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      For Amethyst Whitney

      Just remember: even death is afraid of your MOTHER
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      I’m a Christian. I’ve never hidden that fact. And I know that some Christians cringe over a book with “witch” in the series title, or they won’t read books about shifters. I feel like our faith still allows us to play pretend. To me, dressing my girls up as princesses, outfitting my boys as dragons or knights, or any number of other silly endeavors is just fine. I don’t wince when my kids want to pretend they can do magic with a wand, and I don’t get upset when my children ask to read books about dragons.

      I think God made us in His image, and I give all glory to Him.

      But I also think it’s fun to play pretend. The views expressed in this book are NOT indicative of my religious faith or the journey I’m on to become more like my Savior. I think good, clean fiction is just that: a way to play pretend as adults. I don’t believe that war is necessary to value peace, but I do think that sometimes that’s a side effect.

      Do not mistake the views my characters espouse or their experiences as some kind of value statement. They aren’t that—this book is just for fun, and I hope you can enjoy it in the same light. But the goodness in the world, the kindness, and the example we set of being Christlike people? That’s real, and it can change people’s lives every day. That’s why all the books I write are clean of explicit content or dark language. Everyone has to decide their own comfort level, but I hope that my works fall within yours. If not, no hard feelings if you choose not to read any further.
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      The first time I saw someone die, I was only three years old.

      Mom and I were coming out of a grocery store, and a car hit a pedestrian, splattering them all over the curb in front of us. Mom made me talk to someone about it, because she was convinced that I was never going to sleep again.

      I don’t think I lost a wink.

      It reminded me of a watermelon Mom dropped at a summer barbecue, or a scene from my older brother Ethan’s favorite video game. I remember thinking it was strange, watching all that damage, but I didn’t know the person who was hit, and it didn’t bother me that much.

      Other things did bother me.

      Some of them, a great deal.

      For instance, I did know the person who punched my friend Annabelle. My kindergarten year, the biggest boy in our class, Rylan, insisted everyone call him King Rylan. My friend Annabelle refused to do it, calling him Meanie Rylan instead.

      He balled up his fist and socked her for it, and she collapsed like a limp noodle. The teacher saw it too, but she didn’t do anything about it. At least, nothing helpful. Nothing fair. She sat the jerk down and talked and talked and talked, while he smirked. Whenever the teacher looked away, Rylan glared at Annabelle and her friends, which included me. I decided that if the teacher wasn’t going to protect Annabelle, I would, but it wasn’t the right time yet. I waited until we were on the playground.

      The teacher watching us looked at her phone a lot.

      While she was paying attention, I stacked piles of the rocks on the edge of the playground. But really, it was an excuse to look for a good one. I wanted a rock that was big enough to do something, but small enough that I could hold it easily. I wanted one I could slide into my pocket and with a prominent enough edge that it could do some damage.

      Once I found the perfect rock, I noticed the teacher was smiling while she looked at her phone.

      It was time.

      I started to walk away from my friends. “I’ll be right back. Don’t follow me.” When Annabelle tried, I said, “You could get into real trouble for this. Stay put.”

      Then I walked past the swings, around the slides, and next to the seesaws where the bigger boys played. I walked past the boys who were laughing, and then beyond the boys who were whispering, and then I walked right up to the biggest bully of them all.

      “Hey, Meanie Rylan,” I said. “You shouldn’t hit little girls. Didn’t your dad ever teach you that?” I knew he never saw his dad—the rumor was that his dad left before school started.

      Rylan straightened, and his mouth twisted up even more. “Shut up.” Then he called me a nasty word my mom told me never to use.

      “Since your dad didn’t do his job, I’ll do it for him. Don’t hit little girls.” I took a step closer, and as I did, I was surprised how calm I felt. “Especially not Annabelle, not ever again.”

      “Because I’ll get in trouble with the teacher?” He balled his hands into fists. “Cuz I don’t care.”

      I pointed at him. “You think hurting small people makes you big, but it doesn’t. You just get smaller and smaller when you’re mean, until you disappear, just like your dad.” I wasn’t sure that was true, but it felt like it should be.

      Rylan got mad enough to take a swing at me.

      I ducked, and when I popped back up, his body was twisting around, disoriented from not striking me. That’s when I grabbed my rock, and I swung it at the back of his head for all I was worth.

      It didn’t splatter like a watermelon.

      I was a little disappointed, really, but he did go sprawling, and when he got back up, he already had a big bump on the back of his head. I dropped the rock before the teacher reached us, and all the other kids said he must have hit his head on the way down.

      They all reported that Rylan tried to hit me.

