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      To the rakshasa who enslaved my sister: you just made the worst mistake you’ll ever make in your life.

      Yes, I’m a hedge dragon. An abomination, or so they call my kind. I’m a loner, but I’m also loyal to my sister. Turns out, the rest of the family couldn’t care less. I’m the only one willing to go after her when she vanishes.

      She’s being held in Owlanvine, a city in the desert. To reach her, I must travel through the Poisoned Forest, one of the darkest, deadliest places in Wildemoone. But the Lord of the Hunt and his Lady take pity on me and offer me help.

      Now, together with a small band of allies who I swear are more trouble than they’re worth, I’m out to save my sister before she’s lost forever, and before the forest does all of us in.

      Reading Order for the Hedge Dragon Series:

      
        	Book 1: The Poisoned Forest

        	Book 2: The Tangled Sky
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I crouched behind a thicket of brambles, watching and waiting. The deer on the ground beside me was beginning to attract flies. They swarmed around the carcass, but I kept silent, not bothering to shoo them away. There would be time enough for that when I made it home and gave the meat to my mother. I’d have to start out again early next morning, but it was my job to put food on the table for my mother and my sisters, and it was better than sitting around the cave, listening to the arguments. My brothers could fend for themselves.

      I’d been on the road for three days. This time of year, the deer and elk ranged lower in the mountains, staying by the treeline. They knew that the dragons were more active in the lower reaches of the kingdom during winter, searching for food away from the high reaches. In a way, that made it easier for me during summer, since my kind stayed in the foothills, far away from the higher mountains where the Truebloods made their homes. But come winter, I ran a much greater risk of being caught.

      While I could make it down to the treeline in less than half a day by flight, that opened me up to danger. While hedge dragons were far smaller than Truebloods, we were still big enough to be noticed. So I stuck to the soil, traveling mostly by night, trying to avoid being spotted.

      The trip to the forests took me a day, then a day to catch and prepare a deer, and then a day to make it home, dragging the deer behind me. I could lift it over my shoulders easily enough, but that left me vulnerable in case I was attacked. One thing every hedge dragon knew—either keep weaponed up and ready to run, or chance never making it home.

      A noise to my left startled me and I turned, sword out and ready. I was good with my blade, and I had one of the best, thanks to stumbling into a cave one day where I found a crumbling skeleton, fingers still closed around the hilt of a crystal sword. I’d taken the sword and since that day, it had never left my side. While my sisters and mother had no use for it, I didn’t trust my brothers, so I slept with it under my mattress at night.

      As I turned, I saw that the noise was simply one of the gimbels. The creature stared at me, eyes widening, then it turned and scurried away on its squat legs, its belly shaking as it ran. The forest sprites varied in nature and looks, but they were one of the few creatures I never worried about. They hated the humans, they feared the dragonkin almost as much as I did, and they were peaceful, preferring to while away their days in the forests, tending to the trees. The gimbels kept to themselves and seldom bothered anybody.

      I glanced around again and, seeing no one else, grabbed the ends of the rope I had tied around the deer’s legs. I slipped the ropes over my shoulder and started off again, picking up the pace so I could reach home before dark.
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      Home was a large cave hollowed out into the side of a mountain, sheltered over by a ledge right outside the door. We were on the back part of the Shred, which had long ago been destroyed by the dragonkin, but now, no one but ghosts lived in the forest and it had never grown back to the robust shelter of trees that it had once been.

      The blackened trunks left from the wrath of dragon fire had hardened over time until the trunks were hard as rock. It took five days for a caravan to make it through the sinuous trail that wound around the charcoal stumps, and longer on foot. Very few ventured into its borders, however, due to the spirits who haunted the decimated woodland. Since humans feared the area, we were left pretty much to ourselves. After the fire, my mother had moved us here. It was probably the wisest decision she had ever made.

      I skirted the edge of the forest, ignoring the moans and whispers echoing from the Shred. Ghosts didn’t bother me much, and most of them were as wary of me as I was of them. We left each other alone. I passed along the road so often that I was certain that at least some of them recognized me. At least, the recurring hants did, like the soldier who had been fighting against the dragons when they strafed the forest. He had died, desperately shooting arrows as far as I could tell. Why he hadn’t run away, I had no clue.

      Truebloods—the ancient dragonkin—were immortal. They could be wounded, but they couldn’t die, and so war against them was useless. When they decided they wanted an area, it was safer to pack up and run. But the people of the Shred had fought back, and the dragons had destroyed every last inch of the forest, then turned and sought another place, no longer interested in a burned-out mass of woodland.

      The hant of an old washerwoman waved at me as I passed by. I waved back. I wasn’t sure if my siblings could see her, but I could. We never really talked about it. We never really talked, to be more accurate.

      Near sunset, which came early during the days of mid-autumn, I saw the flicker of light from the campfire built outside the opening of the cave. We kept a fire outside for cooking, given there wasn’t much ventilation inside. During the night, we dampened it to avoid being targeted in case someone veered off track and saw our flames, and took hot rocks inside to place under our covers. My mother wasn’t much affected by cold temperatures, but my siblings and I were.

      Besides the cave, we had a small lean-to that housed the two cows my mother took care of, so we could have milk and cheese. My mother traveled to the closest village to trade meat for goods like flour and salt and potatoes.

      I dragged the deer over to the side of the fire and dumped it, then—seeing no one out near the camouflaged shed—swept back the deerskin curtain to enter the cave.

      Inside, my mother had made the cave as comfortable as possible. There were cots with thick thatched mattresses on them, a table and chairs, and against one wall there were a pile of hearthstones and we kept them warm with our breath. All hedge dragons can, like the Dragonni, breath fire, though our fire streams weren’t as powerful or impressive as theirs. The stones emanated enough heat that, in our human shapes, we were able to stay warm even during the winter.

      A glance around told me that my brothers weren’t home, but my mother was, along with Sparkle, one of my sisters. They were sitting at the table. My mother was knitting what looked like a sweater, while Sparkle played with a couple of sticks, using them as dolls. My siblings and I were all the same age, having been born out of the same clutch, but Sparkle was born with a veil. She was slow and unsure, the mind of a child in the body of a woman. My mother grudgingly left her alone, to play or sing to herself through the day, while the rest of us did what we were told to do. My other sister, Shellsong, appeared to be out.

      Mother looked up at me. “Did you find food?”

      “Yes, I brought you back a deer,” I said. That was all I was to her—a food machine. Our mother loved us as much as she loved living in a cave, away from her own kind. I looked around. “Where’s Shellsong? Did she go out for a walk?”

      My brothers ventured out on their own to find their own food since I refused to provide for them, but Shellsong seldom went far from Mother’s side, or far from the cave.

      My mother picked up her skinning knife and headed for the door. “I’ll skin the deer now. Will you be heading out again tomorrow?”

      Something in her voice unsettled me.

      “Yes, as usual. Where’s Shellsong?”

      Once again, my mother ignored me. “Try to catch an elk. We have to put enough meat by for the winter for Sparkle and me. I only have a few weeks stored up.”

      I hesitated, glancing around the cave. Something seemed different. Then, I noticed that Shellsong’s mattress was missing its blanket. “Where’s Shellsong, Mother? Where did she go?”

      Without missing a beat, my mother paused at the mouth of the cave. “She’s gone,” she said, then slipped out the door.
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      I stared at the deerskin cover as it fell across the doorway again. My first thought was to go after my mother, but she obviously was in no hurry to talk about it. I turned around, staring at Sparkle. She was young of mind, but she could talk and she was observant.

      “Sparkle, what are you doing?” I asked, sitting beside her. I was the only one who paid her any attention. My mother saw that she was fed, but had no interest in anything the girl had to say. My brothers ignored her. Shellsong teased her, though usually relented before Sparkle started to cry.

      “Playing,” she said, holding up the sticks. She had wrapped rags around them and clumsily drew on their faces with charcoal.

      “I like your dolls—they’re cute. Say, do you know where Shellsong went?” I reached in my pack and pulled out a small sack. I had gathered some of the cloudberries from the forest and tucked them away specifically for Sparkle, who loved them.

      “She went away with the men who came to visit,” Sparkle said.

      I froze. Men? The Truebloods took the form of people, but then again, if it had been dragonkin, they wouldn’t have left anyone standing. My entire family—save for my mother—would have been killed.

      “What men?” I reached over and took Sparkle’s hand, turning it palm up, and poured some of the berries into her fingers. “I brought you a present.”

      “Cloudberries!” Her face lit up. She was beautiful, with hair as long as mine—down to her thighs. But unlike my hair, which was green as the forest during summer, her hair shimmered with a pale blue hue. My eyes were as green as my hair, flecked with gold, but hers were blue as the morning sky.

      Like all of my siblings and me, green dragons circled her forearms and shins. Our mother was a green dragon, so we were born with her standard. Lineage always came from the mother. Sparkle was slighter than I was, delicate in a way I could never be. Sparkle was fragile in a world that was harsh and deadly. And that made me want to protect her and take care of her.

      “Yes, I brought you cloudberries, and there are more. But Sparkle, please tell me about the men. Why did Shellsong go with them?” I tried to ignore the alarm bells in my brain, but they wouldn’t go away. Something had happened during the three days I’d been gone and whatever it was, it had led to Shellsong’s disappearance.

      “Well,” Sparkle said, popping a few of the berries into her mouth. “Three men came the morning you left.”

      “Did Mother seem surprised?”

      “No, I think she knew them,” Sparkle said. “She let them in and told me to go play. I was playing with my dolls. Then I saw one of them hand her some coins and then…” She stopped, her smile fading and her eyes clouding over. “They took Shellsong away. She was screaming but they tied her hands together and put a cloth over her mouth. She tried to call for the rain but they stopped her before she could make the waters come. Then they pulled the cloth down and poured a drink from a small bottle down her throat. She fell asleep and they carried her off.”

      My stomach lurched. I handed my sister the rest of the berries. “Don’t worry about it, sweet one. Eat your berries. I’ll be right back.”

      I pushed myself to my feet and strode out the door. My mother looked up and her eyes grew wide as she saw me bearing down on her. She held the knife out.

      “Don’t you dare question my choices,” she said, her eyes as harsh as her voice.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, staring at her. “What did you do with Shellsong?”

      “I did what I had to.” My mother went back to butchering the deer. “She wasn’t pulling her weight. She wouldn’t forage for herself. How long do you think your brothers are going to hang around here? They’ll be off soon enough, now that you’ve quit feeding them. They’ll be off sniffing after females soon enough. They have no loyalty. And you barely bring in enough to feed the three of us, let along Shellsong.”

      I stared at her, still silent. The fact that she even mentioned “loyalty” made me want to smack her one. But she was right in two respects: my brothers were restless and I expected to see them fly the coop any day. For a while, feeding them had fallen to me. My mother had favored them—if she favored any of us.

      But a few years back I had cut them off and, once they had understood that I meant it, they began to forage for themselves. Shellsong was lazy, narcissistic to a fault. But her self-centeredness came from fear and sadness.

      “You know that Shellsong was depressed,” I shot back. “You know how much she wants to be one of the Truebloods, like you. And yet you blame her for her moods, when you make it clear, every day, that we’re only burdens to you, that we ruined your life.”

      “How dare you blame me for resenting you? I didn’t ask for what happened to me, and now I’m cast out, cursed to live in hell for eternity. My wings will never mend. And I will never again take my true form.”

      I glanced over my shoulder toward the cave, making certain Sparkle couldn’t hear us.

      “What happened to you was wrong—there’s no questioning that. I understand why you feel the way you do, and I’m sorry. I wouldn’t wish your fate on anyone. But you can’t blame us for doing this to you. We aren’t to blame. And frankly, given how the Truebloods have treated you and what you just did to Shellsong, I’m grateful that I’m not one of your kind.”

      The only reason I had stuck around all this time had been because of Sparkle, and some modicum of pity I had for my mother. I didn’t love her—she had never loved us. But I knew she couldn’t fend for herself, either. Or rather, she’d never learn. Like it or not, our existence had been the downfall of her world.

      “Half your blood belongs to my kind, so watch your tongue—” she started to say, but I had heard enough.

      I started to turn away. “I’m going after Shellsong. Then I’m coming back here to get Sparkle. I’ll take her with me. If you even dare think about selling Sparkle off, I will make your life a living hell for the rest of my days. If you try to turn her against me, I’ll make you rue ever being born. However, if you feed her and treat her right, we’ll both be out of your hair for good. Do you understand?” I leaned toward my mother, jabbing her in the chest with my sword.

      She caught her breath, staring into my eyes. “You’d do it, too. Wouldn’t you?”

      “Don’t test me. Don’t ever think of testing me.” I shook my head. “Do as I say and you’ll be free of us for good.”

      After a moment, my mother let out a long breath. “Fine. You have a deal.”

      “Do you know where they took Shellsong? If you do, tell me now.” I grabbed her wrist and squeezed, hard. “I’ll break every bone in your body if you don’t. I can’t kill you, but I’m stronger than you are now, and you know I’m ruthless enough to carry through my threat.”

      She shuddered. “They took her to Owlanvine, in Wildemoone. They work for a slaver named Tershak.”

      I shoved her, stopping short of knocking her on the ground, then returned to the cave, where I gave Sparkle a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. You be a good girl, all right?”

      She looked up at me, a child’s innocence in her eyes. “I promise, Storm.”

      Mother appeared in the doorway. “When are you leaving?”

      I ignored her. “Good girl, Sparkle. While I’m gone, I want you to help out around here. I’ll return as soon as I can.” I glanced over at my mother, who pressed her lips together, but said nothing. “And you, remember what I said.”

      “Who’ll catch the meat?” she finally asked.

      “Get your precious sons to help. Make them earn their keep for a change.”

      With that, I loaded up a pack and slung it over my shoulder, added a couple daggers to my weaponry—I had my sword, a bow, and a quiver full of solstone arrows and now the knives—and headed out of the cave. A dark moon was rising, but I didn’t care. I had learned how to make camp quite comfortably over the years.

      When I was ready, I turned to my mother, who had followed me out into the night. Even in human form, she was taller than I was. Trueblood dragonkin stood close to seven feet tall, while I topped out at about six-four. But I had a purpose and that gave me strength, whereas she had waned through the years.

      “One last thing: Give me the money you earned from selling Shellsong. Don’t argue because I’ll take it by force if you refuse. I may not be able to kill you, but I can hurt you.” I held out my hand, waiting.

      She started to speak, then met my gaze. The lightning crackled in my eyes, and she stepped back with a gasp. Without a word, she placed a small sack of coins in my hand.

      “Is this it?” I narrowed my eyes, peeking inside the bag. There were at least twenty crowns inside, along with what looked like a sapphire ring.

      “Yes, every coin.” She shrank away, looking defeated.

      Satisfied she was telling the truth, I tucked the sack inside my tunic. I went back into the cave and once more, I kissed Sparkle’s forehead, enjoining her to wait for my return. Then, without another word to my mother, I turned and strode out of the cave. If Shellsong was still alive, I’d find her.
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      My name is Storm. Of course, that’s not my true name—but nobody will ever know it except for me. When any form of dragonkin is born—whether hatched from an egg like the Truebloods and first-generation hedge dragons, or born live from a union between hedge dragons, or even hatched from the tiny eggs no larger than a chicken egg, like the dragon-horses—our mothers whisper our true name to us. As it passes into our ears, it vanishes from our mothers’ minds and imprints on our brains.

      Every dragon knows their true name. And we never tell anyone what it is. Names equal power. The spirits of metals found that out when their names became known and men gained power over their strength. Instead, we offer a face-name, a name that holds no power over us.

      To the Truebloods, hedge dragons and dragon-horses are corruptions of the original race. But the fact is, we exist and we have as much right to our lives as they do to theirs.

      Long ago, before the Forgotten Kingdom opened and the Truebloods flooded out of the gates, the Storm Lords would pass through on the winds. Elementals and Storm Lords aren’t affected by most magical boundaries or force fields—they tend to go as the weather does, and the weather is everywhere.

      The Storm Lords—the Lords of Ice and Lightning, of Snow and Hurricanes—were mesmerized by the Dragonni. At least, the males of their species were. Their females didn’t even know the Dragonni existed. But as volatile males are wont to do, they reached out with their grasping hands and took what they wanted, capturing females with their powerful forces. They mated with the Trueblood females, in an attempt to tap the dragons’ powers for their own use.

      But it didn’t work.

      The Storm Lords huffed off, in search of other prey, leaving behind their seed. And out of the unlikely union, children were engendered—the first generation of hedge dragons. We’re called hedge dragons because we were born hidden in the forests and hedgerows. Our mothers struggled to raise us in secret but eventually the truth came to light.

      The Truebloods cast out the victims of the Storm Lords, after maiming them. My mother was one of those, wing broken and left for dead. But she had managed to hide us, so we survived. When the Dragonni could catch the children—the hedge dragons—we were put down as abominations. Neither true dragon nor true elemental, we were considered tainted. And unlike the Dragonni and the Storm Lords, we turned out to be mortal. We could be killed.

      So yes, my face-name is Storm and I’m first-generation hedge dragon. My mother’s name is Ivekta and my father was some random Lightning Lord. I’ve never met him and I never want to. As much as I loathe my mother for how she’s treated us, I also pity her.

      Wing-broken, soil-bound, cast out by her people and trapped in her human form forever, her punishment is eternal. And forever is a long time to live with those memories.
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      I skirted the edge of the meadow near our home and snuck into the forest. I was tired, but I wanted to find a good hiding spot for the night. Some of the Dragonni were nocturnal—the shadow dragons, especially. The last thing I needed was to have one of them on my tail.

      Especially now that the seal isolating the Forgotten Kingdom had been broken. Now, some humans were venturing into the land of the Dragonni, who really didn’t appreciate the intrusion. It would be just as bad of an end for me if one of the Truebloods saw me and thought I was mortal. Whether they labeled me human or hedge dragon, either way, I’d be toast on a stick.

      I cleared the entrance to the wood, grateful that we lived so close to the border. While I had never been outside of the Forgotten Kingdom, I didn’t have far to go to reach the entrance where my world opened up into other realms. The question was, which route would I take to reach Wildemoone? I had a vague understanding of geography and while I knew other realms buttressed against the Forgotten Kingdom, I wasn’t at all sure about which direction to go.

      I was hoping to meet somebody who could give me directions before I came to the Pillars to the Sky—a pair of massive pillars in the shape of dragons carved into the mountains marking the entrance to the Forgotten Kingdom. A thousand feet tall, the columns had been created by some ancient race long forgotten. I had seen them from a distance—but never up close.

      For now, though, I sought for a comfortable place to set up camp. I found a turnout, a small glen hidden by the cover of the high pines that lined the road.

      I gathered enough rocks to circle a small campfire and scraped kindling off a fallen log. Then I used my hatchet to chop enough wood for the night. After arranging the kindling in a loose pile, I lifted a small piece of the wood shavings to my lips and closed my eyes, focusing on the lightning that was inherent in my breath. I blew on the wood and a spark leapt from my lips to the wood, igniting the feathered shavings.

      Before it could burn out, I slid the flaming shavings into the pile of kindling and they caught, blazing to life. I fed the fire small sticks until the flames caught hold, then added bigger pieces of wood. Within minutes, my fire blazed. I held my hands out to it, welcoming the warmth against the chill of the autumn night.

      I had packed some smoked deer meat and ate it cold, supplementing my meal with an apple. It wasn’t much, but in human form I was able to eat less. After I finished my meal, I arranged my pack as a pillow and wrapped my blanket around my shoulders, lying beside the fire with my sword next to me. The owls began to chatter, their soft hoots echoing through the forest, and with their song for comfort, I closed my eyes and slept.
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      The next morning, I woke in time to feed what was left of the fire again. I broke off a chunk of bread and impaled it on a sharp stick, holding it over the fire to toast. Then I did the same to a thick wedge of cheese until it began to bubble and melt. Spreading the cheese on the bread, I ate while staring at the forest around me. I could hear the bubble of water in the misty morning air, and decided to find the stream. Water usually led downhill, and if I could follow the stream, it would probably lead me out of the Forgotten Kingdom.

      Reluctantly, I decided it was time to head out. I stamped out the fire, packed away my blanket, and shivered as I fastened my cloak around my shoulders. Winter was on the way and the high mountains were already thigh-deep in snow. Our home was in a snow and rain shadow, but the frost was thick on the ground, and the winds were rising.

      I found a private place to do my business and then headed toward the sound of the water.

      The stream was fifty yards ahead, coursing over stones, the white caps frothing like a rabid wolf. It was flowing in the general direction of the Pillars to the Sky. I drank my fill, shivering as the icy water trickled down my throat, then filled my water skin and washed my face and hands. After freshening up, I headed out again, following the river as it flowed away from the mountains behind me.

      The day passed quietly. I saw no one, save for a deer here or there. I finally broke through to a clearing and froze. I thought I saw a naga in the open lea, and I ducked behind a tree.

      Nagas were, in general, dangerous. Besides their poison, they were also carnivorous. While they wouldn’t hunt me for my skin, I had no doubt that I’d provide a tasty meal. If I turned into my dragon shape, I could put a stop to them, but again that was dangerous, and the farther away from the Shred I got, the more dangerous being seen would be.

      I wasn’t sure if the reptilian creature had seen me or not. As slowly as possible, I began to inch sideways toward a thick cover of bracken and brambles. The direction the wind put me downwind. My favor. Since I knew how to traverse the forest in silence, if it couldn’t smell me, chances were I could sneak past without a fight.

      I finally reached the edge of the clearing and, still unnoticed by the snake lord, I slid into the undergrowth, crouching down to duck-walk. I was close enough that if I made one mistake, he would notice me.

      The naga was at least eight feet long, his torso male with a bare chest. The rest of him coiled beneath him, a serpent’s belly and tail.

      A sudden crack split the silence as I stepped on a hidden branch. I froze again.

      The naga reared up, looking around.

      Crap, did he hear me?

      I waited, barely breathing as he carefully scanned the meadow. Then, after a few moments, he slithered off in the opposite direction. After he was fully out of sight, I finished crossing the clearing and plunged into the forest again. But I kept myself alert. Nagas were usually solitary creatures, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

      By late afternoon, I was heading downhill, the grade getting steeper and the trees growing closer together. I used them for balance when the slope became too steep, and more than once I tripped and landed on my hands and knees. But I was used to roughing it and before much longer, up ahead, the stream broke through the trees into yet another clearing.

      I hurried forward, wanting to get the lay of the land before the light waned. As I exited the woodland, I found myself near a steep trail that was so old it had been compacted to be as hard as stone. The trail led toward a massive pair of gates, open wide. The stream passed through a culvert beneath the right wall. The gates were so high I had to crane my neck back as far as I could in order to catch a glimpse of their tops. The long edge of each gate had been carved into a massive dragon. The wings would interlock when the gates were closed.

      The Pillars to the Sky.

      I stood there, staring at the gates and at the world beyond them. I had never been far from home—never been to the Edge of the World, as this place was called. Wildemoone was somewhere out there, as well as several other realms that also bordered the Forgotten Kingdom, each one separate and yet connected by a series of energetic borders.

      Debating whether to make camp before I stepped out into the wide world—dusk wasn’t far from showing its face—or to push on, it occurred to me that I had no clue what to do. I had no idea of how to find Wildemoone. I didn’t even know what direction to take once I left the Forgotten Kingdom and there was no one to ask. I stood there, waiting, but when no unexpected guidance appeared, I decided to plunge through the gates and hope for the best.

      I moved forward, one step at a time, my gaze glued on the massive gates. They were the key to a world beyond my own. A faint crackle of energy ran between them—the portal. When the Forgotten Kingdom had opened up, the only way out was heavily blocked. But the gates had torn open, leaving the portal weak and barely there. Instead of a force field, it was now a pale shadow of itself, offering no transportation abilities, or protection against the outer world. But the Dragonni didn’t need protection.

      Beyond the gates, the slope continued. Ahead, I could see a road that forked in three directions—to the left, straight, and to the right. I glanced over my shoulder at the world I knew, then back to the world ahead. The mist of the evening was beginning to rise, clouding the way.

      “My life has always been lived in mist,” I whispered. “Each day of my life has been merely a day of making it through. Each morning has been a relief, and each evening has ended with very little hope for the next day. I’m tired of hiding. It’s time to leave the kingdom.”

      As if in answer, lightning forked overhead in a brilliant flash as thunder rumbled deep, and the clouds burst open to send a cascade of hail down around me. The pieces of ice were the size of a shine fruit—big enough to hurt as they pelted to the ground. Adjusting my cloak, I took a deep breath and crossed the border, the energy flaring around me as I left the world I was born in, along with everything that was familiar, behind.
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      I stood at the center of the crossroads, listening. To the right, the road sloped down. Straight ahead, the road continued at a gradual rate of decline, and to the left, it was roughly even. The trails had all been trod for many a century. Even if heavy rains came, they wouldn’t swell with mud.

      In vain, I strained to see the sign of wagon tracks. Shellsong’s slavers had to have come through in the past couple of days, but there were so many marks that there was no way for me to tell which was the most recent. Merchants and traders traversed these roads regularly.

      Finally, I took a deep breath and made an arbitrary choice, turning left. I set out on the trail. As the hours wore on, the scenery began to change. The vast swath of forest that flowed out from the Forgotten Kingdom continued along both sides of the trail, but as the road evened out, the trees began to thin. Despite more open clearings, the forest seemed to go on forever.

      I looked around for a place to camp. It was dangerous to travel at night in uncharted country, but I couldn’t see any place that looked safe enough to make camp, so I kept going, pulling my cape tighter as the temperature dropped.

      It had been cold and windy on the road earlier, but now the cold was really seeping in. The rain had let up, replaced by a thin flutter of snowflakes. The flakes were as small as grains of sand but if the storm intensified, I’d have to seek shelter. Some Truebloods could handle icy weather or hellish heat, but most hedge dragons weren’t resistant to extremes.

      Dusk fell abruptly, and with its arrival the temperature plunged even more. I swung off the road and finally found two small trees between which I could pitch a tent. The material was light, made of Venetia worm silk, which mimicked duck feathers in shedding water. It also helped to keep the winds out, and they had definitely picked up with the falling temperatures.

      After I erected my tent, I dug out a small circle next to the tent, then went hunting for fist-sized stones to create a small fire ring.

      I gathered wood from downed branches, enough to get me through the night, and then set to crafting a fire. I carried tallow-smeared shavings in my pack, and I set up a pile of kindling shaved off of one of the driest pieces of wood I could find.

      Picking up the shavings, I breathed sparks onto the bundle. As the sparks caught, I nestled the flame beneath the pile of kindling. If all else failed, I could turn into my dragon shape and really start a fire, but that would give myself away to anybody passing nearby, and I tried to avoid shifting shape whenever possible.

      Finally, the flame caught and as the fire crackled, I settled down beside it.

      I was wearing my leather tunic that buckled across the chest like a full-length corset, and beneath that, a pair of leather shorts. My boots were thigh high, and stiff leather garters held them firmly to my thighs. My cape was woven from the same Venetia worm silk as the tent, and it was also the same mixture of dark green and white. Perfect camouflage in the snowy forest. I shifted the cape snuggly around me as I sat on a log, staring into the fire.

      Hungry again, I rummaged in my pack for the rest of a loaf of bread, and more cheese. I also had jerky but I’d keep that for when I was in mid-travel and didn’t want to stop. Stabbing the cheese on a stick, I held it over the fire until it was creamy, then spread it on the pieces of bread. After that, I took out a small metal bucket and packed it full of clean snow, hanging it over the fire to melt while I ate.

      I was used to being alone—the silence didn’t bother me. When I was home, I mostly talked to my sister Sparkle, helping her with her letters and numbers. My mother insisted that we all learned to read and write the language of Truebloods, even though she could have been punished for teaching us since we weren’t full-blooded dragonkin. The hedge dragons also had their own language and she had taught us that as well, along with Elvish. Long ago, before the dragons were shut off from the rest of the world, the Elves had interacted with the Celestial Wanderers and the Mountain Dreamers—the two relatively sane factions of the Dragonni.

      But other than lessons, my mother seldom had much to say to me except to order me around. So we didn’t really talk unless it was about the larder. My brothers were insolent and obnoxious. They were also Mother’s favorites, if she could even claim to have favorites.

      One day I had asked her why she preferred them to me and my sisters.

      “Because you and your sisters will one day move away to be mated with your own kind. You’ll leave the house and leave me. But my sons will take care of me. It’s their job.”

      I had bitten my tongue, but couldn’t help but think, No, your sons will leave you faster than we will. Over the years, I had tried to encourage her to hone her skills in her human form—her wings might be broken, but her arms were not. She could make a life for herself among the hedge dragons—they would accept her because of what happened to her, even if they avoided the Truebloods. She couldn’t hurt them, not by herself, and she could have found a job as a cook or a nanny and had the protection of a household. But when the Dragonni broke her wings, they broke her spirit, and she was long lost to bitterness and anger.

      I shook off my thoughts. If she hadn’t sold Shellsong, I probably would have stayed out of obligation, taking care of her and my sisters for as long as I could foresee. But now, for the first time in my life, I had left the Forgotten Kingdom, left my family, and I was on my own. I finished eating, then drank the melted ice. It settled through my body like a hug. After banking the fire so it would last until morning, I crawled into the tent and huddled against the cold as best as I could.
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      Two days later, I was beginning to worry. I didn’t seem to be heading into Wildemoone—at least not the realm as I’d heard of it. Instead, I was deep in the forest, struggling through knee-deep snow and constant wind.

      I was running low on food and if I didn’t catch something soon, I’d starve. I thought about shifting form, flying over the land to see where I was, but the winds were strong and the snow was thick, and if I lost my position, I’d have to stay in dragon shape until I found someplace safe where I could shift back.

      The snow grew thicker the farther I walked, and the forest seemed to be darker, with the sun rising later every morning and setting sooner each afternoon. Dusk came so quickly that most of the day was spent in darkness.

      I paused midday, looking around for signs of life. I needed a bird or a hare or even a deer if I was going to eat the next few days. But the snow poured down so thick it was hard to see my hand in front of my face. It stuck to my hair and cloak, freezing my eyebrows and lashes. My breath froze into puffs of vapor in front of my face.

      Every now and then I stopped to muster up enough heat to melt it off of me, but I couldn’t do that too often or I’d lose the energy to keep trudging along.

      I was beginning to think I should turn around and go back, when I heard a noise behind me. I slowly turned to see a massive spider—its body was as long as I was tall—creeping toward me from between the trees. It was beautiful, white with shimmering gold and black stripes, and it was eyeing me like I might eye my dinner.

      “Oh frall!” I sputtered, hastily pulling out my sword. The crystal blade immediately gleamed with a pale blue light, the sign that this was more than some big-assed arachnid. My sword glowed when it was around something malign, and it was gleaming now, sparkling so bright that it almost blinded me in the dusk.

      The spider scuttled toward me, hissing over the snow. The legs made it a formidable foe. They were jointed, with piercing sharp tips on the ends. The creature was quick—so quick that I barely had time to run between a couple trees that had grown so close together the spider couldn’t fit through the space. But even as I used them for a shield, another noise echoed through the muffling snow, directly behind me.

      I swung around, sword up. A second spider came rustling toward me from the open space behind the trees. And a third was coming in from my right. My only escape was to the left.

      I darted in that direction, slogging through the knee-deep snow. The spiders were able to race across the surface of the frozen crust.

      Even with all of my strength, I knew I couldn’t outrun them. I could change into my dragon form, but that required me to strip naked, unless I wanted to destroy my clothing. Unlike the Dragonni, hedge dragons wore regular clothing instead of our wardrobe forming when we took human form. But I wasn’t going to have much choice in a few minutes.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I stumbled into a vast clearing. There were trees nearby, but they were far enough apart to get a sense of the vastness of the land. I kept my eye on the spiders as they approached. I was going to have to shift.

      I stopped in order to focus on the transformation, but instead of the waves of power that usually rippled through me, nothing happened.

      “What the hell?” I tried again. Again, nothing. “Why can’t I shift?”

      I lifted my sword and turned to fight as I tested the air, seeking for any sense of lightning nearby. There was a spark or two—enough for me to summon up one bolt if I was lucky. Thunder snow wasn’t all that unusual, at least in the Forgotten Kingdom, but I had no clue about how frequently it could be found in the outer world.

      The spiders spread out, surrounding me in a triangle as I backed away. I hated having my back exposed, but neither was it wise to get trapped against a tree. I began to gather the threads of lightning, weaving them together, when a strange energy began to interject itself into my magic.

      Startled, I glanced up at the sky to see a ripple of light shimmer across the heavens. Green and blue, purple and a plum-pink, the lights darted, shifting position.

      The spiders froze as the howl of wolves echoed across the horizon, and then, crossing the bridge made of the lights, raced a massive deer with large curved antlers, followed by a pack of wolves and behind them, a man. He was silhouetted in shadow, his laughter echoing through the clearing.

      I blinked as he danced across a silver web that blended in with the lights. As his feet touched the strands of the web, they shimmered and sparkled.

      One of the gods, I thought. It has to be one of the gods out hunting.

      The spiders reared up, waving their front, jointed legs. They were focused on the sky as well. The energy of the lights continued to infuse itself into my stream of lightning and—without thinking—I shot a bolt at the lead spider. It encased the creature in a web of sparks. The lights in the sky flickered as the spider thrashed.

      I jumped forward, stabbing it with my sword, and a silver liquid began to pour out, hissing as it hit the snow. As I retreated, the other spiders suddenly seemed to realize that I was within their range and swept forward.

      The hunter paused, and the next moment, he jumped off the web.

      I gasped. He’d kill himself with a freefall from that distance. A dive like that was guaranteed suicide. No mortal could fall from the heavens like that and survive.

      But land he did, kneeling on one leg, shaking the ground. No flattened mess. A moment later, he was on his feet as he raced forward to insert himself between me and the spiders.

      He shouted something—I didn’t recognize the language—and the spiders froze, eyeing him. The next moment, they backed away toward the forest and the man turned around to face me. He was about my height, with melting brown eyes and long dark hair that fluttered in the wind. His skin was a warm golden color, and he had a double ring piercing his lower lip.

      Terrified, I backed away, my hand on the hilt of my sword. I wasn’t sure where he came from, but I doubted that he’d know how to speak hedge dragon, or even the language of the Dragonni. I decided to try Elvish.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He stared at me, looking perplexed. But he answered in Elvish. “You’re not an Elf.”

      At least we could converse. I snorted. “No, I’m not an Elf. Neither are you.”

      “Well met, stranger. I’d take my hand off the sword if I were you.” His voice was soft-spoken, but I could hear the threat beneath it. Still, he made no move to fight, not even touching the sword hanging from his own belt.

      I debated. I probably couldn’t outfight a god, but I still wasn’t sure if he was one. Yet he had saved my life. “Tell me who you are first,” I said.

      “My name is Kuippana. I’m Lord of the Wolves.”

      That made sense. He wasn’t running with the Hunt, he was leading it. And by the power that radiated off of him, it was easy to see that he was most definitely a god. The only other creature besides a god who could run with the sky lights like that would be an elemental, and Kuippana was far more earthy than that.

      I slowly withdrew my hand from my sword, tensing as he stepped closer. But he made no sudden move. Instead, he looked me up and down, concern on his face.

      “Did the spiders bite you?”

      I shook my head. “No, and thank you—I didn’t stand a chance against them.” I might have, in my dragon form, but I wasn’t ready to tell him what I was.

      “That bolt you sent was strong enough to fry one. I think you might have been able to hold out,” he said. “So, what’s your name, and what are you doing in the middle of a blizzard, in the wilds of Pohjola?” He crossed his arms, waiting.

      I blinked. “Pohjola? I’m not in Wildemoone?”

      His lips crinkled into a smile as he shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, you’re not in Wildemoone. You’re in the northwestern tip of Pohjola, which lies north of Kalevala. Wildemoone’s to the southeast. I’m afraid you’ve gotten yourself turned around. You have to cross through Kalevala to reach Wildemoone, or travel across the sea to Annwn and then southeast from there.” He paused, then added. “Again, I ask, what’s your name?”

      “Storm,” I muttered, turning over the information. I had gotten myself turned around, all right, and that meant I had lost valuable days of travel time. I was also caught in what was quickly becoming a blizzard.

      “I guess I should get back on the road, then. I have to make it to Wildemoone as fast as I can.” My mistake could cost Shellsong her life and I’d never forgive myself if it happened.

      But Kuippana shook his head. “No, lass. You can’t travel now—you’ll never find your way back through this snow. The weather’s setting in to get worse. You’d better come back with me to my camp if you hope to survive.”

      I wanted to follow after my sister, but as he spoke, I detected a note in his voice that I wasn’t used to. I gazed into his eyes and saw kindness—kindness, and sincerity.

      “I’m in a hurry. My sister’s life depends on me making it to Owlanvine.” I decided to be honest. How could he understand my need for haste if I didn’t at least tell him why?

      But again, he shook his head. “If you continue, I guarantee you’ll lose yourself in the forests. And Loviatar’s ice spiders aren’t the only dangers here. There are far more vicious and evil creatures in the depths of Pohjola. Come with me, and I’ll help you get to Wildemoone as quickly—and safely—as possible.”

      I glanced back at the dead body of the spider. Its massive fangs shone in the dim light. My heart sinking, I gave in.
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      As we trudged out into the open, I thought about the gods.

      The Dragonni didn’t pay much attention to them. Dragons—Truebloods—were on the same level regarding immortality. I recalled that the first dragons belonged to a group of beings called the Titans, who gave birth to some of the godlings. My mother had told us a few stories about the gods, and while she didn’t worship them, I could still remember the respect in her voice.

