room where I put the flag! Why was I so careless! I leaned against the doorpost in disgust. My plan was ruined! I knew the elves had years of practice and it was only my first time playing. I just wanted to win so badly. Not really to win, but just to shove it in Benjii’s face. 
 
    I sighed loudly and walked past the foyer, towards the other corridor. Perhaps I could find someone before Benjii came back. I passed the great fireplace and paused. 
 
    Perhaps I could hide inside the fireplace. He would have to pass the fireplace to come down the corridor towards the door, and the fireplace was along the wall away from the doll room. I would just stand in the fireplace and wait until he passed by me to get to the tree. 
 
    I pretended to look around. I couldn’t make the same mistake twice. I had to make sure Benjii didn’t see me go into it. I walked towards the stairs, and grinned when a flash of orange hair disappeared down a corridor. Perfect. I walked quickly back to the foyer and climbed into the fireplace. I stood perfectly still and listened carefully. 
 
    Soon, I could hear the door of the doll room open. I gently smiled and leaned back against the brick. Decent! Benjii probably didn’t suspect a thing. Seconds later, I heard the hurrying of feet. I crouched and when I heard the feet right behind the fireplace, I jumped out and hoped for the best. 
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 The Old Glass Chandelier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
    I landed right on top of Benjii. We rolled back a few ways before the Pegasus statue stopped us. I kneeled and pinned Benjii on the floor by his shoulders. 
 
    “Telo!” 
 
    “Get off!” Benjii angrily yelled, rolling out from under me. I couldn’t stop smiling, my thirst for vengeance finally quenched. “I am never it!” 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything,” I pointed out. His fury felt wonderful. “If you’re never it, then how did you know where the flag was?” 
 
    “I saw the last person hide it,” grumbled Benjii as he rose to his feet. I held my hand out and he begrudgingly helped me up. The nicer I behaved towards him, the more annoyed he got, and the happier I felt. 
 
    “As you saw me?” I asked, as I lovingly fastened the cloak around his neck. “I saw you see me.” 
 
    “Sure, Gab.” Benjii walked away, sulking. 
 
    I would follow him. How could I? He should know I wouldn’t do anything like that…most likely nobody has followed the it one hiding the flag. It was too easy; too simple. Was it cheating? Lindius never mentioned any other rules. He never said we couldn’t follow the It-One around, and Benjii certainly followed me. 
 
    The old glass chandelier glistened dangerously in the sunlight. 
 
    There was an idea. Probably not a good one. The chandelier hung low enough that I could climb it into the rotting ceiling. Couldn’t I? Then I could follow Benjii freely upon the roof rafters above. 
 
    I slowly climbed to the top of the Pegasus statue. Holding onto the wall and trembling in terror, I slowly stood on the Pegasus’ back. After taking a deep breath and steadying myself, I leapt to the chandelier. 
 
    I flew at it and hit it hard, the glass shredding my skin. I toppled the floor and groaned in agony as a dark shadow came over me. 
 
    I gasped and blinked. No, I still sat on the chandelier. In a panic, I looked over my arms. I wasn’t cut. Nothing had happened; all was well. I closed my eyes, replaying the terrible scene while gripping the chain tightly. Strange vision; it sure seemed real enough. Perhaps my subconscious scolded me by showing me what could have happened before Benjii caught me. 
 
    I glanced upwards. The chandelier gently swayed, but the chain held strong. I was glad that what I saw wasn’t real. 
 
    I slowly climbed up the chain and into the low roof rafters. Once up, I felt a lot safer. The roof rafters were built so that the spaces between the rafters were only a few feet wide. Most of the plaster from the ceiling had rotted, so I could see into almost every room. 
 
    Quickly, I inched my way in the direction the Benjii went. I found him only a minute later, in another bedroom. He carefully hid the flag across an old cloak in a wardrobe, and cracked the door before going out. I watched him walk under me, and back towards the stairs. 
 
    How would I get down? The wardrobe’s feet were rotted; surely if I climbed on it, it would crumple beneath me. Perhaps, the canopy would hold. I examined it for a few seconds by bending over, trying to look at it from the bottom. The fabric was a thick velvet. Perhaps if I fell flat it could catch me. 
 
    I stood over the bed and slowly lowered myself towards the canopy. I wasn’t nearly as strong as my sister, and at once I felt my strength failing. So, I let go and lay flat. I lay silently, listing for any sounds of Benjii. Instead, I heard a low tearing sound. I panicked, but it was too late. The canopy ripped, dropping me six feet onto the bed. The bed was soft…dusty, but soft, and not completely rotted. I lay only long enough to gather my senses before rushing to the wardrobe, grabbing the flag, and quickly climbing back into the ceiling by using the bed posts and the thick paneling on the wall. 
 
    The instant I got back into the rafters and to my feet, the bedroom door swung open. Benjii entered the room and inspected everything. He looked under the bed, in the corners, inside the fireplace, behind the chests, everywhere. He didn’t check the roof rafters, or notice the hole in the canopy, but he did eye the wardrobe suspiciously. I bit my lip. I had left the door open. He had cracked it when he left. 
 
    Still, after another look around, he left the room. I walked to the foyer and thought of a way to get down and out. Benjii waited behind the statue of the Pegasus. He knew someone had the flag and was probably hoping to pull the same trick I pulled on him. I walked to a spot where I was almost to the door and right over Benjii’s head. What now? If I climbed down the Pegasus, Benjii would have me in an instant, and there was no other way out. 
 
    I decided to go back to where I got up. I planned to throw my slipper at something in another room. Perhaps if I made enough noise, Benjii would go investigate. 
 
    I shifted my weight to remove my slipper, but the rafters creaked. I panicked and quickly ran behind a section of plaster that was still attached to the ceiling. Through the cracks, I could see Benjii looking up suspiciously. I slowly backed up, trying my hardest to keep the plaster between us. I was almost to the doll room when I heard a small flute call. It was very faint…I just barely heard it. I paused for a moment and looked up. An upstairs floorboard wiggled, then rose. Lindius poked his head through the hole. 
 
    “Alo,” he mouthed. I felt so relieved and excited. He reached out, gently grabbing my arms. In a smooth motion, his strong arms pulled me up. He replaced the floorboard and we knelt next to each other, peering through the cracks in the board. Benjii had made his way down the corridor and looked up at us, but because we were behind the floorboards and he did not know where to look, he didn’t see us. After a few moments, Benjii walked back to the foyer. 
 
    I turned to Lindius and smiled. “Thank you,” I whispered. I looked down at the flag in my hand. “Look! I’ve got the flag!” 
 
    Lindius nodded, his smile growing. “I am glad, Moura! But before we celebrate, we need to figure out how to get you outside to the tree.” 
 
    We? 
 
    “Someone besides Benjii has to win. No one ever does if he plays.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could distract him…” 
 
    Lindius’ lips pressed together. Or perhaps not. 
 
    “I am in no hurry to get into a fight with him,” Lindius answered simply. “We are already not on the best of terms.” 
 
    He looked away quickly. Clearly, he didn’t want to talk about it.  
 
    “We can figure out something,” I continued, looking around. There were all sorts of random objects in the room: rope, horseshoes, axes. It was almost as plentiful as Briar Rose’s castle. What could we do? The only way out was through the door. But what if I wanted to go through the window? We stood on the second story. Perhaps, if I were Angel, I could climb down using the rope. 
 
    I stared at the tree across the grass. The angle wasn’t so steep. Could I use one of the arrows to attach a rope to the tree then slide down? It would tear my hands! But what if I used a horseshoe? No, I wasn’t strong enough to hold myself up for that long…what if I made a seat? Even so, how could I possibly get a rope all the way out there? 
 
    “Moura, do you have an idea?” 
 
    I jumped when Lindius gently tapped my shoulder. I did it again. I wasn’t sure how many times he repeated himself. I turned to face him. What was that on his back? A quiver…? 
 
    “How talented are you with that bow?” I asked in a loud voice. Lindius beckoned for me to be quiet, but I was excited. I grabbed his arms. “Are you a good aim?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, Moura, what do you require?” 
 
    I pulled him to the window and pointed. “If I were to tie one of these ropes to an arrow, do you suppose you could get it around the tree? Tightly, so it wouldn’t slip?” 
 
    Lindius nodded, his graciousness finally vanishing under his confusion. I handed him the end of a long length of rope. Better he tied the knot. He quickly completed his task, and held the bow high. 
 
    With a quiet twang the arrow flew around the branch of the tree and around looped itself several times before getting stuck. I tugged on it roughly, but it remained secure. 
 
    “Decent, Lindius!” I said before looking up. “Here, tie this end to the rafters above!” 
 
    Lindius quickly found a small stool and did as told. He stood so tall anyway that the task was an easy one. While he did that, I grabbed a horseshow and a smaller length of rope and tied both ends of the rope to the ends of the horseshoe and around the line Lindius had made. Twice; one for me and one for Lindius. 
 
    I put the rope under my bottom and after making sure the horseshoe slid smoothly along the line out the window, I sat on the windowsill, my legs dangling over the edge. “Follow me!” I said as I scooted from the window. Lindius gave a small cry in horror, and then a gasp as I flew across the air. 
 
    I whooped as I went down, forgetting I was to be quiet. Benjii heard me and came flying from the house. He was a very fast runner, but my line was faster. I came to the trunk of the tree and when my feet touched it, I pushed off a little, so it wouldn’t be too hard on my ankles. I reached over as far as I could and rung the bell. 
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 Mourn 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I gripped the branch and slid the rope out from under me, tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “I won!” I cried out, jumping up and down and waving the flag. Several elves dashed down the grassy knoll and talked excitedly. They spoke so quickly that even if I had a wider vocabulary, I wouldn’t have been able to understand. I just smiled and received my chin pats without complaint. 
 
    Lindius had no desire to test my line through the window and had walked around. 
 
    “Wonderful idea!” he congratulated as he approached. Benjii’s jaw set and he brushed his nose. 
 
    “Yes, wonderful.” He stuck his foot out, making Lindius tumble to the ground as he passed. “Should you not be playing your reed to nurse the flowers or something?” 
 
    “Oh!” the elves mocked in unison as Lindius slowly stood to his feet. 
 
    “Oh, no, Brother,” Lindius answered. “I thought that was the duty of hunters who could not return with anything.” 
 
    The elves chorused again, Benjii’s face turning red with fury. In an instant, Lindius was on his back. I suppose he had a reason to fear a fight; I wondered if they always spoke so harshly to each other. He said ‘brother’…perhaps they did. 
 
    Lindius tried to protect himself by shielding his face with his hands and pushing at Benjii’s chest with his knee. Benjii was not much taller than Lindius, but was still bigger. 
 
    “Stop, Benjii!” I cried out. “You’ll hurt him!” 
 
    “Oh, I hope so, Gab,” he answered. The other elves laughed. The brothers tussled on the ground yelling at each other in elvish as the other elves circled, calling for them to fight. 
 
    “Teal! Teal! Teal!” 
 
    “Come on, Benjii!” I said, reaching for his arm. It did no good; he was as solid as an oak. I leaned back and pulled, but to no avail. “You’re being ridiculous! Let him go!” 
 
    Benjii threw his shoulder back, knocking me off balance. I stumbled back against the tree. The other elves forgot the fight and quickly ran to my aid. This startled Benjii, and he let go of his brother to turn. 
 
    “Are you fine, Moura?” 
 
    “Moura, are you injured?” 
 
    “Let me assist, Moura!” 
 
    I was completely fine, but Benjii was bewildered. After another elf helped me to my feet and acknowledged me as “Moura” he fell to his face before me. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked so softly and humbly that my heart relented. I was speechless, but the other elves quickly scolded him in elvish. His face became deep red as he listened, and his huge, brown eyes slowly raised to mine. “Upon my life, Moura, I did not know who you were,” he said, almost in a panic. I wondered what kind of punishment I could give him to cause such a change. “I was not here last night when you were crowned…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I stuttered. The whole situation felt so strange to me. I never had anyone so fearful of me, ever. I didn’t know what power I had, but I certainly wouldn’t use it. I knew he didn’t mean it. 
 
    “Get up, Benjii,” I pleaded. Benjii only raised his head. “Please get up. I don’t know what you think I’m going to do, but I’m not. I’m fine!” 
 
    The other elves still muttered to him in elvish and he couldn’t relax. I had wanted to make friends, not subjects. The whole situation quickly went from fun to serious. Still, I had to do something. 
 
    “Stop,” I said to the elves. I wanted to sound like Angel, but my voice was only just more than a whisper. Still, the message got across, and they went silent. I held my hand out to Benjii. “I’m fine, Benjii! And good game.” 
 
    He looked up at my hand and shook it with a smile. “Good game, Gab.” 
 
    The tension finally released, and the other elves cheered. Benjii gently kissed my hand before taking the flag from my other. He and the other elves turned back to the castle. I smiled and released my crown from my skirt. Perhaps if I had worn it like I was supposed to, Benjii’s attitude towards me would have been different from the start. I turned to Lindius, who angrily watched his brother leave. 
 
    “I will end with a win,” I said with a smile. “Thank you so much for taking me here! I think I should probably head back; I haven’t even eaten today.” I paused. Where was back? I turned to Lindius, whose anger had calmed. 
 
    “I will lead you, Moura,” he said, his beautiful smile returning. “Whenever you need.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop smiling and looked down as he offered me his arm. 
 
    He told me stories of the castle as we walked, but I hardly paid attention. I just felt…happy. At peace. The forest, the elves, Lindius. Everything just felt right. Lindius spoke excitedly and quickly but remained attentive of my shorter stride. Soon, I could make out the familiar buildings through the trees. 
 
    I started when Lindius stopped suddenly. The walk felt like a dream that I was abruptly awakened from. Did I lean against him the whole time? “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Here, we part,” he responded, releasing his arm from my hands. My stomach lurched. Why did I panic every time he said those words? 
 
    “Here? Why? Are you not hungry?” 
 
    Lindius smiled politely. “I am, Moura, but I am not allowed in there.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. I had been given such special privileges, not only as the Moura, but as a guest. I had forgotten this was his everyday home and that everyday etiquette still applied to him. 
 
    I looked back to the building. If we parted, how would I find him again? I was only familiar with the council building and the house of the Arohna. No, he did say something about the fires that night. Perhaps he would find me later that day. It wouldn’t be so long.  
 
    Then why did I feel so sad? 
 
    My expression gave me away again. Lindius’ hand gently brushed mine, making my heart skip. “If you command, I will escort you,” he said, gently. 
 
    I shifted and looked back towards the dome building. Must I? I wasn’t Angel, no matter how much I wanted to be. “What if I just ask?” 
 
    His face relented, and he nodded. I smiled and exhaled. The feeling was beyond relief; it was joy. I again took his offered arm, and together we went inside. 
 
    No one seemed bothered by his presence. People greeted me with “Good morning, Moura,” or “Alé, Moura,” before Lindius was greeted by name. Still, he pulled me closer to him. We navigated our way through the crowd, toward the dining hall. 
 
    A long buffet stretched from one end of the dining hall to the other. Apparently, we were right on time. Several members of the court stood in line, and all bowed and greeted me as I passed. Such a strange thing to be known by and greeted by all. I loved it, not because of the attention or for my pride, but because I felt like I belonged. Only Ryan and Sean acknowledged me in such a way back home. The elves were not kind to me out of courtesy, but out of genuine compassion. It had been the longest I have ever been apart from Sean or Ryan, and yet I felt fine. 
 
    “Alé, Moura,” Arohna Lenaguru was just before us in line. “Alo, Lindius. How fared your day?” 
 
    “It’s been wonderful!” I answered, excitedly. “We played this game in the most wonderful place! That old castle is so magnificent! I just want to explore it!” I went on, describing the adventure in vivid detail. I was never the talkative one and didn’t know why I suddenly felt the need to tell Arohna Lenaguru everything. Perhaps because he listened. He listened attentively and smiled graciously. 
 
    “I am very pleased that you enjoy it here,” he replied when I finished. “And I am pleased you were amiable to Benjii. Now, Gabriella, you have another two hours for your leisure. After that, your attention belongs to me. As will your morrow.” 
 
    “Ilé, Arohna,” I said as respectively as I could. Arohna Lenaguru wasn’t cross, but he was certainly firm. Remembering Benjii’s fear of me, I remembered my fear of the king. 
 
    Arohna Lenaguru smiled, pleased at my bit of elvish. “You are learning well, already.” It was finally our turn to choose food. “Two hours’ time, Lindius. Please be prompt.” 
 
    “Ilé, Arohna,” Lindius replied, tapping his forehead. 
 
    “Afterwards, there will be a council tonight. Lindius, you are more than welcome to attend.” 
 
    “Ilé, Arohna,” we both chorused. Arohna Lenaguru smiled and went ahead. 
 
    “You can eat, Lindius,” I said, seeing that he didn’t attempt to set himself a plate. I handed him one and he took it, reluctantly. “I’m going to only take food I’m unfamiliar with, and you’re going to tell me what I’m eating.” 
 
    A perfect distraction. Lindius led me through the line, excitedly pointing at items or putting things on my plate. The elder elf smiled gently as we passed him. Soon, I had a fine assortment of strange food. I sat at a table and looked over my plate. I had no idea what I was about to consume. Lindius sat across from me and shifted nervously. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I just…I do not belong here. Would you mind terribly if we ate elsewhere?” 
 
    “Not at all. Where?” 
 
    “How about the river?” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Reddish-gold leaves lay all around, adding a colorful ambiance to our surroundings. The only sound heard was the river lapping at the shore and soft bird calls. I had eaten several strange but delicious things…game with mushrooms, pheasant with shoots, a sweet salad of wild carrots and berries mixed with a root called luca. 
 
    After we finished eating, we lay our backs looking for shapes in the clouds, while sunbathing on the rocks. An orange leaf lightly landed on my nose. I blew it up in the air, but it flittered down and resumed its original spot. 
 
    “I love this place!” I cried out, sitting up and cradling the leaf. I would press it in my book, certainly. It hadn’t yet dried out so much that it would crumple. Still, I wondered how long it would last. 
 
    Lindius nodded. “It is nice,” he agreed, not really interested. His eyes were fixed on the clouds. “I just wish I could leave sometime. I have never left the forest borders.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. And here you are…several lands away from home.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you left?” 
 
    “I am not allowed to. For several years, we have remained hidden. Only recently have we made emissaries to discuss matters with other elvish kingdoms. That is where Arohna Bawn Lenaguru was the other night. Although, even given the chance I am not certain I would take it...how frightful to be so far away from everything you know.” 
 
    I nodded. It had been frightful. At times. But it had been wonderful as well. And look! How lovely Lavenora was, and how lovely were all the elves! I had been so fearful of leaving since the start, but so happy about where we ended up. 
 
    I sighed, resting my head on my hands. What would I be doing right now if I had stayed home? Would I be helping Anna clean up after lunch? Or simply cleaning for another successful dinner party? Or trapped in the cellar? Would I even be alive? 
 
    I sat up and shivered at the thought. Sean seemed so certain that Uncle Harrison would kill me in a rage. Would I have even seen another month? I was glad I didn’t have to think about it in the elvish forest. 
 
    Lindius gently shook my hand. “How is it that you came here? And from so far away? How odd it is you fulfill the prophecy at such a time!” 
 
    I nodded. I certainly didn’t mean to. “I ran away from home,” I said simply. Lindius’ eyes widened, but he remained polite. “My uncle is a cruel man. Sean was afraid he would kill me. So, we ran away.” 
 
    “Where? How? Why did you travel all the way here?” 
 
    “To find my parents. They can get rid of my uncle, and then we can live in a home without fear.” I paused. A home. The manor felt like such a distant dream. 
 
    “That sounds like an impossible quest,” Lindius said. “How are you to find only two people in the world? They could be anywhere!” 
 
    “That’s the strange thing,” I answered. “They aren’t anywhere. We know exactly where they are. That’s why we went through your forest. To get there faster.” 
 
    “Odd.” 
 
    “Very much so. And everyone seems to know who they are. That has certainly been dangerous.” 
 
    “Dangerous? Why would you say that?” 
 
    My face burned and my cheeks ached as I held back the tears. I turned away from him. No. I wouldn’t cry. Not in front of Lindius. And certainly not for Depash. Crying helps nothing. I don’t cry. I wouldn’t cry. 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to relax my jaw. Lindius jumped down from the rock and stood before me so he could study my face. “I am sorry, Moura,” he whispered. A tear rolled down my cheek, but I hastily brushed it away. “I am so sorry for your loss.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to avoid his eyes. I just needed a moment. “I am glad that you arrived here safely.” 
 
    Safely. 
 
    Depash still stared at me. But I was safe. 
 
    How could I be so selfish? I reminisced about a terrible home in Tempton and rejoiced in finding such a beautiful replacement in Lavenora. But it came at a cost. My happiness and security weren’t free. 
 
    Lindius shook my hand. "Do you always fight your tears, Moura?”  
 
    I set my jaw and shrugged. I fought them as we spoke. I wouldn’t cry. Lindius took my other hand. “You must mourn. You will never heal unless you mourn.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to mourn. Lindius gripped my hands firmly, keeping me from wiping my tears away. 
 
    “Gabriella,” he said softly, “mourn.” 
 
    I didn’t have a choice. Tears poured down my face and my sobs finally burst forth. It was the first time he said my name. Mixed with my sadness about Nee Gus and Depash, it was too much to bear. I cried. I sobbed. Lindius’ face fell, and he gently pulled me from the rock and into his arms. “Mourn.” 
 
    He rocked me silently while I cried. I didn’t want to. I had to. I couldn’t. I wanted to be like Angel. I wanted to hate Depash. But I couldn’t. I didn’t. I liked him despite everything. And I wasn’t my sister. I wasn’t as strong. And even so…could I possibly hate someone enough to witness their murder and not have tears? I would probably even cry for Uncle Harrison. 
 
    Depash was nothing less than kind to me. And Nee Gus was so silly and sweet. And now, they were gone. And there I was, crowned and relaxing in luxury. And I couldn’t even cry for them? 
 
    I buried my face into Lindius’ chest. His arms felt strong yet so comforting. I gently gripped the sides of his shirt. 
 
    “It is a terrible thing to lose people,” he whispered. “But it is no one’s fault but fate’s. And still, it all falls into place. Think of it! You came in search of safety and you found it. You found not only a safe home, but also a throne!” 
 
    “And you,” I said between sobs. What was that? I hadn’t meant to speak my thoughts, but my grief had control. I didn’t even realize I said it right away. Lindius’ grip on me tightened. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “That fell into place too. I almost missed you. I had just returned home yesterday when I heard your song. I was supposed to be gone for another two days.” 
 
    I just nodded. I was glad he wasn’t. I could have met other elves, but I was glad I met him. I wouldn’t have even been able to mourn had he not told me to. 
 
    Mourn. 
 
    Nee Gus was gone. He was a good friend. I didn’t know why the scarred man got so angry with him, but I knew Nee Gus was faithful. I knew he loved us, and I knew he loved my parents. 
 
    Depash was such strength. He gave me courage when I had none. I knew he had first been a coward, and I knew he had betrayed my dear sister, but with his little amount of time left, he tried to make up for it. He tried to make his last moments matter…and they did. 
 
    My crying soon calmed. I would miss them. I would miss them dearly. The grief was still very much present, but the pain had passed. I brushed the remaining tears from my eyes as Lindius shifted, looking across the river. 
 
    “The sun has lowered,” he said, quietly. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It is. Still, I am sad to see it.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    Lindius didn’t answer right away. “Because it means that it is time for me to return you to your Arohna.” 
 
    I regretted my duty; I regretted the small amount of time I had with him. He sensed it and added, “Good things do not last forever. But at least the memories do.” 
 
    He went silent. Why did he look at me so? He didn’t let me go after my crying calmed and I hadn’t let go of him. Now, he stared at me; a strong, deliberate glance while gripping my hips tightly. 
 
    I quickly looked away. My heart beat so loudly in my chest. I didn’t realize that I fiddled with the folds on his shirt. I looked back up and his eyes were still frozen on my face, as if he never looked away. My own face felt hot and I looked down, leaning once more onto the comfort of his chest. Into the safety of his arms. I closed my eyes, just taking it all in: the sounds, his smell, the breeze, my heartbeat, the birds, his warm breath through my hair. 
 
    He gently pulled me off his chest. We had to go. I finally looked up at his unmoving face. His beautiful orange eyes. His shaggy brown hair. His perfectly thin lips. Everything slowed and silenced; my heart stopped. I clutched his sleeves as he kissed me. Everything left me – my strength, my breath, my thoughts. Just for those few precious minutes, there was nothing else but me and him. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eight 
 
   
 
  

 And I Cannot Stay Here 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Meeting with Lenaguru was not nearly as intimidating as he made it out to be at lunch. He only wanted to learn about me. We talked about my life with Uncle Harrison, Sean and Ryan, my sister. We talked about how I felt about leaving home, about becoming Moura, and how I felt about leaving Lavenora. 
 
    His lips pressed hard and he simply replied, “Change is what you make it. It can be terrible, or it can be more wonderful than you can imagine. Regardless of which way you chose to receive it, you must become able to cope with it. Your life will be full of changes…even once you are here.” I shifted. “Even now, you hesitate. Why?” 
 
    “I just don’t…I don’t know if this is a choice I can make. What if the others…?” 
 
    “This is a choice for you to make,” Lenaguru replied. “Never mind the others.” I went silent and nodded. Why just me? How was that fair? Was I to rule over my family as well? 
 
    He stared at me hard. “You do not trust yourself to decide?” 
 
    I never thought of it like that. Perhaps. Maybe. I had never been given the opportunity to decide. Uncle Harrison decided for me; Sean or Ryan decided for me, Angel decided for me. I didn’t mind; I trusted them. Why should I have to decide? They knew what was best. 
 
    Didn’t they? 
 
    “Gabriella, a time will come when decisions will no longer be left to someone else. Do not waver and do not ‘perhaps.’ Your path is here. The others’ path may not be.” I opened my mouth in objection, but Arohna held up his hand. “This is what I mean by ‘change is what you make it.’ It will be difficult, but it will not be terrible.” 
 
    “It will just be different,” I agreed, softly kicking my feet. It seemed so long ago since I had the conversation with Saramine. Arohna nodded. 
 
    “It will just be different. Gabriella, you cannot always rely on Sean and Ryan, or your sister, or even myself to tell you what to do. You must learn how to be independent, and to have confidence in that independence. Someday, this will all be left up to you.” 
 
    I nodded. Someday seemed so far away. Perhaps I would be ready by then. 
 