      I’m still not sure whether they didn’t see me hit him, or whether they just couldn’t believe I did it. Or maybe they were scared of me after that. Either way, I was commended for not getting hit. Two fights on the same day got Rylan suspended for the rest of the week, even though we were only in kindergarten. But what made him quit hitting little girls wasn’t the suspension. It was me.

      Some people are wired to fret.

      Not me.

      But I’ve always been surrounded by people who fret, and whenever I can, I try to help them out. My sister Izzy frets. Not as much as some people, like my cousin Maren or my cousin Emery. But my mom’s like I am. She doesn’t fret either.

      The one exception was the weeks after Dad got sick.

      My mom spent every single day at the hospital for what felt like a long time. My sister Izzy made a lot of treats while that was going on. She made snickerdoodle cookies, which she usually burned, and chocolate chip cookies, which were always too flat, and she made oatmeal raisin cookies, which I think are a waste of good butter.

      I didn’t bake. I didn’t take out the dishes, or unload the dishwasher, and I didn’t really help much with our little brother Gabe. I went with Mom to the hospital, and I held her hand while she watched Dad die.

      Pancreatic cancer’s fast, as cancers go, but it’s much, much slower than a rock. In fact, it was so slow that I would sometimes see my dad dying in my dreams. He would scream in some, and in others, he would cry. But in all of them, Mom cried.

      She did cry a lot, usually when she thought none of us could see her.

      Or hear her.

      But I did hear her more than she knew, and I felt terrible about it.

      I didn’t have a rock that could help. I didn’t have anything that could help, not with Dad. Because when death decides it’s your time, there’s nothing you can really do to stop it. No teacher, no doctor, and no kid with a rock can keep it from taking you away. It was sad, and it was terrible, but it actually felt really honest. It may be the most honest thing in our world.

      Where there’s life, there’s also death.

      Ever since my dad died, I haven’t feared it.

      Within a few weeks of Dad’s funeral, my dreams of him dying faded. In fact, I didn’t really have any dreams at all for quite some time.

      Not until Cobalt Blue.

      And oh boy, any time I brought that one up, Izzy and Emery would groan. I think I was about seventeen or eighteen the first time that dream came.

      I was walking in a night so dark that there was no light.

      Not many things scare me, but I was scared the first time I dreamt about Cobalt Blue. I’m still scared when I dream about him now, truthfully. I’m walking at the start of it, but as my fear grows, I transition to a run. And then, after running for a long, long time, I start to pant. My ragged, burning feet stumble, and panic overtakes me.

      Every.

      Single.

      Time.

      And then when I realize I’m about to run right over the edge of a cliff I couldn’t even see, strong, iron-tight hands grip my shoulders and pull me back. I twist then, turning upward toward a face so beautiful that my breath catches in my throat.

      “No,” he says, his voice low and tight.

      That’s it.

      One word.

      That’s all he says.

      His eyes nearly glow in the darkness, a bright, cobalt blue. Not royal blue. Brighter than that, a light, bright, almost violet color of blue. I knew just what color it was, because I had painted one wall of my room that exact color a week before.

      Every time it returns, I wake up, right after he saves me. Right after he says “no,” before I can learn anything else about him. For a long time, I kept the dream to myself.

      But when my cousin Emery and my big sister Izzy were teasing me about another senior at school named Sam, I told them I didn’t like Sam at all, and that I was saving myself for Cobalt Blue.

      Then I had to tell them about the whole thing.

      They thought it was stupid at first, I could tell, but then I told them that although he only said one word, it was enough. I knew two things the very first time I had that dream and with increasing certainty every time it repeated.

      First, Mr. Cobalt Blue was the love of my life—the only man I could love.

      And second, he would cause my death, and nothing I did or said could possibly change that.
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      November hurricanes are rare, but they do sometimes happen. In fact, Hurricane Whitney hit Houston on the very weekend I was born. Mom was at the hospital when it lost power, and then they evacuated us. Mom was huffing and measuring the time between contractions while driving out of town.

      She gave birth to me in the back of our family Tahoe on the side of the road. Dad caught me—he said he’d never been more terrified.

      Mom said she should’ve known I’d have a tempestuous personality. Maybe she did. She named me Whitney after the hurricane, after all. So while the rest of my family has always been all sunshine and rainbows and happiness, I’ve always gravitated toward storm clouds, lightning, and gale-force winds.

      Even so, my mom and stepdad were shocked when I told them I was getting a handgun. They were even more surprised when I told them I wanted a rifle. And when I started winning competitions—sharp-shooting, shotguns, and handguns—no one really understood it. At least when I ride and shoot from horseback, they get that. Sort of.

