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      In Kiatana’s Journey, a group of unlikely heroes forged together to save the realm. Kiatana was a young fairy who had ownership of the Verinian Forest, a beautiful land abundant in creatures.

      One afternoon, a dragon and his rider crash-landed in her forest. Kiatana discovered the dragon and rider were called Ionan and Keota, and were actually mythical beings; Ionan being a Changer, an animal that can transform into any form at will, and Keota an Accompany, a very tall and super-strength laden individual.

      Their arrival was unexpected, and unwanted. Kia ordered them to leave, until a sickness fell upon her forest called the Night Death. Enlisting the help of Keota and Ionan, Kiatana embarked on a journey across the realm to find a cure for the plague, which was kept in the land of the unicorns.

      Along the way they discovered that two wolf pups, Lottie and Lilja, had stowed away in Kia’s saddlebags. The pups proved to be invaluable companions along the road, where our heroes were met with attacks by bandits, thieves, and rival fairies. Kia and Keota fell in love, although Ionan warned them their relationship was forbidden.

      During the journey, it came out that Kiatana was hiding a secret. Kiatana was born a princess— one destined to ascend to the throne of the Lands as queen once she reached her twentieth birthday. Kiatana did not desire to take the crown, but assumed she had no choice but to do so.

      Casiff was a fairy that sought to take Kiatana’s land for himself. He attacked her realm, but his animals ended up catching the plague, and he lost Caini— his beloved she-wolf, who, in the end, turned out to be Lottie and Lilja’s long-lost mother.

      In the Blue Sky Peaks, Kiatana and her companions met Nagli, a strange creature who claimed to be a Changer caught in mid-transformation, and who was now permanently disfigured from the act. Nagli gifted them a magical crown that changed shape, and helped them in the direction of the Ice Born Mountains.

      Kiatana was able to reach the valley of the unicorns. She received help from Vixen, a fox-like fairy who spoke in a peculiar way. Vixen gave Kiatana the cure for the plague, a unicorn horn, and sent her back to the forest.

      On the way home, Kiatana and her friends ran into a coven of Ortusans— werewolf-vampire hybrids. Lottie and Lilja saved their companions from certain death as they eliminated the coven of Ortusans with the power of their bite. One Ortusan, a vicious female named Carmilla, escaped.

      Kia healed her land from the plague, although she found that a battle was quickly approaching. Her father, Malaki Shaman, was the one who’d delivered the Night Death to her land, and was planning on using the dark power of the plague to resurrect the souls of the dead into an army of Night Mares and Night Terrors— monstrous beings who frighten the life out of any who come near.

      Kiatana and her army of creatures fought against Malaki’s death army. Casiff, enraged by his grief, joined Kia against her father. He ended up falling for Vixen, who arrived to help with the battle.

      As war came to the Verinian, Kiatana became ill. Vixen told her that she was pregnant with Keota’s child.

      During the fight, Malaki stabbed Kiatana with a poisoned blade. The wound was not strong enough to kill her, but would end the child’s life inside of her. Vixen transformed into the Great One— the ruler of all Changers and Accompanies, a being of immense age and power. Vixen killed Malaki, and magically healed Kiatana.

      After the battle was over and the realm was won, Kiatana and Keota were married. Some months later, Kia gave birth to a son named Keanu, who was quickly bonded to a young Changer named Allie. Lottie chose to stay with Casiff, who married Vixen, and Lilja rose to become leader of the local wolf pack.

      Five years have passed since the battle was won. Kiatana is now queen over the Lands, and all is peaceful… but that peace will not last as our story continues…
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      The child stood silently at the edge of the garden that was buried deep within the Verinian Forest. His mop of green hair was sticky with sweat from playing out in the sun, and his tiny bare feet were covered in dirt. His tan skin and golden eyes stared out in front of him as he watched his mother bustle about the large garden that was under the shadow of their tiny cottage. One hand was held up to his mouth as he sucked his tiny thumb. The other was jammed into the fur of a small lynx that sat next to him.

      He looked down and smiled at the young cat. “Allie,” he said softly, never taking his hand from his mouth.

      “Keanu,” the Changer said back, wagging her small tail in joy at being acknowledged. Keanu stroked her lightly, and she arched her back. A low purr ushered from her throat.

      Keanu looked back toward his mother. She had green hair that matched his, and she wore it in a long braid that almost fell to her knees. A small amount of dirt clung to her face and the simple brown dress she wore. Her pink eyes kept floating backward to check on her son. Her frosty white wings carried her about and prevented her from stepping on any of the small flowers she had spent all afternoon planting.

      Keanu smiled and made his own wings appear. They were black, and had a dusting of yellow on them that appeared to be stars glistening in the night. Allie looked up at him nervously, but he simply laid a hand on her soft head— a gesture that said everything was okay. She calmed down instantly, knowing the boy only wanted to show off his wings. He couldn’t fly yet. He was too young, and simply couldn’t gain his balance once he was in the air.

      “Where’s my big boy?” a familiar voice asked from behind him. Keanu whipped around, smiling brighter.

      “Daddy!” He held up both of his tiny hands. His father scooped him up and spun him in the air.

      “Daddy!” Allie copied her Accompany and looked up at his father expectantly, wagging her tail.