      The snow drove down harder, and I could no longer see more than a few feet in front of us. I realized he was right—I’d never survive out here on my own. I hadn’t even found a spot to set up my tent and by the time I did that, I’d be frozen. I couldn’t sit out in the open all night. I might be strong, and able to work with fire and lightning, but that didn’t mean I was invulnerable to the weather.

      “How far to your camp?” I asked. “And how will we get there?”

      “We’ll cross the aurora. I can take you with me,” he said.

      “Aurora?” I frowned, unfamiliar with the term. “Is that the open space up ahead?” I motioned to a wide stretch of open land, where the snow was blowing in circles, turning everything into a white blur.

      “No. The aurora is another word for the sky lights,” he said, holding out his hand. “Take my hand and I’ll pull you onto it. Don’t let go of me until we reach our destination. You could easily get lost that way and trust me, as uncomfortable and dangerous as it would be to lose yourself in Pohjola’s forests, it’s far worse to get lost in the aurora.”

      I hesitated, but then took his hand, which was warm and comforting. He led me to the center of the clearing. The next moment, I gasped as he leapt into the sky, dragging me with him, and then we were speeding over the shimmering lights. They called to me, as lightning crackled beneath my feet. A low music echoed around us and I realized that it came from the lights themselves—they were singing, a low reverberating hum that echoed through the cavernous sky.

      The aurora was so bright I wanted to close my eyes, but the fear of missing something stopped me, and so we went skittering through the heavens. As we lightly bounced across the ripples of blue and green, I wondered how much I would owe him for the help.
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      Running across the lights reminded me of the first time I had ever flown. At first, a rush of fear washed through me, but the fear turned into joy. As I raced through the sky, the scintillating energy soaked into me, much like when I soaked up the power during lightning storms.

      But it seemed like only a moment before he tugged on my hand and we leapt off the bridge and—within the blink of an eye—landed on the ground in front of a small cabin. The cabin, built of wood, was tucked beneath the boughs of a tall stand of fir. Smoke drifted from the chimney and cheerful lights flickered from within.

      “Is this your home?” I asked as we trudged through the snow toward the structure.

      He shook his head. “No, but it’s where we’re staying for now.”

      He had said “we” several times, and I wondered who he was traveling with and if I could trust them. Kuippana I could trust. My gut told me he was a man—god—of his word. But who was he traveling with, and could I trust them?

      Kuippana seemed to sense my hesitation. “Don’t worry. You can trust my companions. One is my betrothed, and the other, her mentor.”

      “Are they both gods, as well?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. My fiancée is one of the Ante-Fae, and her mentor belongs to the Force Majeure. Her name is Raven, and his is Väinämöinen.”

      Neither the words “Ante-Fae” or “Force Majeure” meant anything to me. I was about to ask what they meant as we reached the door. Deciding my questions could wait, I kept silent as he opened the door and escorted me in.

      The cabin was small, but the warmth from the hearth was welcoming, and the glow of light came from small orbs that flickered near the corners of the ceiling. They hovered steadily in the air, bobbing gently like leaves on a pond. The smell of roast meat and vegetables filled the cabin, and yeasty bread. My mouth began to water.

      A woman who looked younger than I was sat in a rocking chair, wearing the strangest getup I had ever seen. She was dressed in a black corset that looked to be leather, over a plum-colored skirt. From beneath the edges of the skirt, she appeared to be wearing an underskirt made of fine netting—but the nets weren’t made of rope. Instead, it was very fine, narrow strands of some substance that were woven together. Her boots were leather, like mine, but they were shiny and I wondered how much work it took to polish them to that level of shine. Busty and plump, she had long dark brown hair streaked with purple, and her eyes were wide and brown. It was also obvious to me, from looking at her, that she wasn’t human in the sense of the men and women I had met in my years.

      Kuippana spoke in Elvish when he introduced us. “Raven, love, meet Storm. I found her in the forest, being attacked by Loviatar’s ice spiders. Storm, this is my fiancée, Raven.”

      Raven smiled, rising smoothly and holding out her hand. I stared at it for a moment, then slowly, clumsily, held out my own, unsure of what she was going to do. But she merely took my hand in her own and shook it.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Storm.” Her gaze widened as her fingers touched mine. “Dragonkin?” she asked, pulling away, her voice trembling.

      Kuippana whirled toward me. “Are you one of the Dragonni? Of course, that’s what I sensed about you—”

      “No, fear not,” a deep voice echoed through the cabin as a man entered the room from a different chamber.

      As he strode forward, my stomach tightened. I had thought that Kuippana held power because he was a god, but this man—this man was another matter. Magic shrouded him like a cloak. He sparkled with it. He was old—or he looked old, with a bushy white beard and brilliant blue eyes that were sharp as a hawk’s. He seemed fit enough, but it was hard to tell since he wore a long white robe trimmed in fur, with blue embroidery weaving patterns across the surface. His hair hung to his lower back, plaited in an elaborate braid.

      “She’s not one of the children of Typhon,” he added and they looked relieved.

      It occurred to me that if they didn’t like the Trueborn, we were more than halfway to forging a friendship. When my mother had told us stories about the first Dragonni, she said they had been born from a son and daughter of the Titans—Typhon and Echidna. She had spoken reverently of the Mother of All Dragons, but when it came to Typhon, my mother had practically spat out his name. Though she wouldn’t tell us why, she said that the children who followed the Father of All Dragons were the most dangerous. The white dragon who had broken her wings belonged to one of his army—one of the Luminous Warriors.

      Raven looked confused. “I could have sworn I sensed dragon energy,” she said, still speaking in Elvish.

      “You did,” the old man said. He turned to me. “Fear not, young woman. We aren’t going to kill you for your skin.” He paused, then added, “My name is Väinämöinen. I belong to the Force Majeure.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know what the Force Majeure is. But you know what I am, don’t you? How?” I had tried to keep my arms covered, the main telltale. All hedge dragons were born with the birthmarks of dragons on their forearms, usually the same color as our mother was. The same color we were, when we shifted into our dragon form. As a Green, it meant my Dragonni blood came from the Mountain Dreamers. My father was a lord of lightning, so I bore the powers of the earth and of lightning.

      “Yes, I know what you are,” Väinämöinen said as he motioned for me to sit on a padded bench. “Would you like something hot to eat? And perhaps some cider?”

      My stomach rumbled. Blushing, I took the seat. “Thank you. I’m hungry, yes, and thirsty. Apparently I got off my path and lose myself in the woodland.”

      “Did the spiders bite you?” Raven asked, a look of concern crossing her face. She moved to the cook stove in the corner and began dishing up a plate of food. A metal pot sat on the back burner and she filled a mug from it. The crackle of the fire from the hearth matched the crackle of flames coming from within the stove.

      I shook my head. “No, they didn’t. Kuippana helped chase them off before they could take me down.” I accepted the plate. I had no idea what some of the food on it was—it looked like a pile of curved tube worms with a thick cheesy sauce coating them. There was also a slice of what smelled like roasted meat, though it looked ground up and mushed together, and then a serving of green beans. Glancing around, I looked for a place to set my plate. Raven seemed to intuit what I needed and brought over a standing tray for me.

      “You can set your food and drink on this,” she said, sliding it in front of me.

      Grateful, I did just that. I wanted to dive in—my stomach was protesting how empty it was—but I didn’t want to appear rude.

      “Go ahead and eat,” Raven said, sitting beside me. Her eyes were full of light and warmth. “We can talk after you’ve had your fill. There’s plenty on the stove. If you want seconds, just ask.”

      I fell to, breathing a sigh of relief and gratitude as the hot food hit my stomach. I pointed toward the worms. “What are those?”

      “That’s called macaroni,” Raven said. “I come from a different realm and brought it with me. It’s a grain-based food, in a cheese sauce. And that,” she pointed toward the meat, “is called meat loaf. It’s beef and pork, mixed with a few other things.”

      Relieved I wouldn’t have to eat bugs—oh, I had before, but I preferred not to—I dug in and, to my surprise, the mixture was excellent. I polished off the meat and the grain dish, and let out another sigh as I followed the food with the hot cider, the crisp apple blended with spices that tickled my tongue.

      “That was wonderful,” I said, venturing a smile. “Thank you so much. I’m almost out of food.”

      “Would you like more?”

      My stomach said yes, but my common sense warned me not to eat too much. “Maybe later? I haven’t eaten much the past few days and I don’t want to make myself sick.”

      “Well, ask when you get hungry and we’ll fix you something else,” Raven said as I carried the dishes over to her and she popped them in a bucket of sudsy water.

      I yawned, wanting to curl up and sleep, but they had been generous with their kindness and I felt I owed them an explanation. As we gathered around the fire again, I looked over at Väinämöinen. “So you know what I am.”

      He nodded. “Yes, though I’ve never met one of your people before now.”

      I turned toward Raven and Kuippana. “I’m what’s known as a hedge dragon. My mother was a green dragon and my father was one of the Storm Lords, a lord of lightning.”

      Raven’s eyes widened. “Dragons can breed outside their own kind?”

      “Not easily, and with only a few select species. But my mother didn’t choose to mate with him. A number of the Dragonni females were captured by the Storm Lords and raped. When the Storm Lords realized they couldn’t drain our mothers’ powers, they abandoned them. The Truebloods cast out every female who had been abused, after breaking their wings so they could never fly again. The Elders blamed the females for allowing themselves to be defiled.”

      “That figures,” Raven muttered. “Always blame the women.”

      “The Truebloods aren’t known for being fair or just.” I shrugged. “I’m first-generation hedge dragon, so I was born in a clutch. After we hatched, my mother’s wings were broken and she was forced to switch over to her human form to maneuver better. She’s never been able to change back.”

      Väinämöinen’s face was impassive, but he said, “They should be cursed and thrown into stasis for what they did. Dragonni society has always been painfully misogynistic. Why did you come to Pohjola, Storm?”

      I worried my lip. They didn’t seem out to harm me.

      “My mother sold my sister to a traveling slaver. Hedge dragons aren’t immortal. We can be killed. We’re both magical and strong, but nothing compared to the Dragonni. We’re hunted for our skin, and sold into slavery for our strength and abilities. I was heading toward Wildemoone to save Shellsong before someone buys her to make armor out of her. You see, leather made from our skin protects much better than even metal armor.”

      Kuippana grimaced. “You won’t be a target as long as we’re around.”

      “Kipa,” Raven said. “Can we take her to Wildemoone? We’re on our way to Annwn for the wedding. What if we take Storm with us? We can help her journey to Wildemoone from there.”

      My ears perked up. “Do you really think you can help me get back on track?”

      Kuippana thought about it for a moment. “I think we can. By the way, you can call me Kipa—most of my friends do.”

      “When can we leave?” I practically clapped, I was so happy. But Väinämöinen put a crimp in my joy.

      “Nobody’s going anywhere for at least the next few days. The storm is intensifying. By tomorrow morning you won’t be able to see your hand in front of your face. This blizzard came down from the icy realms of Ukko, beyond the sky, deep in the heart of the aurora.”

      I thought for a moment. “The aurora? Lord Kipa mentioned that. You mean the rippling lights in the sky? And who is Ukko?”

      The sage answered. “Yes, that aurora. Ukko is the sky father in the Finnish pantheon. He also rules over thunder and lightning. But he would never approve of what the Storm Lords did. Your mother didn’t deserve what she went through.” He paused.

      “How are others going to talk to her once we reach Caer Briar Shore?” Raven asked, still speaking in Elvish.

      Väinämöinen frowned. “What languages can you speak, girl?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Hedge dragon, Dragonni—though the Truebloods would kill me if they knew my mother taught me the pure language. And Elvish. My mother taught me that as well.”

      “All right. I’ll think on this—you can’t expect to get by on Elvish, and I doubt you’d be safe if someone heard you speaking hedge dragon. Let me think. But for now, it’s obvious that you’re exhausted.” He turned to Raven. “Find her a bed and let her rest.” He rose, bade me good night, and left the room.

      Raven and Kipa moved as one, silently collecting blankets and pillows and setting up a pallet in the corner. Their connection was obvious. As soon as the bed was made up, Raven handed me a gown made out of a soft fabric.

      “Here, I have a spare nightgown. It will be far too short on you, but it should fit otherwise.”

      I stared at it. I was used to sleeping in my clothes, but she pointed the way into one of the spare rooms and I entered. I immediately realized it was some sort of toilette chamber. There was a deep tub, and I stared at it, wondering what it would be like to bathe in warm water. I was used to washing in rivers and ponds. There was another contraption and from peeking under the lid, the smell told me it was for waste disposal. And finally, there was a basin and a pitcher of water.

      A knock on the door startled me and I peeked out to find Raven peeking in.

      “I thought you might want a warm bath,” she said.

      “Me?” I’d never had a warm bath in my life, though my mother had told me what they were like. Before she had been cast out, she had taken several in her home up farther in the Forgotten Kingdom.

      “Yes, if you let me, I can warm up water in the tub for you.”

      I stood back, watching as she began to fill the tub from a pump in the corner. I moved to help her—I was far stronger than she was—and when the tub was full, she stood back and held out her hands. A ball of fire appeared, balancing on her finger tips.

      “You work with fire? I work with lightning and very small flames.”

      “I’m a bone witch, and I also work with fire.” Raven blew the ball off her hand and it floated through the air and then plunged into the tub. As the flames vanished, steam rose from the water. “Test it—is that too hot or cold?”

      I slipped my fingers into the water. It was wonderfully warm. “Perfect,” I said, smiling. “Thank you!”

      “Not a problem. Nothing beats a warm bath for relaxing after a hard, cold journey.” She paused. “You’re really part dragon, aren’t you?”

      “I’m a hedge dragon, as I said. We have little to do with our Dragonni ancestors.”

      “Good, because we’ve had a lot of trouble with them, back where I come from.” She paused, and a veiled look crossed her eyes that told me she’d had more than trouble with them.

      Slowly, I asked, “What did they do to you?”

      Startled, she glanced up at me. “More than I care to remember right now. I hope you get your sister back. We’ll do what we can to help.” And with that, she placed a towel and a washcloth on the stool next to the bath and closed the door behind her.
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      The next morning, breakfast was waiting for me when I got up. Raven motioned for me to join them at the table, and I sat down to a stack of what looked like thin, round cakes of bread. She handed me a jug and a pot of butter.

      “Here, for your pancakes.”

      I watched as the others spread the butter on the cakes and drizzled them with whatever was in the jug. It smelled delicious. There was also a platter of scrambled eggs and a meat Raven referred to as “sausage links”. At her encouragement, I scooped some of the eggs onto my plate, and speared eight of the links. As I bit into the food and a sweet, savory taste filled my mouth, I perked up.

      “This is so good,” I said. “I’m used to utilitarian food, mostly venison and bread, and during summer, fruits.”

      “Eat up. I can make more if we polish all of this off.” She smiled, her eyes twinkling, and I realized that I liked the woman. I still wasn’t sure what an Ante-Fae was, but she was genuine. Kuippana—Kipa—was a jovial sort. The sorcerer—Väinämöinen—I wasn’t sure about yet, but even though he was taciturn, he wasn’t unpleasant.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he said, setting down his knife and fork. “I did some scrying last night. Do you know what that is?” he asked me.

      “I’m familiar with the word. You can glimpse into the future?”

      “At times. It also means I can see into certain situations. If you’re going to Wildemoone to seek your sister, you’re going to need to know how to speak Common Tongue. And in the future, you’re going to need to know how to speak English.”

      Common Tongue I’d heard of, but I had no clue what English was.

      Raven jerked her gaze to his. “English? Do you think…”

      Väinämöinen nodded. “Yes, in the future, she will.”

      “Will what?” I asked.

      He held my gaze for a moment. “I can’t tell you. It involves a journey, though, and if I tell you, it might affect the outcome. But I caught a glimpse, and I’m allowed to help.”

      “Help? You mean you’re going to help me find my sister?” I perked up, hope in my heart. “I should start out soon—I can’t let her get too far ahead.”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible,” Kipa interjected. “The blizzard has settled in, in earnest. We’re stuck here until it dies down. See for yourself.” He pointed toward the door.

      Silently, I crossed to the door and opened it. Outside, the snow was swirling, a fury of white, coming down so thick and fast that I could barely see the trees surrounding the cabin. The ground was white, the sky was white, everywhere was a flurry of white. I did, however, notice that the cabin seemed to be level on the snow, rather than buried.

      “How is that possible?” I closed the door behind me. “The cabin should be half-covered by now if the snow has been falling all night. And it doesn’t look like you swept the snow away.”

      “You’ve never heard of Baba Yaga, have you?” Väinämöinen asked.

      I shook my head.

      “She’s a powerful sorceress who belongs to the Force Majeure. We are twenty-one in number. She taught me how to charm a cabin into a creature that can rise up on legs on the snow or in water. While we can’t venture out into the wood, we’ll never be buried in my home on legs.”

      I cocked my head. “This cabin has legs?”

      “Yes, and they extend as necessary. In good weather, we might be able to travel, because the legs can move. The snow would hinder us, though, and we could easily get lost. But the structure is secure.” He finished his breakfast and pushed the dishes away. “Now, let’s discuss how I can help you. I can transfer knowledge during your sleep state. I can enter your mind and teach you the languages so that you’ll know them when you wake up.”

      Raven sat beside me. “Väinämöinen has helped me this way more than once. It’s safe—there’s no danger and he won’t do anything to harm your mind. He won’t be able to see any secrets you want kept safe.”

      I thought about the offer. “I suppose knowing Common Tongue would be helpful.”

      Kipa gave me a firm nod. “You’ll have to speak the Common Tongue in Owlanvine. Few Elves journey there, and almost no one there knows Elvish. As you are right now, you won’t be able to talk to anybody. Also, speaking Elvish will make you stand out, something I doubt you want. Nobody really wants to be noticed in Owlanvine.”

      I turned to stare into the sorcerer’s eyes. He was cunning, but I sensed no treachery behind his cool, reserved exterior. He reached out his hand.

      “I know you’ve led a rough life, girl. I can see it in your eyes. I understand if you don’t trust us, but at some point, you’re going to have to trust someone. You have a god, one of the Ante-Fae, and one of the Force Majeure offering you help. Don’t turn away from this chance. You may not find it offered again.”

      Everything that had happened from the past few days swirled around me, with the image of my sister in the forefront. Shellsong was a nuisance, but she was my blood, and she had never done any harm to me. At worst, she was selfish.

      Deciding I had to start trusting at some point, I took Väinämöinen’s hand.

      “Thank you,” I said. “You’re right. I have to trust someone, somewhere. And my heart tells me you’re all true to your word.”

      “Good.” He closed his fingers over mine and the strength in those aging hands defied expectation. A pulse of energy raced through me, and I realized right then, I had stumbled into people I might actually be able to call friends. I had lucked out, and I knew it.
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      Since we were housebound for the present, Väinämöinen suggested we proceed with the language transfer. I still didn’t fully understand how it worked, so I resigned myself to obeying orders during the procedure and not bothering him with a lot of questions.

      Raven sat on the edge of my bed as I waited. Väinämöinen had given me a swig of a harsh-tasting liquid—it was cloyingly sweet and tasted of anise seed.

      “The potion will take effect in a bit, and you’ll fall asleep. Then I’ll begin the spell,” he said.

      “This won’t hurt, will it?” I asked.

      Raven shook her head. “No. I’ve been through it several times in the past ten months—”

      “What’s a month?” I had the idea that it was a time period but wasn’t sure what period of time it covered.

      “You’ll understand once the spell is over. Not only will this grant you the ability to speak the new languages, but also to grasp the concepts inherent in the words. Not all—there’s so much about English that you won’t be able to understand at this point.” She paused.

      “Why? Where is this English spoken?”

      She ducked her head, then grinned. “I can’t tell you. But trust me, you’ll find out soon enough, I imagine.”

      “The Common Tongue, that I can understand why I need to know. Whatever the case, I’m starting to get woozy.” My head was getting heavy as I began to drift in and out of focus. “I’m dizzy,” I said, grabbing the sides of the bed and holding on.

      “Lie down. Don’t fight it. You’ll float into a sleep state where Väinämöinen can implant the knowledge in your head.”

      I tried to let the fugue state take control. Lying down, I closed my eyes and drifted on the currents of energy. It wasn’t unpleasant once I stopped fighting it. Instead, I held out my arms, welcoming it in.

      After a brief while, the energy took on the form of a beautiful woman, with long hair that was black as night on one side, golden as the sun on the other. She was wearing a green gossamer dress, and around her wrists she wore golden and silver bracelets, and golden chains around her neck, and a silver diadem on her forehead, and she was tall as a mountain. When I looked into her eyes, I saw the ferociousness of Bear there, peeking out from behind her gaze.

      “Who are you?” I whispered, unsure whether I had spoken aloud.

      “My name is Mielikki,” she answered, leaning over me. “I am the goddess of the Hunt and of Fae, from Kipa and Väinämöinen’s realm.” She gazed at me, smiling softly. “Your quest is pure, and your heart is far more open than I would expect it to be. Väinämöinen may proceed as he plans.”

      Then, before I could answer, she reached out and pressed two fingers against my heart, and a sense of comfort swept over me. My doubt about the journey, about chasing my sister, was swept away, replaced by the knowledge that this was what I needed to do.

      I was about to thank her, but then she moved aside and I found myself fading into the stars.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I was standing among the stars, my feet firmly planted on what looked like a silver web that spread out as far as I could see. The threads varied in thickness—some robust, others thin and spindly, all sparkling silver. There were a few strands that were floating, broken away from the central web, and they were fading from silver to black. A thin trail of energy leaked out of their ends, and even though I wasn’t certain where I was, I could tell that the break from the central web had allowed the energy leak.

      Over my head, the web continued. It curved as it arced, and as everything started to come into focus, I saw that it wasn’t simply one web but a multitude, all joining together—linked like a chain. The strands sparkled everywhere I looked, and yet there was so much space between them that the vastness of the universe seeped into me, chilling me to the bone. The scope of the universe bit deep, and I could barely comprehend what I was seeing.

      I looked around, wondering what I was supposed to do, but then—from a long distance—a figure walked toward me. It was Väinämöinen, cloaked in white and blue, his eyes sparkling the same silver of the web.

      In that moment, I understood how powerful he was—and how ancient. I wondered if the members of the Force Majeure were counted among the Immortals, but the question died on my lips. It was unimportant. The sorcerer simply was. He was here now, and now was the only moment that mattered.

      He stopped in front of me and held out his hand.

      I took it, unafraid. I felt like I was on the precipice of something huge, something that would forever change my life.

      He stepped to the edge of the web we were standing on, then gestured for me to join him.

      As he stepped over the edge, I followed him, curious but still fearless.

      We fell, spiraling through the stars, spiraling through the ever-interconnecting webs. As we tumbled, he let go of my hand and I held my arms out, freefalling through the night sky, through the heavens. It had been so long since I’d had the chance to fly that I embraced the sensation, closing my eyes, longing for freedom.

      What do you want? The question echoed in my mind.

      I thought, trying to find the answer. It was important I find the answer.

      What did I want? To find my sister, yes. But there was more behind the desire, something far deeper, and I realized I had no conscious clue what I wanted out of life. There was something there, though, and I probed deeper, prying away the layers hiding my true desire. But before I could pursue the thought, a series of words began to flood through my head—words and phrases in two languages, neither of which I had ever heard before.

      I didn’t try to hold onto them as they settled into my thoughts. Instead, I returned to the question. What do I want?

      I was used to feeling mostly numb, but now I began to understand what the sensation of longing felt like. And with that understanding, I caught a glimpse into my sister Shellsong’s hunger to be full Trueblood. And my mother’s yearning to be home, high in the Forgotten Kingdom, as she was before the Storm Lord attacked her.

      And then, little by little, I began to catch hold of my own desire. I followed it like a thread on the silver web—and it led me into my core, into my center. I brushed aside anything attempting to bury what had burrowed deep in my heart.

      “Come out,” I whispered. “I won’t laugh at you. I won’t diminish you.”

      With those words, my heart opened and showed me what I wanted. There, in the core of my being, was the hunger to be cared for and loved, to be able to love someone back without being afraid of losing them, to have friends I could count on, and to walk free without the fear that someone was going to hunt me down.

      As soon as I faced those longings, everything began to whirl, and I dove deep into a dark pool, sliding into unconsciousness.
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      When I woke, Raven was sitting beside me and I glanced over to see Kipa and Väinämöinen playing a board game. I slowly sat up, trying to assess how I was.

      “Well, good evening,” Raven said. “I’m glad you’re awake.”

      “How long have you been sitting here?” I asked.

      Raven smiled. “As long as you’ve been asleep. How are you?”

      “I’m all right, I think.” I sat up, yawning. At that moment, I realized we hadn’t been talking in Elvish. “What—is this—?”

      “Common Tongue. I’m glad it took. Now, try English.” She smoothly transitioned to a different language and I understood her just as clearly.

      “Wow,” I said, shaking my head as I tried to fathom the fact that I had learned two new languages in a few hours’ time. “How long have I been asleep? Is it still today?”

      “Yes, it’s still today. Here, dinner’s ready and you’re probably famished.”

      I was, so I cautiously stood and—other than feeling a little woozy—I felt perfectly normal. I tried to think about the languages I had learned, but my mind was a bit of a jumble—each time I thought about Common Tongue or English, my brain began thinking in that language. And above all of that was the realization that I was lonely, hungry for friendship.

      My mind racing, I followed Raven to the table, where we sat down and ate dinner.
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      The next week passed, and yet another. Now I understood the concept of year and week and month, and I wondered how I had spent all my life without them. I chafed at being housebound, but the Snow Lords seemed furious and the blizzards continued. The one saving grace was the cabin always stayed atop the snow.

      “What’s Pohjola like?” I asked on the morning of the eighth day.

      During the intervening time, Raven had taken it upon herself to help me learn to read in both Common Tongue and English. I was a quick study and she had a few books that I was working my way through. I didn’t understand some of the references—one was a book on various monsters and creatures and did nothing to reassure me of what was out there in the world.

      “Pohjola is an enemy realm to Kalevala, where I come from,” Kipa said. “We have treaties in place, but there’s very little goodwill between the two realms.” He stretched out his legs, resting his hands behind his head. “Pohjola is a realm of sorcery, and most of it malign.”

      “Then what are you doing here, if the realm belongs to your enemies?” I asked.

      “Raven’s my intern—she’s my student,” Väinämöinen said. “I brought her here to learn about a group of magical herbs only found here in Pohjola. They grow during the winter, on the trunks of one species of spruce tree. I wanted her to learn how to spot them, harvest them, and then work with them. We didn’t expect the blizzard.” He paused, then added, “I can walk freely among the realms and no one will bother me if I leave them alone. And Kipa, well, I don’t think you have many enemies here, do you?” he said, turning to the god.

      Kipa shook his head. “Not that I know of, or if I do, they were long in the past.”

      I thought about our meeting. “Then perhaps it’s not chance we met—maybe I was meant to meet you.” I didn’t like handing responsibility over to fate, but so much had happened in the past week that I was cautious about ascribing it to circumstance or coincidence.

      “I think you’re correct. There are patterns in the web that connects everything—you saw them when I was transferring languages to you. You saw how the universe looks—at least that patch of it. Some places the web is sparse and stretched thin and chaos rules. In other areas, order is king.”

      I’d been thinking about my experience ever since that night. I wanted to understand more. In fact, that one night had changed my entire perception of life. The universe had opened up, and I found myself hungry to expand my horizons. I’d gone from survival mode to eager adventurer. But even stronger, I had realized just how lonely I was. I’d always thought I preferred my own company, and while I did enjoy being on my own, it now occurred to me that was because of my mother and brothers. I hadn’t liked being around them at all.

      My sister loomed in my thoughts, as well, but there was nothing I could so for now, and so—locked in a world bound by snow—I decided to enjoy what I could, and see how well I could prepare myself for a world that I had never seen and a life that I never expected.
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      A few mornings later, the snow let up and clear sky shone over us.

      “Why is it so dark, when it’s clear?” I asked.

      “You don’t have this in the lower parts of the Forgotten Kingdom, I believe. You know how the autumn and winter days are shorter?” Kipa said.

      “Yes, and summer days are longer.”

      “Here in the wilds of Pohjola, and the upper reaches of Kalevala, the winter days barely see the sun. Near lunchtime, you’ll see the sun rise over the horizon, and it will set in the early afternoon.”

      Raven piped up. “Where I come from, the lands like this are called the ‘Lands of the Midnight Sun,’ because in summer, it’s the opposite. The sun barely sets.”

      I knew what she was talking about. “My mother once told me that winters in the high mountains of the Forgotten Kingdom are the same—and for the summer as well.”

      I realized I was speaking Common Tongue. The languages weren’t the only things I had learned during the past couple weeks. In the past week Väinämöinen had also helped me train my focus so that I could call down the lightning and direct it to attack. He had fine-tuned my senses as well. Now I could tell whether there were any storms within a hundred-mile radius. He had taught me the secret name of lightning so I could gain mastery over it.

      The addition of knowing two new languages—and the concepts behind many of the words—had expanded my consciousness in more ways than I could count. I found myself wondering how I had managed all this time. I had lacked so much information. Like the concept of months and weeks—they both made so much sense with relation to the moon and its phases. I had come through an intensive course of study that should have taken years.

      “How do we get to Annwn through this snow?” Raven asked. “Can the cabin take us to the borders?”

      Väinämöinen grinned. It was rare to see him smile and it made him look friendly rather than imposing. “No, but it will take us to a portal in the woods, now that we have clear-enough weather for us to walk there. It’s a rogue portal, so there won’t be a guard, and I can point it toward Annwn.”

      Raven looked relieved. “Good, because I have no intention of missing Ember’s wedding.” She paused, then turned to me. “You’ll go with us, and after the wedding, we’ll take you to Wildemoone.”

      Kipa broke in. “I’m going to talk to my men—I have an elite guard—and I’ll find someone willing to accompany you into Wildemoone. Despite your ability to speak Common Tongue, you’re still going to be a target there.” He paused, then added, “There might be one place you’d be safe, for the most part.”

      “Kuippana, watch your tongue,” Väinämöinen warned, his voice low and pointed.

      Kipa shrugged. “Yeah, I know. I’ll be quiet. If that comes to pass, it comes to pass.”

      “It will come to pass, which is why you must keep your mouth silent for now.” The old bard leaned back in his chair. “So, shall I set us on the path toward the portal?”

      “Please,” Raven said. “I can’t wait to get out of here. Pohjola gives me the creeps.”

      With a wave of his hand, and a peek out the door, the old sorcerer whispered an incantation and told us all to sit tight. As I sat down on the pallet I was using as a bed, the cabin began to quake and then shake, then weave back and forth.

      Kipa looked out the window and turned back, grinning. “We’re up and on the move.”

      He motioned for Raven and me to join him, and—trying to keep ourselves steady—we stood at the window, staring out as the forest around us passed by. The day was almost dark as night, but the forest shimmered, a menacing force around us. Every now and then I’d catch a glimpse of the ice spiders, their webs glinting in the half-light.

      As the cabin rolled beneath us, lurching forward in a way that reminded me of a chicken, I sat on my pallet and polished my sword. The crystal of the blade was ever sharp, but I liked keeping it in good condition.

      Väinämöinen sat beside me. “May I?” he asked, holding out his hands.

      I handed it over. “Of course.”

      He took it and held it flat, closing his eyes. “You do realize this blade is magical, don’t you?” he asked as he handed it back to me.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know. I’ve suspected so since I first found it, but I wasn’t about to let my brothers see it. They would have stolen it.” I paused, then added, “Do you know anything about it? I think it’s old.”

      Raven leaned near and placed her hand on the blade. “Crystal,” she whispered.

      “Not just regular crystal,” Väinämöinen said. “This is made of Atlantean quartz. It’s not from this world, but from back home—your home, Raven. This blade must be at least fifteen thousand years old.”

      I gaped at him while Raven let out a gasp.

      “How did it get here?” she asked. “The island sank beneath the waves millennia past. So how did the sword get into the Forgotten Kingdom?”

      “I found it in the hands of a skeleton of a man. I don’t think he was hedge dragon, or even remotely draconian.” I shook my head. “I assumed he was human.”

      “Tell me where you found it,” the sorcerer said.

      “I was out in the mountains, hunting deer. A storm swept in and it was gearing up to be a dangerous one, so I sought shelter. I found a cave high on the hill I was on, and after making sure there were no animals inside, I took refuge there. There was a tunnel at the back. Since I was stuck there because of the storm, I decided to explore. The tunnel led deep into the mountainside, and in several places, branching off into a labyrinth. But I eventually came to a large chamber. There were skeletons everywhere, and there was one in particular on a throne.”

      “Were the skeletons alive? Well, animated?”

      I shook my head. “No, they all looked peaceful, like they had lay down and died around the throne.”

      “An underground kingdom of humans in the Forgotten Kingdom?” Raven’s eyes widened. “What on earth?”

      “I don’t know, but the skeleton on the throne—I assume he was king of his realm—was holding this sword. As I loosened the finger bones around the hilt, the skeleton crumbled and fell apart.” I paused, debating whether to tell them the rest.

      Finally, I reached in my pocket and brought out a ring. I slid it on my finger and held it out. “He was also wearing this. The moment I took hold of the sword, the ring fell off the skeleton’s finger and rolled to me. I’ve kept it secret ever since. I thought about selling it, but somehow I have always believed that there’s some reason I found it. And the moment I touched the hilt of the sword, I knew it was mine.”

      I ran my hand over the tang, smiling as the faintest of reverberations flickered beneath my fingers. The hilt was silver, with slivers of bone embedded in the metal, but the blade was all crystal. Runes had been etched on the blade, but I had never been able to figure out what they symbolized.

      “Are there any legends of a kingdom of humans in the realm of the Dragonni?” Raven asked.

      I shook my head. “No, it would have been far too dangerous. There are humans there, but they’ve always kept a low profile. Now they’re coming out of the shadows, now that the gates have been opened. But they’re still fair game and the Dragonni won’t give them any mercy.”

      Väinämöinen stared at the blade. “The blade wasn’t forged in fire, but in lightning. That’s probably why you were drawn to it. My guess is that it woke up when you entered the chamber. Let me look at the ring.”

      I handed it over. The ring looked as if it had been formed of Atlantean quartz as well, and matched the sword.

      “I’ve seldom worn it because I’m not sure if it has any magical properties and I didn’t want to take a chance on something possessing me. I’ve heard too many tales of how demons can get trapped in objects.”

      The ring was clear, with threads of gold and silver inside the crystal. It shimmered lightly as the sorcerer touched it, and I held my breath.

      He slipped it on his little finger, then removed it and handed it back to me. “This is definitely your ring. It wants nothing to do with me. I do believe it’s magical, but I can’t tell you how, though it seems bonded to the sword. Storm, if you wear the ring, it will work in tandem with the sword—that much I can tell you. And it’s not possessed.”

      I hesitantly slid the ring on my finger—it fit my middle finger, and to my surprise, I could barely see it. It fit perfectly. As I stared at it, something shifted, but like a sudden breeze, it vanished before I could catch even a faint thought.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, mesmerized. “I’ve never owned anything that was beautiful.”

      Raven reached out and touched me on the arm. “You don’t need beautiful things, you’re a beauty in your own right.”

      Startled, I glanced at her. My mother had constantly called me clumsy and loutish. “I don’t know about that,” I said, shrugging. Her compliment made me oddly uncomfortable. “My sister Shellsong is the beauty, which is probably one of the reasons Mother sold her off. Shellsong was lovely but lazy.”

      “I’ve never seen hair the color of yours—not naturally.” Raven pointed to her own locks, which were a deep brunette intermingled with purple streaks. “Mine is natural, too, but most people where I come from—humans especially—have to dye their hair to get colors other than blond, brown, red, or black. How long is your hair, unbraided?”

      Since we had the time, I unbraided my hair, letting the locks fall down to my hips. The color of summer grass, it matched my eyes as well as the dragon birthmarks on my arms.

      “Do you have a brush?” I asked. “I forgot to bring mine so I kept it in a braid.”

      Raven handed me a brush, but it was unlike any I had ever seen. I couldn’t place the material, but it was lightweight and shatterproof. The bristles seemed springy, but they didn’t look like boars bristles or anything of the sort. As I pulled it through my hair, the strands began to untangle, the knots giving way obligingly.

      The Dragonni’s hair—when they were in human form—was part of their body, almost like a muscle, and cutting it hurt. They could move it around with a thought. Hedge dragons like me were in between—our hair had nerve endings and we could move it somewhat, but it wasn’t as adaptable or useful in ways like the Dragonni often used it.

      Raven held out her hand. “Let me brush it for you, if it won’t hurt.”

      A little flustered, I handed her the brush. She had me sit down at the table and stood behind me, brushing my hair with long strokes. The tension in my skull began to ease—it had been a long time since I had been pampered.

      “My sister Sparkle sometimes brushes my hair. She likes doing things for me,” I said.

      “You said you intend to go back for her?” Kipa asked.

      I closed my eyes as Raven continued. “Yes. Sparkle’s slow, but her heart is pure gold. And she deserves better than what my mother can offer. I’d like to set her up with a guardian to watch over her and take care of her, but it would have to be someone I trusted. And that’s not going to be easy to find. Sparkle isn’t cut out for the life I expect I’ll be leading.”

      The thought of her stuck forever with our mother made me sick.

      I shook my head. “I can’t leave her there. It’s not safe.”

      I lowered my head, my heart breaking as I thought about Sparkle being dragged away to serve some slaver’s perverted demands—or worse, to be skinned. I tried to force the tears back, but the dam overflowed and I coughed, choking on the knot in my throat.

