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​Celine

“It is time, Celine,” Alice says to me now that midnight is on us and the moon is highest in the sky. I nod and begin to remove my clothing for the sacrifice. The fire burns in front of me, the only light in the back of the convent gardens. It is the only place I thought the other nuns wouldn’t see us if anyone rose from their sleep. 

Even as I disrobe, I second guess if this is the best idea. Would the Elementals even acknowledge my calls to them? Is what I offer enough for them to break my curse? 

I hear a grunting sound over the wall and look out to see Brown, the most largest and fearsome ogre. His eyes lock with mine as I lift my shirt over my head. Why can’t he just leave me alone to do this? I hate him and all the trouble he has caused for the nuns since I arrived. 

“He is watching me,” I tell Alice, and she looks up, seeing him too. 

“Ignore him, Celine,” she says. “We must do this now before it is too late.”

I nod but turn away from him as I finish removing my clothes. It shouldn’t matter that he sees me naked, I tell myself. He is just a monster. Maybe he even sees my hideous form like everyone else. Well, everyone except for the holy nuns. They are my only comfort from the curse. 

Slowly, I lower myself in front of the fire. Alice places a bowl of water in front of me, a bowl of plants from earth to my right, and an empty bowl to my left for wind. Last, she lays down the knife within my reach. Alice then moves to the other side of the fire and, placing the same items around her, she then removes her clothing as well. 

A rush of gratitude for Alice overcomes me for a moment. She is my best friend and a Mage who came to the convent almost two years ago. Her magic can open the gates between our world and the Elementals. She is my anchor in this sacrifice and a part of it. Without her, I wouldn’t be able to do this. My sister’s curse has prevented my own powers from coming forth and keeping me bound in this curse. I love her so much for doing this with me. 

Earlier tonight, we bonded as blood sisters. Our destiny will always be tied together. I feel her magic coursing through my blood. It makes me so much more aware of my Water Element. My powers. I have never felt them before, but I do now. They are moving in me in rolls of tidal waves against the hardened walls of the curse, wanting to mix with hers. I hope this sacrifice will knock the walls down.

Alice starts to chant in the Mage tongue as she calls to the Elements to surround us. Yet only to the three of my choosing. Earth. Wind. Water. I join her, letting the unfamiliar words tumble from my mouth. Our eyes meet across the fire as I feel the first stirring of Wind around us, and then suddenly, it begins to rain steadily. The plants around us stretch, and I can see the roots making lines in the soil around us. 

Alice nods for me to begin, and I know the Elementals are with us. I pick the knife up, knowing I have to cut deep so they know I am willing to give my all to them. Everything I do will affect Alice too. I cut into the roots and leaves of the bowl to my side and then place the blade under my left breast, cutting straight into my skin. 

I cry out and drop the knife into the bowl of earth in front, and my blood coats the leaves and roots. I move the knife over into the water and what blood is left on the blade disappears in the water. I have to do this again and lift it back to my left side, where blood is running down my body. I place the knife under the other wound and hurriedly cut myself again. 

The pain is so bad, and I can’t help the tears as they stream down my face. I drop the blade back into the water and watch as it turns red. I place the knife in the empty bowl, and the blade spins around its rim. I can barely see it through my tears, but I catch it and, raising it to my side once more, I cut sharp and fast to my side. The blade spins, and I shakenly put in back into the bowl.

Clutching my wounds, I bend forward into a bow from the pain. I know I have to stand up, but all I want to do is curl into a ball. It hurts and there is so much blood running down my body, over my hands, that I can feel it pounding out in pulses. 

“Stand up, Celine. We have to do this now,” Alice calls to me, and I look up, seeing her arms outstretched and blood running from her side also. Her life lies in the balance, too, if I let us bleed to death. 

Forcing my legs under me to move, I stagger as I get to my feet. I can already feel myself growing weak from the blood loss. The wind is blowing with force around us in a circle as the rain pours down. I can see it pooling at my bare feet with the blood as the ground soaks it up. 

The roots in the ground break out, starting to crawl up my body, around my legs, to my hips. I lift my arms as it comes around my waist, upward they crawl, over my breasts and down my arms, forming into my body. I surrender to the rain, wind, and roots.

The wounds at my side don’t hurt as much now as I let the three Elements take over my body, holding me within their powers as I am lifted into the air. 

Different colors flash around me. A humming begins in my ears, and it is Alice’s voice, still chanting as she offers me to the Elementals. I close my eyes, feeling them in layers wrapped around me. My skin is alive and tingles with their touch. There is no pain any longer; instead, a sense of pleasure. I feel them invade my body and push against the walls of my curse, trying to touch my own powers, seemingly unable to break through. But they do pump in my veins along with Alice’s blood. 

A whisper in my ear, a feminine  seductive call. “You want us to break the curse?”

“Yes,” I breathe, hoping they will grant me this.

“You become one with the Mage and use her power to call us?”

I’m not sure if these are questions or if they are stating what I have done, so I ask instead, “Will you break the curse on me?”

“You have our attention by delivering your life into our hands.” The wind continues to flow over me, and the rain pours down all the while, the roots of the plants twist around me. “But we want more. Give us a chance to birth our powers again. Allow us to become strong once more in this world.”

“What is that you want me to do?” I ask her, willing to do anything to escape this curse. 

“We will each send you one Element, strong and powerful. Mixed with your royal bloodlines and that of the now Mage that flows in you, you will give life to the Elemental Mages.”