    We then talked about elvish customs and etiquette. I was to behave a certain way, walk a certain way, respond a certain way. It was a lot to absorb, but it was very interesting. It would be like listening to tales and then performing them. Apparently, my timid manner already put me halfway there; elvish mouras were to be shy, submissive, and soft-spoken. They were also to be firm if needed, confident and independent, and that was what I needed to work on. Arohna Lenaguru encouraged me to practice during the council as well as at the fires. 
 
    With Angel doing most of the talking during the council, it was easy to be silent. She retold our story; our quest through the fairy route and our goals. We had told it so many times in the past few days, it seemed we just recited one of my tales instead of remembering our lives.  
 
    I leaned wearily against the arm of my chair, before getting an angry glare from Connie and sitting up straight and proud. 
 
    Nothing else was mentioned about our parents. Nee Gus knew who we were, and the man who killed him and Depash certainly did. The Elder Elf gave Arohna Lenaguru an awkward look, but the Arohna responded with an expressionless face, so nothing more was said. They clearly knew what was going on; they had said my father’s name before. I didn’t press, however, hoping the ordeal would soon end. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “It is so much fun,” Lindius explained, dragging me through the dense forest. It was almost dusk before we were freed. In his excitement, he forgot all about being attentive, and I struggled to keep up with his long stride. “There is music and games, and because the hunters and scouts just returned, everyone will be there!” 
 
    I finally slowed to a breathless stop. “Give me a moment; I need a breath.” I gasped, releasing his hand and leaning against an oak. Lindius just beamed. 
 
    “You suit the forest, Gabriella,” Lindius said, staring at me with those gorgeous orange eyes. “All this place needed was a beautiful maiden nestled in its trees.” 
 
    I nodded and stood on the tall root with one arm wrapped around the trunk and the other outstretched. The forest felt so alive. “And the forest suits me!” I agreed. Lindius laughed and held my waist with his huge hands as I let myself fall. Everything felt so right. 
 
    We ran for only a few minutes more before reaching a large field. It took several minutes more to get across the field to the center, where a huge dirt circle lined with giant rocks lay. There were several elves already standing in small groups or sitting on the stones and talking merrily. 
 
    The group called to Lindius as we approached, urging him in elvish. Lindius turned to me with a smile. “They want us to play for them,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, let us hear what you have been bragging so much about,” Benjii agreed, standing high on one of the rocks. 
 
    Lindius pulled his flute from out of his pocket and put it to his lips. He started up a tune and I followed. Soon, we had everyone dancing and singing along. Sean joined in and played a borrowed drum, while trying to pick up the elvish words. Saramine sang too and Connie settled with dancing. Even Angel came, though she just sat nearby, watching with a stone face. An elf managed to get her smiling again when he pulled her to her feet and made her dance along with the rest of us. Soon, we had Angel laughing too. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “Are you prepared?” the Elder Elf asked. Angel nodded. The week had passed so quickly. I would miss Lavenora. I spent my early mornings with the elder elf, my mid-mornings with the Arohna, my afternoons with Lindius and my evenings with my family and the other young elves. But with Saramine fully healed, it was finally time to continue on. 
 
    I yawned as Angel talked. I had stayed up late the night before, playing tag with guards, and giggling into the early morning hours with my five maids in my bed. I had breakfast with Arohna, who gave me final instructions, before I received a blessing from the Elder Elf. 
 
    The elves had resupplied us, and we stood outside the dome council building before Arohna in the morning sun. 
 
    “Thank you for the kindness you have shown us,” Angel continued in her chiefly manner. “We owe you a great deal. We shall never forget it.” 
 
    “Please do.” Arohna Lenaguru grabbed Angel’s shoulder. “Forget the debt, but remember our kindness, so that you may pass it on to others.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. The Arohna smiled too and gently patted my chin. 
 
    “Remember,” he added. “Should your quest succeed or fail, you have safety here. This is your home now and we are your people. Do not forget that.” 
 
    I nodded before turning to find Lindius in the crowd. I had never seen a face so sullen. 
 
    “Gabriella, you are leaving?” he asked in a whisper. I nodded, feeling suddenly uneasy. “I thought…I thought you would stay here. This is your home now!” 
 
    “Lindius, I must go,” I said. It was always the plan to continue on; he was at the council. I looked to my sister, who smiled over her new bow, given to her by another elf. “We’ve come so far; we can’t give up now.” 
 
    “But you are giving up on me,” he said in a voice almost inaudible. I hung my head. That wasn’t true, I’d be back. The elder elf said so. Even if we were successful, we would have to return by this path. 
 
    “I’m not, Lindius,” I searched for words. “Why don’t…why don’t you just come with us?” 
 
    Now, he looked at me in a panic. “You were not allowed to leave before, but it’s different now. At my command, you once said. But what if I ask?” 
 
    “Gabriella…” 
 
    “Come on, Lindius!” I said. “You can do it!” 
 
    Lindius went silent and looked around at the trees and the faces of the other elves. “I cannot,” he answered. “I am not as bold as you. I just…I cannot leave my home.” 
 
    I nodded. “And I cannot stay here.” I leaned into his chest, wrapping my arms around his waist. He just rested his chin on my head, but I could feel the drops falling from his eyes. “I will see you when I return,” I added. “And it will be soon. I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “I will miss you too, Gabriella,” he answered before I turned to follow the others. In a few paces, the beautiful city disappeared behind the trees. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
    “We will take another break in a few minutes,” Angel was back in control. “But for now, we have a lot of lost time to make up for.” 
 
    The path through the forest was much faster than going around. In only five hours’ time, we made it to the edge of the wood and soon walked across a sandy lake shore. The lake was beautiful; large with crystal blue waters that reflected the sun’s beams. The waves gently lapped the shore, adding to the peaceful ambience. Angel had hoped to cross the expanse and get into the trees again before nightfall, so we would have protection in the brush, but I hoped to sleep where we were, so we could watch the stars with ease. 
 
    “There are so many things we must talk about,” Connie said excitedly as she walked next to me. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s true. I didn’t see you as much as usual while we were in Lavenora.” 
 
    “Off gallivanting with that ridiculous elf,” Ryan groaned under his breath. I spun to him, shaken. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Lindius?” I asked. I scanned my memory. Lindius only met Ryan once at the fires. It wasn’t nearly enough time to develop an enemy. Was it? “Why would you say something like that?” 
 
    Ryan didn’t answer and hastened his pace. My hurt was quickly replaced with anger. “Ryan, what’s your issue?” 
 
    “The issue is, I don’t trust him none.” Ryan’s voice was deep and guttural. Angel looked over her shoulder but didn’t stop. I hadn’t seen Ryan so angry in a long time. 
 
    “Why? What could he have possibly done to make you…?” 
 
    “He’s using you, Gabby,” Ryan responded, shaking his arm free. “I pray you’re not falling for him and can see that as well as the rest of us can.” 
 
    “See what?” I stopped him again. “Ryan, you weren’t even around to see anything…!” 
 
    “I’ve seen enough. I told you; I don’t trust him none.” He shook free again, but I couldn’t let it go. I felt so hurt that Ryan would say anything like that, especially since I thought he would be excited for me. I had found a friend in a kingdom I would later be a part of…perhaps I had found a love. And he would be so mean? 
 
    Ryan avoided my eyes as I complained. He was frustrated too. He tried again to walk away, but when I didn’t let him, he finally broke, grabbing the sides of my arms hard. 
 
    “He is just trying to keep that giant brother of his off his back! He doesn’t like you! He doesn’t even know you! Can’t you see? He’s just being friendly…why? To show he is favored by the Moura! It’s all about status with him!” 
 
    I felt so upset that tears came into my eyes. Ryan scanned my face. “You have fallen for him. Dumplings, Gabby, don’t be angry with me! Don’t you know that I am always looking out for you?” 
 
    “It sure doesn’t seem like it.” 
 
    “Okay, you two, stop,” Sean ordered, finally breaking in. “Gabby let him go; Ryan just keep your thoughts to yourself. Fighting will not help us any.” 
 
    I finally released him, and he stalked ahead to walk with Angel. I growled and rubbed my arms. I had felt so confident and so enchanted…now I just felt so hurt and uncertain. 
 
    What if he was right? I had been so anxious to make friends…did that blind me to Lindius’ treachery? 
 
    How could I even say that? Because Angel had? Didn’t Lindius feel the same way about me? Why then would he kiss me? I knew the moment he fell for me, at the lake. When he finally called me by my name. 
 
    But what if Ryan was right? What if that was the reason Lindius didn’t want to come with us? No. He didn’t want to come with us because he was afraid. I could see it in his eyes; that’s why I didn’t press him. But wouldn’t I be enough to make him want to at least try to conquer his fear? Or was that too arrogant to believe? 
 
    I didn’t know what to believe, but I felt terrible. 
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 Ryan’s Sudden Wisdom 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    “Here is fine.” 
 
    We dropped our bags as Angel climbed a tree to scan the perimeter. Ryan and I had avoided each other the rest of the day. Everyone could sense the tension and silently did their tasks. Sean looked desolate; he wanted to fix it, but he had no idea how. 
 
    We set camp up quietly and prepared dinner quickly. Because the elves’ hunters and scouts would travel far and for long periods of time, they had quite mastered the art of creating travel-ready foods. That night, we had wonderful game, rice and vegetables…a small, packable meal that came back to full flavor and size once boiling water was added. 
 
    Connie sat close to me as I ate, a broad smile on her face. She beamed so widely that I couldn’t help but smile myself. “What is it, Connie?” 
 
    “I am so thrilled that you have become a princess,” she answered. “We now can properly remain friends! My father has a tight control on who I see and do not see. Most of my friends are my ladies-in-waiting. No one who actually understands the stresses of being a young princess.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded. I hadn’t fully understood it yet either. “I am glad it’s allowed to be friends with the girls,” I said. Connie nodded excitedly. “We were up so late last night just giggling about nothing in particular.” 
 
    “And your customs? Have you learned much yet?” 
 
    “Not much,” I admitted. “But just the important things. This, for instance,” I leaned forward and gently patted her cheek, “this is how you approve of someone. This is how you show disapproval,” I brushed my nose with my thumb twice, “and this is how you acknowledge a command, or bid farewell to one of higher rank.” I tapped two fingers to my head. “There are many more, I’m sure.” 
 
    “That is wonderful, Gabriella! And your manner; how are you to behave?” 
 
    “Shy. Quiet. Obedient.” I brushed the hair from my eyes. “How I typically behave. Not at all as forward as I have been the past week.” 
 
    Connie sat on her feet and scooted close to me. I had never seen her so giddy before, and couldn’t stop smiling. After a quick look around, she leaned closer to me. 
 
    “Speaking of forward, tell me about this boy? Tell me about Lindius!” 
 
    I fell back with a blushing laugh before looking to the others. Saramine and Angel sat between Sean and Ryan, laughing as the boys scolded them for talking to each other in Inzi. They weren’t paying any attention to us, so I turned back to Connie and smiled. 
 
    “He is…he is wonderful! He has huge orange eyes and perfect lips and he’s tall…” 
 
    “All the elves were so tall…!” 
 
    “He’s so wonderfully tall! He’s kind and sweet and…” I paused, replaying our short time at the edge of the lake. “He kissed me, Connie.” 
 
    Connie gasped loudly and got so close that she nearly sat in my lap. “Gabriella!” Her tone was excited and reproachful all at once. I just closed my eyes. 
 
    “He did! At the edge of the lake. In the fall leaves. Cool breeze, warm air.” I trailed off and Connie looked to me dreamily. “Time stood still and yet went so fast.” 
 
    “Gabriella.” 
 
    After a pause, I looked to her anxiously. “But what of customs? He has no rank; he’s only a scout…” 
 
    Connie smiled and shook her head. “It just depends on your Arohna. He seems to personally know most his subjects; that is a trait of a sovereign who cares. Everyone I saw him speak to…even runners or passerby…he addressed by name. I so admire that about Lenaguru. All that to say, I do not believe he would forbid such a marriage. Also, from what little I have learned about the elvish courts, I know they do value equality. While there is obviously a clear separation of class, those boundaries are crossed more freely than in Tempton.” 
 
    “Than in Tempton. Then, Connie what about you? Has a striking commoner or handsome young prince yet stolen your heart?” 
 
    Connie’s face went white and she quickly looked at her lap. 
 
    “Connie?” 
 
    “Beg pardon.” Drops fell in spots onto her dress. “Yes. A handsome young prince has indeed stolen my heart.” 
 
    I gently took her hand. “So, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “My king refused his proposal.” 
 
    “Oh Connie!” 
 
    “It is worse. I am still to live in his court…as his brother’s wife.” 
 
    Tears poured down her face and I wrapped my arms around her. “Connie! I’m so sorry! That is terrible! Why would your father do such a thing?” 
 
    “Because the one Father wants me to marry is crowned. Oh, it is so awful, Gabriella! The crowned prince is so old; he is nearly as old as my father! For two years, I managed to put off our wedding. I hoped that during the time, the crowned prince would give me up, or die of old age and my father would just let me marry the younger, Prince Raymond. But instead, Father told me at my birthday celebrations that I was to marry the old prince the next week. It is all about policy.” 
 
    I shrank back. It all made so much sense…why we found her crying, why she was so willing to run away with strangers. What a terrible thing to require! How horrible to live in the home of the one she loves while married to the one she didn’t! 
 
    Connie misinterpreted my expression and added, “Your Arohna is not like my king, Gabriella. Lenaguru would not use you to advance his affairs.” 
 
    “It’s not that, Connie, it’s just…it’s just I really pity you. And we were so unkind to you…!” 
 
    “Never mind that, Gabriella, I was not kind either.” She wiped her eyes and sat up straight. “Let us put it behind us; we are now good friends! Our friendship will unite two kingdoms across several lands! Already, part of the Elder Elf’s prophecy has been fulfilled!” 
 
    I smiled and leaned against her, and she wrapped her arms around me. We were good friends. And I was glad I had someone to consult with my many questions. Connie was Saramine’s best friend, but I felt that our bond as young princesses could become just as strong. 
 
    The next morning held excitement. The through the woods ended only a few minutes outside of a town. We had traveled through such strange and desolate places that I had forgotten that other humans even existed. It was nice to see some familiarity. 
 
    Save the first inn we stayed at those many weeks before, we hadn’t any occasion to use the money the chancellor had given us. We had occasion now. We split up as we ran about the town, purchasing sweets, cheese puffs or other treats we hadn’t tasted in so long. 
 
    I bought a sweet raisin bread and ate it as I walked. Perhaps not the most appropriate behavior for a lady, let alone a princess, but I didn’t care. I missed the flavor of the bread. The elves had a sweet bread too, but their chewy dough was made from the flour of some kind of forest root. Though delicious, it just wasn’t the same. 
 
    We had agreed to meet at the broken wall in the center of the small town, near the well, once we had finished our shopping. I had the bread and a few sweets hidden inside my bag, so I made my way to the meeting point. 
 
    I rounded the bend to find Ryan leaning alone on the wall. I paused. We hadn’t spoken to each other since we fought outside of Lavenora. He had seen me though, so I couldn’t change my path. I sighed and climbed up on the wall to sit. He didn’t look at me, so I pretended to be very interested in my bread. I wanted to say something, but I wasn’t sure what. All my feelings of anger and hurt and disappointment returned, and I squeezed the bread, pressing it against my lips to give the appearance of eating. I was so upset I couldn’t even take a bite. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gabby,” he finally said in a low voice. I thought the words would make me feel better, but they didn’t. Ryan stared at the ground, away from me. “I just…I just can’t trust any of these lads! I can’t trust that they are genuine! We brought you out here to protect you; not just from Harrison, but from them too.” 
 
    I turned to him. Ryan still didn’t look at me and rubbed his hands over the back of his head. “So many things go through my head with him, Gabby! Does he want status? Riches? The lad is a clearly coward; so afraid of that giant brother of his. Being near you, if nothing else, keeps his brother at bay. Angel chose a coward and see what he put her through…” 
 
    “Lindius isn’t Depash, Ryan,” I finally said. “He’s not. He wouldn’t trade me or anything like that…” 
 
    “And he also wouldn’t leave his home for you,” Ryan answered softly. I went silent and stared at my bread. I knew that. It bothered me, although I tried to not let it. I tried to understand, I did. I didn’t want to leave my home with an abusive uncle and demanding aunt. How could I expect him with two loving parents to want to leave his? 
 
    “You two deserve the best,” Ryan continued. I nodded, trying to blink the tears from my eyes. “Angel deserves far better than that Depash. And you…you’re going to be queen! Don’t waste your time on someone who isn’t fit to rule beside you.” 
 
    I nodded again and Ryan smiled lightly, throwing his arm around me. “I am looking out for you, Gabby. I always have, I always will. I didn’t mean to be such a brute towards you; my anger should have been directed towards Lindius. I just want to make sure you have the best.” 
 
    “I know, Ryan,” I said, fighting back sobs. I knew he had my best interest in mind, and that was what made it so difficult. I never felt that way about anyone like I did Lindius. The mere thought of marriage used to alarm me. Now, it had crossed my mind more than once. I just wanted Ryan to be excited with me instead of so dismissive. But he was right. What if I made the same mistake as my sister? I wasn’t nearly as strong as she was. What would I do? What could I do? 
 
    “I really like him, Ryan,” I finally said. Ryan’s grip around me tightened. “But I’m so afraid I’m blinded just like Angel was.” 
 
    “Think of it like this, then,” Ryan pushed me back to look at my face. “If he’s not willing do for you what Sean or I would, dismiss the lad.” He pulled me back under his arm. “That’s it. He may say he would die for you, but that’s simple. Living for you is love. And that’s not easy.” 
 
    Ryan’s sudden wisdom was too much. I finally burst into tears, and he just held me as I cried. What a standard to measure by! But what better standard could I use? 
 
    “The next one your sister chooses is certainly right,” Ryan continued softly. “But I want the first one you choose to also be right.” 
 
    The others soon arrived, keeping their distance. Angel stared at Ryan hard, but after reading his eyes, she nodded. “Ma-hali,” she ordered gently. The others followed her, and Ryan helped me down from the wall. 
 
    “I love you, Gabby,” he said, shaking my hands. “Know that. As mean as I get sometimes, know that I love you. And I’ll be damned if I let a ridiculous suitor hurt you.” 
 
    We traveled well into the day, almost past twilight before Angel announced we could stop and make camp. As we ate, Angel looked over the map. 
 
    “Perhaps we should have stayed in that last village we passed,” Ryan said, sitting. “The elves have spoiled me; I miss a bed.” 
 
    Angel didn’t look at him. “I am reluctant to trust anyone else out here. Lenaguru’s warning has been proved by that man who killed Nee Gus and Depash…he is clearly set to pursue us, and until we know why, we must assume others will follow suit.” 
 
    Ryan traced his hand on the map. “We passed the forest, the first lake, these villages…so we have to go past the city of Hue and then on to Thenowe? So, what? What is your plan when we get to Hue?” 
 
    “We will go around,” Angel said with a nod, not looking up from her hair that tangled around her knees. “I wish to avoid that large city completely. We will break down into pairs as not to draw attention when we pass the outskirts. We will walk several paces apart, only just within view of each other. I will memorize this map, and Sean and I will lead. If Sean and I are captured, turn back and meet with each other at one of these villages. If we are killed…” 
 
    “Peace, Angel!” Sean rubbed his hands together and trembled. “You must remember that not all of us are as fearless you.” 
 
    “Apologies, Sean,” Angel answered, smiling lightly. “I must plan for any situation…especially since that man is set to pursue us. Our capture is unlikely unless several were to catch us off guard. Or, perhaps you change back and simply scare them to their knees.” 
 
    “Not so,” laughed Sean. “Remember that I’m not that large. A bite-sized dragon like me wouldn’t even scare a child.” 
 
    “A bite–sized, fifteen–foot tall dragon!” I protested. The flames danced into the sky as we laughed. 
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 Thelathini 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    No one was awake. Yet, I could hear someone talking and moving about the camp. Because of the moonlight and the embers of the dying fire, I could see someone glancing at faces. I closed my eyes as they walked over me. Once the shadow passed, I casually stirred, rolling over to face my sister. Angel was awake. Her eyes were closed, but her hands slowly crossed her body towards her daggers. 
 
    “I suppose we take them as prisoners, then?” a quiet voice from far off was talking to the someone. 
 
    “They are armed. Could be those assassins that man threatened,” responded the someone. “Perhaps we kill them.” 
 
    “Ah! Do not grieve me with such council! These are children after all!” 
 
    “Would you rather a risk? Consider the threat, and these close to when it was given? And so far from the road? Why wander so far away?” 
 
    “Come now, Gibtye, all travelers must protect themselves! Perhaps they feared robbers. Come, let us just take them! We overpower them, certainly! I just will not rest easy if I commit such an act without first knowing for sure.” 
 
    “Very well. Take them.” 
 
    At this, Angel leapt to her feet, armed and ready. I followed her lead, grabbing my club…although I didn’t know how exactly I’d help. 
 
    “Disarm!” she demanded in her sternest voice. Two people spun around, eyes glowing yellow from surprise. One opened his mouth wide, letting out a bellow that shattered the air. My hands went instantly to my ears, and my knees hit the ground. Press as I might, I couldn’t keep out the noise. 
 
    When he stopped and I looked up, I found myself staring into the large face of a massive black dragon. He huffed through his barrel-sized nostrils, blowing my hair back in a cloud that stunk of pitch and sulfur. Sean was bite-sized. 
 
    An arrow pierced the inside of his nostril, making him groan and spin towards Angel. I rolled out of the way of his gigantic body, watching his swinging tail as four enormous black dragons surrounded my sister. 
 
    “Where did they come from?” Ryan cried out. 
 
    Where did they? I counted only two. 
 
    Angel dropped her bow as the four circled, arming herself with her daggers. She watched all around, turning with the dragons with arms outstretched. I didn’t know how she planned on fighting them all at once, but she didn’t even seem fazed. 
 
    I didn’t feel as alarmed as I should have. I was simply astounded. I unconsciously grabbed the leg of one of the dragons as it passed me. It was wider than a tree trunk, cooler than a rock in the shade, with gleaming scales more solid than iron. So smooth!  
 
    The dragon felt my touch and looked over his wings at me with glowing yellow eyes. I stumbled back at the warning, but my sister was more of a threat than I, and the dragon turned. Angel spun her daggers in her hand and bent, but Sean dashed between the mass and held his hands out. 
 
    “Wait, stop!” he cried out. He beckoned and Saramine ran to his side. “Peace! Let us not fight; we are outmatched! These are under my command; we will all obey!” 
 
    Sean and Saramine bowed deeply and changed to dragons themselves. Decent, Sean! Perhaps they would listen to their own kind. Angel didn’t release her stance and the dragons still had their shoulders hunched aggressively. All was still for a tense moment. Finally, with some kind of silent cue, the four dragons sat at once. 
 
    “Very well,” one agreed. His voice was firm, but very warm. I calmed instantly. “I am Gibtye. These here are my friends…Yrabiz, Radrion and Wepod.” The dragons nodded their heads as their names were called. “If peace is meant, disarm, and order yours to do the same.” 
 
    Sean’s large head turned to us and we quickly obeyed. The dragon named Radrion wasn’t satisfied. 
 
    “All of them, Inzi,” he ordered. Angel huffed with a wide grin and began to remove her many daggers. Yrabiz and Wepod gave each other looks as the small pile at my sister’s feet grew, but Gibtye laughed aloud. 
 
    “Very good,” he said. One of the dragons stared at me intently, before whispering to Gibtye. Gibtye nodded, his large, dragon eyes falling on me. 
 
    “You will actually come with us,” he added, “and I trust that you will not have to be led away in rope.” Sean nodded in agreement. “Follow.” 
 
    With that, he scooped the weapons on the ground with his tail, placing them high upon his back. Radrion allowed him to pass before following and Yrabiz and Wepod walked behind us. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The journey was long. The dragons wouldn’t walk, and so we rode upon Radrion through the darkness. The wind blew hard against our faces, and though we huddled together and pulled the blankets around us, the breeze pressed through. The night air felt frigid, and because we flew through thick clouds, the air was damp. Though the moon tried its best to shine through the haze, it still seemed as though we flew through sheer darkness. We were too high to see the dark ground, but too low to see the stars. 
 
    I buried my head into Connie’s shoulder, trying to block the wind. 
 
    “Only a little longer, Moura,” she said, gently brushing my hair. Two of the dragons turned, but nothing was said. I felt I could continue no longer when we finally landed near the outskirts of the dragon’s city. I sat up as another dragon landed loudly before us. 
 
    “Guests or prisoners?” he demanded. Gibtye turned, a puff of white steam exiting his nostrils in the cool air. 
 
    “Guests,” he replied, “but the night will confirm.” 
 
    I hoped the morning would instead. I felt so exhausted, but at least we were out of the wind. The dragon named Wepod looked down upon us. 
 
    “You can rest soon,” he assured us. 
 
    The city of Thelathini sat against a huge canyon wall. The city stood high in tiers, and the highest levels rose several hundred feet up against the rock face. Near the top of the canyon walls, and nearly out of sight, stood several large perches. Some had a stately dragon staring out over the lands; others were vacant as the dragon circled around. All doorways and windows were massive, the smallest of them spanning twenty feet while reaching heights of fifty feet. 
 
    The light from the hundreds of flickering torches made it seem like the stars settled down upon the city. Our dragons walked through the wide streets, towards the high canyon wall. We didn’t enter any gates…I supposed they wouldn’t be necessary in a kingdom of dragons. The streets lay empty and still; no other dragons were around. Once we arrived at the first tier, I was surprised to see that there weren’t any stairs. 
 
    I had forgotten that there was no need. We took off again, flying to the highest tier of the city, and landed on a wide balcony without railing. We dismounted, and with a whish, our dragons changed to human as they walked inside, their cloaks flying back. They were four tall men dressed in black fencing pants and sleek, knee-high boots. They had dark-gray, brass-studded doublets with dark burgundy shoulder rolls. Each wore a three-corner hat with huge purple and black ostrich plumes. 
 
    “You will be treated warmly here,” Gibtye said, leading us down the halls. “I now know that you do not have ill intentions, but we have other questions for you now.” 
 
    He escorted us to two rooms, one for Sean and Ryan, and the other for the rest of us to squeeze into. Wepod opened the door. 
 
    There would be no need to squeeze. The room was huge. Carved from a deep, earth-red rock, it glistened with polish. The stone fireplace, the roomy wash basin in the floor, the frames for the two beds and the torch holders were all carved into the room itself. 
 
