
  
    [image: The Black Opal]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Linda Jordan:

          

        

      

    

    
      Infected by Magic

      The Jeweled Worlds Book 2: The Enigmatic Pearl

      The Jeweled Worlds Book 3: The Flaming Ruby

      Adrift: A Black Opal Story

      Journey Into Darkness: An Enigmatic Pearl Story

      Elemental: 5 Stories for Teens

      Faerie Unraveled, The Bones of the Earth, Book 1

      

      Come on over to Linda’s website and join the fun!

      www.LindaJordan.net

      

      Don’t miss a release!

      Sign up for Linda’s Serendipitous Newsletter while you’re there

    

  


  
    
      The Black Opal

      The Jeweled Worlds, Book 1

    

    
      
        Linda Jordan

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2011 by Linda Jordan

      All rights reserved.

      Published by Metamorphosis Press

      www.MetamorphosisPress.com

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      For Michael & Zoe

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 - Mira

          

        

      

    

    
      Mira smelled the neighbor's lilacs as she walked down the gravel road. Stray clumps of grass and weeds splashed dew into her Crocs, and her feet squished around inside the shoes. She looked at the beautiful view of Puget Sound. It would be a gorgeous spring day, rare and sunny.

      But it wasn't enough to make Mira forget her miserable life. She'd screwed up again and this time Aunt Rita had sent her to Mom's house. For good.

      Mira had been crying for two days; now she just felt empty. Her life held no hope and no future.

      She turned back towards the house, pausing to empty a piece of gravel from one shoe.

      Then she realized that something felt very wrong. Half a block away, shadows barreled through the mist. A huge hand-shaped cloud appeared out of nowhere, passed over the sun and darkened the row of poplars beside Mom’s house. Shivering in the sudden cold and absence of all sound; she smelled the burnt air. It left a bitter taste in her mouth.

      She began to run, slipping and sliding in her wet Crocs.

      The shadows closed in and the creatures took shape as two huge, black dogs. They moved like one, legs and breathing synchronized, toward Mira’s identical twin, Amanda. And her son, Dylan.

      Amanda had her back to the hounds, absorbed in Dylan’s play. Oblivious to the threat. Her three year old, golden child ran circles around his mom. She sat on the front lawn. The long, red hair tied up in a ponytail made her look younger than eighteen. She laughed, ducking the clumps of wet grass which Dylan threw up into the air.

      “Amanda! Look out!” screamed Mira. She ran past the massive cedar stump towards them. “Get Dylan in the house!”

      Amanda scrambled to her feet and turned towards the dogs. Dylan ran behind her. The hounds leapt at them. Saliva ran from their mouths. Amanda fell backwards on top of Dylan. He wriggled beneath her, trying to get out.

      Mira gasped for breath as she ran, helplessly watching Amanda punch the creatures. Hollow thuds echoed as her sister’s fists landed. Amanda screamed, but the hounds were relentless in their assault. Their jaws snapped and slavered, easily avoiding her fists and feet.

      Mira was there. As she bashed them the sounds of her foot hitting reverberated in the eerie silence.

      “Get away! Go!” she screamed.

      She looked around for something else to hit them with. There was nothing. When she kicked one in the head, it glared at her with icy-white eyes, then returned to the attack.

      To Mira’s horror they ripped into Amanda’s belly. No blood flowed, but something came loose. A gold object pulsed, reaching tendrils back towards Amanda, as if trying to stay with her. The dogs strained and pulled. The thing, like a golden, tropical flower, was severed from Amanda.

      Mira felt helpless. Grounding herself, she tried to summon up the Earth’s energy. Then attempted to move it through the dogs.

      The creatures ignored her, turned and headed back the way they came. She quickly gave up on magic and chased them. She kicked harder and made a grab for the golden object. Off balance, she fell sprawling to the ground. The hound tossed the tendrilled thing to the other, yelped, and kept running.

      She got up and sped after them halfway across the yard, trying to get close enough to grasp whatever they had taken from Amanda. The creatures ran faster than greyhounds and quickly outdistanced her. She felt torn between chasing them and going back to help Amanda.

      She turned and sprinted back to her twin, “Amanda. Amanda are you okay?” she asked, out of breath. Mira knelt, touching her; barely registering that she saw no wound and her sister’s clothes were intact. Amanda’s face looked slack, listless.

      Mira tried to figure out what to do next. The dogs were almost at the poplars now. She watched in astonishment as a black swan streamed towards them through the mist and dove, taking the object from the dogs.

      The pulsing golden thing strained to get back to her twin. Mira could almost hear it screaming. She shuddered. Whatever it was, it belonged to Amanda and somehow Mira needed to get it back to her. The swan flew through the trees swooping up and down under what seemed to be a heavy load, then disappeared into the pocket of fog halfway down the block.

      Tears streamed down her face as Mira shook her twin gently. She felt a need to keep Amanda conscious. “Amanda, please stay here.” Mira didn’t know what the golden thing was, but it was important. She felt worthless. Why hadn’t she made different choices, ones that could have stopped the dogs?

      Dylan lay beneath Amanda, whimpering.

      Mira rolled Amanda over slightly and helped Dylan wiggle out from under his mom. Then he lay on top of her sobbing, “Mommy, Mommy,” clasping his stuffed dinosaur, Freddie. Mira stroked his back.