“The Elemental Mages?” I am not sure what she is talking about.

“Our Elements are dying out, as you well know; blood mixes with humans and weakens us. The Mage’s magic will never die and will keep our magic safe for the future. Will you agree?”

I know I don’t have long to think about this, but I realize she is asking me to bear three children to three different men. “Will you break the curse if I agree?”

“When you have completed the task, we will.”

“But I can’t have children with men while I look like this,” I tell her, knowing that when a man looks at me, he will shun me like the others. I also wanted my powers. “Free me from the curse, and I promise to do this for you all.”

“They will desire you. We will make certain of that. The ones we send will not see your curse. Only when you give us the children, will we lift the curse.”

“But that can take...so long,” I say, not liking the idea of waiting. “With my powers, I can take on Fire that is burning the land as well. I can make the realms safe once more for all.”

“Fire can be a pain, and if you want to defeat him, you should use the powers we give you. Our three Elements will be strong enough to do as you desire.”

“Please lift the curse,” I beg of her. “Please don’t let me live like this.”

“This is our offer,” she tells me, her whispered tone never changing. “Will you take it?”

“Yes,” I say, knowing that they will not lift my curse now but promise to if I give them a child. “I will...bear the children for this earth, but you have to promise me one thing.”

“What now is it you want?”

“I want there to be love with the Elements you chose. Send only the three that I can love and give me love in return.”

“Done,” she whispers, and I feel the air rush around one more time before it lessens, the rain lightening as the roots lower me back to the ground and slowly retreat from my body. I crumble to the ground as the roots leave me entirely, and everything returns to the way it was, apart from the ground being wet and muddy under me. 

“Celine,” Alice whispers on the other side of the now-tiny fire. Her eyes are dark and shiny, the leap of the flames reflecting off them. “What did they say?”

I sit up, my eyes never leaving hers. “I promised to give forth each of them a child. They are to send three Elements to me.”

“Did they break the curse?” she asks as she sits up too and looks to her side, no longer seeing the cuts I placed on her and me. They are healed now, all except for a small scar for each of them. 

“No,” I say, shaking my head, sad that they didn’t. “I must give birth to the children first.”

“But they agreed to lift it, at least,” she says, smiling, and I smile back at her and nod. “Soon, Celine. You will be free sooner than you think.”

I look over the wall toward Brown and see that he is still there watching us. I fear him more than anything. He is so unlike all the other ogres, stronger, more powerful, and smart. He looks to have a smile on his face, though I didn’t think ogres could smile. I can see the wheels turning in his head and know that he is planning something already. 

“Let’s go get cleaned up,” Alice breaks into my thoughts. She is already standing and holds her hand out to me. I stand with her help, to see that mud covers about half of her while I am covered from head to toe. 

“She did promise me there would be love between me and the three Elements they send,” I tell her, and she smiles. “I will have three husbands, Alice.”

“Sounds like a lot of love to me,” she says softly.

“Yes, but...it will take me years to give them each a child,” I say sadly. “Years before I have my powers.”

“But you will feel them,” she says, taking both my hands. “One day, you will leave this curse behind you. You must think of that and work to fulfill their request.”

“Thank you for doing this for me,” I tell her again. “I could never have called them on my own.”

“We are sisters now.” We hug even though we are both naked and covered in mud. “Wherever each of us goes, we will always have that.”

“Yes, we will.” I am so thankful to have a sister again. Not just any sister, but one that I can trust with my life as I have tonight. My actual sister, I vow silently, will one day pay for what she did to me.

My actual sister, Elizabeth, took everything from me when she poured this curse on my head years ago. She took my home and the kingdom I was meant to rule. She took what little family I had away from me. What hurts the most is the love I lost. My friend and the one person who meant everything to me. Tate.

~  ~
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​Queen Elizabeth

One Year Later

“Come in,” I call to the knock at my office door. I know it’s them, but I will not get up for the men. I finish the letter to my sister. I hope she will read it because if I fail, her only hope is within. 

I seal the letter and watch the three men come into the room. They sit down in the three chairs across from my desk. I appraise them to see if they are up for the job of bringing my sister, Celine, back to me.

All my life, I have done what was best for my kingdom and my people. I rule with kindness and care for all in Clearwater, and they love me for it. I take my pleasures where I want to and reward the ones who see to them. I am the queen, and I do the best I can to rule on my own.

I am a good queen, but I hold dark secrets from them all. The number of people I have tortured, broken, or even killed, would surprise my First Commander, Brier. The madness he must feel from losing his Water Element. 

“Thank you all for coming in haste. I have a great mission of utmost importance. And with an urgency I ask that you agree to it,” I begin to say. Seeing I have their full attention, I continue. “What I am about to tell you all, I need it to remain secret. Do you all agree?”

“You have my word, Your Highness,” High Commander Brier Reef replies as the others agree with their pledge. 

“I have tried to be a good queen to my people, but I’m afraid my time is coming to an end. I need a replacement, and I need you to bring her back for me.” I look at Tate Forrester, a huntsman who used to be a close friend of my sister’s. “My sister, Celine, is alive and lives in a small convent on the borderlands of Earthgate. She has been secreted away for the last five years, and I want you to bring her home.” 

“Celine?” Tate says in a questionable surprise, and he grips the handles of his chair. “But you said she died. It was what the court had said.”

I haven’t seen Tate in years, but he has grown into a fine-looking man. Once he worked in the garden here with his family; now he lives in the woods alone and is known as a great hunter. 

