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      Eli stood at the entrance to a long, dimly-lit alabaster tunnel. His webbed, ridged feet gripped the stone floor, and his toes clenched with bored impatience.

      From his perch in the tunnel, he saw the nobles down below, waiting, outside the tunnel and all throughout the Palace Circle, to wish him and his Takers well on their mission. They made up a large, flashy congregation. Their cheerful chatter buzzed in Eli’s mind.

      Eli felt the pressure of a scaly hand on his shoulder and the gentle outward ripple of his father Luc’s presence, his aura reaching out to touch Eli’s. Emotions glowed like colors in Luc’s aura— blues, teals, and golds; calm, pride, and satisfaction.

      “Steady, son.” The words echoed in Eli’s mind. “You know the drill.”

      Eli nodded and pulled in a deep lungful of water, releasing it in a heavy sigh. He was always impatient on these nights, the monthly full moon Taking. The Eltana, their reclusive goddess, had ordained these Takings from the very foundations of the Tognir kingdom.

      So he’d been taught, anyway.

      His fingers fiddled with the clasp holding long, glittering blue robes around his shoulders. His blues. He smiled as the fabric caught the light from the glowstones ensconced in the walls. For five years he’d been Guardian, and he hadn’t tired of seeing those blues shine yet. Being Guardian meant he held third-in-command ranking from the King—it was a highly-coveted position, and not without its lavish benefits.

      But being Guardian also meant the heavy responsibility of ensuring the Takings went off without a hitch.

      His smile faded as he noted the shifting movements of the Takers, his men, behind him. They stared at him, waiting, their eyes stark against the dark scales of their faces.

      Eli turned back and scowled at the palace. “C’mon, c’mon!” For all King Dom’s bragging piety towards the Eltana, he sure did like to make her wait. Dom was usually late for announcing the Taking, but his tardiness grated at Eli’s nerves even more than usual tonight. The bratty king thought he could show up whenever it pleased him. But they had things to do and places to be.

      The nobles burst into polite cheers.

      Eli fixed his eyes on the shining, white palace, rising to touch the cavern ceiling which terminated in darkness high above where the glowstone’s feeble light could reach.

      From the top of the lowest tower came Dom, golden chains hanging from his pale neck, dark hair swirling around his face and green eyes aglow with the strange, musical power all Tognir kings possessed. He beamed and his rainbow-colored aura filled the Palace Circle.

      The nobles cheered louder.

      Eli rolled his eyes.

      “I see we are all assembled.” Dom’s words bubbled as his feet touched and gripped the lip of the tunnel where Eli stood with his men.

      Eli crossed his arms. “It’s about time you showed up.”

      Dom shot him a glare. “Don’t push your luck.”

      Eli smirked. He could get away with antagonizing Dom in ways not even his father Luc, who was second-in-command, dared to try. Growing up side by side in the Tognir court with the little brat had stripped away whatever respect Eli might have had for Dom.

      Not to mention the fact that he could lay Dom out any time, any day. Dom knew it, too.

      Still, he maintained some shred of formal respect for the King. After all, Dom did hold the power to take everything he had. It was a delicate balance of power, but it worked.

      Dom extended his arms in welcome, first to Eli and the Takers, who responded with their kneeling salute, and then turning, to the nobles who sunk into bows.

      “We gather tonight to ask the Eltana’s favor on our humble mission to please her. We ask that she may aid our quest to find a victim for her just rage, a subject for her terrible vengeance, a suitable sacrifice that she will accept.” Dom gestured back towards Luc. “May our High Guardian, Luc and Guardian, Eli, lead the Takers ably and swiftly, that the Eltana may be avenged, our kingdom may thrive, and be spared from the consequences of the Eltana’s horrible wrath.”

      “May it happen so.” Eli repeated the words with the others. His fingers clenched and unclenched. This was taking forever, as usual.

      Luc’s grip tightened on Eli’s shoulder.

      Eli tried to relax.

      “For your mother,” Luc said in the soft tones of a ritual, so that only Eli could hear.

      Eli nodded. “For Mom.”

      They moved forward at Dom’s signal and passed through the crowd of nobles, whose auras touched theirs with sentiments like blessings. Then, as a unit, Eli, Luc and the Takers turned and bowed to the people.

      The nobles returned the gesture.

      Eli and Luc made brief eye contact before kicking themselves up through the water, up to the dark outline of a cave high in the outer wall of the Palace Circle.

      They reached the cave, and as the Takers caught up, they all filed inside. No glowstones lit its interior, but each of them knew its circular layout by heart. It was simple, large enough to fit twenty Tognir comfortably inside, and rough, free from the alabaster that covered nearly everything else in the kingdom.

      And on the back wall, shimmering in Eli’s vision, was the Threshold, the gateway to the human world.

      The Takers assembled in their two-by-two ranks behind the Threshold. Eli walked the length of them; fourteen of the best Tognir in the Kingdom stood waiting for his command.

      He paused at the front of their lines.

      They waited, the whites of their eyes radiant in the dark cavern.

      “Ready.” Eli swept off his glittering cloak, and the Takers imitated him in one smooth motion, revealing the mud-colored tunics and pants of their profession.

      Eli grinned. “Remember. First to find one wins.”

      Pale grins blossomed in the darkness at his words. He saluted his men, then Luc. The Takers returned the gesture and, with Eli at their head, filed through the Threshold. Luc stayed behind as always, the vigilant High Guardian, ready to guide them and take over should something go awry.

      The water temperature rose as Eli passed through. Though it was well into the night in the human world, the late August sun had scorched the river through the day.

      He kicked up from the river bed, glancing down as he always did toward the circular stone, embedded near the bottom of the tall bank, that marked the Threshold’s location. The Takers continued to pour from the stone’s circumference like shadows, and they followed him to the Claw, their hiding place, a mass of tree roots that dangled down into the river from the park banks.

      Tiny, circular ripples dotted the river’s surface, highlighted by the dim glow of a hidden full moon. Eli smiled. Looked like rain.

      “It’s very dark tonight, gentlemen,” Eli said as they assembled in the Claw. “Raining. Perfect weather. So I don’t want to hear any excuses.”

      Ron and Ian, two of Eli’s best men, exchanged glances in the front row.

      Ned gulped in the back of the line, and his aura flashed violet.

      “You know your sectors. Ned.”

      The youth glanced at Eli.

      “I want you to tag along with Ron and Ian this time. See how they do things.”

      The two veterans leveled a glare at Eli, but he ignored them and saluted in dismissal. As the Tognir dispersed, Eli heard Ron’s muffled complaints and saw the venomous look Ian shot him over his shoulder.

      He laughed. They’d get over it.

      “Eli. Status report.” Luc’s voice rumbled deep in Eli’s mind.

      “Just sent them out.” Eli replied.

      “I’m worried about Ned.”

      Eli shrugged. “The kid’ll be fine. Just needs some on-the-job training.”

      “He’s too nervous. Too jittery. One wrong move can cost us a Kar-Tog.”

      “Do you remember my first day?”

      Luc paused then, and a moment later Eli heard his hearty chuckle. “I wish I could forget it.”

      “Look at me now. Five years later, and I’m leading Tognir twice my age. Trust me, he’ll be fine.”

      Luc’s aura swirled with aquamarine pride. “You’re right, son. But with every new Taker, there’s more of a chance⁠—”

      "Dad.”

      Luc sighed. “Alright. Update me when you get one.”

      “Will do.”

      Luc’s aura faded as their thoughts disconnected.

      Eli emerged from the Claw and hauled himself up onto the banks. The air felt only a bit thinner than the water, and a steady rain blanketed the park with soft patters of white noise.

      He stepped silently into the shelter of a giant oak. Once settled, he reached out to the Taker’s auras and slipped inside their thoughts one by one. To call them outright might interrupt a Taking in progress, but Eli knew well how to get the information he sought.

      His findings confirmed they were hot on the trail of a potential Kar-Tog already, their minds focused as one, their feet fast approaching the target.

      So Eli sat, and he waited, listening to the droning frog song amid the steady fall of water on earth. He didn’t mind it so much. He’d had his fair share of scoping for humans as a Taker. Most of his teenage life had been spent on Taking missions with Luc, who’d always try to hide a little disappointment if Eli hadn’t been the one to find a victim. But for the last five years he’d been Guardian, and out of those five years there hadn’t been a single failed Taking.

      When they confirmed a human, he’d be on the scene to finish the job, and there’d be plenty enough excitement for the night. Until then, it was his duty to watch and wait.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      “Eli. I win. Sector 9.” Cor’s voice cut through his thoughts.

      Eli grinned. He leapt up and ran through the trees along the riverside, toward the bridge that towered high above the open park.

      “On my way.”

      His webbed feet flung mud as he ran, his eyes opened wide to catch every detail in the rain-shrouded vegetation around him. He pushed out his aura just ahead of him. A flood of light touch the edge of his mind, throbbing with terror.

      He shielded his mind against the blinding brightness of the human’s aura. It was close, just beyond the bridge near the edge of the river.

      He grimaced. It had to be a kid. That was the only factor that could keep the Kar-Tog’s typically-bright aura blinding even when the Takers had them stupefied. But what was a kid doing out in the rain so late at night?

      Eli pushed the thought away before it could prick his sympathies.

      Doesn’t matter. We’ve got a victim. That means the Eltana gets her revenge, and we stay safe for another month.

      He was in sight of his men now, who’d formed a circle around one of the bridge’s support beams.

      “Sir, he’s fighting us,” Ned called. The Takers held the kid there with a paralyzing lullaby that gained its strength from numbers. Eli felt the strain in their auras, especially Ned’s.

      The kids always fought. Always.

      “I’m here.” Eli emerged from the trees and approached the ring of Takers. As he drew closer, he glimpsed the human kid over their tall figures. A boy, no older than twelve, and terrified. His knotted, blond hair and clothes hanging with dirty threads told Eli all he needed to know. He frowned. That’s about how old he’d been when…

      “Sir,” Ron insisted, jerking his head toward the kid, then at Ned’s trembling form. His aura strained harder than the rest. He was pulling Ned’s weight.

      Eli gathered himself and nodded. “Right.” He strode between the Tognir and stood in front of the kid.

      The boy, his aura bright as the sun and quivering like flame, stared at Eli, unable to move.

      “What are you?” he thought.

      “We are the Tognir,” Eli said. “And you’re coming home with us.”