      Amanda looked up at Mira. Her green eyes wept, then turned completely black as if empty. She didn’t speak.

      Mira felt frozen. She had never seen such powerful magic before. How could she possibly counter it?

      The hand-shaped cloud over the sun vanished, like smoke blowing away. Light returned. Sun blazed over the treetops and she felt arid, August heat. The air smelled clean again.

      Mira’s mouth went dry. She looked around sensing something, not sinister, but as great a force as the evil had been.

      She looked up to see a huge, golden eagle above, starting a dive.

      She pulled Dylan off Amanda, feeling instinctively it would protect him. He squirmed away from her. The massive eagle dropped down and effortlessly lifted Amanda by her clothes.

      Dylan cried out, “No, Mommy come back.”

      Mira had no idea what to do. Her brain could make no sense out of this. The eagle flew gracefully across the acre, hovered over the massive hollow cedar stump and let go. Amanda fell, disappearing from view.

      Dylan ran across the yard, tears streaming down his face. “Mommy.”
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      Mira caught up to Dylan.

      He squirmed out of her arms, yelled, “Mom,” and continued running towards the fifteen-foot tall, cedar stump. He climbed faster than she could react.

      “Dylan, no!”

      He shook his head. “Get Mom.” His face was red.

      “Wait,” she said, forcing herself to stop and breathe. She needed to be clear about what to do next. “Let me think a minute.”

      Dylan stopped climbing and stared at her; his opinion clear.

      She didn’t want to go into the stump. Trying to see what lay inside had gotten her banished from Mom’s house six years ago. Mom had caught Mira practicing flying.

      But, he was right. She needed to get Amanda out of there. Dylan shouldn’t be left alone that long. She pointed to him and said firmly, “Okay, wait here.”

      Dylan wiped the tears off with his blue T-shirt and nodded.

      She ran to the garage slamming the wide door up and open. The tall aluminum ladder lay against the dimly lit, far wall. Dragging the metal ladder across the cement floor made screeching sounds which resonated with the discordant feelings running through her body.

      The ladder cut a furrow in the grass behind her. By the time she returned to the stump her breath came hard and sweat moistened her T-shirt. When she got the ladder propped up against a branch, he went right up it. She almost stopped him, then decided if Dylan fell, at least he’d land on her.

      She started climbing and yelled, “Dylan stop when you get to the top.” Her tight jeans made climbing difficult; all her jeans were tight these days. How good would it feel to be in shape like Amanda?

      Mira gasped for breath and her legs were wobbly by the time she made it to the top. Helping Dylan straddle a branch that looked strong enough while trying to balance herself on the wide rim of the hollow stump was challenging.

      “Now comes the hard part, Bucko.” She looked down into the cedar. The bottom was dark. No time to go back and get a flashlight. Dylan couldn’t be left alone.

      “Amanda, are you okay?” Mira’s voice echoed inside the rotting tree. In her head she could hear Aunt Rita’s voice, “You need to think before you act. Plan before you do,” as guilt at her own incompetence washed over her.

      Dylan said, “Mira, magic,” and pointed down.

      Her neck and shoulders tightened and she almost gasped with surprise. He wasn’t supposed to know. No one did, except her mom and Amanda. Not even her stepfather Elliot. Well, especially not her stepfather. Mom was afraid he’d go ballistic.

      “Who told you I could do magic, you little bugger?”

      “Light,” said Dylan insistently.

      She took a deep breath, pulled off a nearby dried out cedar twig and envisioned it burning. The stick caught fire, illuminating most of the inside of the cedar stump. She saw just enough to doubt Amanda was there. Dylan pointed to a dark spot on one side of the stump.

      “Mom,” he said.

      “She’s not there, Dylan,” Mira felt torn between disappointment and fear.

      “Mom. Go.”

      The cedar twig exploded into a small, singeing fireball and she dropped it, then sucked on her fingers. The burned twig drifted down inside the stump and went out. Mira needed to go down there, but didn’t want to. She trembled.

      The ladder suddenly seemed to be made of granite. It felt so heavy. On the third attempt she lifted it off the ground and slid it up the outside of the cedar, then balanced the ladder in front of her. Somehow she slid it down the inside of the stump. By the time she accomplished it, her whole body shook from the exertion and precious minutes had passed.

      She got on the ladder and helped Dylan on after her.

      “Go slower,” she snapped, as he stepped on her fingers.

      How she would get Amanda back up was anybody’s guess.

      They hit the bottom inside the stump and she sat down, exhausted. There was no sign of her twin.  The dark spot looked like a tunnel. Dylan simply waddled into it.

      “Dylan, come back here.”

      “Get Mom.”

      “I go first,” she said and crawled towards the tunnel opening. Cool air wafted from it. Once her eyes adjusted to the darkness she could see a dim light inside.

      “Amanda?”

      No answer came back. Her voice was absorbed by the earth.

      What had happened to Amanda? Mira grew increasingly afraid of what she might find. The dogs attacked her sister, yet there had been no blood.

      She tried to understand, while crawling into the tunnel. Somehow, she realized, the dogs had stolen Amanda’s soul. That’s what the golden, curly object was. Intuition told her that; even though her mind couldn’t believe it. The pain she sensed as Amanda’s soul was severed from her body had been devastating. What must Amanda feel? Why would those dogs steal a soul?