      Raven set down the brush and slid her arms around my shoulders. “Sshh. We won’t let that happen. We’ll help you however we can.”

      For the first time in my life I felt supported. I tried to stifle the tears but they broke through and traced their way down my cheeks as I clutched my stomach, every muscle tense.

      Kipa knelt in front of me and took my hands. “Storm, Raven and I will do whatever we can to help you rescue Shellsong, and to find a good home for Sparkle. And there’s a lot we can do. In fact, if you tell us where your family lives, after the wedding’s over, we’ll rescue Sparkle.” He glanced over at Väinämöinen. “We can take the time to do this, can’t we? Or if Raven can’t, I will.”

      Väinämöinen hesitated. “As long as you realize that you’ll set into motion a series of events that will domino forward. But the path is already woven into the web. While it’s not certain yet, there’s much already cemented about the journey, and at this point, I can’t see trying to stop it.”

      I lifted my head to stare at the Lord of the Wolves. “You would do this for me?”

      “For you and for Sparkle,” Raven said, letting go of my shoulders. She began to plait my hair in a fancy pattern.

      For the first time in my life, I had made friends. And for the first time, someone other than Sparkle cared about me. As Raven finished braiding my hair, in a choked voice I said, “Thank you.” I truly meant it.
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      We reached the portal by the next afternoon. I had been with Kipa and Raven for two weeks now, and my life had already changed dramatically. While I still worried about Shellsong, I actually had hope for the future. Raven and Kipa were going to rescue Sparkle so I wouldn’t have to return to the Forgotten Kingdom, and I was learning what it was to make friends.

      “I’ve lived a lifetime during the past two weeks,” I said as we stood in front of the portal. We were in Pohjola still, but farther south, where the snow was less of a problem. It was only a few feet deep here.

      The portal stretched between two conifers—Väinämöinen told me they were blue spruce. The sparkles that flickered across the surface snapped and crackled, like flames on hearth fire. But I could sense them.

      As I tuned in, the sheer magnitude of the power compressed between the trees terrified me. Neither Raven or Kipa seemed to be aware of how much force was trapped in the circulating vortex. On the other hand, I was certain that Väinämöinen knew exactly how much energy we were about to walk into.

      I glanced at him as I reached out toward the energy, letting it flow toward my fingers.

      “You can use it, can’t you?” he asked after a moment.

      I tried to twist the energy. “I think so. This is like the energy I feel during storms. It makes me feel alive.” Even being so close to the portal made every inch of my body wake up. I inhaled deeply, and the faintest whiff of ozone drifted out.

      “I don’t want to see what would happen if you tried,” Kipa said. “You could probably short-circuit the entire portal.”

      I didn’t know what a circuit was—not clearly—but I understood the concept. “I won’t, but it’s something to keep in mind if I’m ever in a fight for my life.” And it was—I filed away the tidbit in the back of my mind. “So, do we just cross through it?”

      Raven held out her hand. “Hold on. Going through a portal the first time can be disconcerting. Didn’t you feel anything when you crossed out of the Forgotten Kingdom?”

      “I think that was a very different kind of portal,” I said. “It was more like when you shuffle your feet across a bear-skin rug and then touch metal.”

      “ ‘Static electricity’ is what we call it,” Raven said. “This will be different. Try not to panic. It will feel as though you are coming apart at the seams, but it’s merely the effects of the portal. Take a deep breath before you walk through and then let it out slowly as you cross into the portal. Remember, you’ll be holding my hand, so you’ll be fine.”

      I tried not to worry, and did as she suggested. I inhaled slowly, a long breath of air, and then, as we stepped between the trees, into the portal, I exhaled and gave myself up to whatever was going to happen.
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      Raven was right. Everything in my body was breaking apart, crumbling into pieces. Bones shattered, muscles and sinew stretched and morphed, all without pain, but it was startling at first. Then I realized I was shifting into my dragon form, but before I could make the final transformation, we were out and on the other side.

      Turning to me, Raven asked, “Are you all right?”

      “That was like shifting,” I said.

      She blinked. “Really? I know several shifters, but they’ve never mentioned that aspect.”

      “Perhaps they thought you understood, or maybe it didn’t occur to them to say anything.” I shook my head, trying to chase away the brain fog that had come with the portal. “The only thing I don’t like is how it clouded my mind.”

      “That will clear in a few moments.” Raven pulled me away from the mouth of the portal. “Kipa should be through soon.”

      “What about Väinämöinen?” I glanced around, realizing that we were still in the snow, but a trail—compacted snow and ice—was visible. The snow was shin-deep here, and the trees seemed different.

      “He’ll go back to Kalevala. He had no plans to come to Annwn with us.” Raven turned to Kipa. “So, how do we make it to Caer Briar Shore?”

      “I sent my men ahead of us. They’re on their way to meet us now, with horses and a carriage.” He let out a shrill whistle, which echoed through the air. “Meanwhile, we might as well set up camp and wait.” He shrugged off his pack and before long, Kipa and Raven had erected a tent just in case it started to snow before our carriage arrived. I gathered as much wood for a fire as I could find. We were comfortably gathered around the crackling flames when his men rode up on horses, leading a team of four horses pulling a carriage behind them.

      “Our carriage awaits, ladies,” Kipa said, standing. He glanced at the sky. “It’s around two p.m. If we ride all afternoon, we’ll be there by early evening. I asked Väinämöinen to point the portal to the one nearest Herne and Ember’s castle.”

      One of Kipa’s guards opened the door of the carriage and helped Raven in, then offered a hand to me. Unaccustomed to kindness, I shyly accepted even though I didn’t need the help, and he boosted me into the carriage. Kipa joined us, and we set off through the snowy afternoon.
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      The snow began to thin out as we rode out of the mountains into a forested area. To our right was a long coastline. Kipa explained that the sea was named Muir Leathan, and it ran long and wide, separating Annwn from several realms, including—to my surprise—the Forgotten Kingdom.

      “Obviously, I know nothing about geography,” I said. “I’ve lived my entire life in the Forgotten Kingdom. Until recently, no one could leave.”

      “Do you know why?” Raven asked.

      I shrugged. “I heard the Father of All Dragons woke up and when he did, the spell keeping the kingdom shuttered broke.”

      Kipa frowned. “In a way, yes. Typhon had been frozen, but somehow—and we’re not clear on what caused it—he woke up and broke out of stasis. When he did, it shattered the spell that kept the dragons locked up. Since then, it’s been one trouble after another.”

      “The Truebloods are dangerous. Have you encountered them?”

      “Oh yes,” Raven said. “They invaded my world and are trying to take over. We were unable to prevent them from settling in. Typhon’s goal was to subdue Earth and turn it into his own private cattle ranch, putting all humans and Fae there in danger.”

      Her tone was so grim it made me pause. “Where is he now? Obviously, I don’t dare get near the Dragonni or they’ll kill me.”

      Raven glanced at Kipa, then back to me. “Typhon is back in stasis, along with Echidna. They’re locked there together. But the Luminous Warriors broke their word. They’re still wreaking havoc in my world.”

      “That figures,” I muttered, turning to watch out the window. The sea rolled, waves cresting a thousand feet below, but at least we were out of the snowline. While I liked snow, I was glad to have it behind me.

      After a while, I realized I was sore from not moving around a lot for two weeks. “Is it possible I might ride with your men?”

      “You need a breath of fresh air?” He shrugged. “That shouldn’t be a problem.” He pulled a small rope by the edge of his seat and the carriage immediately stopped. As one of his men opened the door, Kipa leaned forward and said something—I couldn’t catch the language—and the man smiled and motioned for me to follow him.

      He led me out, and—in the Common Tongue—said, “Come, you will ride by Hajeet.”

      I followed him to the front of the riders, where he introduced me to the lead rider. The man was tall, with chiseled features and long dark hair caught back in a braid. He had golden eyes, and I could sense the wolf energy rising off him.

      “So, you are a hedge dragon, my master says?” Hajeet asked as I swung onto the horse. I had learned to ride when I was young, and I had a way with horses. They usually feared anyone who was connected to the Dragonni in any way, but I always seemed to put them at ease.

      I clicked my heels to the sides of the horse as we took off again, trotting at a good clip. At first, the cool damp afternoon made me want to retreat to the carriage, but then the cool air on my face started to revive me and I began to relax. All I needed to do was reacclimate myself to the outdoors. Two weeks of indoor living had made me soft.

      “Yes, I’m a hedge dragon. My name is Storm.” I glanced around. We were on the top of the ridge, near the top of the treeline, and a good thousand feet below on my right was the shore surrounding the lake. At least the trail was wide enough for a carriage, but I pitied anyone with a fear of heights.

      “Hajeet at your service. I am one of Kipa’s Elitvartijat, his elite guard.”

      “You’re a shifter, aren’t you?” I asked.

      His gaze was focused on the trail ahead of us. “Yes, we are SuVahta, wolf shifters who are connected to the Great Wolf Lord himself. My people live in the high woodlands of Kalevala, and when Lord Kuippana calls, we answer.”

      I nodded and inhaled deeply. “It’s good to be out in the wild again with the rain and wind on my face.”

      Hajeet glanced at me. “You have the stance of a hunter. I mean it as a compliment.”

      “Thank you, and yes—I have spent many years out in the wilds, hunting for food for my family.” The swaying of the horse beneath me was soothing, and I reached back to unbraid my hair, letting it fly free.

      Hajeet watched me, his eyes focusing on my face. “You have beautiful hair.”

      Blushing, I turned to stare at the road. “Ah,” I murmured, not knowing what else to say. I was beginning to realize that I had no clue how to interact with anybody except my mother and siblings, and now—Raven and Kipa. It suddenly occurred to me that I had only met a handful of people outside of my family since I’d been born. No wonder I was socially inept. There had been little place for pleasant conversation in my life, and no chance to practice the social graces.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Hajeet asked.

      I shook my head. “No, and I thank you for the compliment. The truth is, I seldom get a chance to talk to anybody except my own family. I’m not always sure how to respond to compliments or anything of the sort.”

      Hajeet maneuvered his horse to the side to avoid a large outcropping of tree roots.

      “I think I understand. In my village back home, I lived alone. My mother died in childbirth and my father abandoned me when I was eight,” Hajeet said. “The neighbors helped keep me alive, but I grew up by myself, without the luxury of family. I had to learn how to survive and that took all of my focus.” He was smiling—a genuine smile that told me he understood some of what I was saying.

      I returned his smile as we rode along.

      “That must have been hard,” I said. At least I had my mother—as uncaring as she was—and my sisters. My brothers kept to themselves and did nothing to help the family.

      “It was difficult. I think my father expected his parents to adopt me, but they had written him off long before and that included me. I grew up swearing I would never marry, never have children because I never wanted to inflict that pain on anybody else. And I’ve never met anybody I could commit to, so I keep myself free of entanglements.”

      “I wish I could walk away so easily,” I said. “But I have a sister in danger.” I sobered, thinking about Shellsong and what might be happening to her.

      “Is that why you left the Forgotten Kingdom?” Hajeet asked.

      I patted my horse’s mane. “Please don’t feel you have to make small talk if you don’t want to.” I didn’t want him to feign interest if he had none.

      He cleared his throat. “If it’s a sensitive subject, I can back off.”

      Realizing I had insulted him, I sighed. “Listen, in the Forgotten Kingdom life is harsh and if somebody takes an interest in your situation, chances are good that they’re out for themselves. I’m sorry if I came off brusque, but to protect myself, I’ve had to learn how to keep my mouth shut.” I paused, biting my lip.

      “I understand. Among my people—the SuVahta—we can generally trust our neighbors, and we tend to look out for one another as a matter of course. Lord Kipa told us that you don’t have that luxury. I didn’t realize how much it might affect your interaction with others.” He sounded sincere.

      I relented. “Thank you for asking. To answer your question, yes—I left to find my sister. But I think I would have left anyway, had she not been sold into slavery. I don’t think I could live out my life in a land where I have to continually hide to save my skin.”

      Hajeet smiled, his white teeth shockingly bright. The smile lit up his face. He looked a lot like Kipa. “Who sold her?” he asked.

      I guided my horse around a thick patch of roots. The trail had narrowed, but the carriage was still safely in the center of it. We were riding two abreast now, and the wind had picked up, whipping the scent of saltwater up from the sea below.

      As I gazed out on the waves, they picked up, crashing against the shore with a roar I could hear from where we were. I stared at them, mesmerized. A storm was coming in—it reverberated in my bones and my blood. I dropped my head back, reaching out to see if the lightning was coming with it. It was miles away yet, but near enough for me to sense.

      “A storm’s coming. The thunderclouds are rolling along like an army crossing the sky. We’ll want to be under cover for this one.” The lightning felt aware. “How long till we reach the castle?”

      Hajeet did a double-take. “I can barely see the clouds on the horizon. You can feel it from here? We should reach Caer Briar Shore shortly after dusk.”

      “I think we’ll make it before the storm breaks.” I paused, then added, “My mother sold my sister to some slavers from Wildemoone. I’m headed there to see if I can rescue her before she’s sold for her skin. My kind are, you know.”

      “Lord Kipa told us,” Hajeet said, his voice soft. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how hard that must be.”

      “My mother’s useless. I’d have killed her when I found out what she did, but she’s immortal. And she’s already been broken more than I could ever punish her. My father destroyed her life.” I stared ahead at the trail. We were rising above the treeline as we slowly ascended the gentle grade taking us higher into the mountains. “Are you immortal like the gods, or the dragons?” I asked.

      Hajeet shook his head. “No, but we are hard to kill. I will spend my life in the Wolf Lord’s service. And I won’t ever regret a single day. I’ll never want to be anywhere else. What do you plan to do with your life, once you find your sister?”

      I hadn’t really thought of that. “For one, I plan on returning home for my other sister. I’ll take her away from there and find someone to take care of her. Maybe I’ll find a place where we can be safe to settle down and live our lives. My sister Shellsong—the one my mother sold—can do what she likes. If she stays with me, she’ll have to pull her own weight, though.”

      “Will you go back to the Forgotten Kingdom?”

      I gave Hajeet a long look. “To live? No, never. The Truebloods—the Dragonni—loathe us. Frankly, I’d rather be killed for my skin than tortured by them.” I let out a long breath.

      Hajeet pulled his horse closer to mine. “I’m sorry. It sounds like life there is a living hell with the constant fear.”

      I shrugged. “That’s about the size of it. I spent most of my life hunting for elk and foraging the forests for food. There’s a peace to solitude, to wandering alone through the forest. I know I’m gruff and harsh, but there’s a reason. I’ve spent most of my life alone. I’m probably too honest for my own good.” I wondered what he would say to that.

      But Hajeet merely nodded. “I understand. Even though I’m part of Lord Kipa’s guard, I keep to myself for the most part. It’s easier than making friends. You have less to lose.”

      I gave him a rueful smile. “There’s another reason. I have quite a temper and I command the lightning, thanks to my father. When I was young, I did something…something I can never undo. I’ve never told anyone else, though my mother and siblings know.” I fell silent. I wasn’t sure if I should continue or not. I had tried to wipe the memory from my mind, had tried to forget. But my memories were still there, waiting for me to face them.

      Hajeet hesitated, then pointed ahead. As the dusk came creeping around our shoulders, we were finally nearing the castle. “Lord Herne and Lady Ember live there. He’s Lord of the Hunt and she’s recently ascended. She’s a goddess of the Fae, now.”

      I stared at the towering structure ahead. “They’re getting married, right?”

      Hajeet nodded.

      “How are Herne and Kipa related? Or are they? I suppose I assumed, given one is Lord of the Hunt, and the other Lord of the Wolves.”

      Laughing, Hajeet shook his head. “In a way. They’re distant cousins, though I don’t know how they get to that point. But they’re close. They grew up in each other’s company. They had a parting of ways for a while, but I don’t know what it was about and it wasn’t my place to ask. I served him even then.”

      “Where does Lady Ember come from?”

      “Earth.” Hajeet stopped, glancing at me. “Do you know about Earth?”

      “Only what Raven’s told me,” I said. “So, she’s Fae by nature?”

      “Fae, yes, but she was born half–Light and half–Dark Fae. Until she ascended to goddesshood, she was known as a tralaeth—an abomination among her kind.” He stopped abruptly as Kipa jumped out of the carriage and called for a halt. He instructed his men where to go. Then, he and Raven took to their horses and, riding at the front of the line with me behind them, we entered the world of Caer Briar Shore.
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      The next week or so went by in a blur. I was introduced to Ember and Herne, both of whom seemed to take a special interest in me. Once in the castle, I realized how big of a favor Väinämöinen had done for me by gifting me with the knowledge of the Common Tongue—and English, which I learned was Lady Ember’s first language.

      The castle hummed with activity. The wedding preoccupied everyone’s mind, and I did my share to help, though most of my time was spent talking to Kipa’s men, and now and then to Raven, Kipa, Herne, and Ember. I realized that none of them were typical of their kind, and they were more openminded than anyone I’d ever encountered. There was a lot of backstory there that I could tell I had missed out on, but I also realized that it really didn’t concern me, especially since I’d be leaving soon. They weren’t interested in harvesting my skin, and they welcomed me in, and those were the only things that mattered at this point.

      Instead, most of my time was spent studying maps with one of Ember’s tutors whom she assigned to help me, and planning out what I would do once I reached Owlanvine. The more I learned, the more I realized I was woefully ignorant.

      The tutor, who was an Elf named Tharin, pushed back his book. “So, tell me what you know about Owlanvine. The city’s a dangerous place, and you need to be aware of what you’re getting yourself into.”

      He was far more congenial than most Elves I had met and reminded me of Ember and Raven, in that he didn’t fit in either.

      I licked my lips. “Um, that the city’s in Wildemoone in a desert?” I knew when to bluff and when to admit the truth.

      Tharin snorted. “Well, that’s the bare minimum.” He leaned forward, his long blond hair coiling down his back. His eyes glittered gray, colder than ice. He was long and lanky, with perfectly bowed lips. There was a term that cropped up in my mind, from the English I had learned—Tharin was a pretty boy. He was also smart as a whip and sarcastic in a gentle way.

      “Then tell me,” I said, leaning on my elbows. “What’s so special about Owlanvine?”

      Tharin slid the map of the city in front of me. “What do you notice?

      I frowned, studying the layout of the streets. There were sectors of the city that were labeled—I assumed various neighborhoods. After a few moments, I shook my head. “I’m not certain what I’m looking for.”

      Tharin tapped on the paper. “All these neighborhoods? Notice how they’re rectangles. That’s because they are built for an easy lockdown. And, they’re each like a miniature country within the city. Each of them have their dangers. Some places are safe for tourists, but those likely aren’t the neighborhoods that you’ll be in. You need to learn the structure of Owlanvine before you go off hunting through the streets.” He sighed, picking up the book the map was in. “I can read to you, but you should take notes.”

      I had noticed the book was written in Elvish. “Not a problem. I can speak, read, and write Elvish.”

      Tharin jerked his head up. “Really? You? Elvish?”

      “You think I’m some country bumpkin from the forests of the Forgotten Kingdom. Yes, I am from the wilds, but my mother taught me Elvish. Thanks to a bard, I also know the Common Tongue and a language called English.” For the first time since I’d arrived, I felt judged and labeled before I’d had a chance to speak.

      Tharin blushed, then cleared his throat. “My mistake. And for what it’s worth, I don’t see you as a peasant, or uncultured, or anything of the sort. You’re a warrior, even if you don’t realize it. And I should remember that warriors are usually well-educated.” He handed me the book.

      I flipped through it. The descriptions were helpful, but it troubled me to see so many warnings. “I take it that Owlanvine is dangerous, no matter where you are.”

      “You would be correct.” Tharin paused. “Why are you going there? I would think it’s a dangerous place for one of your kind.”

      I glanced up at him. I hadn’t yet told him about my sister, and if he knew, he was too polite to say so. “I’m on a rescue mission. And yes, it’s dangerous for my kind. That’s the reason I’m headed there. Lord Kipa and Lady Raven have promised to send me there as soon as the wedding’s over.”

      I had learned it was best to use formal titles while I was talking to others. I had been reminded more than once by various servants and guards to show respect for their status.

      Tharin sat beside me. “Who are you out to rescue?”

      I didn’t like talking about my sister any more than I had to, because it also let people know why we were vulnerable, and I had the feeling not everybody knew much about hedge dragons. But as I stared into his eyes, I saw concern and something else—something I couldn’t identify. I told him what had happened.

      The beauty of Tharin’s features was only enhanced by his somber nature. “Do you want company on the road? I’m all too familiar with Owlanvine.”

      Curious, I asked, “Why would you offer to go with me?”

      “Hedge dragons aren’t the only ones held captive in that city.” He held my gaze. “You trusted me with your confidence. I’ll reciprocate. Long before I came to Annwn, I lived in Wildemoone. I lived in a small village of Elves. One day, a raiding party came to our village. They captured as many of us as they could. I was younger—not a child, but barely into adulthood. The children and women who were young were carted off to Owlanvine and forced to work in the brothels, and that included me. The men and women who were too old were sold into servitude. We were isolated and there was no one to help us.” Tharin gave a quick shake of the head that told me how painful his memories were.

      “How did you escape?”

      He shrugged. “When I reached the point where I would rather be dead than continue on, I decided to make a run for it. Better die trying than service one more trick. So I pried a leg off the chair and hit the customer hard enough to kill him. I dressed in his clothing, stole the money he had, and slipped out. Luckily, all the customers paid in advance and he liked spending a full night getting serviced. So nobody noticed till morning. By then, I had managed to sneak out of the city. I found the nearest portal and went through, not caring where it took me, as long as it was away from Owlanvine. Luckily for me, I ended up in Annwn.”

      It must have taken a lot for him to offer to go with me.

      “How can you even think of going back?”

      He shrugged. “Your sister was sold to slavers. I know what that life is like. No one deserves to be forced into it. And she might not even be that lucky, if she’s sold for her skin. When I escaped, I swore that if I had the chance to prevent someone from going through what I went through, I would. Now that chance is here. How can I not offer to go with you?”

      Part of me wanted to say no, but Kipa was right—I was going to need help, and Tharin had a good head on his shoulders. Plus, he knew the city, and that would be a massive advantage.

      “If you truly mean it, I’ll gratefully accept your companionship. I’m going to need help, I know that much. When I left the Forgotten Kingdom, I didn’t even think about what I was facing.”

      He took my hand and squeezed it. “Storm, I wouldn’t offer this help to everyone. But there’s something about you that makes me want to help. I’ll go with you, and before you say it—I know you can’t guarantee my safety.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond, but I brought his hand to my lips and kissed it, wishing once again that I knew more of the social graces. “Thank you.” Tears rose in my throat. Confused—I never cried—it dawned on me how exhausted I was. I blinked, furiously trying to keep the tears at bay, but they began to streak down my face. I turned, not wanting him to see me.

      “Storm? Are you all right?” Tharin reached out and stroked my cheek, turning it so that I was facing him. “What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head, trying to rein in my sadness. “I never cry. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. But tell me what’s wrong? Are you crying about your sister?”

      I couldn’t answer, because I didn’t even know the answer.

      After a moment, I collected myself. “Most of my life has been spent making sure my mother and sisters were fed. I’ve known no other life. Most of my days I spent alone in the forest, hunting for deer or elk or foraging for berries and mushrooms. Then Mother sold Shellsong, and suddenly I was on the road, looking for her. The only real friend I have is my sister Sparkle and she’s…different. In the space of one day, my world fell apart. In the space of one month, my entire existence feels ripped wide open. I’ve been kicked out of the nest, only to discover that I can fly, even if my wings are wobbly.”

      Tharin pressed his lips together, once again taking my hand. “You’re going through culture shock. You’ve known a limited existence most of your life and suddenly, the world is wide open and at your feet.”

      I tried to make sense of the deluge of emotions. “Yes, that has to be it. When I left, all I was thinking about was rescuing Shellsong. But now, I’m starting to realize my old life is totally gone—wiped out. After I find her, I’ll have to decide what I want to do for the rest of my life.” I hesitated, then finally said, “Do you think she’s still alive? It’s been almost a month since I left home. From what you know about Owlanvine, do you think I have a chance to find her alive?”

      Tharin hesitated, then said, “I’ll answer truthfully because you deserve an honest answer. I don’t know. It depends on how long it took them to get from the Forgotten Kingdom to Wildemoone. If they didn’t use any of the portals—and there’s a good chance they didn’t—then they may still be on the road. So we may luck out.”

      I sat back, pulling out my sword. “I need to have my sword checked. Do you know of someone trustworthy?”

      His eyes lit up as the crystal gleamed with a pale white light.

      “I’d suggest taking it to Lord Herne’s personal blacksmith. Since you know his Lordship, I’d ask him if you can make use of his staff. He has a wonderful blacksmith.” He reached out, hesitating with his fingers hovering over the blade. “I’ve never seen a sword like that. Keep it safe. While I’m fairly certain you can trust most of the staff here at Briar Shore, I never fail to account for the greed that runs through men’s hearts, be they human, Elf, or Fae.”

      With that, he handed me the book. “Here, why don’t you take this with you. I need to tell Her Ladyship that I’ll be traveling with you, if she has no objection.” Gathering his materials, he headed toward the door, stopping to look over his shoulder. “Storm, thank you for agreeing to let me go with you. I think I need to put the nightmares of that city behind me, and the only way to do it is by confronting it on my own terms.”

      With that, he headed out the door.
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      The next week passed by quickly. I was roped into several meals with Herne and Ember, Kipa, and Raven. The four seemed to be close friends, but they welcomed others into their circle.

      During those dinners, I learned that the Truebloods had created a major problem in Ember and Raven’s homeland, and there was some plan going down to put a stop to the invasion. But it seemed unlikely to me they’d succeed. The Dragonni were immortal. And immortal, powerful invaders seemed too much for even the gods to handle.

      I was walking through one of the hallways the day after the wedding when Ember passed by. She was beautiful—with long dark hair that curled down her back, and she was muscled. Not as much as me, but it was obvious she could fight. She was wearing a pair of sturdy blue trousers that Raven and Kipa called “jeans” and a corset top, and her crown was perched askew on her head. She looked a little frantic and out of breath.

      “Lady Ember, are you all right?” I asked, approaching as close as her bodyguards would let me.

      She skidded to a stop. “Yes, I’m fine. Running late as usual. But I’m glad to see you—so wait a moment.” She turned to her guards. “One of you, please go tell Ria to join me in my office?”

      To her guards’ skeptical looks, Ember slid her arm through mine and steered me down the corridor leading to her office, chatting all the way. “I’m so glad you were here for our wedding. Raven is quite taken with you, and I trust her instincts.” She paused, smiling up at me. “How are you getting along here? I hope your needs are being taken care of.”

      Before I knew what I was saying, I blurted out, “I’m not used to having a goddess be so chummy. I’m not even used to thinking about the gods.” I blushed. “I don’t mean to sound disrespectful—”

      “Not at all,” she said. “Trust me, when I was first introduced to Cernunnos and Morgana, even to Herne, I was all sorts of flustered. I had no clue how to act and I was so worried I’d say something so stupid that they’d kick me out of the Wild Hunt.”

      “The Wild Hunt?” I asked. I had an idea of what it was—Raven had given me a rundown on how she had met Ember and Herne—but I had learned so many new things in the past couple of weeks that my brain was careening sideways with information.

      “The organization Herne ran back over on Earth. Angel—my best buddy—and I were recruited into it when her little brother disappeared.” She paused, shaking her head. “That seems so long ago and far away.”

      I realized that she, too, had undergone a major transformation in her life. “How did you do it? How did you manage such a huge transition?”

      She led me into her office and asked her secretary—Elta—to leave us alone for a moment

      When the Elf vanished out the door, Ember motioned for me to join her on one of the sofas that sat by the windows overlooking the sea below. “It’s so beautiful here. So unlike where I’m from,” she said, staring out the window. “I’m getting used to a new life, too, you know.”

      “The past month has been a blur,” I said. “I’m sitting here, talking to a goddess in a castle in Annwn. How do you handle it? How do you reconcile your emotions about all the change? You left friends behind, I assume, to start over here. I started out to find my sister, but here I am, sitting around in luxury while she’s a captive in some slaver’s house.”

      “I understand. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you. Herne and I have found two volunteers willing to help you—including one of Kipa’s guards.” She straightened. “You can leave tomorrow. We’ll outfit you well, and send you through a portal that leads to Wildemoone.”

      Finally—and yet, it felt like it had taken a lifetime. “Tharin got to you fast—”

      “Tharin?” She paused. “Did he express an interest in going with you?”

      I grimaced. I’d assumed he had already talked to her. But now that I’d said something, I had to continue. “Yes. Tharin volunteered to go with me.”

      “Well, that makes three volunteers. Of course he can go if he wants to.” She smiled, setting my mind at ease. “Your companion from Herne’s guard will be Ayo, who’s half-Elf. She’s a healer and an excellent archer. And from Kipa’s guard—a man named Hajeet.”

      “Hajeet?” I perked up. “I talked to him yesterday, but I didn’t expect him to go with me.” I paused. “It’s going to be a difficult trip. Finding my sister’s going to be hard enough, but once I do find her, I have to help her escape. I want to make certain that anybody making the trip is going of their own free will.”

      “They were apprised of the potential dangers. All of them are battle-ready and have had experience in the field. You won’t go wrong with them.” Ember paused, then added, “Listen to me, Storm. I really do know what it’s like to not fit in. I can imagine what it’s like to be hunted, because my grandparents killed my mother and father, and they were after me, too.”

      I hadn’t expected that. “Your family tried to kill you?”

      “My maternal grandmother and paternal grandfather got together and agreed that, since my mother was Light Fae and my father was Dark Fae, and they had the audacity to fall in love and give birth to me, that we should all die. I came home from school one day to find my parents murdered, stabbed until they bled out. My best friend’s family took me in. Later, I found out that if I had been home from school, I would have died too. As it is, my grandfather tried to kill me a year or so ago. I ended up killing him to save myself.” The look on her face told me exactly how hard her life had been.

      I exhaled, leaning back. I wasn’t the only one who was suffering.

      “I’m sorry. It’s a harsh world, but sometimes I forget that suffering is a universal experience. I never thought much about it up in the Forgotten Kingdom. I was too busy trying to keep my family alive.” I paused. “The Dragonni broke my mother’s wings. After she hatched us, they strapped her down and broke her wings so viciously, they’ll never heal. They shattered her wing bones. The Storm Lords cared nothing about us, so they didn’t intervene.”

      “What were they after? The Storm Lords?” Ember asked, offering me a cup with a dark, hot liquid in it. “This is coffee. Would you like some? It can be bitter, so if you want milk or sugar, go ahead.”

      I accepted, sipping it cautiously. She was right about the bitter note, so I added a little sugar and cream, and that made the drink palatable.

      “Power. They thought they could siphon it off the Dragonni through sex. The women they raped became castaways—tossed out by their families and abandoned by the Storm Lords once they realized they couldn’t drain them of their powers. The Storm Lords quit trying after they realized it wasn’t going to work, so there’s a limited number of us who are first generation. But the hedge dragons can reproduce, and though it dilutes the power, the children are healthy.”

      Ember frowned. I could see the wheels turning in her head. After a moment, she asked, “Tell me, can the Dragonni mate and reproduce with the hedge dragons?”

      I blinked, startled by the question. “I don’t know. No Dragonni I know of would stoop to mating with a hedge dragon. We’re the same as you in your society. I think I mentioned when I first met you that we’re considered abominations.”

      “Right,” she said. “Well, we both have our genetic crosses to bear. Though now, not one of the Fae on either side would dare say a word against me in public. In private, they’re probably still pissed that I ascended to my throne and they have to call me a goddess.” She broke out in a wicked grin. “I’ll admit, I would love to be a fly on the wall for some of those conversations. Though I’d probably lose my shit and go off on their asses after a while.”

      I snorted coffee through my nose. “I’m sorry!” I said, grabbing for a napkin to wipe my face. I had almost spilled the rest of my drink. “I always thought the gods were more…well, less…human?”

      “Some of them are pretty stuffy.” Ember smirked, giving me a wink. “When I was Fae, before I became a goddess, I mostly lived among humans and shifters, since the Fae didn’t want me in their sandbox. But I’ve since discovered that a lot of the gods actually have a sense of humor.” She stood, reaching for the bell to summon Elta.

      I took that was my cue to leave.

      “I have work to do,” she said as Elta returned. “But I’ll have Ayo, Hajeet, and Tharin meet with you later this afternoon and you can plan your trip. We’ll send you through the portal to the forest north of Owlanvine. Unfortunately, they refuse to allow us to set our portals toward their city. You’ll still have a trip to get there—the forest you’re headed for is called the Poisoned Forest, and with good reason, but it’s probably as close as we can get you.”

      “Tharin said that Owlanvine is in a desert?”

      “More or less. The city borders the northern province of Eldemere, or the Desert Wastes, as it’s also known. Technically, the strip of land belongs to both Wildemoone and Eldemere, but neither’s willing to give up their claim and neither is willing to fight, so the two realms remain cautiously polite. But the trip from the portal to the city should be several days. You’ll need to be on your guard. The Poisoned Forest is called that for a reason.” She turned to Elta. “See that Storm is outfitted with anything and everything she needs.”

      “Even if it comes from…” Elta started to say, flashing me a cautious glance.

      “Yes, even if it’s from Earth.” Ember turned to me. “I hope to see you before you leave, but if I don’t, have a safe journey and you’re always welcome at Briar Shore.”

      I took that as a dismissal and gave her a quick curtsey. “Thank you, Lady Ember.”

      As Elta led me out, the Elf whispered, “You’re lucky. When Lady Ember takes a liking to you, she goes out of her way to help. And I can tell, she likes you.”

      I let out a long breath. “I appreciate the help she’s offered.”

      Elta seemed to be in a chatty mood as she led me through the castle to the armory. “I’m going to give you something so that when you come back to visit, they’ll let you right in. Don’t lose it, though.” She handed me a small charm on a gold chain. It was a crow pendant. “This marks you as a friend of Ember’s. Wear it in good health.”

      I accepted the necklace and fastened it around my neck. I immediately felt a warm glow coming from the metal at the base of my throat. It was oddly comforting and protective.

      Korbin, the chief of the armory, welcomed me in, and after Elta told him that I was to be outfitted with whatever I needed for a quest, he took me in hand as Elta withdrew.

      “What sort of armor do you have now?” He took my hand and dragged me through the massive room. The sound of blacksmiths working away echoed through the chamber, and the smell of smoke filled the air from the fires that were burning at the numerous forges. The room was well-vented and more than a little chilly, but the smells of heated metal and soot and fire still filled the air.

      We passed into an auxiliary room where a dozen armorers were busy working—half on what looked like leather gear, the other half on metal armor.

      “I have my leather gear,” I said. “I can’t wear heavy metal armor—it takes too long to get into and out of, and it’s not flexible enough. I like what I have, but it could use some repair,” I added.

      “Then send a servant to get it from your quarters and we’ll fix it up nice and tight.”

      I paused, then turned to the waiting servant, told him where my room was, and where to find my gear. I was wearing a simple pair of trousers and a lace tunic that Raven had found for me. While I was waiting, I looked around the room and found a pile of leather gloves, made to easily grasp a sword while wearing them.

      “What about these? I could use a pair.”

      “Pick out a pair that fits you. Also, do you need a new cloak?”

      I shook my head. My cloak was waterproof for the most part. “No, but I could use a blanket, if you have one that’s lightweight and strong at the same time. I have one, but it’s old and heavier than I would like. And I could use a new tent.”

      Korbin snapped his fingers. “I have the perfect solution.” He led me to one area of the room where shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling. A ladder was leaning against the wall, and it seemed to roll on wheels the length of the shelving unit. He climbed halfway up and pulled out a rolled-up blanket from one of the shelves, then dropped it down to the floor. The material had a smooth, almost shiny look, and I wondered what it was made of.

      When he climbed down, he picked up the roll and handed it to me. “Open it.”

      The rope holding it rolled was oddly stretchy, and when I removed it, the material unrolled, but it wasn’t a full blanket, not as far as I could tell. Korbin shook it out and then pointed to a side fastener.

      “This is called a zipper. And this isn’t really a blanket. Back where Lady Ember comes from, it’s known as a bedroll. The outer material is waterproof, though the inner material isn’t.” He showed me how to unzip it and fold it out. “This will keep you warm in frigid temperatures. All you have to do is slide into it after you zip it up, and you’ll stay reasonably warm during the night.”

      “Clever,” I said, staring at the contraption.

      “And here’s a lightweight tent to replace yours. Each of you will carry one.” He held out a small roll of cloth. It was oddly slick and far too small to be a tent. But when he showed me how to erect it, I was impressed by both the ease in setting it up, and its actual size when open.

      “You’ll need a better backpack, too.” He brought out a pack on a lightweight metal frame. “The bedroll can attach to the bottom of this for easy hiking. The pack is water resistant as well.” He showed me how to fit all the parts together, and then showed me the best way to pack it. “What else do you need? Where are you going?”

      “To Wildemoone, to Owlanvine. After that, north again to the Forgotten Kingdom.” I contemplated how much easier simple inventions made life. “And I can take these?”

      “They’re yours. We’ll outfit you with several water bottles and whatever else you need. We have a stash of rations that are both lightweight and filling, and they should last you several weeks.”

      Before long, the pack was full of rations, rope, hygiene supplies, a lightweight hatchet, and a double-bladed axe, both which had guards on the blades. A well of gratitude rose up and I asked him to thank Ember for me.

