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            WREN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dawn, Walpurgis third, 285 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      Pride and excitement made Wren fluff his feathers. His father trusted him to protect himself and his sister on a trip to the West Market. He'd never been given this responsibility or freedom. He'd never been allowed to venture down from their mountain home into New Nadezhda by himself, and being able to take Alesia, his cosseted twin, conferred a high honor.

      "Look!" Alesia danced on her toes but managed to keep her cloak tucked around her. She pointed to a building on the corner. The bright light sparkled on the dew on the cobblestones, making everything seem new. The smell of honeyed cookies wafted to Wren from the open door.

      He smiled at his sister. "Let's get one."

      They entered the shop and the bell jangled. A human used a long wooden paddle to pull the breakfast treats out of the oven. The smell of baked bread and honey with cinnamon filled the room.

      "Oh, can we have one?" Alesia whispered and gripped his arm.

      He patted her hand and said to the baker, "May we have two, please?"

      The man turned with a soft whirr and metal ping and smiled. "Of course, Prince." Wren recognized him as someone his father had aided. The whir and the ping were sounds from the clever mechanism on the man's left foot that helped him walk. The Aero's artisans had built the device on his father's orders.

      The human took the two honey cakes and placed them in the eating pouch and handed them to Wren.

      Wren fished out a few coins and put them on the counter. "Thank you."

      "No charge." The man crossed his arms.

      "Please, take the money." Alesia's voice was soft and full of entreaty.

      The man stared at her for a moment and then loosened his arms and nodded. "Yes, Princess."

      Wren would not have been able to resist her request and was not surprised that the human had been unable to as well. Something about his sister made people want to aid her.

      Wren and Alesia left, each holding a wrapped cake. The honey tasted like sunshine and reminded him of an early morning song.

      "Can we try that?" Alesia was already done with her treat. She pointed to a shop labeled "Fortune Teller."

      Wren shivered. His family already had a curse and a prophecy handed down in the royal family. Two halves united shall burn and be reborn.

      The last thing he or his family needed was another prophecy. No one knew what the first one meant. The fact that two members of his family had died by fire just added to his unease.

      The fortune teller shop was different from the others on the street, exuding a sense of foreboding. He had not been to the city often, and Wren had never noticed the shop before.

      He glanced at his sister to say no but saw her excitement clearly written on her face. Her wide smile and sparkling eyes begged him to say yes. He hesitated. Keeping his sister safe was the most important thing to him. A close second was her happiness.

      She was just as adept at reading Wren's expression because she said, "Oh, come on, Wren, how much danger can we be in? Dad sent someone to watch over us." She waved her hand at the nearby roof.

      One of his father's guards sat on the roof watching them. How had Wren missed the sun glinting off that much armor?

      The feeling of independence and trust disappeared. Frustration and anger roiled in his gut. He clenched his teeth ‘til they ached. Instead of telling her no, which was probably the right thing, he took her hand and led her to the shop.

      The door opened with a groan that sent a shiver down his spine. He'd taken enough of his apprentice training to feel the press of magic in the shop. The small entry opened into a large room. Most of the magic emanated from something covered in the middle of the wooden table in the far corner. Drapes hung not only on the windows making the interior dim, but nearby that looked like they could be closed for privacy.

      The aura didn't seem to be malicious, at least not yet. But he got the impression that the magic watched him and his sister. He didn't like the feel of its gaze upon her, so he turned to go.

      "Welcome to Madam Red's shop." The voice came from a dark corner on his left side.

      A woman stepped from the shadows. She looked like a human, but something about her aura said she was anything but. Curly, auburn hair spilled across her shoulder and blended into scarlet, layered silk. The different red colors in her garb gave the illusion that flames hovered around her.

      Wren backed his sister toward the door.

      "I am not here to harm you. I can clearly see your futures," the woman said softly.

      "I want to know," Alesia sang out and pushed forward. Her face was bright and excited.

      The kind smile that the woman gave Alesia convinced him to stay. Divination magic was not the easiest to control. If a person was good at it, they could give a hint to the future. If they were bad at that type of magic or unlucky, they might as well make up the future for how accurate the fortune would be.

      "Are you Madam Red?" Wren glanced around the dim interior and then focused on the woman.

      "I am, young prince." The woman gave him a polite smile. "Come sit here." She led them to a small round table in the corner. She pulled out a chair and gestured to Alesia to sit. When Alesia did, Madam Red invited Wren to sit too.