    We breathed in amazement as we made our way through the room. The windows stretched from floor to 50-foot ceiling and overlooked the majestic kingdom below. Before them, and atop the two stone bed frames lay large, thick round mattresses. The beds stood so high, that they came up to my chin. What a perfect place for a dragon to coil upon! 
 
    The tall door closed gently behind us. After a few more minutes of looking around in wonder, we collapsed onto the beds, no one bothering to blow out the lights. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    I awoke with a start when I felt Angel move suddenly next to me. Someone had entered our room. I sat up, but it was just a young servant girl, talking quietly with Connie. I relaxed and lay back down, but Angel lay fully alert and listening for any signs of frustration. 
 
    I rolled over and stared out the massive windows. The day was gray and only a few beams of light broke through the mists. A gentle rain tapped the glass and large shadows often flew past. 
 
    I turned back as Connie squealed after dismissing the girl. Saramine sat up with a start as Connie pulled herself onto the bed next to her. 
 
    “We are to have breakfast this morning with the queen!” she said excitedly. “Get up, get dressed and prepare yourselves! They heard me address Gabriella last night! They know who we are! We are to have breakfast with the queen herself! We are to dine with a dragon queen!” 
 
    The queen was beautiful. Her flat face was small and pale, and her long, thin black hair was pulled up high into an elaborate flower headdress, save the few strands that wisped before her eyes. She had a wide smile and strong lines around her mouth, proving she laughed often. Her narrow eyes were the dragon standard, only hers blazed blue with a black slit. Her neck was longer than most, and was wrapped with an elaborate golden necklace. 
 
    “Welcome to Thelathini, princesses,” she greeted in a sweet, low voice, standing as we entered. Connie flashed me an excited smile and took my hand as we followed Gibtye further inside. “Please, sit.” 
 
    Gibtye and Radrion stood nearby, just a few paces behind the queen, and two maids sat on stools to her right. “I am told you were found whilst my men were on patrol. Tell me, what are two princesses doing in the wilderness with such a small entourage?” 
 
    “We are on our way to meet our parents,” Angel answered. The queen’s eyes traveled to my face. 
 
    “Renard,” she agreed. “Although I am curious to know how his daughter became elvish royalty…” 
 
    “You know our father?” I burst. The queen nodded her delicate head. 
 
    “I met him once,” she replied, gently patting her necklace. “He sold this necklace to me several years ago. I remember him being quite handsome,” she added with a smile to her maids, who blushed. The queen giggled and leaned back in her chair. “I am afraid not all feel as I do towards him,” she added in a more serious air. “I have heard only rumors, but even rumors hold power. I wish for you to stay in my court. I fear that should you meet with men less scrupulous than my own, something terrible would befall you.” I cast a quick look to Angel, who remained expressionless. 
 
    “Your kindness is beyond generous,” she answered. “But we must continue. We cannot return to our homeland without our father.” 
 
    The queen nodded. “Then, I have a command.” I shifted nervously and Angel’s lips pressed tightly. “Do not tell others who you are. If asked, you simply search for the Tashin Riders. Say nothing more. Again, I hold no complaints against Renard, but perhaps others do. Perhaps others shall not be as kind to you as I have been.” 
 
    Nothing more about it was said as we finished our breakfast. Connie was so curious about the kingdom and asked many questions about customs and the like. I ate my meal of shredded apples and pork silently.  
 
    Who was our father? Why did he have so many enemies? Enemies that were cruel enough to kill his friends and threaten his children? Perhaps he wasn’t at all like I imagined him; he did at one time keep company with Uncle Harrison. What if his eyes were so piercing because his temper was so much worse? What if Uncle Harrison held such a grudge because my father had been cruel to him as well? 
 
    Deep laughter echoed the halls as I neared the sitting room. It had rained heavily all day and there was no sense in traveling in such a storm. No matter; the dragon kingdom was comfortable, and I had found plenty of places to explore. All I had come across were especially kind, some even showing me the best places to wander. 
 
    I hadn’t even come close to exploring the entirety of the wing we were in. The palace was just too massive. I gave up my random quest and made my way back down the halls to the sitting room. 
 
    The four queen’s guards stood around the corner, making jokes or mocking each other while Sean stood nearby with a quiet smile. Sean stood the tallest of us, but even he seemed small whilst standing with the guard. As I approached, Gibtye put on his hat. 
 
    “I must make my rounds,” he said, with a polite bow. “So, I take my leave of you.” 
 
    “Might I accompany you?” Sean asked in a quiet, timid voice unknown to me. Gibtye gave a quick look to the others as he patted Sean’s shoulder with wide grin. 
 
    “I would be honored,” he said. Sean’s smile nearly consumed his face as they turned away from me down the halls. Sean had followed the Dragon Guard the entire day. It must have been a treat for him to be in the company of men of his own kind. He held them in a reverence that I just wouldn’t be able to understand. 
 
    The other three bowed as I came upon them, Wepod opening the heavy door to the sitting room. A loud crack of thunder shook the windows as I entered. Ryan looked up briefly as the lightening whitened the room. 
 
    “Enjoy your time of being nosy, then?” he asked as Wepod closed the door behind me. I grinned and sat across from him. 
 
    “More than you know,” I replied. “I’m beginning to think you were right; with all we have been through perhaps it would be nice to write my own tale.” 
 
    “I’m always right, lad,” he responded. I rolled my eyes. Ryan turned towards the window when Connie and Saramine burst into giggles, Angel doing her best to remain stern. “Is Sean still outside the door? I’m beginning to feel outmatched.” 
 
    “You are,” I replied, pulling out my pipe. “Sean left with Gibtye on patrol.” 
 
    Ryan nodded. “Good for him, then.” 
 
    The rain didn’t clear until that evening. The queen was gracious and let us stay another night. The next morning was bright and clear. The Dragon Guard would perform one more act of service by flying us to the main road. 
 
    I held my hands out to my sides in nervous excitement as we soared through the air. The fields below looked like little squares upon the ground in an array of color. This time, the wind did not feel so harsh. The chill awakened me, blew back my hair and filled my lungs. Flying! Never in my wildest dreams did I even imagine it! I tilted my head back towards the sky, keeping my arms outstretched as far as they could go. There was no longer any need for the tales of the fair maiden Gabriella. All I needed to do was breathe in every moment and retell it all in my memory. 
 
    I felt so alive when we landed near the road. I slid smoothly across Radion’s scaly back into Sean’s arms. After we had all dismounted, Gibtye patted Sean on the shoulder. 
 
    “Mind their safety, young Sean,” he said. “And remember our queen’s words. Pleasant journey, and may our paths cross again soon!” 
 
    Sean nodded as Gibtye leapt into the air, changing back and darting behind Radrion. Angel took a moment to gather herself before leading us down the road and into the shadow of the trees. Sean and Ryan walked far behind us and Sean excitedly told Ryan all that he had done while in the company of the Guard. 
 
    “Have you ever been to a dragon kingdom?” I asked, turning to Saramine. She shook her head. “What did you think of it?” 
 
    “I think it was wonderful!” she said. “Of course, I have had the pleasure of meeting other dragons many times before, but to see so many in one place? A kingdom just for us? I now remember the tales that my grandparents told of the kingdom that they used to live in before they journeyed to Nyora. I never thought I would ever actually see one! I am so grateful Aira allowed me to come!” 
 
    “Why did you even want to come?” I asked. I bit my lip, afraid I sounded rude, but Saramine smiled. “You certainly didn’t have to.” 
 
    “I am loyal to Aira,” she responded. She chuckled and looked at the ground. “Truly, I did not believe that I was ready for a quiet life outside of war. What would I do? And without your sister? I had been at her side for four years! I could not so easily depart from her.” Saramine trailed off. 
 
    “But what of your family?” I asked after a pause. She didn’t turn. “Or…I’m sorry.” I hung my head. “Angel did say many were orphaned by the ambassador.” 
 
    Saramine turned to me with a smile. “I am not one of them,” she replied. “My family is alive and well in Nyora. My mother is the queen’s maidservant and my father is a Faeni, a king’s guard.” 
 
    “But you’re Inzi!” I objected. And she was born Inzi, not brought in like my sister. “I thought you were in opposition with the monarch?” 
 
    “Not at all! The king himself commissioned several Inzi to be among his guard, knowing our strength. The queen did so for our sealed lips. We were only ever in opposition with the Ambassador, who led the kingdom while the king was away on campaign. Vincent was a cruel man and enslaved thousands to work in his mines. That was when the Inzi rebelled. Many others then joined our fight. Like your sister.” 
 
    “Do you think your family is worried about you? You didn’t tell them you were leaving. Don’t you miss them?” 
 
    “They trust me on my own…we have often gone months without seeing each other because of the war. They know I have left. I gave one of the runners a message to for my mother…you met him briefly while you were in Nyora. Pai. He is very faithful, and I know…” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    On the branch of a tree high above our heads, sat a boy about nine…although he was very short, even for his age. He wore clothes very similar to Angel’s…a fur vest, dark green pants that went a little past his knees, and he was barefoot. A spray of freckles went across his nose and his thin lips curved into a frown. He glared down at us with huge, green eyes. 
 
    “Travelers!” Ryan called. “And you?” 
 
    “Mind your tongue, lad,” the boy ordered. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.” He was armed, and aimed his bow at Ryan, but Angel did the same, and faster than he did. “I said, ‘who are you?’” he repeated with more authority. Angel stood straight, setting her bow at her side. 
 
    “Wele Aira, nik’dalo aeni Inzi,” she replied with more authority than he could ever manage. The boy instantly disarmed, putting his fist to his chest and hanging his head down. Angel silently examined him for a few moments before relenting. “Rise.” The boy looked up at the order. “Why do you question us in such a manner?” 
 
    “Because I am being hunted,” the boy coolly replied. Ryan cocked his head and watched the boy carefully. “And I want to be certain that it is not by you. Nik’dalo or not, I will guard myself from any messengers of death.” 
 
    “Then, be easy. We do not search for you.” Angel said nothing more, remembering the queen’s words. The boy just smiled and simply leaned forward, examining my face. I shifted and gave a quick look to Angel. 
 
    “I believe you do search for me,” he answered with a chuckle as he climbed down the tree. “She certainly has Renard’s eyes.” He stood before us with his hands on his hips. “Hey, Seraphs! This is not at all how I imagined finally meeting you two! I don’t really…hug. I hope we can just skip that part, then.” 
 
    Angel didn’t know how to respond. Why would we hug him? Who even was he? 
 
    The boy took Angel’s silence as assent and brushed his brownish-blonde hair from his eyes. “What have you been out doing while we’ve been gone, Angel? How did you alowé the Inzi nation?” 
 
    Angel’s eyebrows raised, but Sean couldn’t contain his confusion. “’We’ve’?” he repeated. “So then, you trade with Renard and Syrah? You know where they are?” 
 
    “And why wouldn’t I?” the boy seemed as confused as we were. “I am only out here keeping watch for Divah or any of his sent.” He turned on his heels, starting down the road and nodding his head for us to follow. “You lot are going to be in such trouble! Zairae will demand an explanation of why you’re here so early!” 
 
    Angel gave me a quick glance. The boy didn’t notice and continued. “There’s a reason we told you to wait. We don’t have the other map piece yet, and Divah has just assembled another troop. You certainly picked a fine time to be reckless. Be glad I found you when I did; we were just about to leave. We only stopped to get the Paleces Stone.” The boy glanced over his shoulder but didn’t notice our baffled expressions. Ryan still stared. “I hope your carelessness didn’t cause you to forget the ring.” 
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    It only took half an hour to reach the outskirts of a majestic city. We followed the boy through the fort gates and he quickly navigated us through the busy town. 
 
    Odd. The town seemed far livelier than Tempton, yet I didn’t need to push or slide through. The crowd parted for us. I walked in surprise but noted the stares. The people’s eyes were so full of hate. What did he do to them? Who even was he? He spoke to us so freely, and even scolded us! Did we know him? I scanned my memory. Perhaps, he was one of the couriers sent to deliver our monthly income? But he himself said we had never met. So, why would he treat us in such a way? 
 
    The boy led us to a stately manor, receiving the same treatment from the guards before casually leading us to a servant’s door by the garden.  
 
    A lone hallway stretched before us, a single door at the end. My heart thumped at each step we made. It seemed everything slowed, our pace, the noises, my breathing. Angel clutched my hand. Her face lost all its chiefly sternness; now she gazed ahead, face softened with anticipation. I took a deep breath. 
 
    The boy flung open the door. 
 
    Four adults, two males and two females, turned around in surprise. 
 
    “Stony’s here!” exclaimed Ryan, pointing. 
 
    “Sean!” called the lady with the waist-long black hair. Sean ran to her and collapsed in her arms. 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    The two other adults just beamed. I recognized her beautiful smile, his strong stare. Our parents. I didn’t know what I expected, but certainly not this. They stared at us so fondly as they approached; as if we hadn’t been apart for so long. I stepped slightly behind Angel, gripping her hand tighter. 
 
    “My seraphs, what are you doing here so early?” our mother seemed confused. She held Angel’s shoulders and stared at her before gently kissing her forehead. “Oh, you two are so beautiful!” 
 
    She was too. Her skin was lighter than Angel’s and mine, and her short, golden hair sat in loose curls on the top of her head. She had bright brown eyes, perfect petal lips and a small happy face. She could have easily been mistaken for our older sister. 
 
    My father was tall and well-built…strong. He had short black hair, and a shadow of a beard. Although he looked young too, his face was wise and powerful. Just by looking at his black eyes, one could see leadership, just like with Angel. I was reminded of his face on the sketch we found. Those piercing eyes… 
 
    His huge hands held both sides of my head. “I cannot believe how tall you two got,” he muttered. “My beautiful daughters! You were not supposed to come so soon.” 
 
    “You certainly owe us an explanation.” Stony agreed, glaring at us, angrily. The boy smirked. “But not now. With Kyle away from his post, we do not…” 
 
    “I knew it!” Ryan suddenly exclaimed. He had stared at the boy the entire time and at Stony’s words, he strode to the boy and grabbed the sides of his face, examining at him carefully. 
 
    “Let me go or I’ll…” 
 
    “Kyle! Kyle! It’s me, lad!” 
 
    At this, everyone turned. The young boy stared, unsure what to do. Was this Ryan’s lost brother? But he was so young when they were separated! Even Stony, the one with all the answers, seemed surprised by the news. 
 
    “Ryan?” the boy finally said. With a laugh, Ryan grabbed the little boy and held him tight. 
 
    “Brother! I can’t believe I found you! After all these years!” 
 
    The boy was overwhelmed and certainly didn’t appreciate the coddling. “Don’t you mean I found you?” he corrected as he tried to push away. 
 
    “How…? How did you meet with Gabby’s parents…?” 
 
    “Again, we must make time for this later.” Stony was bent at a trunk near the door, pulling out brown cloaks. 
 
    “Must we still wear these, Zairae?” Kyle complained as one was handed to him. “This kingdom won’t bother us none!” 
 
    “That won’t stop bounty hunters from Wrirye, Fogh, and De and you know it,” our father replied. I spun to Angel, who stared at our father in shock. Kyle snorted, but did as he was told. When everyone was hidden under the cloaks, we followed our father outside.  
 
    The hot sun glared down on us, instantly heating up the inside of my cloak. They led us from the manor, up and down silent alleys, and outside of the castle town. We went through another large marketplace, slowly making our way through the bustle. 
 
    I grabbed my sister’s hand again. She hadn’t said a word about returning home…or about anything for that matter. Now, we followed the strangers that were our parents blindly through unfamiliar streets. I wondered if she would have been more distrustful if Stony hadn’t been present. 
 
    “You didn’t say anything about going home.” 
 
    “This is all too strange, Gabriella,” she whispered, eyes fixed on our father. “I have seen him before.” 
 
    “In the sketches?” 
 
    Angel shook her head. “Tapo. I think…I think I fought him…” 
 
    “Fought?” I repeated. “Why would you fight him…” 
 
    A blue bolt tore into the ground, knocking Kyle into our father and sending both of them skidding across the street. Everything disappeared in a cloud of dust. People ran around in mayhem, screaming. The throng separated Angel and I, knocking me off my feet. Through the smoke, dust, and people’s legs, I could see the silhouette of a small troop making their way down the road towards us. The men carried items that looked like tiny cannons under their arms. The man in the center was unarmed, and as the dust settled, I recognized him as the scarred man that had killed Nee Gus and Depash. 
 
    “Angel, it’s…” I cried out as someone stepped on my hand. “Angel, it’s him!” 
 
    I couldn’t see where she was, but she heard my cry. An arrow sailed through the air, but stopped mid-air right before it hit the man. The men weren’t fazed at all and continued their menacing march towards us. This had to be the man everyone was looking for; my Arohna, Gibtye and his men, Kyle. Who was that man with the strange powers? 
 
    “Kyle, lead them to the woods,” our father walked forward to face the man, but looked over his shoulder as he spoke. “We will hold him off.” Our father turned to smirk at Sean’s mother. “Fine day for a roast, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Sean pulled me off the ground and spun me around to run. Angel was furious, especially since the scarred man impeded her shot in such a way. She armed herself with her daggers but paused when Ryan once more stood before her. When she did, he quickly grabbed her, throwing my angry sister over his shoulder. “Go, Brother!” 
 
    Kyle nodded and quickly turned to lead us down the empty road. The instant we turned, the men fired their strange weapons. Balls of blue fire tore at our feet, but the other adults attacked, and Sean’s mother blew fire. I couldn’t watch; Sean’s grip on my hand was strong and he pulled me and Connie quickly behind Kyle. 
 
    When we reached the safety of the trees, Sean let me go as Kyle began to inspect the trunks. What was going on? It certainly was not how I imagined meeting my parents for the first time. What would the outcome be? Thoughts of Uncle Harrison flooded my mind. What kind of man was my father? Would he be a brute like Uncle Harrison? Or was he something much, much worse? 
 
    Kyle found the tree he searched for and waved his hand. I shouldn’t have been so surprised when it opened, revealing a dark passageway. The passage was short and opened into a wide cave. Had we re-entered the fairy route? Connie gave me a look as we followed Kyle down the passage. Once we were all inside, Kyle waved his hand again, and the door disappeared. 
 
    Why were they not excited about our arrival? And after we thought them dead all this time? Why were they not proud that we made it to them? And all by ourselves? Apart from their quick hugs, they didn’t seem at all thrilled to see us…they acted as if they expected us. How? 
 
    Ryan looked down at his brother, bewildered. “How did you do that?” he asked. Kyle had collapsed at Ryan’s feet with a heavy sigh, but stared up, confused. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Make that door disappear!” 
 
    Kyle shrugged, and waved his hand quickly, making the door disappear and reappear. “Zairae gave me a few powers…” 
 
    “Powers?” everyone repeated. With everything that had happened, I was prepared to believe anything. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not a fairy like they are, but I still need to protect myself...” 
 
    Now, I joined the chorus. “Fairies?” 
 
    My hands trembled, and the others’ loud, demanding questions slowly faded. Uncle Harrison’s last words to me were that I didn’t know what I was doing. Apparently, I didn’t. He said they were oddities…that meant Angel and I were too. What were we? What was all of this? 
 
    The door soon appeared again on its own and the adults ran in. Our mother waved her hand at the door and it once again disappeared. Our father brushed himself off with a huge grin, which slowly vanished when he saw our faces. “What’s wrong, girls?” 
 
    Angel’s fury was uncontainable. She found the news of our origin and our parents calloused treatment of so upsetting that she took an angry step forward. “This! This is wrong! We thought you dead for so long and now you pretend you were expecting us…?” 
 
    “Dead?” our father shuddered at the accusation, “I’m fine! And we certainly were not expecting you…not yet anyway. We’ve been talking about this for months…” 
 
    It was the first time I witnessed Angel so caught off guard. She was unable to maintain her stern face and her mouth gaped open in genuine confusion. “I have never heard of such plans.” 
 
    I never saw her tremble like that before. 
 
    “Gab, you never said anything?” our father turned to me. For once, I was the one unmoved. Just there. Numb. Cold. I probably looked just as hard as my sister during a fight. It was all so overwhelming that even my emotions couldn’t react. 
 
    “I also never heard of such plans,” I simply replied. 
 
    Our father was baffled. The others stood silent shock. “Gab, I got your latest letter just a few weeks ago! You were excited; you wanted to come early! We sent you and Angel each a lyngurium for your birthday, and Hannah got you new slippers…” 
 
    I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t react. Angel was overcome and collapsed, gasping loudly. Uncle Harrison’s treachery went deep. But I couldn’t move. “I have never sent you a letter. Ever.” My tone was unfamiliar to me. 
 
    Our father was at a loss and simply stared at me. Stony seemed just as baffled, and opened his mouth to speak, but no words would come. Our mother was unsure what to do, and her gentle eyes kept traveling between our father and me. 
 
    Sean finally took a step forward, gently gripping my shoulder as he passed me. “This is why we are here…early, as you say.” 
 
    I had never heard him sound so somber. He sounded like the dragon guard, Gibtye. He strode before our father and stood tall before him. He wasn’t sure if he would be believed. “Uncle Harrison is a brute, always has been. We had to get her out of there.” 
 
    Our father’s face darkened, and I was finally roused from my cold trance. His piercing eyes burned with an anger that made me quake. He had no idea. He had to have no idea. He couldn’t be a tyrant like Uncle Harrison…he couldn’t be. 
 
    “If you’re fairies, it makes sense why his rage was mostly directed towards Gabby,” Sean continued. “He makes us as servants, he beats us for the smallest of things, and right before we left, he threw us down the stairs and blackened Gabby’s face. He claimed you died several years ago, and it was by his grace alone that we were allowed to stay in his house…” 
 
    “It is my house!” our mother finally objected. She turned to my father, her beautiful brown eyes filling with tears. “Your father gave it to me!” 
 
    “That is not what he told us,” Sean argued. He quickly described the encounter that made us flee. Tears poured down our mother’s face, but our father stood emotionless. I could see where Angel got her cold expressions. My heart beat rapidly. There had to be some misunderstanding. They couldn’t have just abandoned us. He couldn’t be like Uncle Harrison. For once, I was so certain. 
 
    “…we have been traveling many weeks in search of you to come back. You cannot make us return alone, Renard. You must come with us and make this right.” 
 
    Our father finally looked away. Sean shifted, but didn’t pull his eyes from our father’s face. The silence seemed to last for hours. Finally, our father looked up and faced Sean. I had thought Sean was taller than our father, but no, not yet. 
 
    “I will make it right,” he quietly replied. Sean lost his steady countenance, and a sob burst from his lips, though he tried his best to swallow it. I spun to Ryan, who stared at Sean with uncertainty. We had no idea the pressure Sean put on himself. He certainly hid it well enough. No wonder he spent so much time with the dragon guard. Now, he trembled before our father, tears streaming down his face. I had always seen him as so much older than us, but he wasn’t. He just acted like it for our sakes…someone had to care for us. Since it couldn’t be our father, and it wouldn’t be Uncle Harrison, it had to be him. 
 
    “I couldn’t protect her, Renard, but I tried. I really tried.” 
 
    Sean tried to stand tall and hold back his tears, but our father smiled, lightly. He gently gripped the back of Sean’s neck with his massive hand and rested his forehead against Sean’s. Sean slowly calmed. “Thank you, Sean.” 
 
    He bent and gently took Angel’s hand, helping her to her feet before holding my shoulder. “Seraphs, I never knew. I swear to you that I left you in good hands. We’ve written to each other, we’ve exchanged sketches…I told you of my plans months ago…” Our father’s grip tightened. “This is what I believed.” 
 
    “Just tell us who you are.” I never heard my sister speak so gently. Stony interrupted. 
 
    “Let us leave this place first,” he said softly. He waved his hand and the door reappeared. “Come, let us continue to the village.” 
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 A Fable Within 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Our father beamed. Our mother rocked in her seat and listened with tears in her eyes. We had found the inn nearby and told the story of our journey. Unlike at the council, retelling it to our parents was a joy. We had to make up for years of missed time. I had never heard Angel speak so quickly and freely. Our parents were attentive, eager. They barely ate their dinner as we stumbled over each other. 
 
    Sean and Saramine talked excitedly with his mother, Rebecca, and Ryan with his brother. Stony was adamant about learning why our sovereign would disregard her own safety to join us, so he and Connie talked solemnly at the very end of the table. 
 
    “I had wondered about this,” our mother said, patting Angel’s skirt. “How long were you away from home?” 
 
    “A little less than four years.”  
 
    Our father smiled at our mother, who shifted closer to Angel. Our mother was so girlish. She was fascinated by Angel and leaned close to her. 
 
    “And how were you granted chiefhood?” she asked. Angel smiled down at her tea. 
 
    “It was not granted,” she replied. “I took it.” 
 
    Our mother leaned back in surprise and our father laughed aloud. “You are Aira!” 
 
    Angel beamed and nodded slowly. I leaned back. I couldn’t believe how far my sister’s renown stretched. “My daughter…leader of the Inzi and conqueror of the ambassador?” 
 
    I forced a smile too and continued eating as they talked excitedly. I really didn’t do anything. I didn’t single-handedly cast out a man that had led the Inzi for seven years and take his place. I did nothing but get beat around by Uncle Harrison. Even though we just met our parents, I still wanted their approval, their praise, their attention. Compared to my twin, I had nothing. 
 
    I jumped when Angel’s small hand gently rubbed my back. “And Gabriella has since been crowned Moura Lyaun of the Lavenorian elves.” 
 
    I looked up to see our parent’s mouths drop open. In a moment, our father’s good-humored laugh returned. “All we missed! A warrior chief, an elvish princess…? The Tashin Riders are feared by their ability to conquer and look! So young and already the Tashin daughters took over whole nations!” He turned to smirk at Mother. “And here I am glad that I was honest with Lenaguru.” 
 
    “It was not just the elves,” Angel said. “It seems everyone knows who you are.” 
 
    “Except for us,” I added, quietly. “What is a Tashin Rider? What sort of trader are you to be named?” 
 
    Father smirked before looking down at his food. “No sort of trader,” he replied. “I’m a treasure hunter…” 
 
    Kyle overheard him and gaffed, pulling his chair closer. “Renard, you’re a thief,” he corrected. Now, it was Angel’s and my turn to be shocked. Sean and Saramine’s conversation with Rebecca stopped and they looked to us. 
 
    My father’s grin just widened. Kyle smirked and continued. “We find treasures across the lands and sell them to the highest bidder. It’s quite a profitable trade. We’re known for our ability to get anything we try…” 
 
    “We are known because we are wanted across several lands,” our father retorted, with a laugh. Angel and I exchanged quick glances, but our father saw. “I had to provide for you,” he added. “The only way I knew how was to find rare treasures for profit. It became far too dangerous to take you with us, so that is why we commissioned Harrison. 
 
