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Chapter One

Ascension 
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Irene tore at the sleeves of the hideous blue dress, her frustration mounting with each tug. She glared at her reflection in the mirror as if it were an enemy to be destroyed.

“I am not wearing this!” 

Irene almost preferred her new daemon-self to the hideous dress that Riley insisted she wear. All thoughts of daemons were quickly pushed away in case it somehow caused that part of herself to show. The white-haired, pale-skinned self she had only just discovered, proof that she was half-daemon in a world where such children were forbidden.

Riley had not seen what Irene had become, and Irene wasn’t ready to change that. Only Ink knew of the daemon hiding beneath the familiar facade she had adopted. 

Irene had only known of it since the dance, and she still didn’t know what to do about it. The new-her had appeared that day, when she turned seventeen. At the endless, enchanted dance the daemons had forced upon the fae, she had even met her daemon-father; though she had kept her identity secret from him, as from everyone else.

“You are queen of the fae.” Riley was unfazed by Irene’s temper and tugged the dress down a little to tighten it across her shoulders. “Your subjects expect you to look the part.”

Irene scowled at the bright blue dress. It clashed with her red hair and did nothing for her skin tone. A laugh bubbled past her anger as she realised that this dress would actually look good against her real hair and skin tone. Riley gave her a quizzical look at the outburst but said nothing.

Irene sighed heavily. “Hand me some of those gems, please.” She pointed to the pile on the bed. They were a gift of thanks from the dragons of the Great Forest for returning their eggs. There was no magic stored inside them, but Irene knew the stones were a very special gift, regardless.

Riley scooped up a handful of the beautiful gems and gave them to Irene. She put them in a small pouch attached to the waist of the dress.

“Your consort is waiting for you,” Riley reminded her.

Her consort! Irene disliked the term, but she knew it was accurate. The daemons had named her queen but had not given a title to her new husband, Darach. Which meant he was not king; he was consort to the queen. She recalled the face in the door at her grandfather’s wailing ceremony. How had it predicted this?

There was no point in delaying. She was to hold court today, and the sooner she started, the sooner it was over. She did not want to rule. Not just because she had no knowledge of the process. The more she was the focus of attention, the greater the risk of her daemon-self being discovered. 

Her sparkly blue dress rustled as she walked down the silent and clean corridors. The hill was strange indeed. It was new. The halls had never been walked down. The sheets had never been slept in, and the furniture was as if newly made. 

“Would you like me to take Ink?” Riley had kept pace with Irene but stayed a step behind.

“No, he can come if he wants,” Irene said, patting the little dragon who had taken his customary position on her shoulder. He was a wild creature, and she did not want to treat him like a pet.

How she hated that word. Riley had once been given to her as a pet, a servant, a human slave. The fae treated humans as toys! Now, with her memories restored, Riley was no mere companion but a centuries-old woman in a girl’s body.

“You don’t have to come, Riley.” She appreciated the presence of the girl but was bothered by how Riley still acted like a servant.

“I’d like to. It might be interesting,” Riley replied, and Irene dropped the subject as she walked down another long corridor. It could well be very interesting!

The newly formed hill had been totally dark when she entered it just two days ago, awaiting its new inhabitants. Only her presence or touch lit up a room. She had not seen a face in the new, oversized doors that led into this new hill. Perhaps it had nothing to say yet; if indeed there was an entity trapped within them.

It had taken two days to bring the entire hill to life. Darach had followed, several paces behind, as she toured the entire hill from top to bottom. He had not spoken a single word during that time.

Her booted feet clicked noisily on the hard stone floors. The boots were the only battle she had won with Riley. Her former timid and terrified servant was now her only real friend, except Ink of course, and even then Irene was reluctant to call her that. She still acted as her personal maid but with a far different temperament than before. The rest of Faehame hated Irene for being queen. Some for supposedly killing her grandfather, or for losing the tournament to decide the crown when she could have won, and some hated her just for being crowned! Each of them had a reason to hate her, except Riley.

