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Dedicated to anyone who faltered in their path finding their way.

The most interesting people in the world

are forever becoming who they are.
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			Chapter 1




		


			I stumbled and crawled on my knees, clawing the fine, foreign dirt now thankfully beneath my hands. Moments before there had been nothing to hold to. Sucked into a chaotic passage and dragged through it like a twig in a thundering river, my fingers had raked at walls that weren’t there. I had struggled to find purchase with flailing limbs, to pull myself back to the glen—the one I never should have gone to in the first place, at the farthest edge of my rural California town. The glimmer of light I had seen in the trees lied to me, it conveyed longing, yearning. It told me I wanted to come closer, so I did. Foolish, Lily, so foolish. Though I suppose it gave me exactly what I asked for, what I’d galloped my horse out into the hills for—a way out. A reprieve from my failures, my static life, my lack-luster college career. And more. Searching the hills for Josie Brooks had become an obsession, my only friend vanishing had left me single-minded. 

			Ragged breaths shuddered through me, my chest constricted and hands balled into involuntary fists, as I finally gave way and crumpled to the ground.

			Debris stuck to my tear-streaked face and hair from my braid clung to my neck. I cradled my legs with teeth clenched and eyes squeezed shut, my brows formed a knot. The inevitable digression that always followed a trigger event had started. Bad memories that waited to edge out my logical, steady self finally elbowed their way to the surface. Coiled around my mind like dark demons squatting inside me, they tightened—getting more of a foothold as they replayed yet again; a firestorm, unchecked and rolling across the land like an angry god intent on destruction. Embers rained, singeing my skin as I struggled to kick my immovable rock of a horse onward, with the flames fast approaching.

			Not again, count, just count. I moved my lips, but no words came out. Pulling my knees tighter to my chest, I forced a slow breath. That was always the hardest part, the first measured inhale when all my body wanted to do was to hyperventilate.

			The second breath came easier, but as I exhaled the vision of what had brought on this current episode flashed in my mind: plagued by indecision on whether covering my ears or my eyes would be more effective. Loud, electrified cracks had zipped through the air, as multicolor lights strobed and flashed. I slid through the vortex, unprotected from the chaos, to where I now lay panting. Both terrifying darkness and impossible brightness had saturated the tunnel, the memory of the stark contrast made me cringe. And the pain, the horrible pain that scorched through my body, with the sensation of being stretched and pulled beyond my physical limits.

			No. I forced another slow breath through my nose as I tried to quiet my mind. I opened my eyes and shook out my hands, my fingers still curled and locked as I struggled onto my shins. Three, two, one, you are safe.

			But was I? I hadn’t even looked around, I couldn’t. The transition through the passage was like what I imagined birth must be like, so turbulent that babies can’t remember it, pushed from everything they knew into a loud, harsh world.

			I placed my hands under my shoulders, into the ground, and struggled to get up.

			I blinked several times to force my vision to adjust, when blinding pain shot through the arches of my feet. I squinted and cringed at my paddock boots, scuffed and worn with years of use. They were farther away than I would expect, like looking at them through a wide angle lens. The leather domed on top, distending from my feet inside. I bent over to unlace them, forcing them open so I could wriggle my feet free.

			As I wrenched out the first foot, I did a double take. My feet were larger, longer, and stronger. I worked off my other boot and sock, both feet had grown at least two sizes. I traced the red marks left by the stitched toe piece, normally not even in contact with my foot. 

			My eyes shifted up to the hem of my riding breeches, now good eight inches higher up my calf, the seams shrieked with stress and constricted my skin. My shin bones ached like a ten year old’s in the midst of a massive growth spurt.

			The distraction of my painful feet passed, and the memory of where I was struck me. Or rather, the fact that I didn’t know where I was. I shot up and looked around. My jaw dropped and eyes rounded as I took in my surroundings.

			I stood on a smooth rocky landing, at the peak of a huge precipice. Edging toward the drop off, I peered over the descent. Thick, woody vines grew across the vertical surface, down into a forested area far below. Gone was the glen of Black Oak Grove, there was nothing recognizable about the landscape I now gazed toward. Trees so tall they loomed higher than the cliff I was perched on, bigger by far than the great sequoias I had visited when my family was still whole. 

			I spun around to face where I had come from, if I could see the tunnel by which I traversed here, or the circle of oaks that marked the entrance to the hidden passage, or my horse Apollo beyond that. 

			None of those things were there.

		


		
			Chapter 2




		


			There was no trace of the riotous tunnel, all I was greeted by were multitudes of curving brambles. I reached a hand forward to touch the mass of vines, twisted in a radiating fan from a central point. The tight knot they formed felt impenetrable as I probed it. I pushed harder, wriggling my fingers in trying to see if it would open for me. Broken nails and scratches across my knuckles was all I got for the effort. 