      That afternoon, I met with Hajeet, Tharin, and Ayo.

      “We’re ready to go when you are,” Tharin said. “We’re packed for the journey.”

      Ayo smiled. “I have a wealth of healing ointments, bandages, and whatever else I thought we might be able to use.” She might be half-Elf, but she didn’t look it. In fact, she looked different than anybody I had ever met. Her skin was warm with yellow undertones, and her eyes slanted slightly upward, with the barest hint of a lid. Her hair was shiny black, long and to her waist, held back in a braid. She was slight, but I would bet good money she was stronger than most men.

      “You’re an Elf?” I asked.

      “Half. My father is Elven, but my mother came from Earth, from a place called Japan. So, I’m half human, as well. The Elves don’t accept me all that much, so I came to work for Lord Herne and Lady Ember, because I fit in here.”

      “Do the Elves really discriminate that much?” I’d grown up with a pristine view of the Elves. My mother admired them. The Dragonni didn’t like many other races, but for some reason, they honored the Elves.

      “The Elves are as bad as the Dragonni, at times, at least in attitude. They don’t go marauding, taking over other nations, but there’s a noticeable class structure among them, and half-bloods don’t fit in their world view.”

      It seemed that Herne and Ember collected people who didn’t fit in elsewhere. I turned to Hajeet. “I didn’t expect you to come along when I told you about what happened.”

      “It’s my pleasure. You need someone you can trust. And I can use a break from my regular duties. Lord Kipa had no reservations about letting me take the time to help you. This is a chance for me to really prove my worth.”

      A lean, spare look crossed his face and I realized there was more to Hajeet than I had first thought. He seemed to be searching for something—for validation, for acknowledgment. We all had our hidden longings and regrets.

      Yes, we do, don’t we? A little voice echoed in the back of my mind. And those regrets can hinder us if we don’t expose them to light and clear them away.

      I tried to brush away the thoughts that were creeping out of the shadows. The past was the past, and no matter what I did now, it would never make up for things that happened long ago, as much as I wanted to believe so.

      “We’ll leave at dawn,” I said. But I wondered: were we already too late? And if we weren’t, what would it take to free Shellsong from her captives?
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      Raven and Kipa led us to the portal near Caer Briar Shore, which was down the slope from the castle, near the beach. The sea was cresting high, waves breaking along the shore. The smell of the brine and call of the seagulls made me want to sit by the water and relax. The morning was shrouded with fog and chilly, and it felt divine. I liked Annwn, from what I’d seen of it, and regretted having to leave.

      “We’ve set it to the nearest portal to Owlanvine,” Raven said. “It leads to the Poisoned Forest, which isn’t the best place to drop you, but it’s the closest you can get. Remember: there’s always the danger of thieves. They often watch the portals for visitors coming through, and either assault them outright or follow them if they think they have any worth at all. But in the wilds, there’s not as much likelihood of that. It’s much safer taking a couple extra days to enter the city anonymously.”

      She turned to me. “I’m sorry we have to part now. But we’ll meet again. Kipa and I will head up to the Forgotten Kingdom and we’ll do our best to rescue your sister Sparkle. We’ve given you our address in Kalevala, and Hajeet knows where we live. So do Herne and Ember. If you can’t find your way to us, go to them and they’ll help.”

      She bit her lip, then darted forward to give me a long hug. “Be safe,” she whispered.

      Kipa shook my hand. “Take care of yourself. Hajeet will do his best to help you on your quest.”

      I felt tears well up again. Once I had opened the door, they seemed to come easier now. “Thank you, both. I’m so grateful you were passing by, Kipa, when I was fighting those spiders.”

      “Go now, and journey safe.” He clapped me on the back and stood back.

      I turned to the portal, glancing at Hajeet, Ayo, and Tharin. “Are you all sure you want to make this journey with me?”

      They assented, one by one.

      “Then let’s be off and go find my sister.” I waved at Raven and Kipa, then taking a deep breath, I plunged through the portal, followed by my three companions.
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      As I recovered from the system shock of the portal, I looked around to find myself in a very different forest than that of Annwn. Here, the trees were massive—tall timber swaying overhead, with huge clumps of moss dripping from the tree trunks. The forest floor was thick with debris and rocks and tree roots, making for a difficult trail. A fecund smell drifted on the air, dank and sour, and I winced as the pungent aroma filled my lungs. The forest was free from snow, though, so that was a plus.

      Tharin shaded his eyes from the sun that filtered through the woodland. The morning here was chilly, but the light still infiltrated the thick canopy overhead, sprawling across the forest floor in dappled splashes. He consulted his map.

      “We’re about four days north of Owlanvine. We’re west of the Cazwyre Fens. Owlanvine is directly above the Sandcastle Desert. A day farther south from the city and we’d enter Eldemere.”

      “Eldemere…” The name sounded odd on my tongue. “What’s that realm like?”

      “It’s connected to Wildemoone in a way, so the portals separating those two realms are slight—like you described when you left the Forgotten Kingdom. Eldemere is made up of mostly desert: a series of plateaus and mesas, with deep valleys, then dunes take over until the next set of ancient rock pillars. Far to the south is Mount Xera, a volcano that once belonged to the crags of Xaneria. But Xera erupted, spurring a tidal wave that came in from the Namia Ocean. The wave funneled through a narrow gap and it broke the land bridge that connected the two shores at one time.”

      I frowned, leaning over his shoulder. Sure enough, there was open ocean between the volcano and Xaneria. “And there used to be a land bridge there?”

      Tharin pointed to a section of the map. “Yes, the land is still connected here, south of the eastern edge of Eldemere. Anyway, somewhere in the southern wastes of the Sandcastle Desert, there’s a lost city named Forlosean. The city was swallowed by the dunes, and has been lost for thousands of years. Legend has it that life moves on in Forlosean, sheltered from the outer world by potent magic. That magic leached out into the sands around the city, and it’s dangerous to approach it.”

      “There are rumors of untold treasures hidden in Forlosean. Many have gone hunting for the lost city,” Hajeet said. “Few ever return. The desert is merciless.”

      “The desert is a hell of its own,” Tharin said. “Needless to say, the farthest south we should go is Owlanvine. Directly north and east of us are the bogs—the Cazwyre Fens. They are deadly, as well. When we return to the north after finding your sister, we’ll either have to go the long way around—either to the east or west—or find a portal.”

      I was beginning to realize that the Forgotten Kingdom wasn’t the only dangerous place in the Realms. “It seems like danger is everywhere,” I said.

      Tharin glanced at me. “If that’s your only takeaway from today, then it’s a lesson well learned. We should start. We’ll want to make camp shortly before dusk. This forest is riddled with bandits and goblins and other more dangerous creatures. It’s not safe to be on the move after dark.”

      “Have you ever been through here before?” I asked, looking around. We weren’t far off the road, and we had come through a portal that stretched between two fir trees. The trail was a few yards away, threading through the tangled hell that made up the forest.

      Tharin took on a dark look. “I have. That’s how I knew about this portal. I found it when I was trying to stay alive after I escaped from Owlanvine. I took a chance and went through it. The only thing I could hope was that it didn’t lead back to the city, but instead, it led to Annwn. One of Lord Cernunnos’s guards saw me come through. I fainted from lack of food, and he took me back to the palace and that’s how I ended up where I am today. But after I regained my health, I came back here to learn the coordinates for the portals.”

      I wanted to learn how to program a portal, someday. I had the vaguest idea of how it worked, and I knew very few people had the ability to master the task, but I was determined to become one of them.

      Ayo planted her walking staff on the ground and leaned against it. She was dressed in a mottled gray and green cloak, and she blended into the trees in a way that none of the rest of us seemed to. She had a calm air about her, as though we were out for a stroll in the meadow.

      “Tell us what to expect. I know it’s been a long while since you escaped, but what should we be wary of?” She turned her gaze to Tharin.

      “Are you talking about the Poisoned Forest, or Owlanvine?”

      “Either. Both.”

      Tharin glanced at the path in front of us. “For both: never let down your guard. Long ago, the Poisoned Forest devolved from a forest much like Lunaria’s ancient grove. At that time, this area was absolutely beautiful and while it was dangerous, for other reasons, it didn’t breed the dangers it now does. It was known as the Sheflondon Forest, and it stretched far and wide. The Cazwyre Fens were part of it—marsh back then, not the dark, shadowy world they’ve become.”

      “What changed?” I asked as we gathered up our gear and began to make our way through the tangle on the forest floor, over toward the path.

      “The rule of Hefiacin. Hefiacin was a sorcerer who craved power. In his twisted mind, he grew paranoid. He also fell in love with Lord Izrak of Sheflondon’s daughter. Lord Izrak was a bear shifter, and he ruled a good share of the southern forest lands. He was kind and compassionate, but he was also a fierce leader and protected his people.”

      Tharin reached out to Ayo, helping her crawl over some of the knee-high roots that thrust their way out of the ground, twisting and shifting across the forest. It was as though the trees here were twisted into pretzels, their limbs creating stark silhouettes against the muted daylight.

      “Hefiacin fell in love with Gzecinda, Izrak’s daughter. But she refused him, and her father refused to force her into marriage. So Hefiacin retreated to the desert, where he learned ways to strengthen his magic. He became incredibly powerful over the years, and aligned himself with the bandits there, building an army of followers.”

      “I think I see where this is going,” I said, grimacing. “Let me guess, he hooked up with the lost city?”

      “Not exactly,” Tharin said. “Though it’s speculated that he spent time there. But his paranoia had increased, and he blamed Izrak of Sheflondon for anything bad that happened. Meanwhile, the goblin population was increasing to the east, and they were pressing into the borders of the forest. It was only a matter of time before they met up with Hefiacin and joined forces with him.”

      “And they all saw the forest as a place they wanted to control?” Hajeet asked.

      Tharin held up his hand and we paused as sounds echoed out from the undergrowth.

      The air was thick here, damp and filled with the powdery taste of mildew. Everywhere I looked, there were puddles on the ground, rippling as raindrops fell from tree limbs down to splash in them. One larger puddle was covered with flies, and I shuddered, watching the larva swarm the surface. I looked around to see vines creeping everywhere, and it seemed that every tree was encrusted in the thick, blackish-green moss that seemed to have swallowed the forest whole.

      We waited, listening. I heard a snarl in the nearby undergrowth, but then a feral pig about the size of a small dog raced out. It took one look at us and turned, darting the other way.

      “Smart pig,” Tharin said. “It knows we pose more of a threat to it than it does to us.” He waited for another moment, but the sounds had died away with the boar. Finally he let out his breath. “You can’t be too careful. There are goblins and knokburries and redcaps and nixienacks everywhere in this forest. And the latter are vicious buggers—they can strip a traveler of skin in minutes flat.”

      I wasn’t sure what a nixienack was, but whatever it was, I didn’t want to meet it. “Go on.”

      “Long story short, Hefiacin drew the goblin armies in with his own, and they made war on Lord Izrak. The magic used on the goblin side was deadly to the woodland, and twisted it. By the time they got done, Izrak and most of his family were dead and the forest was scarred beyond repair, devolving into fens and to what the Poisoned Forest is today.”

      On that note, he waved. “Come on, let’s get moving. Stick to the trail. Whatever you do, don’t follow any corpse candles into the woods—the bouncing globes of light.”

      “But the lightning flits aren’t harmful—” Ayo started to say.

      “They aren’t the same thing,” Tharin said. “Trust me on this. If you see lights flickering off trail, leave them alone. If they’re trying to summon you, get away from them and yell for help if you need to.”

      With that, he pulled out a flashlight and started along the trail with us following, plunging deeper into the Poisoned Forest as we followed.
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      For a while, we kept silent, trying to pick through the tangled debris littering the forest floor, but eventually, we fell into a rhythm and actually made some headway. It wasn’t easy, though. The forest was alive in a way that I’d felt in no other forest. Even the trees seemed to watch us as we passed through, and I began to feel a bit of paranoia myself. It felt like eyes were constantly following us, and once or twice, I found myself questioning the wisdom of going after Shellsong.

      There were mudholes everywhere, meaning there were more insects than we could count. It got so bad that within an hour of coming through the portal, we were all tying bandanas around our faces to keep the mosquitos and gnat-taks and sting-buzzers away from our skin. I felt myself growing clammy under my leathers and clothes, which worried me. Hypothermia could set in all too easy if you began to sweat while hiking.

      Finally, I couldn’t handle the constant popping and buzzing of the myriad insects that swarmed around us anymore so I said, “Tell us about Owlanvine. Distract me from the sound of the insects.”

      Tharin nodded. “All right. Whether you’re in the streets or in an inn room, always be ready for danger. Thieves abound, and slavers are favorites among those who run the city. If you cheat a shopkeeper—even accidentally—he has the right to demand satisfaction, which can lead to a feud or worse.”

      “Does anarchy rule, then?” Hajeet asked.

      Tharin shook his head. “No, not anarchy. But the city is run by an oligarchy, and their leader—Sher Camaron Fasteel—is wicked smart, as well as ruthless, a deadly combination. The laws favor those who can make massive donations to the cause.”

      “In other words, those who can afford bribes?” I said.

      Tharin snorted, then immediately sobered. “That sums it up, yes. Don’t go off on your own, and if you ask for information, offer at least a crownsing or more.”

      Before we had left, Ember had given each of us a tidy sum of money in Wildemoone currency. Each shalos was worth ten dekots, which were worth one hundred crownsings. We had buried the money deep inside our clothing, where thieves couldn’t easily spot it.

      “Do you have any idea who the slaver is who bought your sister?” Tharin asked.

      I nodded. “Yes, I forced my mother to tell me. The men who took her away work for a man named Tershak. That’s all I know.”

      Tharin stopped and turned to stare at me. “Did you say Tershak?”

      “Yes, why?” I jumped as one of the vines on a tree near me moved, striking out at me, barely missing thanks to my quick reflexes. I slashed at it with my sword and it slithered up the tree trunk. “Cripes.”

      Tharin glanced overhead. “We need to watch out for snakes above us, as well. I have a feeling the tree canopy is rife with them. As for Tershak, I know of him. He’s a rakshasa. And he’s the one who ordered the raid on my village.”

      Ayo blanched as Hajeet shuddered. It was obvious this wasn’t good news.

      I frowned. “What’s a rakshasa?”

      Tharin motioned to a nurse log that was blocking the path. “Check it first and if it’s clear we’ll have a brief rest.”

      The log had dozens of ants on it, but they weren’t the biting kind, so we knocked them off and sat.

      “So, what’s Tershak?” I asked.

      Tharin swatted away a swarm of mosquitos who decided we were fair game once we stopped moving. “Rakshasas are shifters—tiger shifters. But they’re not ordinary shifters. They’re evil spirits incarnate in shifter form, and they happen to be meat eaters. They have no compunction on eating their victims.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It isn’t,” he said. “Not only that, but they have magical powers as well, including the ability to charm and to command the dead—specifically, they can raise the dead to fight for them. They also happen to be master illusionists. Tershak’s well known to be a rakshasa, but only because he rose to prominence through his ability to intimidate and frighten others. He’s also made a massive amount of money. In his case, revealing his nature serves him better than hiding it.”

      My stomach plummeted. “How does that bode for my sister?”

      “Since he knows she’s a hedge dragon, both good and bad. He’s known for auctioning off prize property. So he’s probably been drumming up interest, given how rare your kind are. Which means there’s a good chance she’s still alive. Tershak has patience when he really wants something.” His eyes glittered sharply.

      “How do you know so much about him?” Hajeet asked.

      Tharin turned to him. “He was the slaver who auctioned off the captives from my village. I was grateful when someone else bought me. He goes through a high turnover rate with servants in his own home because he tends to eat the ones who displease him.” He stood, swatting at the swarms of insects that surrounded us. “Let’s move. We want out of this forest as soon as possible. As bad as Owlanvine is, the Poisoned Forest is worse.”
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      As we turned toward the south—with the sun on our right to the west—I inhaled a sharp breath. We swung into formation. Tharin and I took the lead, with Hajeet and Ayo behind us. The deciduous trees had lost their leaves already, but as the day wore on, the sun grew brighter and the moisture in the air began to heat up and become muggy. I wanted to take off my cape, but the sheer number of insects diminished the appeal of doing so.

      As the day stretched out, the sun broke through the canopy. The sounds of the forest grew louder, and the undergrowth was rife with the scuffling of small animals. We could hear them on all sides, creeping through the thick foliage. The birdsong became so loud it overpowered the insects, until one moment when there was a loud squawking and then a final shriek.

      I looked up to see a massive snake opening its jaws to swallow a large colorful bird and cringed as the snake managed to fit the entire bird in its mouth. The environment, a fecund ecosystem, was thriving. But with small mammals came large ones, and with snakes that size, I wondered what else the Poisoned Forest was hiding.

      By midday, the sun was high overhead, but with clouds moving in from the east. I was already looking forward to getting out of it.

      “Let’s stop for lunch,” Tharin said. He found another fallen log to the side, but there was a small clearing beyond it. “Let’s set up a tent and eat in there so we don’t have to constantly ward off the bugs.” As he shrugged off his pack and searched in it for the tent, we dropped to the stones and logs surrounding the area. “Rest while you can. We’ll be walking till after dusk.”

      “I wish I could fly ahead and see what we might be facing,” I said. “I wonder if it’s too dangerous to reveal myself around here.”

      “I’d say now would be better than when we reach the open plain that leads toward Owlanvine and the dunes of Eldemere. If you want to, go ahead, but be discreet,” Tharin said.

      I glanced around. There was no one here to see me change except Ayo, Hajeet, and Tharin. And they already knew about me. This might be the best time, at that. I could get an idea of how far we were from the end of the forest, too.

      I stood. “I’ll need to shed my clothing. Please keep it dry for me.”

      Ayo followed me behind a bush. I wasn’t shy, but most humans and their ilk seemed to have reservations about being nude in public. Ayo held out her arms for my clothing.

      “Be careful, Storm,” she said. “Even a lone hunter might spy a dragon and take it into his head to shoot.”

      I slipped out of my leathers. “We haven’t had much of a chance to talk. Why did you volunteer to come with me?” I glanced through the bushes. “Has it something to do with Tharin?”

      She laughed, her voice sounding like a rippling creek. “You mean, am I fond of him? Yes, but not in the way you think. Tharin prefers the company of men more than women—in terms of romance. But I do care about him. I was the healer who took care of him when the guards found him in the forests of Annwn. He was broken and bruised, both mentally and physically. I helped bring him out of a very dark place. If you ever see his back, you’ll see the story of his punishments when he was held captive.”

      I grimaced. “My mother was forced into sexual slavery by one of the Lords of Lightning. She was punished for her capture by the Dragonni. And yet, she sold her own daughter into slavery and possible death. My heart holds a special hell for those who enslave others.” I was ready, and I was being attacked by swarms of stinging bugs. “Move back. I’m shifting now.”

      She moved away and I gauged the space I had available. There should be just enough for me to shift. Closing my eyes, I focused on the process. It had been awhile since I had shifted, but it was as innate as breathing. It was as though there was a switch inside, and when I reached out and flipped it, everything began to change. I wasn’t sure whether it hurt for other shifter types, but for me, it was smooth—like dancing. I always felt more graceful in my dragon shape, and as my muscles and bones began to transform, I felt like I was coming back to myself. I opened my eyes.

      The world began to change around me as well—growing smaller as I grew larger. My hearing sharpened, my eyesight took on a different lens as everything around me scaled down. My wings—trapped in my body too long—unfurled with a relieved sigh. As I waved my long neck around, I could see Ayo below, watching with her eyes wide.

      “You’re absolutely incredible,” she shouted up.

      I curled my neck, folding it so that I was down staring at her. Her entire height was the size of my head. Very gently, I opened my mouth. The words that came out echoed in the clearing—if nobody knew we were here before, they would now—and I laughed. Being in dragon form was purely joyful, in a way nothing else had ever been.

      “Thank you,” I said, longing to stretch my wings. “I’ll fly now.”

      She backed away even farther to give me as much room as she could and I took to the sky. As I rose over the forest, I spied the others. They were staring up at me, their expressions speaking louder than any words could.

      I circled them, then headed higher into the sky, stretching my wings wide, feeling the relief of being free from my human shape. While I enjoyed that form, my hedge dragon form was the true one—the core of my being. I circled upward, dizzy with the heady feeling of flying. I did a barrel roll, heading down to swoop past them, then climbed up again and started the serious pursuit of checking to see how far we had to go.

      But as I rose higher, the forest stretched on and on. We had at least three days more of travel from what I could see, but I also saw that the woodland ended abruptly. From up here, I could see a ways into the distance, and I spied the edge of the forest, and beyond that, the stark golden dunes of the desert.

      I circled around the forest canopy a few times, then I realized it was time to return to the others. We had to get moving. At least I’d have some information to give them. Disappointed—I just wanted to keep on flying—I spiraled down again to the clearing where Ayo was waiting. Settling in, I landed in the small clearing. Another moment and I began to transform back. Another few minutes, and Ayo was handing me my clothes, and I felt like I had once more lost something incredible. Every time I returned to human form, I felt like I had to leave a piece of myself behind.

      I had just pulled on my boots and laced them up—after dressing fully—when I noticed my ring. I paused, staring at my hand. The crystal ring flared with a pale yellow light. “What the hell?” I withdrew my sword from its scabbard. It, too, was glowing. “There’s something dangerous nearby.”

      Ayo threw my backpack at my feet. “Hurry,” she said, nocking her bow with an arrow. I threw my pack over my shoulders and unsheathed my sword as we returned to the tree where Tharin and Hajeet were waiting.

      “I’ll tell you what I saw in a moment. Right now, we have trouble somewhere close,” I said. “I don’t know what, but my sword and ring are glowing and that’s only happened when enemies are nearby.”

      Tharin and Hajeet immediately set their food to the side. They rose, Tharin withdrawing his sword—long, cool steel. Hajeet unsheathed his double-bladed hand axe, the blades of which were wickedly sharp. We spread out around the area.

      “What do you think it is?” Tharin asked, keeping his voice low.

      I shook my head, scanning the clearing. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s out there watching us.” I had no more finished speaking when there was a roar from behind one of the nearby trees and out charged a group of creatures that I didn’t recognize, but who were clearly intent on causing us harm, judging by the way they carried their daggers and spears.

      “Goblins!” Hajeet shouted. “Watch for poison on their blades!”

      I had never seen a goblin before. The creatures were lean and wiry, with patches of fur all over their heads, faces wrinkled with tight folds of skin, and narrow, beady eyes spaced wide on their faces. There were at least seven of them and they raced toward us, spears out. I thought I saw more in the bushes, but as we engaged, I focused on the fight.

      Before they could even get near, Ayo let fly two arrows, taking down two of the creatures. I pushed forward, swinging my sword.

      The crystal hummed as it sliced through the air and met its mark. One of the goblins tripped as he ran toward me and my blade slid neatly through the creature’s body, piercing through to the other side. I darted forward, thrusting harder to make sure that the blade did its work, then yanked the sword back, watching as he fell to the ground at my feet.

      Hajeet was on one, too, and quickly dispatched him. Ayo let fly another arrow, landing it in the shoulder of another goblin.

      Tharin engaged two of them and I raced forward, swinging to bring my sword through the side of another goblin. It turned toward me, taking the brunt off of Tharin. As we engaged, the goblin attempted to drive me off to the side. I swung again, darting around. As I lured it back toward the clearing, two more goblins raced out from near the trees.

      “Trying to ambush me?” I muttered, focusing on the swing of my sword, timing my steps so that I leaped over the roots that gnarled their way through the clearing.

      Tharin took down his goblin but another came at him before he could stop for breath. Ayo took a running leap and caught hold of a branch, swinging herself up into the tree. She balanced on the thin limb, taking aim at one of the creatures and let fly with yet another arrow. She met her mark perfectly, then swung up on another branch.

      I darted forward, swinging in a great arc, bringing my sword to bear on the brute in front of me. I caught his blow before he could reach me, parrying it to the side. Then I twisted in the other direction, spinning in the air, holding out my sword so that the blade whirled with me. As I spun, the blade caught my opponent directly at neck level, and his head went flying to the ground, rolling along the forest floor to bump against one of his comrades.

      The next few minutes felt like hours as we fought our way through the mass, but when Ayo took down the last goblin standing and leapt out of the tree, the sudden hush was as unnerving as the sound of battle. We were surrounded by carnage and splattered blood.

      “I think we’re done,” Ayo said, taking a breath as she squatted on her heels. “We should check them over before they—”

      But a hiss put a stop to any thought of looting the bodies as they began to dissolve, turning to ooze. I stared at the patches of goo, dumbfounded.

      “What happened?”

      “Goblins don’t leave remains,” Tharin said. “A few other creatures follow suit, but goblins in particular.”

      “Then any coin they have is—”

      “In the goo. If you want to wait for a little bit, the remains will soak into the ground, leaving the clothing and whatever else they were carrying behind. But don’t touch the remains—it can be acidic on the skin,” Hajeet said.

      We decided to wait. You never knew what your opponents might be carrying that could be of help. As we sat down to rest, it finally hit me that I had moved into a new phase, and life would never again be what I thought it was.
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      The goblins must have been heading home after a successful raiding party because we eventually gathered up quite a bit of coin, plus several sturdy and well-made weapons—three daggers and a short sword. They also had a number of spell components on them, but they were of questionable origin and none of us were comfortable carrying them on our persons. We scattered them so they couldn’t be used, made sure the weapons were wiped clean of poison—goblins were notorious for using poisoned blades, Hajeet told me—and then headed on again.

      By evening, the forest was seething with mist, though it seemed to be thinning out a little. The trees still offered shelter from sight, but it was obvious the forest was shifting into open land. Tharin led us into a dense thicket near dusk.

      “We need to make certain we’re not seen. While the forest continues for a while, we’re approaching the grasslands of Illeyut and we’ll have to be even more alert. The goblins come out of the fens, and then there are nomadic riders who live in the open lands and they can be friend or foe, depending on their moods.” Tharin began gathering wood. “We’ll need a fire—it’s going to be cold tonight. Notice how clear the sky is?”

      I glanced up. There were no clouds to be seen. “Clear skies this time of year bring freezing temperatures,” he observed. “While it’s warmer here by far than the northern realms, it’s still chill and damp.” I set up my tent, unrolled my bedroll inside it, and then helped Tharin gather more wood.

      Hajeet was gathering rocks to ring the campfire while Ayo had closed her eyes and was sniffing the air.

      “What are you looking for?”

      She turned to me. “Water. We need to refill our water bottles, and if we’re going to have a fire, I can cook us some soup. There are a number of bengo roots in the area and they make for hearty fare, if we add some of the dried meat we have.”

      “Is it wise to eat anything from this land?” I asked.

      Tharin shrugged. “I’m not too sure I’d want to chance it.”

      “I have a purification spell that can cleanse food and water,” Ayo said. “It will be safe.”

      “I wish I could summon rain instead of lightning—we’d have plenty of water then. But then again, I have no desire to add to the mud of this woodland. It’s already difficult as it is.” I paused, reaching out with my senses. “But while I can’t summon water, I can sense it, given my connection with storms, and there’s a stream nearby.” I held out my hands and they began to tingle as I turned to the west. “This way.”

      We broke a trail through the undergrowth and, less than a quarter mile later, we were standing at the edge of a river that cascaded between two banks of the forest. The swollen waters cut us off from the other side as they rolled along, white caps forming on the surface. The recent rains must have fed into the rivers and their tributaries, pushing them near to flood level.

      “Well, Storm found us water,” Ayo said. “The banks are steep and slippery, though, so refilling our bottles is going to be tricky.”

      “I can do it,” I said, eyeing the ravine that led to the river’s side. It wasn’t long, but it was steep and the rocks were covered with moss. “I’ve got the strength to climb down there and back—” I paused as Tharin and Hajeet broke through the trees behind us.

      The Elf frowned. “A river? Good, we need the water. I’ll be back with a water bucket.” And without a word, he was off again.

      Hajeet glanced over his shoulder at the forest. “I’m going with him to make certain he’s all right. The forest is treacherous.” He disappeared, following Tharin.

      Ayo and I waited, sitting on the slope staring down at the water.

      “Where were you born?” I asked.

      Ayo shrugged. “I was born in Japan, then my parents moved here shortly after that. I have very few memories from living over on Earth. A few hazy ones, but nothing concrete.”

      I paused. The word concrete threw me, but then—thanks to Väinämöinen’s gift—the meaning filtered into my mind. “Before I left the Forgotten Kingdom, I had never heard of Earth or Annwn, or a number of other places. I think I’d like to travel. There’s so much out there that seems out of my reach, but that I now have a faint connection to.” I told her what had happened, as far as Väinämöinen implanting the languages in my head. “I’ve noticed that at times, I’m not sure what language I’m thinking in, he did such a good job of integrating them into my mind.”

      “That must seem odd,” Ayo said.

      “It is. It’s like someone pouring memories into your thoughts that you never really experienced.” I glanced over my shoulder as Tharin and Hajeet returned.

      Tharin was carrying two folding buckets with zippered lids. He handed them to me. The material was the same stuff our tents and bedrolls were made from.

      “Well, I’m not sure what this is made from, but it’s handy as hell,” I said.

      “It’s an Earth design and material.” Tharin grinned. “I’d move over there to take advantage of all they have, but from what I understand, it’s loud and there are too many lights all through the day and night. I like my quiet.”

      I tucked the buckets under my arm and crept down the side of the ravine while Ayo held out one of the flashlights that they had given us in Briar Shore to guide my way. Dusk had arrived and it would soon be dark.

      The side of the ravine was slick and dangerous, but I pressed against the ground and half slid down to the edge of the shore. It wasn’t wide—two people might stand side by side, but it would be tricky. I lay down on my stomach and dipped the buckets in the water, holding tight to the handle. I brought them up, full of water, and zipped them tightly, making sure that the water couldn’t spill out. Hooking them to my belt seemed the easiest way, and I began to creep up the ravine again. It didn’t take me long, given my strength and height, but several times my boot started to slip on the moss and mud, and I had to pause, regroup, and start again. With the water in hand, we returned to the campsite.

      “Tomorrow morning, we’ll refill the individual bottles,” I said.

      Ayo used the flashlight to locate enough bengo roots for the stew, and she peeled the outer skin off with her knife, then cubed them into a small cooking vessel that Hajeet was carrying. It was metal, and about the size of the collapsible buckets. He carried it hooked on his pack.

      After adding the roots, Ayo shaved some of the dried beef into the pot, added water, performed a purification spell, then nestled it into the coals of the fire, keeping it out of the main flames. “That should take about an hour,” she said.

      We finished making up our tents, and by the time we were done, the stew was ready. It wasn’t fancy, but the hot meat-flavored broth and the tender cubes of bengo tasted wonderful after a long day’s walking.

      “That hit the spot,” Hajeet said. “We should take watches. We can’t afford not to. I’ll go first.”

      I offered to stay up with him but he shook his head. “We all need as much sleep as possible. Go ahead and crawl into bed.”

      After I washed some of the mud off of me with the remains of one bucket of water, Tharin, Ayo, and I retired to our tents. Sleepy and warm within the bedroll, I once again whispered a prayer of thanks to whoever might be listening that I had run into Raven and Kipa, and that Lady Ember had been so generous. Even though the forest was rife with noises around us, within minutes, I was out.
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      Ayo woke me shortly before dawn. “Your turn to keep watch,” she said. “Wake us when morning hits proper.” As she retired to her tent, I huddled near the fire, sword beside me, my cloak wrapped around my shoulders. My breath came in puffs in front of my face and the forest was covered with a light frost. In the darkness of early morning, sounds that the forest was waking up began to echo around us as the morning birds took over from the evening owls.

      I was trying not to doze off again when a loud wheet echoed through the forest. I jerked my attention up to the top of a nearby tree. That was the sound of a riza bird, and they were a lot like chickens. Thinking that we could use a little variety, I softly crept over to the bottom of one of the bare-limbed trees that mingled with the fir and cedar. Sure enough, in the faint light of dawn, I could see the nest, about three body lengths above, secure in the crotch of a branch.

      Riza birds were stupid, and they were fearless, both traits would serve me well to catching our breakfast. We had food, yes, but hot food cooked over an open fire always settled best in the belly. I was nearing the tree where the birds were nesting. They wouldn’t have eggs this time of year, but they still stuck close to their nests during the off-season.

      I was about to climb the tree when I heard something coming from the direction of the ravine. I paused, turning back to peer through the trees. There was a faint glow—a pale green—emanating from one of the tall fir trees. Hand on my sword, I slowly crossed the campsite. I didn’t want to wake up anybody until I knew we were actually facing trouble.

      As I approached the massive tree that soared into the heavens, the green glow became stronger. It was a swirling mist that coiled and swept in knots. Sparkles flickered from within the mist, and I held my breath, pausing a few yards from the tree, watching the mist as it formed and reformed.

      A moment later, a figure began to coalesce from within the mist, giving form to what looked like a lithe woman with long black hair and skin the color of the tree needles. Her eyes were glowing yellow, and she was naked, but somehow that seemed natural.

      “Who are you?” I asked in Elvish, hoping she would recognize the language. But she merely tilted her head, shaking it. She took a step forward, her eyes narrowing, and I unsheathed my sword, warning her to come no closer.

      “Who are you?” I tried again, this time in the Common Tongue.

      She froze, then pulled back closer to the tree, her hand on the bark. “What is it you seek?” Her words dripped with warning, but still, I didn’t sense she was an outright threat.

      “Only a place for the night. We’ll be moving on as the sun rises.” I caught her gaze. There was something earthy about her—something connected deep into the soil and the rocks and the roots of the trees.

      She straightened. “You are one of the Bones of the World,” she said, again her voice was hushed and raspy. Her eyes widened as she leaned forward, her hand still on the trunk of the tree.

      Bones of the World? I had never heard that phrase before. “What do you mean?”

      “Your kind—you are the Bones of the World. You are as the gods, you form the spine of the Mother.” She looked perturbed, like I had answered wrong on some test.

      I had no clue what she meant, but if I pressed her, she might lash out. There was something inherently feral about her. She might look like a woman, but I sensed that a wildness ran through her blood that shrouded her.

      She smiled, and I could see the razor-sharp teeth that filled her mouth. “My sisters of the river told me you and your entourage took water from the River Mother last night. You should have left an offering.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. Forest spirits weren’t all love and light. Many of them were deadly, and they left no doubt about who ruled the woodlands. If this creature said we should have left an offering, it would behoove us to do so before we filled our water bottles again.

      “My apologies. We didn’t realize the river belonged to anyone.” Perhaps it wasn’t the best way to put things, but it was the easiest I could think of. “We will remedy that before we leave.”

      I wasn’t sure what the River Mother wanted as an offering, but we’d better find out so we didn’t find the forest at odds with us.

      As if reading my thoughts, the creature said, “The River Mother will accept flowers or jewels.” Then, before I could say anything, she turned back and vanished into the tree.

      Staring at the spot where she had disappeared, I hoped we’d soon be out of this forest.
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      Back at the camp, I woke the others and told them what had happened. “I’ve never heard of the Bones of the World, nor of the River Mother.”

      Tharin glanced at Hajeet, then said, “You met a dryad. She’s part of the woodland itself—one of the forest devas. They’re neither Fae nor Elf, and they’re incredibly dangerous. She might not be able to kill you, given you’re a hedge dragon, but she could easily take out any of the rest of us. The River Mother is an elemental deity, part of the river devas.”

      “Do you know what the Bones of the World are?” I was still confused. “She said I’m ‘of’ the Bones of the World.”

      Tharin sighed. “She senses your dragon nature. The forest devas consider the Dragonni to be part of the natural world. They believe the Dragonni emerged from the bowels of the deep—that’s why they call them the Bones of the World. She probably doesn’t know about the hedge dragons.”

      “Then she thinks I’m Dragonni, wandering in disguise.” I shrugged. “That can’t really hurt, I guess. But we do need more water before we break camp, and so we’d better come up with a good offering for the River Mother. I don’t think we’ll be allowed to leave in peace if we raid the water supply a second time without leaving a proper offering. I doubt we’ll find any flowers around here this time of year, so does anybody have a piece of jewelry they don’t mind sacrificing?” I slowly withdrew the sapphire ring I’d taken from my mother. “I can contribute this.”

      “I can give my ring, too,” Ayo said, drawing a moonstone ring off her finger. “It’s a bauble, and of no sentimental value.”

      “Will that be big enough?” I asked. “Not to impugn your ring, but it’s…”

      “Not particularly impressive? Right.” She frowned. “Will they take coin?”

      “Wait,” Hajeet said. “I have a spare brooch for my cloak. It’s got Lord Kipa’s energy in it, so it should attract her notice.”

      “Will he be angry if you get rid of it?”

      Hajeet shook his head. “No, it’s a spare.” He dug through his pack and came out with a lovely knotwork brooch, about the size of a small apple in diameter. “Here,” he said, handing it to me. Ayo added her ring to the pile, and Tharin found a silver chain in his pack.

      “I hope that’s enough. At least it shows we’re acknowledging her.” I motioned to them. “Let’s get our water and be out of here. We can eat on the road.”

      The memory of the riza bird played through my head, but it seemed prudent to be on our way.

      I scrambled down the embankment again, only to see a woman who looked remarkably like the dryad I had seen before. Her hair matched the river’s silvery color, and her eyes were pale gray. She watched me suspiciously from a rock in the center of the river as I descended the ravine.

      I slowly knelt by the riverside. “We bring offerings to the River Mother in exchange for her life-giving liquid.” I set them at the river’s edge.