I guess that is my fault. When Celine disappeared, I told the kingdom she had died, and it had broken him. After some time, he just left, and he has been hard to track down, but I need his expertise and commitment he had for Celine. I know if anyone can bring her back, it is him. 

He is the youngest of them, only twenty-one and not as broad as the others yet. His young beard suits him, I think, and I can see he is a severe yet quiet person. Celine would trust him, I know, because he was her friend at one time.

“I know. I made it appear so, but Celine is not dead,” I tell him sadly and then turn to the others to explain. “My baby sister, younger than me by ten years, has always been so beautiful and kind. I regret sending her away and for what I did. Now I must make amends, and soon before it is too late.”

“What did you do to her?” I can see the unease in him as he moves to the edge of the seat.

“I loved my husband very much as you may remember, Tate. But when his eyes turned to Celine, I was filled with anger. I thought that if she were out of the picture, he would look at me like that again, but he didn’t. His death came from my hands when I caught him with another woman. I am not ashamed by that, but I am ashamed of what I did to Celine.”

“I can’t believe you!” he shouts, standing and coming to my desk. “Celine didn’t have eyes for your husband; she had agreed to marry me! I loved her, and you took her from me.”

“I’m sorry,” I shrink slightly despite my royal position. The intensity from his Element is severe. I don’t enjoy being around Earth Elements as strong as he, and for a moment I consider sending him back to the woods. But he is powerful, and that is what Celine needs to get her out of what I put her in. “Celine never told me.”

“Why would she?” he spits at me, gripping the edge of my desk. I watch the wood crack slightly under the pressure he holds over it. “Don’t think for a minute I never saw the bruises on her. I know you are the one who put them there.”

I deserve his words and what misery comes to me in the afterlife for what I did to my sister. My only salvation is the chance I have to lift the curse before I die and give these lands a new ruler. Celine was always meant to rule; I was just the stand-in until she came of age. I had no intentions of giving it to her, but now that I am ill, my life is fading away.

Day by day, I am growing weaker and have just a few months left. Time is of the utmost importance, and I need Celine brought to me so I can set her free from the curse. This will allow me to move on with my new plans and a new life.

“I was cruel to her out of my jealousy. I will admit to that,” I say, glaring at him but showing no weakness. I am yet the queen, and he would never dare use his power against me. “I regret what I did, but I cannot change it now. Even still, that is not the worst thing I did to my poor sister.”

“What. Did. You. Do?” Tate growls like an animal about to attack its prey. I feel a challenge in it and look away from him. I move to the side of my desk to speak to the others.  

“I changed her into a monster. An illusion spell of dark magic so powerful that none can break it. It makes people aggressive toward her and only the nuns at the convent can see her true self. She is safe for now but to break the curse, I need her to come to me,” I tell them all. 

“How could you do that to her?” Tate slams his fist on my desk. He steps backward and turns around, running his hand through his hair. 

“I saw nothing but jealousy for the longest time.” I admit to my selfishness only because I need them to agree to this but I am not truly ashamed as I speak to them. Celine should never have angered me as she did, but I will hand my crown to her as she deserves. It will get me away from here once and for all. “Three years passed before I felt sorrow for what I did to Celine. I cannot change the past, but I can change the future, and that is why you are all here.”

“Where is she?” Brier asks, crossing his arms over his chest. I have confidence that if anyone can bring her back to me, he can. Brier rose to command at a young age, but he has been my First Commander for many years. Though he is the oldest of the trio at twenty-nine, he has more skills in battle than almost any other in a lifetime. He is a broken Water Element, but the people here respect him highly, and that is why he keeps his place. 

“She is at the holy nunnery in Earthgate. She cannot escape because I cursed her with ogres’ blood, and they have a thirst for hers. They cannot enter the holy ground of the nunnery, but they wait on the outside. They sense she is there and stay close, waiting for her to leave.”

“So, when we take her, they will come after us?” Brier acknowledges. “You want us three to go alone without an army?”

I nod, nonplussed. Their safety is not my concern. “Children and holy people see her as herself,” I tell them. “All others see her as a monster and with disdain. I can lift the curse, but only for your eyes. I am not powerful enough to do so for an entire army.”

“What does she know of all this?” Lindon speaks up now for the first time. “Does she know you did this to her? And what of her powers? Shouldn’t they have come into effect when she turned eighteen?”

Lindon is smart, but he is also cunning. He is known for his trickery among our people, and some consider him a thief. He has a knack for finding things, too, which I feel will come in handy. But the primary reason I want him is because he is a champion fighter among our people. Many of my guards cannot even beat him. 

Lindon is twenty-five and is handsome and charming. He can lighten anyone’s mood with just a smile. I must admit, I am tempted to try out some of his charms, but I am weary now and could not find the energy from my sickness. At least not for what I would do to him.

“Her powers are still locked inside her. It was another one of my punishments. They will be set free only if she makes it back here to me in time.”  

“Why break the curse now?” Lindon asks, sitting up in his chair. “It has been, what, five years? What are you looking to gain?”

What I have to gain, they need not know.

“I am dying,” I answer him bluntly, saying what I know they want to hear. I am good at that and proud of it, and it is why I am favored as queen. “I have not much longer in this world, and I need to fix what I did to my sister. I would go to her myself, but I need to preserve my energy to break her curse. She must come to me, or she will live as a hag for the rest of her life and will be hunted by ogres.”