      But no one understood when I said I was graduating with a Political Science degree—specializing in peace and conflict. I have no idea what I’m going to do with it, and they really don’t get that. The Archer-Brooks family’s nothing if not practical.

      “I guess you can always come back here and help me with the horses,” Steve had said.

      “You could go to law school with that,” Mom said. “It’s a good foundation for legal classes.”

      “Or you could help us run the retreat,” Aunt Helen said. “All your attack training might help the visitors sleep easier.”

      I’m sick of people patronizing me.

      Even though I know they’re not the problem. They all fit in beautifully with one another. They all belong. I’m the odd one. I’m the square in a family full of circles.

      I’m all sharp edges and snarling irritation amidst a sea of “I’m sorries,” and “oh, let me help yous.”

      I’m the pea under the royal mattress.

      I make everyone uncomfortable. But riding in the car with Leonid? I feel like he might actually get me. “Thanks for the ride,” I say.

      “And the brand-new truck,” Izzy hisses.

      I suppress my smile. She’s so much like our mom without even realizing it. “Yeah, that too. A new truck will be awesome, you know, for the not-breaking down thing. But also, that awesome toolbox in the back’s going to be perfect for all my guns.”

      “Good grief,” Izzy says. “I’m so happy to know that the box I had custom made for saddles is going to be filled instead with weapons.”

      Yep. Exactly no one gets me.

      When my old yellow truck backfires, again, Izzy grumbles.

      “I know it’s not the most comfortable way to ride back to Salt Lake,” I say.

      “But you wouldn’t have fit in the back of the Mercedes,” Leonid says.

      “And neither would all of my stuff,” Izzy says.

      “Which we could have sent back with my people,” Leonid says. “Along with the boxes and boxes of things you’re worried you won’t be able to buy in Russia, like peanut butter and Nutella.”

      “It’s a miracle your people got this old bucket to run at all,” I say, “especially with all the errands Izzy kept sending them on.”

      “I like having people to do things for me,” Izzy says. “So sue me.”

      “Diplomatic immunity,” Leonid says.

      Izzy smiles.

      “As for the truck, we Russians are pretty good at getting old, crappy cars to run,” Leonid says. “Russia’s doing much better now, but for years, almost all our cars were crappy. We either had to keep them running or walk.” He’s a good sport about things, though I suppose laughing at yourself is sort of an age-old comedy schtick.

      “I still can’t believe you found a guy like this attractive, Izzy,” I say. But really, I’m covering up my jealousy. After she spent two years dating the world’s biggest loser, I haven’t found myself jealous of Izzy much at all.

      Until recently.

      Her new fiancé’s gorgeous, rich, strong, powerful, magical, and he looks at her like she’s made of stardust or something. I’m happy for her, but it feels like someone like him might have actually understood me. It’s a waste to put someone broody and powerful and half-evil, to hear the others talk, with Miss Sunshine and Yellow Daisies.

      “Why are you so sour?” Izzy asks.

      I consider telling her it’s because I think she’s a bad fit for her boyfriend and she should hand him over to me, but I’m pretty sure they’d both think that joke was made in bad form. “No reason.”

      “When should we get married?” Izzy asks.

      I roll my eyes.

      “How about the winter?” Leonid says. “All that white—whatever colors you choose will really stand out.”

      Izzy blinks. “Is that some kind of joke? I would freeze, and so would all my family and friends.”

      “Fire, remember?” He holds up his hand, and the entire car heats up ten degrees. “We’ll all stay warm.”

      Must be nice.

      “No magic,” Izzy snaps.

      He sighs.

      “Okay, how about the colors?” Izzy’s flipping through a bridal magazine, which I thought hadn’t existed for a decade or more. I can’t help wondering how on earth she got one of those in sleepy little Manila, Utah. “This is nice—ooh, wait. We could do Christmas colors. Red, white, green, and gold.”

      “So we’d get married. . .in five weeks?” he asks.

      “That’s way too soon,” she says.

      “So. . .a year?” He looks sick.

      “How about powder blue and white,” I say. “Do a winter queen theme.” I can’t help my smile. “You could wear black, and everyone else could look like fairies.”

      “Black?” Izzy looks horrified. “Is it my wedding or a funeral?” She’s frowning.

      Until she looks back at me.

      “Okay, you got me.” She laughs.

      I don’t tell her I wasn’t kidding, but I can’t help thinking of how great the crown would look in all black, with large onyx stones. I’d want a scepter with daggers and glinting black stones, too. It would be sick, especially in the snow.

      After another hour and a half of Izzy asking questions, and then being horrified at my answers, I sink into a quiet funk. I decide to go over my meditation techniques in the back.