			I pushed more insistently, but the branches did not give way. The woody overgrowth didn’t seem like it had ever been anything other than a tangled mess. I realized, as I clawed the vines, that the dense border of trees surrounding the trails of Black Oak Grove was there for a reason. I should have stayed away, and listened to the old lore about people who disappeared after wandering too far. Whispers echoed in my mind about how the forest swallowed them, never to be seen again. Was this how Josie had disappeared? But then there were the other whispers, the little voices that had told me since I was young to make my way out into the hills. The same whispers that Josie had heard, she had confided in me before she wandered off. Years of hearing their quiet songs, of promise and magic, of what waited beyond. The warnings of the townspeople lasted only so long. I had followed that beckoning call eventually, riding Apollo all the way out to the forbidden hillside stream to try and escape, with the faint hope I would find my best friend in the process. Just a few weeks my junior and my lifelong friend, she had disappeared two days before her twenty-first birthday. I shook my head and pursed my lips at the idea we had hatched for our party: camping out in the desert and drinking around a campfire, blasting our music under the stars. Even though it was just going to be us and my brother Felix, they were plans we never got to fulfill. Maybe there was a chance she had slipped through the passage, just as I had.

			I turned back to the lush landscape, beyond the impossibly high drop. With no path down, and nothing up at the top of the spire I stood upon, I had few options. Less than few.

			I looked out at the huge trees that sprang up intermittently from the ground far below, which rose to dizzying heights. Tiny lights illuminated the wide trunks in spiral paths up the bark. A large, glowing patch nestled far off in the forest floor snared my attention, the ethereal light it emitted was like a luminous gem cradled in a soft moss.

			I should have been terrified, cut off from my family, my horse, my life. But I wasn’t. Calmness washed over me. Euphoria. Belonging. My usual reaction to panic or gasp in rapid, shallow breaths hung back in the recesses of my consciousness, like it was someone else entirely that endured those effects in the past. I watched intently as the glowing center pulsed little flits of light. The droplets of energy floated outward from the source, some blinking out of existence, some venturing farther. Their mesmerizing colors shifted between every hue. 

			One increased in brightness, and followed a meandering path toward me. I gaped at it as it drew nearer. A high-pitched sound vibrated from it as it approached. My ears tingled and twitched in response, sending a delighted shiver down my spine. I laughed at the feeling, and raised my hands to feel my ears.

			Shock and wonder filled me as I brushed them with my fingertips. Gone were my small, softly rounded ears. My human ears. In their place were pointed, stiff extremities that swooped up, a good two inches taller than what was there before.

			I dropped my hands as the orb floated closer, the sensations I felt from it now a clash of overjoyed excitement and unbearable stimuli. I followed the fleck and raised my hand to touch it, but the little ball was already out of reach. The center of the knotted vines uncoiled slightly, allowing it to slip through, into the hidden passage beyond.

			I scrabbled at the opening, which had promptly shut itself again. I puffed my lips as I turned back around, then resolved to find a way down off the ledge.

			My stomach dropped as I peered over the edge, the vines twisted haphazardly down the whole way. The bottom loomed—hazy and indistinct—far below the vertical drop. My nerves flurried at the thought of climbing down. 

			I knelt down and pulled the closest strand, averting my eyes from the terrifying abyss. The thick branch was solid and mostly stable, but shifted a little. I closed my eyes and took a steadying breath. I can do this.

			I swung my legs over the edge and began to lower myself. I grasped the mass of natural ropes as I eased my weight onto them. I looked at my grip and almost let go in surprise, my hands were bigger, and longer too.

			If only Felix could see me now, he would for once be jealous of me—rather than the other way around. As I grabbed back onto the vine I sucked in a breath, when realization dawned. It wasn’t just a physical change. I felt empowered. Alive.

			Something surged below my skin as I began my descent, hand over hand, lowering myself faster and faster. Each swing down was liberating, though my body felt new and strange, I had a surety of movement I had never known before. 

			The fear completely vanished, whisked away by the rapid, confident traverse downward. I reached the bottom and settled my feet into place on the ground.

			“Well that was easy!” I exclaimed aloud with my fists on my hips, as I looked with pride at the enormous drop I had just mastered.

			“I would expect nothing less from a Vale Born,” a melodic, deep voice announced from behind.

		


		
			Chapter 3




		


			I snapped my head in the direction the voice had come from, my fight-or-flight instincts surged. I shifted my weight back on one foot ready to run, as my heart thundered in my chest.

			I froze, not even a breath escaped when I saw him.

			He stood like a stag on an outcropping of rocks, without a doubt he was the most beautiful being I had ever seen. My newfound confidence shattered as I lost my ability to speak at the sight of him.

			“Being” was the closest thing I could think to call him. He twitched his tall, piked ears, and stared—unblinking. His subtle movements and long muscular legs gave me the distinct impression that he was built for speed and agility. The talons, which extended out from his strong, unshoed feet, told me immediately that he was a predator.

			But his face.

			His perfect face like chiseled marble was what I could not stop staring at. He looked at me from under opal white eyebrows, arched like the wings of a bird of prey.   

			I was still sizing him up from a distance when he asked, “May I approach you? I promise I will not bite.” His nearly white, braided hair fell over his shoulder as he moved, the opalescent sheen shifted colors with the slightest movement.

			When I hesitated, a smile spread on his face that all but disarmed me. Sensuous lips revealed perfect, gleaming white teeth with elongated canines. The approving look he gave as he passed his brilliant teal eyes over my curves made my core tremble.

			I finally nodded, my words could not escape my mouth.