      Mira was born with the magic which ran in her family and she’d been studying with Aunt Rita, learning to use her own innate skills as a healer. Failing more often than succeeding. She celebrated the subtle changes of the seasons, taking in the uses of herbs, practicing spells which normal people would explain away as positive thinking. She could even do a few more complex things like making fire out of nowhere, sometimes without damaging someone's house.

      Things like possessed dogs and stolen souls were the equivalent of a jumbo jet landing on the driveway at Aunt Rita’s house, she thought. A sharp rock punctured her knee bringing her back to the present, but the puzzle remained. Things like this just didn’t happen in her world. She’d seen a few inexplicable things, but never in her life felt magic like that of the dogs.

      Mira pushed through the paralyzing fear and kept crawling. No one else could help right now and time was crucial. She wished Aunt Rita could be there. Dylan shouldn’t be, but there was no one to leave him with. Taking care of a toddler was the last thing she needed.

      She crawled further and further downward. Dylan was short enough to simply walk upright behind her, although he kept tripping on her feet and falling down.

      The tunnel grew lighter. Rock walls and dirt floor felt cool to the touch. Her hands and knees inside her jeans grew cold from the damp earth. How long would the tunnel continue? Her legs were cramping up.

      Bumping her head on a low, hanging rock she tried, unsuccessfully, not to swear in front of Dylan. The tunnel widened and they came closer to the light. Crawling to an opening in the side of the tunnel wall, she felt warmth. A whitish-silver light seemed to be radiate from everything.

      She looked down onto a green hillside and a beautiful forest. In the distance lay wildflower meadows of pink and orange. The sweet scent of wild roses tickled her nose. Fields of farmland sprawled before an incredible ivory city which seemed formed from pearls. It looked perfect, like someone’s painting of a fairy tale or a magical place. Beyond the towers stretched an ocean with iridescent waves. Everything glowed as if lit. A world made of radiance. She stuck her foot through the opening to climb down the hillside. Entering into that world made her feel more vibrant as if every little disfunction in her body was healed. Stress melted away. Even the air coming through the opening felt cleaner and more alive than normal air. The city pulled her towards it.

      Dylan cried, “No!”

      She turned to him. He pointed down the passageway which traveled still deeper into the earth. On the floor, farther down the tunnel, lay Amanda’s yellow sweater in a heap.

      She reluctantly crawled back into the tunnel, past Dylan to the sweater. It was crumpled and smudged with dirt. Clearly Amanda was farther down. Mira clutched the sweater to her chest, breathing deeply and trying not to cry. She looked back longingly at the pearlescent city then tied the sweater around Dylan’s shoulders, to help him stay warm and keep Amanda’s presence close to him. Dylan smiled, hugging himself.

      She went back to the opening and broke a small branch off one of the trees near the entrance to that radiant world. As they continued down the tunnel the branch shined in the darkness, putting out a small amount of light, as if the silver leaves glowed from the inside out. Mira gently slipped it inside her T-shirt, which she tucked into her jeans so the branch wouldn’t fall out. As the leaves touched each other they tinkled like little silver bells, but weren’t scratchy under her T-shirt, rather they felt like pussy willows caressing her skin.

      Dylan followed behind her muttering, “Mom, we come,” over and over again.

      The tunnel floor was soft dirt rather than hard rock. She pulled the silver branch out to look. Something had dragged Amanda down the tunnel. As they crawled she could see small insects and other creepy things crawling into crevices to get away from the light. She didn’t want to think about all the wildlife. The air carried a strange smell to it, like moldy houses. She shuddered and kept moving.

      What would happen when she found Amanda? Mira couldn’t even mend a sparrow. Two days ago she had been trying to move energy to the bird’s broken leg. Instead she accidentally shattered Aunt Rita’s precious crystal scrying bowl which sat on a table across the room. The one that had been passed down for generations.

      Rita’s face had drooped as she picked up the lifeless sparrow and she said, “Go back to your mom’s, go to college, get a job, anything. Your magic is too wild and uncontrolled. I’ve worked with you for six years and nothing has changed.”

      It wasn’t the first thing she’d broken and failed at. So she had gone back to Mom’s. Mom didn’t want her. She’d never forgiven Mira for having the family 'gift'. Mom viewed it as a curse and refused to use or even acknowledge it. Mira felt worthless and didn’t have a clue how to help Amanda if they found her.

      After what seemed like an hour or two of going down, the tunnel suddenly curved and ended, opening up into a forest clearing.

      Mira stood, slowly stretching, massaging her aching knees and looking around. Dylan followed her towards the gloomy, violet light into a new world.

      It looked like no woodland she had ever seen. Trunks of towering trees stood like massive highway supports, ten feet across. Moss grew everywhere. Intriguing sounds formed a concert of new agey music. Shrieks, chirps, roars and hooting noises wove together in a such a way she couldn’t tell what creatures they might belong to. The forest vibrated with unseen life. It smelled of the clean scent which comes after a brisk rain. She felt nervous, hoping the wildlife was friendly.

      A trail led from the clearing, off into the misty woods. Imprinted in the mud lay tracks. Big webbed feet, twice the size of hers, with only three toes. Tangled up with the tracks was a wide, deep mark that could have been a person being dragged.