      Before he could let the kid’s innocence change his mind, Eli plunged deep into his mind and wove a tight song around his thoughts. He saw, like a mirror reflected, the boy’s grotesque vision of him— his aquamarine eyes burned like lanterns in the dark, and his teeth glowed white in a menacing smile.

      Eli’s song pierced deeper, and the boy cried out. Eli grimaced but didn’t relent.

      “Mom! Mommy!”

      The words struck too close.

      Eli and Ned both faltered. The boy began to crawl backwards. Thirteen minds clamped down hard on the kid’s instinct to run.

      Frozen in place, the boy gaped up at Eli while tears leaked onto his face. Eli stared at him and heaved in a couple of ragged breaths.

      “Sir.” Understanding and strain fought for control in Ian’s tone. “You’ve got to do it. Now.”

      Eli nodded, but his eyes were still fixed on the boy’s.

      “For your mother, sir,” Ron put in. “Remember Rin.”

      An image of her, dark hair floating, green eyes crinkled and smiling, surged through his mind and infused him with strength.

      Eli’s thoughts began to pull themselves back in order. Looking through the boy’s mind, he saw himself straighten and his glowing eyes narrow in determination.

      “For Mom.”

      Without hesitation, he delved back into the kid’s mind and began to weave his song. The notes shut down the boy’s consciousness one thought at a time.

      Eli watched his mind go black. The boy’s eyes closed. His breathing paused.

      He finished the song, making sure it was woven tight, and then released it. The Takers, too, released the kid.

      Now he was ready. When he woke up, he’d be one of them.

      Eli felt hands on his shoulders and back, pushing hard, and realized he was falling.

      “Whoa, sir. Steady.”

      Eli struggled to catch his breath and let the Takers lower him to the ground. The boy, the ground, even the sky seemed to be spinning.

      This always happened. Every time. Every time it was a kid.

      “If you hadn’t picked a stupid kid,” Eli began, then stopped. Speaking made him feel even woozier. He knelt beside the child and dug in his pocket for the drug.

      “Hey. He was the easiest target,” Cor put in. “And I know you want to get to the party.”

      “Yeah.” Eli snorted. “I’ll have a lot of fun stumbling around the ballroom, let me tell you.”

      The Takers laughed.

      Eli opened the shell vial and drained its contents into the child’s mouth. “Hey, Ned!” he called.

      The Takers quieted and parted to let Ned approach Eli.

      Eli put the stopper back in the vial. “You’ve got to get it together, okay? There isn’t room for cowards here. You can’t have everyone else pulling your load.”

      “I tried, sir⁠—”

      “Well, try harder.” Eli clutched his forehead. “This is a team effort. If I don’t have fourteen Tognir holding kids like this down, I can’t do my job. There may be only one of me, but I need fourteen of you.”

      “But what about you, sir?”

      Eli narrowed his eyes and struggled to keep his stomach from churning. The figures of his men swam before his eyes.

      Ned’s dull brown gaze pierced the darkness. “You hesitated. You needed help.”

      “I did my job,” Eli hissed. “You abandoned your comrades when they needed you most.”

      Ned lowered his gaze.

      “I think a little re-training is in order. Next week, you’ll be with me. Next full moon, you stay in.”

      “Sir—”

      “That’s final, Ned.”

      The Tognir youth stared at him for a long moment.

      Eli glared back. “Am I clear?”

      Ned gave a stiff salute and retreated behind the other Takers.

      Eli held his head in his hands. The throbbing was getting worse.

      “We’ll bring the kid down,” said Ron. “You go and pull yourself together, sir.”

      Eli nodded and got to his feet, but now his vision was fading fast.

      “Sir?”

      He saw the ground rushing to meet him, felt scaled hands grabbing for him, and then, nothing.
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      Eli stirred. A bright light glowed red through his closed eyelids. He opened them and stared up at a familiar swirling, carved pattern, the King’s emblem, on an alabaster ceiling high above. Red glowstones bathed the room in scarlet light.

      The infirmary.

      He sat up and rubbed his sore head. The room stayed still, and the pain was tolerable.

      “Good. You’re awake,” said a female voice.

      He glanced to the side of the bed he lay on.

      Lady Ana looked back at him, her amber eyes glittering with relief. “I was afraid you’d have to miss the celebration. How do you feel?”

      Eli sat up. He was still a bit light-headed, but could keep his balance well enough.

      “Better,” he said.

      He glanced at Lady Ana, Ron’s daughter, a countess—and his best friend since childhood. She shone in a sparkling gown of violet and blue, with her golden-brown hair piled up and glittering with gems.

      “And why aren’t you there, dancing away the night in some nobleman’s arms?”

      The scales on her face darkened, and she dropped her gaze to the floor.

      “Well, I had to come make sure you were okay.”

      Eli swung his legs over the side of the bed and made to stand.

      “No, no, sit down!” She tugged on his arm.

      “But I cannot sit in the presence of such a fine lady.”

      “Oh, shush.” Ana snorted. Still, she let go his arm.

      He stood, stretched to his full height, and saw something glittering in the corner of his eye. “My blues.” He snatched his robes from the chair in the corner.

      “Your dad brought them,” Ana said. “Just in case you were awake for the celebration.”

      Eli swung the robes over his shoulders.

      Ana rushed to fasten the clasp at his neck.

      “Many thanks, milady.” Eli offered his arm.

      She took it and beamed at him.

      He beckoned to the doorway. “Shall we?”

      They wound their way through the palace halls and arrived at the celebration in the grand ball room a few moments later. The ball room was a long, sparkling white hall lit with towering mosaics of glowstones arranged to form the images of kings past.

      Gentle melodies brushed against their thoughts as they approached the entrance. Ladies in vibrant dresses swirled past as they stood beneath the carved arched doorway, and the men, their ruffled tunics and pants no less colorful, nodded slightly in their direction as they danced.

      “Announcing the honored Guardian Eli and his guest, the Lady Ana.”

      Those dancing paused and bowed.

      Eli took Ana’s hand and led her into the crowd.

      “You owe me two dances tonight,” Ana said.

      Eli raised an eyebrow. “Why is that?”

      “You didn’t dance with me at the last ball.”

      “I didn’t?”

      Ana shook her head.

      Eli spun her under his arm. “Neglectful of me.”

      They danced in an amiable silence, for which Eli was grateful. His head still retained a bit of fog. He needed all his concentration to glide from step to step.

      “I see you made it back.”

      Eli rolled his eyes as they danced past Dom.

      “And you didn’t even bother to greet your king.”

      “Hi.” Eli swept Ana in a wide circle, away from Dom and closer to the glowing alabaster walls.

      “That’s all I get?” Dom followed him, moving his partner around the other frilly couples on the floor.

      “I’d like to be left in peace, if you don’t mind,” Eli retorted. “I’ve had a rough night.”

      “So I heard,” Dom said with a sniff. He winked at Ana as she stepped around Eli, in time with the rhythm of the melody.

      She blushed.

      Eli frowned.

      “You have a worthy partner, Lady Ana.” Dom spun his partner away and dismissed her with a wave. “But even worthier is the king’s company.” He bowed low, his royal chains glinting in the light, and gave Ana his most charming smile. He looked up through dark lashes at her.

      Not this again.

      Eli tugged on Ana to pull her back into the dance, but she stood still. Her eyes flicked back to Eli’s, her lips turned up in a half-smile, and Eli heard her thoughts.

      Fought over by the king and the Guardian…what more could a girl ask for?

      Eli rolled his eyes at her, but her smile held. She wouldn’t desert him, and he knew it.

      She gave Dom a polite curtsy and rested her hands on Eli’s chest.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. You will have to choose another.”

      Eli stood tall and smirked at Dom.

      Dom forced a smile, bowed, and stalked away, his rainbow colors shifting with irritation.

      Eli chuckled. He didn’t know why Dom still tried to lure Ana away from him. Time after time she’d turned him down, and yet he still pursued her. Probably because she was Eli’s best friend—and the only lady who held even a modicum of distaste for Dom among all the nobles.

      Ana laughed as they resumed the dance. “Works every time.”

      “And you just eat it up.”

      “Of course.”

      Eli shook his head. “You know, you’re awfully vain.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him. “You’re one to talk, Mr. Blues.”

      Eli gave her a lopsided smile. He couldn’t deny it.

      “Son, there you are!” Luc made his way through the dancing crowd as the song drew to a close. Ana made a curtsy, which Luc returned with a respectful nod. “Lady Ana.” He turned back to Eli and touched his shoulder. “How do you feel? When I lost you earlier…”

      "Dad, I’m fine. It was a kid, that’s all.” Eli shrugged.

      Luc nodded and shook Eli’s shoulder. “I know. They’re difficult for you.” He sighed. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      Eli grinned. “You know I wouldn’t miss the party.”

      “Come talk to the nobles. They want to hear about the Taking.”

      Eli glanced at Ana.

      Luc glanced at her, too, as if just remembering her presence there. “That is, if you don’t mind, Lady Ana.”

      “Not at all.” Ana waved at Eli.

      He winked at her and, just to outdo Dom, blew her a kiss as he turned to leave.

      Ana laughed, and even as Luc steered Eli toward the nobles, Dom’s aura sparked with irritation.

      Eli grinned.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The drama surrounding Eli’s latest catch continued through the next two weeks. They were fast approaching the new moon ceremony, where the human kid would be killed in the monthly sacrifice. Until then, one of the Takers would keep him tucked away in their home.

      Each time Eli thought about the kid, he stifled a flutter of guilt. The kid was so young. But Cor, who’d claimed the boy, would give him a chance. He would be given the chance to become one of them. And if he didn’t, he’d suffer the same fate as every other idiotic Kar-Tog they’d ever taken.

      He’d die instead of adapting to new life.

      Eli knew it was the truth, and the truth rebuked the part of him that ached in sympathy.

      The kid was a Kar-Tog. Eli was a Tognir. The Kar-Togs were inferior. They were lesser. Child or not, he wasn’t worthy of Eli’s sympathy. It was simply the way things were.

      Added to the truth was the buoyant support of the nobles. They’d crowded around him at the party, much to Dom’s chagrin, and eaten up his story. They all knew Eli’s loss. They remembered him, 11 years old, weak and thin with grief.

      “Rin would be proud to see the warrior you’ve become,” the Baron Ric had told him.

      They had shared a quiet moment of remembrance. Mom’s image had blossomed in his mind’s eye, with her dark, dark hair falling over her shoulders and her eyes half-lidded and smiling as she sung him to sleep. It was safe to remember her there, among the nobles, with their hands pressed on his back and shoulders.