			He strode over in long strides, stopping just in front of me, then went completely still. Humans could never be that still, it was unnerving to see a humanoid creature cease motion. I flinched at his size, with him perched over me I realized how imposing he was. His substantial, honed muscles and complete lack of covering besides his teal calf-length breeches was a lot to take in—which I did without hiding my sweeping glance well. Um, why am I still standing like this? I moved my feet into a more relaxed stance with as much grace as I could manage—which was none.

			When I still didn’t speak he asked, “Have you ventured into the Vale before?”

			“The Vale? I ended up here by accident just awhile ago, I didn’t know it was here,” I mustered a response at last.

			He regarded me for a moment. “Surely as Vale Born, you must have sensed it was here.”

			Standing so close to him, his features were even more distracting. The luminous glow his silvery skin gave off made me want to reach up and touch it. Stop staring, Lily! Get a hold of yourself! 

			My mind cleared finally. “Well, I had always felt a pull to…what is Vale Born? I’ve never heard the term. Where exactly am I? And who are you?”

			He smiled again and replied, “Let us take a walk as I answer you. I can show you my realm and explain as best I can. I could take you to Lacausia Palace, where my kind live.”

			He offered his arm, though I didn’t take it. I still didn’t know what to make of this charming being and the new reality I had entered. “I should probably try to get back home. I don’t want to make my family worry.” I shifted away from him and flashed a glance up at the vines. I should have tried harder to get back into the bramble. If I were just to vanish—even just for a little while—it might send my mom and Felix into a panic. After Josie’s disappearance six months ago, I just couldn’t do that to them, vanish without a trace. Six months I had gone without her, the sister void she filled vacant again as I once more closed myself off from all others.

			He lifted a hand toward me and said, “I will tell you that although our realm occupies much of the same space as the human realm, we are out of temporal sync. We exist in a different matter resonance. For every twenty eight rotations here there is only one rotation in the human world. You have some time before it will even be noticed that you are not there. Perhaps, it is acceptable to venture a little further? At least let me show you the castle.”

			“So…same place, different time?”

			“Same place, different frequency. The offset inherently changes the time.”

			I furrowed my brows. Ridiculous. I mulled it over for a few moments. Apollo had appeared nearly frozen in time when I entered the perfect circle of trees, right before the vortex started. It did seem to add up that time could be different here. Most likely it was a dream, it was all too fantastical. 

			At last I nodded. The dashing male smiled again and gestured with his palm, toward the path ahead. He strolled by my side, with his hands respectfully clasped behind his back.

			We crested the rocks I had first seen him standing on, then walked down a gentle descent to the mossy forest floor. I stopped in my tracks to gaze at the foliage. Greens and blues that cast a soft glow surrounded every unusual leaf, and luminescent lavender flowers sprouted up from the moss in silky blankets. My guide turned to me, urging me forward with an angled nod of his head. As I moved I realized every step I took caused a phosphorescent reaction in the lush ground. 

			“That is the energy of the moss interacting with your own, lovely is it not?” He mentioned. I nodded in amazement as we continued to walk. It took significant effort not to stop and absorb every ounce of the wondrous view, to touch the velvety leaves or to nuzzle my toes into the pillowy softness of the ground. 

			“I am called Opius, I am an Umorfae,” he said as he gestured yet again to move along.

			I half-halted and glanced at him sidelong, I had almost forgotten I still didn’t know his name. I was still doubting him, all of it. I could just be at the creekside napping, while Apollo played in the water. Maybe I drifted off then. Wake up, Alice! I joked to myself. I frankly didn’t want to wake up yet, if it was a dream, going back to my reality did not sound appealing.

			He huffed a laugh at the skeptical look I gave him. “I realize this must be a bit overwhelming. Shall I continue?”

			“Yes, I’m sorry. It’s just…I was trying to decide if I might be dreaming. All of this sounds like what we call a fairy tale. Not real.”

			“Well, you are here, which tells me you are Vale Born. You would not be able to venture here otherwise. Vale Born are Fae hybrids and the only humans that can enter our realm by way of a tear.”

			I blinked, still processing the absurdity of it all. “Are others like me…common here? Has another come here recently? Light brown hair, named Josie. Tall, thin, pretty. Did you see her?”

			“No, not common at all. We haven’t had a Vale Born visit in some time, I forget when.” He waved a hand dismissively and looked away. “There are very few tears in the Vale that connect to the human realm, and those tears are only in mostly uninhabited areas. You are a rarity.”

			My face fell as I mulled over his response regarding Josie, or lack thereof. “What is an Umorfae?”

			“You will have many more questions I believe, I will answer them for you as best I can, but for now,”-he bent down and scooped up several of the glowing flowers. Opius deftly braided their stems together with inhuman speed, then leaned toward me, tucking the bundle behind my pointed ear-“there, just beautiful.” His dashing smile nearly made me swoon. He motioned to proceed down the path with his palm outstretched.

			The ambient sound of the jungle was like a melody I couldn’t place, vague and soothing, as we trekked deeper into the majestic forest. Flickers of light intermittently rained down from above. They faded in and out as they fell to the ground, akin to miniature falling stars giving their last light before they burned up in the atmosphere. Opius cocked a sideways smile as I marvelled at my surroundings. I gave him a sheepish grin in return. I was starting to feel more comfortable around him, though I wasn’t sure if he was to be trusted completely. Like a feral animal, even if they seem docile, they may not always be safe. The edge of danger made him even more attractive, and so far he hadn’t given me any reason not to trust him. 

