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        For Liv, always.

      

        

      
        But also, for all the dreamers. For those who grew up still peering over shoulders in search of ‘Gobble-uns,’ faeries, and gnomes. For all of you who never stopped believing in magic even when they told you to.

      

        

      
        Yes, this is for you too.
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        Lantern’s Edge

      

      

      

      It was the kind of day that children look forward to. Not a cloud in sight; the sky so blue one could almost get lost in it and find the darkness that is space.

      The midnight soil under the grass was still just damp from last night’s rain, and the earth that Malina and Dora laid upon seemed happy. Their hands were clasped as they looked up at the sky—the sun like a tunnel of light streaming down over their freckled faces. Their features were similar, but they weren’t identical twins. They’d been seeded from separate eggs.

      “The test is coming,” Malina said. “I feel it in my bones.”

      Dora blinked away the unruly UV rays beating down into her golden irises, and over her brown skin. “‘Tis because we are to be eight next week. That is when it happens.”

      Malina squeezed her hand. “How do you know?”

      “Because Teddy told me.”

      Teddy, the son of Vera, was one of their mother’s followers.

      Teddy’s family hadn’t borne any twins, but his mother’s sister had.

      “Did he tell you what happens . . . where the loser goes?”

      Dora’s face remained neutral.

      Their mother, never a woman to portray softness, even in the eyes of her own children, had never sugar-coated the fate of her girls. They had been the product of a ritual that their coven practiced many years ago. Their mother, the high priestess, was driven by a spell of her own creation. One that required two seeds from the same womb. Two witches from which they would take the power from one and harness it into the other. There would be a test, and the winner would attain the power.

      The ritual their coven performed had produced three sets of twins. The movement of power from one vessel to the other had yet to work. Dora and Malina were the third and final set. As for what happened to the other two twins who lost their battles, their mother never mentioned those details.

      Dora licked her cherry red lips and replied to her sister’s inquiry. “Teddy didn’t know what happened to the loser.”

      She sensed Malina’s head roll in her direction; her little dark eyes on her. “But you know, don’t you?”

      She did.

      Dora had forever known things that Malina hadn’t. Both had been born witches, but that didn’t mean they excelled at the same practices. Malina had always had a natural tendency when it came to healing, while Dora had a fierce intuition that could even cause her mother to tremble. But Dora had always been very sneaky not to let her mother know how much authority she was actually carrying.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Dora said. “You’ll win.”

      Malina was rolling her head softly back and forth in the happy grass. “No. You’ve always been the stronger one.”

      The word ‘truth’ slipped through the barrier Dora had tried to put up in the corner of her skull.

      “Strength is all in one’s mind,” she replied. “You believe me to be the stronger one so I am. That is all. You must believe in yourself, Malina.”

      Malina opened her mouth to reply but she was never given the chance, for in that moment their mother walked out from their small stone cabin that sat on a hill overlooking the lake in Forest’s Peak—the chosen settlement of their people. Their home, specifically, had been the meeting place of their coven for several years. A coven that had been growing steadily, and though Dora didn’t know what it meant, she’d heard someone spit out the word cult once upon a time.

      “Dora! Malina! ‘Tis time for tea!”

      The girls sighed before begrudgingly rolling to their stomachs and slowly coming to their knees, and eventually their feet.

      “Must we?” Malina said with a pout. “‘Tis such a beautiful day. I’d fancy a swim.”

      Their mother stood as a statue in her blood red skirt that flowed around their wooden porch. The day was hot, but still her arms and neck were covered by the lacy shirt she wore in black. The fragile material did nothing to soften her features.

      “You will swim another day,” she answered as the girls ran past the wooden sign in front of their house. The name of their coven and a statement to those who got too close, burned into it. She was not the sort of crone who sought out those in need of remedies; she was not a healer, and unless it was coven related, she did not like visitors. Lantern’s Edge was a fitting title . . . it was, in fact, the light’s end. Her girls ran over the porch and into their quaint home, taking their seats around the wooden table for their daily lesson on tea leaves.

      Before she turned to face them and follow their lead, their mother took one last look ahead of her, at the lake. Its stillness reflecting the overly bright sun the day had given them. Inside the cabin, Dora watched her mother as she sat in the ordered fashion: with her spine erect and her hands laced together just behind where her wand and tea laid. As she waited, she heard the woman’s thoughts.

      Yes, you or your sister will swim another day. In just a few short days to be exact.

      The crone turned and faced her girls, her cheek bones a little more severe than usual; actually, Dora noted, her elbows seemed pointier than ever also. Their mother was beginning to thin out . . . her features were looking less human. Did it have something to do with the rise in animal deaths they’d been witnessing around their home the past few new moons? The faery deaths? Dora’s gaze remained focused straight ahead as she tried to keep her thoughts quiet. However, it seemed her mother’s followers were getting hungrier and thirstier. There’d been rumors that the coven was feeding directly from the earth.

      The woman’s skirt followed her like a pool of blood as she took one step at a time, like a trained ballet dancer, then came to stand before them. Looking down at her daughter, she said to Dora, “Is there something you’d like to ask me?”

      Dora had trained herself to remain neutral. “No.”

      Malina kicked her ankle under the table.

      “No, what?” Their mother specified.

      They weren’t to call her mother. And to be fair, it wasn’t hard not to. The only love the girls had ever known had come from each other. Perhaps that was why they were so close—why Dora felt protective over Malina.

      “No, Crone.” The woman’s head began to sink down until her eyes were level with Dora’s. She needn’t say anything more, Dora was already well versed in what lines she needed to repeat and when. “No, Crone of Light’s End.”

      The left side of the woman’s lips curled up in such a way that caused Dora’s stomach to turn.

      “That’s better.” The woman stood back up then made her way to her seat. She snapped her fingers and waited for the teapot she’d been heating over the stove to float over to where they were seated. As soon as it was within her grasp, she began to pour the boiling water into the cups sitting before her daughters.

      “Now then, girls, you know what to do.”

      Dora and Malina met one another’s stares for just long enough to allow the diminutive communication to peak, then each set of eyes dove into the tea before each little hand gripped the porcelain handle of her teacup and began to sip.

      As Dora slurped the concoction, she set her thoughts into action. She wasn’t ignorant; she knew the power her mother had conjured—the innocence she’d sucked on to get to where she was. It wasn’t enough to be clever around her. No, one had to be exceptional at both magic and wit. Good thing then, that Dora was good at both things. Malina, though, she lagged. All Dora could hope for was that her sister could prove to be more than ordinary, to follow the instructions she’d given her thus far. Because if Dora knew one thing to be true, it was that in one week’s time, if their mother had her way, there would only be one of them left standing. She couldn’t let their mother know that she was helping Malina. If the Crone of Light’s End was left with the weaker version and their magic didn’t bind together as was planned, then she would kill whoever was left.

      As it was, there were two things Dora was sure of: she wouldn’t let her mother turn her into a monster and she wouldn’t let her sister die. What the Crone didn’t know, and didn’t need to know, was that Dora had already set her own plans into action.