      “Hey, are you melting the snow?” Izzy sounds like some kind of schoolteacher, I swear. “We said no magic!”

      “It’s not my fault,” Leonid says. “You wanted to stay longer, and then that blizzard hit.”

      Utah weather in the fall is seriously whack.

      “It was so pretty, and kind of cozy, being stuck at home with all that snow falling.” Izzy’s looking at him with that disturbingly dreamy look in her eyes.

      “Yeah, Dad and Mom thought it was super cozy,” I say. “I remember them walking past my room about one hundred times that night, making sure Izzy was still in there.”

      Leonid’s eyes were burning in a very inappropriate way, and I was wishing I hadn’t been stuck in that room. Being her chaperone when she’s already engaged was. . .awkward.

      “Alright,” I say. “Let’s talk about what decisions you two disgusting lovebirds made.”

      “February wedding,” Izzy says. “Valentine’s Day. Pink and red colors that’ll be super vibrant in front of the backdrop of snow.”

      Puke.

      “And all my bridesmaids will wear the same dress, but the shade will shift just a hair for each.”

      “I’m not a bridesmaid though, right?” I ask. “Because I do not want to wear pink.”

      Izzy rolls her eyes. “Of course not. I’ll give you blood red.”

      “I’ll accept it.”

      All around us I notice the snow that mounded up in big, fluffy piles is melting. Rapidly.  “Hey, how hot is it?”

      “Freak blizzard,” Izzy says. “And now it’s. . .almost seventy degrees? That’s so weird.”

      “I heard there was flooding from something like this in Saratoga Springs last year,” I say. “Snowmelt in big chunks was floating down the mountains.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” Leonid says. “I’m here, remember?”

      “You’re a normal guy right now,” Izzy says. “And the closer we get to Salt Lake City, the more normal you’re going to be.”

      He salutes.

      It makes me laugh.

      There’s a lot of water running onto the roads, most of it with floating ice chunks, but so far, it’s all good. We’re almost to our exit, where we’ll leave I-80, when a semi truck comes barreling down the steep incline in the road much faster than it should. The Runaway Truck Ramp signs aren’t inspiring confidence, honestly, but clearly this is already a dangerous spot for them.

      Leonid’s smart, giving the stupid truck plenty of space, but another driver isn’t. The tiny sports car darts between the semi and us, flying past, spraying snowmelt up and over our windshield. Leonid honks, which is appropriate. Either the honk, or snowmelt, or something else entirely throws the semi truck off, because he slides out of his lane and into ours. Only, with all the melting snow-slush, his swerve turns into a slide, and the truck collides with us, shoving us off the road entirely.

      It’s our bad luck that we’re approaching Parley’s Canyon, and other than a small guard rail, there’s nothing to keep us from barreling off to our deaths.

      Leonid snaps to attention, bracing our battered old truck with what I assume are bands of air, and then shoving us back onto the road. Up ahead, the semi’s still struggling, knocking another truck and two cars over the edge. He glances at Izzy, who’s paler than an albino snowflake, and she nods. “Just do it.”

      He uses his left hand to guide all the cars back into place on the road without a word, and then he melts the snow chunks along the road ahead and flicks the water all off the road in a whoosh.

      I don’t think it’s an accident that the rest of our drive’s clear and dry, but that’s an awful lot of magic for someone who’s supposed to be playing it safe. All of us hold our breaths—barely speaking—for the last few miles of our drive. When Leonid drops me off at my new truck and helps me unload all the guns into the toolbox, he seems relieved.

      “Looks like we didn’t destroy the world yet,” he whispers. “Now, you be safe until you come out for that Valentine’s Day wedding. Got it?”

      I nod.

      “Thanks for not being a hater.”

      I hug him.

      He grunts. He doesn’t hug me back, but he doesn’t incinerate me, either. I feel like it’s a good first step toward making him a Brooks-Archer. “Take care of Izzy while I’m not around to do it.”

      “I’ll sure try.”

      Then I watch, a little sadly, as he and Izzy climb into a big, black SUV and drive away. Izzy’s face is pressed to the glass until the very last moment, and then she sticks out her tongue. I’m smiling as my sister drives away—headed very far away indeed.

      I have three hours before my competition, and since Izzy gave me her key—she’s paid up on her apartment for four more months, apparently—I decide to take a little nap before I compete. I’m one of those people who goes hard and rests hard, too. A nap always helps me focus.

      When I wake up, I realize I’ve overslept. That’s hardly a shock to me, since I sleep in about once a week.  I snatch my bag, brush my teeth, and slide into my boots. I’m going over my mind-calming exercises as I open my new truck and climb in.