			“How is it that you found me at the cliffside?” I asked. “When someone comes through the Vale, do you hear or sense it?” Maybe if he hadn’t seen her, someone else might have. Perhaps I could finally find my surrogate sister and bring her to safety.

			Opius narrowed his eyes at the question, then flashed a wolfish smile. “I was fortunate to be nearby when I saw you descending the vines…very fortunate.”

			I blushed at his husky tone, then looked down as my mouth twitched up at the corners. He still smiled at me when I looked back up through my eyelashes. We held our gaze just for a moment. My heart leaped and breath caught, the connection between us went taut with electrified tension. I cast aside my previous hesitation about him. As if he read my mind, he offered me his arm again. A coy smile crept up my face as I slid my hand against the interior of his muscled bicep, both cool and warm at the same time. He smelled of rain and waterfalls on a misty morning. I had to resist the urge to lean closer and breathe in his essence.

			“What are you called?” he asked.

			The question surprised me, I realized I was caught up attempting to drink him in. “My name is Lily.”

			He raised his chin in measured appreciation. “It is a beautiful name. What does it mean?”

			It hadn’t occurred to me that names and things would be different here, that there was no such thing as a lily in this world. But then, there were no Umorfae or forests that looked like this in the human world, so it made sense the reverse could be true. “It’s a flower from my home, fragrant and beautiful.”

			He nodded his head and replied, “A perfect name for you.”

			I nearly giggled with glee, but managed a more confident, “Thank you.”
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			I traversed with him for what must have been several hours, though the passage of time felt static, I couldn’t see even a hint of the sun. The unusual sky gradually shifted from purple to a cobalt blue as we crossed the terrain, darker in color than the daytime skies I was familiar with, however all the surroundings were well lit. With no cast shadows and only diffused umbrages that gave no indication of light source, the lack of direct sunlight did little to help indicate time of day.

			The forest thinned and the landscape transformed into a rocky terrain, with veins of sparkling ore growing within the crust. Great pools of vivid water illuminated from below appeared along our path, some flowed into each other with gently cascading waterfalls and streams. My bare feet began to ache, the mossy forest floor had given way to a harder rock base.

			Opius flashed a broad smile and announced, “We are almost to my home, it is just a bit farther.”

		


		
			Chapter 4




		


			We rounded a bend, which revealed a massive castle in the distance, composed completely of crystal. “It’s like the Fortress of…” I trailed off as I beheld the impossibly beautiful structure. My words failed me, I couldn’t tear my eyes from the refracted light, and the spectral colors displayed within the walls.

			“Fortress of what?” Opius twitched an eyebrow up.

			I was busy wondering how the walls could even refract the light, if it were not directly hitting the surface, when I heard his question. “Oh, uh, it’s a human thing. Well…actually not really even a human thing but it reminded me of a story,” I babbled. I couldn’t think of a fair comparison.  

			I walked behind him onto a sweeping bridge, suspended over a brilliant river. I wanted to stop and stare at the huge quartz monoliths which rose up for the towers, and the enormous swaths of translucent azure stone that made up the sides of the palace.

			Two guards flanked either side of the imposing doors, past a stone arch. Their white hair and gleaming skin were similar to Opius, and their physiques just as honed. They rapped a fist on embossed metal chest plates, which rang as it struck their armored gauntlets. I glanced at Opius, who stared straight ahead without giving the guards so much as a nod. I mused as to who he might be, if he could so easily enter the castle with an unknown individual. Or maybe they were relaxed with security. But if they were, why have guards at all?

			My mental wanderings were halted by the details on the doors, metallurgic fittings for the hinges and oversized handles formed in dark silver masses. They looked like they could interlock in a complicated jigsaw if moved closer together. I ran my hand over them as we passed, the cool metal had a polished, geometric quality, but the slightly rounded edges made it smooth to the touch. Weirdest door handles ever.

			Light filtered in from everywhere as we entered—even the floor. A double staircase climbed up past the grand foyer, composed of cubic green and lavender transparent crystal. It rose up from millions of minuscule white mineral points and billowed in mounds beneath the risers like sparkling clouds. I could smell and feel the water before I saw it, streams of it washed down along the pale stone into luminous pools, which collected between the two sides of the crystalline stairs.

			From the large towers, to the battlements, to the perfectly placed moat and the precise portcullis all made of seemingly unhewn mineral, I realized the whole castle had been grown, rather than built. Not only were the formations incredible crystal specimens, they had been grown with intent and purpose, rather than haphazardly as they do in the human world. Their value must have been immeasurable. 

			Opius took my hand as we approached the stairs. “Come, I have quarters here, allow me to show you to your room that you may freshen up.”

			Without waiting for my acceptance he drew me up the stairs, then through a long corridor. An inlet off the hall housed several translucent doors arranged in a large half circle. He pushed open the first one, which swung silently inward. The expansive room was nothing short of breathtaking. The cool smoothness of the gleaming white quartz floors was soft on my aching feet. Dark, glittery veins laced the precision laid tiles.

			A tub made entirely of polished amethyst practically called my name. It took up a large portion of one side of the room, and a massive bed made of the same sleek mineral was on the opposite side. I wanted to run across the spotless floor and flop down in the regal-looking bed, and feel the gossamer curtains that hung down on all sides of it.  