Like Darach, Riley spoke little, but when she did, it was worth listening to. The servant girl appeared to have something on her mind, but Irene had no intention of asking what it was. Sorting through hundreds of years of memories would be challenging.

“This door would be quickest,” Riley pointed out a door ahead of them. “As long as you don’t mind arriving at the back of the court.”

The new throne room was in the centre of the hill, and this time it was neither underground nor on top of the hill. Instead, the hill appeared to be more of a donut shape, for the throne room was open to the air and accessible from a dozen or more doors around it.

More than once, Irene had wondered how and when this new hill, and the town beyond, had been built. The daemons had appeared to be totally engrossed in their version of fun during the month-long dance. Yet they must have created it. 

Irene emerged into the throne courtyard and past a waiting crowd, who stood and watched silently. Half of them were dressed in the familiar black of the old shadow kin, and the other half were dressed similarly to her. Bright and gaudy. So, did that mark her as a shining queen? She actually preferred the darker colours favoured by the shadows! With the daemons forcing them to combine into one kin, just for their perverted sense of fun, there would be more trouble than just what they wore!

“Come on, Ink. Let’s show them we’re not scared of them,” Irene whispered to the little dragon. He sat up and looked around, with a flame licking his nostrils, promising more if anyone came close. It gave Irene a boost of confidence as she swished up the stone path, lined with flower beds, and onto the cobbled area before the throne. 

She could have arrived from a door nearer the throne, but that would have meant a walk halfway around the donut to do so. Hill, she reminded herself. The fae would probably not like their royal palace being called a donut!

An airgate would also have brought her directly there, but she was trying to keep her seemingly boundless magic secret for now. Lighting the entire hill would have drained any normal fae’s magic to almost nothing, and everyone knew it. But she was not a normal fae; she was a daemon, and she wanted no more speculation than she already had!

So, it was a long walk across the courtyard with her booted feet ringing out and echoing slightly as she did so. Darach stood next to the stone throne at the far end of the cobbles. Stiff and silent, he watched her approach with a blank expression. That was another thing that annoyed her. Whoever had built this open-air throne room had only put one throne there, which forced Darach to stand. Was that intentional? Were they trying to drive a wedge between them? It wouldn’t be hard! 

Having seen the daemons’ idea of fun, Irene could well believe that they had thrown in a few tricks to see what happened. Mind you, nothing said she couldn’t make another throne! She frowned as she wondered why she hadn’t thought of it before this, their first session of the new court. Now he would see it as a gift if she created one, and she knew his opinions about gifts.

“Darach.” She greeted him quietly as she reached the throne.

“My queen.” His reply was stiff and formal, and he gave a half-bow. Mesmerising purple eyes that had gazed into hers with adoration during the dance were cold and distant now that he was not under the spell of the daemons. Irene felt a shiver at his icy glare but pushed it away as she turned and sat on the equally cold stone throne.

He had barely spoken since the dance, and Irene did not blame him. She had chosen him over victory in the tournament for the crown, saving his life but making him look weak before all fae. Their current situation was not her fault, but she understood why he thought it was. 

Would he rather be seen as weak or be dead? It could so easily have been her instead that the vine had bitten. She doubted he would want to hear that though, and she had decided to just leave him be. He would eventually see that her intentions were good. Hopefully.

Irene looked out across the courtyard that comprised the throne room. It couldn’t really be called a room at all. There were no walls. No roof. It was a garden with a big stone seat at one end. She supposed it didn’t matter what it was called as she intended to spend as little time here as possible. The gathered fae did not come any closer, but Irene could feel their collective gaze upon her. Most were whispering among themselves, but several just stood and stared at the throne.

Both were young male fae that she didn’t recognise, and Irene felt a warning chill run down her back. She had met and spoken to every fae in Faehame during the many weeks that the dance lasted, and she knew everyone’s names and recognised every face in the gathered crowd. She already had a good idea of why each one was there.

But the two young fae stood out because they were not at the dance. There was only one reason for that.