      “Well then, girls, what do we have?” asked their mother once their cups had been drained.

      Dora inconspicuously held her breath as Malina handed over her mug. It was all Dora could do not to send hexes her sister’s way as Malina’s hand trembled as she handed over the cup.

      Regardless of whether the tenor in her daughter’s handling of their fine porcelain bothered their mother, the woman showed no mention of it. Instead, she narrowed her eyes into what was left of the brew. The tea was a combination of green leaves, ground up apple seeds, and rosemary. It had energy, clarity, and wisdom; it was a brew made to let the truth be out.

      Dora remained still, quietly breathing tendrils of smoke in and out of her nostrils. Had Malina done as she asked? Had she buried herself far, far down in the depths of her soul and thought only of fire?

      “Hm,” said their mother, her features softening just a smidge. But whatever she’d read in the remains of Malina’s tea, she didn’t declare. At least not right away. Instead, she turned to Dora as she set down one mug and reached for another. “Let’s see what yours has to say, shall we?”

      Dora took another deep breath through her nose as she sat up taller. She worked hard on her appearance, as she mustn’t ever look as if she were plotting or pretending.

      “Ah,” said their mother with a firm shake of her head. “Here we are again, Dora.” She took a second to reach for Malina’s mug before setting both results under her child’s nose. “What do you see, child?”

      They’d been at this for weeks, but it wasn’t until last time that Malina finally found her strength.

      Dora stated what she’d said just three days ago.

      “Smoke and embers.”

      “Whose belong to who?”

      “The smoke is mine and Malina’s is trying to grow into fire.”

      “Yes,” answered their mother.

      It was Dora’s turn to kick her sister under the table, for Malina’s expression did not at all match what she’d managed to conjure. The girl looked terrified.

      “I’m sorry,” Dora whispered.

      Their mother wasted little time plucking the wand from her side and slashing it through the air. Dora cringed as the skin along her cheek parted and blood began to seep from the wound.

      As her hand found her face, their mother stepped back from the table. “What did she do wrong, Malina?”

      Dora just stared at her twin, willing her to answer correctly.

      “She—She apologized.”

      Again, the woman slashed the air, adding a second future scar to Dora’s small, innocent face. “And what did you do wrong, child?” she asked Malina.

      This time Dora’s sister took a second to gather herself before stating, “I stuttered.”

      Their mother picked up their mugs and threw them to the ground.

      “One week away, girls. We are one week away from your test and all you’re bringing to the table are theatrics and feces.” She bent down and glared at each of them equally. “I would not embarrass me if I were you. I will have a strong witch in my company, or I will have none at all. Are we clear?”

      Both girls nodded before the woman exited the cottage, leaving them to themselves.

      As soon as they were alone, Malina jumped over to Dora’s side and picked up her wand, preparing to help heal her face.

      “No,” Dora said, shooting out a hand before her sister could do any such thing. “Leave it.”

      “Why would you want to keep the pain?”

      “Those who have walked through fire need proof so that they can show the world how strong they once were.”

      Malina dipped her chin and raised her brows. “I thought you wanted me to be the strong one.”

      Dora reached for her twin’s hand and squeezed it. “I don’t want you to be, I need you to be.”

      All Dora had ever wanted was for her sister to survive and maybe even have a shot at having a life of her own. But even through all her brilliance, Dora was but a child. She saw the here and now and never thought about the future.

      Those scars, they were just the beginning.

      In the years to come, they would still be a part of her, though no one would see them. The only thing she would dare to keep would be her name, but by that time, the Dora the old village had known would have been long forgotten. Not buried, but not important. Not a friend, maybe your foe . . . just like she’d planned.
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      “Ms. Wood, would you please take the stand?”

      I stood from my seat, my hands coming to smooth the fabric of my wool pants. They were gray with tiny white specks, and they paired perfectly with the long-sleeved white button-up I’d chosen to go with them. The outfit was, of course, from The Boxed Professional. I’d received the outfit months ago but had saved it specifically for a day grand enough to meet the expectations of he, she, or they who had designed each component.

      The cuffs had red stitching carefully crafted into the satin fabric. It was late eighties meets the late nineties, and it was fabulous. My white wedge Mary Janes topped off the outfit in such a glorious way that I would have expected applause if I was anywhere else in the world. Anywhere else but in this room surrounded by wooden walls, as brown as the paper bag my mother had given me not that long ago to find my breath.

      I stepped up onto the carpeted stair and prepared to lay my hand over a book I didn’t care one way or the other about, but what was waiting for me was something a little different.

      The clerk walked forward, his face covered in a porcelain mask, and he was draped in periwinkle robes. His hair was strikingly white and as he lifted his arms up—the object I was to swear upon in his hands—I noted his skin was the color of wet sand.

      “Do you, Ms. Wood of the house of Wood, declare to the court that everything you are about to say is true? That you will hide nothing and reveal all.”

      My hand appeared before the blade in his hand. The Sword of Avalon. And I placed it over the golden silver blade.

      “Ms. Wood?” the clerk asked when I said nothing. “Do you declare the truth?”

      “My name is Makayla Wood⁠—”

      “Do not forget the entire title.”

      Rage filled my veins at the interruption. My hand squeezed the blade so hard that blood began to seep from the cracks made between my digits. “My name is Makayla Wood Koehaias, also known as Lala Abberwockey Koehaias of the Erwain descent.”

      As if no blood had been shed and this was all a very normal occurrence, the clerk remained still. “Do you declare the truth and nothing but the truth, so help you Loral?”

      The sword was in my hand and my blood was now inside the sword. It was speaking to me, like a little child who had just been fed from its mother and was making the time to show how grateful it was.

      Fly. Fly. Fly.

      I shut out the nonsensical whispers that had come from the blade and looked from my bleeding hand still clenched around the sword and up to the masked clerk. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “I thought this is what you wanted,” said the clerk.

      I turned and looked out into the courtroom. It was empty save for two birds, perched on Helene’s statue.

      “How did that get here?” I asked, pointing to the likeness of my aunt, now forever etched in stone.

      “We thought it best that your family be present.”

      “Where are my mom and dad . . . my other parents? Naomi and Philip.”

      “I believe they are in the middle of a snorkeling tour at the moment,” stated the clerk.

      “Right,” I said.

      Toby had them taken away. They didn’t know a single thing about what had happened, about what I’d seen in so little time. Of the queen I’d become . . . or not become. I suppose for that achievement to happen, I would still need to slay Sebastian Loral, even if the majority of his kingdom wanted him dead as much as I did. Even if he wasn’t the actual problem, but a symptom of the evil that had infiltrated the land like an enchanted farm of termites.

      My eyes deviated to the chair that was supposed to be the stand. It was a throne carved from white marble. Without affirming my truth, I stepped away from the clerk—taking the sword with me—and had a seat. Before me, there were no sparkling waters, no Pool of Aeslin. No, that water source had been drained along with all the magic imprisoned inside it. What swam before my feet was something a little different, and just as odd.

      “What am I looking at, sir?”

      The clerk folded his hands behind his back and stood straight as an arrow. “The beyond, my lady.”