      She was the reason he fought. She was the reason neither he nor Luc would accept failure.

      And she was the reason Eli could not waver in his duties, whether the Eltana’s victim was child or man, whether or not he understood her insatiable human bloodlust.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later, Eli sighed as he tried to push Mom’s image out of his mind. He grounded himself to where he was, in the palace anteroom, standing next to Luc in his blue regalia as they waited for the ceremony to begin.

      Now was not the time for weakness.

      “Get ready, son.” Luc squeezed his shoulder.

      Eli glanced up at him.

      Luc’s blue eyes held a familiar mix of concern and pride. He smiled.

      The sacrificial knife hung heavy and cold in Eli’s pocket. He forced himself to smile back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ron nudged Eli. “Look. He’s primping.”

      Eli glanced at Dom. The king had just stepped into the anteroom and was inspecting his face in the looking glass beside the entrance to the platform.

      Eli snorted.

      Dom turned from the looking glass and beckoned them. Eli fell in line behind Luc, and as one they put on a grave demeanor. They stepped one at a time out onto the platform in solemn procession.

      The Tognir people quieted in reverent awe as they took their places on the platform, Dom on the left of the Stone Throne—the ceremonial seat of power in the kingdom— Eli and Luc standing to the right.

      Behind them came the Takers carrying the Kar-Tog child, bound hand and foot. The human’s eyes found theirs, wide with fright.

      Eli sneered to hide a grimace.

      “Today is the day we offer our homage to the eternal queen, the Eltana,” Dom intoned. “May it please her to accept this life and spare ours.”

      “May it please her,” echoed Eli and the Tognir as one.

      He then produced the sacred knife from within his robes and with both hands presented it to Luc.

      “We accept the knife from the hands of the Guardian,” Luc said, “whose diligence we honor in obtaining this sacrifice.”

      Eli thrilled a bit at the words. Though they were only ceremonial, Luc always laced them with a trace of aquamarine pride.

      Luc then crossed the stage and knelt to present the knife to Dom, who took it and touched the top of Luc’s bent head with the still-wrapped blade.

      “We accept the knife from the hands of the High Guardian, whose vigilance we honor in ensuring this sacrifice.”

      Luc stood and retreated to his spot. The Takers led the kid to the carved and gilded Stone Throne and forced him to kneel before it.

      Fear, sharp and pungent, coursed through the Kar-Tog’s presence as Dom unwrapped the blade and held it up for the crowd to see. Crimson, made of stone, it did not shine in the light, though it gave a dim pulse of some internal light that thirsted for blood.

      “Now we offer the sacrifice, instituted from the new moon, in vengeance and in worshipful adoration.”

      Dom strode to take his place, turned the Kar-Tog to face the crowd, and standing behind him, yanked his hair.

      The kid straightened. His aura lit up with vibrant, pained greens.

      “Your ancestor murdered mine,” Dom announced, “on this night, when no moonlight shone. You are guilty of the blood of the Eltana’s chosen King, first among my fathers. Now due vengeance will be had. You die to please the Eltana.”

      Without a further word, Dom plunged the blade in.

      The crowd stilled.

      Eli bit his lip.

      The Kar-Tog stiffened. Both the blade in his heart and the orb enshrined in the back of the Stone Throne flashed brilliant red, filling the Palace Circle with crimson light.

      Luc caught Eli’s eye and smiled. His blue eyes twinkled with pride, and aquamarine coursed through his aura, strengthening Eli without a word. Luc was proud of him. He’d done what he needed to, for Mom, for the Tognir. And that was the most honorable thing he could do.

      “The sacrifice has been accepted. The Eltana is pleased, and we are preserved from her wrath. Give thanks.”

      The Takers retrieved the Kar-Tog’s limp body.

      Dom nodded at Eli and Luc and strode to the edge of the platform, where the Tognir people jostled to form a line and handed over their gifts, offerings of sparkling gems, delicacies, and vibrantly-dyed cloths. They followed him and took their places to receive the offerings.

      A smiling baroness pushed a sparkling crystal goblet into Luc’s hands. The violet gems embedded around the rim of the cup sparked with their own internal brilliance as Luc inspected it.

      “A fine offering,” he commended the baroness, whose presence glowed with turquoise pride. “The Eltana will be pleased at the honor you pay her servants.”

      Something twinged nearby. Eli glanced at Dom—the brat glowered at Luc, and envy boiled verdant in his aura.

      “Such a gift is not worthy of you.” Dom strode across the stage. “Give it here.”

      “He received it,” Eli growled.

      Dom shoved past him and snatched the goblet from Luc.

      “It is mine.” He examined the crystal, his eyes shining with avarice. “Yes, this will do nicely for my table.”

      “I had hoped,” Luc began, but Dom’s eyes began to glow, and Luc dropped to his knees. His aura pulsed green. His teeth clenched in pain.

      “It is mine. You have no right to it.”

      Eli’s fists curled. “Of course he has a right to it. He received it. It’s his.”

      Dom shifted his glowing gaze to Eli, his eyes narrowed in warning. “Do you really wish to dispute this?”

      “Eli, just drop it,” Luc said. “It’s alright.”

      Eli glanced between them, his blood racing. Luc’s pained gaze made him relent.

      “Fine.” He hauled Luc off the floor. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      They returned to the anteroom, where Luc began to arrange the offerings in an organized pile. There was plenty to share, but Eli’s heart still galloped hard. Luc worked in silence, though darkness gathered in his aura.

      It wasn’t right. King or not, Dom’s bullying had gone too far. He and Luc had both put up with the brat’s childish boasting when the people had chosen him rather than let Luc be regent, as had been the late king’s request. They’d put up with Dom’s ever-changing whims, and even now Luc kept the kingdom from falling in around their ears, dealing with all the issues Dom wouldn’t “stoop” to address.

      But there was something strange about it all. Dom had never attempted to use his terrifying power to threaten Luc in public, and Eli never would have guessed Dom would even try to over something so trivial.

      Either the brat was getting cockier, or Luc was going soft. He didn’t like it either way.

      They went back out together to gather more.

      Luc approached Dom, whose arms overflowed with treasures.

      “Let me help you with those, Your Majesty⁠—”

      “Get away from me.” Dom kept a smile on his face. The raised walls in his mind meant the crowd could not hear him. “I’m busy right now. I want to make sure you’re not going to steal any more priceless treasures from me.”

      “As you wish,” Luc said. His aura was anything but calm, though he put on a steady face and continued to receive gifts.

      Eli looked first at his seething father, then glared at Dom. He’d had enough.

      “You’re just jealous, Dom.” Eli said it loud so the crowd could hear him.

      The Tognir quieted.

      Dom smiled. He lowered his gifts to the ground at his feet and bent to retrieve another, but the Tognir who’d been handing him a trinket had stopped to stare at Eli.

      He sighed and straightened.

      “And what do I have to be jealous of?” Dom spread his arms wide. “I have everything I could want. I merely wished to preserve that particular piece for the Eltana’s pleasure, and I had to protect it.”

      “Liar. You wanted it for yourself.”

      Dom’s eyes glowed. He grinned at Eli, then turned and faced the crowd.

      Eli’s gut sank. The stupid kid was going to trick them. Just like he always did. It was how he’d gained the throne, and how he’d kept it despite his haphazard command. It wasn’t right.

      “Who will you listen to in this petty debate? I want nothing to do with it.” He spun a convincing web of sincerity into his words. “I know what I was doing was pious and noble, and you know it as well.”

      The Tognir, under his spell, murmured their forced agreement.

      Eli’s insides seethed. No way would he get away with this one.

      He stormed across the stage, swung Dom around by the collar of his colorful robes, and smashed his fist into the brat’s nose.

      Dom toppled to the platform floor.

      The Tognir women shrieked.

      Luc’s presence flickered aqua pride, golden satisfaction, and violet fear.

      Eli stood over Dom, his breath ragged. His fist throbbed, and he bit back a satisfied grin.

      Two Takers rushed to heave Dom off the floor.

      The disgruntled prince, covering his nose and the cloud of blood coming from it, glared at Eli. “You have committed a grave dishonor, Eli, an offense near sacrilege.”

      The Tognir muttered their agreement.

      Eli sobered, his fist unfurling, and he sought the protection of Luc’s gaze. Luc refused to look at him. The triumph pulsing through him chilled to fear.

      “I think it only fitting that an officer who would attack my person, publicly at that, should be tried for treason and imprisoned.”

      Eli froze even as the Takers moved to seize him. The reality of what he’d done hit home as the Tognir shouted their assent. Treason? Prison?

      Was it all over for him so quickly?

      “No!” Luc cried as the Takers moved to seize Eli. “Not that.”

      They hesitated.

      Dom’s eyes narrowed. “What would you propose, High Guardian Luc, as a fitting punishment? He must be punished.”

      The Tognir again sounded their agreement.

      Eli felt their stares on him, hot and angry like sunbeams. He made himself stand tall. Luc would find a way out. He always did.

      “An offense this grave could merit death,” Dom said. “My suggestion of imprisonment was really quite merciful.”

      Death? Eli’s mind reeled.

      “Let me decide.” Luc put a protective hand on Eli’s shoulder. “He is under my command.”

      “Pretty talk coming from his father,” Dom countered. “Suggest to me a fitting punishment, and I will give my approval or disapproval.”

      Luc glared at Dom.

      The prince gave a condescending smile.

      “I’ll take away his Guardianship for a time.”

      The Tognir murmured, and Dom’s smile twitched up a bit.

      Eli glanced at his blue robes, glinting in the dim light. His heart sank. There went everything he held dear.

      “Very good to begin with,” Dom said. “What else?”

      Eli shot Dom an incredulous glare.

      “Is that not dishonor enough?” Luc’s voice pleaded.

      Dom sniffed. “I think not. I think perhaps a little public penance is due. I think he should be made to retrain among the new Takers and learn again what honor is due to his king.”

      Eli opened his mouth, but Dom glared at him, his green eyes glowing. An edge of lime-colored pain penetrated his mind. He forced his mouth closed and resigned himself to glowering.

      “And I think his probation should last until he is able to pay me the proper honor with sincerity.” Dom nodded at Luc. “I will approve this method of punishment with my addition. I think it is a reasonable and merciful course of action.”

      “Dad,” Eli whispered. “Don’t let him do this to me.”

      Luc’s gaze was firm, his aura edged with deep violet disappointment.

      Eli looked away. There was nothing he could do, nothing he would do. He knew he’d gotten off easy. He couldn’t ask for any more.