It is mostly true; I can’t leave, anyway. I have much to plan before the time comes with Belinda and Fin, my lover. He is the only other powerful Fire Element here, and I relish having the heat of his powers run through me. 

“I will go,” Tate says, looking harshly at me. “As long as you pledge to break the curse from her and set her free. She deserves better.”

“I’ll go, too,” Brier says calmly with no emotion, like stone. “But we will all need top armor if we will fight ogres. The best in weapons and a boat. Ogres cannot clear water, and we will need that for our travels.”

“Rescuing a damsel in distress is right up my ally,” Lindon says with a half-smile as he crosses his arms. Watching him fight on occasion I have wondered if he is looking for death. He fights with no fear and is one of the reasons why I chose him. “Besides, I have nothing better to do, and hell, I may garner some favor with the next queen.” 

“I will provide you with all you need,” I say, handing them each a piece of paper so they can pick what they need from the castle armory and food banks. “Please take today and gather what you need. In the morning, I will lift the curse from your eyes so you can see Celine’s authentic form. It wouldn’t do for you all to have negative thoughts about her.”

They all rise and take their leave. Tate is the last to go, and he gives me a look that could kill if he had power such as mine. I have no time to dwell on it. I must prepare for the strength it will take to remove the curse from their eyes. If anything happens before their return, I am afraid the curse will be sealed.

Having Tate back in Celine’s life may be just what she needs. He still seems to have strong feelings for her. If I fail, maybe they could even build a life together. If I had known there was something more between them, perhaps I wouldn’t have been so jealous. 

I go to the highest points of my castle, to the attic where I keep all my dark magic. Only Belinda and Fin know of this place as I keep the door sealed from sight. Belinda is a powerful sorceress like I was once, and she will help me with my plans in the future. She owes me for saving her life.

My teacher in the black arts was a cruel man, and he wanted Belinda as his. He trapped her with his magic, intending to force her in ways I didn’t find acceptable. I may be cruel in my own ways, but seeing what he intended to do to the woman had bothered me. He always felt he had some power over me anyway, and he needed to be taught a lesson. So I replaced myself with Belinda, and she has been true to me ever since.

I had been twenty when I took the crown. Young to be in such power, and, in some ways, lost. Phillip had been there to guide me. He was my childhood friend, and we grew into love. It didn’t last, though, as cruelty and hate surfaced between us. He was a Wind Element, and his powers attracted me to him. Being a Fire Element yet queen of the Water Realm surrounded by Waters and Earths was tiring. With no one here to share my powers, a Wind Element gave me the freedom to be myself, and for that, I loved him dearly.

Celine had been most kind to him, always talking and laughing at his jokes. As the years passed, Phillip’s eyes became more riveted on her than the day before. When I confronted him about it, he didn’t even deny it. He said no man could deny her beauty or her kindness. When he said he had no interest in her, I didn’t believe him.  

Over time, I watched them together. Phillip had become harsher with me. Celine also changed, becoming more distant. One night after a ball, I saw them dancing together and confronted them. They both denied everything, and it had made me furious. I was not blind, and I saw the love between them. 

“You are crazy, Elizabeth!” Celine shouts at me in the hallway. “I am tired of always being blamed for everything. I don’t want Phillip like that, and he doesn’t want me.”

“Every time I turn around, you are with him,” I shout at her, grabbing her arm in a bruising hold. “He doesn’t smile or laugh with me like that, but he used to. When he wanted me.”

“We are the royal family. We must be social with our people,” she cries, trying to pull away from my firm grip. “Something you don’t like to do.”

“You don’t have to do it with my husband!” I yell as I slap her hard across her face and let her fall to the floor. 

“Elizabeth, stop!” Phillip comes out into the hall and jerks me around to him. “She is just a child. You can’t keep abusing her like this. There is already talk.”

“If you would keep your hands off her, I wouldn’t put mine on her!” I push him away. “How dare you parade her around on your arm!”

“She is fifteen, Elizabeth! She has to have an escort to these things,” he yells at me as he helps Celine up. “Who else is going to do it when you won’t?”

How dare he touch her! I just told him not to. Rage boiling over in me, I spark my hands at her skirt and light it on fire. Celine screams as she falls back to the ground. Phillip smothers it with her skirt and beats it out with his own hands. 

“Celine, are you okay?” he asks her, and she nods even as she shakes in fear. The closeness between them makes me sick, and I am about to do it again when he stands up and slaps me hard across the face. It is the first time he had ever hit me. “You lay one more hand on her, and I am leaving,” he says sharply, right in my face. “I will not stand by and watch you abuse her anymore because of me.”

“You will not leave me,” I challenge him. 

“I am already halfway out the door,” he snaps. “My bag is already packed.”

His confession stuns me. I have no idea he was serious with his threat until just now. I can’t lose Phillip. He is everything to me, even if we didn’t get along like we once did. “I have stayed this long only because you promised to stop this, but it’s only getting worse. I make this promise to you now—touch her again, and I am gone.” 

I realized then that I needed a Fire Element to help balance my rage and take it from me. So, I sent for one, asking none other than the Fire King for his help. He replied, offering his own son, and I jumped at the chance. The idea of two royal Fire Elements ruling the Water Realm would change these lands and I could allow more of them in. When Prince Damon Firestone came, his eyes, too, strayed to my darling little sister. 