      “What beyond?”

      “Makayla.”

      I looked out into the courtroom, following the voice of my birth father. As I did, one of the birds transformed into the lanky person of Tanker Abberwockey. He was dressed in a sunflower jumper and silver sandals.

      “Hi Dad.”

      He smiled, the only way Tanker Abberwockey would be able to smile. “It’s time to come back to reality.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think I can do that.”

      “You have worlds depending on you, daughter.”

      “I don’t think I can handle what happens when it’s all over.”

      His ear met his shoulder. “You’re too smart for your own good. Do I send a thank you or a hexogram to Naomi and Philip on behalf of those brains of yours?”

      The Sword of Avalon was getting heavy in my lap. “I didn’t get it from them.”

      Tanker stood taller, his eyes a little glossier than they’d been a moment ago. “You can’t keep hiding in here, Makayla. Maude gave you that book of spells for survival, not for you to get lost in your own mind.”

      “This is a dream,” I lied.

      He shook his head sharply. “No, it’s not. You’re not asleep, and you’re not in your right mind. This is not the moment to escape, Makayla. Not when you are in a strange new land.”

      I deviated my jaw while turning my gaze away from my faery birth father. “It’s lonely there.”

      “You are with Petal and Sir Toby.”

      I returned my attention to him. I wasn’t sure if I should be thanking him or regretting knowing him. The beyond was right there—but a drop in the bucket away.

      “What happens if I fall?”

      Tanker sighed. “I think you know.”

      I caressed the Sword of Avalon with a single finger; there were no longer any traces of my blood on the blade or my hands. “If it leads to where I think it leads, then why would Maude have had this sort of spell in her Book of Shadows?”

      Tanker reached forward and placed his hands over the nearest chair. “There is no such thing as a perfect flower. Sure, from all purposes it may appear to be the most beautiful creation known to all creatures, but perhaps when it smiles it is missing a tooth, or when it sings it quickly becomes known to everyone around it that it is tone deaf⁠—”

      “In the world I knew for a very long time flowers didn’t do or have those things.”

      He wrinkled his forehead. “That you knew of.”

      “Right,” I whispered.

      “Even if everything about the specimen was perfect, its roots could be frayed.” He shifted his feet. “What I’m trying to tell you, daughter of mine, is that everyone loses their spark from time to time, and your birth mother was no exception.” He paused, waiting for me to lift my chin in his direction. “Once a spell is written in one’s book, it is not a proper thing to remove it. The pages tell the story of the magic maker; to alter one’s book is to tell lies about their life.”

      I lowered my eyes to the opening at my feet. It wasn’t frightening in the very least. If anything, it was more terrifying to think that I had no qualms about slipping away from what seemed like an impossible life and into—what? Nothing. Everything.

      “No,” I said softly, still gazing into the churning clouds, and if I concentrated on it hard enough, the falling stars. “I can’t fall.”

      I returned my gaze to Tanker, only to find a gentle smile lining his face. I waited for him to speak, but what else did he have to say? He and I both knew I didn’t have it in my heart to give up—to fall into the abyss of wherever this portal would take me. I’d been a fighter ever since I was born.

      Still, there was something I couldn’t fathom facing. Not just yet.

      My lashes fluttered. “He’s different now.”

      Tanker closed his eyes only to reopen them. “Yes.” He knew of who I spoke.

      “I saw my king murdered only to reappear moments later.”

      Again, his response was limited. “Yes.”

      And then came the words I’d never thought I’d say out loud. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      Tanker just continued to smile. “Welcome to life, Makayla.”

      And then he was gone.

      Soon after that, the walls began to drain of color, the portal at my feet began to shrink and the clerk at my side started walking towards his exit.

      “Wait,” I called to his back.

      He turned around and faced me. His eyes looked wet from where they peered at me from behind the porcelain mask.

      “What happens now?”

      “The same thing that happens every time, Miss Makayla. You will return to where you were before you came here.”

      “And then what?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. It is not my journey.”

      “I still don’t know what to do.”

      His wet eyes fell to the sword in my lap. “The answers are right there. I believe it’s already begun speaking to you. Open your ears, my queen. Open, hear, heal.”

      And then he was gone.

      The room fish-eyed, then shifted to the left and right as if it were a painting someone was tipping back and forth before me.

      “Makayla.”

      The courtroom had emptied out. It was only the sword and me.

      “Makayla—hey.”

      Bits of light began to tear through the court and my retro business attire became the purple dress I’d gotten from Esmerelda Waukine, back before my best friend was taken and made into an elf, and before my other best friend was transformed into something malicious.

      “No . . .” I whispered.

      I wasn’t ready to go back. Why couldn’t I just stay in the courtroom forever? Or at the very least for just a few moments more.

      As the room I was using continued to tear apart, the throne I sat upon became Petal, the sword returned to where it had gotten accustomed to hanging by my side, and Toby’s arms warmed me as they hugged my middle.

      “Do you need me to land, Sir Toby?” Concern overfilled Petal’s voice.

      “No,” I answered in his place, the cool wind slapping my cheeks as we flew through the purple clouds. “I’ve returned.”

      Toby didn’t hesitate to squeeze my back tighter to his chest and I tried not to let the moisture find the corners of my eyes. His lips sent shivers to meet my heart beats as he whispered into my ear, “Are you sure you’re okay? That was the third time.”

      I turned my cheek into his lips. “Yes. I’m sorry—I won’t do it again.”

      I could feel it in him, the need to say more. To try and fix the fraying edges of every cell in my body. Even my wings had been shaky lately. When he pulled back and let the subject go, I loosed a breath.

      The Great Beyond was a spell I’d come across before Cee-Cee and Jeremy and I had been transported into Garlandia. The description read like a dream, but Maude’s notes had described the spell as an escape. I’d never used it, but I’d stared at the words long enough that the prose had become embedded in my mind. The photographic memory didn’t hurt, either.

      During our first day in this world—in this place lit by the same sun but through a purple filter—I’d been unable to deal. Too much had happened; my eyes had seen too much. And so I left.

      The great beyond didn’t appear until the second time I was in the daydream spell. This was the first time I had seriously contemplated falling into it. That alone was probably enough to tell me something. The spell should be left alone from this point on. Sandpapered from my mind like a stain on wood.

      I turned my attention back to our surroundings.

      The purplish hue of the noon day sun should have been an impossible thing. Just as the violet dirt and blue-green native grass should have been but an imaginary drawing in a child’s room filled with plush animals and wooden blocks. This world was a brother, sister, or cousin of Garlandia, as well as the only world I’d thought I’d known for the first seventeen years of my life. Worlds but a finger’s slip away through the transparent curtain that kept one from the other. Like the emotions we keep housed in these vessels we call bodies.

      Was any of this real? Was I still in Lucy Armstrong’s office, my heart beating too fast—my breaths hard to capture? Was I but an anal-retentive git, as my birth father once called me, just lying on the floor, dreaming, while the ambulance came to revive me?