      The river deva stared at me for a moment, then swam from the rock to our side of the river where she motioned me to move back from the edge of the bank, then rose out of the water to examine the ring, the chain, and the brooch. After a moment, she picked up all three and dove into the water, glancing back to grunt at me. I refilled the buckets and hurried to make my way back up the ravine. I didn’t want to be down there by the river in case she changed her mind.

      We gathered back at the campsite and refilled all our bottles, and ended up with a full folding bucket of water to carry with us—fully zipped, of course.

      “You know, for all the danger at home, and places like the Shred, the Forgotten Kingdom was devoid of magic. The Dragonni made it impossible for many other races to live there.” I mulled over that thought, and others like it, as we broke down our camp and headed out again.
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      The morning was clear, if chilly, but the weather had become increasingly volatile, and rain started about midday. We had broken for a quick bite to eat, and since there was nowhere off the road to sit, we settled down on the side of the path, trying to find the least muddy place we could find. Tharin set up his tent so we could have a brief respite from the rain, but it was still cold. Sometimes rain seemed to chill the body more than snow.

      “I’ll be back. I need to find a bush,” Ayo said, bringing out a roll of the toilet paper we’d been given at Briar Shore. I had to admit, it was so much better than using leaves—and safer.

      As we gathered up the remains of our lunch, a scream cut through the silence.

      I bounded out of the tent. “Ayo! Where are you?”

      “Help,” came the cry, from deeper in the forest, behind a couple briar bushes.

      Expecting to find her tangled in the thorns, I hurried over, only to see her waist deep in what looked like grass but was obviously quicksand when she moved and the bog around her swayed.

      I could hear the guys a little ways away. They were calling for us.

      “Stop moving,” I said to her. “I’ll get the guys. Tharin! Hajeet! This way!”

      Ayo moaned, once again struggling to get out. “I’m sinking.”

      “Stop moving—stay still. You won’t sink fully if you stay put.” I looked around for a stick, then saw her walking stick nearby. Cautiously, I began walking toward it, testing the ground ahead of me with each step. The staff was on solid ground, but I saw that she had moved behind the bushes, then probably skirted the area on her way back to the staff. And that had been her mistake.

      I picked up her stick and tested the ground around me. Satisfied that it was solid, I knelt, then spread out on the ground, holding her staff out in front of me. I held it up, swinging it high so it wouldn’t get caught in the quicksand as well.

      “I’m going to bring this down so you can grab hold of it. Just hold on and don’t try to pull yourself out, not yet. Do you understand?”

      “I do,” she said, her eyes darting around.

      As I lowered the stick to her, Hajeet and Tharin broke through the bushes.

      “Quicksand. Be careful,” I said.

      They came to a halt. Hajeet pulled rope out of his pack and quickly tied a lasso. He crept over to my side. At that moment, Ayo grabbed hold of the walking stick. She held tightly to it as I glanced at Hajeet.

      “What are you doing?” I said.

      “I’m going to throw this to her. She can slide it around her chest, and then we can use both the stick and the lasso to pull her back,” he said.

      “Sounds good to me.” I turned back to Ayo. “Did you hear that?”

      She nodded carefully and I could tell that she was trying to push away the fear. Hajeet hit her on the first try and she slid the lasso carefully over her head with one hand, trying not to struggle. Then she took hold of the walking stick with both hands and, while I pulled on the stick, both of the men pulled on the rope. Luckily, Ayo hadn’t been down in the bog and mud long enough for the suction to fully take hold and, with one final yank, we dragged her out and to safety.

      “Crap,” Ayo said, resting her head on her knees as she finally got on land. She was shaking and cold, so we tested the ground a little ways away, set up a tent, and got her cleaned up and changed into dry clothing. I was grateful that Ember had insisted we bring more than one change of clothing. When we were rested and ready again, we hit the road and set out again.
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      We broke for a late lunch, then headed out again. The sun had come out and dried up the rain, at least for now. The trees continued to thin out. By early evening, we were out of the forest, with only occasional copses of trees scattered by the sides of the path. Up ahead, I spotted a fork in the trail, one leading south, the other southwest. From here I could see the edges of swampland—the Cazwyre Fens. They were far enough away but by now, I’d had more than enough of fens and deadly forests.

      “Crap, what’s on me?” Hajeet let out a yelp. He was struggling to take off his pack.

      Tharin grabbed the straps and pulled it off while Hajeet yanked on the ties keeping his cloak around his neck. He stripped off his shirt.

      “Holy mother…” Tharin turned to me. “We need a thin, sharp blade.”

      “What’s wrong?” I ran around behind Hajeet and saw that his back was covered with large, bloated creatures that looked like slugs. They were the size of a sausage and they were fastened to his skin.

      “Blood-leech. They’re drinking his blood.” Ayo slid her blade out of the sheath. It glittered under the afternoon light. She motioned to one of the leeches. “Hold on. Don’t pull, but the minute I loosen it, toss it away.”

      I grimaced, but took hold of the first leech as Ayo gently slide the tip of the blade between its mouth and Hajeet’s skin. Hajeet held still, but the leech separated and I quickly tossed it into the grass to the side. We went through all of them, freeing them from his body.

      “All right, everybody strip,” Ayo said. “We need to make sure we’re free of them. Now.”

      We obeyed, everyone stripping right there on the road and examining each other to make sure there were no hidden leeches or other parasites anywhere. We found one on Tharin, and one on Ayo, and took care of them. Then Ayo spread a salve on Hajeet’s back, as well as the place under her ribs where one had lodged, and on the spot on Tharin. After that, we shook through our clothes and dressed, starting out again.

      “I really don’t want to go back through the Poisoned Forest again,” I said, shuddering.

      “We have a day’s journey before we reach the edge of the Sandcastle Desert,” Tharin said.

      The trail led between the fens and a low range of rounded hills known as the Illeyut Range that divided the grasslands from the desert proper. In no way could the hills be called mountains, but they were high enough to be a good hike if you wanted to head into them. But they were brown, mostly dirt and soil and rock, with little grass covering them. They bordered the desert to the east for a while, according to the map, and then cut straight through Eldemere, ending at the sea. Farther east, Eldemere became a nightmare of high mesas and two more volcanoes, both of which were active.

      “We’ll enter the desert at the northernmost end, and by morning, we should be in Owlanvine,” Tharin said. “Directly as you pass out of the gates of the city to the south, Eldemere takes over.”

      “Do we need to continue through the night?” I asked. I didn’t relish the idea of traveling at night, not with the fens still so close.

      “Not if we continue till midnight. If we stop at dusk, then we’ll have no protection at all, but there are nooks and crannies in the Illeyut Range where we can easily find a hidden niche in which to rest.” He glanced at the sky. “There’s no end in sight to the rain, that’s for sure.”

      The rain had been streaming down all afternoon and despite the water-resistant nature of our clothing, eventually I felt clammy and chilled.

      I shivered. “At least if we keep walking, we keep the blood flowing, but I admit, climbing in the bedroll inside of a tent sounds really good right now.”

      “You don’t want to sleep on the side of the road,” Hajeet said. “That’s just asking to be attacked. If not by thieves, then by someone worse.”

      We kept going, trudging through the storm. A short while later, the clouds darkened and I heard the rumblings of thunder rolling through the army in the sky. My heart leapt as a charge rippled through my body. I took a deep breath, and raised my arms as lightning forked from cloud to cloud. It was so close that I could almost taste it, and the scent of ozone filled my lungs.

      “Can you catch the lightning and store it?” Hajeet asked, staring at me.

      Startled by his question, I thought about it for a moment. “I’ve never tried to do that, but I wonder if I can.”

      I had always used the lightning before when I needed it and when it was close enough. But I’d never thought of being able to store it up for future use. As I mulled over the idea, the ring on my finger began to vibrate. I put my hand on the sword. The hilt of the sword was also vibrating.

      “Stand back,” I told the others. They stepped to the side. I unsheathed my sword and lifted it to the sky, holding it straight up. The ring was on that hand, as well. I closed my eyes, calling on the lightning, coaxing it down. At first, nothing happened, and then, a bolt flared out from one of the clouds, brilliant and blue. It pierced the sky, streaking down to kiss the tip of my sword. The charge ran through me, but my body welcomed it. It reverberated through me, then coiled into the sword and the ring as well. A moment later and the lightning lessened, but I could sense it swirling within the crystal of the sword and ring. Recharged, I was alert and ready to go.

      I turned to the others. “I’m not sure what happened—but I think it charged up my sword and my ring. I know it woke me up.”

      “Are you all right?” Ayo asked as she reached for her pack. She looked a little bit frantic. “You just got hit by lightning. Do you need me to get you any salve or anything? Did it burn you?”

      I shook my head. “No. A bolt like that would have crisped most people, but I’m perfectly fine. Remember who my father was. Lightning will never kill me, unless I get overloaded. But it would take a hell of a bolt to do that.”

      Overhead, the Storm Lords continued to toss lightning bolts at one another as we watched. Tharin finally urged us forward. “Come, we have a ways to go before we can stop for the night. Let’s not tarry out here.”

      He pushed ahead again, and I joined him. Before long, we came to another fork in the road, where the trail led to the west and to the southeast. We turned southeast, with the fens on one side—though not directly adjacent—and the Illeyut Range on the other. We continued along in the darkness until Tharin led us off the path, toward the low-lying hills. As we slipped behind a large rock outcropping we heard someone on the trail, ahead of us. They were coming our way.

      “Get down, keep silent,” Tharin said, motioning for us to crouch behind the large wall of boulders. “We’re far enough from the path that they shouldn’t be able to smell our scent.”

      We squatted behind the boulders, unable to see who was passing by, but the party seemed large and loud, and the sounds of laughter echoed from the road. Ayo motioned for us to stay where we were as she crept to the side and peered around the corner. After a moment, she crawled back to where we were. She waited until the sounds of the caravan faded before speaking.

      “There were at least ten wagons,” she said.

      “How could you see?” I asked. “I can’t see in the dark and I’m a hedge dragon.”

      She held up something in her hand that she had stowed beneath her cape. “Night vision binoculars.”

      While the words rang familiar, thanks to Väinämöinen’s language infusion, I didn’t fully understand what the word “binoculars” meant.

      “What’s that?”

      “A contraption that allows you to see at some distance in the dark. From Earth. Ember gave them to me before we headed out. Anyway, I counted five wagons, along with ten men on horseback. They looked heavily armed. I think they were some sort of desert Fae, but I’m not sure.” She shook her head. “I don’t think they’re anyone we want to tangle with.”

      Tharin looked around. “This is as good a place as any to make camp. Let me see if I can find a bit more secluded area.” He crept away from us, toward the foot of the hill. A few moments later, he returned. “There’s better protection back there—a cave of sorts created by the way the stones fell. But it doesn’t look like they’re loose, or like there have been any landslides lately. At least, from what I can tell.”

      We followed him back to the nook, which was surrounded by large boulders on three sides. The top was open, but Ayo took one of the lightweight tarps Ember had given us, one that was a blackish-gray color, and she covered the top opening with it, weighing it down on all sides with smaller rocks. There was enough room inside for the four of us to roll out our bedrolls, side by side. I stepped off to a nearby boulder to take care of my personal needs and I dug a small hole to bury my waste. There were probably wolves and other creatures in the hills and we didn’t want to attract them with our scent.

      As we settled into our bedrolls, I shivered. The tents were warmer, but this was the best we could do under the circumstances. We divvied up a loaf of bread and a block of cheese, eating before we settled down to sleep. Even though we kept watch, the only sounds were those of the wind filtering through, and the sound of the rain splattering on top of the tarp.
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      Next morning, we were all a little grumpy, but at least the rain had let up and a pale flicker of sunlight spread across the sky. Autumn sun gave off little heat, but it was a welcome change to the torrents of rain that we had slogged through the day before.

      “How far are we from Owlanvine?” I asked.

      “We’ll reach there by midmorning,” Tharin said. “We’ll probably be seeing more travelers on the road, so be cautious. Be polite, keep in your own lane, and Storm, make sure you cover up your arms.”

      I nodded and slid on a pair of gloves that went up past my elbows. They were a flexible leather—a lot like suede—and they covered the dragon markings on my forearms. “Ready,” I said.

      We broke camp, finishing off another loaf of bread for breakfast. We also finished off the last of the dried meat and apples that we had brought with us. We were down to the packaged rations that we’d been given by the armorer. I’d tried one and it was dry and fairly tasteless, but at least it was nutrition.

      “Once we reach the city, don’t wander off alone. I don’t care if the neighborhood looks good. Be cautious.” Tharin motioned for us to head back to the road, and we were underway again.

      As we followed the winding path through the foothills and the fens, we were joined by others. Small paths emerged from both the marshes and the hills, leading to the main trail that was now wide enough for two wagons abreast. The other travelers kept to themselves, and all of them seemed to be in groups of at least three people. I caught the gaze of one group—there were four and they were clothed in long orange robes. Frowning, I cocked my head.

      “Who are they?” I whispered. “Do you know?”

      Tharin gave them a cautious once-over. “They’re sorcerers from the south, probably came up from the rolling dunes of Eldemere. Don’t mess with them, whatever you do. They have no love for anyone not of their own kind.”

      “Are they Fae or Elven?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “They’re magic-born, probably from one of the many nomadic clans that travel the Sandcastle Desert, or that make their homes down in the craggy realm of Xaneria. But they can be dangerous, and most of the southern dwellers have no hesitation to violence, if they think it’s needed. They come from a harsh worldview, and an even harsher environment. They don’t have the luxury for niceties.”

      I glanced at the other party again, but the moment I locked eyes with the leader, I jerked my gaze away. The look that he shot me was far too volatile for comfort. We let them go ahead—hanging back so that we didn’t end up walking side by side. They swept forward on the road, leaving us in their dust.

      We marched along at a steady pace, and before long, we could see the city in the distance. The path led directly to one of its gates. The city itself was overwhelming in size. I was used to villages at most, and Herne and Ember’s castle had seemed massive to me, but this was a full city, spreading out to cover the edge of the desert.

      The copses of trees were few and far between now, and the swamp rolled on forever on the left side of the road. To the right, the Illeyut Range took a turn for the south, and up ahead, to the right, we could see the desert begin in earnest, spreading out in pale sand dunes that continued as far as I could see.

      “We’ll be entering through the main gate. After that, the first thing we should do is find an inn and wash up. We’ll need to discuss our strategy,” Tharin said. “Don’t talk about anything important until we’re safely behind closed doors. Don’t quibble over prices with the innkeepers, either. Haggling is part of the market, but it’s definitely best to avoid when you are trying to secure a safe haven.” His voice was so stern that none of us even tried to argue with him.

      As we came to the gates, the activity around us increased. There were people everywhere, heading out to the north and south, as well as past us to the west. At the gates, guards, dressed in gold and blue, watched over those who entered. They had tanned skin, and their hair was as bright as the sun. I couldn’t quite place their race, but they were big and burly, and all of them looked capable of delivering quite a good amount of damage.

      They gave us the once-over as we entered the gates and I found myself pulling in, trying to appear as benign and peaceful as I could.

      “They make me nervous,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “It’s good to be nervous,” Tharin said. And then, a moment later, we were inside of Owlanvine, and I found myself in an environment I wasn’t prepared for.
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      Owlanvine made Briar Shore look like a distant outpost far from the edges of civilization. The city was broad, Tharin told me it was almost square, and it was all kept bound within the massive walls. One would think the gates would have been made from stone, given how close to the mountains the city was, but instead, the gates had been built of hardened sand-bricks, mixed with something that sparkled with a faint peachy undertone. The bricks were large—at least one foot by one foot—but there must be hundreds of thousands of the bricks that went into building the walls.

      The houses within were another matter. Formed of adobe, they looked old—practically ancient. They were dirty and weathered, with writing on some of the sides, and the houses were two to three stories high.

      “Some of those are apartments,” Tharin said. “Several families live within each building,” he explained to me.

      I glanced at the city walls again. “They sparkle. Why?”

      “They’re formed with sand from the south, I think. It must have taken the city founders several years to cart that much sand up here. Or perhaps they formed the bricks down south in the desert and then hauled them up here. But those sparkles? That’s magic. Throughout history, several raids have been attempted on Owlanvine, but it held its defenses, and even long ago, before Forlosean was lost to the dunes, a great war between the two cities ended in a stalemate. No one has ever conquered Owlanvine, though there have been many attempts. Throughout it all, Owlanvine has never fallen.”

      The sun grew stronger through the morning, heating up the city. The noise was incessant, the sounds of street vendors haggling with their customers, the sounds of people out and about creating a constant hum as they bustled their way through the streets. Donkeys brayed, cows wandered the streets, bells constantly rang and jingled as we made our way through the crowds filling the sidewalks. The streets themselves were cobblestone, with flat wooden sidewalks lining the sides of the shops.

      Every now and then I caught sight of one of the city guards, carrying a large curved sword by his side, and wearing the blue and gold of the city colors. They rode on horses—large tan mounts that whinnied with a noble air.

      “Even the guards’ horses seem proud of themselves,” Ayo said, still keeping her voice low.

      “What are the rules here? If someone attacks you, can you fight back?” Hajeet asked.

      Tharin nodded. “Self-defense is permitted, but if you kill your attacker and can’t prove self-defense, their family has the right to demand blood money. If you don’t have it, you might be court-ordered to work off the debt. And if you kill a guard, your life is forfeit, regardless of the reason. Very few crimes are punishable unless they’re committed against a member of the nobility or the government, and mostly, the guards are looking for enemies of the state, or spies from other cities.”

      That didn’t sound promising. “So crimes like rape, murder, kidnapping?”

      “Unless you’re higher up in the government, they only give lip service. They’ll listen and take a report, but don’t expect anything out of them.” Tharin shrugged. “It’s a hedonistic city run by a syndicate, for the most part.” He glanced around before his gaze narrowed in on a two-story inn on the other side of the street. “There—the Dancing Yucka. That’s safe enough for us to stay at, provided the owner is one of the Salsandors.”

      “What’s that?” Ayo asked.

      “They’re a desert branch of the Fae. They’ll mostly have tanned or dark skin and white-as-the-sun hair. They’re slight of build and fast as lightning.” He led us across the street, dodging carts and horses every step of the way.

      As we entered the establishment, I caught a whiff of something yeasty and freshly baked. There were several men at one table to the right, and a scattering of people at the bar. The bartender was a woman, muscled but wiry, with the coloring Tharin had mentioned, so she had to be a Salsandor. She glanced up at us, then put two fingers in her mouth and whistled.

      A large man came out, taller and more muscled than she was, but he still had the same basic look. He approached us before we could reach the bar. “Welcome to the Dancing Yucka. I’m Master Jameson, owner of the inn. How might I help you folks?”

      “We’re in from Pohjola, and we seek rooms. One for me and my comrade here, the other for our female party members.” Tharin met his gaze and didn’t look away.

      “We can accommodate you. Do you require dinner?”

      Relieved, I gave him a thumbs-up. “Please. I’m so tired of dried meat.”

      At that, Jameson’s intense scrutiny broke and he laughed. “Well, then, we must get you some food. But first let me show you to your rooms. I assume you want them adjoining?”

      “That’s preferable, yes,” Hajeet said.

      Jameson spoke with the woman and she reached under the counter, then handed him two keys. He motioned for us to follow him, and led us up a side stairwell to the third floor, stopping as we came to the third door. “Here you go—rooms 303 and 305. They join in the middle for the bath, which is extra.”

      As he opened the door, the smell of dusty air seeped out, reminding me of an abandoned shack. But though the air was stale, it wasn’t rank, and the rooms looked relatively clean and acceptable, with beds that were front and center, a table and two chairs to the side, a clean slop pan by each side of the bed, and a water pitcher and large bowl on a short, wide dresser. There was also a bumpy-looking divan sitting against one wall. But after being on the road for so many days, the quarters seemed luxurious.

      “The rooms are twenty crownsings a day each. The bath is an extra ten—that includes two rounds of hot water per day, with extra costing another five crownsings each. Food costs one crownsing per meal, per person. You pay for the rooms and bath upfront each morning. Add-ons—meals and extra water—you can pay for at the time of order.” He held out his hand.

      Tharin paid him for two days to start. “We hope to conclude our business by then, but in case we don’t, we’ll need extra time.”

      “That’s not a problem,” Jameson said. “You have the room as long as you keep paying the cost. If you need it for more than a week, talk to me and I’ll cut you a discount.” He paused, then turned to me. “You don’t look like you belong in our neck of the woods.”

      “I come from the north.” Right then, I was extremely grateful that Väinämöinen had given me the Common Tongue. I couldn’t imagine trying to use Elvish in this part of the world.

      “Unusual hair,” he said, gazing into my eyes.

      I was suddenly afraid that he might know what I was, but I kept my composure. The best thing to do was to show no fear, show no concern. The less I gave them to go on, the better.

      “I get it from my mother,” I shot back.

      Jameson stared at me for a moment longer before shrugging and turning to go. “Well, then, I’ll have the servants come to fill the tub with water so you can bathe. If you want to eat in the dining room, we keep it open till midnight. Doors lock then, and if you’re out during that time, you won’t be able to get back in until morning.” He handed Tharin the keys to both rooms, and headed back downstairs.

      We locked the door and gathered in the men’s room.

      “So, the question is, where do we look for your sister? Tershak may be known, but I guarantee he’s not going to be that easy to find.” Tharin dropped his pack on the floor and dropped onto the bed. He let out soft groan and fell back, a look of relief on his face.

      I joined him, lying on the other side as Ayo and Hajeet shared the sofa.

      “I don’t know, but I’d like to rest for a bit before we tackle the question. We’ve been on our feet for days.” I lifted one leg and reached down to unfasten the garter that kept my boot up. Then, I began to unlace the inner side.

      “You know, if I was into women, that would be damned hot,” Tharin said.

      “I do like women, and I’ll confirm, it’s hot,” Hajeet said from the sofa.

      Blushing, I rolled up to a sitting position. “One thing my mother had right—I’m no beauty.” I finished unlacing the boot enough to slide my leg out of it.

      “You’ll pardon me, but your mother was a fruitcake. You’re gorgeous,” Tharin said, also sitting up. He placed a hand on my arm. “You have to let go of the idea that you’re worthless, Storm. You’re so much more than you think you are.” His eyes were glowing as he refused to let go of my gaze.

      I turned and stared at my leg, which was bruised up from the journey. “I’ve never had anybody but my mother and sisters to compare myself to,” I said. “My mother is beautiful—green dragons are incredibly vivacious, and even though she’s been broken beyond repair, her beauty will always remain. My sister Shellsong inherited some of that charisma, and Sparkle, somehow, ended up with a heart of gold and the ability to find joy in almost anything. But I have my mother’s fierceness, her anger—”

      “You also have strength, and a heart that cares even when, perhaps, it shouldn’t. You have charisma. It’s just not what you think of as charisma. You wear your strength, and that’s attractive,” Ayo said. She crossed the room and sat down, taking my hands. “You own your fierceness, and it’s wild and untamed and magnetic.”

      I stared at her hands as she traced a delicate pattern over my palms with her fingertips. Catching my breath, I looked into her eyes and shivered. She was slight, and delicate of frame, but I could sense a deep river of magic flowing in her veins. Blushing, I let go of her hands.

      Her fingers lingered, stroking my skin as she drew them away.

      “We should eat. Will our belongings be safe here?” I asked.

      “I think so, though take any money you have, and anything that’s important with you.” He stood, rifling through his pack to find a clean pair of socks. He put on his boots again.

      I thought about going down barefoot, but decided that I wanted the protection of my leather, especially in this city. Besides, my ankles and shins bore the same twisting dragons as my forearms. With a sigh, I pulled my boot on again and laced it up.

      We gathered all money we had and the weapons we didn’t want to lose, then locked the door behind us and headed down the stairs. As Ayo brushed past me, she gave me a sideways smile. I glanced over to see Hajeet watching us, his expression thoughtful.

      The main lunch rush was gone and it wasn’t yet dinner, so the dining hall was empty save for one older man in the corner, but he looked drunk off his ass.

      The serving women brought us bread and stew, and a plate of autumn fruits and a round of cheese. We dug in, and I was surprised by how good the food was. Tharin ordered mead for us. As we ate, we kept our conversation in low tones so that we weren’t overheard.

      “I can’t believe I was going to attempt this alone,” I said, realizing how shortsighted I had been. “I wouldn’t have a clue what to do. How do we go about finding Tershak?”

      “Given one of the backbones of this city is slavery, we find out where the slave auctions are and then scout around there. There will be plenty of people willing to trade information for money.” Tharin finished his bowl of stew and motioned for the rest of us to finish up. “We’ll head out in a while, but for now, the three of you go up to the rooms and rest. I’ll be up in a short while.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked. I didn’t like the thought of him heading out on his own. The city felt like one big ball of thread, tangled up in chaos.

      “To ask the maids a question. I won’t be long.”

      We did as he asked, heading up to the room after paying for our meal. The food had already started to make me sleepy—after the long days on the road and the cold weather, my body had decided it could use a good nap in a soft bed.

      The bath was filled with hot water, so Ayo and I took turns bathing, then stretched out in our room, our packs stowed beneath the beds. I thought again about her touch, but before I could say anything, my eyes closed and I fell into a deep, comfortable sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Storm? Wake up.” Ayo shook me by the shoulder. “Tharin let us sleep through the afternoon but he wants to see us now.”

      I yawned as I sat up and rubbed my eyes. The light outside the window was growing dim and it was near dusk. “I can’t believe I slept so hard.”

      “I did too, and I imagine Hajeet did, as well.” Ayo held out my sword and I fastened the belt and sheath around my waist. We crossed through the bathroom, into the men’s room where we found Hajeet and Tharin waiting. Hajeet looked as tousle-haired as we did.

      “Why didn’t you wake us earlier?” I asked, sitting down on the faded divan.

      “You all were sleeping so soundly I decided that we all needed a nap. So I caught some zzz’s too, as Lady Ember says.” Tharin grinned. “I’ve learned a lot of idioms from her world, helping to tutor her. I have to say, as lumpy as the beds are, they’re a far cry better than the ground. So, I procured us some clothing that should help us look less out of place.”

      He pointed to a folded pile of robes on the table. “I bribed the laundress to sell me some of the pieces from their lost and found bin.”

      I held up one of the robes. They were ivory, long sleeved and to the ankles, but they were loose and light. There was a hidden tie on one side, allowing easy access to one’s sword. They also had hoods to shade from the sun.

      “They’ll cover our clothing easily—they’re so loose and light.” I fingered the material. “The texture is rough, but I imagine it helps keep the sun from blistering the skin.”

      “Yes. And it will help us blend in better.” Tharin motioned for me to hand them out. As we slipped them over our clothing, I thought how comfortable they would be if we only wore undergarments below them.

      “I like the hood,” I said. I began to braid my hair into a coiled bun. People seemed to notice it no matter where I went, so I hoped this would lessen that.

      “Are there different customs here for men and women?” Ayo asked.

      Tharin shook his head. “Not really. There are as many problematic women as there are men, especially from the five big houses that rule this city. The oligarchy is tightly compact, with five major families who maintain control. There was once a sixth house, but…that’s another story.”

      I paused, debating whether to ask the question running around in my mind. “Tharin, do you remember where the slavers markets were?”

      “You mean, from when I was brought in? Yes, I do, but I imagine they’ve shifted spots, since the city has grown in the time since then. I was very young, and while the city was enclosed within the walls, it wasn’t as populated as it is now.” He tucked his pack under his bed. “Make sure you have everything you need, and let’s get moving.”

      Ayo and I stopped in our room to gather everything important, then met Hajeet and Tharin in the hall. We headed down the stairs. Dinner was starting, but the hall would be open when we got back and we would eat then.

      Outside, the city still swarmed with people. Even though it was late autumn and the nights would cool off, there was little chance of anything but rain. Snow was reserved for cooler climates, and though Owlanvine wasn’t in the dessert proper, it was still warm with the heat of people and the sun that was trapped within the adobe buildings.

      The city was laid out in squares—Tharin called them neighborhoods—and each neighborhood was assigned a number and letter for the official name. Streets were given actual names, while buildings were numbered. So, if you were looking for someone in particular, you might be looking for Block 8C, Fendmore Street, Building 202.

      Small markets dappled the city, and most every neighborhood had one, Tharin told us. In addition, the massive Market Square formed the central part of Owlanvine, not far from the government buildings.

      “Be cautious,” Tharin warned us. “Some neighborhoods have nicknames. Pay attention to them because they usually indicate the energy and type of element you find there. For example, stay away from Thieves Row—that’s a neighborhood run mostly by the Thieves Guild, and even the government watches out for them. Assassin Alley is another.”

      We were walking down the street, not far from the Dancing Yucka. A moment later, Tharin made a beeline for a small stall that was at the front of the neighborhood market. The sign indicated that it was an information booth.

      We followed him closely.

      “Good sir,” he said in Common Tongue. “Can you direct me to the slavers markets?” He laid his map on the counter.

      The man gave him a dark look, but glanced over the map and grunted as he pointed to an area on the other side of the city. “Here,” the man said. “But see here, stay clear. It’s dangerous.”

      Tharin pulled out a dekot and tossed it on the counter. The man’s eyes gleamed as he picked it up. “There’s another of these in it for you if you know anything about Tershak’s whereabouts.”

      The glimmer flickered for a moment, but he shook his head. “Nay, I know nothing of him.”

      Tharin pulled out two more dekots and laid them on the counter. “Are you sure?”

      The man looked like he was fighting an inner battle. After a moment, he let out a sigh and reached for the coins. Tharin stopped him, his hand holding the man’s fingers from picking up the coins.

      “Information first.”

      With another sigh, the man said, “You can find his home in Sundown Alley, but I don’t know the street or number. You can’t miss it, though—he lives large, with tigers carved in marble on his front lawn.”

      Tharin gazed into the man’s eyes, then let go of his hand and pushed the coins toward him. “You’re telling the truth. I’ll give you one shalos if you forget you ever saw us. But if you agree and I find out you’ve broken your word, all the money in the world won’t do you any good.”

      The man’s lower lip trembled, but he agreed. Tharin paid him, warning him to remember his oath, and we headed into the night, looking for a cab to take us across town to find Tershak.
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      Scurrying through the city, we tried to keep to ourselves. The cabbie took us to the edges of Sundown Alley, but he wouldn’t go in. Even the man’s horses balked. Instead, he stopped near the entrance to the neighborhood and asked us to leave.

      “I’m sorry, but you can’t pay me enough to enter Sundown Alley,” he said, staring nervously at the gates leading into the neighborhood.

      As we stepped out of the carriage, I sensed a shift in energy that was hard to pinpoint, but it permeated the neighborhood. I glanced around, unsettled.

      Tharin glanced up at the cabdriver. “Do you know where Tershak lives?”

      The cabbie’s face darkened. “That sort of information costs money,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. It seemed that was the name of the game here in Owlanvine—paying for information. “Pay him,” I said. “But it better be a reasonable cost.”

      The cabbie was easy. He settled for one dekot, which was more than I wanted to pay, but if we could go in armed with the information, then so much the better.

      “Ardenmore Avenue, Building 75.” The cabbie grabbed his dekot from Tharin and took off, clicking to his horse to speed up.

      We watched him go.

      “Well, at least we have the information,” Ayo said. “But what do we do with it? Walk up to his house and ask him to kindly release your sister?” She had a point.

      “We should take a look at the house. Scout out whether it has a back entrance. Most of the buildings here do, given how often people have to run from the Owlanvine Stompers.”

      “Stompers?” I asked.

      “The military portion of the guard. That’s not their official name, but that’s the name everybody uses for them.” A sour look on his face, Tharin led us onto the main avenue running through the neighborhood.

      Most of the neighborhood blocks were at least ten streets wide by ten streets long. Owlanvine struck me as a rigid city, in both layout and attitude.

      “How many neighborhoods would you say the city has?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Tharin said. “Possibly a couple hundred. While some might be safe, most are questionable, at best. Especially a neighborhood like this. Sundown Alley isn’t the sketchiest place in Owlanvine, but it’s up there near the top.”

      “Well, I can tell you that there’s something dark and dangerous around here,” I said.

      “You don’t have to be a genius to figure that out,” Hajeet said. The wolf shifter was looking increasingly uncomfortable. “Let’s find his house and then regroup to plan out our strategy.”

      “Why don’t we buy your sister back?” Ayo said. “As much as I hate caving into this type of scum, it might be easiest to buy her when she’s auctioned off.”

      “I thought about that, but there’s one problem with the plan,” I said. “We won’t be able to afford her. People are willing to pay top coin for one of my kind. There’s no way we can come up with that much money. So we’re left with breaking her out.”

      “Where did Tershak keep you when he was preparing to sell you off?” I asked.

      Tharin shuddered and closed his eyes for a moment. “That may not matter. Remember, I was only one of a number his slavers had taken. But your sister—she’s a rarity. He’s not going to lock her up in the basement cell blocks. He’ll have a couple guards on her, and he may be holding her in a magic-proof cage. At least he will if he’s smart.”

      I looked around at the street signs. “What was the name of the street we’re looking for, again?”

      “Ardenmore Avenue, Building 75,” Ayo said. “Come on, we’ve got a lot of walking to do, unless we luck out and the street’s near the entrance to the neighborhood.”

      Each neighborhood seemed cordoned off with an archway. Long metal gates stood open, but as I examined them, I saw that they could easily be closed and locked. So the oligarchy made sure they could contain each sector of the city if needed, which reinforced the sense of danger. If the government got pissed at you, they could lock down your neighborhood.

      We swung through the gates, looking to the left and right. We were at the center point on the east end of Sundown Alley. The question was, which way to go?

      Immediately I noticed a downturn in the condition and upkeep of the houses and shops. Everything in this section seemed a little bit darker, a lot more rundown. There were a number of houses without windows at all, and I stared at them, wondering why they blocked out the light.

      “Vampires,” Tharin said, when he noticed my gaze. “You wouldn’t think they would live in a desert city, but there are no prohibitions here about how they feed. And Owlanvine encourages keeping to yourself. Nobody questions their neighbors. It’s too dangerous.”

      I stared at the windowless buildings. “This truly is a town that thrives on chaos, isn’t it?”

      “Chaos makes it harder to find the culprit. Chaos makes it easier to hide in the crowd. This is a final frontier city. You know, where you run to hide when you have no place left to go. Anyone who’s chosen to move to this city has secrets to keep, and a past they want to bury.” He looked around. “We should buy horses, but I don’t know if we have enough money. And for the most part, I don’t recommend carriage rides here. You may end up in a destination you never intended.”

      “Any idea of how the streets are laid out—” I stopped as a man headed our way. He was taller than I was, and wore a long robe similar to ours. But there was an aura of magic around him, as though he were sparkling through the material, and his magic wasn’t friendly.

      Tharin stepped into the middle of the sidewalk. “If you would be so good to answer a question for us? We won’t take much of your time.”

      The man paused, keeping his distance. “What do you want?”

      “We’re simply looking for a street. Ardenmore Avenue. Would you happen to know where it is?” Tharin held his ground, not stepping forward, keeping his hand off his weapon.

      The man’s gaze narrowed, but he said, “You’ll find it farther east. I believe it’s about seven blocks in that direction. Perhaps a little more.”

      “Thank you,” Tharin said, motioning for us to step to the side. “We won’t keep you.”

      The man hustled past, looking even more suspicious than ever. He glanced back over his shoulder at us, then sped up his pace.

      “He wasn’t taking any chances, was he?” I said.

      “Actually, he went out of his way for us. We should be grateful to him,” Hajeet said. “If this area is as dangerous as Tharin says, then we should be on our guard at all times.”

      I glanced at the sky. “We should move on. Somehow I don’t fancy being out during the night, not unless we know exactly what we’re doing. Plus, our inn closes at midnight.”

      “Storm’s right,” Tharin said. “Let’s get our asses over to Ardenmore Avenue and find Tershak’s house.” He turned east and began to walk at a good pace. We swung in beside him.

      Sundown Alley appeared to be fairly empty, but as we passed building after building, I could feel eyes watching us. People kept to themselves here, they were suspicious of strangers, and I doubted if neighbors ever thought to check on each other. A number of the windows were covered by metal bars to keep out the unwelcome.

      “The Thieves Guild is found in this area of town,” Tharin said. “So are a couple of the more nefarious magic guilds, though the deadliest is hidden away and nobody knows where their headquarters are.”

      “I don’t even want to ask what their membership is like,” Ayo said.

      “Let me put it this way: The Brothers of Ragha make their headquarters here.” Tharin glanced over at Ayo. “You’ve heard of them, haven’t you?”

      “Unfortunately. Their reputation stretches out like a brilliant, deadly shadow.” She turned to me. “Ragha is the Lord of the Sun. Unfortunately, his congregation and followers have twisted his message and they try to spread his cult throughout Wildemoone. Most of them are male, and they stir up sentiment against Lunaria, the goddess of the Moon. Her grove and priestesses are so strong that they look to defame her. They talk about Ragha’s purifying fires and how they’ll burn away the night.”

      “How can they be so shortsighted? Too much light burns the crops, too much darkness smothers growth. Both are needed for balance.” I was having a hard time understanding the nature of people—but then, again, nobody could say the Dragonni or hedge dragons were any better. “It seems no matter where you go, the same problems crop up. Arrogance and mistrust and the desire for power.”

      “That’s the basic nature of almost all creatures and beings, once you dig under the surface.” Tharin turned to me, a bleak look in his eyes. “I learned the lesson early—underdogs get trampled, and those who have power will do anything to keep it.”

      We paused at each street, Tharin examining the name on the sign. Dim lanterns had been erected by each street sign and—though I had no idea how they were all lit—they were better than nothing in lighting the general area.

      “How far do we have to go?”