      “Oh, yes. I forgot about you. I’m sorry, Allie.” Keota laughed. He picked up the lynx, holding both of them close. “Why are your wings out, Keanu? I thought Mommy said you weren’t supposed to try and fly?”

      “No fly,” Keanu agreed.

      “No fly,” Allie repeated.

      “Maybe he was just copying his mother, Keota.” A bright emerald dragon joined the group, chuckling lowly in his throat.

      “Io,” Allie said happily. She jumped from Keota’s arms immediately and onto Ionan’s back, snuggling against him and purring loudly.

      “I missed you too, Allie.” The dragon laughed merrily. “I could’ve never imagined being away from you would cause me such deep loneliness.”

      “Keota.” Keanu’s mother came fluttering out of the garden, kissing him on the cheek with a slight smile. “You’ve finished cleaning up the memorial already? That storm was huge. I’d expect you to be up there until midnight.”

      “We had some help from a few of the animals that live in that area.” He drew her into a kiss, holding her there for a moment tenderly. “So, what have you been up to all day, Kia?”

      “Gardening. Keanu and Allie were trying to catch butterflies earlier. It was so adorable! And they only got away from me once today!”

      She said this proudly, as if this was something to be excited about.

      “Well, I guess that’s better than the usual seven times,” Keota joked. “Be glad that losing track of our children is the only thing wrong in our perfect world.”

      “Oh, sure,” she said, shaking her head but still smiling. “That’s something to say if the only thing that has gone wrong in the last five years is consistently having our son go missing. Maybe our world is a little too perfect.”

      “KIA!!” The couple was startled out of their reverie by the small bird known as Scarlet, who zoomed into the clearing in an obvious panic.

      “What is it now, Scarlet?” Kia moaned at the bird.

      “One of my eggs is MISSING! It was there this morning, but now it’s gone! My mate and I are so worried. What if something ate it?” Scarlet cried.

      “Mommy.” Keanu tugged lightly on Kia’s braid.

      “Not now, Keanu. Mommy’s busy.” She pushed his hand away and turned back to look at Scarlet. “I highly doubt that it was eaten. I’m sure it just fell out of the nest and will be right there on the ground, unharmed.”

      “Noooooooooooo!” Scarlet said. “You’re wrong, Kia, you’re wrong this time, and I know it! This forest is far too peaceful. Chaos is bound to happen sooner or later, and it’s starting right now, with the vanishing of my egg!”

      “You’re being overdramatic, Scarlet, as always.” Kia rolled her eyes. “My son wanders off all the time, and he always comes back.”

      “Yes, but he’s not an EGG,” Scarlet demanded.

      “Mommy!” Keanu tugged her braid a second time.

      “Not now, sweetie.” Kia pushed her son toward Keota with a look that commanded the Accompany to take the boy. Keota scooped him up in his arms while Allie circled his feet, looking up at Keanu.

      “We already looked on the ground below the tree. It’s not there,” Scarlet told her.

      “Are you sure?” Kia asked in a rather annoyed tone of voice.

      “Yes, I’m sure. There is no way it fell onto the ground,” Scarlet replied, equally annoyed.

      “MOMMY!” Keanu yelled at her from Keota’s arms, and the overwhelmed Accompany set him down.

      “Yes! What is it, baby?” Kia wearily turned to look at the child.

      “Keanu found it in tree,” he said proudly. In his hand he held a small egg. “It’s for you, Mommy.”

      “For you,” Allie copied. Keanu held it out to her, and she took it gently.

      “See, we found your egg.” She walked with Scarlet back to his nest and placed the egg inside. “No harm done.”

      “Thank you, Kiatana. I appreciate it very much,” Scarlet said glumly, clearly upset the promise of disaster wasn’t directly upon them.

      “And if you please, Scarlet, would you try to keep your panic to a slight heart attack next time?” Kiatana said. “Nothing has happened in this forest for years. We’re all safe here. This place is happily boring.” She combed her hand through her son’s hair affectionately.

      Scarlet looked at her grumpily. “That’s what you said last time,” he muttered under his breath.

      The bird sat in his nest next to the newly-found egg and waited for his mate to return. Kiatana walked back to the cabin and looked at her son, hands on her hips. “You can’t take things, Keanu. That egg belonged to someone else.”

      “I’m sorry,” the boy said back with his head hung low.

      “We’re sorry,” the Changer said from behind Keota, her little tail wagging slowly.

      “It’s fine. Go get your shovel, and you can help Mommy in the garden,” she told them.

      He and Allie ran inside to get the gardening tool. She looked at her husband. “Keota, you may want to get yours, too. I’m going to need a lot of help.”

      “With what?” Keota smiled.

      “I need ten holes dug to plant some things. Go make yourself useful, instead of standing around with that stupid, yet really cute grin of yours.”

      She tried to hide a smile of her own, tweaking Keota on the nose, and went inside to help Keanu find his shovel.

      “Is that her idea of flirting?” Ionan said, chuckling. He changed into a white cat and went inside to help as well, leaving the Accompany to his task.

      When Kia came back outside, she immediately fell into a giant hole. Keanu and Allie followed after her, and she caught them at the last minute before they went tumbling into the pit.

      Gathering her bearings, she stumbled to her feet and poked her head out of the hole. There were ten large pits dug a ridiculously far distance from the garden, so deep one could only see Keota’s head as he kept shoveling out clumps. Kia fluttered out of the pit with an open mouth, the children in her arms, horrified at what he had done to the lawn. “Keota, what did you do?”