“Daemons.” Irene heard Darach shuffle at her whispered curse. Were they here to cause trouble or to see how their experiment was going? Perhaps there had always been daemons wandering among the fae, but Irene hadn’t known it!

She did not make eye contact with either of them, and before she could decide what to do about them, several fae entered the courtyard from a nearby door. Daring to arrive late was definitely a statement that said they did not accept her as queen.

Irene recognised these two fae easily. Her mother and the Shadow King, although that title no longer applied to Darach’s father. There were no more shadow fae, and he was not the king! She realised she didn’t know his actual name. Hers was easy, Irene of the House of Light. Even though her mother denied her heritage and even though Irene now knew she was a daemon, the name still applied to her! Darach’s name too, was a mystery. She knew he had been a prince and heir to the shadow throne, but did he have a name like hers? Did the shadow kin have house names?

She cast a quick glance at Darach, who stood stiffly beside her, and wished they were on speaking terms. Apart from Riley, she had not had an actual conversation with anyone since the dance ended. 

“Queen.” The former shadow king gave a slight bow that was more of an insult than deference to his new ruler. His tone was bland, and he maintained eye contact throughout the brief movement. His stare was just short of a challenge, and anger simmered in his hard, cold eyes.

Maeryn did not offer a greeting as she dipped into an equally brief curtsy. There was no anger in her mother’s eyes; only fear. Maeryn knew Irene was a daemon, and she rightly feared what that meant.

Daemon children were forbidden. Nobody knew why, but if the daemons found out about Irene’s existence, it would mean death for both Irene and her mother. That alone would ensure Maeryn kept Irene’s secret. 

Neither acknowledged Darach. As consort and husband to the queen, he had no official title nor any actual power. Irene nodded her own silent greeting in response and wondered how she was supposed to proceed. Did she ask what they wanted or wait for them to speak? She tried to recall the several times she had come before the shadow king. Had he spoken first?

“What is your business here?” she asked. The words sounded wrong, but it was the best she could come up with. She would need to find a better approach! The former shadow king gave her a pitying look that said she was out of her depth. She agreed with that assessment.

“It is customary to present yourself to the new monarch,” he explained in a drawl. 

She wished, once again, that Darach would talk to her as he could have told her that and so much more. Riley had been invaluable help so far, but there was only so much the servant girl could tell her in two days.

She and Riley had compared thoughts on the dance and had decided that it had lasted about a moon cycle as the moon appeared to be in a similar quarter when they emerged. It could have been two months, or more, of course, but there was no way to tell, so they settled on one month. Life had continued on outside the ice palace where the dance had been held. Their night inside the daemon’s palace had lasted for weeks, but the rest of Faehame had carried on as usual. 

It was definitely warmer now, though, so the cold season, if you could call it that, had gone, and it was now Faehame’s version of summer. Irene still did not understand how the land had no winter, but it was one of the lesser problems in her life.

Nobody else could even guess how long they were in the palace. Nor did they recall anything about what went on in there except for the brief break in the dancing when Irene had been crowned.

Her mother’s voice brought her out of her reverie.

“And the new monarch selects their council at this first session of the court.” Maeryn’s tone was less aggressive, but her intention was clear. She had missed out on the crown and wanted a seat at the table where decisions were made. 

“Ah, since I was unaware of this, I will need some time to narrow down the candidates,” Irene said with a shrug. She was a queen, and nobody could force her to do anything. 

Maeryn and the former shadow king did not argue the matter as they stepped to the side of the throne but did not join the gathered crowd. Irene felt sandwiched between hostile foes with them on one side and Darach on the other. 

Ink’s attention flicked between the two sides, and flames licked from his nostrils. Darach looked a little surprised and wisely took a step away. Irene patted Ink gently to calm him. 

The crowd, seeing that the first audience was complete, formed into a line. There was much shuffling and jostling as people tried to move to the front of the line and were elbowed to the back.

“This wouldn’t have happened in my court.” 

Irene heard Darach’s father mutter with a stifled laugh.  