      He moved to the table and sat at the edge of the chair.

      Madam Red removed a cloth from a fist-sized, clear crystal. The light sparkled on the gem's surface. Under the surface, white and red clouds rolled past.

      The magic strengthened and the otherness and power puffed the feathers between his shoulders. He glanced at his sister to see if she could feel the power.

      She sat frozen and stared into the gem, her blue eyes wide and her goofy and excited smile beaming from her lips. This was the smile she had used when they had found a mine cart and decided to take it through the mountain. Luckily when the ride ended with them launching off the rails and into the cavern, their wings had saved them.

      Madam Red cleared her throat. She had sat at the table across from them while he was distracted.

      "What's wrong with my sister?" Wren froze as Madam Red's eyes shifted from brown to bright blue. "You are the only one who can right this wrong and save her."

      Wren's throat suddenly went dry. This was a test. There were always tests. He swallowed and pushed down his fear. "What must I do?"

      She smiled. "There is a prophecy for you. And a word of advice."

      Wren nodded. He knew he would have to memorize the words as they would never be repeated. As soon as he could, he would have to write the words down so the prediction could be put in the chronicle.

      Her gaze lifted to the ceiling. She shivered and her silk garb flickered around her like flames.

      
        
        
        Son and daughter of the saviors of fenix

        Time runs out to repair

        that which was sundered after the Merge

        Isolate the pair until first light on her day of birth

        Seek the kept flame and release

        Two halves united shall burn and be reborn

        Only a bound witch can save them all

        Or the immortal shall die

        and break open fully the portal to the Abyss.

      

      

      

      

      Wren repeated the words in his head a few times, adding them to his memory. The middle part he'd already known. The fact that this seemed related to a prediction long held in his family sent a shiver down his spine. He'd been told about the prophecy his whole life.

      Wren reviewed the parts. He'd look up fenix and see if he could find the reference. The Merge was when the human realm and his own realm came together in a sudden violent event. After three hundred years, no one was sure what had caused the Merge, only that the event had decimated populations and forced the supernatural people and humans to live together. He had no idea who the pair could be, unless that was another reference to the son and daughter mentioned. There were many ways to bind a person, but to bind a witch implied a magical connection. Nothing else in the new words made any sense. He ground his teeth but worked to relax. While frustrating, this should not affect him or his sister.

      Madam Red sat motionless with her hands serenely on her lap. She gazed at Alesia, who stared back at her, and then they both turned to face Wren. Alesia's eyes were iridescent. He'd been wrong. The weight of the air shifted as if a storm approached. Whatever had possessed their grandmother and ruined her life now had a hold on his sister. He struggled to breathe with the heaviness on his chest.

      "It must be done by her thirtieth birthday or all is lost."

      Alesia blinked her eyes and they returned to their natural blue. The spirit finding Alesia was his fault. His throat thickened and his stomach churned.

      "What is your word of advice?" Wren asked, forcing the words past the constriction.

      "Run, the demons are here." The woman whirled in a circle until the silks rose and became real fire. Heat licked out, and the flame touched his hand. Tingles consumed his hand and arm to his shoulder. He stared at the flame that surrounded his wrist. A flush of adrenaline rushed through his body. He dropped to the ground trying to put out the fire. It took him a moment to realize that he was not in any pain. His arm just tingled, and the flames receded into his skin. He took a breath to calm his wildly thumping heart.

      "Wren?" Alesia's voice was sharp and snapped him out of his panic. "Madam Red is gone."

      He jerked his gaze away from his arm. Alesia stared at him. Her mouth gaped open in what had to be horror.

      "We have to get out of here." He shook his hand, and the tingles and the flames faded.

      Wren went to the front door, but when he touched the handle, the metal burned his finger. He drew his sword and cut away the curtain that blocked the front window. A pile of burning rubble blocked the door. They were trapped in the building.

      Madam Red's face appeared in the flames and formed the word "Run."

      Beyond the fire, a line of women stepped into view. He couldn't see the details with the flames in the way. They linked their hands, and a sheet of black frost hit the blaze. The powerful magic wave crashed over him. Madam Red's face disappeared, and the fire rose, blocking his view. Those women must be the demons.

      Run! The flames hissed at him. He jerked back. Madam Red was protecting them.