      “I dug holes like you told me to,” he said, scooping out another large mound of dirt with his enormous Accompany strength. Kia fluttered to the ground, putting the children down.

      “I meant in the garden,” she groaned. “And they only need to be small, for flowers. Not pits Ionan could fall in!”

      She placed one hand in the middle of her forehead in frustration. Keanu looked up at her and copied the gesture, while Allie tried to do the same.

      Ionan laughed the minute he walked out of the house and saw the mess. He changed into a dragon, the loud roar echoing around the forest and causing birds to flit away from the trees. “I can’t leave you alone, can I?”

      “Sorry, Kia, but you really need to be more specific. Your instructions were rather unclear,” Keota told her.

      Ionan only laughed harder.

      Kia let out a large sigh. “Come on. We’ll work together to fill them in.”

      “No! Tag!” Allie screamed. The two children began running from hole to hole, and the adults charged after them, falling into the pits constantly. Kia and Keota slammed into each other while chasing after their son and fell into a hole together, Kia landing on top of Keota with a thud.

      “Oof!” Keota cried. “Can’t keep your hands off me, huh?”

      “In your dreams.” Kia giggled, and she kissed him deeply on the lips. “You make so much extra work for me.”

      “Yes, but I’m always fun,” he said, playfully flitting with the bottom of her dress. She laughed and batted his hand away, flying out of the hole and leaving him to climb out after her. Husband and wife began chasing each other around the yard, laughing loudly as they ignored the children who attempted to run from them.

      “Mommy and Daddy forgot us,” Keanu said to Ionan, pointing.

      “They didn’t forget,” Ionan said, crouching down and changing into a white lion. “They just knew you couldn’t outrun me!”

      The children screamed happily as Ionan began chasing them. After tag was done, Kia gasped for breath and said, “All right, everybody. We’ve got to repair the lawn, before it gets dark.”

      The small family, including the two Changers, spent the last few hours of daylight filling the holes. When darkness fell Keanu and Kia ate, they all bathed. Kia and Keota went to their room, leaving Ionan to put the children to bed.

      “Yes,” Kia sighed against Keota’s chest as they laid on their shared bed. “My world with you is absolutely perfect. And I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      Keota kissed her on her head, staring out the window at the stars above. “Of course it is. What could ever go wrong, as long as we’re together?”

      Kia didn’t answer. She had fallen asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next day Ionan rested under a willow tree, his head on his claws. Kia and Keota had taken Allie and Keanu on a picnic in the plains, and Ionan vouched to stay behind and watch over things.

      Usually, he would’ve gone along, but he resisted today. In the five years that had passed since the battle, everything had been peaceful and normal.

      Yet Ionan grew weary. He wanted more than anything to go back to Nesting’s Haven, the birthplace of Changers and Accompanies. Ionan knew someday Keanu and Allie must go to the land of their ancestors, but to get there, they had to fly, and Allie showed no interest in changing into any creature with wings— not even a little bird. Every time Ionan had asked, she had refused harshly.

      For the first time in his life, Ionan envied those creatures that sleep could carry away. It seemed like such a pleasant thought, to be able to get away from your troubles. Ionan knew it was selfish to complain, but he was still homesick. In time, he had grown to love the Verinian Forest, but in his heart he knew it could never replace the land where he’d grown up.

      Ionan sighed. He couldn’t sleep, but he could still think, and enter into the meditative state that Changes and Accompanies used to restore their energy. He couldn’t get lost in dreams, but he could within memories. He closed his eyes, and darkness came around him.

      Take me back, he thought. Back to the place where Accompanies and their Changers roam. Take me back to our finding ceremony. Take me back to see… Vera...

      All at once, the darkness vanished and was replaced by a vision.
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        * * *

      

      Ionan was in a perfect land, where the wind whispered and the light shone down upon his scales to warm him. It was a bright, warm day, with sandy shores as far as the eye could see and palm trees waving in the cool ocean breeze. The hills behind the beach were lined with beautiful flowers that made a lovely scent float through the air. There was laugher from all around as two dragon hatchlings flew together over the tropical flora.

      One was a purple she-dragon. Her body was long and slender. She had short, spiky horns from the tip of her nose to the back of her head in a blaze-like fashion. The spikes went in a line down her neck to her upper back, leaving a slight dip between the shoulders for a rider. Her wings were attached to the back of her front legs, and were covered in stringy, pink feathers. She had four spikes sticking out the sides of her tail, the tip of which was also covered in feathers. Lastly, there were sharp claws on her digits, to compliment the fangs that stuck out of her mouth.

      She was a very lovely dragon. But the most beautiful thing about her were her eyes, which were a deep ocean blue that sparkled and shone like sunlight upon the waves.

      “Can’t catch me Ionan!” she giggled. The dragoness twirled in the air, sucking her wings to her sides.

      Unlike his friend, Ionan body was not smooth and willowy, but bulky and rough. His wings sat on his shoulders and were not feathery, but bat-like with a spike at the tip of the membranes. He didn’t have multiple horns, but two giant ones at the back of his head. His eyes were golden yellow, and his spikes went all the way down from his neck to his tail, ending in a giant arrow tip in the end. He had no feathers, only shiny green scales around him. But he shared the sharp fangs and long claws that the other hatchling also acquired. Both of them were no larger than a child’s forearm.