Irene saw a delighted expression flicker across the face of one of the daemons in disguise. Yes, they were here to watch as chaos descended. Well, she had no intention of being their entertainment. 

“You would perhaps prefer a dance?” Irene asked quietly, and the former shadow king’s humour vanished instantly.

The dance that had only recently ended had been the culmination of the tournament to help decide the new king or queen. An endless tournament of suffering disguised as revelry, simply for their amusement.

Fae were as scared of daemons, who were more powerful, as humans were of the fae. 

A dance was the ultimate threat. Fae danced at the whim and pleasure of the daemons, and time all but stopped until the daemons’ fickle attention was diverted.

“No?” she asked, and he remained silent.

She looked at the approaching crowd and wondered how best to defuse the situation. Ending the court session would do the job nicely, but that was simply putting off the inevitable. Every single one of them was here to complain; some about the new housing or the joining of the clans. All things she had no real control over, or did she? 

Who said she had to keep just one clan? She flicked her attention from one hidden daemon to the next. She wanted them to think she was going along with their commands like a good little fae. 

What choice did that leave? She did not know how to rule or keep the joined clan from tearing this new land apart. A small smile tipped the corners of her mouth as an idea came to her.

She held up a hand to stop the petitioners and stood to address them, but instead she turned to her mother and the former shadow king.

“Step forward.” Her calm, confident command caused her mother to frown slightly. Maeryn and Darach’s father moved to stand in front of her again. The crowd watched in total silence. Even the daemons looked on with interest. Well, it was better than seeing them smirk in amusement. They definitely would not be amused in a moment, and Irene felt a smirk of her own forming. If the daemons wanted to play, then she would play too.

“You said the crown chose its council at the first court?” Irene asked for confirmation, and they both nodded in agreement. Both waited with an expectant air to be named to that council. They stood slightly apart, though, as if nothing would ever unite them, not even being on the same council.

“I will not be having a council.”

Irene’s declaration caused a ripple of shocked gasps through the waiting crowd. Even the daemons looked alarmed, and Irene smiled. If that shocked them, then her next words would be worse!

“But, Your... Majesty.” Maeryn stumbled over the title as if she had to force the words out. “You need advisors!’’

“Why?” Irene asked bluntly. She stared at her mother until Maeryn flicked her gaze away.

“You don’t know how to ...” the former shadow king began, then cleared his throat as he reassessed his approach. “Advisors can be useful.”

Irene shrugged and sat back on the throne, which brought her back to eye-level with them.

“I don’t want advisors.” She watched the confusion in the courtyard. For a moment she almost understood why daemons played with the emotions of the fae. It felt strangely powerful; and fun!

That thought alone made her straighten up and turn to the two fae before her. She did not want to be like the rest of her kin!

“I do, however, owe both of you favours.” It was a lie, of course. She owed the former shadow king two favours but not her mother. Lies, it seemed, were not a problem for her now. “I would prefer not to owe any favours so I will pay them now.”

Both looked surprised, and fear crept into Maeryn’s eyes as they waited for her to continue.

“Let me guess at what you might ask for,” she said, and looked from one to the other. “Power, magic or even the crown itself!”

They shuffled a little uncomfortably, as if she had read their thoughts.

“The crown is not in my power to give.” Irene watched the daemons and saw them relax a little. She smiled. Playing with the fae was not her intention, but she had no qualms in doing so with the daemons. “But the others are.”

The daemons frowned as Irene rose and stood with her arms wide as if she was about to embrace them both.

“There will be no more court sessions.”

A rumble of discontent rattled around the crowd, and her mother looked more confused than scared now.

“Maeryn of the House of Light,” Irene said directly to Maeryn. “I owe you two favours.”

Maeryn stared for several seconds, then nodded but did not agree with actual words. It was impossible because it wasn’t true, and a fae could not lie.

Irene turned her focus to the former shadow king. “And...” she frowned. “What do I call you?”

Darach’s father cleared his throat. “Dynos of the House of Drake.”