      "What's wrong?" Alesia asked.

      "We have to fly." Wren ran toward her and grabbed her hand. His heart thudded, and he could feel his wings open.

      Alesia frowned, and her eyes narrowed. "I saw a back exit." She hurried toward the back left corner. Another multi-colored red curtain shimmered in the back. She pushed the curtain aside.

      A pot bubbled on the fire in a small stone hearth. A chair with a multi-colored quilt over the back sat before the fire. The walls had no windows or doors. A small stairway led up.

      He grabbed Alesia's hand and pulled her up the stairs. Perhaps the top of the house had more windows or another option for escape. The stairs opened into a large room.

      A spell circle dominated the center. Candles glowed around the outside. This must be her casting chamber. Another curtain blocked the far wall, hopefully covering a window or door. He tore the curtain down to reveal a window that opened at his touch. "We have to go."

      "What about Madam Red?" Alesia's high, tight voice focused him. He needed to save his sister.

      "She's blocking the demons so we can escape."

      The urge to see the women who were attacking the front gripped him. He could fly over. They would never see him. The itch grew stronger. He needed to know who was attacking his family. Seeing them would only take a moment. He took a step away from Alesia.

      "No." Alesia's eyes transformed into iridescent swirls. She touched his arm, and heat flared under his skin. Magic tingled across his senses. The urge to see the demons faded, and he took a deep breath. Alesia had no magic of her own. The power must be from whatever possessed her.

      He shivered. Grandmother could do things like this when she was possessed.

      Alesia's eyes rolled up. He snatched her to his chest before she collapsed.

      A sharp crack at the front of the building reminded him of the danger they were still in. He launched through the window, opening his wings wide to support them both. He flapped hard into the air and carried his sister toward home.

      He knew one thing for sure. It was his fault that the spirit had found Alesia, and he would do whatever it took to save her.
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        Just after Dawn, Primum first, 300 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      
        
        Over fourteen years later…

      

      

      "You look sad, little witch." Valeria dropped the book in her hands. The thump of the volume hitting the tiled floor had her heart racing.

      Alex raised his hands as if in surrender. "I thought you had heard me." His mellow, calm voice relaxed something inside her. Alex was safe. He was so thin she could probably beat him in a fight. He had very little magic of his own. More than anything else, he was a kind soul. She was safe. Her sister was safe. The demons didn't know where either of them were.

      She let out a slow breath and worked to relax her tense shoulders.

      "I didn't mean to startle you." His narrow build and blond curls made him appear child-like, but he was the most learned man she'd ever met, including her new, scholarly in-laws.

      She picked up the book, Ten Ways to Exorcize a Demon, and set the book on the shelf.

      "You know I could help you find what you are looking for if you told me what was going on." Alex's voice was just as soft and kind as it had been since the first time she had come to stay.

      She looked into his pale blue eyes and thought about confessing everything. Then she remembered the hatred on her grandmother's face the last time Valeria had seen her. She needed to stop calling her grandmother. Isabella was never really her grandmother. Not after selling the family to demons generations ago.

      "I'm not sure what I can tell you to help me."

      "William said you are safer if you are hidden away." Alex's voice was hesitant.

      She nodded. "He thinks that having Corona and me together would make it easier for Isabella to find us." What she said was not accurate nor was that fact why she was here at the Archive.

      "Because Corona is your sister?"

      Another nod did not seem to be what he wanted from her. He waited, lips pursed and eyes watchful. Perhaps her brother-in-law had already informed Alex what was going on.

      Valeria sighed. "What has William told you?"

      "You are a witch new to her power. You have some powerful enemies who want you and your sister dead. Because of what William studies, I'm assuming that the danger is demon-related. We have had an increase in demonic activity in the city. Based on your earlier comment, Isabella poses the highest risk."

      Should she tell Alex about her demonic family? With any other person the answer would be no. But this was Alex. Helpful, knowledgeable Alex who literally lived in the Archives for years. "Isabella, who I thought was my grandmother, raised me. She sold out her family line to demons a long time ago. I have no idea how long, but the women of our line are born with a demon soul and a human soul inhabiting their bodies."

      "And you and your sister escaped."