			“Everything you might need is near the bath for you, I will have fresh clothing sent up shortly. My room is just across the hall whenever you are done. But please, take your time and enjoy.” He turned, then shut the door as he left before I thought to thank him. 

			I was speechless, I had never been so pampered. I was used to life on a ranch, having to shower quickly and spend little time on primping.  

			I found the bath was already prepared and dipped my hand in. The warm, silky water comforted my mud-crusted fingers. I patted my tangled braid, which was a mess with flyaways. Most of my hair was not even in the plait anymore, little strands stuck to my face. I undid the tie, then shook it out. This bitch needs soap, I sneered at my now loose, wild mane. The forgotten flowers he had placed behind my ear fell on the floor, right next to the dirt that had flaked onto it. I picked them up, turning over the soft petals which still glowed with a faint pulse. I smirked, it was probably the only clean, lovely thing that had been on me.

			I set them down then started to undress, finding my impossibly tight clothes problematic to take off. I grunted with difficulty as I tugged at them ungracefully, eventually freeing myself from their unbearable compression.

			At last I slipped into the luxurious tub. I sighed with relief as I sunk lower in, then ducked my head under, my hair fanned out in floating tendrils. After a few moments of soaking, I crested the water to reach for whatever was available to wash with. I experimented with the various soaps and oils while I lounged. Hints of lemon verbena mixed with a scent that reminded me of a bountiful garden on a late spring day wafted out of the faceted bottles. The amount of dirt that washed off of me was cringeworthy. I must have looked a mess to Opius, just a muddy ranch girl that stumbled into his perfect world.

			When I finally emerged and reached for a towel, my eyes fell on clothes that had been dropped off, on the corner of the entryway table. I hadn’t seen or heard someone bring them in. My old clothes had been removed from where I left them crumpled on the floor, as well as the dirt and dust that had shaken onto the tiles in the process.

			I finished toweling off my hair and sat down at the vanity to investigate the drawers contents. A gorgeous heavy hairbrush, its metal handle inlaid with abalone shells, rested on a mirrored tray in one drawer. I wrinkled my nose at a small makeup set in another drawer, I was never good at applying it. Unused eye shadows made from shimmering ore, lip color and a fine, anemone-like brush were neatly arranged in the palette. I set them out, selected the most neutral color for my lips, then raised my hand to my face to apply some.

			I practically dropped the brush when I finally looked at myself in the mirror, my face was not my own. Slowly, I turned my head, more angular in the jaw and cheekbones, my eyes bigger with irises that were a more intense shade of gold, flecked with bright green. As I studied my face, my pupils dilated and contracted quicker. My sight scanned in almost a mechanical fashion, picking up the most minute details and mentally noting with speed the changes reflected.

			I stood up from the chair, the body I had known for years being altered was a shock to say the least. I was always confident in my own skin—even with my human imperfections—and didn’t feel the need to change myself. As I stared, I remembered the pain as I had come through the Vale. The horrible ache that had surged through me must have been my body elongating.

			Why did I change? Longer legs meant I’d be faster, planed facial features would mean better draft and less drag. The science geek in me tried to parse out and rationalize why the passage had affected me. And how, for that matter.

			I shrugged and stepped over to the clothes that had been left for me, then grimaced as I held them up. Short-cropped and sleeveless, the blouse would barely cover me. A sheer fluttering swag hung from the back. Oh man, when have I ever worn anything like this. I looked around for my riding clothes. Dirty though they were—not to mention painfully small—at least I’d feel like myself. It didn’t take long to confirm they weren’t there, and this was all I had to wear.

			I ran my hand over the whisper-light material, then slipped them on. They settled with a nearly imperceptible kiss against my skin. The skirt—fitted at the top—transitioned down to a high hem in the front that swept to a long sheer train in the back. The uniquely thin fabric, like lavender-white chiffon, gradually shifted from opaque in the bust and hip area down to nearly transparent at the hemlines with no visible stitching.

			Feeling exposed as I looked at myself in the mirror. I had to stave off the instinct to cover my bare abdomen with crossed arms. This is what they gave you, Lily, so you might as well own it! I glanced at the makeup, debating if I should bother an attempt. I leaned into the mirror and tried to apply the unusual lipstick, it was awkward to maneuver the strange brush. After five attempts I puckered my lips at my reflection, mildly presentable at least. I swept some of the darkest blue crushed ore on my eyelids. Swiveling from side to side, the colors shifted from blue-black to purple. Not quite a straight line on the eyeshadow, and the lipstick definitely needed help, but hopefully passable. I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin, then turned to step out into the hallway to look for Opius.

		


		
			Chapter 5




		


			Startled by a knock on the door as I reached for it, I opened it to see Opius standing there, hands clasped behind his back.

			Even more magnificent than before, his waistcoat and calf-length pants made of pale blue silk shimmered, as his muscles shifted below the fabric. He glanced down as he ran his hand across the side of his silvery opal hair, half back in a low braid. As he met my eyes again, the subtle arch he quirked his brow into made my breath hitch.

			“You look beautiful, I hope you enjoyed the bath.”

			I blushed, the butterflies flurried in my stomach as I responded, “It was most refreshing.” Truth be told, I was trying to speak more eloquently. His formal manner made me self-conscious of the way I spoke.