    “I cannot believe that man erased your memory of us,” our mother added, ferociously. “You were not so young when we started. We were never away from home longer than a few days.” 
 
    “Sean, you did come with us on many of our quests,” our father added, turning. “You were almost killed during a skirmish. Rebecca and Michael were forced to leave you at home as well.” 
 
    “A choice that still haunts me,” Rebecca said, stroking her son’s hair. 
 
    “I remember shadows of it,” Sean agreed. “I remember flying…which is strange as Uncle Harrison forbid me from turning back.” 
 
    Rebecca’s lips pinched tight and she pushed Sean’s head against her shoulder while staring at our mother with welling eyes. “I am sorry…we never knew. I never knew.” 
 
    “The treasures soon become rarer, more extravagant,” our father continued, rubbing the back of his head. “The time we spent away from home turned to months, months to years.” 
 
    “We made plenty of enemies on our travels,” our mother added.” Some believe that the ancient items we seek belong to the land where we find them. When take them to sell elsewhere, we became outlaws.” 
 
    “That is how I remember you!” Angel exclaimed. “You were at the castle during the spring celebrations, selling the ambassador a gem.” Our mother nodded. 
 
    “A bountiful day, that,” Kyle agreed. “We were the honored guests! We just sat to supper when you decided to have your tribe attack…” 
 
    “It was not my tribe then,” Angel retorted. “I never would have been so foolish as to attack the castle. So, we did fight,” she added, turning to our father. “I tried to kill you. You tried to kill me.” 
 
    Our father just stared. “I didn’t recognize you under all the of paint,” he said softly. “Although I probably wouldn’t have recognized you even without. I had to protect the ambassador from you; he was paying for your well-being.” He angrily looked down at his mug. “So, I thought.” 
 
    Ryan glared at his brother. “How long exactly were you with them, Kyle? How did they find you?” 
 
    “Just that, we found him,” our father said. “We were our way home when we found him in the reeds.” 
 
    “They might have just left me,” Kyle grumbled. Our mother glared at him. “Divah was chasing them and he nearly killed me in the fight…” 
 
    “You were fine!” our father complained. Kyle just grinned. I smiled too, excited to see what their relationship was like. “This was about five years ago…” 
 
    “You came home five years ago?” Angel exclaimed. Connie and Stony turned at Angel’s outburst. 
 
    “As Kyle said, Divah had followed us,” my mother said as she shook her head. “I didn’t want him knowing where you were. It was late when we came home…we kissed you in your beds before continuing on.” 
 
    “That was the last time we visited,” our father muttered. Kyle didn’t hear him and groaned loudly. 
 
    “Yeah, and they promptly traded me to the Lingue-gue tribe. I trained for two years before Zairae declared that I wouldn’t be a hindrance to them…” 
 
    “No, actually the Lingue-gue demanded that we trade back,” our father teased. Kyle just rolled his eyes. “It was there we learned about the Grip of Gold, and that is what we seek now.” 
 
    My heart seemed to skip a beat. “What’s that?” I felt I knew the answer already, but I leaned forward in anticipation. 
 
    “It is the hand of the King Midas,” Stony answered. “There are tales that claim for the djinn to return his touch to normal, he would have to sacrifice something. So, he sacrificed his hand, the hand that caused him so much trouble.” 
 
    I shifted excitedly. Tales, and mysteries and riddles in the fairy route was one thing; it was for purpose and expected. But outside of it? Who was my family? Was treasure hunting all about solving riddles and clues from tales? 
 
    “We have been studying this and searching for years,” Father continued. “Once the treasure is in our possession, we planned to return home and change whatever we want into gold for income.” 
 
    “And that’s what sort of traders we are,” Kyle said with a laugh. 
 
    “It seems Harrison lied to us about everything.” Sean crossed his arms. “He led us to believe for so long that you were all dead and that our income was coming from a merciful partner. So, what of my father? Harrison said that he was slayed because he changed, and that is why I was forbidden to.” 
 
    Rebecca couldn’t answer. Sean remained expressionless as he put one of hands on his mother’s back. 
 
    “Michael wasn’t slayed,” Kyle replied, softly. “He was killed in an accident about two years ago. During a skirmish against Divah in a mountain village.” 
 
    Sean nodded and Saramine gently put her hand into his. “Then I just missed him. I had made my peace as a child when hearing the news, but hearing it again is still very hard.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded gently kissing his hand. 
 
    “Then, what are we to do now?” I asked. I wondered if we would be able to go with them. I felt excited, but nervous. I thought Angel so silly to require any sort of practice and training before setting out to find our parents. Now, after braving the fairy unit, facing a deadly enemy, and hearing Kyle’s own testimony that he was only recently allowed to join them due to his lack of skill, I regretted not heeding my sister’s words. Even Connie with her bow was more lethal than I. 
 
    Our father stared at me intently, trying to read my face. “We have completed our studies. We need one more piece and of course the ring. You did bring it, yes?” 
 
    Connie nodded solemnly. “Certainly, we did not forget it. This ring was the cause of Depash and Nee Gus’ death…” 
 
    “What?” the four chorused. Connie was so startled she nearly fell from her seat. “What has happened to Nee Gus?” 
 
    Angel was the only one strong enough to tell it. Our mother was just as affected, and Kyle and our father shifted angrily. “We did not know what he wanted. Although, I am not sure I would have given it to him if I had.” Angel paused, trying to avoid our mother’s heart-broken eyes. “I did not know the cost.” 
 
    “They must be honored,” Stony said simply. 
 
    “And they shall be,” our father responded. Angel was frustrated. 
 
    “Who even is this villain? Why did he kill them and why does he mean us such harm? 
 
    “The man’s name is Divah,” our father answered, quietly. 
 
    “He’s a fairy too with this thing against Renard. He’s always trying to best us…always has something to prove,” Kyle complained. “The lad is persuasive and has a lot of little buddies that follow him around. That band is known as the Tralin Shea. We would do all the work to find something, but he would just take it because he can overpower us. We can’t keep anything from him. We just lost an entire trove of rare jewelry to him last week. He stole our stash, then set our inn on fire. The fire spread and killed daughter of a duke. We managed to save the rest of his family. That’s how Divah became outlawed here in Hue and how we became so welcome in this kingdom.” 
 
    “Divah may not be brilliant at solving the puzzles of old, but he is an expert at finding means to best people,” Stony confessed. 
 
    “Let him try and best us now, then,” Kyle said, indignantly crossing his arms. “We have the ring and he still has no idea where the map half is.” 
 
    “Thenowe,” Ryan said slowly. “Nee Gus gave us a map, saying you were headed that way. That’s why he refused to speak to Divah.” 
 
    Our father nodded. “I forgot that I told him we were headed to next land…” He could barely finish his sentence as we groaned so loudly. 
 
    “You mean we have to go through another fairy route?” Ryan complained. 
 
    “It’s not so hard when you have the key, lad.” Kyle pulled a golden medallion from his pocket. “Once you have first completed the fairy routes, you are deemed worthy to pass freely and are given the key for an easy return. In first two routes, you don’t need these. It can recognize if you had come through there already or not.” 
 
    “You didn’t make the fairy routes?” I asked, turning to Stony. “Why then were you all over them?” 
 
    “I left my image in preparation of your arrival,” Stony replied. 
 
    “You mean that you only appeared for us?” asked Sean. “What would happen if we were different people?” 
 
    “My image would not appear. I would have told you exactly what you were to do, but I could only do what the route would allow…even that proved to be a trial on my part. If you were someone else, my image would not appear.” 
 
    “He is the villain of many, but in this tale, he follows no girl, but shoat. Choose yours well,” recited Connie. “If we were different, we would not have that clue; we would have had to find BBW and understood what that meant.” 
 
    “Yes, Princess.” 
 
    “You see, Angel?” Ryan dared with a grin. “If you had gone on alone, you wouldn’t have had the book, and it would have been nearly impossible for you to get through.” Angel rolled her eyes. Our father nodded and loudly patted his legs. 
 
    “So! You are more welcome to come with us. It will not be a quick or easy journey, but we will keep you safe. I do not wish to make anyone uncomfortable, so if you prefer to wait in Lavenora, we will of course, escort you back…” 
 
    “I think you should all rest first before a decision is made,” our mother interrupted. “You have had a long day and tomorrow will be no better.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed our father, also standing. “We must rise early to make it to Thenowe in a day, or to Lavenora, whichever you prefer.” 
 
    The others followed, gathering their bags. It had to be late; I certainly felt exhausted. But I was afraid to sleep. I was afraid that if I woke up, I would find that everything was just a dream. 
 
    I watched our father stop Stony by putting his hand on his shoulder. Though he talked quietly, there was still power in his voice. Who was that man? A greedy man who would take any sacred treasure and sell it for the highest price, but a man who only did it for the love of his children? He wasn’t perfect; even with such reasonable explanation, I still felt abandoned. But I didn’t expect him to be perfect. I wasn’t sure what I expected. I didn’t feel any bitterness towards him, certainly not like I felt when Angel left. 
 
    He could feel me staring and turned with a smile. “What are you thinking, Gab?” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled. I didn’t know. I certainly couldn’t articulate it. I felt frustrated, relieved, angry, curious. So alone. Yet, I still felt loved. Our father was so insistent about our relationship, but Uncle Harrison had robbed us of that, and so much more. 
 
    He sat next to me. “It’s like meeting you for the first time,” he whispered. He handed me a crumpled paper. It was in Aunt Beth’s hand, a letter to my father. I laughed as tears fell down my face. I suppose I should have been flattered. She knew me well enough to nearly perfect my mannerisms. I wondered if Uncle Harrison knew of her treachery. It made sense why we found the papers in a packet so similar to hers in the cellar. She probably hid them away from Harrison. That was why she looked so fearful when she said we were leaving. I wondered what punishment she faced if he found out. 
 
    In the most recent letter, Aunt Beth wrote about my frustration about cleaning for the party, my complaints about Jessica, my joy when Hannah gave me her dress, my excitement when receiving my slippers. How strange it was to read my own tale written by another! 
 
    “It’s all true.” I handed the letter back to him and wiped my eyes. “I thought she never paid me any mind. But this is almost as if I had written it.” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” our father held the letter over the candle, watching it burn. We sat quietly for a few moments. “All these years have been a lie. I’ve been robbed of you…yet I’m to blame.” He looked up at me, those piercing eyes softened with regret. “I know nothing about you.” 
 
    “There’s not much to know,” I replied with a shrug. Nothing that he didn’t already know. Aunt Beth must’ve been equally thorough in each of her letters to him. 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true,” he replied gently. 
 
    Of course it was. He knew already that I was Moura, and that was really the most interesting thing about me. And what if Aunt Beth embellished everything? She certainly didn’t tell the whole truth. What if he just enjoyed his relationship with Aunt Beth-me? What if he didn’t like me-me? 
 
    Our mother thought Angel was the most interesting person ever, and excitedly asked her many questions, even as they left the room. I had no stories of adventure to tell, no tales of war. I wondered what “I” did tell him. I wished I had the other letters to see. 
 
    He gently nudged my cheek. “Hey. I don’t know what’s going on in there, but stop fretting, and stop comparing yourself to your sister.” 
 
    I blushed. 
 
    “I want to know what I missed. I want to know where I was deceived. I want to know your dreams, I want to know your fears. I want to know your pastimes, your likes, your dislikes. Gab, I want to know everything.” 
 
    He sounded so convincing, but I still felt so unsure. “I like music,” I said at last. He smiled, and I was encouraged. “I play a pipe. I like to imagine that I play the flowers to sleep, or enchant fire-demons…I really like that.” 
 
    “You like to imagine a lot, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded, once again becoming insecure. He hadn’t asked critically, but I was thrown by the question. “Yes.” 
 
    He leaned forward as if he had a secret to share. “The pipe you play is a river flute. It is fabled to have belonged to a water nymph that enchanted the creatures of the deep. You are not too far off in your fancy.” 
 
    I smiled excitedly, all my feelings of insecurity vanishing. The stories he could tell! “Is it? Then you gave it to me?” 
 
    He nodded. His smile was broad though his eyes looked so sad. “I did. When you were five.” 
 
    “And this?” I dug in my bags for the strange crystal that shed light when you squeezed it and held it up before him. 
 
    He laughed lightly, taking it from my hands. “I cannot believe you still have this.” 
 
    “Yes, I use it to read at night…” 
 
    I trailed off as his smile grew so large that it nearly consumed his face. “Yes. Zairae made it for you. You would call it ‘the story light.’ He looked back at the crystal in his hands and turned it on and off. “You would hold it for Zairae when he read to you two.” 
 
    I couldn’t remember. “Zairae? That’s who we call Stony, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose he does look like stone. That’s clever…” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “Simply? Your uncle.” 
 
    “My uncle?” I paused as I thought back those many weeks to finding the packet in the crypt. “But, we looked at the lineage. He would have to be well over two hundred years old…!” 
 
    “Yes, he’s somewhere around there,” my father agreed, rubbing the back of his head. He could sense my confusion. “Fairies live a long time, Gab. Especially masters.” 
 
    I had so many questions. They came out so incoherently and quickly that I couldn’t breathe. I stopped suddenly. I startled him, and he stopped smiling. “Gab…?” 
 
    “That’s what I like,” I said. He stared, his eyes becoming piercing once more as they tried to read my face. “I like the tales. I love them. I know most of them by heart.” 
 
    His smile returned. “Zairae’s doing.” 
 
    “I love the histories! And these you speak of, I have never heard of any of them! The Grip of Gold, water nymphs, fairies? I thought the tales all ended with ‘happily ever after.’” 
 
    “Oh no, Gab. For us, the best tales begin at the phrase. One just has to study.” 
 
    “And that is so wonderful!” I trailed, imaging what could have happened at the end of all the tales we had faced in the fairy route. Perhaps, the delicate strands of gold spun by the princess were made into garments fit for the princes of giants. Perhaps, the cunning fox returned home to grand parades after eating the evil gingerbread lord. Perhaps, the three Billy goats continued their march to save a stranded king, and perhaps the fox boy sweetly wooed a beautiful maiden. What untold stories could treasure hunting hold? 
 
    “Hey, Gab.” 
 
    I jumped and focused on my father. He wasn’t annoyed, quite the opposite, and smiled broadly. “I am so pleased you are fascinated with the tales…even more so that you have them memorized. That will be very useful later.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Later?”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    “Sure, Gab. You want to come with us, don’t you?” His face looked sullen for a moment, and he added, “Or would you rather an escort to Lavenora?” 
 
    “I want to go with you!” I declared. Our adventures so far had been strange, overwhelming, wonderful and sometimes terrible. But they were all a part of a tale. Good or bad, each little story was a just a glimpse into a bigger one. There was so much more to them than the here and now. 
 
    I wanted to know what happened before “once upon a time.” I wanted to see what exactly “happily ever after” looked like. And I wouldn’t be able to do that if I went home. 
 
    Home. The word became such a blurred mix of standing in Lavenora and next to my father. The manor in the meadow just seemed so far away. My Arohna was right, change would be what I made it. And I would make it a tale. A single fable within a much grander narrative. 
 
    “I want to go with you. I want to learn the stories of my tales and solve the riddles of the past!” 
 
    My father could sense my hesitation. “But…?” 
 
    “But I never trained. I don’t know how to fight. Would you send me to the Lingue-gue tribe to learn?” 
 
    His smile returned and he laughed. “Never. I will train you myself.” 
 
    “Really?” I had no idea what that would involve, but the thought of becoming swift and strong like my sister made me excited. 
 
    “Of course, Gab! I can teach you how to fight.” He leaned closer and smiled. “I can’t teach you how to guide…and that is already what you do when you learn your tales by heart. “ 
 
    I smiled. When I thought back to our adventures in the fairy route, I understood what he spoke of. It didn’t matter that Stony took the book from us halfway through. I knew all the tales. I figured out the clues, and I was the one to ask when unsure. I felt so excited to be comparable to Angel. 
 
    Aunt Beth-me was a concern of the past. He did like me-me. He loved me. And he was confident that I would be able to help him in the pursuit of grand treasures and ancient items. I finally accepted my ever-changing, ever-odd fate. I was a guide, an elvish princess, and soon, I would be a Tashin rider. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Yeah, Gab?” 
 
    “Could you tell me a tale of one of your adventures?” 
 
    Father nodded and leaned back in his chair. “I’d love to.” 
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    After an early breakfast in the empty and still inn, we followed Father into the dim morning light. A stable boy walked close behind but continued past us. The sun had just barely peeked over the town, and the cold air nipped my cheeks. No one was about, and no light broke through the windows of houses. 
 
    I jumped when Father’s loud whistle echoed through the air. He had two fingers to his lips and stared past the town. In a few moments, five horses sprang to us in response. I trembled back as Father grabbed the reins of a black horse with fiery red eyes. The other horses stamped their feet impatiently. I never rode a horse before and the beasts that stood before us were massive. 
 
    “You ride horses?” Sean was amazed. He held his hand out towards one before quickly drawing it back. “They will not startle with dragons around?” 
 
    “Not these,” Father replied. “These were bred in the mountain dragon kingdom of Hewa Baridi. We needed the speed.” The black horse snorted loudly and tossed his head. “The innkeeper only has one spare horse we can take. We will have to share.” He muttered under his breath, counting and looking over us. “We must evenly distribute the weights. Rebecca, you and Itsy will ride together,” he said, referring to Mother. “Kyle, you will ride with Zairae…” 
 
    “Why must I, then?” Kyle objected. 
 
    “Because you’re the lightest and Zairae is the heaviest,” Father answered, not interested in Kyle’s whining. “It’ll be better anyway; he’ll prevent you from doing something stupid…” 
 
    “Scurry off, Renard…!” 
 
    “Sean, you and Saramine can take Kyle’s horse. That settles the dragons. Here comes the stable boy with the extra horse. Avoid it, dragons; we don’t need any unnecessary trouble.” 
 
    I stood where I was. I didn’t even know how to get into the saddle, let alone ride. Connie had lighted daintily on one of the dragon-bred horses, and skillfully drove it towards me. “My Moura,” she said, holding her hand out to me. I smiled weakly, and with Ryan’s help, settled behind her. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Father’s horse trotted around our brigade impatiently. 
 
    “Ready!” Kyle replied in a shrill scream. 
 
    “Then let’s ride!” 
 
    Father’s horse gave a spirited leap and darted into the woods. I grabbed a tight hold of Connie’s waist and closed my eyes as our horse jolted, then sprung after Father’s. We galloped on a wide dirt road, the horses following Father’s in single file. Travelers on the road quickly moved to the other side. We leapt over streams and clomped over wide bridges. My bones jarred and shook. I closed my eyes tighter. Every time the horse leapt over something, I could feel my stomach lift to my throat. 
 
    We traveled in this manner for only half an hour before reaching a huge wall. It stretched high into the sky, just like the one at the last fairy route we had gone through. I sighed deeply as Father sprang from his saddle. 
 
    “Give me the key,” he ordered. Kyle handed it to him, and Father held the medallion to the wall. The door opened slowly, and bright light poured down on us. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “How are you, Gabriella?” Connie asked. I dizzily nodded, and swallowed, trying to ignore the telltale feeling in my stomach. The day had been long. We took breaks only long enough for the horses to get water, but not nearly long enough for me to recover. Connie tried to teach me how to sit so I wouldn’t feel so rattled but to no avail. I must have thrown up four times, once almost getting her. The fast movement of the horses was just too much for my stomach. 
 
    At twilight, we finally dismounted at the border of the Thenowe Kingdom in the land of Fogh. A large hill sat before walls, so we crawled up it and watched the group of a dozen guards below. I felt almost instantly better. I lay on the ground deeply breathed in the smell of grass and earth. 
 
    Father slowly rolled to his back to face us. “They have increased their number. Usually there is only two or three at this gate. We can’t let them know that we are even in the kingdom. If a scout finds us, the palace will be on alert and we won’t be able to get the map half. One of the new faces will have to go down there and distract them. Maybe say there’s bandits or something…” 
 
    "Oh, Bittersweet has her bandit ruse down pat,” Ryan said, grinning towards me. “Ten or ‘leven of them is what got us into Goldilocks’s place.” 
 
    Father nodded. “That was a story I enjoyed hearing. Okay, Gab, go on. Don’t be afraid; I’m right here.” 
 
    I wasn’t afraid. More nervous than anything. I pulled at the length of cloth that held my hair back and tossed it around until it was wild in my face. 
 
    “Sean, you and Ryan go pursue her. Let them catch you. Afterwards, Gab, tell the guards where we are. They should come to investigate and Kyle, sneak around and blast any that remain…set to stun, please.” 
 
    “Aww.” 
 
    “Saramine, Rebecca, Zairae. Move about here so they come this way. When they near, fly to the gates. The night should cover your flight. The rest of us will sneak around with the horses and we will all meet up at the other side. Everyone got it?” 
 
    “Got it,” grinned Kyle. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I screamed as loud as I could. The sound startled everyone around, including myself. I screamed from excitement, from nervousness, from anxiousness, but not from fear. It felt we were once more in the wonderful fairy route, on some exciting mission. I had nothing to fear; I was where I belonged. And alongside my father and sister, I was invincible. It was a courage and confidence I had never felt, even with my time with the elves. I was in the company of my nearest and dearest, while doing what I loved the most. 
 
    I stumbled a couple of times. I would have been more careful had I known that the hill was so steep. A thorny bush caught the edge of my sleeve, ripping it as I fell. Another scratched up my face. I cried out and clutched my sleeve to my shoulder. The guards were alert the instant I started screaming, and with the boys running after me while yelling, they were instantly armed. Still, I made my way with ease through the group and stumbled into the biggest guard in the center. 
 
    “Help me!” I was so filled with excitement and dread that I spoke incoherently. I grabbed his shirt and cried out. Words had completely left me, but at least it made my farce more believable. I pointed behind me at the boys, who had turned upon seeing the guards. The guards didn’t know why they were chasing them, but swiftly tackled them to the ground. 
 
    The guard I grabbed ran his hand over the tear in my sleeve. “What have they done to you?” 
 
    The other guards brought the boys closer. My senses came about me and I shook my head in a panic. “That ain’t all of ‘em,” I stuttered between frantic breaths as the others brought rope to tie up the boys. “That ain’t all of ‘em…” 
 
    The lights were suddenly extinguished. I cried out in genuine surprise, and the guard’s grip on me tightened. “Go!” he commanded the others. “Go find them! All of you, go!” After making sure that the boys were tied tight, the other guards disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    The first turned back to me, gripping my hips, but he suddenly seized before passing out loudly on the ground. Father stood behind him and put his hand down. “I can’t wait to teach you that,” he said with a grin. I smiled too. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to learn. 
 
    We reached the outskirts of a small village an hour after midnight. I shook myself awake as the horses slowed. At least my exhaustion diverted my nausea. We dismounted, and the dragon-bred horses quickly disappeared into the darkness. Ryan led the one we got from the innkeeper behind. 
 
    Loud, raucous laughter echoed in the night as we made our way down the busy street. I felt barely awake, but the townspeople acted as if the day had only just dawned. Father and the others didn’t bother to put on their hoods and scarves; I doubted if anyone in the street was even sober enough to recognize them. We passed several men stumbling about, stepped over dozens who lay keeled over on the road, and walked around many small dancing groups. 
 
    “That is where we shall stay the night,” said Stony as we approached an inn. He looked at Connie over his shoulder, who fidgeted nervously. “It is the only inn that is close. Do not be alarmed when we enter. There is no danger.” 
 
    As we neared, a strange combination of unintelligible noise and song greeted us. When we climbed the steps, the noise became deafening. Someone flew past the door just as we reached the threshold. He smashed into a table, sending the other patrons into hysterical fits of laughter. Everyone fought, drank, laughed or played cards in the most random of places. Two men stood atop a piano, arms slung across each other’s shoulders and sung incoherently into their half-empty bottles while someone else pounded recklessly on the keys. 
 
    We timidly walked behind Father as he led us through the mayhem towards the innkeeper. He sat upon a stool and leaned on the counter, comfortably. We followed his lead and sat at surrounding stools and tables, but we could never hope to remain as composed as he. The chaos of the bar didn’t faze him at all; when a man slid across the counter, Father simply moved his hands out of the way and after the man had passed, he leaned on the counter once more. Shattering glass just became ambience, and at every moment, men kept falling near my feet. 
 
    The innkeeper turned at Father’s polite cough. 
 
    “Evening, Renard.” Men sitting nearby turned at the innkeeper’s indifferent greeting. “What have you acquired as of late?” 
 
    “My children,” Father answered, simply. Some of the men began pointing and whispering. I shifted uncomfortably. Why did everyone stare at us so? 
 
    “They are beautiful, Syrah,” the innkeeper agreed with a yawn. An old man collapsed onto the bar, between me and Father, and stared at his face closely. I leaned back. The man smelled almost as terrible as the goose girl had. 
 
    “You’re a…you’re a Tashin rider!” he cried out, trembling back onto the floor. I scoffed. And why should he be so afraid? Could he not see what was happening all around him? Father seemed nearly as uninterested as the bored innkeeper, and didn’t respond. “It is you!” the man’s shaky hand pointed to a wanted parchment hung on the wall. The innkeeper rolled his eyes. 
 
    Father turned to examine it. “Oh. Yes, I do suppose we do bear quite a resemblance to each other.” 
 
    Kyle gaffed. The noise slowly quieted except for the occasional, “Hey, look!” 
 
    The once-raucous bar company soon became more solemn than church priests. I kept my head forward, concentrating my breathing and trying to glance back from the corner of my eyes. Angel’s hands were ready. What would such a large group of drunken, rowdy men do to us? That parchment’s price read 100 gold pieces. 
 
    “We will need several rooms this time,” Father continued to the innkeeper. His voice seemed to echo in the silence. Though his eyes never left those of the innkeeper, I could tell he paid close attention to the patrons too. “Perhaps all that you have left. Now, it is late, and we are tired. Please have your company settle.” The innkeeper shrugged. “We will also need that small stable prepared for us in for the morn.” 
 
    “And supper?” the innkeeper asked. Father grinned. 
 
    “It is far past supper. Breakfast in the morning, however, would be appreciated.” 
 
    The innkeeper spun on his heels. “It will be done, Renard.” 
 
    “Renard,” a man repeated as sat at the end of the bar, “and his infamous Tashin riders. Desired but hated. Feared but respected.” The noise of laughter and shattering glass slowly started up again, no one apparently interested in any kind of reward. Angel relaxed. “You have two women and four girls. Six females. What are you to do with so many? Surrounding yourself with them is such a waste. They will just make it easier for you to be captured.” 
 