      Mira’s stomach rumbled and she knew Dylan must be hungry as well, but she had no food. “You up for this Bucko?”

      “Find Mom,” he said, puffing up his chest. She noticed his lower lip quiver slightly.

      She sighed, tightened Amanda’s sweater around Dylan and asked, “Can you walk or do you need to be carried?”

      He looked at her and said, “Walk.”

      She looked back at the tunnel opening to memorize it so they could return home. The entrance stood framed between two of the most massive evergreens. As if their roots had grown around a log which had vanished over time, leaving a hole. Would she be able to spot the trees from a distance?

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      She pulled the silver branch out and held it in front of her. It glowed like a lantern making them more visible to whatever might be out there. However, it felt like the pearly light and tinkling leaves would ward off anything which wanted to harm them. The image of that beautiful, silvery land burned in her mind.

      She followed the trail, worrying about just what would happen when they came upon Amanda and the web-footed thing. They walked for hours, following the tracks.

      Why was the light a purple color, but the mist green? This was a very strange place. Where had the end of the tunnel put them? They must be underground somewhere. They had gone down for a very long time inside the tunnel, but if they were beneath the earth’s surface, where did the light and the air come from?

      After while, she picked Dylan up and carried him. He fell asleep which made him even heavier. She’d lost her sense of time. It must be the middle of the night though.

      She finally stepped out of the murky woods, stopping in a meadow lit by the dim violet light. She lay Dylan on the soft grass. He continued to sleep, cuddled up with his green dinosaur. She covered him with Amanda’s sweater.

      Sitting on a boulder, she felt exhausted all the way down to her bones. Slipping off her shoes, rubbing her sore feet and then wiggling them in the soft meadow grass helped a little. She’d been frantic most of the day worrying about Amanda and trying to work out what happened. The light glowed a little brighter here in the meadow, but still looked dark and twilighty. She lay back enjoying the soft moss growing on the boulder. Heat radiated from the stone and she relaxed into it. The sweet, earthy smell made her feel calm.

      Mira jolted back to consciousness when the rock started to move. She leapt up. It had four, stout legs, a bulbous head and a tail twice as long as its body. Now she saw the scales beneath the moss. It stared at her and hissed, then ambled slowly off towards the woods, the tail slapping back and forth like a whip, just in case.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized, feeling stupid. It wasn't a tortoise, even though it lived inside a turtle-like shell. Where were they?

      She groggily checked where Dylan slept under Amanda’s sweater and saw with a shock, only the sweater. How long had she slept?

      “Dylan? DYLAN!” she yelled.

      She stood in the middle of a large meadow, no trees or bushes for Dylan to hide behind. There were no tracks through the damp grass, other than the trail they’d been following. She picked up Amanda’s sweater and started running in the direction they were headed last night.

      “Dylan,” she called again.

      She still didn’t know where they were. There was no sun, although the meadow looked bright enough. Everything had a bluish, purple cast to it. Few of the plants looked familiar. She had seen a  number of strange birds flitting among the shrubs. Everything dripped with moss and dampness.

      Up ahead she heard a great thrashing in the bushes. Too much noise for even Dylan to make. Mira scampered off the trail to hide behind the nearest tree. The tree turned out to be too small and her pale blue T-shirt didn’t make for good camouflage. She whispered to herself, “Please let me find Dylan before it does.”

      Men on horseback rode up the trail. Then another group burst out of the forest and entered onto the trail to join the others. She froze.

      One man rode in front, leaning outward from his horse, looking at the ground. The rest followed in two columns, the trail only wide enough for two horses side by side. When the first man got to her tracks, his eyes followed them to the tree she stood behind. He stopped his horse and looked directly into her eyes.

      She said under her breath, “Now that was stupid.” She should have chosen a better hiding place. Too late now. She couldn’t run, they were on horses after all. Where was Dylan?

      Stepping out from behind the tree, she stood hands on hips. As she waited for their reaction Mira instinctively covered herself with a shield of protection, visualizing a wall of blazing fire, the hardest stone, rushing water and roaring wind, just as Aunt Rita taught her.

      This time felt different, though. It mattered, not just practice. Somewhere, deep within, she found the energy, anger or fear, to fuel her magic. Mira felt amazed. Her magic never worked this well. A subtle, green aura surrounded her. It wouldn’t keep out a physical attack, but might repel any assaults on her spirit.

      The tracker sat up straight, continuing to eye her, with a look on his face of either surprise or amusement.

      She turned her attention to the other men. They looked like something out of a viking movie or an old heavy metal concert. Wearing leather pants and shirts with armored vests, they looked ominous. Several wore bows with quivers of arrows over their shoulders. Most of the men carried swords. Where the hell was she? There were twelve of them staring at her curiously. Some of the horses stomped restlessly. They looked like normal horses at least and smelled like normal horses, that sweet-sweaty-dusty fragrance she associated with horses.

      The tracker sat quietly staring at her with his dark eyes. An older man rode his horse forward and stopped next to the tracker. They exchanged glances. The man with the gray hair and a neatly clipped goatee and mustache, got off his horse and walked forward.

      “Don’t be afraid, young woman. We won’t hurt you.”