      “Face it with courage,” said Luc. “And be grateful you are not in prison.” He turned to Dom. “His probation is effective immediately. I will see to it that he is retrained.” Luc made a short bow and towed Eli toward the anteroom.

      “Luc.”

      Luc paused. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

      “The robes are to stay with me.”

      “I will make sure they’re sent to you.”

      “Now, Luc.”

      Luc’s arm stiffened against Eli’s back. “Give him your robes, son.” Luc’s voice shook.

      Eli forced himself to turn back towards the crowd and stared at the ground.

      “Look up.” Luc’s aura pried at his, summoning the last remnants of pride he had.

      Eli obeyed, composing his features into a poisonous glare. He wasn’t sorry. He wouldn’t be sorry. And he would face the consequences of his actions.

      Dom simply smiled.

      Eli reached up, wrenched his blues loose. The garments draped into his arms, and he folded them with dignity.

      Dom snatched them away and tucked them under his arm. “Thank you. You are dismissed until further notice from the Guardianship.” He waved his hand in dismissal.

      Eli gritted his teeth, refusing to bow as was proper, and let the steady pressure of Luc’s hand guide him away.

      He knew Luc wasn’t calm as they entered the anteroom. Still, shock rippled through him as Luc shoved him against the wall.

      “What in the Eltana’s name were you thinking?”

      Eli stared at the floor. No one could make him look up now. Tears he couldn’t shed burned his nose and throat.

      “All those years of training, gone just like that.”

      “He was insulting you, Luc!”

      Luc’s stormy brow softened, and his grip loosened.

      “I know, son. But…” He shook his head and let Eli go. “You’ve caused more harm than good. It would have been better to just let it go. I know he’s…” Luc’s fingers curled into a fist, and he forced them to relax. “He’s a good-for-nothing idiot. Nothing like his father.”

      “You’re supposed to stick up for me.”

      “How can I defend a man who’s just attacked his own king?” Luc growled back. “What would your mother think? You think she’d be proud of what you’ve just done?”

      Eli scowled at the floor as his blood turned to fire. Mom would have done the same thing.

      “You realize this means I’m going to have to take your place out there.” Luc sighed. “This is unacceptable.”

      “I can get it back.”

      Luc looked at him with one hand pressed to his forehead and the other resting on his hip. His aura was a maze of vivid red-oranges and deep, melancholy blues. His blue eyes searched Eli’s.

      “You can. And you had better.”

      Dom sauntered into the anteroom, his arms loaded with new treasures, and paid them no mind.

      Luc added, just so Eli could hear,

      “Or heaven help you both.”
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      King Dom paced his study. The steady aching in his nose had died down over the preceding days, but time had done nothing for the throbbing hurt to his pride. Of course, the humiliation he’d been able to wreak on Eli had almost been worth it. He’d taken great pleasure in making sure that the pompous daddy’s-boy had had plenty of training to do, where plenty of eyes could witness his shame.

      But something was missing. Eli’s humiliation was incomplete. He’d thought Lady Ana would have no more reason to associate with Eli. Eli had been stripped of his dignity. Why should she continue to prefer him?

      Dom had been to visit the Eltana since the sacrifice—she’d given him even more power, as much as his quaking limbs and inundated mind could withstand. He was approaching the marriage age, the heavily-shrouded goddess had said, and would need to take a wife soon.

      So, with his newly-replenished power, he’d gone to ensnare Ana in his net—and put the final nail in the coffin of Eli’s pride. But just as her conflicted mind had been ready to cave in to his spell, a hint, a mere memory of a glittering aura had filtered through the web of her thoughts and broken the spell.

      To admit whose aura had yanked Ana’s heart away from him would be giving the former Guardian one last victory over him, and Dom writhed at the thought.

      He sighed and charged out onto his high balcony overlooking the Palace Circle, bright with red and blue lights that twinkled up at him.

      “They taunt me,” Dom muttered. He stepped off the balcony and kicked himself up toward the Threshold cavern, which emitted a soft light from the sun in the human world.

      He stepped onto the bare cavern floor and sniffed.

      “Musty place, this is.” He peered out through the Threshold; the water glowed with the blazing orange light of evening. He could chance an adventure now.  Anything to purge the melancholy from his mind.

      He plunged through the Threshold, balking at the sun-warmed water of the river. His mind reached out to find any nearby human auras.

      He found several close. One in particular caught his attention— its colors darted and flashed like fire, and it spun an enchanting melody.

      And she was close. He was certain it was a woman— the voice rang high and clear in his mind.

      A shadow passed over him where he hovered at the bottom of the river bed. He looked up as the long silhouette of a boat passed over the surface.

      That was it. That was the one.

      He kicked up and darted among the shadows near the bank. His mind latched onto the melody the girl spun, and as he breached the surface, among the roots and growth of the Claw, tender notes fell tinkling and soft on his ears.

      He batted away the dangling ivy and peered out. A glimpse here, of hair like flame tumbling wild and free, and there, of a pale face shining in the sun, and Dom was frantic.

      He shoved through the detritus collected in the Claw and dove beneath where the roots could reach him.  He found an open, shadowy place near the bank and lifted his head just above the surface.

      Now he could see her in all of her glory.

      The boat drifted past, not ten feet away, and he took in the sight of her all at once, even as her presence flooded his mind with an almost painful radiance. She sung, and she loved it well. Her eyes were closed in the rapture of the song, but when they opened, they shone emerald green, mirrors of his own. Her frame was long and petite, graceful.

      As she ended the song, her aura bloomed with rosy joy, and she pulled paper from the bottom of the boat. Her hand gripped the pen tight as it moved across the lines, and her eyes narrowed in concentration.

      “That’s it. That’s the one,” she whispered to herself. Her triumphant smile was infectious.

      A steeled will rose within Dom, a fiery determination bubbling with catastrophe and glee. He hurried to touch the surface of her thoughts.

      She looked up, as if someone had called her name. Her aura rippled with indigo unease.

      Dom pressed on, despite her fear, inching in a bit more until the information he sought flashed like a rare jewel in front of him.

      Amelia.

      He left her mind carrying that precious treasure with him.

      Amelia blinked. Her wide eyes cast furtive glances all around her.

      “That’s the one,” he repeated to himself as he sunk beneath the surface. “And I must have her.”
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      Eli charged at Ned. The young Tognir, eyes round with fright, shifted his weight.

      “Now, Ned!” someone shouted from the ground. Ned gave a start just as Eli reached him and made to dodge him. Eli threw out his arm, caught Ned across the shoulders and knocked him hard onto the stone platform.

      “It’s not fair.” Ned heaved in breaths. Eli leapt up, and Ned glared at him. “How did I get paired with you?”

      Eli shrugged. “Gotta toughen up, kid.”

      “Don’t let him bully you, Ned,” called Cor. “Just ‘cause he did it to the king doesn’t mean he oughtta do it to you.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Eli rolled his eyes.

      Cor lifted his head and challenged Eli with a venomous gaze.

      “You want to try me?” Eli spread his arms wide and beckoned with his fingers. “Come on.”

      Cor glanced between Eli and Ned. He dipped his chin and shook his head, his eyes hard.

      Eli raised his brows. “I didn’t think so.”

      Eli turned back to Ned and helped the kid off the floor. He was sick of hearing it from the likes of Cor, Ian, Ron, and everyone else who’d turned their backs on him. If anybody was a bully, it was Dom. Dom the prince, who’d never had a mother and had been left free to do exactly as he pleased. Dom the prince, who threatened the nobles with glimpses of his terrible power. Dom the prince, who’d won the hearts of the people and scorned his father’s wishes in the process.

      Yet Dom was the one sitting pretty with all the women in the palace boo-hooing over his nose, while Eli had to put up with the slander of the masses.

      Not even Luc would defend Eli, a slight Eli didn’t take lightly. He’d avoided morning meals with Luc for the past several days, and had instead retreated alone to his apartments each morning after training.

      It helped, though, to take out his rage during training. It wore him out and dulled the painful edge of his shame, as he could outmatch Ned and all the other trainees with his eyes closed. Most often he trained alone, building his strength with rigorous stone-lifting exercises and improving his stamina with the many turning devices designed to train the fastest swimmers in the kingdom.

      Eli turned his gaze back to Ned, who stood glaring at the other end of the platform. Training was dull, but it was better than hearing the sneers and whispers of the nobles. They came to watch him as he passed through the kingdom’s paths and tunnels and made his fall from grace their entertainment.

      He hated it. He hated them.

      But most of all, he hated Dom.
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        * * *

      

      Eli couldn’t avoid Luc for long. On another lonely morning traipse back to his apartments from the training grounds, Luc appeared from the shadows between the glowing purple stones lining the tunnel.  He beckoned Eli, his aura frantic.

      Guess there was no escaping this one.

      Eli followed Luc to his apartment, larger and lavisher than his own, but not by a wide margin. Luc led him to the ornately-carved kitchen table and fell into a seat. Eli followed suit.

      Luc held his head in his hands for a long moment. There were dark colors making slow circles in his aura, colors Eli knew could explode to bright fury in a heartbeat. What had him so worked up?

      “Son, as you well know, our king is a complete idiot.”

      Eli snorted.

      “However, of all the idiotic things he’s managed to accomplish in his short lifetime, this has got to be the one that tops them all.” Luc let his hands slide down his worn face and drop onto the table. He peered at Eli, all vestiges of calm and control gone. His aura pulsed, spiking here to violet-red, there to bright oranges of vengeful irritation.

      Eli shuddered. "Dad, what’s going on?”

      “Our king,” he said, emphasizing each syllable, “has gone off and Taken a Kar-Tog.”

      Eli stared at him. “What?”

      “He’s fallen in love,” Luc continued with a sneer. “He had the nerve to tell me all about it and about what an easy task it was to lure her down here. What he doesn’t realize, of course, is what a hard task it will be to encourage the nobles to support him in this endeavor, no matter how much they like him. Not to mention that I won’t stand for it. I can’t let him do this, Eli. His father…” Luc dropped his head back into his hands and heaved a sigh.

      Eli sat stunned for a moment, but his shock gave way to cold sense. It was just like Dom to go do something incredibly stupid like this. “It doesn’t surprise me.”

      “This sort of thing hasn’t happened for decades, almost a century,” Luc said.

      Eli nodded. Tognir history had recorded the only other instance where a human had willingly become Tognir rather than be sacrificed. She had fallen in love with the King at the time, and no one faulted the King for marrying her—after her transformation had been complete.