That was the last straw. His refusal and Phillip’s were enough to send me over the edge. I went to my secret rooms and chanted a spell out of ogres’ blood that would give an illusion of a monster. 

Knowing that Celine would be dominant when she came into her powers at eighteen, I knew I had to do something about them. Her magic might destroy the curse, but I didn’t want that. I had some of her blood and mixed it with her Element of water. I forged it together and locked it into a capsule, then placed it within the blood curse and joined them together. 

I pricked my finger and dropped my blood in the potion now, bonding it to myself so that no one could break the curse. Only with my blood could it be altered or broken. 

Once it was done, I took the potion to Celine’s room by the hidden passage and entered. She was sleeping in her bed as I looked down at her. I hated her beauty, which I didn’t have. I hated her for having the love of my husband and the other I so needed. Because of her, I would never get to find the balance I needed. My rage only built inside me, and it spilled out on her. 

I didn’t realize at the time that by adding my blood, it would cause me to become ill. As the years have gone by, I have become weaker from it, and my only cure is to remove it completely. To do that, I had to have a reason to bring Celine back, and my only thought was giving the kingdom back to her. It isn’t something I want but I have made my peace with it. The future is more promising for me if I just leave all together. Besides, the Fire Realm appeals to me as Fin has told me all about it.

In the end, Phillip did leave. He tried to make a new life for himself, but I destroyed him as well, along with that sweet little whore he had been living with. Remembering the way he looked at me in fear as I took his life had pained me greatly, but he should never have left. 

“So, did they agree?” Fin asks as he comes into the attic. He stays back, letting me work as I have told him to do before unless I say different.

“Yes. They will leave tomorrow,” I tell him as I work on the potion for them now. I motion for him to join me, liking when he is near. I crave the fire and heat of him more now that I am sick and always cold. 

“Good. I needed Brier out of the way for a while,” he says as he wraps his arms around my waist. “Do you think he will kill the ogre?”

“He will try but I don’t know if he can,” I tell him as I pour the liquids together. “If he can’t, then one of the other can. He must die. If he becomes free, he could spoil our plans.”

“I still don’t see why we just don’t kill your sister,” he says in my ear. 

“Because I have better use for her alive,” I say, annoyed. The truth is I don’t want to see Celine dead, but I can’t tell Fin that. He is my Fire Element, my balance, and I need him for what I am planning to do. An Element cannot kill their own blood, and I didn’t like the idea of it altogether. It is why I cursed her, not killed her, in the first place. “You will see in the end.”

“Um, your twisted little plans always seem to work out so well,” he says, laughing a little. “I am just happy to know that damn ogre is as good as dead. He is a loose end that need not get out.”

“Yes, and it’s kind of ironic, don’t you think?” I say, finishing up the potion and turning into his arms. “Brier will try to kill his own brother and not even know it.”

“Your wickedness turns me on,” he says, picking me up. “Do you have the strength?”

“For you, my love,” I say as I let him carry me from the room. “I will find it.” 

~  ~
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Chapter Two
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​Celine

“What are you up to this time, Brown?” I call to the two ogres digging holes along the stone walls of the convent. Brown, the larger of the two, is always doing something to get me out of its holy walls. I hate the problems he has caused for the nuns since I have been here.  “You know you can’t come in these walls. What good is a hole going to do?”

I don’t expect him to answer. Ogres don’t talk but Brown can say a few words. His differences from the rest are abundantly clear when he works alongside the other ogres. 

I gave him the name Brown because he is, yet the other ogres are greener in color. Ogres are big and fat with massive shoulders that have them slump forward, but Brown is not like them. He stands straight, and his bulk is made of muscles, defined and building. He also wears a cloth around his middle to hide any indecent parts, but the other ogres go nude and their big stomachs hide their nether regions.

I sigh and look out over the land surrounding the convent that is my prison. I am trapped here all because of ogres like these who want me to step foot outside so they can drink my blood. This side of the convent is lush and prosperous, the property lines up with the forest in the distance, and the home of Brown and many others like him. The other side of the convent is mostly covered in scorched and burned lands closer to the borders of the Fire Realm. 

I had been working in the gardens, my usual chore at this time of day, singing one of the nun’s songs when I heard Brown on the other side. Curious, I climbed up to see what he was doing to find him and his friend digging holes along the stone wall.

Raising my voice so he can hear me, I call, “I see your friend has returned as usual,” scorning the other beast’s return. Once a year, when Brown had something big planned, another ogre would come to help. It looks like they are getting to work on it, but I have no earthly idea what digging in the ground will do. “I don’t know why he helps you. I doubt you would share even if you ever caught me.”

Brown and his friend ignore me as I talk, and it makes me a little mad that he does that. Even though he makes little sense when he does, it is better to argue with him. It helps me get out some of this aggression I always feel from being locked behind these walls.

“Why don’t you just leave me in peace and go find yourself a female ogre and make some little ogre babies with her?” I ask him, and he stops his digging and looks hard at me before bending down and starting to dig again with his enormous hands. I smile to myself, knowing I got his attention with that. 

“Come on, Brown!” I exclaim, walking across the top of the wall a distance from him. One time he jumped up and almost pulled me off, so I keep a distance now. “It’s been five years now. How long are you going to torment the nuns and me before giving up?”

He stops once more and steps closer to the wall. I prepare for him to try again to grab me. The last time he tried, the protection barrier stung him, but he had hit me too, almost knocking me down.

“Wall fall,” he says with a growl. “I...see...you.”

