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Ash wasn’t sure which turned his stomach more violently: so-called criminals being pushed through the portal, or the gathered crowd cheering its approval. As heir to the throne of Wildwood, he should have had the power to stop it but his mother, Queen Elm, had made it clear Minister Redwood was responsible for all legal matters, including punishments, and Ash had to stay out of it. 

Punishments. Ash would have laughed if the situation hadn’t been so serious. To the best of his knowledge, nobody knew where the portal went or what happened to the prisoners once they reached the other side—if they reached the other side alive—so how could it be called a punishment? And what crimes had these people committed? There had been no public trials and who knew what went on behind the closed doors of the interrogation building. Allegedly everyone confessed, but had they been tortured into doing so? Minister Redwood denied the accusations and Queen Elm trusted him, but Ash had his doubts. 

His eyes landed on a woman with only one arm who was limping toward the portal. He recognised her as a palace servant, though he couldn’t remember her name. What had she done to deserve such a fate? Or been accused of doing, Ash corrected himself. Was she as innocent as he knew some of the others to be? 

Just thinking the word had him scouring the line of ‘criminals’, seeking out Cedar, former Captain of the Royal Guard and Ash’s best friend. He’d been found guilty of treason. It was so outrageous it was laughable. Anyone who knew Cedar would say there was nobody more loyal to the royal family. Unlike most of the other prisoners, Redwood hadn’t claimed Cedar confessed; nobody would believe him. Instead he said there was enough evidence of Cedar’s plot to murder the queen and have the military put in charge for there to be no doubt in anyone’s mind, though Redwood refused to explain what the evidence was. There was no doubt in Ash’s mind. The charges were false and the witnesses, if there truly were any, were lying.

He finally spotted Cedar near the end of the line. He was staring up at the balcony Ash was standing on and their eyes locked. There was no accusation there, just grim determination. Cedar was aware Ash had done all he could, short of committing treason by freeing Cedar himself, but all his arguments had fallen on deaf ears.

There were no members of the Royal Guard guarding the prisoners; they all refused to take part. Each of them wanted to resign in disgust at what was happening to their captain, but Ash persuaded them not to; after all, it wouldn’t help Cedar and Ash wanted men and women around him he could trust.

He nodded, an almost imperceptible motion that conveyed to Cedar this wasn’t over and Ash would, somehow, find a way to get him back. Cedar returned the nod before turning away. The prince kept his focus on his friend until he was unceremoniously shoved through the portal, which shimmered as if swallowing its latest meal.

Ash went hollow inside, as though part of him was missing.

Sensing eyes on him, he turned around. His sister, Fern, was standing behind him. Her eyes were red and tear streaks ran down her face. He thought he’d persuaded her to stay away, but he was obviously wrong. Though she couldn’t see what was happening from where she was standing, she would know from Ash’s posture Cedar was gone.

He held out his arms and she rushed into them, tears flowing once more for the man who had been her betrothed until the arrangement had been cancelled as soon as the first accusation was made. Queen Elm hadn’t even waited for a verdict.

He swallowed the bitterness he felt toward his mother and concentrated on Fern, who was shaking in his arms. He stroked her long hair comfortingly. They were interrupted by someone clearing their throat behind them.

Somehow Ash kept the sneer from his face when his eyes fell on Minister Redwood. Despite his hate for the minister, the usual feeling of jealousy filled him. Redwood was the perfect male specimen. From his stout, stubby legs and enlarged belly, to his busy eyebrows and large squashed nose, he had everything people desired, as far as appearance went. He had lilac eyes, whereas Ash’s were the more usual deep purple. Even the man’s ears had the perfect point on them. Women hated men being taller than them, so Ash’s height wasn’t looked upon as an asset. He detested his own thinner physique, yet the hours he spent training with the Royal Guard kept him fit and slim; if only women could find that attractive. 

“Can you not leave us alone with our grief?” Ash snapped, pulling Fern closer to him. 

Minister Redwood placed his right fist on his heart and bowed his head, the traditional sign of respect. “Please forgive my intrusion, but I just wanted to pay my condolences.”

The man was a good actor. He sounded sincere, but the tiniest movement of his mouth, as though he was fighting a smile, betrayed him. Most people wouldn’t have noticed, but the prince had been taught how to read people. As heir to the throne, it was a necessary skill, so he couldn’t understand how his mother didn’t see through the minister.