      No. It was far too vibrant and alive to be a delusion, and these sentiments floating around inside me had far too much texture to be synthetic or part of a fictional prose. This heaviness in my chest, like a storm brewing somewhere too far away to know how disastrous it had the potential to be, was something that couldn’t be imagined. Only felt.

      There was no need to question why this dark cloud had seeped into my heart and was now spreading through my veins with every beat of the organ’s drum. Marrying my king had stitched the tear in my side back together, but the reunion couldn’t possibly fix what laid before me. I had Avalon’s sword. I alone was to figure out where it was leading us and where we could find further instructions pertaining to taking down the disease that had infiltrated Garlandia over two hundred years ago, taking first Sebastian Loral then the freedom of his people.

      Why couldn’t I just be a normal girl planning a birthday party?

      I’d turned eighteen yesterday. I’d gained another year around the sun as Toby and I hung onto Petal’s mane while her hooves left the ground and she flew over the endless ocean belonging to this world. I hadn’t mentioned it; it seemed far less important on the scale of things that ranked higher than the stars in the sky. Since I’d found my wings again, I hadn’t heard mention of a single birthday celebration. I wasn’t sure if Garlandians cared about birthdays (I mean, they did live foreverish), or if it was just the wrong time to be happy about anything. Either way, I hadn’t said a word about it.

      “Town below!” Petal shouted, craning her head back so we could hear her over the wind. “We’re going to start the descent!”

      Toby’s arms tightened around my waist as the Pegasus’s wings slid out to the sides, gliding us slowly down from the height we’d taken. I hadn’t seen even a hint of a town below; then again, I’d been ‘wandering’ for much of the flight.

      Sure enough, as we lowered beneath the pink clouds for the first time in hours, a beach materialized below, and though it sounded far too human of a description—a beach town spread out before us.

      “Where are we?” I questioned.

      Petal once more threw her head back just enough to answer. “I am at as much a loss as you and Sir Toby, but one truth that transfers between the worlds is this: if you are searching for treasure, then there is no better person suited to your inquiry than a local.”

      Toby leaned in and whispered in my ears. “She means to say that she has no idea where we are, so we’ll need to ask around.”

      “Right,” I whispered too softly for even my ears.

      I wished so badly just then that we were treasure hunters. Tanned shoulders and sun-bleached hair. Fly by the seat of our pants free people who had found an old, weathered map leading us to this land. But we weren’t, and if anything, we had the treasure with us in the form of the blade that had brought us here. It had taken us from Garlandia into this world encased in violet. It had taken us on a three-day journey where we took turns between the land and sky, searching for any claim to life. We’d survived from currants, coconut water, and ninny fish we’d caught off a small island on day two.

      Petal’s hooves hit the ground a few times, our heads jolting back rudely and dust swirling round our shoulders, before her wings disappeared and a swift canter became a gallop, which then turned into more of a strut. She’d landed just before a wooden sign made from beechwood; the name of the town burnt into it. Lorelei.

      “That’s an interesting name for a beach town,” I said.

      “Not when the king rules from under the sea,” Petal retorted, dipping her nose and coughing. It had been a long journey. Days on her back with very little to eat. We were smelly, dirty, and though we were surrounded by purple water—thirsty enough to drain a lake.

      “Slow down for a minute,” Toby said. As soon as she did, he jumped off, holding out a hand for me to take. When we were both on solid ground, he added, “We are just fine walking from here. You’ve carried us long enough.”

      Petal didn’t argue.

      As we walked over the gravel path we’d landed upon, the gravel turned to stone and the town began to open before us. Since we’d arrived on the top of a hill, it was easy to see down and into Lorelei’s layout. There were roads and houses—shops. And if I wasn’t mistaken, there were even surfers stretching out their boards over the gentle waves.

      Toby had grasped my hand as we walked down the hill, the Sword of Avalon swinging softly by my side. As we tread down the hill, he pointed his free hand in the direction of a small hut of a building hugged by two larger ones.

      “We should start there—looks like a pub.”

      “I will break away before we get there if you do not mind, Sir Toby. I would like to find a trough, and if I am lucky enough, I may be able to come across some answers in my own way.”

      “Of course,” Toby answered.

      But just as Petal was about to turn in the opposite direction, the sky darkened to a midnight-colored pansy, and the wind picked up around the three of us, causing our hair to whip around our faces. The clouds fell from the sky, shielding our view of the growing waves. Petal whinnied and my wings began to creep up behind my back—my fingertips gracing the handle of Avalon’s sword.

      “Keep your hands off it,” said a voice from the impending fog that had rolled in over the course of mere seconds.

      My hand froze just over the sword’s hilt.

      “Who goes there?” Toby shouted over the emergent wind.

      The face of an elf—or something like an elf—walked through the purple and blue haze. His body was covered in a sheath of seaweed, his skin blueish-gray, and his hair long and black. It was his teeth that really got me. Sharp . . . like the miniature mouth of a shark.

      He didn’t answer, instead, his eyes—like green beads made from glass—fell to the sword hanging from my belt. As my jaw unhinged, my words choked up somewhere between the back of my throat and where they needed to flow outward. Petal hissed, and Toby took a fighting stance.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, cousin,” the man said, his speech clearly directed at Toby. I hadn’t even noticed as my king pulled out his wand. And then, before this ocean elf was able to heed another warning, the mist cleared just enough to reveal an army of elves—or some elf-like species—ready and at the wait for whatever they were here for.

      And then a realization found me. As a slow gasp fell from my lips, I knew. They weren’t here for us as much as what we’d brought into this world. And they weren’t elves . . . at least not entirely. They were mermaids.
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      The sun had just laid to rest and the moon had found its shadow. Dora looked more like a witch than ever; her entire body swathed in a deep velvet hooded cape, the color of the deep end of a lake. It wasn’t a matter of being recognized—no one came to the sacred ground. It was rumored to be laden with curses. Dora was prepared to disappear quickly if the moment called for it.

      The air had a metallic quality; it stung the nostrils and caused the heart to pick up its pace. Ever since Garlandia had fallen to this new disease, those with any intelligence had figured out that to fight was suicide. Therefore, one had better learn how to fly, even without wings. Dora had been around long enough to have figured out how to get away in a pinch.

      It wasn’t just the vampires that had infected the land, not even that of the occasional Morcai that was rumored to have been seen. Though she had not ventured that way, she had on good authority that the castle had now been infiltrated by witches, followers of The Robes. Their numbers weren’t large enough to qualify for an army, but there were more of them than there should have been. The war between Dankas and Lanakes was still raging, however it had been taken to only the soil; the castle was now witches’ domain. Everybody else had either run away or they were hiding in the forest.

      The travel ban no longer existed, but that didn’t mean there weren’t still plenty of forest citizens biding their time. This was home to so many; it was of no surprise that both faeries and elves refused to leave until there was absolutely no other choice.