      Still, that circumstance had also resulted in one of only two recorded Wreakings in Tognir history, when the King’s new bride had put a stop to the sacrifices.

      They were not made to court the Kar-Togs. They were made to kill them.

      Luc stood. “Eli, I’ve got to protect the Tognir people. I can’t just let him carry on with this. You know what I promised your mother. I can’t let what happened to her happen again.”

      Eli nodded, though he watched Luc with more than a little doubt. The way Luc’s colors continued to swirl and flash, now with flashes of blue-white, meant he had a plan.

      “You won’t fault me for doing what I need to do.” The frantic look returned to Luc’s eyes.

      “Of course not.”

      Luc wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      What was he going to do? Murder the brat? Eli knew he couldn’t—he wouldn’t. As much as he might want to sometimes.

      He moved so that Luc was forced to look at him. “Just keep your promise to Nic.”

      “That I’ll do, son.” Luc looked him in the eye now, as if daring him to voice the suspicion lurking in his mind. “That I’ll do.” Luc turned to go into the pantry, but paused and glanced over his shoulder. “And I’ll need you to keep out of it.”

      Eli scowled.

      “You’ve caused enough trouble already with your lack of self-control.”

      “Give it a rest already. I’m doing what I’m supposed to.”

      Luc turned to face him. “And you’d better continue to do so. I’m warning you now. Just stay out of it.”

      “I can’t get within 20 feet of Dom anyway,” Eli shot back. “If you didn’t want me involved, why’d you tell me?”

      “Because you’re the only other person in this hellhole that can see Dom’s utter stupidity,” Luc said. He looked at the ground. “I needed to know I wasn’t crazy.” He came back to the table and sat down. “You don’t realize how much I’ve missed you, son.”

      Eli had been picking his fingernails. He paused and looked up.

      Luc seemed vulnerable, worn, ragged. His aura painted Eli’s mind with calm, gray melancholy and navy hopelessness.

      A sharp pang of guilt cut through Eli. He shouldn’t have avoided Luc like that.

      “I’m sorry.” Eli crossed his arms and heaved a sigh. “I was mad at you. I still am. I wanted you to defend me. It was the honorable thing and you know it.”

      “Oh, I know it, Eli. You were fighting for me, and don’t think I don’t appreciate that. Don’t think that for one minute.” Luc pulled Eli’s chin up so he was forced to look at him. “But you’ve got to learn that you don’t pick fights with Dom in public. No matter how much more of a man you are than he is, he still outranks you. You’ve got to live up to your own rank even if he’s not living up to his. We’ve seen what happens when you don’t do that. You get yours taken away.”

      Luc released him, and Eli looked away.

      Dom always outranked him. Always. No matter how good he was, at the end of the day, Dom got the final say. It wasn’t fair.

      “I’ve been talking to Dom for you to try and get your Guardianship back,” Luc continued.

      Eli’s heart leapt.

      “It’s not going too well.”

      Eli frowned.

      “But just keep doing what you’re doing and don’t get in any more fights. If I pester him long enough, he’ll give it back in no time.” Luc reached across the table and grasped Eli’s arm. “See, I’m fighting back for you.”

      Eli looked at Luc, saw his beaming smile, that familiar smile of pride, and smiled back, unable to stop golden satisfaction from welling up in his aura.

      Luc hadn’t given up on him. He’d been defending him all along.
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      “Just keep your promise to Nic.” Eli’s words and his piercing gaze followed Luc all the way through the tunnel and to the palace gates the next morning, after the kingdom was asleep.

      He was keeping his promise. He would hurt no one but the Kar-Tog, and that only for the sake of bringing Dom back to his senses—and keeping his promise to Rin as well. He simply couldn’t allow the little king to repeat history. He couldn’t.

      Nic would have understood. Though Nic cared too much, in Luc’s opinion, for the whims of his son, even he would not have condoned this behavior. He had seen the cost firsthand.

      He had something of a plan, hatched at the last minute. He knew Dom kept the girl in a room near his own in the palace. He also knew the girl had just been taken a couple of days ago, and so she would be sleeping. His fingers brushed the heavy flask of poison in his trousers pocket. She wouldn’t even see it coming. And neither would Dom.

      He ducked inside the palace’s side entryway, nodding to the Takers on duty there. They wouldn’t dare question his presence. If they had any brains, that is.

      They nodded back, their auras quiet and tired.

      He continued down the long alabaster hall until he reached the spiraling ramp that would bring him to the king’s quarters. There he paused before the guards and nodded once more.

      “High Guardian Luc.” The Takers, Ron and Ian this time, stood at attention.

      “I have an important duty to accomplish this morning,” he said low, his voice hard, brooking no argument. “You would do well to forget you saw me here.”

      Ron’s eyes found his. His aura solidified with light blue trust. “Of course.”

      Ian’s aura shifted with uncertainty, though he, too, found Luc’s gaze and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      He moved past them to the ramp and kicked himself up, following the curve around until he saw the landing he needed. As his feet bonded back to the smooth floor, his heartbeat picked up pace.

      If he failed, what would become of him? Would he end up like Eli, stripped of the only remaining tie to his dignity and control over the kingdom? Dom wasn’t one to hold back in his vengeance—in fact, it struck Luc as odd that he’d chosen to let Eli off the hook relatively easily. Perhaps he just wanted to watch him suffer, which was also not out of the realm of possibility. Luc knew well how much jealousy existed between his son and the brat.

      But as for himself… He knew Dom feared him, much more than he feared Eli’s superior strength. Luc was the High Guardian, after all, imbued with enormous power by the Eltana herself at his initiation. Would he get the chance to earn back his honor? Or would Dom simply dispose of him as a traitor, like he’d threatened to do with Eli?

      No. The answer was simple. He couldn’t fail.

      He examined the hallway he strode through. Several archways peered back at him, black against the sparkling walls. Through one of the archways, two down from the golden expanse marking Dom’s royal chambers, a glowstone gave off soft violet light.

      He crept to it and peered inside.

      A curled-up form shivered beneath a high pile of heavy blankets. Twists of hair spilled over the side of the divan, shining a dull orange in the dim light.

      It was her. A brief touch of her aura, which blazed like a campfire, confirmed her humanity.

      He touched the flask again and inhaled, letting the water settle in his lungs before pushing it back out through his mouth. After tonight, Dom’s stupid mistake would be mended, and he would rest easier. The Takers wouldn’t sell him out to Dom if they valued their own rank.

      He nodded, stepping under the archway. So help him, this would-be queen would die before she ever had the chance to reign.
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      Nella Hampton blinked. A tear fell onto the page of her textbook, blurring the letters and wrinkling the paper.

      “It’s no use.” She slammed the textbook shut and tossed it onto her desk. She’d been staring at the same paragraph about phytoplankton for the better part of ten minutes, while cruel images of her red-headed twerp of a sister—dying, bleeding, lost or alone—tormented her.

      Not knowing was the worst of it all. If she could even see Millie again, if she could have some closure, she would be able to pick herself and Mom up again and keep going with life.

      She sighed. She couldn’t count the times she’d had to pull Mom up off the floor over the past two days, after finding her delirious with grief. For once, she’d had to make the sweet tea herself—something Mom had never let her do. She never made it sweet enough. But Mom hadn’t complained, her tear-streaked, blotchy face void of emotion as she’d sat on the couch and sipped Nella’s hastily-iced brew.

      Nella’s stomach twisted with a sensation halfway between hunger and nausea. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten, and she didn’t particularly care. Whatever she tried to choke down would probably come back up when the grief decided to hit full-force again.

      She stood, running her fingers back through her long, dark hair to pull it up. If nothing else, she’d go see if Mom was awake, and if not, she’d head down to the riverside and try to let the early morning chill soothe her frazzled psyche.

      The riverside. She paused, her ponytail only halfway through the elastic in her hand. The word struck a sense of urgency deep through her veins. It aggravated the turmoil in her stomach, made her heart beat race.

      She hurried to her bedroom door, wrenched it open, and darted past the kitchen. Water ran in the sink, and pots clinked as her mother washed them.

      “Where are you going?”

      Nella slipped into her flip-flops. She couldn’t explain why. She just had to go.

      “Nella. We were gonna have breakfast.” Mom peeked from behind the bar in the kitchen. “You can’t go running off now.”

      “I won’t be long, I promise.” She ran back to her room, snatched the Blackberry from her desk, and stuffed it in the pocket of her pajamas.

      “This isn’t like you.” This time Mom met her in the hallway. Her curled, dark red hair hung in limp strings from a messy bun, and heavy bags underscored her haunted green eyes.

      “I know.” She never did anything without a reason. She never went running off, like Millie did, on some seat-of-the-pants adventure. But she had to go to the river. It was important for reasons she couldn’t even explain to herself.

      Mom studied her face, her eyes moving back and forth between Nella’s, her freckled arms crossed. That look crossed her features, one Nella was too familiar with—that look she got when there was something deeper happening, something she didn’t quite understand, but left it in “God’s hands.”

      Nella didn’t believe in God the way Mom and Millie did, or Luc had. But now, she couldn’t have been more grateful for Mom’s strange Catholic ways.

      Mom stepped out of the way and sighed. “I don’t know what’s going on. But you need to go.”

      Nella nodded and squeezed Mom’s hand as she passed her. “I’ll be back soon.”

      She got out the door, letting it swing shut behind her, and kept up a brisk pace all the way down the sloped road that led to Briar Park. It opened like a painting before her, the expansive lawn thick with fog, the trees on the riverbanks dark and silhouetted in the faint light of dawn.

      The relative calm only made her heart beat faster. She broke into a run, slipping a few times on her flip-flops. The road began to flatten and angle to the right, where it narrowed and forked off into a parking lot on the left, but continued towards the river on the right.

      She followed it past the lot, worn out by the run, her stomach now growling in retaliation. She really should have eaten something before coming all the way down here.

      Her eyes followed the road down to the concrete boat ramp leading into the water. The river ran low and still, though a few leaves floated on the surface and rode the current downstream, to the left. She hugged her torso as she stepped under the damp, cool shade of the trees.

      Her heart refused to slow its pace. She glanced up and down the banks, rubbing her arms for warmth.

      A blotch of dark red against the green of late summer grass made her eyes pause. The blotch focused and took form—pale arms and legs, darkened by the shade, extended from the sprawled figure, wrapped with some kind of brown garment.

      Nella’s heart stopped, then leapt. “Millie?” It couldn’t be. The police had searched everywhere, had traversed the length of the river trying to find her.