    “Not so,” Father answered, not looking at the man, but opening a scroll. I leaned to look. A map! A map ripped in half and covered in crudely drawn symbols and directions. “See how I do not fear getting captured, even as I sit before you, women and all. Perhaps they shall make it harder for you to do anything of the sort.” 
 
    “Ha!” laughed the man. “A woman? A woman’s place is…” 
 
    A dagger broke through his mug and stuck in the table. The man gasped the shards in his hands. 
 
    “That was just my daughter.” Father still didn’t look up, though a smile parted his lips. “My wife wouldn’t have been so kind as to miss.” 
 
    He was so calm; so cool...and a little arrogant. My tension slowly released, and I lay my head upon my hands. He didn’t fear getting caught? Even with all of us? His arrogance had to be well-founded. Angel’s certainly was. 
 
    “A lucky throw,” the man agreed, grabbing another man’s mug and taking a drink. “But what if one of them were caught off guard?” He spun around and threw a fast punch at Saramine. I sat up in a start, but Saramine put her hand out in front of her face, catching the man’s fist. She had been talking quietly to Connie, but turned to look at the man, her dragon eyes flashing a yellow warning. She wasn’t prideful like Father and Angel; she probably just grew the reflexes fighting the ambassador and simply defended herself. Still, the man trembled at Saramine’s quick response, even more so at her eyes and leaned back. 
 
    Father only looked up briefly, before returning to his map. “That was foolish. What would you have done next had you succeeded?” 
 
    Father didn’t speak in a rude manner at all, but the man’s countenance changed, and he stared at Father, fearfully. He stood quickly, knocking Kyle from his chair as he passed. Kyle had been sleeping with his head on the table and wasn’t pleased with the unexpected awakening. 
 
    “Mind your manners!” he demanded, holding his hand out. He froze where he was, but before I could wonder about his change of mind, I noticed his startled face. Apparently, he had stopped against his will. 
 
    “Not tonight, Kyle.” Stony sat at the end of the counter, eyes closed, and arms crossed. He really lived up to his name; I had forgotten that he was even sitting there. Kyle was released and went to return to his seat. Finding a new target, the man kicked the chair from under Kyle, who fell again on the floor. 
 
    “Wretch!” Before anyone could stop him, even Stony’s bizarre power, Kyle kicked the man, sending him flying across the bar. 
 
    “Kyle!” 
 
    Now, the entire bar company jumped to their feet and charged. I cried out, but they weren’t after me. Three men lunged at Kyle, and were instantly defeated. Another ran near, wielding a sword. 
 
    “I’ve told you about this!” scolded my mother, waving her hand. The man’s sword dropped, and he went flying through the door. 
 
    “He started it!” whined Kyle, pointing and sending a sparking blue line into another man’s chest. Father, Mother, Rebecca, and Kyle fought the torrent of men, throwing each of them from the bar or into walls. The rest of us sat where we were, in too much shock to move, in too much awe to be nervous. Angel’s hands rested on her daggers, but she stayed as she was. She did once say her attacks were fatal, and she hesitated raising hand against only drunks. Stony just sat on his stool, quietly meditating as if nothing was going on…though I did hear him make a heavy sigh. 
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 A Thirst for Adventure 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “Now, that was tiring!” Father laughed as he ordered drinks for my mother and himself. The fight finished quickly, and those would-be contenders went about their business. 
 
    “Kyle, you have been warned,” my mother scolded angrily. “You cannot just start fights whenever someone makes you upset. Zairae gave you powers for defense…nothing more! Why do you think we are wanted everywhere we go?” 
 
    “Oh, yes! Because it’s my fault, then!” Kyle snapped back. For someone so small, he sure was ferocious. “It wasn’t my idea to take things out of the lands…!” 
 
    “And who wanted oh so very much, the bowl of Old King Cole?” complained Father looking up from his mug. I turned to Kyle excitedly. “Or the bow that killed Cock Robin? If we didn’t take those items, perhaps we’d be in the clear.” 
 
    “Whatever…” 
 
    “You have the bow that killed Cock Robin?” asked Angel, genuinely interested. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kyle answered as if it was nothing to be proud of. He unlatched the bow from the quiver on his back and handed it to Angel. 
 
    “How do you find all these things?” asked Angel, softly rubbing the bow. 
 
    “Not easily,” Kyle answered. “You’ll see all the trouble we go through when we start looking for…” 
 
    “Hush, Boy,” Stony barked. His eyes glowed white as he glared at Kyle. “You have said your share. Quiet, now. Not another word from you.” The flames from his eyes were extinguished as his eyelids closed. Kyle gritted his teeth and he glared at Stony, but he didn’t say anything more. 
 
    The innkeeper returned and looked about the tavern. Broken tables rested in piles, drunks lay sprawled on the floor, and angry men sat in small groups, silently glaring at us. He sighed loudly before turning to Father. “Your rooms are prepared, Renard.” 
 
    The innkeeper led us down the hall, Father assigning rooms as we walked. I collapsed on the bed I was to share with Angel, not bothering to get under the blankets. Angel placed our things near the foot of the bed before quickly washing her face in the small basin. 
 
    “What do you make of all this?” she asked. 
 
    “I think this is all very exciting,” I answered, rolling on my side to face her. “I am surprised I am more unmoved by this than you are. I’ve never seen you so unsettled.” 
 
    “This is unsettling, Gabby,” Angel retorted, collapsing next to me. “I live in the real world…or at least I thought I did. It is too much to understand! Gabby, we are fairies!” 
 
    “I know! Can you imagine how much easier your war would have been with a knowledge of that power?” 
 
    It wasn’t the response Angel wanted. She sat up stared at me gravely. I rarely heard her talk without her warrior manner; I certainly never heard her sound so timid. The whole thing made her a mess…my strong, chieftain sister. And I! I felt as invincible as Father acted. 
 
    “Gabby, consider how strange this all is! How can you be so calm? We are the children of outlaw fairies who are on a treasure hunt to obtain a hand that can turn anything into gold…does not any of that seem the least bit strange to you?” 
 
    “Oh, of course it does,” I agreed. “It’s more than strange…there’s no word for what it is. But, isn’t it also just proper with everything else we’ve gone through? Think; I found my lost sister, who had taken over an entire tribe. I have traveled several months’ journey to different lands in only a matter of weeks. Consider! I stood in a magnificent home that was made of sticks. I had breakfast in the cottage of the three bears, I was embraced by a fox boy, and I’ve out-riddled Rumpelstiltskin. I’ve become an elvish princess, I’ve dined with dragons…truly, Angel, this is right proper! This is the only way our tale could go!” 
 
    “I wanted to say this is not like one of your tales, but it truly is.” 
 
    “It truly is!” I sat up and took her hand. She smiled despite herself. “I don’t know, Angel. I listened to Father until the early hours this morning. I know everything that they have been through so far and it’s just…” I lay back down and closed my eyes, replaying Father’s tales. “We know so little, Angel! We have only seen pieces of this story! Just think; you already met Father while he was in a completely separate story! It’s one big adventure! Do you not thirst for it? Surely, you are curious to know how your tale in Nyora weaves into his?” 
 
    Angel just smiled before lying down next to me. “It is curious. But I think I just have a thirst for normality.” 
 
    “And what is normal, Nik’dalo?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    The next morning glowed bright and clear. Father awoke early to check the town for soldiers. Only a few of us joined him while the others lay in their beds. Father covered his head with his hood and wrapped a scarf around his face, revealing only his intense eyes. Stony and Kyle did the same, and we followed them down the street. The town looked completely different in the day. The drunks had disappeared, and regular vendors and merchants had taken their place. Women sat in small stables milking goats, and chickens scattered at my feet. 
 
    “How are we to get inside the palace grounds?” I asked, scanning the area for armor or the green and gray colors of the guard. 
 
    “I know when we can get inside, though I am still working on the how,” Stony admitted. “There is a banquet taking place tomorrow night, for the birthday of the queen. Such a fete would provide all the distraction needed. However, they guard the palace diligently. It will be difficult to get inside.” 
 
    We moved to the side of the street as a gypsy wagon rolled by. Ryan’s eyes lit up as he stared at the huge horses. “Do you have money, then?” he demanded anxiously. “I have an idea, only it’s going to cost something.” Father and Stony each handed Ryan a few pieces and Ryan quickly ran after the wagon. 
 
    “What do you think he’s doing?” I asked. 
 
    Kyle shook his head. “One can never tell what happens in that mind,” he replied. 
 
    Ryan strode back to us a few minutes later. “They are greedy. I need more.” Stony looked at Kyle. 
 
    “You have money.” 
 
    “But it’s mine!” Kyle cried out, clutching the side of his pants. 
 
    Father laughed. “Oh, to be so cheated!” 
 
    Kyle shot him a dirty look but handed his few coins to Ryan. I spun to Father as Ryan took off again. 
 
    “You mean that’s all the money you have…?” 
 
    “Keep your voice down, Gabriella!” Stony hissed. We remained silent as the curious jar-carriers continued past. “No, that is not all we have. We do not carry it all with us. The rest is hidden in our bags. Be silent.” 
 
    I supposed that made sense. I wasn’t sure how much money I was expecting them to have earned by treasure hunting, but with my father’s bounty so high, I knew it couldn’t be such a meager amount. 
 
    Ryan returned to us his arms full of colorful, silky garments, a lute, and a fur-covered drum. “They don’t know us. If the girls put these on, then we can say we’re entertainers,” he explained. “Perhaps then they shall let us inside.” 
 
    Father nodded. “Ah! Zairae! We are far from being at a disadvantage! We could never do this without them!” 
 
    We followed Father back to the inn. The others had awakened and were just headed to the stable, where tables had been put out, and breakfast set. As we ate, Ryan explained again what he had bought, Kyle still making remarks under his breath. 
 
    “The children are an added benefit that I keep overlooking,” Stony agreed, opening a large layout on the table. “However, we should still be wary. Anyone that gives the seraphs a good look will be able to see the resemblance.” 
 
    “There are scarves here,” Ryan said, looking at his pile. “They can cover their faces.” 
 
    “Agreed. Connie and Saramine will dance, Sean will play a lute and Ryan the drum.” 
 
    I looked up when I felt Father’s piercing gaze. “Gab, you will be one to slip away and steal the map.” 
 
    Me? Alone? I couldn’t help but smile broadly. He chose me over Angel. “We will dress you as a servant and you can break away from the group as they enter. You can pick locks should the situation call for it.” 
 
    I nodded excitedly as Stony handed me a parchment. “This is the layout, Gabriella. Study it. The queen’s apartments are located here, towards the west. The main ballroom is here. You will go north first, down this corridor, and then turn left in about 60 paces. This corridor is between two suits of armor. Once down that corridor, the easiest way is to take the servant’s stairs to the right here, just past the painting of the queen, down this hall here…there are windows on the right side. This is her door. The map half is framed above her bed.” 
 
    “Grand!” 
 
    “How did you get this?” Connie was startled. “How could you learn such private information?” 
 
    Kyle grinned. “Was not easy, that,” he said. “It involved tar, the dungeon master’s mother, and lots of ale.” Kyle shifted in his seat, a smile starting across his lips. “Masters shouldn’t drink, if ever you were curious.” 
 
    Kyle spun evilly to Stony, sending Father into a hysterical fit of laughter. My mother and Sean’s mother just smiled, looking down at their laps. Kyle was encouraged and continued. “You know. Whoo!” 
 
    Kyle flew into the air and slammed hard into a wall. He couldn’t stop laughing, even as he tumbled back onto the floor. “Taking your anger out on me again, I see!” Kyle flew into another wall. 
 
    “That’s enough now,” Father laughed, trying to wipe away his tears. “We’ve had our fun. We must finish discussing this. Zairae, let him go.” 
 
    Kyle rose to the top of the barn before he was released. He groaned as he sprawled on the floor. “Thanks,” he muttered, rubbing his end. The rest of us sat bewildered. 
 
    “What is the meaning of all this?” Connie asked. 
 
    “Making this layout required Zairae to forget himself a little,” Father replied, beginning to laugh again. 
 
    “A little. Yeah,” Kyle agreed with a smirk. “We’ll leave the details to your own imagination…” Kyle’s sentence was cut off with a scream, as he flew out of the open window. 
 
    “Let us be serious now!” Mother was annoyed. “We cannot…” 
 
    She cut off as the stable boy ran into the barn. The boy looked puzzled, but as he saw nothing out of the ordinary, he bowed before leaving. Kyle muttered to himself as he walked back inside. 
 
    “Enough, Kyle!” 
 
    Kyle huffed, but took his seat. Father couldn’t stop chuckling. I smiled. I enjoyed their banter, even though I had no idea what had happened. 
 
    “Do any of you know the dances of the gypsy?” Stony asked, turning to us. No one answered. 
 
    “I know the dances of the Inzi,” Saramine said at last. “I can teach Connie a few simple steps.” 
 
    “I shall help it,” Stony added. “Whoever watches will be enchanted until you cease. But you must be careful, boys and Gabriella. If you should watch, you will be under that trance too.” 
 
    I nodded and pulled the map closer to me. I didn’t want to disappoint. I needed to learn the layout. Turn right. The corridor was long and split into a separate hall with a staircase…Go up the stairs and to the left… 
 
    “We cannot go inside the castle village with you,” Father continued, “We will accompany you there, but once we are inside, you will be alone. Even you must also keep a low profile…even a small group could draw attention from the guard…” 
 
    “So, we will travel separately,” Angel said, not looking up from her meal. “We will go in pairs and gather later off the main road. I will be going with them.” 
 
    Father raised his eyebrows, and Stony stared at my sister intensively, but neither objected. How could they? Even without meaning to, Angel sounded chiefly. 
 
    “They will be inside unarmed,” she explained. “This plan seems sound, but we must prepare for everything.” 
 
    Father couldn’t be more thrilled. “Our daughter, Itsy!” Then, turning to me, he opened a large parchment. “Here, Gab, replace the map with this.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    We tip our hats to you, kind benefactor! 
 
      
 
    “Father!” I cried out with a laugh as he handed me the parchment. He just laughed and lifted his drink. 
 
    “To our kind benefactor!” 
 
    “To our kind benefactor!” 
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    “That is the city of Thenowe,” Father pointed, pushing his hood from his head. The city glimmered in the falling sun and the huge castle stretched high in the distance. “Be careful. If at least one of you are not back with news in six hours, we will come in after you.” Father bent to look at me. “Are you ready, Gab?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. I stared at the layout, all night and made several tunes to help remember the directions in case. I was more than ready. I felt like I built the place. Father nodded and gently pulled my hood over my head before kissing my forehead. “Be careful.” 
 
    I smiled before turning to follow Angel down the steep hill. We reached the road right as an old man with a large cart drawn by two horses walked past. Immediately, Sean and Saramine introduced themselves. Sean took the huge jar the man carried and Saramine walked arm in arm with him, talking excitedly. She reminded him of his granddaughter, and he was thrilled. The rest of us jumped on the cart to take a ride. We went through the town gates with no trouble at all from the guard. 
 
    Once out of their sight, we jumped from the moving cart and bid the man farewell. We split into three groups and went our separate ways. 
 
    I bought Connie and myself a basket each and we often stopped at vendor stands to buy commodities. Once, I accidently crashed into a guard, dropping my basket and sending most of my items to the ground. We held our breaths, but the guard just smiled and apologized, helping me pick them up. Connie and I then continued to the palace and when we reached the wide park before the wall, we sat and at the bench in front of the fountain. We didn’t wait long. Sean and Saramine arrived not two minutes later, and Angel and Ryan came along in another three. 
 
    “Ma-hali,” Angel softly commanded. Connie and I placed our baskets at the base of the fountain and in a tight group, we made our way up the hill and to before the side gates. There were still many carriages pulling before the main gates of the castle, but we thought it better not to go above our place. 
 
    “What is your purpose?” A guard stood to greet us as we neared. Past him and under the arch of the door, were several more guards playing cards. 
 
    “We’re entertainers for the queen’s birthday,” answered Ryan in a strange accent. “From Yanuzae.” 
 
    “The queen has no need for entertainers,” answered the guard. “Goodbye.” 
 
    We turned to each other helplessly as the guard went back under the arch to join his friends. 
 
    “We should have known it would not be so easy,” Connie sighed, pushing back a few strands of hair that were in her eyes. Her scarf had blown out of place, just barely revealing her pink lips. The pink and maroon scarf perfectly accented her face…she just looked so pretty in that moment. “Do you think we should just try the main gate?” 
 
    “Any thoughts, then?” Ryan asked, turning to Angel. I had thoughts. But Connie wouldn’t like it. 
 
    “Take this off,” I said, pulling at her cloak. Connie was mortified. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Take it off,” I repeated. I stared over her shoulder at the guards playing their game and remembered the guard who I had run into near the border. “Those guards are young and you’re beautiful. Take it off.” 
 
    Connie’s face sank at my words, but she unwrapped the cloak from around her. “Gabriella…” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” I said as I spun her around. One of those gypsy girls we got the scarves from had beautiful, full black hair that she let wild around her face. I would do the same with Connie. I quickly unbraided her hair, but Connie’s wasn’t as thick as the gypsy’s. Still, I tussled it around her face. 
 
    “But…but what shall I say?” 
 
    “Anything!” I answered, pulling off her sash so her stomach was bare and slipped her sleeves down so her shoulders were showing. She winced at each of my arrangements. Saramine’s eyes widened. “Just say whatever comes to mind and…and be flirty…” 
 
    “Gabriella! Have you not paid attention to anything I have taught you…?” 
 
    “Would you just shut up and go?” Ryan complained. “We’re right here…Angel is right here.” 
 
    Angel stayed silent, but her steady eyes were plastered on Connie’s. I gently pushed Connie back towards the arch. “Beg pardon,” she called. I rolled my eyes. She couldn’t behave like a princess, or it wouldn’t work. “We have traveled a great distance to perform here; I wish you would let us inside.” 
 
    “Gabby said flirty!” 
 
    “Are you still here?” The guard rose in a huff and stomped out to meet her. “I told you…” He froze. The look on his face was so mesmerized; I had to cover my mouth to keep from laughing. Sean stepped forward. 
 
    “Come on.” The guard smiled broadly, waving his hands to enter. Connie stood frozen in terror until the rest of us caught up. The whole lot of guards rose, and chuckled and nudged each other as we walked through the arch. 
 
    “I am mortified, Gabriella,” Connie whispered, gritting her teeth. “Standing like this before the filthy guards! Father would kill me if he ever saw!” 
 
    The guards quickly parted, and they clapped as we went through them. Connie moved uneasily between Sean and Ryan, clutching their sleeves. We made it through the crowd of whooping guards, up the steps and to the servant’s door. 
 
    The guard posted at the door looked over Connie, and walked to meet us, but Angel stepped in front, letting her cloak open as she walked. Her daggers glistened in the dim light. The guard took the hint and quickly returned to his post. 
 
    Once inside, we walked quickly down the corridor. The distinct sound of music could be heard far ahead. I turned to look back. The door guard had gone. 
 
    “My leave,” I said, handing my cloak to Sean. Angel watched me for a moment before leading the others down the hall. I brushed out my simple frock and quickly opened the nearest servant’s door. Such a strange sensation to be alone. I felt more than prepared for my task, but completing it alone felt so surreal. I walked freely through the narrow servants’ halls. Up the stairs and to the left. 
 
    I forgot I was to play a servant girl. I opened doors far too freely and walked with far too much purpose. Still, I hadn’t run into anyone, and wandered the halls until I found my starting position. 
 
    I opened a door to the grand upper corridor. On one side were large windows, overlooking the dark, colorful gardens and letting in the moonlight. On the other side was the balcony that overlooked the huge banquet room. The king waved his hand, and at the command, Sean, Ryan, Connie and Saramine neared a platform set near the head of the table. The cloaked silhouette of my sister leaned unassumingly on a pillar nearby. 
 
    Sean played the lute, and Ryan kept the beat while Connie and Saramine danced. I wanted to watch, I only saw them practicing briefly, but remembered to avert my eyes. When Sean began to sing, his beautiful voice echoed the hall, but when Saramine joined him, all conversations stopped instantly. The guests were captivated. Stony probably didn’t even need to enchant the dance; Saramine and Sean’s voices were good enough to fare without. With a smile, I hurried across the hall. 
 
    I found my aim with ease. I hummed Sean’s song softly as I gently pulled the map half from the wall, setting it upon the bed. Taking care not to make too much noise, I unlatched the frame, removed the tattered map half and replaced it with Father’s sign. After closing the frame, I leaned back to admire my work. Father would be proud; the sign had the same parchment pattern as the faded map half and was unassuming enough that unless someone were to look right at it, it wouldn’t draw any eyes. 
 
    I smiled and hung the frame back on the wall. After carefully folding the map half as small as I could, I put it in my slipper under the arch of my foot and opened the door. 
 
    “What are you doing in there?” 
 
    I was so startled that I trembled back onto the floor. A young boy with curly brown hair and round hazel eyes stood before me. He clutched in his hand a stuffed donkey toy. I was so unsettled that I stumbled over my words. 
 
    “I…I was,” I swallowed hard, “I was looking for the queen.” 
 
    I bit my lip the instant the words came from my mouth. The boy stared at me. 
 
    “It is mother’s birthday,” he answered, coldly. “How are you not aware of this?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and rose to my feet, remembering my duty. Father relied on me. “Of course, I am aware, My Prince,” I said, boldly. “But My Queen had excused herself and your servant was seeing if she had gone to her chambers.” 
 
    “She has not been up here.” 
 
    “Yes, My Prince,” I answered with a curtsy. I turned, but the boy wasn’t finished with me. 
 
    “I am weary,” he said. 
 
    I paused. I didn’t like where the conversation was going. “Oh?” was all I managed to say. 
 
    “My companion abandoned me and has gone to the banquet.” 
 
    “A shame. Why do you not join him?” 
 
    “Because it is boring. Will you read to me?” 
 
    He left me speechless again. “Your servant isn’t worthy enough to read to you, My Prince,” I said. 
 
    “You do not have to be worthy, you just have to be able.” 
 
    A fine thought. I tried again, “your servant is not able to read.” At this the prince sighed loudly. 
 
    “Surely you know some tales! Please! I am so weary!” 
 
    And I would surely be left behind. I wondered what Angel would think? And my father? My first time alone and I was captured by a seven-year-old. The decision was made for me, and the boy led me by the hand down the corridor. I was so thrown by being captured, that I lost my position. I forgot to count the corridors, I forgot to hum my songs…I forgot even what I was doing in the first place. 
 
    The young prince led me back to the grand corridor that overlooked the banquet. The others had finished and were receiving commendations by the monarch. My senses returned and I paused hoping to catch the gaze of my sister. The prince didn’t release my hand. 
 
    The others bowed and turned to leave. I waved, and Angel paused, staring at me. She glared, trying to work out what had happened. The prince became bored again and continued to pull me down the hall. Angel spun on her feet and followed the others out of the banquet room. 
 
    I took a deep breath, trying to hold back the tears. She had seen me, but did she figure out that I was being held captive? What could I do? Even if I could get out of the palace by myself, there was little I could do against the prince! How upset Father would be when he learned that I was caught! 
 
    We reached the prince’s room, and after he showed me his favorite toys, he sat at my feet and rested his chin on my knee and his donkey on my other. I once again fell into a daze. “Tell me a story.” He had to ask twice; I was so distraught that I couldn’t focus. 
 
    So, I started, “Once upon a time.” 
 
    The prince groaned. “Do not tell me a fairy tale!” he complained. I felt shocked; almost offended. 
 
    “You do not like fairy tales?” 
 
    The young prince shook his head, furiously. “They are so boring! They are nothing more than whimsical fantasies and outlandish yarns!” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I argued. “But then, how can a whimsical fantasy be boring? You never know what to expect!” 
 
    The young prince just stared at me. So, I tried again. “Once upon a time…” 
 
    I told him of a fair maiden who lived under the rule of her evil uncle. I told him of a mystical stone that guided her way, I told him of a fairy god-chancellor. I told him of a secret lane that passed through the dominion of trolls, and where riddles reigned supreme. I told him of imps, of elves, of dragons, of thieves…everything. 
 
    We both jumped when the door flung open. The queen entered, smiling at me lightly. “Ah, Bastian, I see you have captured another innocent.” 
 
    “She tells the best stories, Mother!” The young prince stood; I did as well. I hadn’t realized that my legs had fallen asleep and I trembled, trying to fight the sensation and keep balance. I wondered how much time had passed. “I want her to continue!” 
 
    “You need your rest, my son. And she needs hers.” The queen smiled at me before looking towards the door with a slight nod. My leave, I supposed. I bobbed a quick curtsy and walked quickly towards the door. Her face changed as I past her. “Stop.” 
 
    I did as told, my back facing her. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Ga..elle. Gail,” I replied, not turning to face her. I wasn’t sure how many people knew the names of Renard’s daughters. They certainly knew us as “his seraphs.” She walked around me to stare at my face. 
 
    “You look so familiar.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. If I said I was related to a close servant of hers, would she ask? Perhaps I could say I had been in her service for several weeks, but would she confirm? 
 
    The queen continued to inspect me carefully. “You are very pretty.” 
 
    “Thank you, My Queen.” 
 
    “Hmm. I simply cannot remember. Very well, you are excused.” 
 
    “Yes, My Queen.” I curtsied again and turned to leave as she turned to her young son. 
 
    “To bed now, Bastian. Or do you not still desire to help your mother pick out some suitable jewelry from Divah…? 
 
    “Divah!” I spun around, inadvertently. She stared, a shadow of anger passing her face, but I had completely forgotten my act. 
 
    “You cannot buy from Divah!” the prince cried out, becoming upset. “You can’t! He stole those jewelry pieces from the Tashin!” 
 
    “He killed a child for them,” I added, “he is…he is a horrible man!” 
 
    “And he killed Depash and Nee Gus! And for no reason…!” 
 
    The queen stood before me, searching my face. I quickly remembered my place and pinched my lips together, hanging my head low. My expressions always gave me away, but this time for good. I was truly upset, and the queen’s face finally relented. 
 
    “Where did you learn the tales that you told my son?” 
 
    “I’ve seen it,” I stuttered. I was at a loss, I could only think of the truth. “I’ve heard and I’ve seen.” 
 
    The queen’s gaze was shrewd. It felt nearly as piercing as Father’s. After a few moments of painful silence, she nodded her head towards the door once more. She believed me, but I was sure she also knew who I was. I didn’t know anything about Father’s sins, but the queen wasn’t going to make me pay for them. 
 