“You have done what you came for, now get out.”

Redwood bowed his head once more, as though happy to accept the dismissal, but before he left the room, he turned around. “Despite what you believe, Cedar is guilty. They all are. I heard his plotting with my own ears.”

Letting go of Fern, Ash took a menacing step forward. “How dare you mention his name. He is gone because of you.”

Redwood had the audacity to smile. “I was only doing my job.”

Ash clenched his fist and pulled back his arm, but Fern grabbed it before he could deliver the blow. “Do not do it. He is not worth it and you will get in a lot of trouble.” 

Redwood turned and walked off the balcony, but not before grinning insolently at Ash. 

“I detest that man,” Fern said. “How does he hold so much sway over the queen?”

Ash had no answer. Queen Elm was a hard woman, but had earned the love of her people during her rein. She treated them well and always appeared to do what was best for them, until Redwood had become minister a year or so before the king, Ash’s and Fern’s father, died. Now she seemed to do whatever Redwood dictated. 

Ash and Fern always thought of her as Queen rather than Mother, as that is the way she always acted toward them. They both understood she was doing what she had to. She couldn’t appear to be close to her children or her love for them might be taken advantage of, and there was no doubt she did love them, in her own way. 

Thinking of his mother made Ash’s bitterness return. He understood she couldn’t show favouritism to Cedar, given the family connection, but she could at least have allowed Ash to witness the interrogation and hear all the so-called evidence.

“How can we have let this happen?” Fern asked in a shaky voice.

“We did everything we could to stop it.” His words sounded hollow and he wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince Fern or himself.

He had to put a stop to these weekly demonstrations. If only he could find whoever created the portal and force them to shut it down. He’d tried to discover the creator, but nobody seemed to know anything. It just appeared one day. A couple of brave volunteers, at least Ash hoped they had been volunteers, had gone through and never returned. This gave Redwood the idea of using it to empty the overcrowded prisons. Not that they had been overcrowded before he took over. 

“I will keep trying to find out who created the portal, or someone who can shut it down, but there are not many of our people with enough magical power to do something like that. Not that we know of, anyway.”

“Could you do it?”

Ash shook his head. He was powerful, more powerful than Fern knew, but he had no idea how to even attempt to close it. Only his father, Fern and Cedar knew of his magical abilities. He managed to keep them hidden from everyone, even his mother, as he worried he would be made to do things against his will. He inherited his magic from his father, who had been secretly teaching him how to use it, before the accident. 

At least it was believed to be an accident. Since the arrival of the portal, Ash was beginning to have his doubts. How did such an accomplished rider as his father fall from a horse and break his neck? Especially on a route he rode regularly. Was there more to the story? Did someone or something make him fall? Ash had no answer and no way of finding out so he turned his mind to things he could do.

“I am going to see the queen again to try to persuade her to have the portal shut down. Maybe she can find someone who can do it.”

Fern grabbed his arm before he could leave the balcony. “But if it gets shut down, Cedar will be trapped on the other side.” 

“I know.” They were the hardest words he’d ever had to say. But he couldn’t let others keep suffering the same fate as his friend.

Ash made his way through the palace to his mother’s private quarters, but the soldier outside her door informed him she was in a meeting with Minister Redwood in his office. Since when had ordinary soldiers guarded the queen? That was the duty of the Royal Guard.

“Why are you here instead of one of my men?”

“Minister Redwood’s orders, Highness. He wanted to free up the members of the Royal Guard for other duties.” The poor man looked frightened.

“Did he indeed,” Ash muttered and turned away. There was an audible sigh of relief from behind him as he made his way down the corridor.

When he reached the door to Redwood’s office, he was pleased to see a familiar face standing outside.

“It is good to see you,” he said. Maple had been a member of the Royal Guard for more years than Ash could remember and had been the personal guard of the queen for almost as long. “You have not been replaced then.”

She smirked at him. “Redwood tried, but I don’t take orders from him and for once the queen didn’t take his side.” The smile dropped from her face. “Is he gone?”

Ash didn’t need to ask who she was talking about. “Yes. But I will get him back.”

Maple nodded.