      “Hey,” a guy says. “Who are you?”

      I startle. “Uh, I’m Whitney. Who are you?”

      “Theo,” he says. “I live next to your apartment.” He points. “You must be Izzy’s sister.”

      I frown.

      “Izzy’s single little sister, right?” He shrugs. “I saw you visit, like September maybe?”

      “Oh.” I nod. “Yeah—early October. I came for a school thing and stayed for a Halloween party.”

      “Black cat,” he says.

      And now it’s getting a little creepy. “Alright, well, I’ve got some bullets to fire.” I pull my gun out of my holster and show it to him. “You into guns?”

      He blinks. “Uh, no, not really.”

      I can’t help my smile as he walks away. Failed the litmus test. I doubt Leonid would have run from a gun. Most all the other guys I meet do.

      A few minutes later, I’m surrounded by guys who like guns. You’d think I could find my perfect match here, but I’ve discovered that my skill makes it even less likely. Most of the men I compete against resent the fact that I’m a better shot than they are. It’s funny—guys think they’ll love the idea of a girl who can shoot. And they do, right up until I shoot a perfect circle around their one lopsided, off-center shot. Not many guys like to be shown up in the activity that makes them feel manly.

      So I keep beating them all and going home by myself.

      Every guy I meet’s either not manly enough, or too ‘manly’ to handle being shown up by a girl.

      Today’s a little different, though. In the middle of my third round, there’s a massive earthquake. I glance at my watch and realize my sister’s plane’s already in the air. It’s probably for the best. Another huge earthquake would have her freaking out for sure. I’m not sure I buy that there’s some kind of horrible death-monster lurking underneath the mountain, but they all seem worried about the prospect.

      After watching Leonid wrap cars in air—I’ll take their word for it.

      The competition takes a hiatus, and they’re making calls, and people are frantically rushing around when there’s another quake. This one’s much larger, and it’s loud.

      People all around me start screaming, and then the mountain behind our targets rips open with a horrible screeching wail. Everyone loses their ever-loving minds. That’s very, very bad when they’re all holding guns. In spite of what we’ve been taught, at least two people fire a shot off—at what, I’m not sure.

      “Knock it off,” I say as loudly as I can. “Everyone should have their safety on.”

      Only, in that very moment, there’s another grinding sound, the loudest yet, and then a crack like Thor struck the mountain with a hammer the size of an elephant. And then a large, long, dark crack opens up in the earth and starts running right toward us.

      People are screaming even louder now, and most of them are racing for their cars. Because that makes sense. Trap yourself in a small, metal box while we’re running for our lives.

      And that’s when a massive black horse leaps through the opening in the side of the mountain and lands on his spread hooves, his mane and tail billowing out around him, smoke pouring from his flared nostrils, and flames burning where his eyes should be.

      It’s the most beautiful horse I have ever seen.

      I pick up my phone, and I call Izzy. It goes right to voicemail, so I leave her a message. “You’re never going to believe this, but I’m standing right in front of Xolotl.” I chuckle. “He’s the most magnificent beast I’ve ever seen, and I want him.”

      I try to snap a photo, but my phone starts to melt in my hands. I drop it, unsure whether the message went through. I realize that I may be about to die. The woman next to me has begun screaming like a banshee, and then her head bursts into flame.

      I pick up my gun, click the safety off, and then unload all eight bullets into the black horse, just in case. It doesn’t appear to have any effect at all, until he rears back, throws his head forward, and screams at me.  I figure this is probably when I die, so I cock my arm back as far as I can, and I chuck my Ruger right at his head.

      It spins, end over end over end, but my aim’s not as good with throwing as it is with shooting, and it winds up smacking him in the chest instead.

      “Well, shoot,” I say. “That’s just going to piss you off, isn’t it?”

      He throws his head again, his mane rippling beside him, and then he takes off at a dead run. I’m sure he’s going to run me over, but instead, he swerves, and I realize he’s going to run right past me. Only, there’s a crack following along behind him like a freight train, preparing to swallow me whole.

      So when he passes me, I flip sideways, brace my arms on his withers, and leap onto his back. “If you’re going this way anyway, be a doll and give me a ride.”

      He screams, but he doesn’t buck me off.

      Good enough.

      Only as he runs, I notice something. Houses on either side of us catch fire. People run from them screaming, but he doesn’t slow or stop. He just keeps galloping. He’s headed for town, and that seems like a very bad place for the fire-starting misery beast to go. I decide to do something else that I’m sure is very stupid, and instead of simply clinging on for dear life, I use my legs to try and guide him to the side, and back toward the mountains where not many people live.