    I walked from the door and started down the hall. I was so caught up in what I was doing, that I hadn’t the slightest how much time had passed. How the others must have worried! The queen’s voice sounded far behind me. 
 
    “Escort this girl to the gate.” 
 
    I started, but the guard meant no harm and gently wrapped my arm in his. We wandered up and down corridors silently, out of the servant’s door, down the stone path and out of the gates. 
 
    I stood in a shadowed street just out of the reaches of the palace’s lamplight. I walked a few paces before collapsing on the ground and sobbing. My strength had left. I had been successful, but I had also come dreadfully close to being caught. The queen had been so kind. I shouldn’t have left Father’s sign. I felt so guilty. 
 
    Father. I looked down the dark street. Alone. I couldn’t go back to the safety of the guards of the palace; surely after the queen kissed the prince goodnight, she’d return to her room and realize my crime.  
 
    Could I try to navigate the streets by myself? What if it became packed with drunks like the last town? I didn’t know yet how to fight and protect myself. 
 
    I stood and walked along the buildings, trying to stay out of sight and remember the direction I came from. My senses had still not returned. I felt in a stupor; I felt present, but not. I felt that the lonely girl who walked down the street wasn’t me, and I was just an observer. 
 
    I started when a black mass down the road rounded the bend and made its slow way towards me. I didn’t have a torch and couldn’t tell what it was. I could have run, but my shock was overpowering. I simply stopped and waited for its approach. I wasn’t sure what I was going to see, but facing it seemed the only thing to do. 
 
    “Gab!” 
 
    Father. As the mass neared, I could see it was the entire group. They had come back for me. Father grabbed my head with his huge hands. “Gab…” 
 
    “I got it,” I said simply. He smiled as I collapsed senselessly in his arms. 
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    “Decent, Gabby!” Kyle exclaimed as we neared the stable. I told them the entire story during the long ride back. I was in such fright that Angel traded places with Connie, and I hadn’t let go of her the entire trip. “Getting the prince to hate Divah? Wonderful! I hope she did recognize you; perhaps we have all gained her pardon, then!” 
 
    “Do not be so boastful,” Stony ordered quietly. Kyle scoffed. 
 
    “Come on, Zairae; Gabby looks exactly like Renard! The queen isn’t stupid! Either way, with Divah gaining another kingdom as an enemy, he will start having a much tougher time selling our items and acquiring men for his silly armies.” Kyle fell back into a pile of straw in the barn. “I can’t wait none to see his face!” 
 
    “Then don’t let me deprive you.” 
 
    Kyle’s face fell as we looked to the door. The man known as Divah stood calmly between its posts and frowned. Father started, and Angel’s grip on my hand loosened. Divah scoffed as he walked inside. “I am just here to talk. Be relaxed.” 
 
    That would be impossible. Angel was furious and Sean couldn’t get a good grip on her. With Ryan’s help, he pulled my angry sister from the stable. 
 
    “I’ve angered her, Renard,” Divah explained, watching them go. “Simply because you first angered me. You commanded Nee Gus not to tell me where they were? And pray! What did you think I would do to them?” 
 
    Father looked away, but Mother crossed her arms. Divah scoffed angrily.  
 
    “I see. I am not as cruel as you clearly think I am. I enjoy seeing them so big; I wish your wife would have allowed me the occasional pleasure as they grew…and before we were at such odds. You see this, don’t you?” he added, gently touching his blackened eye. “Compliments of your youngest.” 
 
    “I quite admire it,” Mother said coldly. Father shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “Yes. Came quite close to killing me; I have other complaints as well. Just like you, Syrah; beautiful, but so hot-headed.” 
 
    “Why are you here, Divah?” Father finally said. Divah didn’t respond as he walked to face Father, eyes scanning me as he past. I clutched my skirt at my sides. He seemed so calm. So arrogant. Who was he to end such an innocent life? 
 
    I took a couple steps back. 
 
    “I have come for the ring,” Divah said, finally taking his eyes off of me. Kyle laughed at him. Stony lived up to his name. “Clever, you are, Renard, to have sent it with them. I never would have thought to look for it there. Thankfully, you’re careless…” 
 
    “And how are you to come about this with no one from your little troop around?” Kyle mocked. “You know we overpower you.” 
 
    “Because you were foolish enough to give me leverage,” Divah simply answered. Father’s eyes slowly traveled to me, but I didn’t have time to move. My stomach jumped as terror seized it and Divah held his hand at me. It was so fast. In only a breath, I was enveloped in a blue light. 
 
    My senses returned and I screamed, but no sound was heard. I looked down in a panic…no…I tried. I couldn’t move. As if my entire body was gripped in a vice, I was frozen where I was. I could only move my eyes. The sensation was indescribable. Will as I might, try as I could, no part of me would move. I could still feel though, and it felt as if I were trapped in ice. I wondered if it was how Connie felt when she was trapped. 
 
    Divah waved his hand at me and I shrunk until I was no larger than a small gem. I traveled to his hands and he held me before my father. “This is only to repay the insult you’ve given me. Believe me, Syrah; I never would have raised hand to them if only you hadn’t offended me in such a way.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Even Kyle seemed at ease and jumped from the seat he had made in the straw. Would Divah harm me? Surely not…surely if he were capable, wouldn’t the others fight to get me back? Father just stood, expressionless. Mother looked angry, but she didn’t move. Divah wouldn’t harm me. He said so before. I was sure he wouldn’t harm me. 
 
    Would he? 
 
    “So, the ring, huh?” 
 
    “And the map half too, apparently. Since this one follows so easily in her father’s footsteps.” Divah held me to his face to look at me within. “You must relate to me sometime how you made the queen my enemy. I am losing a fine amount of money due this.” He turned back to Father and my mother who still stood unchanged. Divah couldn’t read their faces, so he tossed me from hand to hand. My stomach lurched and my head thumped. I wondered what would happen if he dropped me? Would I shatter? 
 
    “Why do you delay? Do as I command! Or, would you rather test me? Shall we see if your calloused fears of me are warranted?” 
 
    Father still didn’t budge, but Stony stepped forward, handing Divah the map and ring from behind his back. Connie gasped and glanced at her bag, but Divah chuckled. 
 
    “Perhaps, Renard, she was one conquest I am not sorry to have lost. Otherwise, I too would be weakened by this sentiment.” 
 
    “Sentiment has nothing to do with it,” Stony said simply. “You have plenty of other qualities that weaken you.” 
 
    Divah’s face darkened. “Catch.” 
 
    He tossed me towards Father before turning on his heels. Connie started, but Stony waved his hand and I grew back to normal, collapsing on the floor and shivering. 
 
    “Let us go, quickly now!” Stony demanded, turning to follow Divah from the stable. Father helped me to me to my feet. Kyle followed behind Stony quickly. 
 
    “What have you done, Zairae?” he demanded. “And after all the trouble we just went through to get that map…what have you done? You know how easily we could have…” 
 
    Stony glared at Kyle. “I have outwitted him,” he answered. “Yet again. I do not know how long it will take him to realize the map and ring I gave him were not real.” 
 
    We followed Father out of the barn and found Angel, Sean and Ryan sitting in the inn. Father paid the innkeeper and we went back out into the chilly night, Father whistling for the horses. I shivered and shook uncontrollably, but Stony waved his hand, making a blanket appear around my shoulders. We mounted the horses and after Father briefly inspected the map, we took off. 
 
    We soon reached the river Angel told us about before we had found our parents. We would spend the night on its banks. I pulled the blanket closer around me and squinted into the darkness. The other side of the river was out of range of our firelight, and the roar was almost deafening. How would Angel have had us cross it had we not found our parents? 
 
    “Where do you think Divah will be when he realizes he’s been tricked?” 
 
    I turned at my mother’s voice. She knelt by Stony’s side as he sat against a tree and closed his eyes. 
 
    “I have led him to the eighth land,” he answered. “All the clues state that the grip does not pass the sixth land but again, the fool refuses to study.” 
 
    “Which land is the Grip of Gold in in?” asked Ryan. 
 
    “This one,” spoke up Father, laying the map pieces on the grass next to each other. I turned away from the river as he waved his hand over the pieces, making the two parts into one. It didn’t help; the symbols looked similar to Lyngarian, but the words were all fuddled. I couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    Still, Father read, plainly, “Over the third ridge, 40,000 paces east from the church, to the hall.” He ran his finger along the line and paused at the next symbols. “Past the hall, and through the hidden valley, to the Cotton Cottage. After that, we should reach the Shifting White Sands, but…” 
 
    “How are you reading this?” I asked. “All I see is gibberish.” 
 
    “Yes, how did you know?” Father sounded surprised. “This is a more olden tongue of Jibberich, but the words are not too different. To read it, you just unscramble the letters to a certain pattern. Once you discover the pattern, reading it comes quite easily.” 
 
    Hmm. Perhaps then those words that filled me with so much dread were in Jibberich? I picked up a stick and wrote what my imp wrote down in Nee Gus’ field. “Is this Jibberich?” 
 
    “Elaev hte rxi laoen,” Father read softly. I nodded, briefly relieved that he could understand, but Stony’s eyes popped open. He had been meditating silently against his tree, but rose instantly to his feet and stalked over to where we sat. Father didn’t notice him until Stony leaned on his shoulder, looking to the dirt where I wrote. 
 
    “It says to leave the Xri alone…” 
 
    “Where did you read this?” Stony demanded, not removing his eyes from the words. 
 
    “An imp wrote it in the dirt,” I stuttered. “I remembered it because it’s also what the people in the cave said…” 
 
    “What cave? Which people?” 
 
    It wasn’t like they introduced themselves. I didn’t want to remember it. Connie had me so terrified. Her scream, the darkness, the shaking of the boat, the cold splashing of water. All my senses were affected. Not to mention the hollow figures and menacing blackness… 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    I turned back to Stony’s annoyed face. “In the first fairy route. There were all kinds of…people floating around when Connie was screaming in the cave. I thought I had imagined it until we were in the old kingdom near Lavenora.” Stony’s eyes narrowed. “I saw them there too.” 
 
    Father inspected Stony’s face. “What is it, Zairae? What do you know?” 
 
    “I am not sure what I know,” Stony answered, turning away from me. Father looked just as confused as I was. “Never mind those words, Renard. We are not after the Xri. I am more interested now in Gabriella.” 
 
    What did he mean by that? Stony didn’t bother to explain and returned to his tree. I turned to Father who simply shrugged and rubbed the back of his head. “I’m not sure, Gab,” he said, quietly. “He will tell us in time.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    When we awoke the next morning, we packed up, ate a small breakfast and saddled the horses. Mother gently blindfolded the innkeeper’s horse, while Father muted his ears. I stood as close as I dared to the river’s edge, and stared across the raging waters. The mist from the torrent was so thick that it looked like small clouds had settled all around. Even in the daylight, I could barely see the other side. We never would have been able to cross it on our own. How would we even cross it now? And with horses…? 
 
    I started when Stony stood next to me. His eyes scanned the river while blazing white. Across the river, I could see something moving about in the mist. I turned to Stony, but his eyes glowed strongly. The dust at my feet slowly began to whirl. I stumbled back as the dirt and sand gathered on both sides of the river and stretched towards each other. 
 
    In a few more moments, a small bridge was formed over the waters. Father whistled to his horse. After an impatient stamp, Father’s horse, Wryly, led the others across the dirt bridge. Connie’s smile grew. Wryly seemed like the horse version of my father. Stony stayed where he was as the rest of us followed the horses. Father gently led the innkeeper’s horse across by the reins. Once we were all safely to the other side, Stony’s eyes returned to normal and the bridge crumpled into the deluge. He then flew across and we continued on our way. 
 
    The day was long. The route we took was not well-traveled, and the paths were often overgrown, obstructed by rocks or simply non-existent. Once, we all had to dismount to navigate up a narrow, steep slope along the side of a grassy knoll, covered with jagged rocks. Father checked his compass often and Angel the sky. 
 
    Finally, in the late afternoon, we reached the remains of a town. The plants had taken control, and nearly every stone lay covered in moss or vines. Father dismounted and led his horse through the silence. The abandoned town was not at all like the one near the elves. It wasn’t a forgotten beauty; it had no sort of charm. The town had been destroyed…completely obliterated. How could such a thing happen? 
 
    Only a few walls remained on the decayed wooden houses. Stones lay tumbled about, broken and charred. Old roads hid under the rubble, and spears and arrows dotted the scene. Quiet whispers sounded in the breeze, and though we were the only ones to move among the remains, shadows of the past seemed watch us. 
 
    I grabbed my arms. The place felt as terrible as the gingerbread man’s land. The breeze seemed to whisper, and each step over the weathered, brown bones seemed to shatter the air. Even Father looked surprised by the desolation. Only Stony kept focus, and he carefully examined the debris, looking for anything that could have belonged to a church. It felt such an impossible task. The smashed stones offered no distinguishing features of what they once were. 
 
    We were lucky. After only few more minutes of searching, Sean pointed to the distance. A singular wall stood tall in the remains, a fractured cross still attached and hanging askew. Father pointed off in the distance. “40,000 paces east from the church is the Hall.” 
 
    We rode slowly after Father for half an hour before we came upon a huge temple, nearly invisible in the trees. I wouldn’t have seen it at all had I not known what I was looking for. The thick green moss nearly covered the gray stones completely, and long vines wrapped around the pillars. 
 
    Father stood before the huge door, holding a torch to Sean, who blew fire to it. “The hall is inside. Here, we must leave the horses.” 
 
    “But how shall they survive?” Connie asked, looking back at them. 
 
    “They’ll be fine on their own,” Father answered. He removed the bridle from his horse’s mouth and patted his back. “Watch over them, Wryly.” 
 
    Wryly led the other horses to the woods. The innkeeper’s horse looked a little unsure, but as the other horses distanced, it quickly followed behind as we went inside. 
 
    Stony lit the few lamps as we looked around. An altar sat in the center of the room. Several candle stands and jars of various shapes and sizes were all around. Colorful but dusty tapestries hung on the walls between grime-covered stained-glass windows. Father navigated around the random objects strewn on the floor and down a dark tunnel slightly hidden behind a tapestry. 
 
    Several crude figures were drawn on each side of the tunnel’s walls. Vivid little drawings of people struck with massive arrows and tiny huts set ablaze. As we walked further, the pictures became so numerous that they covered the walls. Haunting cries and yells of war softly echoed in my ears. Thousands of little lines masked the ceiling, counting some unknown detail. I stopped at the largest painting on the wall, pulling out my crystal to see as Father’s torchlight distanced. 
 
    A huge man stood in the center of the confusion. Unlike the other pictures, the man was life-like, a huge, black mass that towered over me by six heads. He stood draped in red, and wore shiny black armor. The artist spent so much more time on his picture; the man looked real. A thick, black linen covered the man’s face. 
 
    I trembled uncontrollably. He hadn’t made me feel so terrible in such a long time. Even though his face was covered, I could tell he wasn’t human. His concealed eyes still seemed to peer right at me. I hated the pit he always put in my stomach. 
 
    In a long time? I leaned closer to the painting. I had seen him before. Where? Why couldn’t I remember? His massive form was certainly not forgettable…at least it shouldn’t have been. Perhaps an enemy in the fairy route? 
 
    A serpent’s hiss resonated in my ears. 
 
    “Gab! Gab!” 
 
    I jumped as Father shook me by my shoulders. “What are you doing? Have you been here the whole time?” 
 
    “Whole time?” I repeated. I had only paused for a few seconds. Didn’t I? I quickly glanced at the wall before turning back to my father. Stony’s eyes glowed slightly as he stared at me. 
 
    “I’ve been calling you for the past several minutes,” Father replied. 
 
    His words left me baffled. I didn’t stop for so long. I couldn’t have. Father held his torch up to better investigate what I was looking at. “What is all this, Zairae?” 
 
    Stony stared at the wall with an uninterpretable expression on his face. “It is the tale of a terrible warlord,” he answered. “Long ago, after being banished, he sought to be readmitted to his community by seeking to destroy the Black Crystal. The warlord was named the Mage of Caminae. He soon became greedy…he soon became powerful. He lived without rules, without guidance. He enjoyed the luxury of being able to do whatever he pleased without the permission of the council. Many took notice of his conquests; few took him seriously. Some called him Lord Amiss out of mockery. After he destroyed his first kingdom in the fourth land…” 
 
    “A kingdom?” Connie cried out, clutching her necklace. “He destroyed an entire kingdom?” 
 
    Stony nodded. “He was at the pinnacle of his reign when he suddenly disappeared.” 
 
    Unsettling. No one knew how to respond. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Kyle finally whispered. 
 
    “It is not certain,” Stony replied. “The situation was rather odd, in actuality. He simply disappeared overnight. Though there are several tales and rumors, no one knows for sure what became of the Mage. And he has been gone for at least a hundred years.” 
 
    “So, let’s say he’s dead, then” Kyle said, becoming bored and turning to continue down the passage. 
 
    “Perhaps he is.” 
 
    I ran my hands over the wall, though my fingers never even brushed the Mage’s form. Stony stopped me as the others continued ahead. “What did you see?” he demanded. 
 
    What did he mean by that? The same that he saw. I didn’t know what to say. “I’m not sure, Stony. But this man. The mage. Was he in the fairy route?” 
 
    Stony’s eyes brightened again. “Why do you ask me that?” 
 
    “I was just wondering,” I stuttered. What did he want? Why did he stare at me so? I trembled. I didn’t want to answer incorrectly. “I just…I’ve…” 
 
    “Have you seen him? Have you seen him before?” 
 
    Stony wasn’t angry, but his temperament was. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t answer; he just made me so nervous. Was I not supposed to have seen the mage? Did I? I couldn’t even remember if I had. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him before,” I finally said. “I just…I’ve felt like I have.” I scanned my memory and he scanned my face. “The only place that made sense for me to have seen him is the fairy route. That’s why I asked.” 
 
    “Could it have been when Princess Connie looked at the jewels?” 
 
    The black mass shifting the darkness. I had been so consumed by the calling faces speaking Jibberich, I had forgotten about the black mass they were all so afraid of. I looked back to the painting. 
 
    “Yes, that was where I saw him…although not like this. He was frozen in a rock when…” 
 
    But as soon as I answered, Stony turned and walked ahead. What did I say? Did I say something wrong? “Stony! What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Now, I am sure,” was all he answered. I slightly ran to keep up with his steady pace, but he didn’t even look at me as we caught up to Father and the others. The dark hall had nearly ended, and the early evening light poured into the tunnel. Father stared at the wall and nodded his head toward it as Stony and I came near. 
 
    The wall had several carvings in it, including a diamond, a sword, a shield, a pocket-watch, a book, a hand, a lantern and much more. Above, at the very top of the wall, were huge symbols, edged in gold. 
 
    “I never did learn Alanicate,” Father admitted. Connie took a small step forward. 
 
    “I have,” she said. Father smiled, surprised. “It says, ‘the hall of hosts.’” 
 
    “That is all?” Stony demanded. Connie nodded. “Hosts of what?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Kyle complained. He rubbed his hand over the hand. “This is the Grip of Gold. It’s here! Let’s just get on then!” 
 
    I unconsciously pinched my lips. Should we pass so freely over something we had no idea about? In the fairy route, every little clue…even tiny bridges over the stream…was meaningful. What if it were important? Why was the Grip of Gold called a host? Father said I was a guide. I had no ideas or anything to offer, but I would remember the wall. 
 
    Just past the hall of hosts, the tunnel opened to a narrow ledge that overlooked a vast valley. A narrow path led from the opening and winded down to the valley, tightly pressed against the mesa’s walls. The path continued through the valley until it disappeared into a thick wood far off. The passage was certainly a shortcut; we could have gone the long way around the mesa to reach the valley, but I was glad we didn’t. 
 
    Father waved his hand, making a rope appear on the edge of the narrow path. “Hold fast and mind your steps. Come.” 
 
    It took nearly an hour to get all the way down the mesa. When we reached the bottom, we stopped to rest. 
 
    I leaned against a tree, trying to remember all the symbols I saw on the wall. Father said studying made me valuable. But how could I study something I knew nothing about? A sword, a shield, a diamond… 
 
    “Hey, Gab!” 
 
    I looked up. Father and Stony sat far off, and Father beckoned me. “Come here.” I walked to sit between the two. Stony still stared at me, nearly penetrating my thoughts with his gaze. “Zairae thinks you might have sight.” 
 
    I didn't answer right away. What did that mean? The elder elf said he had been gifted sight. Was I gifted the same thing? “So, I can see the future?” 
 
    Father shook his head. “Not the future, Gab, the past.” He gave a quick look to Stony, but since Stony’s eyes were still locked on mine, Father turned back to me. “It is a rare ability among fairies to…blur the lines between this world and the next. Generally, this separation is peaceful. But when the spirits become agitated or restless, they can be seen in our world…by those who have sight.” 
 
    “In my many years, I have only known of one other fairy with sight, and it is the head of the master’s council,” Stony said, finally looking away. “This is a rarity.” 
 
    “So…what does it mean?” I felt confused, very certainly startled. I didn’t want to see the spirit world. “What does sight do?” 
 
    “Just what it sounds like,” Father answered with a smile. “You can see. You can’t talk, you can’t touch, you can’t feel. It’s just images of the past. Sometimes, if the disturbance is very strong, the bygones can see you, but you cannot be touched.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer. It certainly made sense why I could see all those people in the cave, and why I could hear the whispers in the elvish ruins…and in the hall of hosts. 
 
    “You are certain that they can’t harm me?” I asked. 
 
    Father nodded. “They are images; memories of the past. Nothing more.” 
 
    “At the end of our journey, I will contact Daylon,” Stony continued. “You will need training. It is difficult for those with sight to differentiate what is real, and what is not.” 
 
    I nodded. I couldn’t differentiate. Those white wisps were very real. And what did they say? Leave the Xri alone? Why would they tell me that? 
 
    “What is the Xri?” I asked. 
 
    Father gave Stony quick look. “It’s a source of power,” he explained, after a consenting look from Stony. “It’s a fairy trick, like the fairy routes. It is rumored that some powerful fairy many lifetimes ago created the Xri to power other fairy things. Zairae himself has used the source in the past.” 
 
    “A book, a lantern, little else,” Stony agreed. “I have not seen or heard of its whereabouts in some time.” 
 
    Father opened the map as I disappeared into thoughts. A source of power? Why would the spirits concern themselves with a source of power? And what of the lists of hosts? Perhaps, they were all hosts for the Xri? There had to be a dozen pictures on that wall. What did that mean for the Grip of Gold? 
 
    Father’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “After the valley is the Cotton Cottage. I would rather push and stay there tonight instead of making camp out here. Come,” he stood, brushing himself off before bending to help me to my feet. “Let’s get through the valley.” 
 
    We continued through the woods and soon, the trees ended in a large field. Across the brown grass, a yellow cottage stood. Father pointed. “Perfect. And not too dark.” 
 
    We had plenty of time. Dim enough to just see the cottage, but not dim enough to light torches. The sun hung low in the sky and cast the shadows of trees against the grass. 
 
    A strong stench slowly filled the air. It smelled like old meat that had been sitting out in the sun for weeks. My hand went to my nose as I scanned the horizon for the source. No one else seemed bothered by it. I paused. How could they not notice? It smelled so much worse than the goose girl. But everyone continued walking in happy conversation. 
 
    Stony paused when I did, staring my face. “What do you see?” 
 
    Nothing. Nothing… 
 
    A thick fog fell across the field, slowly concealing the final rays of the sun. A frozen breeze blew my hair and through my frock, making my entire body shiver uncontrollably. The others stopped, looking back at me in confusion. 
 
    Father reached me and gripped my hand. “What do you see, Gab?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered. Nothing? Fog? A dark mass moved about behind the haze. No, it approached. The mass spread several miles; certainly, the width of the valley. “Father, it’s huge…” 
 
    “Gabriella, listen to me.” I turned to Stony, who bent to look at me, gravely. “You are standing between the worlds. Whatever you see cannot harm you, nor do you need to be afraid. This power is hard to control, but do not feel overwhelmed.” 
 
    I nodded and looked past him. I didn’t know what to feel. I didn’t know what it was. The mass finally broke through the mists. 
 
    People. Thousands of people. I shifted. These were not at all like those I had seen flying around in the fairy route. These all had wrinkled or cracked skin, red or yellowed eyes and white hair that blew in the breeze. 
 
    I stood motionless, trying not to look at them. They paid me just as little mind as I paid them, and slowly walked past. They all had torn or burned clothes, as if they had died in a fierce battle, though many of them were women and children. Only a handful of them were in armor. 
 
    “It’s people,” I whispered. One turned and looked at me as he passed. Stony gently shook me, turning my eyes back to him. “Hundreds…thousands of people. Stony…they don’t look alive…” 
 
    “They are not alive,” Stony reminded. “What about it bothers you?” 
 
    “They look like they have been in war,” I answered. Another looked at me. “But there are so few soldiers…” 
 
    Stony’s face flashed briefly in panic. I had seen it, and the thoughts began pouring into my mind. Why did I see them? And why was Stony so afraid? Should I be? Why were so few soldiers? What happened…? 
 
    I stepped back. I didn’t look where I was going and had leaned into the path of one of the bygones walking past me. He stared at me with empty eyes and opened his mouth widely, making the sound of something between a hiss and a growl. 
 
    I cried out in a panic, and other bygones turned to me, staring at me intensely. I trembled away, but they had surrounded us. Stony shook me. “Gabriella, they cannot hurt you…” 
 
    His voice was muffled by a deep bark. I spun around to find a large dog, fur charred, and bared teeth blackened…a ghastly sight. I cried out and trembled back, but the dog leapt over my head. My cries seemed to arouse the bygones and several of them stopped to stare at me. They seemed surprised that I could see them. 
 
    I spun again, facing a young man, about seventeen. The king wore an old, dirty red tunic with brownish-yellow stripes going the long way down the sleeves. Holes riddled his tunic, dark rims encircled his eyes and a long, bright red mark on the lump of his throat continued down his neck. 
 
    King? How did I know he was a king? I knew him, but how? Stony shook me violently, but the king’s cold stare didn’t relent. 
 
    The castle where we played Hide the Flag! It was his castle. I saw him in the room with the dolls. He hadn’t startled me then…so why did he look so dreadful now? 
 
    “Let him rest!” The young king stood so close to me. Even though his eyes were sunken and red, they were soft; they pleaded. “You must leave the Xri alone! I only stand before you as an act of friendship and service to all lands. I am true to you, be true to me.” He held up his hand. Shaking and trembling, I held my hand up too and reached towards his. 
 