Ash lowered his voice. “Be careful. Do not do anything to make Redwood accuse you of treason. You are the only one standing between him and the queen.”

He didn’t need to say anything more. Maple would know what words he wasn’t saying. Again she nodded.

He paused before knocking. In his mind, he pictured a hole in the door and willed it into existence. No hole appeared, but it allowed him to hear what was being said inside. His mother was expressing doubts about continuing to use the portal and Redwood was countering every argument she made. Ash shook his head when his mother gave in. She wasn’t usually weak-willed, so why was she with Redwood? Ash asked her once and her response was she only agreed with him when he made sense.

Allowing the metaphoric hole to close, Ash knocked on the door, walking in before given permission. As the heir to the throne, it was his right. Annoying the minister was a bonus.

Redwood was sitting behind his desk and jumped to his feet when he realised who the intruder was. He showed the proper respect by giving the formal greeting, bowing his head lower than he had earlier, but his face betrayed his irritation. It almost made Ash smile. He made the same gesture to his mother, lowering his head the correct amount for a prince greeting a queen. 

“Prince Ash,” Queen Elm said. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”

Unexpected, yes. A pleasure? He didn’t believe she meant that.

“I have come to discuss the portal. It needs to be shut down.”

“We were just talking about that,” Redwood said. “The queen agrees it has to remain open while we still have prisoners we need to remove from our country.”

Ash had to stop himself saying ‘I know that’. Instead, he said, “Do you know where it goes or who created it?”

“Well, no,” the minister started to say, “but—”

Ash interrupted him. “Is it not possible it was created by another country and will be used as an invasion point? Maybe all the people we send through are being trained up as weapons against us. After the way they have been treated, I would not blame them for defecting.”

Redwood smiled. “I am sure that’s not the case.”

“How do you know?”

Redwood remained silent so Ash turned to his mother.

The queen opened her mouth, as if about to say something, then closed it again. She shuddered before relaxing her shoulders. It was barely noticeable and most people wouldn’t have seen it. She straightened her back and said, “I have every faith in Minister Redwood. If the portal posed a danger to us, he would have informed me and I would rule that it should be closed. I understand your concern, but the portal is only large enough for one person to go through at a time, so using it for invasion is highly unlikely. However, I will insist on a guard being placed beside it, along with a warning bell to be rung should anyone or anything come through.”

It wasn’t what Ash wanted, but it was the best he was going to get. Instead of thanking her, he nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him. Before leaving, he created the imaginary hole again.

“Well done, Your Majesty,” Redwood said. “A most excellent suggestion. I will make the arrangements at once.”

The sound of the queen rising from her chair had Ash closing the hole and moving away from the door as quickly as possible. He had no doubt the portal would be guarded within the hour and it would be by someone loyal to the minister instead of the royal family.

Ash returned to his rooms to get changed. He hated wearing formal dress, but understood the need. As the heir, he had to dress appropriately for every occasion, even if it was witnessing innocent people being sacrificed. He undid the shiny buttons on his bright red with gold trim doublet and returned it to the wardrobe. His black breeches and dark leather shoes joined it, being replaced by his most comfortable hose and a pair of black boots, with a small heel. He debated changing his linen shirt, but where he was going it would be adequate.

Grabbing his sword from where he’d left it on the bed, he made his way through the palace and walked over to the Royal Guard’s barracks, which were adjacent to the training ground.

As expected, he found Pine there, training some of the new recruits. Not wishing to distract them, Ash watched them silently. Pine had been Cedar’s second-in-command so was the obvious choice as his replacement, though Pine wasn’t happy about the assignment and would give it up if Cedar returned. 

Pine was tall, towering over the men he was training. His hair was tied back in a ponytail to keep it out of his way, a fashion all members of the Royal Guard adopted. Ash did the same, whenever he was able. Protocol dictated he had to leave it loose when he was doing royal duties. Watching the men spar reminded him he’d forgotten to tie back his hair. Hopefully Pine had a spare band he could use.

As soon as Pine spied Ash, he called a halt and formally greeted him. Ash hated the formality but, as others were present, he didn’t complain. The trainees also greeted him before Pine signalled they were dismissed.

“How are they getting on?” Ash asked.

“Improving. But they have a long way to go. Now that we no longer have protection duty for the royal family, I have more time to spend with them.”