      It works. He swings wide, and pretty soon, we’re not headed for town. We set fewer and fewer homes on fire, and I’m a little proud of myself for sparing all those people this miserable death. Plus, you know, property damage averted is always a good thing. Higher taxes on everyone and all that.

      But mostly the death thing.

      And then, abruptly, he stops. He swings his big old head around, and he neighs right in my face, smoke pouring over me.

      I cough. “Dude, someone needs to teach you some manners. That’s just rude, and also you need some massive breath mints. Or maybe, like, a toilet bowl cake. Those are minty.”

      He shakes then, and it forces me off his back. I land pretty hard on my butt on the ground.

      “Yep, you’re a grade A jerk. I was trying to help with the peppermint suggestion. Plus, I hear horses like those.”

      In a strange sort of flickering avalanche of lights and sparks and blackness, the big black stallion changes into easily the most terrifying man I have ever seen. Eyes black as night. Ebony hair flowing over his shoulders, and teeth so white they’re nearly blinding. “You.”

      “Hey.” I shake my head and snort. “You learned a word. Nice work.”

      “You are mine.”

      “Yours?” I shake my head. “Nope. I’m mine. You are yours. But that was three words. Pretty good job for a newborn baby who throws fiery tantrums.”

      He scowls.

      “You are mine, human. You will help me restore the balance.”

      Oh, shoot. He knows lots of words, which means all of mine probably didn’t make him less cranky.

      He turns and starts to walk, his massive black boots tromping on the ground ahead. “Come.”

      I try to turn and sneak the other way, but it’s like something’s tying me to him. I find myself tripping along behind him, stumbling and bumbling, and nevertheless walking as fast as I can to try and catch up.

      After about twenty minutes of walking, I decide I’m done tripping along behind him on the side of a mountain. I start to run the other direction, and joy of joys, I’m not dragged right back. I’m so happy that I can move the direction I want to move, that I’m not paying enough attention, and I nearly run right off the side of a cliff.

      Big, strong arms, and hands as rigid as iron bands snatch me back, saving my life. Rocks clatter as they fall over the edge and bounce their way down the mountain. I inhale sharply. If it was dark as pitch instead of the middle of the day, it could almost be my dream. The heat from the breath on the back of my neck has me turning around slowly.

      But when I look up this time, the horse-demon’s eyes must’ve cleared or something, and from this angle, I realize something I missed before. The man staring down at me is Mr. Cobalt Blue.

      I’m so very, very screwed.

      Because I should be terrified, but I’m actually a little excited.
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      Waking up is hard.

      It’s even harder when you’ve been sleeping a very long time, which it feels like I was this time around. I hate feeling disoriented. It fills me with rage, but at least there’s great power in rage. As I stretch, I realize with delight that I’m full almost to brimming with power.

      The beauty of slumbering for a long run, I suppose.

      The mountain trembles and creaks around me as I shift, and then I force it apart so I can emerge from the depths of the earth and reenter the world. I wonder how long it’s been since I last walked topside. Fifty years? A hundred? More?

      As I rise, I hear a strange sound, a bang like. . .could I be so lucky? Could it be gunfire? Am I waking amidst a war of some kind? I can’t contain my smile, which is not the impression I want to make. Before I officially emerge, I shift into my more mobile shape, that of a massive black horse.

      Real horses are useless most of the time. Everything terrifies them.

      But this form moves efficiently, and it’s something that human brains can process. Interestingly, though the horse is a prey animal, many humans nevertheless see them as a terrifying threat. That makes it a predator-like prey animal, and I love contradictions. Plus, once I’ve selected my general, it’ll be easier to travel with him in my equine shape.

      As I near the surface, I hear other sounds as well.

      All the screaming’s even more welcome than the sound of gunshots. Well, perhaps not more welcome, but it’s nice to hear after spending so much time in silence. I follow the sounds of gunshots so that I exit this pile of rock where the best kind of action’s taking place. But when I do, the people who stare at me with gaping mouths and goggling eyes don’t look like warriors. In fact, most of them are downright out of shape. They have saggy midsections, greying hair, and they’re wearing ridiculous, brightly-colored attire.

      I’m not waking up in the middle of a war.

      I’m not sure what I’ve emerged in the midst of, but these aren’t warriors at all. The non-warriors run and scream when I appear, like small children with much larger vocal cords. At first, I simply stare, the heat from my rage escaping from my eyes, my ears, and my nostrils in tendrils of smoke.

      But then my prey-drive kicks in, and I give chase.