So that is his plan? To bring the wall down, not to get in, but so he can see inside? A laugh bursts through me at the thought. 

“You already see me,” I remind him, pointing to the tall tree he usually climbs to spy on me. Yes, the way he watches me is creepy, but what am I going to do? We have had a twisted relationship for the past five years, and he has tried just about every crazy scheme to get me out of these walls. “Don’t think I don’t see you climb that big tree over there and watch me.”

He shakes his head at me before saying, “Tree dead.”

I look over to the tree and see for the first time that the leaves are not blooming on it like all the others. It is dead and the top where he usually perches looks like it is about to fall over. Most likely from him climbing it all the time.

I look back at him, knowing that is exactly what he intends to do. “You would destroy the wall of the convent just to watch me? That’s low, Brown, even for you.”

He just smiles at me, and I get the feeling that if ogres laughed, he would be guffawing.  

“You...mine,” he says possessively, and I want to vomit.  

“I am not yours!” I shout at him, and he just smiles back. Tired of dealing with him anymore, I jump off the wall and leave him to his plan. I have no plans to become a meal for him now or ever.

I march through the gardens, stopping at the entrance and wash myself off using the barrel of water. I have to do something about Brown before he brings the wall down. Mother Frances needs to know what he is planning. I find her in the central courtyard with a group of nuns under the old oak tree, making basket weaves. These women are most gracious and giving, and I love them all. They smile at me as I approach, coming up alongside the mother. 

“Mother Frances, please, may I speak with you for a moment?”

“Of course,” she says, putting her work down and walking a short distance away with me. “What is the problem, my child?”

“It’s Brown. He is along the back wall by the garden, digging holes all down it,” I tell her as I turn to face her directly. “He is planning to bring it down somehow.”

“Oh, goodness.” She touches her forehead with concern, and I hate that he does this to them because of me a little more. I don’t see why she doesn’t just kick me out and be rid of us both. “He should know by now he cannot step foot on these grounds.”

“I think he is doing it to watch me,” I tell her, throwing my hands in the air. “The old tree on the outside has died, and he is afraid to climb it.  I don’t know why he just won’t go away and leave us in peace.”

I am so grateful to have her and all the nuns in my life. Most people see me as nothing more than a monster, but not the nuns. Only the pure of heart can see my true form. I live a simple life but one in peace, even though I am not one of them. My religion or beliefs differ from theirs but Mother Frances lets me stay, protecting me from the outside world.

“Do not fret so, my child,” she says, touching my arm softly for comfort. “If it weren’t him, then no telling how many would line our walls daily.” 

“Yes, but look at all the things he has done to us,” I say, thinking of all the ways he has tortured us over the years. “Like the fire spears or the boulder toss.”

“I will take Sister Marie with me, and we will have a look at what he is doing,” she assures me, taking my hand, rubbing the back of it in a calm manner. “I don’t see how he thinks digging some holes will make the wall come down.”

“Knowing Brown, he will find a way,” I say, not sure myself.

“Why don’t you rest for what’s left of today?” she says, leading me past the main buildings. “There are some new books in the library you can go through. A new donation has been made, and you have always loved searching through them.”

“There are?” I am so glad to hear that. I have had nothing new to read in the past several months. Donations always brings an array of books, and the dark part of my mood shifts in anticipation that I could find something to help with my research.

“Go, my child, and don’t worry,” she breathes with a calming smile. “I will see to Brown with Sister Marie and will find a solution as we always do. God has always protected us, and His power will keep us safe.”

I nod to her and go on as she directs me to the library and the new books, smiling. The nuns’ faith is strong and has kept us safe from the ogres. Mother Frances is the most caring of them all and in many ways, like a mother to me. 

I go to the library to study the Elements, too. I like to learn about them and hope the knowledge of Earth, Wind, and Water will be able to help me. It is easy to find a book on them, but not so easy to find a book explicitly detailing the Fire Element. Fire is a darker power, and the library here doesn’t stock books of things the nuns consider evil. But it is more than that — because those in the Fire Realm keep themselves more secret to the rest of the worlds. Only when they raid have others seen them and the powers they hold. Mother Frances inspires me in my thirst for knowledge. She believes that even though I am different, everything has a purpose in this world. My curse included.

I enter the library. I smile to see Sister Alice is at my desk. Though she is a Mage and sees visions of the future, she has come here to live as a nun. Two years ago, she joined the nunnery at the request of her aunt Sara, a powerful Mage, who sent her here to me. We were immediately friends, and though we are the same age, in many ways, she feels like a sister to me. 

“Celine, I have been waiting for you,” Alice says, closing her bible. “I have something I have wanted to tell you.” 

“What is it?” I ask as I sit across from her. I let the new books go for now, seeing them in several boxes at the desk over from us. No one is here yet to categorize and stock. Instead, I focus on Alice.

“I had a dream about you,” she whispers as she leans over the desk to me. “There were three beams of light and each of them touched you, and your light became brighter. You drew your strength from them, but they gave it freely. I believe it is the sacrifice, and they are coming for you.”

“Do you really think it was them?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her. Alice always has weird visions, but she has always, in part, been right. 

“I think so.” Her shoulders raise as she holds out her hand. “This is the first vision I have had of you in a long time. The three beams of light have to be the three Elements. You were happy with them, Celine.” 

“It’s a pleasant dream, then,” I sigh, wondering what the three men will be like. When I made my sacrifice to the Elementals, I asked only for their most powerful, that they see my true form, and for men I could love. I couldn’t see being able to go through with it and give myself to them to conceive their children without it. 