      “Who are you?” she asked. She could feel someone’s power touching her, trying to find an opening in the shield. It didn’t come from the older man though.

      “That is not important. We are simply a hunting party. Who are you?”

      She waited a moment and said as regally as she could, “That’s not important either.”

      The older man simply looked at her and she stared back at him defiantly. There was a flash of movement coming down the trail from the meadow and she was almost knocked over by Dylan.

      “Mira, cool rock,” he said, opening up his hand. She could see a small red, rock in the palm of his hand. It suddenly sprouted a head and wings, then flew off.

      Dylan stood staring at it and said, “Wow!”

      The older man laughed. “Can we help you in any way? You must be a long way from home.”

      She breathed deeply. If these men had ridden far on the trail they probably wiped out the creature’s tracks who had her sister. “We’re hunting my sister and whatever hauled her off.”

      “Your sister?”

      “Yes, and the thing with webbed feet and three toes.”

      “A quirot?” he asked.

      “What’s a quirot?” she asked. She hated feeling ignorant.

      “Quirots are swamp people,” he shrugged. “What do you plan to do when you find them? Quirots can be very fierce,” he said, an amused look on his face. He put a hand on his hip and as he smiled, his wrinkles moved closer together.

      She wasn’t deceived. She felt patronized and really pissed off, but determined not to let him see it. He moved like a young man. Mira wished she could whip out a sword like some anime heroine or do Kung Fu and knock him flat on his back. But he was right. She had no plan. “I’ll decide that when I find them,”she said with more confidence than she actually felt.

      “Father,” said the tracker, who looked about her age, as he smoothly slid off his horse. He walked towards them, his brown horse following like a shadow. “Back at the stream the quirot parted from whatever prey it caught. We found the tracks before you rejoined us. We could return and follow them.”

      She tried to keep from staring at the man. He wore his dark hair, shoulder-length and tied back with a leather thong, threaded through metal charms. His big, brown eyes had stared at her since the men rode up. From what she could see underneath all that leather and metal his lean build looked muscular. Focus, she told herself looking back at the older man. In doing so, she realized the power flowed from the younger man.

      The older man glared at the son, “Ronan,” he said warningly, but the son gave him a challenging gaze in return. The father nodded and turned back to her. “Your sister was not there, but we could take you to the place so you can continue your search.”

      “Thank you, I’ll follow you.”

      “It would be faster if you rode,” said the son.

      She thought about it, but didn’t trust any of them that far.

      “I’ll walk,” she said.

      Dylan pulled at her sleeve. She squatted down near him. “Don’t you ever, ever run off like that again. Do you know how afraid I was?”

      “Need to pee.”

      “Oh Jeez.” She’d never baby-sat, didn’t know anything about little boys, or little girls for that matter. “Can you go by yourself?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Good, there’s a tree over there, just go behind it and do your thing.”

      “Kay.” Dylan strutted off towards the tree and pulled his pants down in full view of everyone. He had a gleeful look on his face. He’d most likely never been allowed to pee in the woods before.

      She noticed a couple of the men looking at Dylan, smiling and looking away while laughing, as if they thought he looked adorable. Maybe they weren’t aliens after all.

      Mira followed along behind, hefting Dylan from one hip to the other as she tired. She sensed that Ronan masked his amazing power somehow. It felt like a towel thrown over a lamp. A faint glow occasionally leaked out as if someone lifted the corner of the towel. When that happened she could feel his power looping back and touching her, still seeking an opening. What was he searching for? Mira felt glad she didn’t need to focus on much except keeping her shield up and walking. She’d never really felt anyone’s power before, except Aunt Rita’s. It was like comparing the drip of a faucet to a roaring waterfall being held back by a dam.

      Dylan remained still, looking around and taking everything in as she carried him. Only once did he speak, “Be okay Mira,” he said, confidently. The men rode silently, following Ronan who led the way.

      She felt a huge difference in the way her magic worked here. It seemed clearer, stronger and easier. Did magic feel or act different here than in Seattle or on Whidbey Island, or could she simply see it better here? She didn’t know where here was anyway and couldn’t bring herself to ask. She didn’t want to be at any more of a disadvantage.

      Once they got to the stream, she couldn’t see anything except mud. Ronan drifted close to her as the others dismounted, letting their horses drink downstream of the tracks. He leaned over the side of his horse, pointing out what happened. A person’s footprints came towards where Amanda had been dropped. The creature’s tracks led upstream and alone. It looked like the person and Amanda walked off together, although Ronan said the person half-carried her sister.

      The footprints looked about the same size, but Amanda’s feet were bare and the other person wore soft shoes. Their footsteps walked away from the stream in the damp soil.

      “The Witch,” one of the men said, then spat on the ground. They all looked uneasy, except the son.

      “I could take them to her and then rejoin you,” he said to his father.

      The older man looked thoughtful for a minute and said, “She dare not harm you. Agreed. We will leave signs for you to follow.” He and the other men mounted. “We must go before we lose the trail.” The older man nodded at her and they rode back the way they came, leaving behind a cloud of dust.

      “Why are they afraid of a Witch?” she asked Ronan. They walked now, his horse following along.

      “She has a reputation for being whimsical. Turned one of my father’s men into a dog,” he said, wryly.

      “Is he still a dog?” she asked.