      Ionan laughed and dove under the other hatchling, colliding into her. They fluttered down onto a bed of lilies.

      “That was so much fun!” She laughed and swiped her tail at him, jumping upward and landing on his back with a thump.

      “Ooof,” he sighed. “Get off me, Vera!”

      She smiled and did so, twirling her tail around her legs. He sat up and shook his horns free of the flowers that entangled them.

      “Are you excited for the finding ceremony tomorrow?” she asked exuberantly.

      He swished his tail. “I’ve never been more excited. Are you nervous?”

      “No. I’m just as excited as you are.”

      “Aren’t you afraid of not finding an Accompany again?” he questioned. Vera had been through the finding ceremony many times to bond with an Accompany, but she had yet to find her true partner.

      Vera smiled and changed into a Pegasus foal with a creamy white coat. “Not really. I know my Accompany is out there this time. I can feel it. You know how we can tell things, Ionan? Well, this time, I’m sure my Accompany is out there, waiting.”

      The one called Ionan changed into a tiny rabbit. “I can’t feel anything. Does that mean my Accompany isn’t going to find me?”

      Vera laughed. She laid down in the flowers next to him. “Just because you can’t feel him near you doesn’t mean you won’t get one. Besides, this is your first time. I’ve already tried it. All you do is travel around until you find your Accompany.”

      “What if I don’t find them?” he asked. “Do they punish you?”

      “That’s just a stupid story Lukas likes to tell you. Don’t listen to him. You just come back here and wait for next year.”

      Ionan shook his fur and changed into a kitten. “I want to find an Accompany more than anything. I want to train for battle, so I can become strong and protect everyone.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t get chosen,” Vera insisted. “I’m happy I spent the entire year with you and my friends, instead of going to school with someone I’ve never met. If I had bonded during the last ceremony, they would’ve shipped me away.”

      “I hope we both find Accompanies this time,” he mewed. “Then we can go to school together.”

      “I hope so, too.” Vera changed into a baby sparrow and started to preen her feathers.

      “Can’t you change into something without wings?” he asked, amused.

      “I could, but I don’t like to. It’s uncomfortable for me.” She changed into a fluffy puppy, but soon was shaking with the effort to maintain the form. She turned back into a sparrow.

      “I mean it, Vera,” he said, changing back into a dragon. “I really want to be chosen.”

      “Some Changers don’t get an Accompany for years. Besides, you’re the smartest Changer out of all of us. You’ll be chosen.” She pounced on him and he laughed, rising up into the air.

      “Do you think my Accompany will be a boy or a girl?” he asked her as he avoided a sharp rock.

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “But I think mine will be a boy.”

      “But most Changers and Accompanies are the same gender!” he said, amazed. “You must be really special, to be able to tell like that.”

      “I don’t think I’m special,” Vera said in a small voice. “I just... I don’t know. I feel as if I already know him.”

      The sun was beginning to set. Ionan looked at the sky and said, “Come. Let’s head back home before it gets too dark. My father and mother will worry.”

      “Mine too,” Vera said.

      The two hatchlings headed off toward a dot in the distance. In the present day, Ionan sighed, wishing more than anything that he could go back to that moment.
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        * * *

      

      Keota leaned against a tree trunk, exhausted. Allie and Keanu were relentless. A few days ago Allie had discovered she could change into a baby giraffe. She kept changing, almost on the hour, between fawn, lynx and giraffe form. Keanu was thrilled, and kept begging Allie to become a giraffe. His parents didn’t mind… until Keanu had decided to climb on her back. The two adults had finally sat down to rest when Allie started to race around, Keanu squealing with delight.

      It had taken an hour to catch them. Although Keanu typically listened and did everything his parents said, Allie rebelled constantly and only went faster when Kia told her to slow down, using her favorite word: “No!”

      Kia was finally able to convince them to settle down and nap on the blanket they had used for their picnic.

      Keanu’s lunch was still partially uneaten. Keanu needed food and sleep, unlike Allie. Keota knew it must be his fairy blood.

      “I don’t think I’ve been this exhausted since boot camp in the army,” Keota moaned, gazing at his wife with a dull stare. “I never knew parenting could be this challenging.”

      “I can’t imagine what Allie’s mother felt like during her pregnancy.” Kia shook her head. “Nine months with her in my belly would’ve been torture.”

      “Changers don’t have nine-month pregnancies,” Keota said. “It’s nearly impossible for them to change if they’re pregnant, so gestation only lasts three days. Once they’re born, Changers can also begin talking and walking within a matter of days. It’s a defense mechanism, so they can be matched with Accompanies  more quickly.”

      “Making babies in three days. Is there anything Changers can’t do?” Kia sighed.

      “They can’t disobey a direct command from their Accompany, but that’s about it.” Keota shrugged. “Which I feel like we all should be grateful for. If Changers weren’t under an Accompany’s control, they’d be running the place.”

      “Changers would be wonderful rulers. They care about others far more than themselves,” Kia said.

      “That’s true, but I know if Ionan was the boss, all his rules would’ve prevented me from marrying you,” he said. He pushed her down playfully and tickled her sides.

      She laughed, smacking his hands away. “I suppose I have to be thankful for that,” she whispered, and she gave him another gentle kiss.