      The non-warriors scream louder and scrabble across the rocky ground even faster than seasoned warriors would. It may not be a war, but it’s very nearly as fun as one. My rage at being left asleep for so very long while humans completely disregarded the power and sanctity of death pours out of me faster and hotter, and the not-warriors around me actually begin to burn. I can’t quite help the joy that fills me with the passing of each and every human life.

      They fear death so much, but it frees them, too.

      Free from the demands of this world that don’t matter. Free from their fears and their petty desires. Free from the chains that tie them down to following paths leading to nowhere.

      I watch them carefully as I run, and as the humans burn, their tiny, sparkly little souls float upward and then zing toward me until they pass through me and finally disappear. I know they haven’t really disappeared—they’ve gone wherever human souls go—but it’s easier to say that than it is trying to describe the release of that light inside each of them. Even in my glee at my new power surge, I can’t help scanning the humans who are close for my general.

      Whenever I waken, I always choose one human, a dark human, a strong human, one who can help me reacquaint myself with a new time and place. I need a human who’s able to understand me—hence dark—and the humans of this world, so he can teach me how to best accomplish my task. The fastest way to restore balance for humanity is always to start a war. When I can target their brightest and happiest cities with it, all the better.

      Human suffering’s enough for my brothers, but I need them to die.

      And they do, in respectable numbers as I gallop toward them, all except one. While everyone else in my path is bursting into flames, screaming and running away, or hiding quickly, one idiotic human runs toward me, pointing a gun at my head. She actually fires all the bullets in her gun trying to kill me.

      Her aim’s impressive, and it’s clear that the technology has improved since the civil war I sparked that last kept me awake and powered-up. I’m sure that helped her to hit me right in the center of my head repeatedly, but it gives me pause. She’s female, but she’s also angry, unafraid, and very talented.

      I slow as I scream at her, and I look at her soul. What I see surprises me. She’s not just a do-gooder heroine who’s trying to take out the big-bad-death-horse. No, her soul’s quite dark.

      She’s not a heroine at all.

      After her gun fails to slow me down, she throws her arm back, and she hauls off and chucks the handgun at me, the entire thing. It spins round and round before slamming into my chest in a rather solid fashion. I’m too dumbstruck to absorb it.

      This girl’s the first warrior I’ve encountered, and she rivals all the males I’ve met in the past.

      “Well, shoot. That’s just going to piss you off, isn’t it?” she asks.

      I can’t quite contain my glee.

      While every other human around us was a coward, after I emerged amid an entire army of not-warriors, could I have actually managed to find a good prospect for a champion this quickly? Is this girl my general? She’s staring right at me, trying to take me down. After such a long and disorienting slumber, it would be a huge relief to have an immediate guide. The feeling when I initiate a bond has never been wrong before, so I reach for her, but she somehow deflects my invitation.

      She rejects me.

      That’s never happened, and it makes me even more curious.

      I consider plowing her into the ground. With her small frame, it would be easy. I’ve never had a human reject me, and I’m not even sure how she did it. I didn’t think humans could deflect the initiation of a bond with an immortal creature. It irritates me, but the thought of destroying such an interesting warrior saddens me further, so I decide to simply pass her by instead.

      I’ve nearly run right by her in my rush, the earth opening up beside me as I move, as if to welcome me right back down, when she pivots, slams her arms against my side, and jumps onto my back. In all my many millennia of life, I’ve never had a human voluntarily, nay, aggressively, leap onto my physical body.

      “If you’re going this way anyway, be a doll and give me a ride.” She beams down at me like I couldn’t end her with a thought.

      I scream back at her, still running forward, my feet striking the ground like lightning, the crack shrieking its way beside me as the earth shouts at and rejoices in my return. I consider chucking her into the widening hole, but again, I’m reticent to destroy something I don’t fully understand, and she’s not harming me. In fact, she’s moving quite comfortably on my back, as though riding a massive, magical stallion bareback is a normal thing for her.

      Is it?

      And why am I curious about a mere human?

      I focus again on the world around me, incinerating dwellings, snuffing out lives right and left, beginning the monumental task ahead of me of restoring some semblance of balance to a world overrun and unhealthily overgrown. I naturally orient on where I feel the largest imbalance of life, the closest settlement to where we are. As if she has decided that we’re headed the wrong direction, the human female on my back stops floating in balance above me and starts trying to move me. She squeezes with her legs, and then she actually grabs my mane and tries to redirect my movement.

      I ignore her, of course.

      At least, I think I do. But slowly, I start to realize that I’ve somehow drifted away from the large mass of humans I felt up ahead. As my hooves pound furiously against the rocky ground, I realize the settlement’s now ahead and to the far left. That irritating and confusing human creature has shifted my course away from the people I intended to kill. The rage builds up inside of me again, threatening to level the entire mountain. I look back at her so I can burn her to ash, since she caused these feelings inside of me.