      “We’ve traveled at least seven blocks, but I don’t see it. I’m not sure. There’s a pub on the other side of the street. Why don’t we check there?”

      We cautiously pushed through the door into the pub—the name of which was Sliding Dunes, according to the sign—and immediately a pungent smell enveloped us. In the corner was a large hookah, which had at least a dozen hoses. Three men and a woman were smoking away, their eyes glassy.

      The tables were crowded. There were a few dwarves, a number of Fae, several ogres, and a few races I didn’t recognize. The man behind the counter was a muscled man who looked quite capable of using the massive hammer that stood in the corner near his station.

      The counter had four open seats, so we took them. Tharin ordered four ales and we settled in, waiting for our drinks. A moment later, the bartender wandered over with our order and he added a bowl of mixed nuts.

      “So, new to the area?” he asked, eyeing us suspiciously.

      Tharin wiped the foam off his lips. “You might say that.” He paused, then said, “We’re looking for directions. Would you be amenable to helping us out?”

      The bartender grunted. “Depends. What kind of directions?”

      “We were told Ardenmore Avenue is around here, but we haven’t been able to find it.”

      The man’s gave us a quick once-over. “Two blocks away. Continue east. But I wouldn’t be so quick to make my way there. The inhabitants of this neighborhood don’t take kindly to strangers and you four stand out like a bonfire on a dark moon. Especially on that street.”

      “Stand out? What do you mean?” I asked.

      The bartender didn’t answer. Instead, he jerked his head toward a back room. “Come with me.”

      I glanced at Tharin, not sure about the wisdom of following a strange man in a bad city into a private room. But Tharin drained his mug, then motioned for us to follow him.

      The bartender led us into a hallway, past a closed door on the left and another on the right. At the end of the hall was another door, and the bartender opened it. A bright light shone from within. We followed him inside the room, which was well lit and surprisingly cheery, and he motioned for us to take seats at a table in the center of the room. As he closed the door behind him, a silent hush fell over the room.

      “Privacy spell?” Ayo asked.

      “Necessary in a neighborhood like this.” The bartender sat down and leaned back, sliding his hands in his pockets. He certainly didn’t seem as threatening as he had a few moments before.

      “Who are you looking for? I might be able to help you, for the right price.”

      “Money speaks louder than words here,” Hajeet said.

      “In Owlanvine, everything’s for sale, if the price is right,” the bartender countered. “I see a lot, I keep secrets when I’m persuaded to, and I forget what I saw when negotiations break down. For example, I can make certain that I forget I ever saw you, in case you get yourselves in trouble and someone comes looking for you. I knew the minute you entered my bar that you’re walking with danger over your shoulder.”

      “We’re only trouble for one person, right now. Otherwise, we have no beef with anybody in this city,” Tharin said.

      “There, you lie. There’s minimal safety in Owlanvine. You know that,” the bartender said, leaning across the table to stare at Tharin. “You’ve lived here before. The guarded look told me. And you know that you’re safe in my bar. You knew you could follow me into a private room safely. You’ve got the sense of the streets embedded in you.”

      Tharin let out a slow breath and stared at the bartender for a moment before answering. “What’s your name? On the oath of Camaroon.”

      For a moment, I thought the bartender wasn’t going to answer, but then he cleared his throat and held out his hand, palm up. “On the oath of Camaroon, my name is Stegis, and I’m the owner of this establishment.”

      Tharin followed suit. “On the oath of Camaroon, my name is Tharin, and yes, I used to live here, a long time ago. I now hail from Annwn.”

      That produced a reaction. The bartender blinked and pulled back, a shrewd look entering his eyes. “You’re from Annwn? We don’t get many travelers from Tír Tairngire. You aren’t one of the Fae, are you? You’re not from TirNaNog or Navane.”

      “No,” Tharin said. “Though prepare yourself for smaller cities with the same name coming into Wildemoone. I happen to know they’re discussing this right now.” He turned to Ayo, Hajeet, and me. “They call Annwn ‘Tír Tairngire’ here.”

      “The Fae are moving here?” Stegis straightened. “That is valuable information.”

      “They aren’t coming from the great city-states in Annwn. These namesake cities come from another realm, but they are connected to the great Fae Nations.” Tharin paused, then said, “We seek the whereabouts of the house of Tershak.”

      Stegis froze, then slowly looked at each one of us in turn. “Tershak?” His voice dropped an octave, into a whisper. He held up his hands, shaking his head. “I don’t want to know why, but I must know: are you with him, or against him? There is no middle ground.”

      I thought about telling him that we were here for a rescue, but then decided that wouldn’t be prudent. “Let’s say he has something we want back. We get it back, we leave with no trouble.”

      Stegis was staring at my hand and, frowning, I followed his gaze. My crystal ring was glowing bright purple—it was sparkling from inside. I wasn’t sure why it was doing that, but it seemed to make an impact on him.

      “I’ll give you directions to his house, but you tell no one where you got them.”

      I glanced over at Tharin. “What do you think?”

      “You give us directions to his house, and anything else you know, and we’ll not only leave you out of it, but we’ll give you five shalos,” Tharin said. “But the courtesy is mutual—you tell no one about us.”

      “If you cross us,” Hajeet piped up, to my surprise, “you would do well to remember that my liege is the Lord of the Wolves. And he doesn’t mess around.”

      Stegis let out a sigh. “I fear you are walking into your death, but very well. We have a deal.” He held out his hand again. Tharin pulled out a small knife and drew it across his own palm, then handed the knife to Stegis, who followed suit. One by one, they held their hands over the candle and let three drops of blood fall into the flame.

      “Sealed by blood,” Tharin said.

      “Sealed by fire,” Stegis said.

      “Sealed by the sand,” Tharin said.

      Then they clasped hands and Stegis immediately got down to telling us all he knew about Tershak’s house, and where we could find it.
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      According to Stegis, we had been headed in the wrong direction. Ardenmore Avenue was west, not east, of where we had arrived.

      “This side of the neighborhood is dangerous, but crossing the barrier from east to west? Far worse. That’s where all the major players live, including the slavers. Don’t let your guard down,” Stegis said. He paused for a moment, looking like he wanted to say more but was afraid to.

      A strange expression washed across Ayo’s face. She leaned forward. “So, tell us again, what kind of pub do you run?”

      Stegis gnawed on his lower lip. He finally shook his head. “I can’t tell you. Not unless I know more about what it is you’re looking for.”

      My crystal ring began to pulsate, but my sword was still. “I think he’s on the up and up. Should we tell him a little more?”

      Tharin regarded the barkeep for a moment. “Whatever you’re comfortable with, Storm.”

      I turned to Stegis. “Tershak has my sister, and I’m out to rescue her before he sells her off.” I wasn’t about to admit to him what I was, though. That was taking trust a ways too far.

      Stegis sighed, slumping back. “I thought it might be something like that. I can’t say I’m surprised, but it’s not going to be as easy as you think. Tershak is a—”

      “Rakshasa. I know.” I leaned on the table. “My sister’s life is in danger. It’s not just her freedom, but her life that will be forfeit if I don’t get to her. Please don’t ask why.”

      “All right, but I think it’s a fool’s journey. If you manage to free her, come back here as soon as you can. This is a Waystation. I can hide you until we can transport you out of here. But this must remain secret. Owlanvine doesn’t respect the Oath of Sanctuary. They thought they had weeded out all the Waystations. We can’t demand a check for weapons at the door or they might guess we’re here. But we keep watch on everybody who walks through our doors.”

      Tharin stiffened. “You run a Waystation? Then, please, allow me to apologize for any actions that may have seemed offensive.”

      Hajeet and Ayo seemed similarly impressed. I, however, wasn’t sure what a Waystation was. “Can someone explain to me what we’re talking about?”

      Stegis’s gaze flickered over to me. “You have never heard the term before?”

      I shook my head. “No, I haven’t.”

      “Then you really are a stranger. You must come from a far distant realm. A Waystation is an interdimensional safe space, and almost anyone may claim sanctuary. Usually, the government of the city or country will honor the requested asylum until things are worked out. Criminals—those who have committed crimes against humanity—aren’t allowed sanctuary, but everyone else can claim it for just about any reason needed, including political reasons. Personal reasons might be an abused wife or servant, or those running from Divine Authority.”

      Divine Authority meant that a god had lay down a law to be followed, or they were messing with someone’s life. That, I did know.

      “So Waystations are a network of safe havens, then?” It occurred to me that if we needed a hideout, this bar would be the place to come.

      “Yes, and we accept anyone in need. We also hold parleys as well, when requested. Unfortunately, to infiltrate Owlanvine, we have had to go undercover and few know about us. I realize there are many who could use our help, but they’ll never get it given the nature of this city.” Stegis shrugged. “There’s not much more I can do. In the past ten years, we’ve saved over two dozen people who would otherwise have been unjustly put to death.”

      I processed the information and made a decision. “I’ll tell you the reason why I’m here—”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Tharin asked.

      “You made a blood pact with him. Should I ignore that?” I asked.

      Tharin frowned. “Show us the space you keep for asylum,” he said, turning to Stegis.

      “All right, but remember, you can’t tell anyone about this.” Stegis stood, looking as tired as I felt. I suddenly felt sorry for him.

      “As Storm said, we made a blood pact,” Tharin said.

      Stegis headed over to the door, which he locked before leading us toward the back wall. The wall was smooth, but then he reached wide with both arms, searching for something I couldn’t see. Another moment and there was a soft click and a panel on the wall slid back. A faint mist coiled out from the entrance.

      “Follow me,” he said, leading us into the glowing mist. There were lights on the sides of the wall, and as we approached, I could see a stairway ascending.

      “Does this lead to the second story of the building?” I asked.

      “No, actually, this stairway leads into the interdimensional space. The second story of this building is taken up by apartments.” Stegis led us up the stairs and as I passed through the mist and set foot on the stairwell, an odd shiver raced up my back.

      “Some energy just crackled over me,” I said.

      “That’s the magical protection that keeps this place sealed against prying eyes. The magic of the Waystations is so strong and so guarded that most sorcerers and witches would never be able to mess with it.” He turned the corner on the steps and then peeked back around. “Come.”

      We arrived on a landing, where the stairwell continued up as well as led to the second floor of this space. Stegis led us into a hallway. The floor was covered with a rug woven in blues and grays, and the walls were spotless and white. There were four doors in the hall, and he led us to the first one.

      “Please, turn around and don’t look until I ask you to.”

      Tharin nodded to Ayo, Hajeet, and me, and we acquiesced. We could hear him talking in low tones to someone and a moment later, he asked us to turn back around.

      We found ourselves facing a beautiful woman. She was old, but she wasn’t human, exactly. Nor did I think she was Fae, or Elven.

      Stegis turned to her. “Please tell them why you are here.”

      She swept her long white hair back over her shoulders. She was wearing a dress as green as the forest and it flowed down around her ankles, and there was a tattoo of a bow and arrow on her forehead. “I’m Gajela, a priestess of Lunaria. I was caught by the warriors of Ragha, the Lord of the Sun, but I was lucky. I escaped. They were going to sacrifice me.”

      I stared at her, and in her eyes I saw pain, and anger and loss, all trapped in the brilliant blue of her eyes. “How old are you, Lady Gajela?”

      “Older than those who captured me, by far. I went to live in Lunaria’s woodlands when I was seventeen, and over two hundred years have passed since then.” She invited us into her room. It was pleasant and clean, and everything looked far more comfortable than the rooms back at our inn. The furniture had an odd look to it, but I couldn’t pinpoint how.

      Ayo sat beside Gajela. “How did you escape?”

      “The young idiots didn’t expect an old woman to have the powers I do. They left me unattended for a short time, and I slipped away from them and make my way here. I’m good at camouflage.” She narrowed her eyes. “They had better understand that the priestesses of Lunaria will rise up in all-out war if they continue their idiotic behavior.”

      “Yes, but best to avoid war if at all possible,” Stegis said. “We’ll get you back to the Woodland Temple as soon as possible. I’m arranging for a portal transfer.” He turned to us. “I’ve known Gajela for many years. She’s known who I am and what I do for as long as I can remember. When they grabbed her off the streets and she escaped, Gajela naturally came to me.”

      “What were you doing here, anyway?” Ayo asked.

      Gajela crossed over to a satchel near the table. “I came to Owlanvine because there are some herbs and spices available here and only here. We need them in the Woodland Temple. Lives depend on me transporting these herbs back to the grove. Thank the gods Stegis was able to send someone to buy these for me.”

      “I have your list. I’ll send a man out today to buy them for you and you’ll be able to leave by tomorrow morning. My men will accompany you to make certain you’re not targeted again.” He turned to us. “If you need sanctuary, you can bring your sister here and I’ll protect you until you can get away.”

      After we left Gajela and returned to the private room, I asked him, “Who runs the Waystations? How did you get involved?”

      Stegis shook his head. “I can answer the former but not the latter—too much depends on the secrecy of my association with them. The Waystations are overseen by a multi-dimensional, multi-world, group called LOCK—the Library for Cryptic Knowledge. It was first created by Taliesin, a god and the first bard in the Celtic pantheon. He also belongs to the Force Majeure, I believe. The Waystations are watched over by Fieldrali, one of the Elven goddesses of protection, and Ukko, the Finnish god of snow and ice—and thought. Both gods work with LOCK on the military side of things.”

      Stegis sat down and sketched out a map showing the way to Tershak’s house. “You won’t be able to get through the front or the back entrance, but I happen to know that he has a secret entrance to his house, and it leads down into the sewer system. There’s an underground river that runs through the desert near here, and many years ago, Owlanvine diverted it in order to build their sewer system.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked, leaning in to watch him sketch.

      “This is the underbasement. It’s a hidden level of the house that he uses for hiding some of his prize captives.” Stegis glanced over at me. “Don’t ask me how I know—I can’t tell you.”

      I hesitated, then asked, “Would it be better for you if Tershak were out of the picture?”

      Stegis gave me a faint nod. “It would be much better, but he belongs to one of the larger Noble Courts—although there’s nothing noble about him. If he’s killed and they find out who did it, there will be blood to pay.”

      The undercurrent of secrecy was strong—there were things Stegis wasn’t telling us, but I also sensed that was for his own protection. Something had happened between him and Tershak, but he wasn’t going to tell us what.

      “Who are the Noble Courts?” Ayo asked.

      “The Court of Eirlea, the Court of Elisana, the Court of Isorphia, and the Court of Gravithas. Together they surround the fifth Court, which is run by Sher Camaron Fasteel.”

      “What’s the name of his Court?”

      “Esperitas.”

      So much for taking Tershak out and getting away with it. Given what Tharin had told me about the Owlanvine oligarchy, that was a pipe dream.

      I turned back to the map. “So, this hidden entrance emerges into his underbasement? How does he prevent his captives from escaping?”

      “For one thing, they wouldn’t know it’s there. It’s hidden behind a recessed door that looks like a built-in curio cabinet. For another, there’s a magical code that resets every day.”

      “Then what use is it to us?” Hajeet asked.

      “I happen to know how to reset it so that you can program a new code. You can get in there, see if she’s there, and get out within minutes. However, he’s bound to have several guards, so you’ll have to be prepared to fight—and by fight, I mean kill them. You leave them alive, they’ll hunt you down. Tershak hires guards with exceptional memories.”

      He sat back, shaking his head. “I don’t like that there’s so much going to chance. You have a shot in hell to get away with this, you know.”

      “We know,” Tharin said.

      Stegis had already told us so much that could be used against him, it was only fair I return the favor. “I told you he bought my sister, but I didn’t tell you why. She—and I—are hedge dragons. He’ll sell her to the highest bidder who will skin her for her hide after forcing her to shift shape.” I pushed back my robes to show him the markings on my arms.

      Stegis whistled. “That explains a lot. If you don’t rescue her—”

      “She’ll die. Yes. There’s no doubt in my mind that she’ll die a terrible, painful death. You see, one thing we don’t spread around is the fact that if we’re skinned while alive in our dragon form, the hides prove much more malleable than if we’re dead. So she won’t be killed for her leather, she’ll forced to shift, and then she’ll be skinned.” Once again I cursed my mother, wishing she could take Shellsong’s place.

      “Then you are running on borrowed time.” Stegis eyed me solemnly. “I’ll do everything I can to help you.” As he began to explain what the code box looked like and how to reset it, I realized I couldn’t keep my eyes off him. There was something about him that sparked off feelings inside that I had seldom ever faced.
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      By the time we left the bar, we had a good idea of exactly where we were heading and what we were going to do. Stegis had directed us to a sewer entrance that was hidden in a park behind some of the scraggly desert trees. It took us out of the way, but it would make up for the time lost in breaking into Tershak’s house.

      Stegis’s map was precise and it didn’t take us long to follow the twists and turns into the city park. No one was there, given how late it was, and according to Stegis, few people ever went to the parks at all because they could be so dangerous.

      Once there, we slipped behind a large statue that looked like a lumpy mass of stone to me. Behind the questionable art piece, there was a small shed with a padlocked door, though the lock was easy to break. I wrenched it apart, tossing it to the ground.

      As I opened the door we immediately encountered a rush of air filled with the smell of sewage. I cautiously peeked in. There was a square ledge about the size of a small table. When I aimed my flashlight over the edge, I saw a ladder leading to the sewer below.

      “Oh man, that smells,” Ayo said.

      “Yeah, and it smells bad.” I pulled a scarf out of my pocket and wrapped it around my face. “It doesn’t provide much relief but it helps a little.”

      The others followed suit, especially Hajeet. He shuddered.

      “Shifters, especially wolf, dog, and cat shifters, have heightened senses of smell. We’re especially vulnerable to places like this,” he explained.

      “Do you want to come at all? I’ll understand if you don’t,” I said.

      “Oh, I’ll come, but trust me, it’s not high on my bucket list,” he said, winking at me.

      I took off the robe and stowed it in my backpack, along with my cloak. The last thing I wanted to do was saturate my beautiful cloak with sewage, so I packed that away too. Once I was ready, I cautiously took hold of the rungs and swung around onto the ladder, heading down. Tharin followed me, then Ayo followed him.

      I climbed down to the sewers, which were at least two levels below the street. As I stepped off, I moved to the side so the others had room.

      I was on a narrow walkway that was a distance above the sewage flowing through the channel. The walls of the sewer were dank, and when I shone my flashlight on them, they were glazed over with filth. Here and there I saw something gelatinous clinging to the wall. Along the walls, spaced fairly evenly, were pipes that opened over the main sewer channel. They protruded from the walls so they didn’t spill on the walkway, but they weren’t tall enough to walk under. We’d have to duck every so often.

      At any given time, it seemed a rush of liquid and waste came splashing out into the central channel from one of the pipes. I grimaced, grateful that I had a strong stomach. Ayo, on the other hand, turned to the side and vomited. She rinsed her mouth with water from her bottle, then replaced the bandana around her face again.

      “All right, we have the exact directions to reach Tershak’s house,” I said. “Stegis said it would be marked, so let’s get moving, and keep your eyes peeled for the recessed markings.”

      “It almost seems like it would be easier to march up to his door and knock,” Hajeet said.

      “Easier, yes, but also more deadly. This is the only real chance we have.” I started off along the ledge, keeping as far from the wall as I could so whatever was on it, wouldn’t brush off on my skin.

      The sewers were hot, and I started feeling claustrophobic. I struggled to keep myself calm because if I let myself freak out, chances were I’d shift and that wouldn’t be a good thing down here in the sewer where—a) there wasn’t enough room and b) I could do some serious damage with my lightning, which would blow the whole thing sky-high because of the natural gases from the rotting sewage.

      Find Shellsong, get the hell out of here, became my mantra.

      As we picked our way along the ledge, ducking every so often to pass beneath a sewer pipe, I kept my eyes on the wall. We were looking for a sign in metallic silver—a sigil that Stegis had written down for us. I was still curious as to how he knew all this, but he was adamant about keeping his mouth shut.

      Before we left, he had pulled me aside and told me, “As dangerous as your secret is, mine is perhaps more so. If the fact that I know this about Tershak and his lair gets out, I’ll be tortured and killed before you make it out of the city.”

      I had stared into his eyes and all I saw was truth. He was carrying some dark secret from his past, and that secret put him in danger.

      “We’ll never mention you. My honor.” I shook his hand and he once again promised that if we needed help, he’d be there.

      The sewer was a complex maze of tunnels, but Stegis had drawn an excellent map. Even with the claustrophobia and the stench, it didn’t take long before we spied the symbol on the wall. To anybody else, it might be graffiti—street art—but to us, it was the sign that we were nearing our destination.

      “We don’t have to go through those pipes, do we?” Ayo asked, eying the narrow tubes.

      “Thank the gods, no,” Tharin said. “There should be a recessed opening around the sigil, and that leads to a secret entrance.” He sounded as disgusted as the rest of us, but he wasn’t letting it slow him down.

      He made way for me. “You’re the tallest. Here, you search.”

      I shuffled along the narrow ledge. But as I reached up to start tracing the wall around the sigil, I felt something move. I jumped, almost falling back into the channel of sludge and murky water. I yanked my hand away, only to see it covered with a clear green ooze. The gelatinous goo clung to my fingers, which were beginning to ache, as though they were being stabbed with needles.

      “Oh hell, what’s happening?” I shook my hand, trying to detach the ooze. “It hurts!” I thought of sending a spark of lightning along my hand but that could explode the entire sewer, given the buildup of gasses.

      “Crap,” Ayo said. “An oozeling. Anybody have anything that creates cold? That should help shatter it, given how small it is.”

      “Not so small,” Tharin said, pointing to the wall. The flashlight showed a much larger ooze reaching out, trying to attach itself to him. He waved his flashlight around to show a number of oozes clinging to the walls. “We have to get out of here as soon as possible. The ooze is covering the sigil so unless we have a—”

      “I have some frost magic,” Hajeet said. “It comes from being one of Lord Kipa’s elite guard.” He motioned for us to back away and then he pulled out his dagger and held it up. The dagger was glowing with a faint blue nimbus. He stuck it into the gelatinous mass. A series of blue veins webbed through the creature and within seconds, it pulsed once, then shattered and fell to the floor.

      “When it warms up again, it will be able to attack again, so Tharin, start looking for the secret entrance. Storm, this is going to hurt but place your hand against the blade.”

      Without hesitating, I reached out and clasped the blade gently, so I didn’t cut myself.

      The metal was so cold that it made me cringe. I was used to the cold, it didn’t bother me that much, but this went bone-deep. The goo on my hand shattered and I shook it off, wiping my fingers with a handkerchief. I made sure there was no trace of the blob left on me while Ayo did her best to sweep the shattered pieces of the oozeling into the center sewage channel.

      “Got it!” Tharin said, as we heard a click.

      The next moment, the outline of a door appeared. As he pushed against it, the panel swung open and a faint light from within showed a small ledge, leading to a stairwell going up. Tharin hopped in then scrambled up the stairs. I went next, then Ayo, and finally, Hajeet. As he closed the door behind him, shutting out the smell of the sewer other than what had drifted in with us, I let out a sigh of relief. At least we had found the first step in rescuing my sister.
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      The stairwell led upward twenty stairs to a landing with a door. Tharin and I stood in front of the door with Ayo and Hajeet on the stairs directly below us.

      “If we go in there, we have to accept that we may end up facing Tershak face to face, should he be in his secret dungeon or whatever it is,” Tharin said. “If that proves to be the case, don’t wait. Attack immediately because he won’t hesitate to try to kill us.”

      “How will we know it’s him?” Hajeet asked.

      “You won’t. Assume anybody who isn’t in a cage is a problem.” I glanced up the stairs to the door above. “My sister is about the same height as I am, she has golden hair and eyes that match her hair, and she’ll have green dragons on her forearms and around her shins like I do.”

      “Let’s move,” Tharin said. “Have your weapons ready. Ayo, you’ll want hand to hand.”

      She slung her bow over her shoulder and unsheathed a short sword. “Ready.”

      I took a deep breath and summoned up the lightning in my body. It rushed through me, swirling in my ring and played at the hilt of the sword, trapped within the crystal. I turned to Tharin. “Let’s go.”

      He turned back to the door and took hold of the handle. We held our breath, steeling ourselves for battle. As the door opened, we burst through, spreading out, weapons drawn.

      The room was large and dimly lit, with three cages. The sconces on the walls gave off a flickering green light. I immediately scanned the room for a guard, and sure enough, by the door there were two, who saw us and immediately reached for their swords.

      I leapt across the room, swinging my sword before they could even arm themselves. I swept my crystal blade across the neck of one of the men. He went into convulsions as I beheaded him. As his head hit the floor, the other guard brought his sword up to meet mine, but Tharin had slid in from the side and neatly skewered him through the ribs. The man folded to the ground with a gurgling sound.

      I loped over to the cages as Ayo and Hajeet blocked the inner door. As I scanned them, my heart sank as I realized my sister wasn’t there. Two of the cages were empty, and in the third was an odd-looking creature that looked like a lean, tufted-eared cat the size of a large dog. She—somehow I knew it was a she—had spots covering her fur. She was beautiful, almost mesmerizing, and let out a pathetic squeak as she saw me.

      “That’s an oclacat,” Tharin said, stopping to stare at it. “They’re hunted for their fur.”

      I moved over to the cage. “Are they dangerous?”

      “Not unless they’re attacked,” he said. “Your sister—”

      “She’s not here,” I said, shattering the lock on the cage with my sword. I opened the cage door. The oclacat stared at me, her eyes slowly blinking as she met my gaze. She came bounding out of the cage to rub up against me.

      I petted her as I wondered where the hell my sister was. Either he already sold her, or he had stashed her somewhere else. Or he had skinned her. Impulsively, I threw my arms around the oclacat and whispered, “He’s not getting your skin, either.”

      “We should get out of here. We’ll have to go back through the sewers to avoid giving away our entrance.” Hajeet tapped me on the shoulder. “I’m sorry about your sister, but we need to go. We don’t dare invade his house.”

      I nodded. “We should dispose of the bodies. Is there a way to block the inner door so they can’t get in for a while? To give us some lead time?”

      Ayo took one of the dead guards’ swords and rammed it through the door handle. “That should hold them. We can dump the bodies in the sewer channel. The oozes and vermin will take care of them in no time flat. Let’s go.”

      Tharin and Hajeet pushed the guards’ bodies down the ladder and then into the sewer, where they dumped them in the main channel. Within minutes, the oozelings were sliding into the sewage to cling to the corpses.

      I carried the oclacat down the ladder. Waiting till Ayo was through the hidden panel, I then climbed out, back into the sewers and the cat followed me. I shut the recessed door, and we headed back down the walkway, managing to emerge back into the park without incident. By the first hints of early dawn, we made our way through the shadows, back to Stegis’s tavern.

      When he saw us, he motioned for us to follow him into the back and up to the interdimensional space.

      Once we were there, we dropped to the sofas, the oclacat snuggling up next to me. We were silent as Stegis joined us, a bottle of clear alcohol with him. He poured us drinks, then held up his glass.

      After we saluted him, he said, “I take it that the evening didn’t go well?”

      “That’s an understatement,” I muttered, polishing off my drink. “There was no sign of my sister.”

      “You seem to have picked up a friend,” he said.

      “Well, yeah, I guess.” I looked down at the oclacat, who stared up at me with wide, gorgeous eyes. They were green, with sparkles of gold in them.

      “Did anybody see you?” Stegis asked.

      “Yeah, but the two guards who were there are dead. We dumped them in the main sewer channel. There are so many oozes there that they’ll be gone by now.” Tharin sighed. “So, where else could your sister be?”

      I shook my head. “Dead. Or maybe she’s already been sold. I want to head to the slavers market to ask around. Maybe since she’s such a rare catch, people will have heard if she’s coming up for auction.”

      “Why don’t you get some sleep? I have rooms open in the safe space. You can sleep without worry here while I check on the auction times.”

      “Did we leave anything at the other inn?” Tharin asked.

      “Our bedrolls and some of our packs,” Ayo said.

      “I’ll send someone for them. Give me your key,” Stegis said.

      By now, I trusted him to his word. We handed over our room keys, told him which inn we had been staying at, and then gave in, welcoming baths and clean beds.

      As I lay down, resting my head on the pillow, the oclacat jumped up on the bed and curled near my feet. Between the two of us, we took up the whole bed, but I didn’t push her out. She was comforting, and she—like me—seemed out of place in this bright, harsh world of Owlanvine.
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      Wake up, someone’s near. The words echoed through my brain. They weren’t in any particular language that I recognized, but I still understood them, along with their urgency.

      I struggled to open my eyes. I hadn’t slept that deeply in a long time. Everything around me had sunk into a soft cloud of muffled white. My dreams had played out softly in the background, muted images and whispers of words that left me curious but not frightened. As I sat up, a big, wet tongue slathered across my face and I winced, trying to turn my head.

      Are you all right? Wake now, someone’s coming. Again, the words flickered through my mind. I opened my eyes, only to see the oclacat leaning over me, her eyes gleaming.

      “Was that you?” I asked as I sat up.

      She gazed at me and I got the distinct sensation she was glad to see me. She blinked, long and slow, and in my heart, a warm fuzzy smile unfolded. She reached out with one paw and put it on my hand, holding my fingers down. Her claws stayed retracted and I slid my other hand over her paw, stroking it lightly. Without dropping a beat, she leaned forward and licked my nose again, then a rumbling purr echoed from her chest and she relaxed back, looking content.

      “Do you have a name?” I scratched her behind the ears and she leaned into my fingers.

      Serifa, came the answer, along with a sweeping wave of loneliness.

      “Serifa? Hi, I’m Storm.”

      She didn’t answer, just glanced over her shoulder as Ayo woke, stretching as she sat up. A knock on the door startled all of us, and Serifa leaped up, her back arching as she crept forward. The spots on her golden back seemed to darken.

      “It’s Stegis,” came the voice from the other side.

      “That’s all right, Serifa, you can stand down.” I kept my voice calm. Serifa turned to look at me, then returned to the bed, where she jumped up. She took up plenty of room.

      Stegis entered the room, followed by Tharin and Hajeet. They were carrying dinner—a loaf of bread, bowls of stew, and a qinsaberry pie. He had also brought a hank of roasted beef for Serifa.

      As we divided the food and settled in to eat, Stegis pulled out a notepad.

      “All right, I’ve dug around and found some information for you. There’s a slave auction, to be held by Tershak tonight at dusk at the market on Yoshod Avenue. There are rumors he’s going to put up a special find tonight.” He pulled out a rough map of the city.

      I pointed to the place the man in the information booth had shown us. “There?”

      “Right, that’s the area. You can’t take the oclacat, somebody would steal her from you. She can stay here and she’ll be safe.” He gave me a long, serious look. “What do you intend to do?”

      “That sounds like it might be my sister. I’ll have to figure out some way to break her free.”

      “I don’t recommend trying to rescue her there. The market is heavily guarded. It’s enclosed and everyone who enters is searched for weapons. If you so much as try to cross the threshold carrying your sword, you’ll be turned away.” Stegis shook his head. “You can’t waltz in there expecting to battle your way out.”

      I stared at him. “We go in as buyers. We follow whoever buys her home. That’s my best idea.”

      Stegis stared back at me. “That might be your best chance, I suppose. But you can bet whoever will be able to afford her is going to have the guards to protect him.”

      “Then two of us stay outside holding all our weapons. The other two go in and watch the auction. When we come out, we hustle our asses to follow the buyer home. I can’t leave without finding my sister.” I crossed my arms. “If this is the only way, then we have to make it work.”

      “I think she’s right,” Tharin said. “It’s a dangerous plan, but it’s the only one we have.”

      “How much money do we have?” Tharin asked. “Everybody, pool your money on the table.”

      Stegis frowned. “Why?”

      Tharin counted up what we had. “We have a total of three hundred shalos, give or take a few. Do you think that’s enough to buy her?”

      I thought about it. “I doubt it. We’re rare and you know he’s going to trade on that. But we can give it a try and if we’re outbid, we follow the winner home.”

      “Is there anything else we should know?” I asked, turning to Stegis.

      He held my gaze for a long minute. “I’ll be right back. Stay here.” He ducked out of the room.

      Tharin chewed on his lip for a moment. “Rules of the game: Don’t start any fights, don’t insult anyone, don’t make any scenes. We have to time this just right or we’re all lost.”

      At that moment, Stegis returned with a small bag in his hands, which he tossed to me. “Here’s a thousand shalos. Buy her freedom, if you can. You can pay me back over time. Money has a powerful voice in Owlanvine.”

      I slowly opened the bag and poured the coins into my hand, then looked up at him, almost speechless. “Are you sure? It may take me years to pay you back.”

      “Let’s worry about that in the future. Just say it’s a favor. Be cautious, keep alert, and don’t lose your head.” Stegis sat back, shaking his head.

      I turned to the others. “I won’t hold you to go with me. But I appreciate the help.”

      “We’re all going, including your cat. Let’s get a move on. Bring everything. We may have to skip town immediately. Storm, you and I’ll go in. Hajeet and Ayo, you can wait outside for us and keep Serifa with you. Keep alert. We’ll need to make tracks, regardless of how this plays out.” Tharin looked grumpy. “I hate going in unarmed, but we have no choice.”

      “I won’t cause trouble,” I said. “And I’ll keep cloaked up.”

      “Here, let me see your arms,” Ayo said. She brought out a small canister of shimmer dust.

      “Is that magical?” I asked. Most of the shimmer dusts I had heard of had been magical in one way or another, usually procured from some of the nature sprites.

      “Yes, it is. It’s made from pixie dust. I don’t always agree with the way the witches get the dust, but it’s priceless for when you need illusionary help.” She pulled out a small brush and began brushing the dust over my arms. Immediately, the dragons vanished, and my skin looked clear.

      “Do they check for magic at the gates?” I glanced at Stegis.

      “Usually they’re looking for weapons. I think there’s an anti-magic field around the market anyway, but it’s aimed toward offensive spells. I doubt they’re going to be checking you for a glamour spell.” Stegis leaned over to look at my arms. “She’s right, I can’t tell you have any sort of markings on.”

      “I guess we’re ready then. Let’s get moving.” I shook his hand and sparks flew as our fingers touched. Pausing, I met his gaze and once again, I felt a pull that I wasn’t used to.

      “I have a cart downstairs you can take. Nobody goes to the slavers market without a cart.” He grimaced. “Sometimes I wish I could leave this city. I don’t like any of this.”

      “Why do you stay?” Hajeet asked.

      “Because of the Waystation. Because this is my duty.” Stegis turned then, and headed down the stairs.

      I said goodbye to Serifa and promised I’d be back for her. We geared up and I hid the money deep inside my leathers beneath the robe. Tharin led us down the stairs, out of the bar, and we climbed in the cart. As we were headed toward the market, I prayed this would work.
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      The dusk settled over the city as people scuttled home for the day. The legitimate vendors—the ones looking to make a living for their family—were closing up. They barred their stalls and shops, and as we traveled along in the cart, I could see a vendor here or there paying off one of the city guards. At least, it looked that way. I pointed that out to Tharin.

      “Yeah,” he said. “That happens a lot here. The city guards make a fortune in bribes. Do you see the yellow owl?” He pointed to a yellow owl painted in the corner of a store window.

      I was seated beside him on the driver’s seat of the cart. Hajeet and Ayo were in the cart itself. “Yes, I do.”

      “That’s the sign of protection. The people who have that image painted on their shop are paying off the guards to keep an eye out for them. Anybody found looting one of the owl-shops, as they’re called in the underground, gets strung out to dry.”

      “What happens if someone tries to pull one over on the guard? What if they paint an owl on their shop but don’t have an agreement in place?” It occurred to me that someone could easily try to skim by under the safety net. “Maybe some small, out of the way shop, hoping the guards will overlook them but that the thieves will see the owl and be scared off?”

      Tharin snorted. “Nope, not going to happen. The guards would haul the owner up on some nasty charge that would land them dead—or worse—and then drum their family out of town. No one who knows what the Owlanvine guards are capable of will ever deliberately tempt fate.” He held up his hand. “We’re near the gates. Ayo and Hajeet, jump out and wait for us near the cart once we park it. Storm, hood up and pull yourself in.”

      I had pulled my hair back into a tight braid, coiling it into a chignon. Now, as we pulled up to the side of the gate, I made certain nothing was showing, and pulled the hood down over my face. Tharin parked the cart and we sat there, watching the procedure at the entrance.

      A couple of the slavers dragged their captives off the cart and approached the guards, who patted them all down and motioned them through after cash exchanged hands.

      “Okay, let’s go in,” Tharin said.

      We sauntered up to the gate, trying to act as though we belonged there. One of the guards looked us over.

      “You’re new?”

      “We heard this is a good market to trade in,” Tharin said.

      “Here for buying or selling?” the guard asked.

      I could barely breathe as I said, “Looking to buy.”

      The guard jabbered off the rules. It was pretty much what Stegis had told us, only without the warnings about the guards. As they patted us down, I held my breath, sure that the guard was going to wipe off some of the shimmer dust, but he didn’t. He did take too long around my crotch, but luckily I wasn’t forced to use his head as a hammer. They motioned for us to enter the grounds.

      As we headed through the gates, I realized that this was a neighborhood in its own right, one encased by a high stone wall, and as we walked through the gates, I wanted nothing more than to turn and run, because at this point, we had entered a whole new level of hell.
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      The market was thriving. The sweet and spicy scent of incense permeated the streets, mingling with the smell of roasting meat, thistle berry tea, and the great unwashed mass of people who were gathering around the various vendor stalls.

      They were mostly men, though now and then I saw women in hard leather armor guarding the cells. Each stall held one to five cells for slaves, and there was an undercurrent of hopelessness that ran beneath the loud exchanges taking place. The cacophony droned on so loud that it hurt my ears.