      Keota sighed happily. “If Ionan had his way we’d be back in Nesting’s Haven. And I already know I never want to go back.”

      “Don’t you miss your family?” Kia asked. “It’s been so long since you ran away from Nesting’s Haven and came here.”

      He shrugged. “I guess. But I’m happier with you around than I ever was with them. I was always thought of as the dumb one in the family.”

      “Imagine that,” Kia mumbled.

      Then she sighed. “I’d do anything to bring my family back to the Verinian, but it’s too painful, even for mother and my siblings. I’ve written to them so many times since Malaki died, but they’ve insisted on staying where they are.”

      “All of them?” Keota raised an eyebrow. “Even... Nineva?”

      Kia stilled at the mention of her sister, who was a witch obsessed with the dark arts. “I wasn’t able to get a letter to her, because I don’t know where she is. I just wish that...”

      Her voice dropped into a whisper, and Keota could tell she was about to cry. Keota laid a hand on her shoulder, bringing the fairy into a tight hug. “I promise you one day that we’ll find her, Kia. She’ll come back to this forest. She can’t run from you forever.”

      Kia embraced him tightly. “I know she can’t. And that’s what I love about you. You’re my steady, stable rock. You always believe things will turn out right, no matter what.”

      “And that’s what I like about you,” he said, fiddling with her braid. “You’re fiery and loyal. I know you’ll be devoted no matter what. You won’t even turn your back on the sister who left you.”

      “I never will, not even if she does use dark magic,” Kia said. “And someday, like you said, I’m going to meet her again and bring her home.”

      Keota’s eyes were drooping. Kia noticed and asked, “Do you need to rest? With fall coming, it’s been rather cloudy lately. There isn’t as much sun as there usually is. You have no energy.”

      “I don’t want to leave you to handle the kids while I lay down,” Keota protested. “It’s not fair to you.”

      “Allie won’t get up until Keanu wakes,” Kia said softly. “You know if something happens, I can take care of things.”

      “All right.” Keota sighed. “But are you sure?”

      “Positive. I need the quiet time, anyway. I’ve had a headache since we got here.” She rubbed her temple slowly.

      Keota nodded. He sat down and leaned his head against the tree. I wonder what Ionan is doing? he pondered. He thought of his Changer and saw him resting upon the ground back at the cottage. He searched his feelings, and an image of young Changers and a starting line came into place. Our finding ceremony. Why is he thinking about that?

      Curious, Keota closed his eyes and began to search his own mind.
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        * * *

      

      A group of child Accompanies gathered together at the edge of Nesting’s Haven, a tall city looming in the background. At this point in time Keota was about eleven years old. He had a determined look on his face.

      “Come on, Keota, cheer up,” a boy with red hair said happily. “Just because you didn’t get a Changer last year doesn’t mean you’ll be passed up again.”

      Young Keota looked about ready to burst with worry. “But Galien, I’ve already been through three finding ceremonies! Nobody has ever had three finding ceremonies! Ever! What if it happens again?”

      “You’ll find your Changer,” said a girl that looked like Galien— most likely, his twin. “It’s simple statistics. If you don’t bond this time, you’re a lost cause.”

      “Sure, that makes me feel better!” Keota yelped.

      “How do you know, Gail? You’re just my little sister. You think you know everything!” Galien rolled his eyes.

      Gail and Galien fell into a heated argument, and Keota tried to ignore them. As he turned his back on his friends, a small girl with white hair and pink eyes smiled at him. “

      Don’t worry. I know what it’s like to be picked on,” she whispered. “Your Changer will come when he’s ready.”

      “You think so?” Keota whispered back. He had heard of this girl, with the white hair and pale eyes. She had albinism, and nobody talked to her.

      He couldn’t understand why... she was very nice.

      “Of course. Believe in yourself, because you know nobody else here will,” she said. “I’m Luciana, but you can call me Luce.”

      “Keota,” he said, shaking her hand. “And I know you’ll find a Changer, too.”

      There was a scoffing noise behind them. “If there’s a Changer on this earth that chooses you, Keota, he’s just as stupid as you are.”

      Keota turned. A boy stood behind them, with deep brown hair and the coldest eyes imaginable. A couple of older girls nearby swooned at his  handsome face and strong build. Keota knew he was thirteen, but he seemed older than that. He was tall, with a face that seemed frozen in a smirk. The boy carried a demeanor that suggested everyone needed to get out of his way, because he was entitled to all he saw.

      “Wyntier,” mumbled Galien with apparent dislike. “What are you doing here? Are you going to be in the ceremony, too?”

      “Obviously.” Wyntier said coldly. “I sure as hell didn’t show up here to support you and your pathetic friends.”

      “You had better stay away from us,” Gail said in a low voice.

      “Yeah. We’ll tell the professors you’re being a bully!” Galien added in an attempt to scare him off.

      Wyntier shook his head and laughed. “What a pathetic insult from a child. Can’t even fight your own battles.”

      He strode away at that, leaving the air somehow less chilling in his absence.

      Gail turned to her brother. “We’ll tell the professors you’re being a bully?” she copied, looking at him with disgust. “What are we, four? Oh, don’t bully us, Wyntier, or we’ll tell the adults, and you’ll get a time out! I just don’t understand how we can be related.”