      “He died defending my father from a bear.”

      “Sorry.” She felt stupid. His power touched her strongly now. He didn’t mask it. She felt him looking at her. His eyes felt like velvet caressing her shoulders. She wondered if this could be real or some sort of glamour, a charm. As they walked up the hill she blurted out, “What do you mean,‘your father’s men’? Is he a king or something?” His attention made her uncomfortable. It felt too intimate. Too intense. Too fast.

      “Look, there is the Witch’s home,” he said, completely avoiding her question but she let it drop.

      She felt something new. A sense of being searched touched her entire body. She refocused her drifting energy back towards her shield and the feeling vanished. It would seem they were expected.

      They walked towards a massive evergreen tree. As they got closer she saw a wood and rope spiral staircase wind around the huge tree trunk.

      Ronan said, “When danger comes or she wants to be alone, she can draw the staircase up so no one can enter.”

      Smoke curled out from beneath the evergreen’s branches.

      He said, “I must leave so I can catch up with the others. The Witch will help you find your sister.” He got on his horse and rode off in the direction of the meadow.

      She watched as he rode into the trees and the purple twilight. His power lingered awhile, then withdrew abruptly. “Wait, I didn’t even get to thank you,” Mira called after him. She felt suddenly alone.

      He merely waved as if he hadn’t heard her.

      “Men, they’re such idiots sometimes. Well, not you Dylan. You’re going to grow up to be a smart cookie. Amanda and I will see to that.” Looking down, she saw Dylan was asleep.

      Sighing, she began to climb the stairs. She would have to meet the Witch alone.
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      Ronan rode in the direction his father and the other men had taken, following their trail. His bay, Pinecone, ran through the meadow towards the stream, stretching out and picking up his pace. He knew the horse felt happy to be running. Pinecone was made for speed and Ronan could sense the wind blowing through his nostrils and mane and the power of his hooves as they pounded the earth. He felt the horse’s spirit soar as the stallion sailed over the stream and roared through the woods on the other side. Branches slapped at Ronan’s face before he could rein the horse in.

      “Slow down there,” he said. “We will catch up to them.”

      Pinecone shook his head in annoyance. He wanted to run.

      Ronan said, “On the way back we will go on the main road and you can run until you drop.”

      Pinecone snorted as if to say, “Now.”

      “I can do no better for the time being. We have work to do,” said Ronan.

      Ronan felt unnerved. He could still see the redhead, Mira, ineffectually hiding behind the tree. Dressed in strange clothes, all blue. Her long hair curling down her back, she had looked so weary, he wanted to comfort her. She showed great bravado. And the child who had appeared out of nowhere, did the child belong to her? Was she joined with someone? She must be. His heart sank at that thought which kept returning. Where was her man though? Why didn't he come with her into this world. Ronan’s intuition told him she was unattached, but logic said otherwise.

      His father, Roderick, had done most of the talking, although he allowed Ronan to take her to Aste’s home. Ronan felt like a fool, unable to speak. He should be back helping his brother, Ewan, keep his father and his men off the scent.

      Ronan and Ewan had invited themselves to join Roderick’s hunting party as trackers with the secret goal of leading their father away from the black unicorns. They had already misled the group three times.

      Ronan asked himself why he chose to leave the hunting party, taking Mira to the witch?

      He caught the scent of rotting flesh and hear snarling. Probably a woodland lion defending its kill possibly, or a couple of desperate wolves. The horse sidestepped nervously and Ronan squeezed his legs, signaling the stallion to move out of the predator's territory.

      He continued worrying about his dilemmas. Many people thought the unicorn population so nearly vanished that killing the rest made no difference. Others, like his father, saw only a challenge. The unicorns held complicated magic and hunting them lay beyond most people’s skills. Others simply saw profit. Ronan had a choice about his actions, but mostly he made the unpopular ones.

      His decision about this woman felt different. He couldn't let her walk away, just as he could not willingly cease breathing. It felt as if she put a spell on him. Women often accused him of doing that to them, oddly enough. Even now as he closed his eyes, he saw her. The courage in her voice and actions, overshadowing her fear. Yet, somehow she was lost. If he didn't get to know her he would regret it his entire life.

      Ronan shook his head to clear it. What could he be thinking? She was an outlander. Clothes like hers didn't exist in his world. The most glaring difference came from her magic. It felt exotic, like the green, asania flowers from the outer islands with their velvety petals that could perfume an entire room. Which world had she came from?

      He sighed in frustration and Pinecone snorted in response. He had too much to think about and do. Mainly, he needed to keep his father from carrying out stupid acts.

      Each day the Queen’s reign crumbled further and a revolution sat at their feet, begging to be taken up. His father needed to be in position to accept the crown. Roderick wouldn't be able to do that if he was caught hunting and illegally selling unicorn horn. The Queen would love to have an excuse to spear him, even if he was her younger brother. There was no love lost between them. Ronan seriously wondered if Roderick would make a better ruler than the Queen. His father needed to grow up. Did he have enough empathy and sensitivity to rule well? Would the Black Opal accept him?

      He reined the stallion in and looked down at the ground, following the trail of his father and the men. A broken pine branch softly brushed across his face, releasing the resinous smell in his nostrils. He pushed it aside to see the earth below and catch where half the men took another trail. Ewan would only be able to distract half the group now. Ronan felt frustrated, he should have been there.He reined his horse toward the smaller group, hoping he took the right trail.