      We passed one stall where two men were holding leashes attached to the collars around a woman and a man on their hands and knees. Their backs were scarred with whip marks, and as I caught their gaze, they stared mutely at me. As hard as it was, I forced myself to look away. I couldn’t save everyone, as much as I wanted to.

      Beside me, Tharin stiffened. He was staring at a young girl and boy locked in a cage. The children looked dazed, and they looked so young.

      I paused, leaning close to his ear. “Are you all right?”

      He shook his head. “I remember being in this market, in one of those cages. I wasn’t much older than they were. I know where they’re headed, and it’s going to be hell for them.” His eyes were glistening—the first time I’d seen a sign of tears from him.

      Impulsively, I reached out to take his hand and squeeze it. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you have to have those memories. I’m sorry they’re in the same place you were.”

      “I wish…” His voice faded away.

      “I know,” I said. “I know.”

      As we passed them by, my sorrow began to shift, turning into anger. I wanted to tear this place apart, to rip everything to shreds, including the slavers. But if I did that, the guards would kill me and the slaves would probably be punished and I’d never rescue my sister.

      Tharin and I continued to look Shellsong.

      Two stalls down, a group of musicians played music—one on a drum, another playing an odd-sounding flute, and a third singing in a language I didn’t understand. The music swirled with the scent of incense and beside them, a woman danced, turning in spirals so fast I wondered how she was still on her feet. Behind them, a man relaxed behind the table, blowing smoke rings of something that smelled sweet and pungent at the same time.

      “Coniva weed—it fogs the mind. I think that’s what he’s selling. It’s not a slaver’s vend table,” Tharin said.

      We moved along, passing the drug dealer, and then came to a shallow, square pit with ropes around it on all four sides. In the pit, two women were wrestling, and they weren’t just making a show—there was blood on the tiles. They wore different colors, and I then saw a group of other women, each wearing either green or yellow. They seemed to be waiting their turn.

      Bets were being taken on both sides, while two men sat on sturdy chairs, watching with impassive eyes. One was holding a green pennant and the other was holding a yellow one. As the money changed hands, the cacophony grew louder.

      “Are they fighting to the death?” I whispered.

      Tharin shook his head and whispered back, “No, that would be a waste of resources. There are clubs that play death-sport, but they stay underground. That’s more than even the Owlanvine government can get away with.”

      I grimaced. “The sooner we put this city behind us, the better I’ll feel.”

      The next moment, I paused. Ahead was a large vendor stall, and a man sat at the table wearing a tiger cape. Tall and sturdy, his hair was long and golden, with stripes of black running through it. Although I couldn’t guess his age, he looked like he was in his prime, but when he saw me staring, he smiled. It was the smile of a predator. I looked away, nudging Tharin.

      But as he turned to look, a woman about my height emerged out of a small tent in back of the vendor table. Her hair was streaming gold, and her eyes matched her hair. Her forearms were covered with the mark of the green dragon. She wore a silk dress the color of the sky, and golden cuffs shackled her wrists, but I knew they had to be stronger than any iron. She stepped forward and knelt by the man, bowing her head.

      Shellsong. I stared at my sister for a moment, then turned away before she saw me looking. The last thing any of us needed was for her to recognize me.

      “Is that her?” Tharin asked, keeping his voice as low as he could.

      “Yes,” I said. “We need to regroup.”

      We slowly turned and strolled over to a bench by one of the food vendors. As we sat down I let out a long breath, hoping that we hadn’t given off any sign to break our disguise.

      “Is that Tershak?” I asked.

      “Yeah, that was him,” Tharin said. “You say that’s your sister?”

      “Yes, that’s Shellsong. By the way, did you notice she’s wearing golden cuffs? I didn’t see if they were attached to anything or not. Why isn’t she in the cage?” It didn’t make sense to me. If you had an elite prize, you didn’t let her swim out in the ocean where she might escape or swim away.

      Tharin shrugged. “He might have decided to keep her. He has a large stable of concubines. Though for what she could fetch, it doesn’t make sense.” He frowned. “It could be to attract attention so that people notice her more and drive up the price by bringing in more bidders.”

      I glanced around. There were a lot of men gathering near Tershak’s stall. “Do you think they’re all here to bid on my sister?”

      “I think so. They look well-to-do. Do you see the embroidered flame on one of the men’s tunic? That man over there?”

      I nodded. “Now that you mention it, I do.”

      “It stands for fire—the Noble Court of Eirlea. Only the immediate family members are allowed to wear the symbols, though everyone who works in the Court wears the colors—pale orange with hints of red.”

      I thought for a moment. “Does each one of the Noble Courts belong to an element?”

      “Yes, they do. You’ll find a lot of places in Wildemoone focus on the Elemental Wheel—the merging of the four elements with a neutral center power.”

      I glanced over at the man from Eirlea. There was a haughty air to him that reeked of arrogance and pride, but the look in his eyes was shrewd, and there was passion but no warmth behind them. He might come from the Noble Court of fire, but I wouldn’t count on any warmth or compassion from him.

      After a few moments, I made sure my hood cloaked my face, and my breasts and hips were obscured by the oversized robe, giving me more confidence. I eased my way into the crowd, threading my way to the front.

      There, I saw my sister standing atop of the table. She looked terrified, and she was now nude except for a sheer sash across her crotch. Her hair was loose, falling to her waist. Golden chains bound her wrists and feet. The green dragon markings wrapped around her forearms and shins. There was no hiding what she was.

      I caught my breath, staring at her for a moment. She was stupefyingly beautiful. The men around me whispered crude comments and it took every ounce of self control I had to not start decking them right and left. I motioned to Tharin and he slipped through the crowd to me. I turned to him and leaned in.

      “Stegis was right. There’s no way we can rescue her by trying to bust her out. We’re going to have to buy her. Stegis gave us one thousand shalos—that’s all we have, plus around three hundred of our own.” It might be a king’s fortune for some, but it wasn’t going to guarantee us purchase.

      “Do you want to do the bidding?” Tharin asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m too close to this. And I think I’d incur curiosity if they heard a woman who isn’t from one of the Noble Houses bidding. Especially on a prize like Shellsong.”

      “All right, I’ll give it my best,” he said.

      A few moments later and paddles with numbers were handed out to those wanting to take part in the auction. I stood close to Tharin, keeping my mouth shut. But inside, I was seething. The children, and now my sister, had brought out a protective nature that I didn’t realize I had.

      A moment later, the bidding started. Tharin joined in and slowly the price began to build. As bidder after bidder dropped out, an idea on how to help began to worm its way into my heart. I focused on the bidders who seemed most serious. There were two other men besides Tharin who seemed intent on winning.

      I summoned the lightning that was bound within my ring as I cautiously worked my way over to one and slid around behind him. Everyone was focused on the auction, so I slid one hand out from beneath the robe and lightly brushed the back of his cloak at the same time that I let loose with the energy bolt. Before it even took hold of his body, I merged into the crowd behind him. He shrieked and stumbled away, but I was far enough away so that no one even looked at me.

      The crowd around him let out a grumbled complaint, but the auctioneer didn’t even blink. He kept the bidding going between Tharin and the other bidder. The price was now up to 775 shalos, so I didn’t have much time.

      I edged my way to the outer circle, making my way toward Tharin’s opponent.

      There were too many people close to him for me to pull the same trick, so I ran through what skills I had. Then I knew. I looked up; the clouds were thick overhead and it was hot and muggy.

      I closed my eyes and summoned the lightning. The tingling began in my fingers and began to race through my body. As the bidding headed for 900 shalos, I forced the thunder and a huge crash rumbled, ripping open the clouds.

      As the rain began to sheet down, the other bidder jumped, looking for a way to get away from the sudden deluge. Meanwhile, Tharin held his ground and the auctioneer gave the bid to him, at 875 shalos.

      His opponent swore, but hurried away to get out of the deluge, his entourage following. Meanwhile, as the crowd began to disperse, Tharin paid Tershak the money and—grabbing Shellsong’s wrist—hustled her toward the gate. I swung in beside him, shoving away the men who reached out to grab or squeeze any part of her they could get their hands on. Tharin turned to them with a low growl and they backed away.

      We were approaching the children’s stall and I turned to Tharin. “Give me the rest of the money.” I held out my hand and he silently handed over the remaining shalos.

      I swung over to the vendor and motioned to the children as a good share of the crowd hurried toward the gates as the rain showed no sign of letting up and lightning was flashing across the sky.

      “How much for the pair?”

      He blinked and shrugged. “I was going to auction them off, but with this rain—”

      “Fifty shalos for the pair, no negotiating.”

      His eyes lit up, telling me how little worth the children had in the city.

      “That’s a mighty fair price.”

      “I’ve got time and money to spare.” I glanced over at Tharin who was motioning for me to hurry up. “Take it now or I go. I have no patience.”

      The slaver hustled over to the cage and opened it, affixing leashes to their collars. He handed them to me as I counted out fifty shalos. I stared at the man, wanting to follow it up with a fist in his face. Instead, I threw the money in the mud at his feet and watched as he fell to his knees, scrambling for the coins. I spit at him, then led the children back to Tharin and Shellsong. They followed obediently.

      As we approached the gates, the storm grew stronger. I had summoned the strongest storm I could, and the rains I had unleashed were torrential. Owlanvine had probably never seen a storm as strong as this one.

      Still silent, we hurried to our cart and motioned for the kids and Shellsong to get in, then I threw a tarp around them to hide them while Ayo and Hajeet handed us our weapons. Tharin and I took our seats as Hajeet and Ayo jumped in the back with our guests, and we were off, heading back to Stegis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Tharin pushed the horses as fast as they would go. I turned back to look in the cart. My sister was huddling under the tarp, silent and staring down at her hands. I had never seen her so quiet and I wondered what the hell had happened to her. I started to say something but decided to wait until we were in the safety of the Waystation.

      When we reached the Sliding Dunes, I hopped off the seat, motioned for Shellsong and the children to get out and follow me. Ayo joined me while Hajeet and Tharin drove the cart around the back to the stables.

      I draped the tarp around Shellsong so she was almost fully covered before we entered the bar. Stegis glanced over, his eyebrows arching as he saw us. He motioned for us to follow him and we headed upstairs to the interdimensional space. Still silent, I led the way to my room. As Stegis unlocked the door for us, we entered with Stegis following.

      Once inside, I turned to Shellsong and pushed back my hood to reveal my face.

      Instead of shouting, like I thought she would, Shellsong let out a gasp, but said nothing. She stared at me, tears welling up in her eyes. The children looked exhausted, so Ayo sat them at the table and began to wash their faces.

      “I’ll get some food—” Stegis started to say, but then he paused as I held up my hand.

      The look on Shellsong’s face was like none I’d ever seen.

      “Aren’t you happy to see me?” I asked. “I wasn’t going to let you be sold off.”

      Tears slipped down her face. As she hung her head, I reached out and lifted her chin to look at me. “What is it? What’s wrong? Did he do something to you?”

      Shellsong bit her lip, then slowly opened her mouth. She tried to say something, but nothing came out. Then, she exposed her throat and I saw a bright scar on her neck that looked like a burn.

      “Hell,” Stegis said. “I know what happened. It’s a common punishment used on captives who rebel, but are too important to kill. Tershak uses it on a frequent basis.”

      “What did he do to her?” I swung around.

      “There’s a spell that can paralyze the vocal cords permanently. It involves a searing hot knife applied to the throat while the sorcerer casts the spell.” He kept his eyes on Shellsong. “It’s intensely painful, and forever prevents the victim from speaking. I’m afraid there’s no known way to reverse it.” He motioned for me to follow him out to the hall.

      “We’ll be right back,” I said, leaning down to give her a hug. She clung to me, shaking as she silently wept.

      Out in the hall, I turned to Stegis. “Tell me what you know about the spell.”

      “It was specifically developed as a torture, as well as a way to silence an enemy or victim. I can guarantee your sister would have experienced less pain had he cut out her tongue. But I imagine he wanted her to be whole, in case someone bought her for reasons other than her hide.” He leaned against the wall, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Storm. She’ll never be able to speak again.”

      As I brooded, he asked, “Who are the children?”

      “I couldn’t leave them,” I said. “I have no clue what to do with them, but I couldn’t leave them there in a cage. Not after what Tharin told me he went through.”

      “I see.” Stegis reached out and took me by the shoulders. “Storm, you can’t save everyone. Please remember that.”

      “Maybe not,” I said, staring into his eyes. “But I’ll save who I can.”

      He kept my gaze for a long time, still holding me by the shoulders. I couldn’t look away and for the first time in my life, I found myself shivering from someone’s touch. His hands were rough, but gentle at the same time, and the longer he touched me, the more confused I got.

      I had never even contemplated taking a mate, given the choices I had in the Forgotten Kingdom. If I had stayed, I knew few other hedge dragons and they were the only ones there who I would have trusted to share a life with.

      “Storm,” he said, slowly mouthing my name.

      I opened my lips but nothing came out. All I could do was stare into his eyes, waiting.

      Stegis leaned in and pressed his lips against mine. My stomach tightened, but the sensation was pleasant, both comforting and exhilarating at the same time. As he pulled me into his arms, my hair fell out of the bun to cascade down my shoulders. He slid his arms around me and I kissed him back, suddenly hungry for everything I had heard about but never experienced.

      All the passion that I had wondered if I even had awakened, running through me like the lightning. My skin was on fire, and every nerve in my body vibrated. I moaned softly as he leaned me back against the wall.

      “Storm, I want you. I want every inch of you,” he said as he fastened his lips on my neck.

      Hungry for his touch, hungry for his lips, hungry for him to take me in ways I had only dreamed of in the darkness, I broke away, gasping.

      “My sister—I have to take care of my sister.”

      His voice ragged, he struggled to control his breath as he pulled away. “Of course. Your sister— I’m sorry.”

      “No,” I said before he could apologize. “Don’t be sorry. I want… I just need…” I wasn’t sure how to say what was running through my head.

      “You need to take care of her.” He nodded. “I understand. But tonight, if you still feel the same way, I’m here.”

      I let out a shaky breath.

      “I’ll come to you tonight.” I stared at him, wondering at all the emotions exploding inside of me. “But for now, can you bring food for my sister, and for the children?”

      Stegis smoothed back his hair, pulling it into a ponytail. “Of course. The poor things must be starved.” As he turned away, I stared at his back, wondering what I was getting myself into.
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      A few moments later, Tharin and Hajeet returned. Shellsong, who was in the tub, bathing, glanced up as they entered the room, fear in her eyes.

      “It’s okay,” I said, touching her shoulder. She looked up at me, still looking dazed. “They’re safe. They helped me find you.”

      She was sipping on a mug of heal-all, a tea that Stegis had sent up, but she had turned away the food. Ayo had discovered the children were named Usher and Elore, and they were twelve and ten, respectively. They had been kidnapped in Gildmere, a city in northern Wildemoone. Their parents had let them go mushroom hunting in the woods and they stumbled into a slaver’s encampment. The men had seized on the opportunity and kidnapped them. As jaded as I was, I wondered if it hadn’t been a setup, but then I thought that any parent willing to sell their kids wouldn’t care if the children knew that they had been traded away.

      “So, what are your parents’ names?” Ayo asked them.

      “Our mother’s name is Nadja, and our father is Elewon.” The boy glanced at his little sister. “I imagine they think we’re dead.”

      “We’ll try to find them for you,” Ayo said. “You’re safe with us.”

      The girl was chewing on a rib bone, tomato sauce smeared on her face. “They won’t want us back,” she said. “We have so many brothers and sisters, they couldn’t take care of all of us. Our father is sick. He can’t work any more, so our mother takes in washing. I helped her, along with two of our sisters. We have three brothers and three sisters.”

      “Eight children, that’s a lot,” Ayo said. “What did your father do before he couldn’t work anymore?”

      “He worked in the mines, for the dwarves. He was on the crew that dug deep into the veins of metal. They were searching for Dark Silver.”

      Ayo took a deep breath. “Dark Silver? That’s dangerous work.”

      “He has Silver Lung Disease,” the boy said. He gave Ayo a somber look, then shook his head. “He won’t last much longer, and then it will all be on Mother’s shoulders.”

      Ayo pushed slices of apple pie to them. “Here, why don’t you eat dessert while I talk to Storm.” She stood, motioning for me to follow her.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to Shellsong, who brought my hand to her lips and kissed it. I had never seen my sister so fragile.

      The three of us—Hajeet, Tharin, and I—joined Ayo in the men’s room. As we settled around the table, I let out a long breath.

      “We can’t take the children back to their parents,” Ayo said. “While I don’t think they set this up, I’m pretty sure that they didn’t lose much sleep over the pair going missing. Usher took me aside and told me that they barely got anything to eat at home, and that their mother was trying to find work for them in the mines.”

      “They’re just children,” I said.

      “Yes, and in Gildmere, which is a town as rough as Owlanvine in its own right, children that age work in the mines. Most likely, when they disappeared, it was a relief. Two mouths to feed off the table. And with the father dying from Silver Lung…” She shrugged.

      “What’s Silver Lung disease?” Hajeet asked.

      “Dark Silver is seldom mined, except among the dwarves, because it’s as dangerous as it is rare. It’s a liquid form of silver that solidifies when it’s dug out of the mines. There are pools of it deep underground, worth a fortune, but when you get to it, unless you’re wearing the right kind of mask and you have set up some form of ventilation system, the fumes scorch your lungs.”

      “Not only that, but Dark Silver is also deadly to touch,” Tharin said. “It creates sores on your body that fester and spread. If the fumes don’t kill your lungs, the sores will eat you alive. It’s a long and painful death.” Ayo hung her head. “Dark Silver is mesmerizing. It’s magical. Men seek it simply for the luster of its beauty, but it would be better if nobody ever found it.”

      “The dwarven halls are filled with wonders from the bowels of the world,” I said, remembering what I had heard. “Their kingdom is worth a dozen kings’ fortunes.”

      “And a lot of those riches are built on the deaths of their miners,” Tharin said. “Long ago, the Elves chose the woodlands while the dwarves chose the mountains. The Elves looked to the sky, to the stars, reaching upward, while the dwarves dug downward, deep into the ground. Both found brilliant wonders, but the Elves gave up their passion and became cool and aloof in their pursuit of celestial magic, while the dwarves relinquished their search for enlightenment and became focused on the luster of gems and metals.”

      “Extremes,” I said. “What do you think about it? You don’t seem like other Elves.”

      Tharin stared at the wall for a moment. “I never belonged. I wanted to follow a magical path, but instead of the stars, I gravitated toward the woodlands, and with the woodlands come the caverns and the crystals. I stand between the worlds. In a way, I think that helped me survive when our village was razed. A number of the others captured by the raiders ended up killing themselves. They couldn’t handle the life into which we were thrust. But I was able to distance myself from what was going on.”

      “What should we do with Usher and Elore? Should we take them back to their home?” I trusted his opinion more than anyone’s on this matter.

      He sighed. “The boy has already been abused. The girl, I think, was spared because among some men, a woman’s virginity is a high-cost commodity, and it only happens once.”

      My stomach twisted and I longed to be back in Ember’s castle, the one place where people seemed to care for one another. “I don’t think I like Wildemoone,” I said, staring at the floor. “Where should we take them, then?”

      “There are orphanages,” Hajeet said, but Tharin shook his head.

      “No, they’re usually little better than workhouses. I suppose we can take them back to Annwn. We can find a home for them there, and they’ll stand a better chance of having a decent life. Or perhaps, we can take them to Lunaria’s Grove—I imagine they’d take the children in.”

      “Take them to Annwn,” I said, still not looking up.

      “What about your sister?” Tharin asked.

      “I don’t know yet. I need to get her a pad and pen. She, like me, can write in Elvish. I was going to take her back to the Forgotten Kingdom, but it’s occurred to me that if she goes home, Mother might sell her off again. And life there is dangerous.”

      I grimaced. The only thing I liked about Wildemoone was Stegis. But there was one thing I needed to do before I left, and I wasn’t planning on telling any of them so they wouldn’t try to stop me. I needed to make sure that Tershak paid for everything he did. What I was planning to do, I didn’t know. But one way or another, I was going to avenge my sister.

      Ayo and I returned to our room, where Ayo tucked the children into her bed, then put out most of the lights and took her turn in the bathtub.

      While Ayo was bathing, I sat by Shellsong, who was sharing my bed. I handed her the pad of paper that Tharin had given me, along with the pencil. I showed her how to use it—we were used to using charcoal sticks—and she quickly got the hang of it.

      “All right, we need to talk,” I said, sitting opposite her.

      I wish I was as strong as you, she wrote out in Elvish. I never thought Mother would do that to me. They drugged me. What about Sparkle?

      “She was all right when I left. I warned Mother that if anything happened to Sparkle before I came back to take her away, I would make her life hell in ways she can’t even imagine.” I paused, trying to read my sister’s face. “How are you? Did Tershak hurt you in any other way?”

      Shellsong stared at the pad of paper. She finally picked up her pencil. He did things to me I’ll never be able to forget. I watched him turn into a tiger and tear out a servant’s throat, then he ate part of her and made me clean up the mess. The blood was everywhere. I can still smell it in my lungs. He forced me into his bed as well, but he wasn’t about to hurt me. He kept calling me his meal ticket. How did you buy my freedom?

      I read the passage and began to shake. I steadied myself before asking, “Did it hurt—your voice?”

      Again, she paused. Then: Yes, more than anything. I couldn’t shift—there was some sort of dampening spell around my cell. I was kept in a hidden chamber behind his bed. When he brought in his sorceress, she seemed to enjoy casting the spell on me. It hurt, Storm. It hurt so bad I could barely stand it. It was as though every fiber of my body was being scratched by glass, and it lasted all night. My throat felt like I’d swallowed fire.

      She hesitated a moment, then scribbled: Will I ever be able to speak again?

      I stared at her words, then reached out to take her hand. “No, not from what I’ve been told. Maybe there’s some cure they don’t know about, but the spell that she used on you was permanent. It’s a punishment spell.”

      She pressed her lips together and hung her head, setting the pad and pencil to one side. Then, before I could speak again, she picked up the paper and wrote, I’m sorry I was so stupid all our life. I’m sorry I was so lazy. I never realized how good I had it—

      “Stop,” I said as soon as I saw what she was writing. “Our mother kept us alive, but she was a bitch and she fucking sold you to slavers. Yeah, you were a brat, but you don’t deserve what happened to you.” A sudden thought struck me and I added, “You don’t think he could have gotten you pregnant? Do we even know if rakshasas can interbreed with hedge dragons?”

      She shook her head. No, I had my moon cycle. I’m safe. Though if he had any diseases, he might have infected me.

      “We’ll find out,” I said, leaning forward to hug her. “We’ll find out and we’ll figure out what to do. Now, sleep. You’re safe here and no one can get in to harm us.” I turned to Serifa, who seemed to be keeping her distance. “Have you met Serifa?”

      Shellsong shook her head, wary. She reminds me of tigers.

      But as if reading her mind, Serifa moved forward and licked one of Shellsong’s hands. Shellsong gazed at her for a moment, then broke into silent tears. As gently as a kitten, Serifa crawled onto her lap and nuzzled against her, and just like that, the dam broke and my sister’s pain came flooding out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Shellsong fell asleep, I slipped over to the table and scribbled a note telling the others that if I didn’t come back, to get my sister and the children to Ember’s castle. Then I strapped on my sword and exited the room.

      Ayo and the children were asleep, and I took care to avoid waking them.

      I sneaked past the men’s room and headed for the stairs. Once in the private room, I paused. Stegis was waiting for me, but I couldn’t go to him. Tershak would die tonight. That was one thing I was certain about. I couldn’t use the sewers—even if he didn’t know who had gotten in, Tershak had to know how we had infiltrated his house, and my bet was that he had closed up the secret entrance.

      I sped through the city. Hedge dragons could move a lot faster than most humans when we wanted to, and since I had no one with me, I raced as fast as I could. I was wearing my cloak to guard against the rain but I had discarded the robe and I let my hair hang free. I didn’t care who saw me at this point, as long as I saw them first.

      The logical part of me was iffy about what I was headed out to do. After all, I was going into a highly guarded complex on my own, on a mission of vengeance. And I was doing so without anybody knowing where I was, at least until they read my note. But my anger at Tershak was so overwhelming, I couldn’t think about anything except revenge.

      “You’re being stupid,” I told myself. “You’ll get yourself killed.” But even logic wasn’t enough to break through my outrage.

      I reached the edge of Tershak’s estate and stood outside the gate, in the shadows. The house was massive in comparison to the surrounding homes. It was three stories high, with an iron fence around the entire estate that was as tall as I was.

      It was approaching dawn, though the shadows still covered me with a comfortable cloak of darkness. As I watched, I noticed guards stationed around the area. There were at least three, on opposite sides of the estate, and one in the center near the front gate. As I watched, they never budged, never took a step from their posts.

      Crap, this is going to be harder than I thought.

      I moved toward the center of the side fence, but there was another guard. I continued toward the back of the estate, but there were three guards there, too.

      Returning to where I started, I was about to give up when a flurry of activity at the front door caught my attention. I secured myself behind a tree as Tershak exited the house. It was then that I noticed a carriage had pulled up to the front gate. I scanned the carriage, looking for any way to infiltrate it, but a guard swung around the sides, checking to make sure everything was all right.

      Damn it. I couldn’t even catch hold and ride beneath it.

      I decided to wait until Tershak entered the carriage and then try to follow it. If the horse was walking or even trotting, I could probably keep up. I was about to head out when someone from behind me grabbed my right arm and covered my mouth.

      Frantic, I whirled, unable to unsheathe my sword, since it was on my left side.

      Tharin glared at me, holding my arm. He slowly let go of my mouth and I slumped, leaning against the tree I’d been hiding behind.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered, keeping my voice low.

      “I figured you’d try something like this, so I went to your room to talk you out of it and found your note.” He shook his head. “What you’re doing is stupid. You don’t have a clue where he’s headed—”

      “And I won’t, if you keep me here talking. I was going to follow the carriage and catch him at his destination.” I struggled to pull my arm away without hurting the Elf.

      “Listen to me.” Tharin stopped, staring into my eyes. “You’re not going to drop this, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No. I can’t.”

      “All right, then come on.” He let go of me and began jogging in the direction of the carriage, which we could still see heading down the cobblestone street.

      I followed him, not even bothering to dissuade him. We didn’t have time. I knew full well that Tharin wouldn’t let me go alone, and if I argued, it would extend the time Tershak had to escape. Instead, I caught up to Tharin and we ran, trying to hold back enough so we wouldn’t be noticed, yet close enough that we didn’t lose him.

      As we ran through the streets, vendors were setting up their stalls for the day. The noise of the streets was starting to build and I wondered how anybody could stand it for long. I was so used to the quiet of the forest that I realized I’d had a constant headache since entering Owlanvine.

      Overhead, the sun was up, but the day was cool for the edge of the desert. I hoped the weather continued to be cool and moist because the closer the storms were, the easier I could summon them. I still wasn’t all that conversant with how to direct the lightning but Väinämöinen had taught me a few tricks, and I could fry someone with lightning now, if the circumstances were right. And that was exactly what I planned to do to Tershak.

      I took a deep breath and kept running. A few moments later, the carriage began to slow. We were headed toward a broad plaza, created out of adobe bricks that were woven into an intricate pattern. The square was empty of carriages, and surrounded by a low brick wall. Inside the plaza, there were a number of tables, where it looked like businessmen went to meet.

      The carriage stopped by a number of others and the driver jumped down, opening the door. Tershak stepped out, along with two bodyguards, and they made their way over to one of the entrances to the plaza. I started to get closer, but Tharin held me back.

      “No, not yet. Watch where he goes and who he’s with. If we’re going to do this, we have to be smart about it,” he said.

      I sighed. “I suppose you’re right. I haven’t done anything like this before. I’m totally new to…”

      “To trying to assassinate someone?”

      When I started to protest, he shook his head. “Don’t sugarcoat what you’re doing. Own it, if you’re going to do it. You want to take him out to avenge your sister? Admit that you’re planning to murder him. Not that he doesn’t deserve it, but you have to own your actions. Take responsibility for what you’re about to do.” Tharin crossed his arms. “Don’t lose your soul while trying to bring about justice. It’s a good way to become exactly what you’re fighting against.”

      I stared at him. “Don’t you want revenge? Don’t you want closure for what happened to you? Damn it, those kids back at the—”

      “Those kids, Usher and Elore, weren’t caught by Tershak. They were caught by other slavers. And even if you take out Tershak, another will take his place, and another.” Tharin’s face was serious as he led me behind a nearby stall. The vendor was setting up breakfast—breads, pastries, and a piping hot drink that smelled like freshly turned earth. It wasn’t a bad scent, but it was odd.

      “Are you seriously suggesting letting him walk away without any punishment? My sister’s not his only victim.” I paused, not wanting to play the guilt card, but then I said, “You were his victim, as well. Along with countless others over the years.”

      “That’s hitting below the belt,” Tharin said. “I told you, I’ll help you. But if we do this, we get the fuck out of here as soon as possible. No going after anybody else. No more heroics. If we find ourselves on the losing end, we run. We don’t stick around if we’re outnumbered. My life is worth more than his, and I’d rather live to fight another day.”

      I wavered, but then agreed. “Fine. You’re right—my sisters need me, both of them more than ever now. I can’t abandon them.”

      “Do you want to even do this?” Tharin asked.

      Pausing, I searched my heart. “I have to try. I can’t walk away and pretend everything’s okay.”

      “Come on.” Tharin led me to another of the vendors that had opened shop. The woman was selling long scarves to protect from the sun’s rays, along with the ever-present sand-colored robes. Tharin bought two of each, then ducked into a nearby alley. He handed me one of the robes. “You can’t let yourself be seen in the open like this. You’re too memorable. Even if you wound—or kill—him, you won’t get very far if you can be identified. What were you thinking?”

      “Obviously, I wasn’t. I was so angry. Most of my days until the past month have been spent out in the forest, hunting for deer. I might say hello to a traveler now and then but mostly, I’d go out, hunt, take the food home, talk to my family, then start all over again.” I slipped the robe over my head, shaking it out so that it fell to my feet, then let him wrap the scarf around me so that it cloaked my hair and face.

      “If you aren’t going home, and you want to make it in this world, you have to start using your brain. I know you have one—you’re not stupid. Start thinking in both predator and prey mode, because you need to be able to switch from one to the other without taking forever. Right now, we’re playing predator. But if we achieve our goal, we’ll be prey again. So stop being so stubborn and listen to me.”

      Fully chastised, I murmured, “Yes, sir” and gave him a contrite smile.

      “Good grief.” Tharin sounded exasperated, but he smiled, then peeked around the corner of the alley. “Good, he’s still there. You know nothing about this city, do you?”

      I shrugged. “Why?”

      “Because that square is in a magic-free zone. We can go in and haul ass on him physically, though we’ll have to get past his guards first, but any magic you use will fizzle out. Even your innate elemental magic. So don’t count on the lightning.” Tharin held out a dagger. It looked wickedly sharp and gleamed under the light.

      “I see.” That was exactly what I had planned on doing. I was beginning to understand how out of my element I was. I wasn’t ready to be a force. I was too new in this new world. And the last thing I wanted were slavers on my own tail.

      “What if I turn into a hedge dragon and fly in to attack him. That’s not magic, per se. Shifting form for me is a natural act.”

      Tharin twisted his lips. “You really want to bring attention to the fact that you’re a dragon?” He held up his hand when I started to speak. “A dragon of any sort?”

      “Right.” I glanced around the corner. “He’s still there and somebody has joined him. Some woman. She looks like trouble.”

      And she did. Tershak was sitting at a table, his bodyguards standing nearby, and a woman had joined him. She was tall, wearing shiny black leather pants and a jacket the sort of which I’d never seen. Her hair was blond, caught up in a high, sleek ponytail. She looked like she was from somewhere else. Her eyes were glowing, and she made me nervous.

      “I have no clue who that is,” Tharin said. “But you’re right, she’s trouble.”

      “She wreaks of trouble,” I said. “I don’t know what it is about her, but something tells me she’s far more dangerous than Tershak.” I hesitated. There was something about her energy that warned me off. But the fact that he was there, so open and vulnerable, pushed my common sense to the side. “Arrows! I have my bow with me. I can shoot him from here, and I’m a good shot.”

      Tharin turned me around by the shoulders. “Are you positive you can hit him? Because if you miss, we’ll be in deep shit. Also, will your arrows work on a rakshasa?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve only brought down deer and minor creatures.” I retrieved an arrow from my quiver and stared at it. As arrows went, it was pretty standard. I’d heard of fire arrows and obsidian-tipped arrows and metal arrows, but I’d never had the luxury of using them.

      “If we attack him at the table, we stand a much better chance, but who knows what fallout that will bring.” Tharin stared at the arrow in my hand. “All right, give it a try. I’d rather keep hidden and a long-distance attack will do that, along with allowing us to run like hell.”

      But Tharin was right. This was a hellbent scheme in the first place, and my bow would give us a chance to escape, especially if things went wrong.

      “All right. I think I’ll have time for three shots before we need to run.” I nocked the arrow and brought up the bow. As I aimed, trying for the best vantage, overhead the clouds began to rumble as thunder rolled through.

      Automatically, I reached out, calling for the lightning. And then I saw it. I saw the web that Väinämöinen had shown to me. At that same moment, I could see how to fit the lightning into my arrow, how to connect the two. Everything was crystal clear.

      I spun the threads, attaching the lightning to the arrow, and aimed it at Tershak, linking him into the web as well. All four of us—the arrow, the lightning, Tershak, and me—were interwoven into this one moment, and so I let go of the bowstring, watching as the arrow hurtled across the square, with the lightning attached to it.

      A moment later it hit, piercing Tershak’s shoulder, and the lightning spiraled out of the sky, into the same wound with the arrow. He convulsed as the lightning played over his body, a web in itself, scorching him.

      Before I could draw a second arrow, the blonde next to him jumped up and reached out, pulling the lightning away from him, into herself.

      “What the hell?” I stared at them as she wicked the lightning away. Her eyes shimmered and there was something malign about her, so dark and twisted that it made me flinch. I dropped the second arrow and staggered back. The fear that hit me was so palpable that it froze me.

      Tharin grabbed my arm. “We don’t have time for another shot! Come on. She’s onto us!”

      Even as I watched Tershak slide to the ground, the blonde started running in our direction.

      “Retreat,” Tharin ordered.

      I didn’t hesitate. I raced after him, barely able to keep hold of my bow. Tharin led me through the maze of a city, ducking into alley after alley, twisting and turning through the labyrinth of streets as we tried to evade her. I wasn’t sure if she was still on our tail, but the unrelenting fear pushed me onward for at least a mile. A few moments later, it suddenly dissipated and I slowed, breathing heavily.

      “Do you think she’s still behind us?” I asked.

      Tharin, too, had stopped. “I don’t know. But let’s get out of these robes and head back to the Sliding Dunes.”

      “Do you think I killed him?” I asked.

      “I don’t know that, either. But you hurt him. Who the hell is that woman, though? I’m immune to a lot of mind magic, but her fear worked on me.”

      I couldn’t answer his question any more than he could answer mine, but on the way back to the Sliding Dunes we kept our eyes open and went by the backstreets and alleyways. The realization that I had made a powerful enemy wasn’t lost on me, as we entered Stegis’s pub and headed for the back room.
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      Stegis was standing there, waiting for us, my note in his hand. “Where the hell have you two been? Did you kill Tershak?”

      I shook my head. “No. Maybe. I wounded him but I don’t know if it killed him.”

      “Into the safe room, now.” He led us back into the private room, then called the others to join us. “Tell me exactly what happened. If you did kill Tershak, the entire balance of the city will be upended as the slavers spar for his position.”

      I told them what happened, with Tharin interjecting from time to time.

      “So, we don’t know who the woman is, or what she was doing with Tershak. We also don’t know if he’s dead. I hit him with a lightning-infused arrow, but that doesn’t mean it killed him.” I stared somberly at the table. “If he does die, will it really make that much of an impact on Owlanvine?”

      “You’d better believe it,” he said. “There’s a hierarchy among the slavers, and Tershak was at the top of the pecking order. He also belongs to one of the Noble Courts and that alone buys you a death sentence. If you killed him, there will be in-fighting and a lot of damage as the new division shakes out. If not, then we’ll have to pray he doesn’t figure out who shot him. With a little luck, he’ll think it was one of his competitors. That would be the ideal situation.”

      “Who do you think she was?” I asked. “She sure didn’t look from around here.”

      “I don’t know,” Stegis said. “But she sounds like trouble.” A look of concern flickered over his face. “I’m going to go dig up whatever news I can find. Please, stay in your rooms until I get back. In fact, I’m locking you in there. No more wandering around without talking to me first.” He stared at me, his eyes smoking.

      Should I apologize? Wondering if I’d totally destroyed his interest in me, I started to head upstairs with the others when he said, “Storm, can you stay for a moment? The rest of you, go up.”

      Nervous, I waited. When everyone else had vanished into the interdimensional space, I turned to him. “I want to apologize. I never meant to bring you into this.”

      He walked toward me, one steady step after another.

      “You’re dangerous, Storm. You go off half-cocked, without a thought for your companions. You had to know they’d follow you when they found your note. You put them in danger, because you couldn’t control your temper.”

      I bristled, even though his comments hit bone-deep. “I couldn’t let Tershak walk away without a spot on his jacket. He tortured my sister. He raped her, and he permanently maimed her. Shellsong had a beautiful voice and she loved to sing. Now, she’ll never speak again.”