      “For crying out loud, Gail—” Galien started, but the group fell silent as a trumpet blew a majestic tune.

      “There’s the announcement!” cried Luciana. “We’d better hurry!”

      The four children rushed along to a dirt path with a white starting line. Children of all ages pushed and shoved each other around. There was laughter and a lot of playing as they waited to take their places. Most were around Keota’s age. He noticed, with a pit in his stomach, that Wyntier had taken his place next to him.

      “You’d better stay out of my way,” Wyntier said. “If you try to steal a Changer from me, I’ll make sure you’ll regret it.”

      “Do you feel threatened by me?” Keota said between clenched teeth, knowing that would get under Wyntier’s skin.

      “I can’t feel threatened by a three, soon to be four-time loser. If you do find a Changer, I hope it’s a weak, useless thing like you. Just leave all the good ones to me.”

      Keota wrestled with his desire to punch Wyntier and searched out for Luciana. He should’ve stayed with her.

      Just as he had jostled his way through a large crowd of chattering girls, the trumpet sounded again. A very old man climbed up on top of a huge rock, his tortoise Changer following slowly behind. “Children!” he shouted.

      There was instant silence. The line quickly changed from wavy to straight, and all eyes turned to look at the old man, rising up on tip-toe for a better view. He waited for the commotion to settle down before speaking.

      “The rules for the ceremony are simple. When I give the word, you race off into the nearby jungle to find your Changer. If you need help or get into trouble, just shout and someone nearby will help you. Is that clear?”

      There was a collection of voices saying, “Yes, Professor Corrock.”

      “The ceremony lasts all day. Don’t come back to the city until you find your Changer. The ceremony ends when the sun sets. If it is sunset and you still haven’t found your Changer, then an experienced Accompany will escort you back.”

      Keota winced at the embarrassing memories of adult Accompanies and Changers looking at him sympathetically as they took him back into the city. He sure hoped it wouldn’t happen again this year.

      “When I give the signal.” the old man raised his hand and said, “Three, two, one… go!”

      All at once, everybody was running into the nearby jungle. Wyntier pushed Keota forward, trying to slam him into the dirt. Keota caught his balance at just the right moment, leaving the city behind to travel toward the ocean. The noise died, leaving only the sounds of birds in nearby palm trees to comfort him.

      I have to believe in myself, he thought, reminding himself of Luciana’s words. Today is the day I find my Changer!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the other side of the Verinian Forest, Ionan was still deep within his memories.

      “When you are ready,” called a panther Changer from the cliff side above him, at the edge of the jungle’s domain. “Ready… get set… go!”

      The young Ionan spread his wings, leaping into the sky. Vera was already up in the air, soaring through the sky toward the ocean. Squawks, roars and barks were everywhere. He was glad to be flying so he wouldn’t be stepped on by all the Changers transforming constantly in a tumult of joy.

      The hatchling controlled his excitement and flew higher. He glanced over at Vera, surprised that she was totally calm and serious— for once in her life. Ionan called out to her.

      “Do you think we should stay together?” he asked.

      “No,” Vera said at once. “This is something we must do alone. It is sacred.”

      “Oh. Well, then, I’ll see you soon.” Not wanting to be the one abandoned, Ionan flew off first.

      Much time passed within the thickness of the jungle. Ionan flew around aimlessly, feeling bored. He skimmed the tree tops, until he realized that the Accompanies would be on the ground. He dropped and hovered along the ground for a few minutes, but saw nothing.

      Tired of this already, he flipped and did a loop-de-loop, then rolled to the ground and sat up in a fighting stance. He bared his fangs and let out a puff of smoke. He waited, smashing his tail down on the ground and creating a hole where his spike had been. He wondered where Vera had gone to.

      Ionan flapped his wings and sighed. Finding ceremonies weren’t nearly as fun as playing with his friends. He rose up and glided around some more. He decided he was done with looking at trees and went to search for some day lilies instead, to give Vera once the ceremony was over. At the edge of the trees grew his prize, and a river flowed nearby. He picked up a pink lily in his mouth, inhaling the scent. He knew Vera would love it.

      Without warning, his heart began beating rapidly. He dropped the lily in sudden disinterest and looked around. Terrified, but weirdly exalted, he ducked behind the lilies and peered out.

      A small boy of about eleven came to the river. He was tall and tan, with black hair and golden eyes. He looked about as bored as Ionan felt.

      Ionan watched him, interested. Unexpectedly and not of his own accord, a sudden word rose up inside of him.

      “Keota,” he said curiously. He marveled, wondering where the word had come from.

      Then it hit him. “Keota!” he cried, and he rose up out of the day lilies. I have found my Accompany!
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        * * *

      

      The young Keota looked up. The hatchling hovered above him, his head tilted to one side like a curious dog.

      “Oh, hello there,” said Keota, looking up at the small dragon. The dragon twirled up and around in the air before soaring down, tugging with his teeth at his shirt.

      “I don’t have time to play today.” Keota laughed. “I have to find my Changer.”

      The hatchling touched down to the earth and grabbed young Keota’s pant leg with his teeth, letting the boy drag him along the ground. The dragon dug in with his claws and wouldn’t let go.

      “Come on! Really, I have to go find my Changer. Go play with someone else,” Keota said in irritation.

      The dragon shook the child’s pant leg like a puppy in tug-of-war.