      "We defeated our demons to be free, but I don't know how the demons got in our line or if…" His words were not a question, but she responded anyway. Fear closed her throat. This was the real reason she had left Corona's side. Corona was pregnant and based on the family curse, if her baby was female, her baby would be born with a demon next to her human soul. The demon soul would be connected to Isabella. This connection not only would give away Corona's location but also put the child at risk of possession. "But she is pregnant…"

      He gasped. "You think the family's demon curse will transfer to the new babe." He seemed to study her face. "So you are here to try and figure out how to break the curse."

      Her throat clogged, and her eyes burned as she nodded. Feeling the baby move in Corona's belly had decided Valeria's next action. She would not let her niece be born with a demon soul attached to her human one. So far, Valeria had been unsuccessful at finding a way to save her niece. Corona was due within the next few weeks.

      His eyes lost focus and he hummed. "Taking over a family like that must have required a great deal of power."

      "Power?" She hadn't given much thought to how this had happened. To have a demon soul plucked from the Abyss and connected to a baby would be powerful magic.

      "Yes, there must have been a huge influx of power to attach demons so firmly to a family." He tapped his lips and glanced away. "I need to do some research. Do you have any idea when this all happened to your ancestors?"

      "She called herself grandmother, but that was not right. She always felt much older."

      "So, over sixty years ago. Where did you grow up?"

      "We moved a lot, but they did their ceremony on my cousin, at this two-story house surrounded by slouching buildings." She shuddered at the memory and tried not to think about how much her cousin had suffered.

      At his frown, she described where the house was located and some of the nearby streets.

      "That's not in this city. I wonder if you went somewhere else?" He hummed and tapped his lips in a rhythm she didn't recognize. "I am going to guess that Isabella cursed the family right after the Merge. I'm also going to guess that…" His gaze turned to her. "At this ceremony, did you actually see a demon? Not a gaseous form but actually saw one?"

      Valeria thought back to that awful day when she saw her cousin go through the first blood ceremony. Her aunts hadn't looked human. They looked like black and twisted caricatures of humans. "Maybe. I was not there physically but took a spirit journey. The aunts…" She was not sure how to explain. Being in her soul form distorted the physical world. Only items and people with high personal connections appeared the same from that view.

      Alex grabbed a book located next to the one she had put away and flipped through the pages. "Like this?"

      He turned the book toward her. The picture sent chills down her back. Crumpled humans lay in a circle around another prone figure. Hovering above were five black shadows with red eyes. In her mind, she could see them flying around Winifred. She shuddered. "Yes, they looked like this during the first blood ceremony."

      Alex nodded. "The spirit plane overlaps with where we are now and the demon world. There must be a crack that leads to the demon realm. That would allow the demon souls to attach to your family. If we closed that crack, you might break your family curse. I need to do more research, but I think⁠—"

      "Meep." The high-pitched call echoed throughout the chamber. Other voices echoed through the room with the same sound.

      "Drat." Alex stiffened and glared toward the sound. "I need you to contain them while I call for help."

      "Contain them? What are they?" The meeping sounds grew louder as they talked.

      Alex's demeanor shifted, and a fierceness she had not expected flashed in his gaze. "Meeps swarm and set fire to everything around them." He dug through a nearby shelf and handed her a sword. "Try to keep them away from the books and artifacts."

      Then before she could say anything about the futility of handing a witch a sword, Alex raced away toward the front of the Archive.

      The sword glowed faintly, but unless the sword knew how to fight, the weapon would be of no use to her. She placed the sword back on the shelf and walked to where the sounds came from. She would have to rely on her own magic to defend the Archive.

      Solid, warded stone made up the back of the room. How did the Meeps get in? A nervous quiver hit her stomach and her senses seemed sharper. The faint smell of vanilla came from the nearby books and, even fainter, the smell of smoldering.

      The scratching sounds on stone and soft meeps seemed loudest from around the next corner. She swallowed her nerves and peeked around to assess the area. Her magic did not consist of fireballs or lightning bolts but embraced protection and enchantments. Maybe she could hold the Meeps in place until help could arrive.

      The dark stone of the back wall crumbled and a fuzzy, purple, winged lizard tumbled into the room. Its nails scrabbled on the stone as the lizard flipped over. The large, purple eyes looked up at her. Then the creature sneezed and exploded in a three-foot ball of fire.

      Valeria understood now why Alex was freaking out. Fire in the Archive would be devastating. The whole building and everything protected within could be lost, but this little lizard was not the malevolent creature she'd been expecting.