      As for the jesters, it was only the ones who had sided with the Robes who hunted in the forest. The ones under the instruction of the queen’s first real knight—Foxfire—they were finding nourishment from other sources. The Robes took charge of the castle during the day and let the guard shift to the Minx dragons at night. It was a first, for as long as Dora had lived in Garlandia, never once had dragons been brought to the grounds, let alone the Bathar Minx. The Bathar creatures did not fare well here; it was too humid for one (Minx preferred a dry climate), and it was simply not their world, for two. But the witches did not care about that. The beasts stood for power. The Robes, if anything, were after only that.

      Dora had taken a chance—leaving Anastacia, or the priestess, to her own devices. The tea she’d brewed should have started taking effect shortly after she left Lantern’s Edge. If that soul was as susceptible to Dora’s sleepy time concoction as she was in her previous life, then Dora could expect to arrive back home to one passed out witch. The worst thing would be if Anastacia did not drink it and chose to skulk behind Dora’s heels as they scampered over the forest floor. But Dora had been heavy handed with the honey and passionfruit—two things the priestess had never been known to turn away. At least back in the days when she’d still been eating some regular food.

      Dora peered under the hood of her cape, veering slowly to the side as if she was rooted to the shallow opening between the blackened trees. Nobody in Garlandia knew the real story as to why the witches claimed this ground as sacred. As to why it was to be left alone. Only Dora knew that it wasn’t truly haunted, for any traces left behind from the Bahidicaras were contained. Well, until recently.

      A snake caught by the moonlight slithered up the trunk of the nearest tree, capturing Dora’s attention, until the presence of another body shifting onto the grounds behind her caused her eyelids to fall. Her fist grappled for the velvet robe hanging around the glass vials that never left her belt, and an icy breath left her chest.

      She reopened her eyes to find that her visitor was sheathed in the obscurities that came with night. Though she could not see who it was who had discovered her secrets, she was brutally aware of one thing.

      “You are not fey.”

      “No.”

      The voice was like cyanide. It stung the insides of her ears for moments afterwards. Dora had been in character for hundreds of years; this was the first time her limbs dared to betray her as they began to shake.

      The fluttering messenger had arrived just that day and its message had been tricky: Meet me at the sacred ground once the sun has found its coffin. I would be your soldier, Dora of Light’s End. That is if you will have me.

      Tricky, yes. Did this someone intend to truly stand by her, or were they using her for personal gain? One thing was for sure, whoever this was knew of her past. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have used her mother’s title when addressing her.

      “H—How did you conjure the butterfly?” It was usually something that was only done by the wand of a faery. Or by a witch who was hundreds of years old.

      “It is amazing what you are capable of once death finds you,” said the shadow creature.

      A small cry left Dora’s lips as the figure stepped out of its silhouette and onto the sacred ground. She recognized him immediately, though his skin had grown the color of fungus since she’d last set her eyes upon his flesh.

      Dora’s chest rose as she struggled to portray the strength she’d used to stay alive all this time. “Who are you here on behalf of?”

      His chin moved to one side while his eyes veered to the other. “Why do you assume I am here in place of someone?”

      Her thoughts came to a screeching halt. “If you are not, then tell me. Why are you here?”

      The stranger offered a question in place of an answer. “Where is he?”

      “Who?”

      “Loral.” His voice cracked as he stated the name.

      Her voice was barely more than a whisper. “Why do you care?”

      Loral had become nothing more than a fugitive. Considering what was now running free over the Garlandian grounds, the king now posed about as much of a threat as a runaway toddler who had been maddened by its inability to express its frustrations. He wasn’t only wanted for his betrayal—the way of the land would not allow a new ruler to sit upon the throne until the last was terminated.

      Dora’s back stiffened as her visitor continued to stand eerily still. When he spoke, she lost her breath. “The flowers don’t just speak with their mouths; they send messages through their roots. Visions of the past . . . of the present. The future. I’ve seen it . . . how this land was both saved and destroyed by your magic.”

      The sensation of a soft rain coming down to tickle the flesh overcame the witch. “You’ve been shown.” Two questions chased one another around in her mind: how much of the past had he seen and whose side was he on? And then a third grew from the first two . . . could he tell which side she was on?

      He said nothing. Had he been reborn with the realization that the teachings of his people were born of nothing more than a cult? Or did tar still coat his heart? As they stood apart over the sacred ground, the snake continued to slither around the tree.

      Dora dared to take a step in her summoner’s direction. As she did, her skin changed color under the pale moonlight. Ivory became light ebony. Ever so slowly, she pulled away her hood, a pair of golden eyes peering from what had once been Garlandian blue. It felt good to be herself.

      Her visitor remained committed to his lack of expression. “How come you never changed your name?”

      Her head slowly swayed from left to right. “It was all I had left.”

      The two stood in silence, the moon washing over them like the sun finding fresh snow the day after a heavy storm. Finally, the one with the ability to call on the butterflies, walked forward. Dora rooted herself like the trees she envied as he reached out a pale hand and let his too long fingers grace the scars on her cheek.

      “It was the Crone who did this to you.”

      “Yes.”

      “And the Crone was your mother.”

      “In blood, perhaps. But I’ve never thought of her that way.” Dora blinked and returned her glamour. The moment her hair returned to blonde and her skin paled—the second the scars were hidden—his hand fell away. However, the chill he’d instilled upon her skin stayed.

      “Dora of Lantern’s Edge, I summoned you because I want to know.”

      She waited, but when he said no more, she asked, “Want to know what?”

      “What is my role?”

      She raised her brows, her eyes averting back and forth as though it was an obvious thing. “I was under the impression that you were fairly confident about where your game piece was settled over this board.”

      His hesitation was palpable. And then it occurred to her, he was just as unsure about her stance as she was about his. “I was born to lead the . . . village.”

      His reluctance at naming that village told Dora everything she needed to know.

      She inhaled a deep breath through her nose. Normally, during a venture such as this one, she would tap into the mind of her opponent. Figure out whether he, she, or whoever it may be standing before her was being truthful. But it was difficult to tap the mind of the undead. This left her with two options: bow out or trust. She desired so very much to take that first option, but⁠—

      “I do not beg, but I will ask you not to run, Dora.”

      She did not hesitate with her reply. “I see you’ve acquired some telepathy.”

      He did not muse.

      “Fine,” she finally stated with a firm jaw. “Your butterfly. Is it prepared to fly through the worlds?”

      The soldier didn’t flinch. “I don’t see why it wouldn’t be.”

      “The fey spend much time grooming the butterflies they call upon. ‘Tis not a task to take lightly.”

      “Rasha will be fine.”

      Dora’s eyes widened. “You’ve named her?”

      “She already had a name.”

      Her chest lifted. “Okay.”

      She blinked three times while his eyes remained too open.

      “Why would Rasha need to leave this world, witch?”

      Tread carefully, she quietly reminded herself. “My associate and I are readying to make our move. But what we seek is no longer in this world.”

      “You’re gathering the . . . other details.”

      “Yes.” It was the truth.

      “And then what?”

      She’d been careful to allow only that bit of information to surface; the rest was guarded. Buried at the bottom of the lake where she’d once been expected to die.

      She chose her next words carefully. “What do you think?”