      “Hey!” Keota cried. “Go away! Leave me alone!”

      The young dragon became confused.

      Why doesn’t he like me? The small Ionan questioned in his mind. What’s wrong with him? Doesn’t he know I’m his Changer?

      The baby dragon let go of the fabric and soared around, sitting on the Accompany’s shoulder. There. Now he should know. All small Changers sit on their Accompanies shoulders. It’s a common pose! Surely he knows it.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Keota asked. Ionan slunk down, confounded. “This is serious!”

      My, he must be dense! young Ionan marveled. Good thing I’m his Changer. Now, what can I do to let him know?

      Ionan flew off of his shoulder and hovered in front of him.

      Keota sighed. “All right, I give up. What do you want?”

      Ionan cocked his head.“Keota,” he said. “Key-o-ta. Keota and Ionan. Accompany and Changer.”

      Keota’s eyes widened. “You’re my Changer?” he questioned.

      Ionan flipped in the air, glad he had finally got through to him.

      Keota laughed and Ionan tackled him, clinging happily to his chest.

      “Yes! Finally!” Keota punched the air and hugged Ionan joyfully. “What’s your name? Ionan, isn’t it? Come on, let’s go back to the city. I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time.”

      He put Ionan on his shoulder and walked back to town, Ionan’s tail swishing back and forth as they went.

      The sun was already beginning to set. Everyone saw Keota with the small dragon and rushed over to congratulate him. Ionan spouted a few bits of flame, to make the other Accompanies and Changers ooh and awe. Keota felt pride welling up in his chest.

      Eventually, the crowd died down. Keota walked over to a nearby boulder. Gail was sitting there, stroking a pelican, and Galien had mantis on his shoulder.

      Keota looked around for Luciana, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hey! You got one!” cried Galien excitedly, the mantis jumping into his hands. “Good job!”

      “Actually, he found me, but thanks anyway,” Keota added.

      Ionan looked around. Every Changer he knew had gotten an Accompany. This made him feel very happy. At least none of his friends would be left behind, and they could all attend school together next year.

      A flash of purple zoomed by his eye, and he opened his wings in welcome. “Vera!” he proclaimed. “Were you successful?”

      “Yes, and he’s a boy, just like I knew he would be.” She grinned happily. “Oh, Ionan isn’t it great? We both got Accompanies!”

      “It’s wonderful. Where is he?” he asked.

      “Over here.” Vera flew over and landed on the shoulder of a teenage boy.

      Keota gasped. He clung Ionan closer as he looked into those cold brown eyes, which were dancing with victory. Wyntier snatched Vera from his shoulder and clutched her to his chest, as if she was nothing more than a trophy to be won.
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        * * *

      

      Hundreds of miles inside the Ice Born Mountains, the purple dragoness was keeping look-out.

      The unicorn valley where the Great One lived was still miles away, for good reason. They needed a place close to the herd so they could act quickly, but far enough away they wouldn’t be discovered. Wyntier had made sure that he chose the most dangerous part of the Ice Borns to keep his hideout— a place one could only reach with an experienced flyer. Not even a pegasus could fly up here— too slippery for their hooves. Only another dragon could manage to land carefully.

      Vera sighed. She didn’t care about the cold, to a point. But the weather was so nasty here she couldn’t even change form, unless she was inside the hideout or lit a fire with her breath to warm herself.

      “Vera!” A sharp voice called from within the mountain’s belly. “Come in now!”

      Vera turned heartlessly toward the entrance. She lit a fire that didn’t even touch the hard ice in order to warm the air, changing into a sparrow and to fly inside.

      It was dark and depressing inside the fortress, although the torches Wyntier had lit made it nearly cozy, if a prison could be so. Wyntier beckoned her over, and she flew wearily to his side.

      “This is it,” he whispered. He held up a long, human device with a sharp ended tip. “This is what we have been working for years to achieve. With the liquid inside this syringe, my plan will begin to unfold.”

      Vera didn’t reply. She had tried many times to convince her Accompany to give up his ambition to ruin the Great One, but her plans had failed each time. Her protests weren’t worth another beating.

      “As soon as night falls, we make for the valley. Your job will be to get a unicorn away from the herd. While the Great One is distracted, we’ll set a trap for the child and his Changer. Then no one will be in our way,” Wyntier hissed in excitement.

      “What exactly will that do?” she questioned, looking at the syringe unhappily.

      “What the humans made it to do, and what I made it to do... mutate the host. Once the metamorphosis is complete, the misshapen creature will be forced to bend to my will.”

      Wyntier pocketed his precious concoction. “Be prepared to leave soon.”

      She back into the snow, changing quickly into her dragon form as she left. She sat in the frost and watched as a pink feather drifted off her right wing. Her thin body shivered. It was getting harder each day to change now, and not just because of the cold.

      A single tear fell from her eye and upon the snow, and the wind lifted the feather up and away from the mountain.
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        * * *

      

      Miles away, a young silver she-wolf padded along her path, circling the herd of unicorns that were content to eat in the valley. A small pink feather landed at her feet.

      Curious, Lottie sniffed it. As she did so, she tilted her head.

      “I know that smell,” she whispered. It had been a long time, but she knew what it was by heart. There was a Changer nearby.

      She picked up the feather in her mouth, racing back to a large tree. Overhead, a blond-haired fairy was sleeping in the branches.