Thinking of love, memories of Tate fill my mind. Even after all this time, I miss him so much. I have written to him, but he has never responded. Elizabeth must have intercepted my letters as I couldn’t see Tate never coming for me. Most likely, he thought I was dead and moved on. I can see him married now with a wife and child and it hurts to think of it.  

“They are coming soon,” she says then. “You need to be ready.”

I let go of my memories of Tate and nod. I have three strong Elements coming for me, who will not be burdened by my curse and who will hopefully love me. Having three husbands would not be easy but people did marry more than one sometimes. Even a queen could as long as she married a Water Element to stand by her as king. It is what Tate and I had planned as he is an Earth Element. “I am ready. I’ve been ready for a long time to leave here and start a life. They will make me happy, I am sure of it.”

“You are thinking of him, aren’t you?” she asks with a sad smile. I look at her but don’t answer. “He could be one of them.”

“Don’t say that and get my hopes up.” I get up and walk away from her. I asked for the three strongest, not Tate. I’m sure he is powerful, but what are the chances he could be the one they send? One in a thousand? The odds were not great, and I don’t want to be disappointed in my Earth Element because he isn’t Tate. “I have moved on, Alice, and I am sure he has too. Tell me about them and don’t mention him again.”

She looks down at the table and says, “I saw three lights, but one was not so bright, like something dimmed him. They will, however, be able to break the curse and take you away from here. You can finally have a life somewhere else and not fear the ogres so.”

“Good thing I always liked odd numbers,” I chuckle, a little nervous about meeting them. I knew very little of men but that isn’t going to stop me. Alice and I learned that only the most influential bloodlines of the Element could see through the curse and the Elementals would have sent only the best to carry those bloodlines into the future.

The sacrifice was an offering I made to nature, magic, and the Elementals; that if they released me from my curse, I would bond myself to each of their bloodlines. By joining them all together to fight the evil that has taken over the lands and man. With Earth, Water, and Wind, we will all fight back the fires that are claiming the world and I would give them each a child.

I lived with the nuns for almost four years before I came up with the sacrifice. Alice helped me find the information I needed and the magic that would be required. It was only through her magic possible—a sacrifice of myself to the Elements with mine and her blood.

“It’s a good thing, though, right?” she half asks and assures me at the same time. “All powers balanced against evil? Surely you will be able to bring Fire to their knees with them by your side.”

I exhale as I sit back down and lean back in my chair. “I have faith that they will only send me the best of their kind. With Earth, Wind, and Water, we can fight the Fire, wouldn’t you say?”

“Will you warn Mother Frances of their arrival?” she asks. 

​“No. Mother Frances will wonder how I know they are coming and want to know why,” I say sadly. “I don’t have the heart to tell her of my offering. I love her, but I don’t think she would understand.” 

“Have you decided what you will do about your sister, then?” Alice has been my best friend and confidant. I have told her everything about my story and she has shared her life with me. 

“No,” I say with a shiver. “Elizabeth broke my heart with what she did. She should pay, but everything I think of seems so cruel. Despite what she did, my life is good.” 

“I wish I could go with you,” she mumbles. “Be your eyes and make sure you go the right way. But this is something you must do on your own. With your husbands.” 

“I am to become the mother of earth,” I say, still a little shocked at the idea even though I have had over a year to think about it.  

“Do you think Fire can truly be stopped from destroying the world?” she asks.

“Man must learn to control Fire. As the other Elements grow stronger, it will weaken,” I tell her, hoping it is so. “Only time will tell, but I think we have set it on the right course.”

“Just remember this is a haven for you.” She reaches across the table and offers her hand. I lean forward and take it, so thankful she is with me. “If things get out of control or something happens, you can find your way back here.”

“I know.” I smile at her.  “Thank you, Alice, for coming to me and guiding me. You have been a loyal friend to me, and I hope to see you again.” 

“As do I,” she says as she rises and comes around the table. I stand, and we embrace, saying our goodbyes now. We both knew this day was coming. Soon I will leave with a mission in hand. 

“I should go,” she says, pulling back, and we wipe at our tears. “I have kitchen duty tonight. The others will wonder where I am.” 

“Go, then. I will sit with you at dinner,” I say, ushering her along. “Try not to burn anything tonight.” 

She rolls her eyes at me in good-humored exasperation. “It was only that one time. Not everyone can be as good at cooking as you.”

I smile at her as she leaves, and instead of returning to my desk, I go to the boxes of new books. I prefer sorting them alone because if another nun comes over, she will help and then I may not be able to keep the book I want hidden.

Books of ill favor have no business at the convent and are always destroyed. I have only two I keep hidden within my piles of books. Both are slim volumes, one on Fire and another of Mage Magic.

I hurry to flip through the books, taking them all out first and glancing them over. Close to the bottom of the last box, I come across a small red book that doesn’t have anything on the outside cover.

Opening it up to the first few pages, I am amazed to see a drawing of flames surrounding two words, “Elementum Ignis.” Fire Element.

~  ~
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Chapter Three
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I am up early the next morning, dressed, and out the door before the sun comes over the walls. Just a few nuns are around this early, but I am going to the library before the day starts.  If I am leaving in a few days, I want to get another look at that Fire Element book.