      But when smoke from my fury blows into her face, she says, “Dude, someone needs to teach you some manners. That’s just rude, and also you need some massive breath mints, or maybe, like a toilet bowl cake. Those are minty.”

      A toilet what? My rage turns into irritation, and instead of incinerating her, I shake her from my back.

      “Yep, you’re a grade A jerk. I was trying to help with the peppermint suggestion. Plus, I hear horses like those.”

      That’s it. I’m going to kill her. My curiosity’s gone, and all that’s left is annoyance. I decide to shift into my humanoid form, so that when she dies, she’ll know I wasn’t a horse at all. As I shift, I decide to tell her off, first.  What kind of person just climbs up on a horse she doesn’t know? One she just tried to kill, for that matter?

      “You—” But the soot and ash and rock dust in my lungs makes me half-choke, and that’s all I say before I have to suppress a cough.

      “Hey.” She smiles then, and she snorts. “You learned a word. Nice work.”

      Is she mocking me?

      I think about how she shot at me, even though I must be the scariest thing she’s ever encountered. She’s clearly well-adjusted in this time, and she’s violent. Plus, her energy’s dark. Instead of destroying her, I surprise myself by reaching out again and pushing hard. It works, and I bond her this time. A feeling of accomplishment pulses through me—a rare feeling for me. I think she’ll make an excellent guide, but if she doesn’t, I can always force her.

      Now that the bond worked.

      Once the bond settles into place, my fiery throat and my burning eyes stop immediately. I forgot about that, how being bonded to a human who can support and direct my actions helps me to exist here more comfortably. I inhale slowly and exhale, my throat and face calming.

      But she’s acting the same, almost as though she didn’t even feel me claim her. I take a step closer, and she backs up, averting her face from mine.

      “You are mine,” I explain.

      “Yours?” She shakes her head, finally meeting my eyes and then glancing away immediately. “Nope, I’m mine. You are yours. But that was three words. Pretty good job for a newborn baby who throws fiery tantrums.”

      It seems like I’ll have to invoke my control through the bond right away. She isn’t showing much respect at all, and while humor isn’t necessarily disallowed, she can’t mock me when anyone else is around. “You’re mine, human. You will help me restore the balance.”

      When she continues to stare at me blankly, I decide to show her.

      I turn to walk, my boots crunching against the drifts of snow. “Come.”

      She struggles a bit, but eventually she stumbles along behind me, starting to understand that we’re connected, thankfully. We’re moving toward the settlement again, albeit quite slowly in this form. I’m about ready to shift back, now that she must clearly feel the bond between us and understand her part in this a little better, when she decides to bolt away from me.

      Toward the edge of a cliff.

      My newly minted general nearly offs herself because she’s an idiot. “Ah, ah.” I catch her, her arms pinwheeling wildly, just before she can crash over the edge and die.

      The rocks her boots knocked over the edge skip and bounce their way down to the bottom of the ravine, and she inhales through her nose. I inhale and then exhale gustily, relieved that she didn’t fall and die. I’ll have to be more vigilant and keep a much tighter leash on this one.

      On that thought, I decided to plunge into her thoughts, but when I try, I slam headfirst into a block. Her thoughts, which should be easily readable at this level of physical proximity, are clouded and unclear. I strain, and still, all I get is something about the color blue. Cobalt? It’s nonsensical.

      “Now listen to me, woman.” I growl. “You will not run from me again. You’ll do as I order, and—” I can’t read her thoughts, but as I try, her soul rises up inside her body, shining and shimmering like a twisting, twining ball of light.

      Light.

      I can’t bond a light and bright soul. My darkness can’t form a connection to someone who’s light. And yet, I’ve done it, and I blame this infuriating woman. She’s half light and half dark, and now I’m in real trouble, because my one vulnerability when I wake up this powerful and this rested is standing right in front of me. If someone should manage to kill this woman, or if she should manage to kill herself, I’d be incapacitated for an unknown amount of time, and unlike every other general I’ve ever bound, she isn’t all dark.

      Which means she might want to die, if she discovers the truth.

      “How do you feel about starting wars and killing humans?” I glare at her. “Will you help me?”

      She spits in my face.

      I’ve never wanted to fry, crush, or break a human more than I want to destroy this girl at this very moment. The only thing keeping me from doing it is the knowledge that killing her would send me back to sleep for a very long time.

      Still, I consider it anyway.

      It might be worth it.

      The biggest thing holding me back is the fire in her eyes. If I can convince her to help me, I have a strange feeling that I may have found the greatest general I’ve ever had.
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