			He smiled that devilish grin of his. “I am glad to hear that. I imagine you are hungry. We have nocte fare waiting for us in the dining room.” He turned, offering his substantial arm.

			The drape of my garment fluttered as we turned right out of the ring of doors. Corridors and staircases opened to either side intermittently as he guided me further into the palace. I lost count of how many we passed by the time we descended a set of stairs, framed by twin, structured waterfalls that cascaded down in precise frequency. Perfect in its design, fifteen steps down and five equal falls bubbled as we swished past. I wondered as I gazed at the impressive structure, if this castle was grown, who grew it?

			I was still lost in thought when we reached the bottom of the stairs, then entered a wide dining room. My eyes adjusted to the low light of the room, darker by far than the rest of the palace. To offset the darkness, mineral sconces dotted the walls, emitting a soft glow.

			“Will anyone else be joining us?” I asked my solitary host as I looked around, the entire palace felt devoid of life. He moved to pull out a chair at the solid onyx table, large enough to seat at least twenty and took up most of the room.

			“No one will join us for this meal. However, our arrival was not announced. I thought we could enjoy this nocte together, then tomorrow I can introduce you to Empress Celestine. Someone should be along soon, to serve us,” he said as he motioned for me to take the seat.

			I stared at him wide-eyed. The thought of meeting an empress gave me instant panic, I had never met anyone of real status before. Would I even know how to act? My mind started to race before I managed to grab hold of the mental reins, fake it till you make it, Lily. I finally moved my feet to sit when his face darkened at my hesitation.

			I forced a smile at him, trying not to think about what it might be like to meet an empress. Some might think it exciting. To me, it sounded terrifying.

			I took a steadying breath and lined up my place setting to keep my hands busy, adjusting the gleaming stone plate that was in front of me. A waterfall centerpiece burbled on the table, offering a soothing sound to my noisy mind and otherwise quiet room.

			I sat watching it, when Opius asked, “Would you like a glass of water while we wait for our first course?”

			I nodded, becoming instantly parched once he offered. I hadn’t had any since I downed a tall glass in my family kitchen before heading down to the barn, which felt like an eternity ago.

			He held out his hand toward the fountain, then rolled his fingers inward and flicked his wrist. Water began drawing off the fountain in a steady, midair runnel. My jaw dropped as he directed it to my glass, and filled it while I gaped. He shifted the stream and moved it to his. Once it neared the brim he sent the stream back to the fountain. My mouth hung open as he took a sip.

			“My kind have superior powers over water, we are able to survive under it for long periods, and control it to our will.”

			“Well that was something!..Show off,” I finally said with a chiding smile as I raised my glass to my lips.

			He snapped his head at me and shot his eyebrows up. After a heartbeat he threw back his head and laughed heartily.

			I giggled and added, “That’s what humans call an ice breaker.”

			He laughed a little more, beaming as he leaned closer. “I quite enjoyed it,” he said as he reached his hand forward to cover mine.

			Smiling at each other, the air charged with attraction. My chest heated and breath quickened. We were still studying each other, when a form appeared in my peripheral vision.

			I tore my eyes away to see a lithe, small creature, beautiful and graceful, with her heart-shaped face lowered in deference. She kept her extremely large, black eyes averted downward as she set a tray on the table. I spied gills below her jaw, and webbed hands and feet, as well as a delicate dorsal fin which peeked out from underneath her waist-length black hair. I had initially mistaken the fin for a part of her garment, which looked similar to the blue green iridescent membrane. Clearly an aquatic being, though not an Umorfae. Opius didn’t glance away from me as she finished setting the plates in place.

			She startled when I thanked her, but didn’t look up, and instead turned to leave the room without a word.

			The trays she brought were laden with food and decanters; strange oysters, steamed crustaceans with tiny ramekins of a cream sauce, and bowls of dark green noodles. Opius reached for one of the two crystal carafes, filled with a pale pink liquid.

			“This is a special vintage called vinisomn, made here. Would you like to try some?” He asked as he was already pouring. I nodded and accepted it.

			“May your rotation be as sweet as the vinisomn, may your nocte be sweeter.” He gave me a mischievous grin that made me nervously giggle, then intently watched as I raised the glass to my lips.

			We eyed each other as we sipped, the moment I tasted it I flashed my eyes to my glass. An explosion of flavors danced on my tongue, familiar ones like strawberry and rose combined with memories of feelings: mist on my face and mouth in the early morning, or being momentarily sun-warmed on a brisk spring day.

			“I don’t know if we have anything like this in the human world. It’s wonderful.”

			He laughed lightly. “Even here in Alternis it is unique. Not many others compare.”

			“Alternis?” I asked as I finished my first glass, I could easily overindulge with the exceptional wine.

			“The name of our realm as a whole. There are many territories within. It used to be called T’al Belgranrael. But, our former ruler chose to rename it as he saw fit,” he answered and began serving the artfully arranged food. I wasn’t normally one for seafood, but I wasn’t surprised that was the fare given the fact they were a water-centric people. Just smile and be nice even if you don’t like it. He poured us each a glass from the smaller bottle, and a refill of the wine.