As I am walking across the central courtyard, the main outside doors at the front entrance open. Someone is coming in, and I rush behind one of the buildings as I usually do when people enter. This time, I am curious as to who is arriving so early and peek around the edge. There is a growing tingle in my blood, and I wonder if it could be my Elements.

Three men enter through the gates, all travel-worn with bags on their backs and swords and bows at their sides. Knives are strapped to their legs, and they even have chest plates of armor. Under them are dark tunics and black leather pants. They are armed with so many weapons I don’t even know what some of them are called. 

The largest of them is in the lead, and I don’t think I have ever seen a man as dangerous looking as he. He has short, dark hair and facial hair along his jaw and looks to be maybe thirty in age. Muscles bulge from his black clothing everywhere. He is so fierce looking with an evil-looking scar running down the side of his face and a few on his arms. I can tell he is a warrior right off and a compelling one at that.

The second is tall, but slenderer in build. He has plenty of muscles, too, but they don’t bulge as much. His long, blond hair is tied back, and he is the most handsome man I have ever seen. Maybe he is about twenty-five in age with softer features. I love the lazy smile across his face, and I bet he is the most easy-going one.  

The third is shorter than the other two, but his build is in the middle of them. His sandy brown hair and short facial hair make his light eyes stand out. Something about him is different as his gaze wanders over the yard in what looks like excitement.

My eyes feast on him longer than the others, finding him familiar to me. He is about my age and I wonder if I have seen him before. I feel something stirring inside me as I watch him walk toward the main building. His stride is sure and lengthy, and I can see determination and power illuminating from him. 

Could he be Tate? It has been so long since I have seen him, and we were so young when I was banished. The Tate in my memory is tall, with boyish good looks, but this is a man, with his face hidden with facial hair, dark, shaggy hair, and a broad muscular build that seems too powerful for my Tate. 

These three men are to be my husbands, and I have to admit, I am pleased. I haven’t seen many men living here in the last few years, but these have to be some of the most gorgeous men in the realms. Maybe it has something to do with the power they have in them that makes them stand out to me. Whatever it is, they look like gods.

Now, I have my way of breaking the curse. But my motives for breaking the curse aren’t for revenge over Elizabeth, rather for protecting the realms. My future husbands are now entering the great hall and will meet with Mother Frances. Soon she will send for me. 

An urge comes over me to look my best, and I leave my hiding place, running back to my room. I scramble and almost fall before sliding inside my room.  Hurriedly, I close the door, stripping off my clothes as fast as I can.  

I had a bath last night, but I still go to the wash station and clean my face and hands once more. Looking at my clothing stack on my table, I slip on the prettiest dress I have—the faded blue one that has little yellow flowers on the top and a solid blue skirt. All my clothes come from donations, and I wish I had something prettier to wear.

I take my hair out of its braid and brush it, letting it fall down my back. I haven’t cut it since being here and it is long, reaching past my waist. I keep brushing it even when I feel no tangles, hoping it will make it shine the way my mother used to say when I was a girl.

Quickly, I brush my teeth again, taking more time, and when I look in the small mirror on my wall and smile widely. I am pleased with the white of them. The mirror is only large enough to show my face and is the only one in the whole sanctuary.  Mother Frances had brought it to me after I came to live here. 

I had cried and hidden away from everyone at first, not wanting them to see the monster I was. I didn’t realize that they saw my pure form until she had given it to me. Then she persuaded me to walk outside with her. I remember the first shock of looking in the mirror after my curse. Something about being in the holy lands showed me who I truly was instead of the curse. 

A knock and a soft voice calling my name distracts me, and I open my door. A middle-aged nun, Diana, says gently, “Miss Celine.  Mother Frances asked me to fetch you to her chamber office urgently. Someone has arrived to speak with you.”

I am satisfied with my appearance, knowing they will see me and not the monster I am. Not just now, but after we leave. I will have to stay clear of others until I fulfill my part, which will most likely take me years to do. Still, it is a life of my choosing, and I am ready for it.

The only thing that really frightens me is the ogres waiting on the other side of the walls. The idea of leaving the sanctuary and having them come for me is scary. Yet, they are trapped in this realm. All we have to do is make it to one of the other three realms and we will be safe. 

“Thank you, Sister Diana. I will be right there,” I say, calmer than I feel as I walk out of my room.

They are most likely still waiting in the great hall. I will have to pass by them to get to Mother Frances’s office since it was closest to the nuns’ sleeping chambers.

I walk into the courtyard and instantly stop. Seeing all three of them sitting on the benches in front of the doors to the great hall stuns me. Their eyes turn to me, and the shortest of the three stands up.  I stare back at him, his intense gaze calling to me. My mind is screaming Tate, but I can’t really tell if it is him. I hold myself in check, reminding myself not to hope for something that might not be true.  I force myself to look away from him, not allowing myself to dream.

The long-haired blond stands next to him and my gaze travels to him instead. He steals my breath away with a charming smile that has me tingling all over. His eyes capture mine with a beautiful sparkling silver I have never seen before. Something is promising in his eyes as they travel down my body, and I feel my breath hitch when our eyes meet again. I only breathe again once I break eye contact with him and look at the last man.

He tilts his head at me with respect and with the manner of a man-in-charge. He is not as attractive as the other two, but older and demurer. The scar running down his face only adds to his strength and power. He doesn’t look at me like the others do; his gaze is full of  indifference. What is he thinking? I find myself wondering as I can’t seem to get a handle on him. I can tell that if anyone can get me out of this realm, it is these three men. 
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