      She forced herself to move. The closer she came to the figure, the more she recognized its pointed nose, its curls of red hair, and the birthmark on the back of its leg.

      “Millie!” She stumbled to a halt beside her sister and knelt, pushing back her sopping wet hair to feel for a pulse. Her skin was rough to the touch, and like ice. Something faint fluttered underneath Nella’s fingers, though. Heart racing with hope, she hurried to turn Millie onto her back.

      Millie lurched awake as Nella made to move her, choking, her eyes wide and bloodshot.

      “Millie!” Nella couldn’t hold back a choked laugh. She was alive. Millie was alive. “Here, kneel down and cough it up.” She pulled Millie up and held back her hair, tucking the brown scapular she always wore back inside her collar.

      Millie, her limbs trembling, retched into the grass, then heaved for breath. “Nellie?”

      “Yes, I’m here. I’m here.” She gathered Millie up in her arms and tried to still her shivering. They would have to take her to the hospital, of course, and detox her from any drugs she might have been given. It would be a rough road. But she was alive. That was everything.

      She dug in her pants pocket and pulled out her phone, dialing the house number with a trembling thumb. “Mom.” Her voice broke even as she smiled down at her sister. She didn’t know how. She didn’t know why. But none of it mattered right now. “I’ve got Millie.”
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      Eli heard nothing else about the human girl for several nights after his dinner with Luc. True to form, Luc said nothing about it at their recommenced morning meals, and Eli didn’t dare to ask. He heard bits and pieces from the few nobles who would speak to him, including Ana, who, though reticent and disappointed, came to visit sometimes at training when Ron wouldn’t be able to catch her.

      “The king calls her Queen Mil,” Ana had told him late one evening. “He won’t show her to us, but he keeps telling us how beautiful she is and how much we will all love her.” She’d made a face. “I can’t imagine having a red-headed queen.”

      “She won’t be queen,” Eli had put in.

      “The nobles don’t like it much,” Ana agreed. “Luc isn’t happy in the least. But if Dom has his way, she’ll be queen.”

      It had been three days since then, and the lack of news disturbed him. He walked home from training early one morning, his arms aching and mind swirling with exhaustion. It wasn’t his business to worry about it. He knew that. Yet it continued to gnaw at him.

      “Eli.” The voice stopped him in his tracks at the mouth of the purple tunnel. It came from the palace, and the aura that accompanied it danced with rainbow colors.

      “Dom?” Eli turned.

      Dom was indeed on his balcony, his tiny figure illuminated by the red and blue glowstones below.

      “That’s ‘Your Majesty’ to you,’” Dom retorted.

      “What do you want?”

      “I’d like to consult with you about something, my friend.”

      Eli frowned. ‘Friend’ was not a term Dom used to describe him. Ever.

      Eli continued down the tunnel.

      “Come here, Eli.” The gentle tone was gone.

      Eli stopped and sighed.

      “I’m tired. I’d like to go to bed.”

      “This won’t take long. There’s a reward involved, you know.”

      Eli raised his eyebrows. Exactly what kind of reward did Dom think was going to keep him from his bed? And why did Dom need him? Last time he’d checked, Dom didn’t even want Eli near him, much less speaking to him.

      “Going once. Going twice.”

      It was suspicious. But a tiny thread of hope made him hesitate.

      It could be the Guardianship.

      “Last chance.”

      Eli whirled around. “Fine. I’m coming. But this better be good.”

      Dom ushered Eli inside as soon as he reached the balcony, and his green eyes flashed with glee.

      “I’m so glad you decided to come. Smart man. As you have probably heard, I’ve found myself a worthy queen. Problem is, she’s gone missing.”

      Dom gestured to a stone chair.

      Eli stayed where he was and crossed his arms.

      Dom shrugged and went on. “Well, I may have a plan to get her back.”

      Eli sighed and turned to leave.

      “Wait, friend! You haven’t even heard the best part!”

      “I’ve heard enough.” Eli brushed Dom’s hand off his shoulder and continued to the balcony.

      “You don’t understand.” Dom said. His melodic words, shimmering with ominous green, wove around Eli’s mind with a gossamer grip.

      Eli stopped at the archway to the balcony. “I’m listening.” He felt a flicker of gold in Dom’s aura.

      “Very good. I think you’ll find this offer hard to refuse. Do come sit down.”

      He shouldn’t. Luc would kill him for having anything to do with Dom’s schemes.

      Dom’s melody tightened around his thoughts. “I insist, Eli.”

      He didn’t have a choice anymore. He should have just gone to bed, but it was too late for that now.

      He took a deep breath and walked to the chair, each step easing the pressure of Dom’s authority on his mind.

      Dom gave him a satisfied grin.

      Eli, about to sit, straightened and glowered at Dom. He’d have to work if he wanted obedience to the letter.

      Dom’s eyebrow arched. His green eyes glowed, just barely, in warning.

      Eli remained standing.

      “Sit!”

      The word plunged hot and sharp through his mind with a single, harsh note. Eli dropped into the seat.

      Dom smiled, and the pain vanished.

      “There. Isn’t that more comfortable?”

      Eli shook off the remnants of the pain. “What do you want?”

      “So happy you asked. I need your help with something.”

      “If it’s got to do with your stupid Kar-Tog, I want nothing to do with it.”

      Dom’s eyes flashed. “I would remind you in the future not to refer to my betrothed with such degrading terminology.” He paced in front of Eli’s chair. “As I was saying, I need your help in a very important matter which has little direct involvement with my Mil. I’m going to bribe my love with an offer she can’t refuse, and I’ll need you to secure the bait.” Dom paused in his pacing to look Eli in the face.

      Eli stared back. Like that was going to happen.

      “I see you are still determined to lose the glorious reward I have for you.” Dom shrugged and walked away. “I can do this myself. I only thought, if you could do me one little favor to show your respect for me, to prove you want your Guardianship⁠—”

      “So that’s it. That’s what this is all about.”

      “Precisely.” Dom threw himself onto his throne and lay across its arms. “But I understand. You want to go the hard way about it. You want to go on for months and years with nary a sign of forgiveness, because, let’s face it, Eli, you’ll never truly honor me⁠—”

      “You were going to keep me waiting years?”

      Dom shrugged. “I could have had you killed, you know.”

      Idiot. “Dom, those Tognir need me to do my job. Luc can only do it for so long, and nobody else is near ready to take my place⁠—”

      “Should have thought about that before you decided to punch me.”

      Eli dug his nails into his palms and pulled a steady breath in through his nose. He had to stay calm. If he lost his cool again…

      “See, this is why you’d do well to help me. Then all wrongs will be forgotten. It will be like nothing ever happened. All I have is one task. One tiny, tiny task. But you won’t even hear it.”

      Eli sat still and watched Dom get up and go to the balcony. He stared at the intricate lines and swirls of the railing. He couldn’t get caught up in this. He simply couldn’t. But if he didn’t… Dom had made it clear his suspension from the Guardianship would go on indefinitely.

      But if Dom could do the task himself, why didn’t he?

      “Why me?”

      Dom turned from the railing and smiled. “I wanted to give you the opportunity to repent of your crime,” he said.

      “There’s something else.”

      Dom strode to Eli’s chair and patted his head. “You are clever. Yes, Eli, there’s something else. I have an experiment I’d like to try. You see, when I captured my Mil, I didn’t have to leave the water, though I did, just to see her.” His voice took on a pining tone.

      Eli cleared his throat.

      “Anyway, what I’m saying is, I may have single-handedly revolutionized the way the Takers function.”

      Eli rolled his eyes.

      “No, no, listen. I made her come to me. I didn’t Take her, Eli. I Brought her.”

      “You brought her, you Took her.” Eli moved his hands from one side to the other. “What different does it make?”

      “A whole world of difference! Don’t you see?” Dom was pacing again, his arms swinging in wild gestures. “I didn’t have to leave the water! She came out of her house, willingly, and walked all the way down to the water under my influence. She came of her own volition, not stupefied, not like a useless dead body, like the way you Takers catch your victims. She wanted to come to me, Eli.”

      So Dom had charmed her somehow with his music. That’s the only way it could have worked. Eli had to admit it to himself that if Dom was telling the truth, it was a startling truth, and an enlightening one. If the Takers had the power to Bring…but none of them had as much raw musical power as Dom.

      “I wouldn’t say that’s true, Eli.”

      Eli cursed himself and threw up his mental blockades.

      “That’s what I’d like to prove at the next full moon,” Dom continued. “You are the most powerful Taker among us, besides myself and Luc, by virtue of your position and training. You know how to get into the minds of humans and find out how they tick. And I’m certainly not going to ask Luc to test my hypothesis. He would never approve.”

      Eli tried not to grimace.

      “So the happy lot falls to you. You are to find Millie’s sister and Bring her secretly on the next full moon. I trust that with your experience as Guardian, you will be able to hide yourself and your mission from the Takers who will be out that night searching for a victim.”

      “Alright.” Eli slapped his palms onto his knees. “So I Take the girl, the sister, whatever. Then I get my Guardianship⁠—”

      “No, no, Eli. Bring. You must become familiar with the new terminology.”

      Eli rolled his eyes. “Bring, Take, whatever⁠—”

      “Eli.” There was a bit of music intertwined with his name.

      “What, Dom?” He clenched his teeth. “Get out of my head. I’m listening.”

      The pressure ceased.

      “I didn’t want to do that to you, but I must make you understand what I want from you. I need you to Bring this young woman, not by confusing her, not by manipulating her consciousness so that she cannot think for herself, but in the same way that I brought Amelia— by making her come to you, willingly, knowing what she is doing.”

      “And how do you propose I do that? I’m not like you. I don’t find the Kar-Togs attractive.”

      “You must find something in her brain that compels her to come to you, whether it be by charm, by antagonizing her (which you do rather well, by the way), or by any other means you see fit.” Dom shrugged. “I know nothing about her except her name, which you will need, of course.” He became serious and put both hands on Eli’s shoulders. “Remember this name, Eli. Nella. Nella.”

      “Nella.” Eli repeated the name a few times in his own mind until he was sure he could remember.

      “Remember, Eli. She is the key to your honor.” Dom strode away and lifted a bit of fabric from his throne— it caught the light and glinted blue-green.

      Eli gulped. His blues.

      Dom waved his hand in dismissal. “The next full moon, upon the completion of your task, they will be yours, and all wrongs will be righted.”

      “That’s all I have to do. Take—Bring— her and hide her until you get what you want.”

      “Yes, Eli.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “Nothing else. I give my word.”