			“This drink is meant to be had with the shell meats. It is strong, so take small sips. It is called vocafortis.” He demonstrated, taking the oyster all in one bite off the shell, then drank a sip and swallowed.

			I stifled a groan. I had oysters once, I didn’t like the experience. The person I had them with had described them as a “meaty slurp”, there’s probably not a more horrible sounding description than that. I pushed the image from my mind, as well as the face that popped up with the memory. Just another guy that tried to use tricks to get my affection, before I was ready to give it.

			I tentatively slid it off the shell with my teeth and swallowed, following with the vocafortis. The shot complimented the crisp saltiness and started to warm my stomach right away. I smiled, then took another bite and sip. Okay, not so terrible after all.

			I copied him as he moved around his plate, eating some of the other offerings. Periodically taking a sip of the wine, or vocafortis if I had another oyster-thing. My blood warmed and cheeks flushed as we ate and drank more.

			I leaned back in my chair when the petite server came back in bearing another tray. She lowered it gently and removed the used plates. I tried to smile at her, but she kept her almond-shaped eyes down and rushed out of the dining room. He poured more wine, then placed one of the dishes in front of me; white fish steaks plated with steamed leafy greens.

			“What is your role here at the castle? Are you…someone of importance?” I asked.

			He lifted his glass and eyed me for a moment, before leaning back in his seat to respond. “I am the Generalis of the Guard, I lead the Praetors for the Empress, and I am her cousin. I carry out her orders.”

			That explains the easy entrance and why he has his own set of rooms. “Is that a position you chose for yourself, or enjoy?”

			His raised eyebrows made me realize I may have gone too far with my question. I backpedaled. “In the human…realm, there is a lot of pressure placed on young people to choose their career early and many people end up not being happy in their career pursuit, or they feel forced into it. I myself have struggled with that.”

			He sighed. “Well, as cousin to the Empress, there is an expectation for me to serve in some way. I had few options and was eventually picked for this role because of my skills with weaponry and strategy—particularly strategy. It is a great honor to be named Generalis.” 

			I nodded, going back to my food as a distraction, when the server came with a tray of desserts. I wanted to know more about her; what species she was. Her quiet, reserved way piqued my interest, was she expected to act that way? After my last questions I decided to leave the pondering for another time and ate a berry-like sorbet in silence instead.

			Opius held up the wine bottle to me with an inquiring look. I smiled and nodded. He poured for both of us and mentioned, “There is a sitting room nearby, where we can drink and talk, if you like.”

			The corner of my mouth curved up and I motioned with my glass for him to lead the way.

			Where one might expect a hearth and fireplace there was yet another fountain, this one different from the others. It ran down the wall in a wide sheet and made a melodic sound where it collected at the base, the pool sang as the falling water returned to it. Opius glided over to an ornate loveseat shaped like an open clamshell, flanked by two overstuffed chairs. Upholstered in a pale silk embroidered with interlocking fish, I ran my hand over the delicate stitching as I settled in. We sat, knees angled toward each other, on the cloud-like couch.

			My clothing felt like a breeze on my skin, it swished and sighed as I shifted in my seat. His eyes roved over me, causing my skin to tingle and my body to warm.

			“I want to know more about you, beautiful Lily. How did you spend your time in the human realm?”

			I took a sip of wine and tried to ignore my creeping self-consciousness. “Well,”-another sip-“I was going to school to become a horse veterinarian, but…that didn’t work out. Instead I attend junior college now, studying a lot of different subjects. I ride my horse, Apollo, every day training for competitions, and help my mother take care of the animals on our land. Those aspects of my life consume most of my time.” I was getting to the point where it was a struggle to keep my words clear.

			“Do you have an affinity for lesser beings?” he asked.

			Lesser beings, that’s a funny way to put it. “I do, my mother and the people we live near all say I have a gift for helping and healing them. I’ve healed most everyone’s animals in the area from one thing or another. I enjoy caretaking for them.”

			“You know, you being Vale Born means that you possess abilities, some manner of control over elements—perhaps even multiple.” 

			“Me? I don’t know. There were times where I healed and calmed animals that should have been far worse off and terrified of what I was doing. Yet somehow, they always knew to trust me. I certainly studied veterinary medicine a lot, but there were instances that my knowledge was not enough and-”

			“I said control over elements, such as water. We will have to find out,” he said as he lounged and drank.

			He asked more questions about growing up near the Vale, if there were other children like me, and if I manifested any other special abilities. His curiosity increased as we talked about my life growing up there. He wanted to know more about Black Oak Grove, my family home of Brennanfalk Ranch, and other things I didn’t want to think about. 

			“Do you have siblings? Are there any other filias or filios in your familial structure?”

			“What are filias?” I asked.

			“I apologize, that is our term for females, or males. I was asking if there are any that are related to you. Sired by your faeder.”

			I gulped as I looked back to my hands. “Ah, um, yes. I did. I mean, I do, I have a brother. His name is Felix. However my sister, well, she passed away. With my father—faeder—two years ago. Life has been…hard since.”

			I struggled to contain the tears that threatened to spill out. Crying in front of him was not how I wanted to spend my evening.

			“Passed away? I do not know that term.”

			“…Died.”

			“I am very sorry,” Opius said soothingly as he slid closer to me. He put his arm around my shoulders, and gently caressed down my arm in a rhythmic motion.