Drake? Irene thought the name suited the shadow fae well. Papa had read her many stories as a child. One story she recalled had been about a wingless dragon called a drake. It was fearless, fearsome and guarded its treasure with its life.

“Dynos of the House of Drake, from this point on you are to be known as the Queen’s Voice. Your words are mine.”

That brought more than a rumble from the gathered fae. Half the crowd cheered with delight; the shadow half. The others cried out in dismay.

Irene held up one hand, and the throne garden was immediately silent. Irene had to admit that this sort of power would quickly become addictive!

“And so is Maeryn of the House of Light. You are both to be known as the Queen’s Voice. If you want an actual title, you could use Regent. Is that acceptable, Regent Dynos of the House of Drake? Regent Maeryn of the House of Light?”

The new regents simply nodded as they regarded her and each other warily. The entire crowd was not in agreement though, and Irene immediately held up her hand.

“That takes care of one favour.” Irene felt a hand on her arm and turned to see Darach had stepped closer.

“This is madness,” he said through clenched teeth. Irene simply smiled as if he had said something sweet and tender, then gently pulled free. Her arm tingled where he had touched her, and it distracted her for a moment.

“You may divide the job as you wish. Perhaps you might each wish to take charge of certain fae. I will only preside over matters the two of you cannot decide between yourselves.”

Understanding dawned on the two new regents. They knew she had just divided the single kin back into two. Shining and shadow fae would once again be separate and rule themselves.

“As you wish, Your Majesty.” Maeryn had no trouble with Irene’s title this time, for it was just that now. A title with no actual power. Irene had given away her power, and she had no regrets. The daemons may think they could have fun watching her flounder and fail, but she would not play that game.

Dissension among the rest of the fae slowly subsided as they realised what it meant. The only ones left with sour expressions were the daemons.

“And for the second favour.”
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Chapter Two

Making Plans
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The waiting crowd watched on in total silence. Irene could almost hear their thoughts. If giving away her entire power had been the first favour, then what would the second be?

She pursed her lips slightly. Could she hear their thoughts, or was she just attuned to what they might wonder? It was a matter for another time though, and she turned her attention to the two, now smug regents.

She dug into her pouch and withdrew two small dragon gems. They contained no magic, but she squeezed them gently in one hand and filled them in a heartbeat. How much magic they held, she didn’t know, but it was a lot.

“This is payment for your second favour.” She held one in each hand and extended them slightly towards the regents.

“A single gem?” Regent Drake had found some courage with his new title and powers, and he stared with disgust. “It is worth far more.”

Irene smiled serenely at him. “Take it. I think you will find it contains more than you expect. They are from the dragons.”

Irene did not need to be vague with her words but it was a habit. She could have just said the dragons filled this with magic for you, and they would have believed her. Hinting it was from the dragons should avoid the suspicion of the watching daemons as she should not have that much magic to give away.

“Dragon magic is not that strong, at least not the small ones in the forest.” Maeryn’s words made Irene’s eyebrows rise. So, there were other dragons? Perhaps large ones like in the tournament. She wondered where they lived and if somehow the tournament had actually been real places somewhere instead of magical creations of the daemons.

Irene shrugged as they took the gems. “I advise you to take it carefully. It would not be good to overload yourselves.”

Regent Drake’s expression turned to curiosity as he turned the small gem over in his hand. It was a simple blue gem that looked like nothing other than a pretty bauble.

A second later, though, his eyes opened wide, and he almost dropped the gem. It was clear the magic was coursing through him and for a brief second Irene thought she saw a glow around him. Maeryn watched him cautiously as he held her own yellow gem, clearly willing to let him take any risk it might pose.

Irene smiled flatly. “I assume my favours are paid.”

The regent simply nodded a little dumbly, and Irene wondered if he had drawn too much magic in one go and was in shock. Regardless, she had rid herself of the favours, and the power of rule, which she did not want. The daemons would have to look elsewhere for their fun. She could now step out of the limelight and be less at risk of showing her true daemon-self.

She stood and stepped away from the throne and wondered if she should leave the crown too, but that was perhaps overdoing it. “You may wish to take turns holding court, or perhaps build a second throne?”