      His stony expression didn’t waver. “I think you’re the daughter of one of the most hideous priestesses there ever was.” He paused as if waiting for her to reply, but not even a muscle in her cheek moved out of line. “I think you have more power than she ever could have dreamed of having on her own, and I think it would be frightening to have to go up against you.”

      “But you would.”

      “Again, Dora, it was what I was bred for.”

      “To go up against me?”

      He no longer needed to breathe to survive, but still, he raised his sharp nose up to the sky and inhaled deeply. “I was bred to remove any and all threats.”

      Both were quiet for quite some time. Finally, Dora dared to speak. “You’ve a decision to make, it seems. I shall leave you to it.” She folded her hands together as the bottom of her cape began to dance along the ground. “We will communicate through Rasha. I have met her; therefore I know how to find her if I need to correspond with you. And if you need me, send her.”

      “You do not fear that I may get in your way?”

      She kept her gaze steady. “My fear was taken away a long time ago.”

      From there, Dora began to fade, the fibers of her cape pulling her back to where she belonged.

      “Wait.”

      She held onto the energy surrounding them over that cold, black ground. “Yes?”

      “Is it true what they’re saying? That Makayla Wood yields creation?”

      She pierced his eyes with her own. “Yes.”

      He seemed to chew on the inside of his cheek. “And she has the Sword of Avalon.”

      “That she does,” Dora stated matter-of-factly.

      For a moment it appeared as if he was trying to remember how to smirk. “You’re not going to tell me a single thing, are you?”

      “No, I am afraid not.”

      “Very well,” he said, with a slight lift of his chin. But just as Dora began to creep away, he stopped her once more. He very slowly held out his arm, then pulled up the sleeve of his tunic. All that was there was pale, bluish skin. “I used to visit my mother when I was a young boy; I thought maybe she would want to see me . . . she never cared to. She was vile and she marked me. The evidence of what I lived through is no longer there.”

      A wave of something akin to being maternal washed over Dora as she looked down at the boy’s arm. Boy? Man? Monster? That was something she couldn’t yet define. Ever so gently, she reached for his wrist and held it in her hand.

      “Your mother scarred you too?”

      “Yes,” was all he said.

      “We aren’t that different after all.”

      The next part he said in a voice that could’ve been covered in tears, if only he knew how to cry. “Perhaps not.”

      An easy smile found Dora as she patted his arm. “It may not be visible” —she raised her free hand to touch her cheek— “but your scar is still there. It is part of you, part of your story, and no one can take that away. No magic can undo it. That pain is yours. It is your strength.”

      For the first time since they’d arrived in this place, his expression changed. He appeared almost lost. “Is that what feeds you—revenge?”

      “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “Retaliation is what those like your king swore by. I am simply trying to put things back the way they were before my head was shoved under the water. I am fulfilling the orders given to me by my⁠—”

      Footsteps interrupted her final words. A jingle jangle.

      Vampire jesters. They were not afraid of the sacred grounds for they were already as cursed as one might hope to be. And if Dora was sure of one thing, she knew that if they were this far out into the brush that they were only out to satisfy their hunger.

      Dora held tight to her maybe friend, or possible tricky enemy for but a moment longer. “Rasha will be our tie. Good-bye for now.”

      A mere second later she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Dora slipped the hood from over her head as she walked through the enchantment between the frigid grounds of the dark forest and the memory she’d inhabited for years on end. A very small weight had been lifted from her chest, for as eternally wicked as that moment could have turned—it hadn’t.

      She was just sliding her arms out from her cloak when that voice cut into her like a blade that had been sitting in fire.

      “Where have you been?”

      Dora lifted her chin just in time to find herself caught in the spider’s web. “Out.”

      The girl blinked then turned her head to the side so slowly that one could almost hear it creak. “Out?”

      “Yes.” The damn tea hadn’t worked.

      The girl yawned.

      Or perhaps it had worked, and for just long enough.

      Dora retrieved her wand from under her robes and held the tip of it against her hand, carefully depositing a thick black glittery gel into her palm. Once there was enough to deliver, she showed it to the girl. “Dark matter, from the burrow near the last or first frozen lake in this land. We may need it where we are headed tomorrow.”

      Anastacia held her gaze over the shadowy substance for long enough to grind her teeth. Then, much to Dora’s relief, she lifted a hand to cover her mouth again before turning back towards Lantern’s Edge.

      “Fine. I’m going back to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Yes,” Dora replied, siphoning the dark matter back into her wand. She kept it there for emergencies. You never know when you might need something heavy to distract the observations of others.

      She waited until the girl was two steps into the memory to follow suit. That had been lucky and there was no room in the future for luck. To hesitate at all would be suicide. Dora had to move forward with the intent to conquer. Otherwise, this world and all the others would be more than at risk. They would inevitably fall to destruction and eventually dissolve.

      “We leave first thing,” the girl said, mainly because she needed to have the last word. She hadn’t changed a bit.

      “Yes,” Dora answered. “As soon as the rest of our party arrives, we will be through the folds.”

      The girl’s pink hair swung around her face as she turned to face Dora. “What?” she asked, short and snippy.

      Dora’s relaxed expression didn’t budge. “I’ve already mentioned that we have a guard. You didn’t think we’d be traveling light, did you? Where we are headed, two will not do. We will need a body for each element. Otherwise, survival will not be in the cards.”

      The priestess narrowed her eyes. “Gloria found her way there alone.”

      Dora shook her head. “Gloria found her way to the pass, but if you think she traveled through the Enclave Mountains with but her broom and wand, you are mistaken. She’d have hired a guard to get her to her destination.” It was a believable story.

      The girl was silent for a moment longer, no doubt dissecting Dora’s challenging statement. Finally, regardless of whether she believed her or not, the girl allowed a sharp tongued, “Fine,” to slip between her teeth, the caps of which had already started to look more predatory than usual. “In the morning, then,” she said, once more heading for the cottage.

      Dora only nodded. She knew better than to add the final note. She had but one shot to do that and that time was far from before her. Instead, she tucked her wand into her side and prepared to head into the cottage as well.

      She would watch over the priestess as she slept and retrace the steps she’d been drawing out for years. She would not sleep; she had not been able to rest ever since her little head had resurfaced from that black lake.

      Your eyes shall not rest until the roots are pulled from the ground and burned to dust, not until that dust is evaporated and the air is stilled. Only then will you be granted the ability to turn off.

      They were not words to live by, they were instructions. Orders that Dora had been waiting over two hundred years to fulfill. She was closer to the end than ever, and all she could think about as she followed the body of the young girl—two souls inhabiting its shell—was what it would be like to sink not only into sleep after all this time, but what it would be to simply not exist any longer.
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      We’d gone from royalty to prisoners; these soldiers had wasted little time escorting us to what I’d heard one of them refer to as the temple of the sea. It was a platform of white marble that appeared from the ocean like an underwater spaceship. The oceanic soldiers—the mer—stood around us in their most human form (which would not have been enough to keep the fear from the hearts of the people I grew up around), and in each of their hands was a staff worthy of impaling the greatest of white sharks.