			“It’s okay. I try not to think about it most days.”

			“Were you or…Felix is his name? Close by when they passed away?”

			I dropped my mouth at the question, as the horrible memory of that day started to quicken my breath. 

			“Let us have a drink, to happier moments.” He reached for the carafe and filled our glasses again. 

			I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “To happier moments,” I said with a sigh and clinked his glass.
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			The wine had dwindled and conversation became more intermittent. I was just about to move closer to him when he asked, “Would you like to take a swim?”

			“Swim?”

			“Yes,”-he cracked a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes-“we spend a good part of our time in the water, we like to go for a relaxing swim after nocte fare.”

			“That sounds nice, I’m not accustomed to swimming after dinner. Sorry, nocte fare. It seems like an…interesting thing to do.”

			He took my hand and led me out a door at the back of the sitting room, onto a veranda. He pulled me closer as we approached a set of stairs that descended into a serene pool of aqualine water. I gazed across at the waterfalls bordering the pool. Their height hemmed in the entire far edge in privacy, and created secluded grottos behind some of the falls.

			He took off his jacket and waded in. As I debated if I should get undressed, he looked at me and assured, “Do not worry, your clothes are made for it, they will dry quickly afterward.” He stepped in and held out his hand for me, then gave me a beckoning smile that I couldn’t resist.

			I descended the smooth stone steps until I was freely floating. The water slipped along my skin, more viscous than a swimming pool. I tingled from the warm, comforting cocoon. My thin, diaphanous clothing did little to hide any of my body, it billowed and floated like expressive fins. He circled underwater like a predatory shark, then came up, sliding his arm around my waist.

			“Come, there is a spot I want to show you. Under the waterfall is a beautiful place to rest.”

			His fingers along my side made my heart race, as he guided me to the largest waterfall. We passed through to sit at the underwater seat, completely enclosed by the cascade. The rocky wall that curved out over us was embedded with sparkling crystals, illuminating the small space and casting a glimmer over us.

			The soft light of the cave reflected in his eyes, the desire I saw there was unmistakable. He looked at my curves appreciatively, pulling me closer. His proximity was even more intoxicating than the wine. Feeling emboldened, I traced the curve of his jaw with my fingers and down to his smooth, hardened chest with my hand. We studied each other as the air charged with anticipation. He leaned in as I parted my lips, my body going pliant as I ached for him.

			At first his kiss was gentle, caressing my lips against his while he ran his hand down my back and cradled my head with the other. The heat rose as the kiss became more insistent, growing into a deep, feral need.  

			More, more, more. His hands roved over me, I arched my back and pressed myself against him. Gradually the fervor tempered and the kiss lessened. He pulled back to study me again with savage want. 

			I panted as his chest heaved, I realized it was not just with the heat of the moment, but also the heat of the water. “Did the pool get hotter?” I asked, as the steam rose from the surface surrounding us.

			With a big grin he said, “I think you may have caused that, I do not have that ability.”

			Stunned, I looked around. It wasn’t unbearably hot fortunately, but how could I have done that?

			Opius smiled as he took my face in his hands, pecking me on the lips. “I think you have many things to discover about yourself. I, for one, am very interested to see what you can do.”

			I laughed and shook my head, it was all too much to fathom. I readjusted myself and nestled into his side. We lounged with our arms wrapped around each other, my head on his shoulder for some time before the water started to cool off.

			“You’re right,” I commented, “this was a beautiful place to rest.”

			He looked at me with a sideways grin and arched an eyebrow. “Can you blame me? You look so beautiful, and in the water you are especially irresistible. Though I think perhaps it is time to return you to your room, I am sure you could use some actual rest after your journey here.”

			Was it only just today that I had stepped through the tear to come to this magical place and met this amazing male? I nodded to him, a bit reluctantly as we departed the glorious, private cove.

			I looked back at it once more as we exited the pool, and frowned as we left the wondrous little nook where an unfathomably beautiful creature had kissed me. Though tired, and a little drunk, I would have been content to stay there all night.

			“Do not worry,” he whispered in my ear, “we will have more opportunities later.”

			I batted my eyelashes and had to stifle a flirtatious giggle from leaping out. 

			Opius walked me back to my room, holding my hand the whole way. I felt like I was floating on air. As we arrived at my door, he turned me around and leaned in for another kiss. The intensity rose, he pushed me up against the solid stone and kissed me so intently that I almost begged for him to go further. His strong hands gripped my lower back as I began to warm again. He pushed into my hips, pressing his body into mine. I was tempted to fling my door open and drag him into my room, and into my bed.

			I hesitated, recognizing that I was still feeling the effects of the alcohol and was definitely feeling uninhibited by it. Chill out, you just met him.

			He pulled back to study my face. “Rest well, Lily.”

			“Sweet dreams,” I responded with a seductive smile. I opened my door and slipped inside.

			After closing the massive block I leaned against it, wishing I had brought him in. Though I knew I would have gone too far if I did. I took a deep breath trying to calm myself. I spied a fresh set of clothing on the sideboard; a light, short chemise. I think someone is trying to barely dress me on purpose. I slipped off my clothes, then into the nightdress.

			I made my way over to the bed, then slid into the cool sheets. Thoughts about the events of the day flitted through my mind, and I smiled as I drifted off.
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