Irene’s voice rose at the end to show how little she cared what they did. Without another word or glance at the waiting crowd, she turned and headed for the nearest exit.

A pattering of hurried footfalls behind her said she was not the only one to leave, but she did not look back to see who had followed her. Hopefully, she would never have to come to this throne room, or garden or courtyard, or whatever; ever again.

She removed the heavy crown and let it hang in one hand as she marched quickly away.

“Why did you do that?” Darach came up beside her as she walked and kept pace as he stared at her quizzically. “You gave my father back all his power!”

Irene stopped, and he did too. So did several others who had followed.

“I didn’t want to rule,” she replied simply and found herself almost lost in his deep purple eyes. She had missed the sound of his voice, the look of his face, and the touch of his hand. Her arm still tingled from where he had touched it earlier. “Did you want the crown? Should I have transferred it all to you?”

Darach just looked at her for a moment. His gaze was accusing, distrustful and tinged with dislike. Then he slowly shook his head. “What do we do now?”

“Whatever you want. You can go back to your former life if you wish. We have no reason to be near each other if you don’t want to be.”

She did not mean it, nor did she want to say it, but having him so close and seeing the hatred in his eyes was far worse than losing him.

He did not move for a moment, and Irene hoped he had forgiven her. Then he turned and walked off in the opposite direction without a word of farewell.

Irene felt her breath catch in her throat as she watched him leave, then pretended to cough to cover up her despair and resumed her march down the corridor.

She reached her room and almost tore off the hideous dress before throwing it on the floor. Pins were pulled from her hair and flung at the wall. Ink fluttered away to perch on a shelf and watch the destruction. The crown was tossed on top of the dress and Irene dug through the wardrobe for something to wear. There was nothing even remotely suitable! Every item was fancy, overbearing and brightly coloured.

Whoever had followed had not yet caught up with her fast pace, and Irene pushed the door completely shut. A quick flick of her hand and she stood dressed in a simple green tunic with brown trousers. With her hair hanging long and loose, she looked nothing like the queen of a few moments ago.

A brief knock came at the door, and it opened without waiting for her to respond. She expected it to be Riley, but Aunt Cora stood there, looking both sad and proud.

“That’s a familiar look.” She closed the door and leaned against it. If Riley was following Cora clearly did not want her coming in. 

“I don’t like Faehame,” Irene said bluntly.

“It’s a dangerous game to defy the daemons.” 

“They didn’t tell me how I was supposed to rule.” Irene smoothed down her very-real tunic and kicked the crown into the corner. “There’s not much they can do about it now.”

Cora didn’t look convinced of that. “Don’t be so sure. Daemons can be very aggressive if they don’t get what they want. At least that’s what tales of old say.” 

Irene watched the bitterness in Cora as she spoke. Her aunt hated the daemons. She would hate her too if she knew what she really was.

“I won’t be around much longer, anyway.” Irene waited for her aunt to grasp her meaning, and it only took a moment.

“You’re going back to the Deep Forest in the human world?” Cora’s eyes were wide with surprise. “Alone?”

Irene shook her head. “There are many reasons I can’t stay here and too few reasons to keep me here. I’m taking Mama J and Papa with me. You are welcome to join us.”

How could she tell her aunt that she was running to safety? Her safety as well as those around her. The daemons’ reaction if they found out what she was would harm more than just her. Staying was foolish. Plus it would give her distance from Darach. Being so close and despised by him was intolerable. 

“Oh.” Cora seemed lost for words. “How are you getting back?” There were a lot of unasked questions that were clear on her aunt’s face.

“If I am queen, even if only as a title, surely I control the gate now.” It seemed logical to her.

“That’s true,” Cora agreed. She looked to be mulling the idea over as a real possibility. 

“I’m assuming the daemons don’t bother the human world. Nobody would come looking for us.”

Cora nodded slowly. “Your foster parents don’t have any memories of raising you in the Deep Forest.”