      All I could think, even through all the madness shuffling its way through my thoughts, was whether this served as Lorelei’s court room. Were there lawyers in this world? Or at least something like that. Was there justice? Or was this environment just as corrupt as Loral’s?

      Petal, Toby, and I were on display in the middle of the floating platform. We’d been corralled onto this thing as a group, the rustic blades of more than one merman and maid pointed at our heads. Our audience wasn’t only the mer people, but it seemed that the entire population of Lorelei had come out to the shore to check on the disturbance. There were easily a hundred or more beach bums, some with pointy ears and others with wings, standing around over the light purple sand. And out in the vast distance, as far as the eye could see into the purple ocean, were dragons—dare I even say it: baby dragons. I’d only realized they were young after watching one of their mamas fly out from behind a large grouping of trees and swoop up her babe from the tides. The beasts were red, blue, green, purple, iridescent—they were all colors and every color, and they were magnificent. I couldn’t believe we had yet to see them, considering we’d already been traveling for days. Then again, if they were both land and sea creatures, that would explain it. For this was the first time we’d been near enough to a large body of land.

      I attempted to draw myself away from the amazing spectacle and redirect my attention to our captors. They were all so similar in shape and stature, but there were a few subtle differences. Like humans, their facial features differed from one to the other; and though their skin was predominantly silver and blue, there were variations between light and dark. Some had long dark hair that hung in beaded braids, while others had locs. Their clothes were made from seaweed, magically wrapped around their body. Just like humans, some seemed more aware of fashion than others. The man who I’d decided was their leader—the same male who had first spoken to us through the mist—wore seaweed pants and a seaweed buttoned up shirt. A seasuit. All their feet were bare.

      With my wings at attention—not that I’d have been able to fly away with the force field encasing the platform—I attempted for the fifth time since we’d been ushered onto this thing, to clear up the misunderstanding.

      “Will someone please hear us out. This sword was given to me by Aeslin, a witch who⁠—”

      “This sword was stolen! It belongs to this ocean,” proclaimed a merman a few rows behind his leader. He made a fist and shook it in my direction. “No faery or elf should have been given this blade, and it should have especially been kept away from those who consider themselves witches.”

      “It wasn’t in the hands of any of those creatures. It was given to Titania!” I shot back with my teeth bared. I had far too much on my plate; this entire ordeal was nothing more than an unnecessary nuisance. Speaking to these aquatic aliens was like trying to communicate with a brick wall. They weren’t listening, and when they did speak, all they did was throw out the same accusations.

      “The sword belonged to Avalon,” stated the same mer.

      I rolled my eyes. “She’s dead.”

      There were several gasps from the people of the sea.

      “We do not use that word,” the mer leader stated.

      I half expected Toby to push his arm out before me and come front and center to attempt and clear up this mess, but he had stayed a shoulder behind me from the moment we’d been corralled onto this thing. In fact, ever since he’d returned from the dead, he’d been . . . different. I turned my cheek so that I could meet his eyes for a solid, salty breath. He did nothing more than reach for my hand and give it a squeeze.

      Our conversations had been light during our travels through this new world. We’d all seen enough horror and heartache in and out of that castle before leaving Garlandia that we had been just fine treading silently over the waters and through the clouds via Petal’s back, but Toby had stressed at one point that this was my journey. This sword had found me and what happened next needed to go through my soul. He was but a guard. A keeper . . . Titania’s keeper.

      My feet remained rooted as I turned back around to face the soldiers once more. “Okay, whatever. Avalon has simply returned to the eth—” I stopped. This wasn’t working, I needed a new strategy. I crammed my eyes shut and pleaded with the ghost of Titania to help get me through this. And then, out of nowhere, the words came. My eyelids fluttered back open. “The Bahidicaras.” Every single one of them gasped. “Good, so you’ve heard of them.” I didn’t wait for the backlash, instead I spoke over the chatter rumbling through the group of sea creatures. “These cultists caused the gods and goddesses to send down their children. Avalon and Titania were amongst these hidden warriors.” I held my breath as I sorted through my words. “Sometime between passing from this life to the ether, Avalon gave Titania her sword. This sword,” I said, gently tapping the hilt still tied to my side. “I don’t know why Avalon did this, and to be honest I’m still learning about this taboo group of otherworlders also referred to as the bad village, but I do know for a fact that this sword was used against our faery queen and her mate; and that it has been waiting for me to find it and bring it back here.” I scanned the fierce faces of those around us, searching for some kind of recognition that what I was saying wasn’t complete bullshit. However, no one even dared to breathe. At least the rumblings had died down, and if anything, I finally had their attention.

      At long last, there was movement.

      “The sword wasn’t forged here,” came a voice from the crowd. Female. Very slowly the crowd parted, and a thin mermaid thoughtfully made her way towards us. Her silver cheekbones were so sharp that it was as if shadows could fit inside. However, her teeth looked normal, not like all the other rows of mini shark teeth directed our way, and her pixie haircut was a striking white. My thoughts wandered for a split second, and I wondered if she’d had her teeth filed so they looked less offensive. Also, she almost immediately reminded me of someone, but before I could think too hard on that, she spoke again. “The sword arrived with Avalon. As legend states, she was not born, but delivered. It was the sword that cut her heart in half and eliminated her ability to swim with our kind, for that sword” —her gaze shot to the blade then back up at me— “is the only weapon that can take out a deity or a deity’s offering.”

      The words balanced over my tongue for a moment before I set them free. “A deity’s offering?”

      The mermaid sunk in closer to where Petal, Toby, and I were grouped together in a prisoner’s keep. “Your Titania and our Avalon were never born of our worlds; they were dropped from the sky like tears. The sword was given to Avalon so that when the time came, they could use it to take out the enemy then return to where they belonged. Only the sword would allow them to reform into their highest energy.” She paused and the only sound came from that of the waves sloshing just below the platform. “Our Avalon, her heart was pierced too early. The sword taken.”

      “That may be the case,” I offered, “but regardless of what you believe, Titania didn’t steal the sword. It was given to her.” At least that was the story I’d been told.

      The world stopped breathing for a millisecond as the mermaid lowered her right ear to her shoulder. Her eyes narrowed and I could almost hear her thoughts churning.

      I was confident, that if anyone might try and save us, maybe it could be this mermaid. I dared to move a toe forward an inch. As I did their leader tensed.

      “You just said that Titania and Avalon were dispersed in the same way,” I said, caution laid over me like honey. “Children of the gods, here, to save these worlds from a sinister practice that was getting out of control. They were on the same team.” My lips came together as I warned my heartbeats to calm down so that I could recall Aeslin’s message, for she had told us to come here, and she wouldn’t have done that just to send us to our graves. “I am not saying that your Avalon wasn’t murdered; I cannot speak to that. All I know is that the faery queen was in possession of this sword and that she was aware it had once belonged to her cousin.”

      “She stole it!” A merman spat out from about three rows back.

      My gaze immediately deviated in his direction. “Titania had no reason to steal it. As far as Titania knew, the enemy had been defeated and she was ready to rule Garlandia with her king.”