      Eli stood and crossed to the balcony, his stomach churning with mingled guilt and euphoria. He couldn’t believe he was considering it. But Dom had said it would take years. He didn’t have years.

      "Dad won’t know?”

      Dom drew his pinched fingers across his lips. “Mum’s the word.”

      Eli sighed, then nodded. It was the only way.

      “Eli?” There was the music again, this time demanding something different.

      Eli sighed. “Goodnight, Your Majesty.” He turned, gave the shortest bow he could, and swam away.
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      Eli continued his training over the nights following Dom’s unusual request. He tried not to think about it too much, especially when Luc was around. He was afraid his mental barrier might slip and reveal the treachery he was planning.

      Each time he thought of his blues, of the girl’s name, Nella, his heart gave a little flip. His Guardianship was on the line. His honor. But Luc’s beaming face as he patted Eli on the back made Eli forget, at least for that moment, all his joy, and replaced it with a dull qualm that refused to be vanquished.

      Still, he was resolved. The night before the full moon, he traveled up to the surface, using the dying light of the sun to investigate the river. Most of the Takers would come up on the land. They wouldn’t be back in the river until they’d caught someone. He’d have to go up to the surface before they got to the Threshold cavern and take her— Bring her— before they set out. There were plenty of hiding places, most notably in the Claw. If he timed it right, this would be a piece of cake.

      He made to return to the Threshold but movement on the surface caught his eye as he turned to swim down. Ripples spread out from a point near the bank, then another point near the middle, before finally disappearing.

      A stone fell through the clear water. It was a Kar-Tog, skipping rocks.

      He would never understand why that fascinated them.

      He pushed out with his mind to sense its presence. He found two there, one lambent but soft like the moon’s glow, the other warm and bright and fluctuating. The latter presence seemed to be quite agitated, while the other was smug and knowing.

      Eli pushed towards the agitated presence.

      I’ll get you, Nellie.

      The name arrested his attention— though it wasn’t the name he’d been repeating in his head for days, it was strikingly close. Perhaps a nickname?

      A theory seized his will. He kicked up to the surface, angling towards the Claw. Once he was safely in its shadows, he lifted his head out of the water.

      The women stood very close to the edge of the water where the river had narrowed out after the rain. Both were of the same build, but one stood just a bit taller than the other. The shorter one with her flame-red hair confirmed Eli’s suspicions.

      It was Mil. And he’d bet anything the other girl was Nella.

      He examined the taller woman. Even from his moderate distance, he could see the dark freckles spotting her face, the flash of green eyes, and the fall of dark, dark hair over her shoulders.

      His stomach twisted. She looked like— He shook Mom’s image away. She looked like Mil, only darker.

      Mil tossed her stone, which sunk straight down into the water without as much as a hop.

      Nella laughed in triumph and skipped a stone almost to the middle of the river.

      Mil huffed. “You always get it out further.”

      “And you don’t get it anywhere at all,” Nella retorted, her voice a bit deeper.

      An older sister, probably. Eli frowned. Was Dom really going to get anything from taking her? Mil wasn’t all that mature. Nella seemed… Eli fought through a web of thoughts and emotions, somewhere between deja vu and dread. She seemed motherly.

      He pushed out to find Nella’s presence, the moon-like one.

      Mil bent, her face almost touching the river’s surface.

      “Let me try this one⁠—”

      “Millie, no.” The presence in his mind flashed as Nella dove to grab Mil around the waist. “You’ll fall in.”

      “I’m not gonna fall.” Mil struggled to right herself. Her foot slid into the water, and she grabbed at Nella’s hands.

      Eli used Nella’s name like a passcode, and her thoughts began to trickle into his mind.

      I told you. You never listen to me.

      “Are you alright?” Nella said.

      Mil scoffed.

      “I’m fine. I think I’m done skipping rocks, though.”

      I’ll bet you are, Nella thought.

      Mil’s presence pulsated with paranoia. The Tognir, she thought. The river. I can’t be near here.

      “Alright,” said Nella. “You can go home. I’m going to stay for a minute and make sure this mollusk you stepped on is alive.”

      “Whatever.”

      Just be safe. Nella turned to watch her sister go, and stood watching for a few moments until she was satisfied with her sister’s safety. Then she bent to the water, stepping in up to her ankles on the shallow ridge, and picked up a mollusk.

      Eli thought about going back then, but something stayed him. He might as well figure out what he could use against her the next night. He took a deep breath and guarded his mind, then brushed against Nella’s presence.

      She looked up and cast a glance to both sides, but then went back to her task. It’s getting late, she thought. I need to get back myself.

      He delved fully into her mind, weaving the Taker’s melody around her thoughts, rendering her into a trance.

      She dropped the mollusk back into the water and tried to shake herself. When that didn’t work, she sat heavily on the bank and stared unseeing at the water. The walls she’d thrown up on instinct came down against her will.

      Now he could see thoughts, images, memories, ideas, as they flitted through her mind. There was Nella, speeding home from college to console her mother, finding Mil’s body on the very bank where Nella sat, and listening to her delusions about the river monsters she called “Tognir,” delusions Nella clearly put no faith in. She was convinced Mil had been drugged. Their mother was heartbroken, relieved, but could do little to keep the girls away from the river they loved so much.

      Eli sifted through these with some interest, but she was beginning to fight back.

      I’m just a little dizzy, she thought. I just need to take some deep breaths, maybe lie down for a minute.  Then I’ll get up and go home. No need to call Millie back, no. I’ll be fine.

      There was something steely about her, despite her warmth towards Mil. It was a strong sense of pride, of independence, but not simply in a self-sustaining way. She was independent from all creeds, all relationships, all circumstances, which she did not make herself. Her faith was in what could be proven to her, nothing more, and nothing less.

      Hmm. Eli sung, pressing a bit further towards a box of memories which refused to be opened and sorted through.

      Everything in her mind, every failsafe she’d built over the time she’d kept the box closed, screamed at him to keep out and interrupted his melody.

      He gritted his teeth and pushed back.

      “No,” she said aloud. That word alone was a force which matched his strength and held firm. He had used every song, every melody, he knew. There was no getting at the box.

      He dropped the song and retreated to the safety of his own mind. He shook himself, shook her thoughts from him, and now watched her rise from the bank and glance around.

      “Just calm down, Nella,” she told herself. “You’re over-reacting. You just got dizzy from bending so far over the water. Maybe you should take your own advice next time.” She brushed the dirt from her clothes.

      Eli reached out to touch her thoughts one more time, this time inserting words of his own.

      “You’re next.”

      Nella stiffened. Her eyes shifted, widened. Her breaths came quicker.

      It’s the dizzy spell, she thought. You’ve been thinking too much about Millie’s silly stories.

      With that, she turned and darted away from the river, casting several glances behind her as she went.

      Eli returned to the Threshold, giddy with pride.

      He knew exactly how to make her come to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The next evening found Eli waiting in the Claw once more, much sooner than he would have liked. He had to Bring Nella as soon after sundown as possible, to avoid being seen and avoid running into the Takers.

      He fidgeted. He had a plan, it was true. But how stubborn Nella would prove to be remained to be seen.

      He felt for the shell vial in his pocket. It was a full dose of the Taking drug, enough for the two weeks before the new moon festival.

      He rubbed the healing wound on his arm and shuddered at the memory of his blood clouding the water and making the walls swim. Dom had taken way more blood than was necessary for the drug—probably out of spite. But hopefully, it wouldn’t matter, and Nella would be gone within a couple of days.

      But Mil was still a kid. Would she even bother to answer Dom? Would she let her sister take the fall for her? Eli knew there was a possibility. Even so, he’d only have to put up with hiding a Kar-Tog for two weeks. Then she’d be disposed of how Dom saw fit.

      He found some comfort in that, though the thought of hiding it all from Luc made his stomach flip with guilt.

      It would all be fine. He had to remember the Guardianship, remember his honor.

      The sun disappeared over the horizon a few moments later, leaving the park doused in the light violet of dusk. Eli took a deep breath and expanded his mind. Dom had said the girls lived close by the park, just up the road.

      It took a moment, but soon the outermost ripple of his thought sensed a human presence, or more accurately, three. He used the sister’s name— Nella— to find hers.

      Immediately her moon-light presence brightened in his mind. He crept slowly forward with his mind, just to get a glimpse of her thoughts, to see what was happening in the house. He might need to bide his time if she and her sister— and who he presumed to be their mother— were still together.

      “Goodnight.” Nella said.

      An image of a woman, older, but with Nella’s green eyes and Mil’s wild red hair, wobbled, then stilled and clarified in Eli’s mind. She stirred something in a pitcher and frowned at Nella.

      “It’s only nine.” She held up the pitcher. “I thought you wanted tea.”

      “I’m just tired,” Nella said.

      Mil popped up in front of her.

      Nel jumped, her aura flooding Eli’s mind with violet. “Oh! Millie!”

      “Why’re you going to sleep so early?”

      Violet sparked to red-orange. “Good grief. You scared me!”

      Mil pouted. “Sorry.” She threw her arms around Nella.

      The red-orange faded to rose. Nella squeezed her tight. “It’s alright. I’m just tired, that’s all. I did a lot of research today.”

      “It’s only the beginning of the year.” Mil released Nella and made a face.

      “Yes, but earning a doctorate is no joke.”

      “So what did you do today?”

      Nella sighed. “I had to take samples of the sediment on the banks.”

      “And that took you all day?”

      Nella grinned. “I still have to take them back and examine them in the lab.”

      Mil threw her head back and groaned.

      “Don’t worry,” Nella said. “It’ll only take four weeks once I get back to school.” She turned and opened the door to her room.

      “Can’t I come with you?”

      “No, I’m going to sleep.”

      “I meant to school.”

      Nella paused and gazed at Mil. Her green eyes pleaded.

      Nella’s aura swirled with a mixture of yellow laughter and deep blue longing. “You know Mom would never let you.”

      Mil sighed. “I know. I just miss you.”

      Nella looked at her. An image of Mil’s soaked and pale body lying on the banks, her red hair dark with moisture, assaulted her mind and Eli’s. Her aura flashed blue. She pulled Mil into a hug.

      “I’ll be sure to come back more often. Especially after the week we’ve had.”

      “You’d better, you big dork.” Mil pulled away and stuck out her tongue.

      Nella chuckled and scrunched up her nose. “Goodnight, carrot top.”

      She retreated into her room, and as she closed the door her yellow aura faded to a dull violet-black. She leaned against the door for a moment and took in slow breaths.