      A dozen more meeps sounded from deeper in the hole. A hundred more sounded like they might be even deeper in the walls. Large, black, sooty patterns already spotted the tiled floor.

      She let out her magical senses. The slight ringing of bells and baked bread surrounded her. The Meeps' magic didn't feel evil. They were not trying to cause damage, but they were seeking something. Something together. Strange. The next lizard's nose peeked out of the hole. The lizard sniffed and then "meeped." Yes, definitely seeking.

      Running footsteps echoed behind her.

      "Where's the sword? They are going to burn this place down if we can't get them contained." Alex's face reddened. "They almost took out the Archive in the neighboring town. A dozen wizards finally stopped them, but they still lost most of that building and artifacts."

      She grabbed his arm before he could do something to break the peace. "They are not malicious, just...lost." She didn't know how to describe how she felt.

      Alex shrugged off her hand and turned to glare at her. His affinity for the earth was a part of his magic and formed a dozen tiny dust devils behind him. "What do you mean?"

      "They are seeking something. A way to come together."

      Alex huffed and crossed his arms. "How do you know that?"

      She closed her eyes for a moment to feel the magic and then opened them. "They yearn. They mindlessly seek connection because of that yearning."

      "How do we stop them from destroying everything? We won't get help for a while." Alex bit his lip and he seemed so desperate for her to have a solution that would prevent the Meeps from burning down his home. What did she know?

      The Meeps’ rapid desire to come together could be a geas. That type of magic would force the Meeps together. To what purpose could only be revealed when they were successful. Perhaps if she gave them a protected space, the Meeps would move on to the next step. A step which hopefully was not burning down the Archive.

      "I think we give them a place to gather. Clear out this space." She gestured to the area the Meeps were already coming into and a section between the shelves.

      "Is this wise?" He studied her face and slowly uncrossed his arms.

      She had no idea if this plan would work, but she did know taking this tactic was more in keeping with her own magical strengths. She nodded and straightened her shoulder to give Alex confidence that she knew what she was doing. "Worst case I can use the circle to trap them until help comes."

      He took a shuddery breath. "What can I do?"

      "I need quick-drying paint and a clear space. I will need you to be a part of the spell." The last she had said without thought, but as the words left her lips, she knew them to be true. She needed to create a special spell circle and bring Alex into the circle's magic.

      "What! Why me?" He took a small step back, and the dust devils behind him merged into something bigger.

      "I think they seek protection, and that is what you do."

      Alex swallowed and nodded. He moved away as more Meeps tumbled out of the wall. A few moments later, he handed her a smaller brush and a small can of green paint. Hopefully with such a small brush, the can would contain enough paint to finish the circle. Green would be a good color for her plan. She wanted to not only contain them but calm them down and bring them together. Without a word, he picked up and tucked away random objects on the floor.

      "If I clear out from here to the wall, is that big enough?"

      "Should be." She dipped the brush in the green paint and started the outer ring of the spell circle. The brush made a line thinner than her thumb's first joint. The Meeps gathered mostly in the center away from where she envisioned the outer ring. She worked her way around the room. Alex moved gingerly amongst the Meeps within the circle. They rubbed up against his legs as he cleaned the area. Now that he was near, there was no sneezing or exploding.

      Once she closed the circle, she shuffle-stepped to the center. She drew another smaller circle in the middle. The Meeps sniffed at her, but she gently kept them away from the wet paint. For something considered a menace, the Meeps were affectionate. They rubbed their faces on her or licked her wrist. When she was done painting, the can only had a few splashes of paint left. She closed her eyes and cast a simple calling spell on the inner circle.

      Hundreds of pairs of swirling purple eyes oriented on her, and the Meeps scampered closer. A steady stream of Meeps tumbled out from the wall and headed her way, swelling the ranks in the circle.

      Valeria set down the brush and paint can behind her as she sat just outside the outer circle. She patted the spot next to her. "Come sit with me."

      Alex sat next to her. "What are we going to do?"

      "We just need to give the Meeps a safe place to gather." Valeria ignored her knotting stomach. If her hunch was right, this action would save the Archive from a fiery fate.

      When she offered her hand, Alex let out his breath and took it.

      "Try to relax. Watch them and look for patterns. They won't wander away because of the spell. I will reach out to you with my magic."

      Alex nodded. "I don't have much."

      "Your magic is all nature-based, especially of the earth. Deep inside, you protect."