      “That isn’t right,” the mermaid said, except her words weren’t damning. The way she said it, she seemed to be trying to sort through the details as much as I was. “If Titania had been aware that the mess she’d been sent down to fix was cleaned up, she would have reached back up for the stars and asked them to take her home. She would not have remained for love; Gaia would not have allowed it.” The mermaid fixed her gaze tighter around my own. “For her to be setting up camp could have meant only one thing: that the threat was still very much alive.”

      Over the sloshing of the violet waves, a searing cry erupted from one of the baby dragons playing in the sea. As his mother flew out to grab him, I let my fingers brush against the hilt of the sword. Almost immediately I was brought back to my latest daydream—sitting on the stand, hovering before the great beyond with Avalon’s sword resting over my legs. It had spoken to me then . . . it had a voice. And that’s when it hit me.

      Very carefully, so none of the sea creatures would jump forward, I wrapped my sweaty palm around the hilt, and I pleaded. The sword had only spoken to me once, and only in that spell. What it had said had been borderline nonsense, but still, it had a voice.

      Please. If you can help me, now is the time.

      But nothing happened. Nothing apart from the leader taking a step closer.

      “Remove your hands from that blade,” he seethed.

      “Give her a chance,” the mermaid with whom I’d been speaking said before he’d even finished his last word.

      The leader’s cheek snapped in her direction. “Layla, can you not see that this faery is stalling? That she is plotting to take what’s left of our Avalon and use it for personal gain?”

      I couldn’t help myself. “Wait—what? That’s not at all what I’m doing.” I pointed at the mermaid named Layla. “She just said it herself, that the weapon was sent with the offspring so that they may return after they’d fulfilled what they’d been sent here to do! It was never anyone’s but theirs. It doesn’t belong here, it doesn’t belong anywhere but with⁠—”

      “Silence!” he demanded, shooting a very unkind look in my direction before returning his attention to the mermaid. “The sword belongs with the sea.”

      Oh my goddess, it was like the definition of insanity up here on this platform.

      “This sword doesn’t belong here,” I repeated, stabbing a finger down at the platform. “I haven’t come to this place to return it—at least not without answers.” As heat rose to my cheeks, I accidentally gripped the blade too harshly and it cut into my hand. “Shit!” I exclaimed, pulling away my palm only to find that my blood was seeping into the sword.

      Fly.

      The whisper found my ears and my ears alone. I raised my gaze to meet the leader’s. His eyes were hardened, and he looked like he was about to pounce.

      Fly.

      My brows furrowed without my permission, but there was no time to dwell on uncertainties. The soldier who was closest to us, this nameless entity who seemed to be leading this force, said to whoever was ready and willing, “Take it from her.” His knuckles whitened as his grip tightened around his own weapon. “Take it from her then kill them all.”

      “No,” said the one mermaid who had dared to walk forward and address us herself.

      The merman’s head moved so slowly in her direction. “Back in formation, Layla.”

      But the mermaid stood taller, the seaweed wrap encasing her body growing into a fitted suit guaranteed to turn more than a few heads at the right catwalk. Her sharp nose turned up in the air and she gestured to the sword by my side with her chin. “No one here has it on any authority that Avalon’s wishes were for the sword to be kept here. If what this faery is saying has any veracity, then we should be pondering over her speech. For the Bahidi⁠—"

      “Stop.” The merman more than glared at her. “What has gotten into you? I won’t be spoken to like this, especially not by the likes of you.”

      For a moment it appeared that we were no longer the attraction. Every bit of attention was gathered over the shoulders of this leader and to whom he was busy sneering at.

      Layla—and what a beautiful name that was—didn’t show an ounce of fear or regret as she repeated, “Fine. Take the sword. What’s stopping you?”

      As the two stood off face to pale blue face, the water under our platform began to grow agitated, as if the gods themselves were stirring this giant pot we called earth.

      The leader sliced through the air with his staff before setting his sights back on me, then stated stiffly, “We are the rulers of the sea and land. Our voice is the end all, and I am the speaker of our company. Anyone who dares stand with these fugitives can rest assured that their fate will match theirs.” He then held out his staff to the nearest soldier and once it was out of his hands, he squared himself off with our party of three once again. Toby and Petal leaned in closer to me as the merman began to strut over to where the three of us were on display. When next he spoke, he reached his left hand forward. “As previously stated, the sword belongs to the sea, and my people and I are the sea.”

      “Luke,” said the mermaid called Layla.

      Their leader hissed, snapping his head back at her. “Quiet, you’re already on thin ice.” And then he began reaching once more for the sword that hung around my belt.

      “I beg of you to see reason!” yelled the mermaid once more.

      Though the gossip around the platform was growing as steadily as the waves, no one else dared stand up to their leader. I, in fact, had chosen to remain still as well. Not because I didn’t intend to fight, but because I instinctually felt rooted. That, and the sword was, like, talking to me. It kept telling me to fly. Didn’t it understand that I would if I could?

      The waves had grown so unruly that as soon as Luke was within a foot of where Petal, Toby, and I stood, a large splash jumped onto the platform. Still unfazed, hypnotically almost, the mer leader reached his pale blue hand out—his eyes hungry and teeth bared. But just as he got close enough to touch Avalon’s sword, a white flare, like lightning, erupted from the blade and hit him in the chest, knocking him to the ground.

      I yelped and fell back against Toby, just as Petal’s wings flew out to the sides and knocked out at least five sea creatures. Staffs rose as merpeople scattered out of formation—a cluster of them coming to their leader’s side. In the scuffle there was but one who didn’t move, who kept her eyes on me like molasses coating bark. And then, in the time it took me to blink, she tapped her foot before falling through the platform.

      Petal whispered heatedly to Toby and I. “Get ready to fly, Miss Makayla. Sir Toby, take hold of her hand.”

      The rest unfolded like flares going off one after another. Waves grew around the platform, and it began to spin and rock. The sheer forcefield that stood as a barrier between us and the sea was no longer visible. The soldiers standing around their leader began to lose their balance, while those who had been leaning over their commander swayed and fell—their staffs rolling into the angry waves. Seaweed outfits breaking away and floating like debris over the tides. Legs becoming tails.

      Amidst the chaos, Luke—his hands grappling for anyone within reach—lifted his head and tried to offer a weak command. “Don’t let them go!”

      But it was too late, our wings were lifted.

      Toby held on to my waist as Petal and I lifted over the heads of the soldiers, our wings fluttering in place only for a second before taking off for land. We’d gotten no further out than a few hundred yards when a green, iridescent dragon sidled up beside us—Layla perched on its neck as if she was riding a giant horse.

      “Follow me!” she yelled.

      There was no time to question the bizarre circumstances, or to place bets on whether she was with us or against us—or take into account that her face eerily matched that of an elf who had once upon a time spit at my feet. There was hardly time to swallow the panic that had set in around the beating of my heart.

      I turned to Toby, who simply nodded, then called to Petal whose wings were thumping loudly next to us, “Into the wild we go!”

      Petal nodded, and from there we flew into and above the forest that separated Lorelei from the sea.
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