      No, I can’t cry. Crying’s done. Millie’s safe. I know Mom won’t let her out of her sight. She looked around her room, painted a light blue-green. Open suitcases overflowed with clothes, one on the floor, and another on the paper-strewn desk.

      A lumpy tartan bag sat on her bed. She crossed the room and sat the bag on the floor.

      Eli caught a glimpse of glass jars within. Must have been her samples.

      Nella gasped and dropped the edge of the blanket.

      Eli hurried to hide his thoughts, cursing himself for letting his guard slip.

      Really, Nella, she scolded herself. She forced her breathing to slow and crossed back to the door. Her hand hovered on the light switch, but at a stern command to herself, she turned it off and hurried into her bed.

      Eli waited until she’d gotten herself comfortable and her thoughts bordered sleep. He took a deep breath. The time had come.

      “Not quite willing to give into the fairy tale, are we?”

      Nella bolted up. She threw a barrier around her thoughts, then thought better of it. It’s only the beginning of a dream. It’s not uncommon to hear a voice right before sleep comes.

      “True, true. But does that voice always respond once you are awake?”

      She sat stunned. Her thoughts ground to a standstill.

      “Why so surprised? You hear me, don’t you?”

      What sort of crazy phantom has my mind created for me?

      “Your mind, my dear, has nothing to do with me.”

      Nella sat frozen in her bed, unable to respond.

      “I am as real and as alive as your sister says I am.”

      Her thoughts, now running wild, struggled to find the connection. My sister…what about— The answer dawned on her, and more than a hint of disapproval colored her next thought. The silly Tognir thing. Now really, Nella. Is this how we spend our last night home, dreaming of monsters that don’t exist?

      “Really. I don’t exist? Are you awake, or not?”

      Nella blinked a few times, and flexed her fingers. Awake. I thought I was awake. But obviously I’m dreaming. She took a deep breath. Wake up, Nella. Wake up. It’s all a silly dream. She waited for a moment, and so did Eli, for the return to consciousness that didn’t come.

      The first violet flicker of real fear brightened her presence.

      “Well?” Eli demanded. “Are you awake, or aren’t you?”

      I can’t be.

      “Go on, pinch yourself. Prove it.”

      Nella did precisely as she was told, and a little spark of pain flashed in her presence. Still not satisfied, she smacked herself a few times on the cheek. Wake up.

      “You’re wasting your time. Quit denying it. You’re awake. Can we move on from that fact now?”

      Nella, for the first time, turned her thoughts toward Eli, her moonlight quavering as she did so. Whatever this voice is, it isn’t coming from me. “Who are you?”

      “Ah, my presence acknowledged at last. I was beginning to think I was going to have to shout.”

      Nella drew back, but Eli spun a melody, just enough to keep her attention.

      “No, don’t go running away now. I’ve already told you what I am. As for who I am, well, you’ll have to come see for yourself.”

      “You are not one of those stupid Tognir things that Millie keeps talking about.” There was the anger, the pride, the independence.

      “How do you know? Can you prove it?”

      Nella scoffed. “You’re just a stupid voice in my head. Something in my brain is making it up. I don’t know what, but it has to be.”

      “You’re not sure about that. You’re afraid it’s true, that you have, in fact, established contact with the dreaded Tognir.”

      Nella pushed away with irritation, and again Eli drew her back.

      “If you’re so sure that you’re right, why don’t you prove it, Miss Scientist? You can silence Millie’s stories…and your own doubts.”

      “What are you talking about?” Nella snapped. “None of it is true.”

      “Then you have nothing to lose. Go on. Go to the riverside and meet me, face to face. Prove to me and to yourself and your sister that I don’t exist.” Eli wove his next words with a melody chosen to infuriate her pride. “I dare you.”

      The song had its desired effect. Nella’s presence glowed with a warmer light like a harvest moon, and she got up out of her bed and went for her shoes. “I will,” she spat at Eli. “I will and then I can prove it’s all just a drug-induced nightmare that my sister had.”

      Eli chuckled at this, letting it echo in her head, and then settled back to watch her thoughts run wild.

      This is stupid, Nella told herself as she laced up her sneakers. Why do you need to prove anything to this voice? It’s just a voice. Just tell it to leave, and it’ll go away.

      “Nice try,” Eli put in. “I’ll go away once you keep your end of the dare.”

      Her aura blazed. “Shut up.” She finished the laces on her shoes and strode to the door, then seemed to think better of it and went to the window.

      She slid up the sash. This is crazy. This is really crazy. She hung one leg out the window, then hesitated. What if it is real? What if Millie’s right?

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Eli sneered.

      That was all the push Nella needed. She clambered through the window and crept through the yard.

      Eli’s heart began to beat just a little faster. Show time.

      He pushed himself out from under the Claw, climbed up onto the park bank, and hid under the shadow of the massive tree.

      He focused back on Nella. She was running, red-violet anger churning through all her thoughts.  She’d be to the park in a matter of a moment or two. He felt again for the vial in his pocket and allowed himself a grim smile. All was going according to plan.

      His prediction was accurate. Within the next moment he caught sight of a figure running down the road to the park. The angry red moonlight he felt confirmed it was indeed Nella, and a little thrill raced through him. He’d never expected the process to be so enjoyable, so fun. For once, Dom had been right. He was almost too good at antagonizing people.

      He touched her thoughts again and found she was running out of steam.

      She slowed as she neared the bottom of the road. I’m at the park. I really ran all the way down here to meet…nothing. She stopped and stood heaving for breath. What am I doing? I need to go home and go back to bed.

      “Ah, but you’re almost here,” Eli chuckled. He heard her gasp, saw her look around. “Come a little closer. I’m having a hard time seeing you.”

      The full moon poked its pale head above the trees, throwing the park into a ghastly relief. In turn, her own purple moonlight brightened.

      Eli was only too glad to capitalize on her fear. “Ah, that’s better. Now I see you. But can you see me?”

      She froze in fear. Still, she was too far away for him to risk going out to meet her.

      “Maybe if you come closer to the river, you’ll see me in the shadow of a big tree.”

      Her eyes locked onto the tree where he stood.

      “Yes, that one.”

      “Why don’t you come out here?” she demanded. “You like creeping in the shadows because you’re nothing but a voice in my head, that stupid voice that makes little girls cry at night and call in their daddies to scare away the monsters under their bed.”

      Something in her bared itself, and Eli tried to catch a glimpse of it, but only encountered the same heavily-guarded box as the day before.

      “Perhaps so,” Eli retorted, “but how often does the voice lure grown women to the riverside?”

      She didn’t respond. Her round eyes stared at the tree.

      Eli knew he’d have to do something to lure her closer. But what? He’d have to show his hand, just a little, just enough to get her curious.

      He stooped, bent and picked up a rock, and tossed it into the water.

      The splash made her jump.

      “Come skip rocks with me. I know how much you like to play that game.”

      The moonlight in her dimmed this time.

      How does he know that? She shook herself. Oh, don’t be silly. It was a frog, jumping in the water.

      “What if I told you how many rocks I’m about to skip? Would that convince you to come closer?”

      Nella’s light remained dim and began to tremble. “You can’t do that. You’re just a voice.”

      Eli bent and scooped up a handful of rocks. He edged around the side of the tree to the water’s edge.

      “One.” He let the rock fly. It skipped twice before sinking down. He could almost taste her fear. “Two.” Another one, skipped only once. “Three.” This one skipped almost all the way out to the middle.

      Finally, she took a step closer, and then another, as the anger returned. I don’t know what this is, she thought, but I’m about to find out. This can’t be happening. There must be some explanation.

      “Four.” He let the rock go. “That was the last one. It’s your turn to play now.”

      Her steps came closer, moving faster and faster, slapping against the pavement of the parking lot, then crunching in the grass on the upper part of the bank.

      He peeked around the tree trunk and watched her come into the shadow of the tree.

      There she stopped, about ten feet away, and stared at the bank.

      “Now I can see you clearly. You ready to see me?”

      She whirled toward the tree, her green eyes wide. The moonlight fell dappled through the leaves overhead.

      Eli released the melody of focus he’d put around her thoughts. The tethers fell from her mind, leaving only the sharp edge of fear.

      He grinned and lifted his hand so that the scales on his skin caught the moonlight.

      Nella began to tremble.

      “What are you scared of? Afraid you’re gonna be wrong after all?” Eli stepped out into the moonlight, at the same time breaching her unguarded thoughts to savor her first impression of the Tognir.

      He saw what she saw, painted grotesque by her terror— a tall figure, covered in dark scales glittering in the moonlight, his dark hair falling flat, plastered to his human-like face, two glowing aquamarine eyes peering at her, and pale lips twisted into a menacing smile.

      “Do you believe in the Tognir now?” he asked her aloud, his voice rasping and rough from disuse.

      She opened her mouth to scream. He strode forward and with one quick movement pulled her back to him and clamped a hand over her mouth.

      “Good.” With that, he drained the contents of the shell vial into her mouth and waited until her struggling stopped and her mind went blank.
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        * * *

      

      Eli put Nella in the spare room of his house. It was windowless and remote— perfect, he hoped, for hiding her for the next few days.

      Nella’s dark hair floated up as he laid her on the divan.

      Mom’s image flashed before him, her hair falling on his face as she tucked him in. “Goodnight, my love.”

      He shook his head and batted Nella’s hair out of his face. She was nothing like Mom. Just a stupid Kar-Tog.

      He left her there without a blanket, but some pang of guilt urged him back. Kar-Togs were always cold the first few days of their transformation. He pulled a spare, heavy drape filled with sand and fine rocks from the stone coffer in the corner of his room and left it at the foot of her bed.

      The Taking drug would keep her unconscious for several hours while it worked through her system, first perfecting her underwater breathing, and then moving on to her skin.  He’d only been able to get a few days off from Luc, but he’d at least be able to guide her through the worst of the process, as her whole appearance changed.

      Not that it would change much. He looked at her for a few seconds. Tell-tale red welts had appeared on her face and hands already, signs that the drug was working. She would grow scales and develop webbing between her fingers and toes, but those features would remain pale, like her own skin, unlike the scales of a true Tognir.

      His victims had always been like that, too human-looking when they came to the sacrifice. He knew the other Takers had noticed, though for fear of Luc they never dared to say anything. It was strange, yes, but at the end of the day, the drug did its job, and that was all that mattered.

      After settling into his own bed, he reached out with his mind, looking for the tell-tale colorful glow of the Tognir king’s aura. He found it awake and ready.
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