      He still felt awkward about not answering Mira’s questions. He didn't want to be connected with the hunting party. For the same reason his father hadn't told her his name. Ronan felt ashamed to have anyone think of him as hunting unicorns. His father, however, was completely guilty of selling the crystalline horns to artisans instead of giving them to the Queen.

      Ronan often wondered if their entire family wasn't corrupt in some way. Queen Nakia’s reign consisted of bloodshed and cruelty, as her father’s before her. Roderick murdered unicorns. His brother Ewan leapt between noble’s homes, and the women’s beds. He gathered information for Roderick and had become a windswept seed with no place to take root.

      Ronan had grown into a loner. He spent long turns on the road like the nomads his people were, not long ago. With few real friends he felt lonely and incomplete; searching for some woman to complete him. An impossibility, but he dreamed. Ronan wondered how their lives would be different if their mother had lived, he'd never forgive Nakia for her part in that. He rubbed his dust-filled eyes. Better not follow that path further. She was dead, no going back. Still, one day, Nakia would pay.

      Ronan stood in the saddle to stretch as Pinecone trotted down the trail, feeling the horse's gait jolting the day's events into some sort of order. He would return to the Witch’s home and ask about Mira. Why had she come alone, except for the child, to find her sister? Why did the quirot carry off her sister?

      There were too many unanswered questions. It was possible the outlanders presence would upset the delicate balance and tip things the wrong direction, especially if they stayed with Aste. He needed answers. He must go by the Witch’s home. After his father returned home safely, without finding unicorns hiding in the uplands.

      He followed the hunting party’s tracks. Tall rock roses rustled on his right. A gorgeous black unicorn stallion rushed out from behind them and snorted. His sweaty body gleamed in the light. Behind him stood a small herd of mares and a few foals with their tiny, even more valuable horns. Not as many foals as mares and still all black, Ronan thought sadly. Their numbers were shrinking.

      Ronan instinctively froze. Pinecone tried to look non-threatening. The unicorn snorted again and pawed at the ground. Pinecone backed up, chewing in submission. Ronan didn't want to be in the middle of a battle between the two of them, or on the end of a unicorn horn.

      A deep rumbling came from the right. Probably, his father’s men. Ronan sent an image of hunters to the unicorn’s mind and asked him to take his herd and flee.

      The stallion stood glaring at them for a moment, then tossed his head as if to say, “If I were alone....”

      He sighed with relief as the unicorn turned and herded his mares in the opposite direction. They slipped around a massive stone outcrop which would hide their tracks on the rocks. Ronan rode his horse back and forth to confuse the tracks, waiting until his father and the rest arrived.

      “I heard you coming. They ran off that direction,” he said.

      “Why did you not shoot one?” asked his father, pulling his bow off the shoulder with one hand and an arrow out of the quiver with his other hand.

      “And deny my father the first kill?” asked Ronan, grinning.

      His father nodded and rode past. The rest followed. Best they not stay in the area long and notice the tracks leading around the rocks. Ewan smiled a sly smile at him. He tracked much better than Ronan.

      They rode until dinner, without seeing a sign of the unicorns, then made camp. Ronan hoped the unicorns kept running in the opposite direction.

      They built a fire and roasted deer for dinner. Ronan sat off by himself on a rock, chewing a piece of meat and drinking warm ale. One of the men had bought a small cask in one of the villages they passed. The ale tasted good, but bubbly from all the bouncing it received on the ride.

      The men celebrated nothing in particular. His father, as usual, told some entertaining story. Ronan hoped the party would extend all night. Perhaps tomorrow they would be ready to go home.

      He wondered if Mira found her sister. What had happened to the sister to make her weak enough for the quirot to take her? Quirots normally preyed on small animals.

      Ewan sat on the ground next to him. “You seem extraordinarily lost in thought tonight.”

      “Hmm,” said Ronan.

      “It is the redhead?”

      “What makes you think that?” asked Ronan.

      “How long have we been brothers?” asked Ewan, drinking ale and pushing curly, blond hair out of his eyes.

      “That obvious?”

      “Perhaps not to everyone, but I noticed you did not waste time in volunteering to guide her to the Witch’s home.”

      “Just being a gentleman,” said Ronan.

      “In the midst of trying to lead the others astray? I think not.”

      Ronan sat in silence. Ewan was gifted at prying.

      “Perhaps the Witch will find she has met her match if this woman bewitched you so easily.”

      “It was easy,” said Ronan, smiling.

      “Quite,” said Ewan. “And you will probably inquire about her in a day or two?” He raised an eyebrow, and gnawed meat off the bone.

      Ronan threw his bones into the fire. Smoke drifted his direction. He wiped his hands on already grimy pants. “I cannot think what else to do.”

      “Go talk to the Witch. She is a good woman and may have some advice. What will you do if the child is hers and she already has a partner?”

      “If she did, where was he? If I had a woman like that and a child, I would not let them go wandering off into a strange world in search of a sister, facing danger alone,” said Ronan, poking at the fire with a stick. He felt angry at the thought someone might have found the woman before he did and claimed her. He felt unable to relax his shoulders and the tension they carried.