      Valeria sent a thread of magic to Alex. Since she and Alex were not bound in anything except new friendship, the thread had a harder time connecting. She added a little more power to the attempt before she was able to feel him.

      To her senses, Alex seemed earthy, solid, and deep. She combined their magic to call to the Meeps she could still sense in the walls. Hopefully, when they were all within the circle, the geas would break.

      She settled back and waited.

      With luck, when the Meeps were gathered, she could help them find what they were looking for without burning down the Archive.
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        Early Morning, Primum first, 300 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      "Of all the insufferable things in the world, you had to pick a dog to bring to the Rookery." Wren said the words in his head, loudly as he always did when he had a strong reaction to something. He purposefully loosened his tense muscles in his shoulders. This was not the time nor the place to say such a thing. He had a dozen slots to fill in his program that would train those with even a spark of natural talent to make the best use of the magic they had.

      The young human, Rye, clutched a small, black dog in her lap. She licked her lips and her gaze darted around the room. As she sat in the chair by his desk, he tested her magic. She had the tiniest spark. With training, she might be able to fuse and connect small items. Her magic might even bond mates' souls together into a soul-bond.

      Soul mating was rare and often took a bit of magic, like Rye's, for everything to line up. The potential mates both had to be available, of the right age, and willing to bond. If they bound, the connection meant power. The mated couple would be unable to be away from their mate for long periods of time. The death of one caused the other to sicken and die. Some said the deceased soul waited nearby, unable to leave without their mate.

      Her magic was not useful in the way he usually looked for, but Rye had been brave enough to enter the Rookery and apply for the program. The limp brown hair, hollowed cheeks, and dark circles under her brown eyes told the story of how she'd gotten here. The bruising on her arms and the way the dog in her lap watched the room said where she had come from.

      Only one space remained in the program. The rest of the candidates were pampered kids from nearby clans. They would be fine until next year when they could apply again. This girl would not survive. Despite her weak magic, he wanted to let her stay.

      Wren let his breath out through his mouth and leaned forward to make a note on his pad. He couldn't allow dogs in the roost. The last time he'd tried, the Rookery had almost lost a clutch of eggs. Joshua owed him a favor, so maybe he would have a safe place for the dog.

      "Can you help me?" Rye's soft, meek voice floated to him. The dog in her arms kept a wary eye on Wren. The tail thumped hard against the leg of the chair. His nose lifted, and his body quivered.

      Wren made his decision. He resisted the urge to hug Rye. Maybe after the program started, they would be on friendly terms, and he could offer his sympathy. For now, he could welcome her to the program. He added another note and nodded. "There is room in the Rookery for you."

      Her mouth parted in surprise, and her eyes lit up.

      "You cannot bring the dog."

      She swallowed. The light dimmed from her expression. "I-I have to get rid of Blackie?"

      "I will find a temporary home for him while you are here." Wren knew that was the best course of action. Most dogs and birds didn't do well together. Blackie had the look of a mischief-maker. He was a dog after all. He didn’t need anything else going wrong.

      She hugged the dog closer. Her eyes shimmered, and she bit her lip. "I-I think I need to find somewhere else." Her voice wavered at the end.

      Wren didn't say anything, but his stomach turned. He knew that she had nowhere to go and that if she did go back to her old neighborhood, the people there would either run her out or give her the worst jobs to do. She had no real skills. Nothing she could trade with other areas. No one to protect her. If she left here, both she and the dog would probably die. Damn it. That was not acceptable.

      "He's just as alone as I am. And he saved my life. Without him I would be dead. I would do anything to keep him safe." She whispered the last words. The dog licked the tears from her cheek.

      Rye wiped her eyes and stood, letting the dog slip from her lap. "T-thank you, but I have to go now."

      Her words made his stomach drop. She was not refusing his offer for the show. The dog had saved her, and she was loyal. He understood and respected loyalty. So few people had loyalty these days. There was no other option--he'd have to allow that dog into his home.

      Wren closed his eyes and sighed. "Rye, you can keep the dog, but he will need to come in for training."

      She glanced away. "Are you sure?"

      Wren nodded. Blackie was going to be a headache, but Wren couldn't refuse to help the poor girl. They were a package deal.

      "Thank you." If anything, her tears increased, and complex emotions rolled across her face. The dog whined softly, and the girl seemed to pull herself together. She gave Wren a hesitant smile.
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