    Father spun me around. “Gab!” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. The king had disappeared, but the other bygones had gotten closer, tightly surrounding us. Their intentions were a lot more menacing than that of the young king’s. They realized I could see them and pressed in close. I cried out again as one leaned into my face and bared his teeth. 
 
    “Gab, Gab!” Father held my face in his hands and bent so he was level with me. “Look at me, Gab! Whatever you are seeing isn’t real.” 
 
    I could barely hear him. The bygones were so close, all gathered around Father and staring hard into my face. One leaned next to Father. His eyes were gone, and his rotted teeth were cracked and jagged. His mangled clothes blew into my face and his wheezing breath was louder than my father’s voice. He leaned closer to me, blocking my view from Father. 
 
    “Let him rest,” he snarled. He opened his mouth, far wider than it should, so wide he could easily have swallowed my head. I screamed and fell back, remembering nothing more. 
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    The pop of the fire woke me. I sat up, finding myself alone in a room atop a dusty sofa. 
 
    Almost alone. Stony sat quietly in the armchair near the window. “How do you feel, Gabriella?” 
 
    I rubbed my arms. “Like I was trapped in a nightmare. You said they couldn’t see me, Stony.” 
 
    Stony sighed and stood, sitting next to me. “Something disturbs them. As Renard said, only when they are extremely troubled will they be able to see you. I cannot imagine what is happening for so many to be so agitated at once. I apologize; very little is known about this ability. Even as old as I am, I have only seen it once displayed.” 
 
    Laughter echoed from far off inside the house, causing both of us to look up. 
 
    “They said to leave the Xri alone,” I after a pause. Stony diverted his eyes, his face strained with thought. “They have been saying it all along. Why do they care so much?” 
 
    “I am not certain, Gabriella. We never had even the intention of searching for that lost jewel.” He left me alone briefly, returning with a brown, tattered book. “Here it is.” He turned the book around so I could see it. The sketch was of a tiny, golden crescent with a red ruby in the center. “So little is known about the jewel. It dates back long before the histories were even written. What is known is that it is a source of power…so powerful in fact that in order to even touch it, one must wear special gloves...unless, of course you are the Gemini. The Xri’s power is great, and I agree that it that must be left alone.” Stony trailed off, eyes focused on some unseen object past me. “I am troubled that you are seeing so many and that they all have the same message. Why do they appear to you? Why now?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. It felt so helpless. If Stony didn’t know, how could I? I scanned my memory for any other clues to the mystery. I had stood on the lines between this world and the next. That in itself was troubling, but why did they choose me? Simply because I could see them? They sure seemed surprised that I could. 
 
    I had to have had this ability before I met with Father and Stony, so how come I never saw anything before? Why in the fairy route? Why now? What were we doing to make them so upset? The only difference was reuniting with my family. Did they hide something from me? 
 
    Father entered the room and smiled at me. Seeing our troubled faces, he sat across from Stony without saying a word. He spread open the map and studied it in silence as Stony and I sat, lost in our thoughts. 
 
    We awoke early the next morning to make our way through the woods. Angel didn’t leave my side, but I was fine. The bygones had finished with me, and I heard no further whispers. Just silence. That was almost worse, being trapped in my own thoughts.  
 
    The tales were all connected; I was sure of it. But how? The Grip of Gold must have been connected to that lost jewel, the Xri. For certain, it was a host. The Mage must have been connected to those many people and the old kingdom in the forest. Stony did say after he destroyed his “first” kingdom. That certainly implied that were more. But how did those two things connect with each other? 
 
    “Hey, wait.” 
 
    I looked up at Father’s voice. We had made it through the woods, and stood in a rocky terrain. Small mountains and hills stretched as far as the eye could see. Father kicked a clearing in the rocky dirt, and spread out the map. 
 
    “We should be right at the sands.” Father looked up and to the distance, confusion on his face. Rebecca nodded and leapt into the air, the gust from her monstrous wings blowing back our hair. 
 
    “Nothing!” she called from high above. “Nothing but mountains for miles.” 
 
    “I don’t understand it,” Father murmured, running his finger on the map. Rebecca changed from a height and dropped behind him, looking over his shoulder. “We are supposed to be right on the Sands.” 
 
    “What is this here?” Sean asked, pointing from Father’s other shoulder. “It doesn’t have a description on it; perhaps you skipped over it.” 
 
    Father pulled the map closer to his face. “It’s a picture of a stone man with his hand held up and the other pointing.” 
 
    “The mywal,” Stony spoke. “The mywal shows the way.” 
 
    “But where is he?” 
 
    “Look around!” 
 
    We split up, scanning the forest. How hard could it be to find a stone statue in the woods? Very, apparently. Nothing stood anywhere; perhaps it was destroyed like the town. We looked for broken debris, moss-covered stone, pulled up large shrubs and dug in the dirt. Perhaps it was destroyed completely. 
 
    “Over here!” Sean called at last. He knelt at a patch of dirt in a small clearing. He held his hand over a perfectly round hole, just a little smaller than his fist. “There’s a waft of air coming from here!” 
 
    “Dig!” Stony demanded, beginning to dig with his foot. 
 
    “No,” Kyle replied, holding out his hand and blasting the spot. A low rumbling thudded in my chest and the ground unexpectedly dropped. We quickly ran back as the hole grew larger in a wave that spread out in a circle, widening from the center. It spread nearly to our feet before the rumble stopped. 
 
    “Wow!” Kyle exclaimed, looking down proudly. The ancient, underground civilization of stone buildings and columns stretched far beneath Kyle’s opening and continued underground. Close to us and on the right, a simple, pointed temple entrance led further under the ground that Kyle had not uncovered. To our left, a large flat roof, and several houses all around. Stony waved his hand and a wide stairway appeared, descending below the surface of the ground and into the forgotten kingdom. 
 
    Gold! Many of the brick walkways, streets and old houses were made of gold! The gold was tarnished and dusty, but it was still gold! I walked slowly in wonder. The buildings were marked in a different language, but I could still guess what many of them were. Shops, bakeries, inns…I felt like I did in Lavenora and could have spent hours there just exploring. 
 
    I ran my hand over a vendor cart made of gold. It had to be the kingdom of Midas. His golden palace sat atop the small hill, deeper in the cavern, and just out of reach of the sunlight. White piles of sand lay everywhere, along with coins and random gold objects. Kyle kept busy by stuffing his pockets and waving his hands over larger golden objects and shrinking them. 
 
    “Here is the mywal,” Stony announced, as he stood before a stone statue of a monk that pointed to a random building. 
 
    “So, perhaps it is inside,” Kyle suggested. 
 
    “No.” Stony bent to look at the ground. “This statue has been moved. The sand is swirled and leads to where it is now. You probably displaced it in your recklessness. And look at this spot right here. It has no dust or sand on it, like the rest of the place does. This is where the statue was once before.” 
 
    “Very well. Come, Sean, help me move this.” Father and Sean leaned against the heavy stone statue. Kyle shrugged and continued to fill his bags. I flashed Ryan a look, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Take caution!” Stony demanded as the two grunted. “Just an inch of a wrong move and we might miss it completely!” 
 
    After a few more grunts, Father and Sean moved the mywal back into position. The statue pointed across the civilization, to a wide set of stone steps that led to a wall with a black hole in it. 
 
    “Perhaps we are to dig through.” 
 
    “There is a sign there,” Stony answered. We followed him across the city and stood before the wall. Stony looked over his shoulder. “It is in Alanicate. Would you be so kind, Princess?” 
 
    “Do not fear or distress, the light will open the way.” 
 
    “Look around,” Father ordered. We split up and walked around the old city. What exactly did I look for? I didn’t wander too far. If I began looking at all the houses, I wouldn’t want to leave. I shuffled some dust with my feet. 
 
    A face. 
 
    He said they can’t harm me. They can’t harm me… 
 
    It was only my reflection, staring back at me under the dust of the sand. Just a small piece of mirror. I bent and wiped it off. Over there! Another mirror…several, in fact. They stood on many tiny stands across the city. At the top of the large flat house, a larger mirror stood, leaning precariously on the edge. 
 
    “Father!” I called. The others turned to me. “The light will open the way. Look! The sun is supposed to hit that mirror, which will reflect to the others! Lift me up, Sean!” 
 
    Sean and Ryan clasped their hands, and carefully lifted me to the top of the doorway and I strode across the golden tiles towards the large mirror, shifting it until the light bounced from it and to another mirror.  
 
    Kyle dropped to the ground so he wouldn’t block the beam. It zipped around the city, until just about everyone crouched on the floor. Finally, the beam landed on the tiny hole on the wall and with a loud creak, the wall trembled and opened. 
 
    “Wow!” Kyle ran to the wall to be the first to see out. A massive white desert spanned as far as the eye could see…below a dark blue sky. I spun around in confusion. From where we were, the sun’s bright beams shone through the city, but past the wall and above the desert, it was night. “This is so odd! Have you ever seen anything like this, Zairae?” 
 
    Stony shook his head. “Never.” 
 
    We followed him silently into the desert under the brightly shining full moon and glimmering blue stars. The white sands made the desert so calm and peaceful, and a cool wind maintained a comfortable temperature. Small oases with ponds dotted the landscape, and strange leafy trees that I had never seen before danced in the wind. 
 
    “Connie, give me the ring,” Stony demanded, suddenly. Connie reached into her bag and presented the ring that had given us so much trouble. Stony opened his own bag and pulled out several small sticks and a box of incense. “Get ready, Renard.” 
 
    Father waved his hand, making a huge ball of twine appear. He then made a thick bar with a hole through it. It looked like a giant needle. Father drove the giant needle into the ground, slipped the twine through the eye as Rebecca changed into her massive dragon form. Father then tightly tied the twine around her leg. 
 
    Stony lit the sticks on fire and covered the flames with the incense, whispering strange incantations while waving his hands over the flames. In an instant, the ring chimed and dashed away. Rebecca flew hastily after it. The twine ball rolled on the other side of the bar. 
 
    “We wait until the twine stops moving,” explained Father. “She is following the ring to the place where the grip is.” After a minute, the ball stopped. Father picked up the twine and ran his fingers along it, following the direction it went. “Let’s go.” 
 
    It took nearly an hour to reach Rebecca. She reclined on a sand dune, quietly watching the stars. I collapsed at her feet. Now where? There was nothing around, not even an oasis. Father and Stony didn’t seem troubled. They walked to where the ring lay. They wiped the sand around the ring with their hands, revealing that it had attached itself to a stone slab, buried in the sand. 
 
    “Just in case, who do you suppose the purest would be?” Father leaned back on his heels. 
 
    “Sean,” Ryan and I answered at the same time. Sean blushed, but stood before Father. 
 
    “Well, Sean, lift this up.” 
 
    Sean paused before lifting the heavy slab. He gave a strong pull, finding that the stone lifted with ease and he set it aside, revealing a dark staircase. Stony put several more bowls of lit incense around the opening before turning to us. 
 
    “Remember the tale, and do not touch the cisterns,” he ordered, gravely. “If one were to break, our deaths will be imminent. They are exceedingly fragile; do not even let your clothes brush against them.” He flashed Kyle a look. “Never mind the gold and silver, Kyle.” 
 
    “I’m no fool, Zairae,” Kyle snapped back. “What is the purpose of taking the gold if I cannot live to enjoy it?” 
 
    Stony gave him another look before leading us down the small flight of stairs. I had never heard the tale to remember it. Perhaps Stony would recite it later. I wanted to study all the more. 
 
    The stairs led to an open room. On each side of the room were long halls, stretching far from the reaches of our torchlight, and lined with tall, red pillars with bases edged in gold. Ahead, an ornate double door stood between the posts of a tall wooden gate, and decorated in gold images of lions. The gate top was lined with two long, serpent-like dragons rippling away from each other, and the red double door underneath was studded with gold. A square sign was affixed to the gate above the studded door, written in an odd, vertical language that even Connie didn’t recognize. 
 
    On each side of the door’s gate, two pedestals stood, each holding massive white jars, painted with bright blue dragons and more of those strange, square letters. Each jar held silver and gold coins. 
 
    Stony pushed open the two doors and we followed him down a narrow wooden hall, each panel to our left or right decoratively carved in intricate designs. Soon, after several silent minutes, we reached another entryway, identical to the first. Stony again pushed open the double doors and we followed him down another wooden passage. 
 
    The third entryway was different. The gate ahead of us lay in ruins. It lay crumped beneath the ceiling above, and the wooden door was charred and smashed. The hall that it led to was forever lost. One of the jars on the right side of the gate had fallen off the pedestal, and lay in fractured shards on the floor, but the gold and silver it used to contain were nowhere in sight. Clearly, we were not the first to seek the grip of gold. Stony bent to inspect the shards, clutching his cloak tightly to his sides, while Kyle sighed loudly. 
 
    “I suppose past that broken gate is where the fruit tree is, isn’t it?” 
 
    Stony only barely looked over his shoulder. Kyle groaned even louder at his response and sulked. 
 
    “We are about to have the grip of gold in our possession, and you trouble yourself over gems?” Father asked. Kyle shrugged. 
 
    “Gems are pretty,” he responded. Father laughed aloud. Stony finished his quiet inspection, and led us down the hall to the right, amid the tall, red pillars with bases lined in gold. A dim light shone through them, and as we went closer, they ended, revealing a massive enclosed courtyard. 
 
    Terror seized my stomach. My whole body trembled. The beams of light from the full moon peeked through the thick fog. The long, sharp-angled roofs glistened with dew, and the red wooden pillars stood wrapped lightly with vines. Several large black stones lay in heaps all around, and the whispers grew so loud that they echoed in my ears. 
 
    Stony suddenly trembled back, falling into Father. His face was blank, and terror shone in his eyes. 
 
    Father struggled to hold him to his feet. “Zairae…?” 
 
    “He is here!” 
 
    Near the other end of the courtyard stood a massive black stone. The mage! My heart beat in my chest, and I leaned on one of the smaller rocks to catch my balance. The rock suddenly felt odd under my hands. A face. A man! All of the stones were men! Frozen in various stances, hundreds surrounded the mage. 
 
    At the mage’s feet lay a shimmer of gold, nearly completely covered in moss. His right arm crossed over his chest and he clutched something in his left hand. I took another step. Angel reached for me, but I shook free of her grasp. What was that in his hand? Some kind of small gem? I couldn’t tell. It appeared to be glowing. The stone twitched. 
 
    “Gabby…” 
 
    I took another step. “The Xri!” I exclaimed. I turned back. Stony stood where he was. Father made his way towards me. “He’s got the Xri!” 
 
    It all made sense now. The mage must’ve been after the grip of gold as well. He came close, but someone had been careless and accidently knocked into the broken jar we saw as we entered. The mage hadn’t just vanished. He and his army had been frozen all this time. The old kingdom in the elves’ forest. The wisps in the cave. The people in the field. All of them. The mage must’ve… 
 
    But what was there to fear now? Stony said if we were to break the jar, death would be imminent. The Xri glowed faintly and the mage blinked. 
 
    Did he? 
 
    I stared at him. He was all one solid piece. Surely, I just fancied it. 
 
    Father reached me and gently gripped my shoulders. I trembled back as he cautiously reached for the grip of gold with the iron rod. The stone eyes of the mage glinted and shifted towards my father. 
 
    Angel was instantly by my side when I screamed. The mage began to rock and shake violently, and the shape of the Xri glowed brightly. The sound of the soldier’s chanting echoed in my ears. The smaller black stones that were once the mage’s army also began to shake. I trembled to the ground and covered my ears as their chanting grew louder. It was just like inside the cave. The mage’s unrecognizable shape shifting in the darkness. The screams of his victims. It all made so much sense. Father grabbed the hand with the iron rod and quickly fell back, watching. 
 
    “Get away from him!” Stony’s voice seemed far off. I hadn’t come to my senses yet, but I didn’t have to; Angel pulled me away quickly. As we backed up, the Xri slowly stopped glowing and the stones slowly stopped shaking. “We are fools...Gabriella …” Stony talked more to himself than us. “We should have known all along….” 
 
    “Zairae.” Father voice finally broke the silence. He had to repeat himself; Stony couldn’t take his eyes off the black stone of the mage. “Zairae! It doesn’t work.” 
 
    Stony’s face didn’t relent, and he turned to Father. I turned back to the mage. I knew it wouldn’t work. It couldn’t have worked. The Xri was a source of power. Without it, none of the hosts, including the grip of gold, would work. 
 
    “The Mage has the Xri,” Stony said, weakly. “He must have been caught unawares and the power of the Xri is keeping him alive…” 
 
    “Alive?” everyone repeated. Father shook him. 
 
    “Zairae, is he the…?” 
 
    “No, no, he is not. But he cannot die…at least that is what he would always claim. We must stay away from him. Look, he does not move now that you are away. When you were close, he shook. The power of the Xri must be reacting with your powers as fairies.” 
 
    “Zairae.” Father’s face was grave. “This hand will not work without the Xri. Maybe, if I am quick…perhaps all I have to do is…” 
 
    “And what price are you willing to pay?” Stony yelled, pushing Father. “Maybe, Renard, this is a treasure that you simply cannot have.” Stony spun on his heels back towards the hall. 
 
    Father nodded solemnly, and after giving Mother a quick look, tucked the hand anyway into his bag. I gave another look back at the Mage. He was trapped in stone again, but his eyes glistened dangerously, like the glass of a chandelier. I turned to follow the others, but they had stopped. 
 
    Divah stood before us, a huge troop of men over his shoulder. Angel quickly armed, as did Kyle. 
 
    “Beat me to the prize yet again, Renard?” He looked over Father’s shoulder and his face grimed. “Or has the mage beaten us both? 
 
    “The latter, Divah,” Father replied simply. Divah’s eyes traveled to my face, but I quickly hung my head. Why did he always stare at me so? After another tense moment, he spoke again. 
 
    “Perhaps I shall seek a new prize,” he said. Stony started. “The Xri is the power source behind all of these greats. Perhaps that will suffice.” 
 
    “You cannot take it, Divah-Ian!” Stony stomped before him. “If even you are to get close, the mage will awaken!” 
 
    Divah just smirked. His men had been making their way around us, surrounding us in a tight circle. Angel spun her blades once in her hand and the ones closest to her jumped away. 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    Divah took a slow, mocking step towards the mage, and another. The chanting resumed once more, and the mage begin to shake. I held my hands over my ears. 
 
    “This is not a game, Divah!” Father shouted. He was answered by another smirk. Stony fired a blue ball at his feet, and soon everyone aimed some sort of weapon. The men that surrounded us attacked. Angel was swift, but there were so many. I crumpled to the ground and covered my ears as the mage’s army’s chants and the screams of thousands of his victims echoed in my ears. I couldn’t block it out. Divah paused, staring at me and trying to figure out what was going on. 
 
    “Zairae!” 
 
    I looked up at Kyle’s voice. He stood above me and held his hand out to one of the white jars. 
 
    “No, Kyle!” 
 
    Our family lunged towards us, turning their backs on their opponents. Once everyone was close to him, Kyle flashed Stony a smirk. Divah turned to see what he was looking at and cried out as Kyle’s hand disappeared in blue light. 
 
    “Now, Zairae!” 
 
    Everything seemed to slow and silence. Stony’s eyes flashed white. Father yelled. Divah kneeled, crossing his arms above his head. The men leaned back and laughed at those running away. 
 
    “Get down!” 
 
    The sound returned. At Stony’s command, everyone dropped. Kyle’s ball of power flew towards the jar and a white dome shield appeared around us. The jar tilted and swayed dangerously before crashing to the floor. Everything stilled. The silver and gold that the jar contained slowly formed a dense, black smoke that crept into the air like a feathery banner. The men were unsure what to do; it was so entrancing. It danced high into the air and hovered about. 
 
    Suddenly, it broke into veins and flew back down at the men. The resulting panic was a terror. The black smoke seemed alive. It chased the men as they fled around in mayhem. Whenever the smoke passed around one, he would turn into a black stone. 
 
    Connie covered her eyes. The sound was only slightly muffled. The smoke would grab its victim with a low hiss. They tried to run for the entrance, but it was too far, and the smoke was too quick. Others ran loudly into the shield, holding their hands up before turning into stone. 
 
    Stony’s eyes blazed white, and his face strained, but the shield held tight. The smoke crawled up the shield, like fingers tapping. It couldn’t get through. After a few tense moments, it moved on. The smoke scattered through Divah’s army. Soon, all the of men were nothing more than black stones. The smoke came together once more and after waving like a flag, it disappeared. 
 
    I started when Stony released the shield, but it was over. Stony’s eyes returned to normal. Everything was so quiet. Father turned to me, studying my panicked face. 
 
    “Do you hear anything?” he asked. Nothing. I shook my head. “Then let’s leave this place.” 
 
    We followed Father quickly through the halls. He seemed lost in thought, not even looking at Mother as she grabbed his hand. We quickly climbed up the stairs and into the desert’s evening light. 
 
    “You are a fool…” 
 
    Father started and stared back into the hole. Divah slowly crawled up the stairs. He wasn’t nearly as strong as Stony; the shield he made to protect himself weakened him immensely. Kyle held his hand out, but Father pushed his arm back to his side. 
 
    “Renard…?” 
 
    “You are the fool, Divah,” Father retorted. “You would have killed us all…entire kingdoms destroyed in the wake of your recklessness. The Xri must be left alone.” 
 
    Divah collapsed before my father, breathing heavily on the white sand. “Then, we both lose.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eight 
 
   
 
  

 Aléni, Moura 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “And Divah’s Tralin Shea was no more!” 
 
    Kyle gave Divah a hard shove, pushing him into the cell. It took only a few days to return to the kingdom of Hue where we first met our parents, and we immediately handed Divah over to its guard. 
 
    “Thank you, Renard,” the captain of the guard said, shaking Father’s hand as his lackey turned the key. “The grillshed has nearly arrived, as the king has assented to your gracious request. His punishment will be life in captivity, rather than death.” 
 
    Angel spun on her heels and stalked away while Father nodded solemnly in reply. I brushed the hair out of my eyes. Father certainly was merciful. I didn’t agree. I didn’t understand, but I did trust. And I admired. 
 
    “What’s a grillshed?” Ryan asked. 
 
    “It’s almost like a wooden cell,” Father explained. “It disables our power, and so it cannot be broken out of. He will be safe, and so will all who guard him.” Father looked inside once more. Divah seemed almost a different man; his capture completely stripped him of his pride and remarks. He hadn’t said a word the entire trip, and coolly returned Father’s stare. 
 
    Father walked to Stony, who stood down the road a few paces away. I hoped we would reach Lavenora before it got too late. I didn’t want to stay in Hue. The bitter grudge held by its people against my parents was nearly too much. I hated the stares. 
 
    “It was a pleasure, Gabriella.” 
 
    I jumped. Divah leaned on the door, just the top portion of his face visible through the tiny window. “You did very well. Your father is proud.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. I quickly spun away, standing with my back to him. He huffed. 
 
    “Do not be angry with me, Gabriella. I cannot bear it. Your mother and sister would take my head if Renard ever turned his back. I couldn’t bear it if you hated me too.” He paused briefly, and I finally turned to him. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think of him. He certainly was an interesting character. I felt so torn between hate and pity. Divah could read it and smiled. “You are but a child. You do not know the insult your mother has given me…you cannot understand how Nee Gus’ words cut me.” He took a deep breath. “Still. I apologize for committing such an act in your presence. I didn’t realize how near you were. I never intended you to watch such a terrible event.” 
 
    He apologized? 
 
    “It shouldn’t matter who was watching,” I responded. I felt so uncomfortable. He seemed so kind. Would he have spared Nee Gus if we had not left yet? Certainly not Depash; the Inzi would have fought to the death. Was he my enemy or my father’s? Or was it the same? Father certainly held him in some kind of regard. Should I? 
 
    “Gab.” 
 
    I looked up. Only Father called me that. 
 
    “Do not fret over this. Your loyalties must lie with your father. They should.” We both looked up when Father called. “Go. Your family awaits. Again, it was a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
    I did as I was told, almost running into the captain of the guard’s lackey. He averted his eyes quickly and pushed past me in a rush. I had become more observant in the past several months…the lackey held a small burlap bag in his hand. Money…? 
 
    I spun back to Divah who smiled and put his finger to his lips. “Scurry off, Gabriella,” he whispered. 
 
    I ran to catch up to the others. Only Ryan turned to me as I approached, studying my face before looking back towards the lackey. 
 
    “Well, Gab, shall you give your father amnesty?” Father asked with a smile. I smiled broadly and nodded. “Good. Your Arohna doesn’t think too highly of me. I certainly need your pardon to freely enter Lavenora.” He jumped upon the horse and pulled the reins. “Come! We will reach the kingdom in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t realize how much I’d miss this place!” I exclaimed. We reached Lavenora with still several hours of daylight left. We made a brief stop in the dragon kingdom of Thelathini, Father flattering the queen and selling a few pieces that Kyle found in Midas’ old kingdom. From there, it took only an hour to reach the outskirts of the forest. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Everything smelled so good. The trees, the dark brush and damp air…I breathed in again. Lindius didn’t turn. I almost didn’t want to return to the game. Especially since I knew what had happened to the kingdom. Was it not disrespectful to play in the ruins? I wondered if I would run into the king. Perhaps not. We didn’t disturb the mage; the king and all the others could finally rest. 
 
    I turned back to Lindius. He had been unusually quiet ever since I had returned. He could feel me watching and turned. “What is the matter, Moura?” he asked. 
 
    I was slightly taken aback. “I was going to ask you the same,” I stuttered. Something felt so wrong…but I didn’t know what. Lindius didn’t seem inclined to answer me; we went several paces more before he turned. 
 
    “You left.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. Was he still concerned by that? Of course I left. Did I ever give any hint that I wouldn’t? And I returned. I found my parents, and I returned, just as planned. What did he assume? 
 
    “I fell in love with you,” he continued, gently. My heart stopped. I lost my breath. My balance wavered, but only momentarily. His words filled me with so much delight…but why did they also fill me with dread? 
 
    “I knew who you were,” he said, looking off. “I found out when I tried to visit you the morning after we played together. I just thought…I thought I would be kind to you and become the Moura’s favorite companion but…but I fell in love with you.” 
 
    Why did he say that as if it were a bad thing? Did he not mean to? 
 
    “You do not know how you made me feel. And you left. You left me.” 
 
    My words returned in a whisper. “You don’t know how you made me feel,” I replied. “You could have come with me…you should have.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Lindius answered, finally turning away from me and continuing on. “I guess it really does not matter now though, does it?” 
 