      Ronan slept fitfully that night, dreaming of Mira with her long red hair. They laughed and danced together in the fountains of the palace gardens on a summer evening, their clothes drenched. They were not drunk, just giddy. The dream lurched into another and Ronan found himself eye to eye with a white unicorn. Her blue eyes looked deep inside him as she said, “Your father is not pure enough to rule, he will not pass the test. Find another.”

      Ronan woke shaking. White unicorns had not been seen alive since the massacre.
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      “Fool,” Queen Nakia said, quietly. She would not allow herself to explode. This was more effective. Her Sorcerer shifted uncomfortably back and forth between his shrunken feet. He understood he'd made a massive mistake.

      “How could you have been so stupid? You were so concerned with being dramatic that you stole the wrong soul?”

      “I have no defense, my Queen,” he said, his voice quavering. “I only wanted to impress you.”

      “Well you have impressed me, with your incompetence. I have had men whipped to death for less.”

      He stood silent, looking repentant but scared witless, she thought.

      Nakia picked up the skirt of her long scarlet, dress, turned and walked towards the window. Her realm lay beneath her. It looked deceptively healthy with the dimming light. Only she knew the extent to which it crumbled. Crops failing, livestock dying from plague and drought, violence in her cities becoming harder to control even with more troops. Various nobles, covertly or actively waiting for her to fall. Signs of rot and decay could be seen everywhere. She did not have the strength to support her world anymore. Nakia touched her forehead. The scarlet sheath covered her horn. What remained of it.

      “We must do something quickly,” she said, harshly.

      “I do not know what to do, my Queen.”

      She turned back to him and glared, “It is almost as if you wanted this plan to fail, Sorcerer.”

      “No, my Queen. I did not approve of this plan, as I told you, but I will always do as you ask,” he said.

      “Good, because if I thought you lied to me, more than your feet will shrivel.”

      He stood staring at her, nodding.

      She felt unsure whether to trust him, but there was only one other with his knowledge. “We have little time, we must remove the other girl’s soul. Then you will incorporate both souls into my body.”

      He looked astonished. “Even if she was not on guard, even if we could capture her soul, I am not sure that is a wise thing to do.”

      “Why?”

      “It has never been done, adding more than one soul to a body.”

      “They are twins, their souls are already connected.”

      “True,” he said, scratching his unruly, dark hair. “But I am not convinced it can be done.”

      She turned back to the window and gestured out towards the city. “Do you see an alternative?”

      “We could use the soul we have.”

      “Not powerful enough to hold this land. You said so yourself. That soul’s window for power has not yet come. I do not have much time before our world vanishes into chaos.”

      “Give this one back and take the other one?”

      “No, I want them both,” she turned on him venomously. Nakia let the rage flow through her, permeate her entire being. This pathetic man had no right to deny her. “Your mistake has opened a doorway. Let us take advantage of this opportunity. I need both these souls."

      He took a step back and said, “As you wish, my Queen. What would you have me do?”

      “Nothing right now, except prepare what you will need. I will use intimidation first. Then I will tell you where and when to take her soul, she is in my realm now.”

      He looked surprised. “Are you sure?”

      She laughed. “Oh yes, one of my spies with Roderick, my dear brother, sent a falcon to tell me he saw the girl and a child taken to the Witch, Aste’s home. It seems dear Aste rescued the soulless sister.”

      Nakia looked at him intently. Although he tried to mask his emotions, she saw a little twitch in his cheek. She would have to keep an eye on him. “Is there a problem?” she said, sweetly.

      “No, my Queen, I am simply surprised. I did not know you had a spy with Roderick.”

      “Of course I do. I meant is there a problem with Aste?”

      “No, my Queen,” he said looking her in the eye. “That bridge was destroyed long ago.”

      “Good, because I would not like to think your loyalties are divided.”

      “I know who feeds me, my Queen.”

      After he left, she walked though her sleeping chambers to her study. She turned the bookcase and it pivoted, leaving an opening in front and behind it. Nakia entered her secret room. The dark, musty smell of ancient scrolls and books mingled with pungent herbs. Her workroom. Where she sifted through books on dark magic acquired from many worlds and performed experiments. Only the Sorcerer and a few of the pooka guards knew about this place.

      Once a servant had discovered it. That servant was given to her special guards, Nakia remembered with a smile. The woman was peeled like an onion, layer after bloody layer, until nothing remained except bones, entrails and her secret.

      A small, barred window lit the room dimly, but brighter illumination came from the long table in the center of the room. Underneath a small glass dome glowed a golden ball of light. The soul. It pulsed sporadically, proving it was not strong enough to join with Nakia and through her, to the great Black Opal that powered this land.

      Nakia unlaced and removed the scarlet sheath which covered her diminishing horn. Once her horn had been long and unblemished. It had gleamed in a rainbow of colors. She gazed anxiously into the ancient mirror on the wall. These days her horn looked black, as if burnt. It too decayed, like her realm, now it was only as long as the width of her hand. Nakia covered it with a sheath so no one would know. She needed those souls.

      She clenched her hands with frustration. If her sorcerer failed there was only one other she could use. That one would have to be forced. The Queen walked to the window and looked out, wrapping her fingers around the bars. She would use whatever means needed to do this. She would not give up her power to anyone.
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