      “Casiff!” Lottie howled and the fairy woke up drowsily. “Casiff, something is not right!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          POWERS OF THE MIND
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      “Daddy?” Keanu jabbed at Keota’s forehead with one small finger. “Daddy?”

      Keota jumped as he was pulled from his memories, nearly falling over onto the picnic blanket in surprise. “What is it, Keanu!?” he asked, expecting some sort of disaster.

      “Who is Wyntier?” Keanu cocked his head to the side as he said the name.

      “Wyntier? How do you know about him?” Keota looked at his son, shocked that he knew the name.

      “What’s the matter, Keota?” Kia asked, walking over to her husband.

      “He just asked me who Wyntier was,” Keota told his wife.

      “Wyntier?” Kia looked confused. “I’ve never heard of him in my life.”

      Keota wondered how to put it. “Remember the bully I told you about, the one who was in the army with us back in Nesting’s Haven and almost got me and Ionan killed?”

      “Vaguely,” Kia said.

      “That was his name. I was just thinking of him. Keanu somehow knew who he was.”

      “Oh, how wonderful!” Kia swept her son into her arms and hugged him close, beaming with joy.

      “Wonderful? There’s nothing wonderful about Wyntier except that he’s far away from us,” Keota said in confusion.

      “No, not that. My baby has telepathy!”

      “What?” Keota asked.

      “Telepathy. It is very rare, but on occasion, a fairy will end up with it. It allows the fairy to read minds and move objects with just their thoughts,” Kia said proudly. “And my baby has it! I’m so proud of you, Keanu!”

      “Keanu has tele-paty?” Allie walked up and looked at Kia, slurring the word.

      “Yes, Allie, Keanu has telepathy.” Kia smiled down at the Changer.

      “Yay!” Allie jumped up into the air and changed into a lynx. She landed in front of Kia and got up to paw at Keanu’s leg.

      “Allie, get down, you’re going to knock me over,” Kia commanded.

      “No.” Allie said back. “No, no, no, no, no!”

      “Allie!” Kia gave the young Changer a stern look.

      “No!” Allie said again.

      “I’ll get her.” Keota grabbed the lynx and pulled her away from Kia. “We should probably head home pretty soon.”

      “Let’s get everything put together and get going,” Kia agreed.

      As they began putting away their things, Keota reminded himself that he had to be more careful with his thoughts from now on. He had been bullied enough by Wyntier as a child, and there was no need for Keanu to see something so humiliating happening to his father.

      Ionan looked up as Kia and Keota came into the yard, the children in tow. Nodding a greeting, he turned into a hawk and went to sit gently on Keota’s shoulder.

      “How was the picnic?” he asked as the children played below.

      “It was a lot of fun.” Keota smiled at his Changer. “I was thinking about the day I found you.”

      “I thought someone was intruding on my mind.” Ionan chuckled.

      “Yes.” Keota hesitated. “I wonder why you chose to think about that particular moment in our lives.”

      “Oh, you know how it goes. I like to revisit all of my memories. Keep them alive so they don’t fade away.”

      “Ionan. I think we both know better than that.”

      The Changer didn’t say anything. Then he sighed, looking at Allie as she licked Keanu’s face. “I miss her so much. When I think about her, it’s like she’s right beside me. I can almost feel her here, in the forest.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Vera and Wyntier are probably off causing chaos, like they were before,” Keota told the hawk.

      “I know, but I can’t help it. She has to be nearby,” Ionan whispered back.

      “She’s in your heart, that’s what’s important,” Keota said, to try and settle Ionan’s broken heart. It had been years since they’d left Nesting’s Haven, and the last thing he wanted was Ionan bringing up the past.

      His Changer had forgotten that Vera was the reason they had fled from home in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      A small purple butterfly landed softly on the edge of a bird’s nest. She took in her surroundings, completely lost.

      Vera sighed, thinking about what a fruitless mission this was. She wished Wyntier would give up and go... not back home, but anywhere. Somewhere where they could be together and not cause harm to anyone.

      “Hello there, little butterfly,” a strong voice said. Vera jumped as she stared into the brown eyes of a large black wolf, one who looked young, strong, and brave. “Are you lost?

      Frightened, she said,“I’m Vera. I’m new here.”

      “My name is Lilja,” he said. “What brings you to the forest?”

      “I need to find my way around,” she answered. “My master wants to visit. He has business here and doesn’t want to get lost.”

      He cocked his head. “Your master? You mean… your fairy? Is he a friend of Kia’s?”

      Vera didn’t know who Kia was, but she would do anything not to get caught, so she lied. “Yes. She and my master are very good friends.”

      “Well, any friend of Kia’s is a friend of mine. This is my home, and I could give you a tour,” Lilja offered.

      “Do you have a map?” Vera asked.

      Lilja shook his head. “No, but I know where to find one, if you wait here.”

      “Thank you, Lilja. I would appreciate your help,” Vera replied.

      When Lilja returned he put the map on the ground, watching skeptically as the butterfly tried to lift it. “Are you sure you don’t need any help with that?”

      “No, no, I’m fine,” Vera gasped. “I’ve taken up too much time of yours already.”

      “I suppose I should return to my pack,” Lilja said. “But I will be nearby, if you need anything. Visitors are always welcome to the Verinian Forest.”
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