      “I know that,” he said, shaking his head. “But sometimes, the bad guys get away. Sometimes, they go unpunished. Karma isn’t a universal law, and it doesn’t always follow.”

      “It’s not fair,” I said, wanting to cry.

      “No, it’s not. But every day brings a nightmare for someone, somewhere. Owlanvine is a harsh place, with a harsh population. The dregs of the dregs pass through here. If justice were meted out for every crime ever committed here, the place would be razed to the ground several times over. Those children upstairs? Hundreds like them pass through here every single year. And very few ever meet a painless end. Or live to grow up. You can’t solve every problem. You can’t even solve a fraction of them.”

      I swung on him. “But you save people with this Waystation! What’s the difference?”

      He let out a sigh, looking pained. “The difference is that I do it through an organization aimed at saving others. We have rules and regulations. I have to follow those, or I could screw up everybody else. I can’t go bouncing off the wall without a plan.”

      I knew he was right. Even by coming back to the Waystation, I had put him and everyone in here in danger. I dropped into a chair. “All right. I screwed up. The question is: how bad? Did they catch our trail and follow us?”

      “That’s what I’m hoping to find out,” he said. “I’ll be back. You go wait in your room.” He stood and I wondered if he would try to kiss me again, but he simply turned and headed toward the front of the bar.

      Feeling like an idiot, I climbed the stairs, wishing I was anywhere but here.
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      Shellsong was still asleep, as were the children. Rather than lie down with my sister, I followed Ayo into the men’s room. Hajeet and Ayo both looked put out, and I steeled myself for their recriminations.

      “Okay, I know I fucked up but—”

      “When we agreed to come with you, we expected to work together. One thing you’d better learn fast is that when you join up with others for a quest, you don’t run off on your own without talking out your plans.” Ayo’s eyes flared. “You pull this crap again and you lose me.”

      “Me too,” Hajeet said. “And Tharin, what the hell? You run off to find her, but don’t tell us? Seriously, with your background and experience, I can’t believe you’d do that. Now, we’ll be lucky to get out of the city alive.”

      “I don’t have any excuses. My temper got away with me.” I swallowed hard. “I wanted revenge. What he did to my sister…and those kids—”

      “That’s another thing. Tershak had nothing to do with those children.” Ayo stopped, staring at me. “Storm, what happened to you when you were a child?”

      I flushed, trying to look away. “I don’t want to answer.”

      “You need to tell us. What happened to you?”

      I closed my eyes, images flickering to life that I had suppressed for years. I tried to shake them off but they blurred into what happened to the children in the next room and what had happened to Shellsong. Everything flooded back in one massive wave.

      My shoulders steel-stiff, I stared the floor, my mouth unwilling to work.

      Tharin knelt beside me. “Storm? You can tell us. We’re your friends. We’re in this together. Whatever it is, you can tell us what happened to you.”

      So slowly I could barely speak, I began to tell them about my past.

      “We had another sister. Her name was Saronica. She had wandered off and I went to find her. My mother hadn’t noticed. We lived on the edge of the forest at that time, in a small cabin. It was nearly dusk. I thought I saw a fire up ahead, and I heard my sister. She was crying.”

      And then, I was so very young again, and I was right there, reliving everything.

      The sound of her voice echoed through my mind and I remembered the rush of the wind, along with the lonely call of evening birdsong. And a brilliant presence lurked inside the forest.

      As I broke through into the clearing, I saw him, holding Saronica. Immediately, I knew he was one of the Dragonni. My sister was naked and crying, and as he looked over at me, his eyes glittered greedily. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I knew—in my gut—that he had hurt her. Without thinking, I began calling down the lightning. It forked brightly overhead, the thunder shaking the ground.

      As the storm intensified, the Trueblood tossed my sister to the ground, as though she were a piece of trash. She lay there, screaming. The dragon began to make his way over toward me and, terrified, knowing that if he caught me I’d suffer the same fate, I held my arms up and begged the lightning to take hold of me. It came plummeting down, bolt after bolt, searing trees, splitting the massive trunks in half, catching fire everywhere it touched. The thunder rolled in waves, shaking the ground, but still the Dragonni moved toward me.

      And then one of the massive trees erupted in a whirl of flame. As it exploded, the force propelled me backward, and a wall of flame rose up between us.

      I found myself in my dragon form and took to the skies, flying back toward the cabin. But it was too late—the storm had engulfed the forest.

      At home, my mother was gathering my brothers and sisters, filling their arms with whatever they could carry. We were small, so we couldn’t take much. As I landed and turned back into my natural form, Mother raced over to me.

      “Where is your sister?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I lied. I couldn’t tell her my sister was caught in a firestorm that I had started while trying to save her.

      “We can’t stay—the entire forest is going up in flames.”

      Mother pushed a bag into my hands and we headed out. She tried to make sure that all of us stayed in a straight line, holding hands. We stumbled out of the forest before the flames hit our cabin, but our home was gone, lost to the fire. We lost everything, along with my sister. We stumbled for days with barely anything to eat, until we found the cave on the edge of the Shred. And there, we stayed.

      I never told anyone what had happened. That I’d been the one to burn down our forest, that I had left my sister behind. I’d kept every memory about that night under lock and key.

      Until now.

      I looked up to find the others gathered around me, listening to my story. And then, I saw Shellsong standing at the door, her eyes wide. Behind her, stood Stegis.

      “Shellsong!” I jumped up, tears racing down my face. I expected her to turn her back on me, to run off, but she stood there, gaze fastened on me.

      She wrote something down, then held the pad of paper to me. I thought Saronica was some neighbor we had at one time. I don’t remember the fire. But it wasn’t your fault.

      “That’s because Mother told us never to talk about Saronica again. She did her best to wipe out the memory of that night. I don’t know whether it was for her sake, or ours.”

      Have you been blaming yourself all these years for her death?

      I sucked in a deep breath. “I caused the fire, and she perished in it.”

      Wincing, I pressed my hand to my stomach. I was queasy. It had been a long time since I had thought of that night, and every time I came near the memories, I did whatever I could to distract myself.

      It wasn’t your fault. It was the Dragonni’s fault. He hurt her, he would have ended up eating her if you hadn’t found them. She was dead, really, before you found her. You were young, you couldn’t have saved her no matter what you tried. The fire and lightning wouldn’t have stopped him, given he was immortal.

      Shellsong walked over to me, taking my hand and drawing me to my feet. She hugged me, tight, the first time I ever remembered her doing so. Serifa came bounding into the room and joined us, rubbing her head against my thigh.

      I sniffed, trying to wipe my eyes. “I’ve never forgiven myself.”

      Stegis joined us. “I have one of the maids feeding the children breakfast,” he said as he took a seat beside me. Instead of mentioning what he had heard, he said, “Tershak is alive, but he’s severely wounded. He’ll pull through, though. Meanwhile, the woman he was with? She’s a goddess, from Olympus. Her name is Pandora.”

      Pandora. Somehow the name seemed familiar but I couldn’t place it at the moment. “So, does anyone know who tagged him with the arrow?”

      Stegis shook his head. “No, but the guards are up in arms, and they’re watching everyone who leaves the city. You should leave another way, and I suggest putting as much distance as you can between you and Owlanvine.” He pointed to me. “Come with me, please. I want to talk to you about something. I suggest the rest of you eat while you figure out where you’re going.”

      I followed Stegis down the hall, down the stairs, and then through one of the other doors rather than into the bar proper. We ended up in his room, which was a combination living room/bedroom. As he closed the door behind us and turned to me, he held out his arms.

      Without even thinking, I slid into his embrace. “I thought you were angry with me,” I whispered.

      “I am, but now I understand, after listening to your story, why you did what you did.” He leaned in and pressed his lips against mine and I lost myself in his embrace. In his arms, I felt safe in a way I never had experienced. I felt accepted and for a moment, we were the only two beings alive in the world.

      I kissed him back, my lips lingering on his. The kiss went on and on, his hands sliding up my back to gather a fist of my hair. I pulled the tie out of his ponytail and his own hair cascaded down, mid-chest level, to tickle my face. We stood locked, exploring each other, my hands finding their way under his shirt. His back was warm, his chest strong and tight.

      After a few minutes, I slowly broke the spell, pulling back.

      “Wow,” I whispered.

      “Wow is right,” he said. “I want more than a kiss. You probably know that,” he added.

      “I know.” His openness emboldened me, and I leaned in again. “Kiss me again?”

      He did, and then, he shifted his arms and lifted me.

      “I’m not light,” I warned him, but he seemed to have no problem carrying me over to the bed. As he tossed me down, I caught my breath. I’d never been with anyone before. I’d never thought it would be part of my future, but now, all I could think about was how much I liked Stegis, and how much I wanted him.

      I reached for the buckles on my leathers, but he stopped me, gently moving my hand aside. “Let me undress you,” he said.

      As he slowly began to undo the buckles, the knot in my stomach began to dissolve, replaced by a growing warmth. I forced myself to slow down, to let him take his time. My top came loose and I slid out of it, standing so that my hair shrouded my body, cloaking my breasts. Stegis pushed down my shorts, and I trembled as his fingers brushed the sides of my legs. He removed my thigh-high boots, leaving me naked.

      He stood back, looking at me. “You’re incredible,” he said. He reached out to trace a long scar on my right thigh. “Where did you get this?”

      “I had to fight off a bear.” I closed my eyes as he slowly moved his fingers, drawing them along my skin. “And here?” He pressed against another scar, this one on my left side of my hip.

      “I used to practice wrestling with my brothers. One of them wore a sharp ring and it cut through my clothes and into my hip.” As I focused my attention on Stegis’s touch, the sound of music began to play around us. I opened my eyes but could see no source. “Where’s the music coming from?”

      He stood back, stripping off his shirt to reveal his muscled, scarred chest. His abs were cut, ripped and tight. His hair floated down his back. “I can make music with my thoughts,” he said. “I remember every piece of music I’ve ever heard, and I can conjure it up with a thought.”

      The music was sinuous, a combination of drums, shakers, and horns, and it wound around us like a silk curtain. I brushed my fingers across my breasts.

      Stegis seemed to grow taller, his eyes darkening. A wind picked up in the room, rippling through his hair and my own hair began to wave as the strands responded to the music.

      In fact, the music was everything. I could feel it in the core of my body, the core of my heart, the core of my being. A woman’s voice danced through the room, riding the currents of the song, but she sang no words—only sounds that echoed around us, surrounding the bedroom with a circle of song, a circle of power.

      I stepped toward Stegis, watching as he eased his leather pants down, off his hips to the floor, where he stepped out of them. I’d seen naked men before, but had never once felt the desire to reach out, to touch, to be touched.

      Stegis was built, the muscles of his thighs so sharp they looked like they could cut through steel. I shyly ran my fingers over a scar on his lower abdomen.

      “What happened?”

      “I was fighting a man who wanted to break into the Waystation and catch his wife. She left him because he was cruel to her, but he wanted that abuse to continue. I made sure he’d never again bother her.”

      We explored each other, learning each other’s past in the scars on our body. He ran his fingers over the dragon markings on my wrists and shins. I brushed his hair back to kiss the scar at his temple. He stepped in back of me, wrapping his arms around my waist, and began to kiss my neck. As I dropped my head back, he pressed his lips to the side of my neck, and then swung me around to kiss me again.

      As the morning slipped by, Stegis taught me how to make love to him, and how to let him make love to me. And I was a most willing student.
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      We were lying in bed, and I was more relaxed than I had ever remembered being. “You know we have to leave soon,” I whispered.

      “I know. I wish you could stay,” he said. “I don’t want you to go.”

      “I have to. And I need to rescue my other sister from my mother. I can’t sit by hoping that Raven and Kipa will be able to keep their promise. I doubt they’ll be able to get within a mile of our cave without my mother sending my brothers out there to fight them.” The truth was, once my mother discovered they were there to take Sparkle off her hands, she’d let them go without lifting a finger, but until then, she’d put up what defenses she could. “Can you come with me?”

      “No,” he said. “I have to watch over the Waystation.”

      “Then this is goodbye.” I lowered my eyes. I didn’t want to leave him, but our destinies were taking us in two different directions. “Thank you for this. For everything.”

      He sat up, pushing the covers back. “I should be thanking you. I know we’ll see each other again, even if we don’t know where or how.”

      I slid out of the bed and reached for my clothing. I dressed, then laced up my boots again. Stegis finished dressing as I ran my hands through my hair to smooth it down.

      “I’m going to miss you,” I said, looking at him. “But you’re right, we’d better get out of town. Is there by chance a secret portal in Owlanvine?”

      He nodded. “Actually, yes, and I know where it is. I also know how to change the directional points. So I can send you wherever you need to go.”

      “Can you aim it to Annwn? That seems like the safest place for now.”

      “I can,” he said. “Get ready and we’ll sneak you out to the portal. Right now the guards are watching the streets in heavy numbers. You’ll have to go through the underground.”

      I walked over to him and this time, I pulled him in for a kiss. “I’ll never forget you. Remember that, in case the fates have other ideas. You’re the first man to touch me, and I will never regret this moment.”

      He ducked his head, but merely said, “I’ll come for you when we’re ready to leave.”

      As I made my way back to my room, all I could think about was that I had exorcised a demon from my past, and in the process, I had opened up a whole new side of myself.
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      We gathered in the men’s room. The children still looked dazed, but they were beginning to speak a little. Shellsong was using her notepad, talking to Tharin, while Ayo and Hajeet simply waited in silence. Serifa was waiting for me and as I entered the room, she jumped down and padded over to rub against my side.

      “We’re leaving for Annwn soon. Pack everything. Stegis can get us through a portal, he said, but we’ll have to sneak through the city. Guards are everywhere.” I sat down near my sister. “I have to ask you, do you want to go home?”

      She blinked, rearing back. After what Mother did? No. I don’t know what to do, though.

      I thought for a moment. “Why don’t we ask the Lady Ember when we reach her castle? She might be able to help.”

      Shellsong seemed like a different person since Mother had sold her. I wondered if she’d always had this side to her, or if it had taken adversity to bring it out. But then again, people usually didn’t change all that much, so she had probably always had a kind, selfless side that had been clouded by our life with Mother.

      I turned to the children. “We’re taking you with us. I think you’ll have a better life than if we dropped you off at home.”

      Elore looked at me and ventured a smile. “Thank you. I really didn’t want to go home.”

      Once again, I decided to take Ember up on her hospitality and drop them on her doorstep. If nothing else, they could join the servants in her castle and have at least a better life than they could expect from their family.

      I glanced down at Serifa. “Would you like to come with me?”

      She blinked, very slowly. Yes, I want to go with you.

      That settled that.

      We were packed and ready to go by the time Stegis returned.

      “We’re all heading to Annwn,” I said. “As close to the north shore as possible. Tharin can show you on a map.”

      “All right, but we’ll have to leave now. They’re instituting a curfew for the week. Anybody found out after dark faces the chance of death. Do you have everything?”

      “I think we’re ready. Thank you.” I wanted to say more, but decided to pass in front of the others. I wanted what had transpired between Stegis and myself to remain private.

      He made sure we were cloaked up, then led us out back of the Sliding Dunes, into the stables. We followed him into the barn and then into a far corner, where he moved a stand holding several pitchforks. Behind the stand, he leaned down and searched against the bottom of the wall. A click opened up a hidden door.

      Still silent, he motioned for us to climb down the ladder, which led to a long, narrow passageway. Shortly, it branched out, a labyrinth of tunnels beneath the city.

      “I’m glad we’re getting you out of here,” he said as he took the lead. “I happened to overhear the guards talking outside of the tavern, and they have your description, Storm. One look at that long green hair and you’d be strung out to dry.”

      “How do they know? I was robed up when we attacked, and we shot him from an alleyway.”

      “Plenty of people saw you running through the streets earlier without a robe. And you were seen at the slave market. Even the robes and hoods can’t hide everything. Now pick up the pace.”

      As we hurried along, using our flashlights to guide us, I glanced down several of the corridors. A number of them were closed off.

      “Are those truly dead ends?”

      “Not in all cases. Some contain hidden passages. But we scatter the dead ends around so that if the guards ever infiltrate our tunnel system, they may not find all of it.” He hesitated, then added, “Years ago, there was a movement against the Fae who lived here. The tunnels were the product of an effort to smuggle them out of Owlanvine safely. To this day, there are few of the Dark or Light Fae who come through here.”

      “Why did they turn against the Fae?” Ayo asked.

      “Sometimes you have to find a scapegoat. There was a sixth Noble Court back then—a Fae family, the Ialdalis. They didn’t like the way the city was heading, so the other Noble Courts banded together against them and started a campaign. They set up a series of crimes and blamed the Court of Ialdalis. The public called for justice, and the five other families put a bounty on any member of Ialdalis, dead or alive. It extended to blaming all the Fae, and so the tunnels were built by those who understood what was going on. They’re still used today, to smuggle out enemies of the government.”

      After a while, we came to a ladder leading up.

      “Here we are,” Stegis said. “The portal’s makeshift, so the ride will be bumpy, but I’ll program it to Annwn and it should get you there without a problem.”

      I slung Serifa over my shoulder and hurried up the ladder, followed by the others. Nobody said much. We gathered around the portal, which was between two small trees in what looked like a rock-strewn lot. I could see guards in the distance.

      “Keep low, and hurry. I’ll change the portal code now.” Stegis hurried over to one of the trees. I wanted to watch what he was doing, but I didn’t want to interrupt him. Instead, with the children, Serifa, and my sister behind us, the four of us spread out, guarding Stegis while he worked.

      “I’ve almost got it,” he said, but before he could finish, voices nearby startled us.

      “Look—over there!” The man’s voice was loud, and the next thing we knew, four guards came running toward us.

      “Hurry!” Ayo shouted, bringing up her bow and arrow.

      I pulled out my sword, ready for a fight. Hajeet and Tharin followed suit.

      “Two minutes!” Stegis said.

      Before we could say a word, three guards leaped over the rock fence surrounding the lot and came racing in toward us.

      “It’s her!” one of the guards shouted, loud enough so that anybody within hearing distance could hear him. He was carrying a bone-crushing hammer, and he swung it over his shoulder as he headed for me.

      “Stegis, hurry!” Elore pleaded.

      “I’m almost there!”

      But the guard was in front of me at that moment. As he swung his hammer, I darted away. Ayo turned her bow on him and shot him. The arrow landed in his shoulder and he grunted, but didn’t stop.

      I brought my sword up level with my waist, pointed at him, and decided to take the most expedient route. I raced toward him, uttering a loud war cry. He apparently hadn’t expected that because he stood there, mouth gaping, as I impaled him on my sword. As he let out a gurgle, I turned the blade, twisting it through his midsection. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      Hajeet was battling another guard, and Ayo turned her bow to help him. Tharin dispatched the third, but more were headed over the stone fence.

      “You have to go,” Stegis yelled. “Now!”

      I shoved Shellsong and the children toward the portal. “Take them through! I’ll be along.”

      Instead of arguing, the way she would have before, Shellsong grabbed the hands of the children and jumped through the portal, vanishing as it lit up. Serifa followed her.

      I looked over my shoulder. Guards were swarming the yard. “Come on, everybody through.”

      “I can’t go,” Stegis said, shaking his head. “Be safe.”

      “You have to. You’ll never make it out alive. Then what good will you be?”

      “Get your asses through the portal now!” Tharin shoved Ayo and Hajeet toward the opening. They dove through. He turned to Stegis. “If you refuse, Storm will refuse. You know that. You have no choice, you’re coming with us.” He swung his fist, landing on Stegis’s chin. As Stegis staggered, I looped my arm through his and dragged him into the portal, praying that Tharin would make it in time.
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      This time, the portal’s wonky side effects didn’t bother me so much. Everything shifted, and I still felt dizzy, but as we spilled through the other side, I managed to stay on my feet. I dragged Stegis away to give Tharin room. For a moment, nothing happened and my stomach lurched, but then the portal lit up again and Tharin stumbled through, though he was bleeding on one shoulder. But the gash didn’t look that bad.

      “How do you turn off this portal? We don’t want them coming through.” Frantically, I looked around.

      Tharin stumbled over to one of the tall oaks that made up half the portal. “There are ways to make them phase out, if I can just find it.”

      “No worries,” Stegis said, rubbing his jaw. “I set the one in Owlanvine to disrupt itself. They won’t be able to follow us.” He rolled to a sitting position. “You’ve got quite the right jab on you.”

      Tharin slumped down against one of the oaks. “Well, somebody had to do something.”

      Stegis shook his head. “My boss is going to have a lot of questions for me.” He frowned. “I screwed up my post, and that Waystation is history. They’ll raid my bar and dismantle it. I hope they don’t figure out how to get into the interdimensional space. And I hope that someone is able to smuggle Gajela out of there.”

      Tharin stared at him for a moment. “You don’t sound like you come from Wildemoone. Where are you really from?”

      Stegis sighed. “I’ll tell you, but I think we’d better go talk to Lady Ember. She’ll want to get in on this conversation.” He stood, then turned to me. “Maybe fate does have plans for us,” he said.

      As we gathered up our things and wearily headed toward the guards who were coming our way, I laughed. “Destiny has her way, I guess.”

      “You got that right,” Stegis said.
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      The portal we came through this time was a short walk from the castle, but Lady Ember’s guards were there with a couple of wagons. It occurred to me that she must have known about this to have them ready to come get us. Why, and how, wasn’t clear, but I hoped she would tell us.

      We were escorted into a meeting hall. It was small and compact, but there was fresh food there, and fresh water and soft chairs. I was relieved to see Lady Ember and Lord Herne again. They represented safety to me, and after the past month, I craved safety.

      “Close the doors,” Ember said. She waited till the guards left us all in peace. Four of her friends were there—I remembered Angel, a dark-skinned woman born on Earth, Viktor, the half-ogre, Yutani, who was also born over on Earth, and Talia, who was a harpy without her powers.

      When the doors closed, Ember turned to me. “You look a little worse for the wear. Is this your sister?”

      I introduced Shellsong and told Ember what had happened to her. Ember immediately summoned a healer who escorted my sister, Serifa, and the children out of the room.

      “They’ll be examined and given medicine if they need it, and rest,” she said. She turned to Stegis. “I’m surprised to see you here. Cernunnos told us about you, and I wondered if you might meet Storm, but didn’t expect to see you away from your post.”

      We told our story, everyone adding in their parts. When we finally finished, Ember sat back, a disgruntled look on her face.

      “Well, Stegis, you obviously can’t return to Owlanvine,” she said. “And you don’t dare go back, either, Storm.”

      “I’ll call my father and ask him what he wants you to do,” Herne said, turning to Stegis.

      “How did Stegis get over there in the first place?” I asked. I wanted to know more about what he had been doing there. But Ember wasn’t interested in telling me.

      “It’s better you don’t know, at least right now. But I’ve come to the conclusion that we can’t just allow you to go running around the realms without supervision. You’re too much of a maverick.” She stared at me.

      “Why do I have the feeling my autonomy is about to vanish?” I asked.

      “Because it is. Among the gods, we recruit those we need. I think you’d be useful. And I think we can help you save your own skin.” She glanced at Stegis. “You like this crew?”

      He winked. “You want me to supervise?”

      “I think that’s best.” She turned back to me. “Since Raven and Kipa have offered to rescue your other sister, there’s no need for you to return to the Forgotten Kingdom. Right now, we have an issue that needs to be taken care of. A friend of ours—a dwarf who has moved back to the Rejovak Mountains—is facing a serious issue.. He needs help, and that includes help from someone who understands the Truebloods and how to get around them. You’re the closest to that description that I can think of.”

      Herne cleared his throat. “There’s a reason we sent Ayo, Tharin, and Hajeet with you. We wanted to see whether you could work together. We have our answer. Stegis, if Cernunnos has no objections, would you be willing to take the lead?”

      Stegis nodded, a faint grin on his face. “Oh, I’d be more than happy to help.”

      “Then it’s set,” Ember said. “We’ll give you a week or so to rest, and then you’ll be off, back to Wildemoone.”

      “Wait!” I jumped up. “I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, it’s easy enough,” Yutani said. “Welcome to the world of the Wild Hunt. You’ve been drafted. Congratulations. You now have a paying job and a new home.”

      Dazed, still not quite understanding what was going on, I sat there as the meeting broke up and Ayo led me away to wash up and rest.
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      By the next afternoon, I understood what I had gotten myself into. I was now an employee of the Wild Hunt Agency, Annwn division. Which basically meant that I was about to be sent out on missions with Ayo, Hajeet, Tharin, and now—Stegis. While I had no say over what I was assigned to do, I had friends to back me up, a steady income, and I would travel and see the world. Or worlds, as it might be.

      I was sitting with my sister in our room, and she told me that she was well, but that Ferosyn—Ember’s main healer—had told her there was no way to recover her voice. They were going to teach her something called “sign language,” and she could stay as long as she wanted. The children were being cared for by one of Ember’s friends. And Serifa was basically my cat, though she was forbidden to come on missions with me. Shellsong would watch over Serifa for me.

      “Raven and Kipa will bring Sparkle to live with us,” I told Shellsong.

      Good. I worry about her. Tell me, do you know why Mother tried to erase Saronica’s existence?

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t think I ever knew why. But it helped because I always felt guilty about her. I hate the Dragonni. If there’s anything I can do against them, I will.”

      But don’t jeopardize your job. You know that there are things going on with the Truebloods that we’re not privy to, but it’s obvious, by watching Lord Herne and Lady Ember. Last night at dinner, they almost said a number of things, then stopped. I’m learning a lot by not being able to talk. People treat me as though I’m deaf, as well.

      I nodded. “There’s more going on than I want to know.” I paused. “I’m glad we’re together, Shellsong. I was hoping you wouldn’t want to go back.”

      I was never happy there with Mother. But now, I get a chance to do something totally new. Maybe I can find a job too, one I like. Maybe I can do something other than simply exist, hiding from the Truebloods. Now, tell me, what’s going on with Stegis? The looks he gives you…

      I lay down, staring at the ceiling. Life had shifted drastically in the past month. The world was waiting for me, adventures were stretching out in my future, and I had Stegis, at least for now.

      Shellsong joined me on the bed, while Serifa snuggled between us. We stared at the ceiling, hands clasped, as I told my sister about the journey I had made to find her, and about Stegis.

      “I don’t know much about him, but I like him. He’s attractive in a way I’ve never thought of before. As for Ayo, Hajeet, and Tharin…they’re the first real friends I’ve ever made on my own. I think I’m going to like this new life, you know?”

      My sister agreed. As the dusk began to fall, we dressed for dinner and, for the first time in my life, I had a family waiting for me. And for the first time in my life, I was grateful that Shellsong was part of it.
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      If you enjoyed The Poisoned Forest, then you can preorder The Tangled Sky—the second book in the series—as well as Tattered Thorns—another spinoff of the Wild Hunt Series. And if you want to read the Wild Hunt Series where the ideas for the Hedge Dragon Series began, start with The Silver Stag, which you can read for free. If you haven’t signed up for my newsletter at https://galenorn.com/newsletter/ , do so now and you’ll get the first three Wild Hunt books for free!

      If you like ooo-spooky fiction with an older female lead, check out Starlight Web. January Jaxson returns to the quirky town of Moonshadow Bay after her husband dumps her and steals their business, and within days she’s working for Conjure Ink, a paranormal investigations agency, and exploring the potential of her hot new neighbor. Five books are currently available and a novella will be coming out shortly.

      If you like paranormal mysteries/paranormal women’s fiction, try my Chintz ‘n China Paranormal Mystery Series. The first arc of the series is complete with: Ghost of a Chance, Legend of the Jade Dragon, Murder Under a Mystic Moon, A Harvest of Bones, One Hex of a Wedding, and two wrap-up novellas: Holiday Spirits and Well of Secrets.

      Return with me to Whisper Hollow Series, where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. I re-released Autumn Thorns and Shadow Silence, along with a new book—The Phantom Queen! Come join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, spirit shaman for the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow.

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance with some steamy vampire-witch action, meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. Fun-loving witch Maddy Gallowglass, her smoking-hot vampire lover Aegis, and their crazed cjinn Bubba (part djinn, all cat) rock it out in Bedlam, a magical town on a magical island. Start with book one of the series: Bewitching Bedlam. There are six books and several novellas in the series.

      I invite you to visit Fury’s world. Bound to Hecate, Fury is a minor goddess, taking care of the Abominations who come off the World Tree. Books one through five are available now in the Fury Unbound Series: Fury Rising, Fury’s Magic, Fury Awakened, Fury Calling, and Fury’s Mantle.

      For a dark, gritty, steamy series, try my world of The Indigo Court, where the long winter has come, and the Vampiric Fae are on the rise. Night Myst, Night Veil, Night Seeker, Night Vision, Night’s End and Night Shivers are all available now.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the bibliography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases AND the first three Wild Hunt books for free. You’re welcome to join my YouTube Channel, and check out my Patreon, too.

      QUALITY CONTROL: This work has been professionally edited and proofread. If you encounter any typos or formatting issues ONLY, please contact me through my website so they may be corrected. Otherwise, know that this book is in my style and voice and editorial suggestions will not be entertained. Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hedge Dragons:

      
        	Shellsong: Sister to Storm and Sparkle, sold to slavers by their mother.

        	Sparkle: Sister to Storm and Shellsong. Developmentally disabled.

        	Storm: Sister to Shellsong and Sparkle. Rescued Shellsong from the slavers who bought her and recruited into the Wild Hunt Agency, Annwn Division.

      

      Storm’s Friends & Allies:

      
        	Ayo: Half-Elf, born on Earth in Japan.

        	Hajeet: Wolf shifter, one of Kipa’s Elitvartijat, his elite guard.

        	Raven, the Daughter of Bones: (also: Raven BoneTalker) A bone witch, Raven is young, as far as the Ante-Fae go, and she works with the dead. She’s also a fortune-teller, and a necromancer.

        	Stegis: Maintained a Waystation in Owlanvine.

        	Tharin: Elf, one of Ember’s tutors, then one of Storm’s companions.

      

      The Gods, the Luo’henkah, the Elemental Spirits, & Their Courts:

      
        	Cernunnos: Lord of the Hunt, god of the Forest and King Stag of the Woods. Together with Morgana, Cernunnos originated the Wild Hunt and negotiated the covenant treaty with both the Light and the Dark Fae. Herne’s father.

        	Ember: Consort of Herne, goddess of the Grotto, Lady of Water Fae, and Mistress of the Hunt.

        	Herne: Son of Cernunnos, Lord of the Hunt.

        	Kuippana (also: Kipa): Lord of the Wolves. Elemental forest spirit; Herne’s distant cousin. Trickster. Leader of the SuVahta, a group of divine elemental wolf shifters.

        	Morgana: Goddess of the Fae and the Sea, she was originally human but Cernunnos lifted her to deityhood. She agreed to watch over the Fae who did not return across the Great Sea. Torn by her loyalty to her people and her loyalty to Cernunnos, she at times finds herself conflicted about the Wild Hunt. Herne’s mother.

      

      The Force Majeure:

      A group of legendary magicians, sorcerers, and witches. They are not human, but magic-born. There are twenty-one at any given time and the only way into the group is to be hand chosen, and the only exit from the group is death.

      
        	Baba Yaga: A powerful sorceress.

        	Merlin, The: Morgana’s father. Magician of ancient Celtic fame.

        	Taliesin: The first Celtic bard. Son of Cerridwen, originally a servant who underwent magical transformation and finally was reborn through Cerridwen as the first bard.

        	Ranna: Powerful sorceress. Elatha’s mistress.

        	Rasputin: The Russian sorcerer and mystic.

        	Väinämöinen: The most famous Finnish bard.

      

      The Dragonni—the Dragon Shifters

      
        	The Celestial Wanders (Blue, Silver, and Gold Dragons)

        	The Mountain Dreamers (Green and Black Dragons)

        	The Luminous Warriors (White, Red, and Shadow Dragons)

        	Echidna: The Mother of Dragons (born of the Titans Gaia and Tartarus)

        	Ivekta: Green Dragon; Storm’s mother. Her wings were broken after she gave birth to her baby hedge dragons.

        	Typhon: The Father of Dragons (born of the Titans Gaia and Tartarus)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TIMELINE OF SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 1:

      
        	Late October/Samhain: The Poisoned Forest (the same timeframe/year Antlered Crown from the Wild Hunt Series takes place).
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      I often write to music, and THE POISONED FOREST was no exception. Here’s the playlist I used for this book.

      
        	Android Lust: Here and Now; Saint Over

        	Arch Leaves: Nowhere to Go

        	AWOLNATION: Sail

        	Basil Poledouris: Theology/Civilization; The Orgy

        	Beastie Boys: Rhymin & Stealin; She’s Crafty

        	The Black Angels: Currency; Vikings; Don’t Play With Guns; Holland

        	Black Pumas: Sweet Conversations

        	Black Sabbath: Lady Evil; Paranoid

        	Bon Jovi: Wanted Dead or Alive

        	Boom! Bap! Pow!: Suit

        	The Bravery: Believe

        	Broken Bells: The Ghost Inside

        	Cat Power: Werewolf

        	Celtic Woman: Newgrange; Scarborough Fair

        	Clannad: Banba Óir; I Will Meet You

        	Cream: Sunshine of Your Love; Strange Brew

        	Creedence Clearwater Revival: Green River; Fortunate Son; Born on the Bayou

        	Dead Can Dance: Yulunga; The Ubiquitous Mr. Lovegrove; Indus

        	Death Cab For Cutie: I Will Possess Your Heart

        	Deuter: Petite Fleur

        	DJ Shah: Mellomaniac

        	Eastern Sun: Beautiful Being

        	Eivør: Trøllbundin

        	FC Kahuna: Hayling

        	The Feeling: Sewn

        	Fluke: Absurd

        	Foster the People: Pumped Up Kicks

        	Gabrielle Roth: Raven; Mother Night; Rest Your Tears Here; Totem

        	Gary Numan: Hybrid; The Gift; Saints and Liars: The End of Dragons; Petals; Ghost Nation; My Name is Ruin

        	Godsmack: Voodoo; Whiskey Hangover

        	Gorillaz: Kids With Guns; Dare: Demon Days; Clint Eastwood; Stylo

        	The Gospel Whisky Runners: Muddy Waters

        	Hanni El Khatib: Come Alive

        	Heart: Magic Man; White Lightning & Wine

        	Hedningardna: Grodan/Widergrenen; Ukkonen; Gorrlaus; Saglaten

        	Hossam Ramzy: Sahara Groove

        	The HU: The Gereg; The Great Chinggis Khaan; Wolf Totem

        	Ian Melrose & Kerstin Blodig: Kråka; Kelpie

        	Imagine Dragons: Natural

        	In Strict Confidence: Silver Bullets; Snow White; Tiefer

        	Jessica Bates: The Hanging Tree

        	Jethro Tull: Jack-A-Lynn; Motoreyes; Rhythm in Gold; Part of the Machine; Witch’s Promise; North Sea Oil; Something’s On the Move; Dun Ringill

        	John Fogerty: The Old Man Down the Road

        	Ladytron: Ghosts; I’m Not Scared; Destroy Everything You Touch

        	Low: Witches; Plastic Cup; Half-Light

        	Marconi Union: First Light; Alone Together; Flying (In Crimson Skies); Time Lapse; Broken Colours; We Travel; Weightless; Weightless, Pt 2; Weightless, Pt 3; Weightless, Pt 4; Weightless, Pt 5; Weightless, Pt 6

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	The Offspring: Pretty Fly

        	Oingo Boingo: Dead Man’s Party

        	Orgy: Social Enemies; Blue Monday

        	A Pale Horse Named Death: Meet the Wolf

        	Pati Yang: All That Is Thirst

        	R.E.M.: Drive

        	Rachel Diggs: Hands of Time

        	Rue du Soleil: We Can Fly; Le Francaise; Wake Up Brother; Blues Du Soleil

        	Ruth Barrett: Faerie’s Love Song; The Rolling World

        	Sarah McLachlan: Possession

        	Screaming Trees: Where the Twain Shall Meet; All I Know

        	Shriekback: The Shining Path; Underwaterboys; Dust and a Shadow; This Big Hush; Agony Box; And the Rain; The King in the Tree

        	Spiral Dance: Boys of Bedlam; Rise Up

        	Tamaryn: While You’re Sleeping, I’m Dreaming; Violet’s in a Pool

        	Tempest: Raggle Taggle Gypsy; Queen of Argyll; Nottamun Town; Black Jack Davy

        	Thompson Twins: The Gap

        	Toadies: Possum Kingdom

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Trills: Speak Loud

        	Tuatha Dea: Tuatha De Danaan; The Hum and the Shiver; Long Black Curl

        	Valen: Cold Blood

        	The Verve: Bittersweet Symphony

        	Warchild: Ash

        	Wendy Rule: Let the Wind Blow; The Circle Song; Elemental Chant

        	Zero 7: In the Waiting Line
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      New York Times, Publishers Weekly, and USA Today bestselling author Yasmine Galenorn writes urban fantasy and paranormal romance, and is the author of over seventy-five books, including the Wild Hunt Series, the Moonshadow Bay Series, the Fury Unbound Series, the Bewitching Bedlam Series, the Indigo Court Series, and the Otherworld Series, among others. She’s also written nonfiction metaphysical books. She is the 2011 Career Achievement Award Winner in Urban Fantasy, given by RT Magazine. Yasmine has been in the Craft since 1980, is a shamanic witch and High Priestess. She describes her life as a blend of teacups and tattoos. She lives in Kirkland, WA, with her husband Samwise and their cats. Yasmine can be reached via her Website at Galenorn.com. You can find all her links at her LinkTree.
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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