“Which I can...” She almost said fix “...remedy with water from the lake.” Cora seemed more convinced by Irene’s plan, and she tapped her foot slightly and looked thoughtful.

“You’ll have to keep this secret. You never know if they are listening.” Irene could tell that none of the daemons were nearby. She wished she could reassure her aunt, but that would reveal her secret. Aunt Cora must never find out!

“I will be careful,” Irene assured her. She didn’t ask again whether her aunt would join them. No doubt she would need time to think about it. Irene noticed that neither of them had mentioned Zeb. His memories weren’t taken away. He despised Irene for bringing him to Faehame, and she doubted anything would convince him to forgive her. If she offered to take him home, he might even ruin her plans just to spite her. He had a new life here now.

“I have to go, but keep in touch,” Cora said with a small caress of Irene’s cheek. Then she was gone. Irene was left to wonder if it had been a farewell and final goodbye. Perhaps it was permission to leave whenever she wanted without risking arousing suspicion with another discussion.

Riley had been waiting outside, and she came in and started tidying up the discarded clothes and crown.

“I was right,” Riley said as she hung the dress up and placed the crown on the shelf next to Ink.

“You were?” Irene did not know what Riley was talking about. Had she overheard the recent conversation?

“It was a very interesting court today,” Riley said with a grin. “They won’t know how to react to what you did.”

“They?” Irene queried. She assumed it meant the daemons but might also refer to the new regents.

“Yes, They.” Riley pointed toward what Irene guessed was the forest. Were the mountains in that direction too? Either way, it was clear she meant the daemons.

“We’re going out today,” Irene said. “We need to go to the lake.”

Riley paused in her constant tidying. “The memory lake?”

“Yes.” Well, it was a better name than stinky!

“So, you’re leaving.” It was a statement, and Riley’s good humour vanished. It amazed Irene how quickly the young girl had come to that conclusion.

“Not yet,” Irene assured her. “First, I want to restore my foster parents’ memories. Then find out if they want to go back.”

Riley looked relieved. “We could just take them to the lake. I don’t see how we could explain bringing a bucket of water back and tipping it over them.”

“True. It would be odd, but how do I get them to come?” Irene wondered aloud.

Riley’s eyebrows rose. “You’re the queen.”

“Ah, right,” Irene replied with a short laugh. “Please tell them I require a picnic, and Mama J to serve it, and Papa is to come and show me how to fish.”

“Fish? In that lake?” Riley queried with a screwed-up nose. “If fish lived in there, I wouldn’t eat them.”

Irene smiled. “He doesn’t need to know which lake.”

“And should I arrange a carriage?” Riley enquired.

“You know I can create airgates?” Irene asked tentatively. The servant girl had seen it several times already.

“I do, but do we want the rest of the hill to know?”

Again, Irene realised Riley was right. She was certainly lucky to have Riley watching out for her.

“A carriage it is then,” Irene said with a nod.

“We can leave in an hour,” Riley said and hurried out of the room. That left Irene standing in the room with nothing to do and nowhere to go.

Irene laughed at herself as she realised she would never again have nothing to do. She could go anywhere she wanted whenever she chose to. Airgates gave her the freedom to be any place in one step. But where did she want to go?

“Where would you like to go, Ink?” she asked her little companion.

“Dragons.” Ink was suddenly alert and flying around with excitement before landing on her shoulder.

“Will they mind if I come?” Irene asked.

“Friend.” Irene had noticed that Ink was more likely to speak to her now. It made communicating with him a lot easier.

“I guess we could visit them,” Irene said, and a heartbeat later they stood by the edge of the dragons’ clearing.

“What in the stars?” Irene muttered softly. She hadn’t even thought about drawing an airgate! Ink hummed happily and didn’t seem bothered by how they got here. He flew off to join the dragons while Irene simply stood watching. The shock of the airgate-less travel wore off slowly. Was this how daemons travelled? Just think about it, and you’re there? She shook off the unease and made a mental note to keep her thoughts well-controlled. It would not do to just vanish in front of the fae.
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