    I stopped in shock. He never sounded so cold. Why didn’t it matter? “What do you mean it doesn’t matter now?” I chased after him. I demanded an answer…I feared an answer. My heart pounded with confusion and anger and sorrow and wasted hope. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Lindius?” 
 
    A girl’s voice. An elf with dark brown hair in a huge yellow bow came running from the woods. “Oh, you did bring the Moura! Alé, Moura!” she greeted upon seeing me. “Welcome home! Lindius said he would bring you again to our game! Let us hope you win again; I have never seen Benjii so angry before!” 
 
    I nodded slowly. Everything had been so strange, but now, I didn’t even know what was going on. Lindius’ eyes fixed on mine. Her back was to him; she didn’t see his stare and continued to talk with me. I couldn’t hear her. I didn’t see her. Only Lindius, whose eyes traveled to her before locking back on mine. I didn’t get the hint; he had to do it a couple of times. Did he just…? 
 
    “You must tell us of your adventure, Moura.” The girl had gently grabbed my hand, pulling me back to reality. I nodded, choking back my sobs. I couldn’t just start crying before them. How embarrassing it would be…how embarrassed I already was. 
 
    I forced a smile and looked into her lovely yellow eyes. “I certainly will,” I said in a voice unknown to me. “I cannot play right now, however. I am weary from the journey.” 
 
    She nodded and patted my chin. Lindius looked down at the ground. “Of course! Thank you for taking the time to talk to me! I will not delay you any longer.” 
 
    She was so friendly…so nice and kind. No wonder he liked her more. I quickly spun around and walked. My face felt hot and my stomach knotted. Tears streamed down my face despite my best efforts to stop them. I had never felt so humiliated before. Why did he punish me in such a manner? Was he really that upset with me? 
 
    “Aléni, Moura!” the girl called. “Lindius, why does she go by herself? Are you not her companion?” 
 
    Companion. That was all he ever was to me. His words kept replaying in my mind. He only wanted to be my consort to gain status, and became angry when I left. Love? He didn’t love me. He never loved me. He had her…and probably all along. Ryan was right. And I felt horrible. 
 
    I didn’t know where I was going; certainly, I had already passed the House of the Arohna. I just ran, only stopping when I couldn’t go any further. 
 
    The lake was the last place I wanted to go. But the beauty of it overpowered the bitter memory of the last time I stood on its shore. The soft laps of the water hitting the sand, and the cool breeze at least calmed my hysterics. I climbed on the biggest rock and buried my head in my lap. I needed more air. Gasp as I might, the pain wouldn’t stop. Now, I understood. I wanted my sister. 
 
    He said he fell in love with me. Did he? What was love? Ryan had a plain enough standard for it...and Lindius certainly didn’t meet that. So, did he ever love me? I supposed not. He also said he didn’t even want to.  
 
    What did that mean? Why wouldn’t he want to? What was wrong with me? Was it because I wasn’t an elf? Was it because I looked so plain and thin? How I behaved? How easily I trusted? Why didn’t he want to…? 
 
    Perhaps, I just wasn’t good enough for him. 
 
    Good enough. 
 
    I wasn’t as interesting as Angel. I didn’t behave as perfectly as Connie. I didn’t have a smile like Saramine. I wasn’t as clever as Divah. I didn’t know the histories like Stony, I couldn’t fight like Kyle, and I wasn’t as pretty as Mother. I just…wasn’t. 
 
    No, Gabriella. No. He doesn’t get that. He doesn’t get to make me feel like that. Not him, not Uncle Harrison, not anyone. I was good enough. I looked up and took a deep breath. I was good enough for the Arohna. I was good enough for Sean and Ryan. I was good enough for Father. Lindius just wasn’t good enough for me. 
 
    I wished I could believe it right then. 
 
    “Apparently, I am nothing more than a page boy, then.” 
 
    Ryan’s voice. Leaves crunched louder as he neared. “Your father and Arohna are asking for you and I told them I’d find you two…here.” 
 
    I already felt so humiliated. I couldn’t face him. Not him. Not now. I jumped from the rock and darted past him. He was right, he was right… 
 
    He grabbed my skirt before I could get away and used it to pull me into his arms. “Gabby!” 
 
    I couldn’t say anything; just sob…sob like I was two again. He let out a long breath and rested his chin on my head. “What happened, Gabby?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” My mouth tensed as I tried to hold back my tears. I was good enough. He wasn’t worth my tears. Still, I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t help it. “You were right. You were right all along.” 
 
    Ryan’s grip on me tightened. “I hate that I am,” he muttered. “And I hate him.” 
 
    I couldn’t answer him. It must have been how Angel felt…only a hundred times worse. I couldn’t bear to think of it any worse. My heart pounded relentlessly against my chest, and tightened and seized. I was such a fool. How could I let myself fall for him? Why didn’t I just trust Ryan? Why didn’t I believe him? 
 
    “It hurts, Ryan. A lot…” 
 
    “I know.” Ryan was a comfort. “I know.” We just rocked back and forth as the sun slowly set. 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Father gently shook me awake early the next morning. He knelt by my bed and had just lit the candle on my nightstand. Even the sun was still asleep. “Oh! What…what time is it?” 
 
    “Half past three, I imagine,” he whispered, looking around. “Get ready, Gab.” He rose and walked out of my room. 
 
    I had already made up my mind to return to the kingdom of Tempton, even before Lindius punished me. I wanted to be with Father and my family. I didn’t ask if they would just stay in Lavenora with me; even though Father and Arohna were amicable, I wasn’t sure how genuine they were. It didn’t matter. The elder elf said I would rule; he didn’t say when. Perhaps I would return as an adult. My emotions were too raw and the wounds just too fresh. I longed for my sister and my father. I didn’t want to be alone. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave. After I gathered my belongings, I walked down the great halls, taking in every detail. I felt so torn. I would miss everything. Tempton is where I lived, but Lavenora was my home. But so was Angel. And Sean. And Ryan, and my father. They were home and it didn’t matter if we stayed in a tiny manor, a grand elvish kingdom, or an inn with a bunch of drunks. Where they were, that’s where home was. 
 
    My maids cried when I woke them up to tell them goodbye. They patted my chin and hugged me and pleaded that I wouldn’t forget them. They each gave me something to remember them by: a simple brooch, a handkerchief, a necklace, a shawl and a bracelet made of twine. Soon, I cried too, promising I would return. 
 
    The dew on the grass was frosted. My new shawl just wasn’t enough to protect me from the cold. In the dim lantern light, I could see Father packing the horses. “Why are we leaving so early?” My whole body shook in waves of shivers. 
 
    “Renard likes to make a mysterious exit,” Kyle complained, strapping a saddle to a horse. “One night we’re here, the next day we aren’t…that’s the sort.” 
 
    “Oh. I wanted to leave before everyone got up anyway,” I mumbled, handing Sean my belongings to load. I quickly walked back inside and wandered the halls. The lone guard opened the door to the Arohna’s study, and I sat at his desk. 
 
      
 
    Arohna Bawn Lenaguru, 
 
    My father likes an early start. I’m sorry I didn’t get to say goodbye to you in person, but I’ll say it now. 
 
    Aléni. You are the wisest and kindest person I’ve ever met. Thank you for your graciousness and patience and I cannot wait to see you again. 
 
    Love always from your Moura, 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    I folded the paper and wrote on the top Arohna Bawn Lenaguru. I placed the letter on the center of the desk, and after bidding the guard farewell, walked back into the icy cold of outside. One of the stable boys handed me a clay cup of warm tea. When I finished, the horses were packed and ready. I jumped on the horse behind Connie. 
 
    Father turned to us. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready!” 
 
    “Then let us ride!” His horse stood on his back legs and neighed before we darted off behind him. 
 
    “Gabriella!” 
 
    Who else was up at this hour? I gripped Connie so I wouldn’t fall as I turned back. A lantern bobbed up and down in the darkness as its holder ran after us. Who was that? Lindius? 
 
    “Wait! Gabriella, I am sorry!” 
 
    We weren’t going at full gallop, but he still wouldn’t be able to catch up. We were so far ahead. “Gabriella! I am sorry!” He slowed to a breathless stop and called something else. I didn’t hear it, we were too far ahead. Finally, as we went through the final thicket that led to the road, all Lindius could do was wave. I waved back, my torn heart just a little mended. I waved back because I could tell what he said. 
 
    I love you. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine 
 
   
 
  

 Happily Ever After 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Stony’s eyes blazed white as he stood off silently, by himself. Father kneeled and put his hand on the ground as he spoke. 
 
    “Rest in peace, good friends, and thank you for all of your help. Thank you for protecting my daughters. Thank you for your sacrifice. I pray you find rest and peace. Amen.” 
 
    “Amen.” 
 
    We stood before the ashes of Nee Gus’ house. Connie gently dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief, and Sean and Ryan lay a few late flowers they found in Lavenora on the blackened brick. 
 
    After a moment, Stony suddenly waved his arms across Nee Gus’ field and an entire field of wild flowers shot from the dirt. Even in late autumn, the wild flowers danced in full bloom, and stretched almost to the forest’s edge. A sign appeared before us. I read it aloud. 
 
    “This is a sacred land. May all who walk through tread lightly, in respect of two men of distinguished valor.” The next words were in smaller print. “Iken…” My soft voice broke and tears streamed down my cheeks. I took a deep breath and tried again. “Iken-A.” 
 
    “We will meet again.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
      
 
    Angel didn’t want to stop at her cottage, but Mother insisted on seeing it. It only took a few minutes for Father and Mother to explore and Angel to gather a few items, but her entire manner changed after that. She dismounted and walked far behind everyone down the path. So, I waited and walked with her. 
 
    She didn’t look at me as I took her hand. She was torn like I was…even more so. I could feel it. She had been in Nyora for four years, it was home. Both of her adventures were over, and she seemed so lost, so sad. 
 
    “Why do you fret?” I asked. She just shook her head. 
 
    “I do not know what to expect,” she replied. “A home with a family…a father? Mother? You?” Angel turned to smile weakly at me. “I have had those thrice my senior at my command. Shall our father discipline me?” 
 
    I laughed. Not without difficulty, for certain. Angel grinned. “It will be so strange! Home seems like such a distant memory. Playing with you all, brushing Jessica’s hair, arguing with Hannah…chores. How do I go back to that? Gabby, I cannot even remember what Harrison looks like.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. The very thought of him used to make me tremble. Father’s laugh sounded far off. I didn’t fear Uncle Harrison anymore. I didn’t have to. My father was bigger. Wasn’t he? When did Uncle Harrison become so small in my recollections? 
 
    Angel shook my hand and I turned to her. “Gabby, we are oddities. How shall we live a normal life?” 
 
    I grabbed her shoulders as we walked. “And what is normal, Nik’dalo?” I asked. She finally laughed. “Let’s just live through it together…” 
 
    The others stopped ahead in a tight circle. I gave Angel a quick look. Connie began to cry loudly, and Sean stood hunched. 
 
    “What is the matter?” Angel asked in a soft tone as we approached. She knew the answer; I knew she knew. She just didn’t want to hear it. Saramine turned and smiled broadly. 
 
    “Here is where we part,” she said. Although she sounded so sweet and happy, her voice still quavered. My heart fell, but Angel nodded, solemnly. 
 
    “I miss my family,” Saramine continued, wrapping her arms around Connie. “It has been too long since we have even dined together.” She pulled Connie away and held her hands. “I was afraid to go back to a life free of war. Now, seeing this family back together, I yearn for it.” 
 
    She released Connie and turned to Sean. He avoided her gaze, even when she gently grabbed his face with both hands. “We are not so far from another,” she said. “Only a few hours.” 
 
    “It is still not the same.” 
 
    Saramine’s smile grew, even though tears shone in her eyes. “It is not the same. It will be different. But it does not have to be sad.” He finally looked at her. “Let us please not make it sad.” 
 
    He nodded, but still didn’t look up. Angel wanted words, and gently pushed Sean aside. Saramine pounded her right fist on her chest. “Nik’dalo.” 
 
    Angel pushed Saramine’s formality aside and hugged her friend tightly. Mother couldn’t remain poised, and wept silently into Father’s shoulder. Angel spoke to Saramine quietly in Inzi, finally making the sweet dragon girl lose her composure. Saramine covered her mouth and sobbed, but Angel held her tighter. Tears rolled down Sean’s cheeks. 
 
    Angel finally pulled Saramine away. “Iken-a, nik abiné. I will miss you.” 
 
    “I will miss you,” Saramine replied. 
 
    Kyle suddenly groaned aloud, making everyone turn to him. “You lot are ridiculous. You make my heart hurt! How can I be selfish with you people around?” 
 
    Ryan rolled his eyes as Kyle rummaged through his saddlebags. He found what he searched for and presented two silver mirrors. He handed one to Sean and the other to Saramine. 
 
    “What is this?” Saramine asked. 
 
    “You ever heard of the magic mirror on the wall? Well, this is the smaller version of that. The Three Witches used them to communicate. I only have the two; the other one is broken. All you have to do is order it to speak with the other mirror, and you two can see each other and talk.” 
 
    “Kyle!” Saramine wrapped her arms around him. His face scrunched up and he pulled to get away. “Thank you, Kyle!” 
 
    “Right, then! Just stop crying!” 
 
    Sean gently grabbed her hand, pulling her into his arms. 
 
    “Sean…” 
 
    He didn’t say anything but pulled her close and kissed her. Ryan grinned at me, raising his eyebrows up and down. In a moment, he released her and whispered to her, while gently stroking her cheek. After a moment, they kissed again and parted. She turned to walk down another road, towards the palace, clutching the mirror with both hands.  
 
    “Iken-A!” 
 
    “Iken-A, Saramine!” 
 
    She turned, lifted her skirts and ran. The others continued on, but Sean and Angel watched until she was out of sight. 
 
    “I forgot you had those,” Father said to Kyle. “You meant to keep them, even with these two parting?” 
 
    “I meant to sell them, Renard. Love is just more important, I suppose.” Kyle still sounded disappointed, making Father laugh. 
 
    Ryan threw his arm around Sean’s shoulder. “Will you be all right, then, Dragonboy?” he asked. 
 
    Sean nodded, looking down at the mirror in his hands. “I will be. And this will make it much easier.” 
 
    With horses, our return journey was much quicker. We rode quickly through Agesbon on the hill, through the tunnel of trees and finally along the edges of the Dofleece estate. It had to be late afternoon. We would make it in time for supper. How thrilled Anna would be that her hard work would be for someone appreciative! 
 
    “You there! Halt!” 
 
    Several horsemen blocked the road ahead, and two rode to meet us. I could hear the grinding sound of carriage wheels far off, but I couldn’t tell from where. 
 
    “Our scouts reported your return,” one of the horsemen. “Stay. The king shall meet you here.” 
 
    Father gave Stony a quick look. “Then, you are after me?” he asked. The horseman set his jaw, as he looked over us, shaking his head. Connie’s face fell and she climbed slowly from the horse, handing me the reins. 
 
    “They are after me,” she replied. Both horsemen also dismounted, standing on either side of Connie. Two carriages finally rolled over the hill, stopping on the road behind a large brigade of soldiers. The door to the first carriage swung violently open, and a stocky, old man stomped out. 
 
    I climbed down from the horse too. Connie didn’t want to go. She didn’t have to go. Did she? My father and Angel could certainly battle those guards. But what kind of war would that start? 
 
    “It will be fine, Gabriella,” Connie whispered. I had unconsciously grabbed her arm. She smiled at me before hugging my shoulders tightly. “This is part of our duty. I will write you and you will come visit my court. We will continue our friendship.” 
 
    She squeezed me once more before starting towards the aggravated old man by the coach. The soldiers parted the way for her to pass but formed a tight circle behind her to put space between us. 
 
    “Connie.” 
 
    “Yes, Father?” 
 
    “You ran away from home.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “How dare you leave in such a manner!” The king’s outburst made us jump. Tears poured down Connie’s face. “Your squire…an innocent man…was nearly hanged for his negligence! You abandoned your duties, you abandoned me, and you abandoned your people. Your people who have been needlessly searching for you and for what? A pleasure trip? A pleasure trip with wretches you knew nothing about!” 
 
    “Father, it was more than that, if you would let me explain…” 
 
    “Do not speak until I give you permission! You have left me with only distress, and a note saying you were gone. Perhaps when you have children, you will then understand how you have tormented me.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Father!” Connie finally burst into tears and began to sob. Her father grabbed her chin to make her look at him. 
 
    “Connie, I died that day. I have spent the months asking what I could have done…begging God for another chance. Pleading for a way to show you how sorry I am.” 
 
    Connie looked up and smiled through her tears. “Thank you, Father.” 
 
    “I am not finished.” 
 
    The king waved his hand. A soldier bowed before opening the door to the other carriage. A tall, slender young man, about 20 years old climbed out. He was dressed in dark blue tunic with silver buttons going down the front. Connie stared at the young man with surprise and she cried out. 
 
    “Do you mean…” 
 
    “Yes, Connie. I have prayed that this act would be a sign for you. I prayed you will know my love for you. I seek your forgiveness, and I pray my consent will suffice.” 
 
    Connie cried as she hugged her father. “Thank you, Father! I love you.” She ran to the blue-dressed man and threw her arms around him. They waved goodbye to us and climbed into the carriage. Her father climbed into the other one, and they slowly went off, with the horsemen and soldiers following close behind.  
 
    “How about that, then?” Ryan said. Sean smiled. I smiled too, weakly. I knew she wasn’t far off; I knew we would be invited to her wedding, but I still felt sad. I missed her already. The saddle felt already so cold without her. 
 
    Soon, we turned that final, familiar bend and went through the gates of our home. I smiled as we walked under the high branches that hung over the road, and passed the tree fort. Even in the short time we were gone, the weeds had taken over the garden.  All of the leaves had fallen off and made beautiful orange and yellow paths.  
 
    Father’s pace suddenly increased as we neared the quiet house. Sean walked alongside him, and the two stormed up the steps, throwing open the door. 
 
    Dinner time. A great smell filled the house, but no one was to be seen. The place still looked tidy; it didn’t gleam as much as when I first cleaned it, but it appeared Aunt Beth did a little upkeep in my absence. Mother paused as she entered, smiling broadly as she rested her hand on the banister. Father and Sean continued their fast pace to the dining room. 
 
    “Renard!” 
 
    The table clattered as Uncle Harrison jumped to his feet. Aunt Beth cried out in surprise, sending the glass of wine spilling all over the table. Jessica didn’t know who Father was and shrunk back into her seat. No sound was heard except Uncle Harrison’s raspy breaths. The silence was broken when Anna noisily opened the door from the kitchen. 
 
    “Renard!” she exclaimed, nearly dropping the platter. She quickly read Father’s face and slowly stepped back. 
 
    “Are you comfortable?” Father demanded in a chillingly low voice. Uncle Harrison didn’t know what to answer. He stuttered and his hands fumbled. “Are you comfortable?” Father repeated. “Are you warm? Clothed? I see you are well-fed. So. Has your income been sufficient, or have I neglected you in some way?” 
 
    “Renard,” Uncle Harrison faltered after a pause. “It has been so long, I thought perhaps you were dead…” 
 
    Father’s hand turned blue when he made a wave of power explode with a loud crack. Aunt Beth tumbled from her seat, grabbing Jessica and stumbling back. 
 
    “Surely you cannot believe that the dead could afford you such luxuries? What do you sup on tonight?” 
 
    Uncle Harrison trembled, but couldn’t answer or move. Father’s eyes traveled to Anna and she bobbed a quick curtsy. “Quail and rice,” she answered. 
 
    Father huffed. “Game. And in this time of year. I repeat myself, then, are you comfortable?” 
 
    Uncle Harrison was defeated and slowly nodded, his eyes falling on me. He had no power over me anymore, still, I shivered. But Father had seen it. “You threaten her, even in my presence?” 
 
    Uncle Harrison panicked. “No, Renard! I do not threaten…!” 
 
    “Then what? Why these scars on her body? Why does she tremble at your gaze? If not a threat, then what?” 
 
    Uncle Harrison would not be reprimanded. “Renard, this girl is rebellious! What was I to do? She needed to learn respect…” 
 
    “And how did raising hand accomplish that?” 
 
    “Spare the rod, spoil the child, Renard. I did as appointed.” Uncle Harrison stood high above my father. I thought at first Father was taller, but Uncle Harrison was at least one head taller than him, his girth far surpassing. “You told me to raise your girls, and I did it the best way I knew how.” 
 
    Father didn’t answer, but quietly studied Uncle Harrison’s face. A bead of sweat dropped from Uncle Harrison’s brow, but he didn’t move. 
 
    “Very well,” Father said simply. “Your task is complete. Be out of my house and off my land.” 
 
    Jessica cried out and Aunt Beth’s mouth fell open in shock. The words hit Uncle Harrison hard and he grabbed the chair for support. He couldn’t leave. He wouldn’t leave. He lived a comfortable life…I wasn’t sure he even knew how to work. He regained his composure and stood high again. 
 
    “Renard, I do not deserve such treatment. I thought you dead, and that is what I told them. It has been years…” 
 
    Father cracked another ball of power, sending Uncle Harrison trembling back next to his family. “You are a liar. You welcomed my generosity, yet you hid my name from my children. I gave you everything; a roof over your head, land, a decent income. Everything you lost was restored to you and all I asked for in return was for you to take care of my girls.” With every breath, Father grew angrier. “You didn’t even just fail in that regard. You did the complete opposite and made them as slaves in their own home! You not only deprived them of my comfort…of my generosity…you deprived them of me!” 
 
    Uncle Harrison took each word to heart; Aunt Beth sobbed so loudly I could barely hear Father’s angry tone. 
 
    “It is partly my fault,” Father continued. “I should have never left my girls in the first place. Especially not in such unscrupulous hands. But to remove me from their very memory and play me the fool with your letters?” Father pulled another crumpled paper from his pocket, tossing it at Uncle Harrison. “And now, you will defy my wishes for you to leave? Stating my injustice? Such insolence…!” 
 
    Father’s last words were so loud, I feared he would harm Uncle Harrison. His hand glowed blue, but Sean put a hand on his shoulder. Father spun around in a fury. 
 
    “You heard him, Harrison,” Sean said in a low tone. His dragon eyes boldly flashed yellow. “It is time for you to leave.” 
 
    Uncle Harrison nodded slowly. Aunt Beth was inconsolable, and Jessica couldn’t make a sound. They walked to the little servant’s door that led to the outside. That same little door that I once went through without supper. Beth and Jessica went out quickly. Harrison slowed, looking around and taking everything in. 
 
    “Gone. Everything is ruined!” He spun around in a fury. “This is my home, Renard! You abandoned it, and your children. Take your waif, but this place is mine! You’re nothing more than a curiosity! You will leave this place!” 
 
    Kyle was infuriated, and held his hand out. “Stand down!” he demanded. 
 
    Harrison took another step. “I worked to maintain this place! I kept things in order. And you will remove me? No!” 
 
    Father still didn’t turn, and Harrison’s face turned red. “I am the master of this house! I will call the guard and they will remove you! Who will they believe; thieving trash or an upstanding gentleman such as myself?” 
 
    “Stand down!” 
 
    “Gabriella!” I unconsciously took a step back. “You don’t know them. I am not perfect, but I tried. You’ve spent your entire life with me as father. Will you throw all that away? Look at this man! Throwing me out like garbage…I who raised you! If he has no pity on your caretaker of fourteen years, what makes you think he will have pity on you?” 
 
    A few months ago, I would have believed Harrison’s words. I would have had just the tiniest sliver of doubt. But now, I had none. I shook my head.  
 
    “He has already shown me more pity than you ever did.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect. I had never spoken so outright defiantly towards Harrison. Even when I was deliberately disobedient, there was fear in my voice. Now, I sounded as cold as Angel. Now, I was stronger. Harrison could see that, and his shock quickly turned to rage. 
 
    “After all I’ve done!” 
 
    With a bellow, he lunged at me. But I didn’t move. I didn’t cry out. I stood. I wasn’t afraid. He had no power anymore. I stood. And I stared him in the eye as his fist loomed closer. 
 
    In a blinding, blue flash, Uncle Harrison went flying backwards. Father stood before me, lowering his hand to his side. Harrison tumbled to the ground out of the door, sending up a puff of dust. 
 
    “You will not lay a hand on my girl ever again,” Father’s voice was so contorted with anger that it was nearly unrecognizable. “Now get. Off. My. Land.” 
 
    Harrison had no more fight in him, but Kyle still took it upon himself to blast his feet, making the man run quickly to catch up to his wife and daughter. Father gently put his arm around my shoulders as we watched Kyle tear after them down the avenue. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    The sound of Ryan’s laughter. Sean’s relieved sigh. The security of Father’s square hand around my shoulder. 
 
    Home. 
 
    “Kyle!” 
 
    Kyle stopped at Father’s voice, spinning on his heels back towards us. Father turned to face me and kneeled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gab,” he said, softly. “I see now how I terribly I have failed you. I am to defend you, and I abandoned you. I swear to you, from now on, I am yours. I will guard you until I die…as I should have done from the start.” He smiled and wiped the tear on my cheek. “I will never make you feel alone again.” 
 
    I nodded and threw my arms around his neck. 
 
    He reached up and grabbed Sean, pulling him close. “Sean, I owe you my life. I have failed you too.” Father put his forehead against Sean’s. “You were the man in my stead. You stood when I did not, and that responsibility never should have fallen on you. Thank you, Sean.” 
 
    Sean’s smile grew and he nodded. “I did my best.” 
 
    Father released us. “You did. And I am grateful.” His eyes looked down the road. “Still. Even now, my pity still exceeds my rage.” 
 
    He sent Stony to catch up with Harrison and give him some money. With Stony’s blazing eyes and relentless face, I knew Harrison couldn’t mistake it as a sign of forgiveness, but as an act of mercy. Stony quickly returned with news that Hannah had gotten married over the months we were gone and wouldn’t come back to the house. 
 
    I feel sorry to have missed her wedding. 
 
    I sit at the top of the stairs, dangling my legs and daydreaming, remembering and listening to my family talk excitedly down the hall. It feels like it was only the other day that I scrubbed these floors to perfection…but it also feels like a lifetime ago. I sigh and I rest my head against the cold banister. 
 
    Father made it right. Now, I can have my old room back. I can sleep late and play outside whenever I want. I will never have to go to bed hungry or lie locked in the cellar. Father would call the servants back and I will no longer be forced to clean the place from top to bottom. Painful punishments would be nonexistent. The fair maiden Gabriella has finally found her happily ever after. 
 
    But Father said that the best tales began after the phrase. 
 
    My family’s laughter echoes in the halls, and I can’t help but smile. 
 
    So then, let the best one begin. 
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