There was no hiding the bitterness behind the words. Ash clapped him on the shoulder in a friendly gesture. “I am still relying on you. If anyone in the family asks you to continue guarding them, that overrules whatever Redwood has to say.”

“Is that an official order?”

“It is.”

“Thank you.” Pine didn’t say ‘Your Highness’ like he was supposed to. He was roughly ten years older than the prince and since their first meeting, Ash had insisted he be treated like any other guardsman when they were alone.

“A word of warning. The queen has ordered the portal to be guarded and I am sure Redwood is going to use his own men. Let the Royal Guard know the portal is out of bounds. I do not trust whoever is appointed not to push someone through, or turn the other way if someone else does.”

“You don’t need to worry about that. None of us want to go anywhere near that thing.”

Ash didn’t need to ask why.

He spent the rest of the morning working out with members of the Royal Guard, testing his skills with a variety of weapons, not just his sword. He was good enough to take on any of the guardsmen, but wasn’t guaranteed a win. The Royal Guard had learned a long time ago to always give their best when fighting against the prince. He didn’t mind losing, saying every defeat taught him something.

At midday, he ate in the barracks instead of the formal dining room at the palace, where the queen and Fern always ate, often with Minister Redwood. There was a private family dining room, but the queen never used it. Ash sometimes did when the queen wasn’t in residence. She wouldn’t be happy about him eating with his guards, insisting a leader should keep themselves apart, but Ash disagreed. If you wanted people to be loyal, you had to get to know them, prove to them you were worth their loyalty. 

When he returned to his rooms to get changed into riding gear, there was a note on his bed containing the royal seal. Intrigued, he tore it open, frowning as he read the words.

Why would Fern leave him a note instead of speaking to him directly? What could be so secretive she wanted to meet him by the portal at midnight? There was only one way to find out. He’d been planning on checking on a garrison half a day’s ride south, but if he was to be back by midnight, he would have to change his plans and just go for a ride.

Once he’d changed his clothes, he went in search of Pine; if Ash left without an escort there would be all hell to pay when he got back and Pine wouldn’t let Ash being a prince hold him back.

Ash found him in the stables, saddling his horse. 

“Going somewhere?” Ash asked.

“Not really. Star hasn’t been out for a few days and she tends to get a bit antsy when she isn’t ridden regularly.” Pine tightened the straps on the saddle and grabbed the reigns from where he’d placed them on the side of the stall.

“Well they say animals take after their owners.” Ash grinned. Pine had a reputation for bedding many women, but Ash had no idea if it was true or not; Pine never talked about his conquests. Ash didn’t care one way or the other, as long as it didn’t interfere with the captain’s duties.

“Can I help you with something, Your Highness?” There was a trace of sarcasm in Pine’s tone.

“Yes. I am planning on taking Brutus for a ride,” Ash said, referring to Cedar’s horse.

Pine grunted. “Rather you than me. That animal may look beautiful, but he has a temper on him.”

“Again, like the owner.”

Pine didn’t argue. Cedar was a great leader, but was quick to anger.

“I’m sure that horse hates me. You and Cedar are the only ones who can get anywhere near him without getting kicked or bitten.”

Ash nodded. Cedar saved Brutus’s life when he was a foal and the two had been inseparable ever since. The only reason Ash could ride him was he had a way with animals.

“Where are you going and who are you planning on taking with you?” Pine asked. As Captain of the Royal Guard, it was Pine’s job to assign the prince an escort, but Cedar had always allowed Ash to select his own escorts and he was pleased Pine was doing the same.

“I am taking my father’s favourite trail.” 

“I think I will come with you,” Pine finally said. “Seeing as I was heading out anyway.” 

Pine didn’t help Ash saddle and bridle Brutus, not that Ash needed help. 

“Hi Brutus,” he said as he ran his hand along the horse’s sleek black body. The animal turned his head around to nuzzle him. He was a good two hands taller than Ash’s own horse, Swift, but the grey mare could easily outrun him. Brutus had taken a liking to Swift, and the attraction appeared to be mutual. Cedar and Ash had been considering breeding them. The smile dropped from Ash’s face when he realised he would now have to make the decision alone.

Brutus stood patiently as he was saddled and bridled and followed Ash out of the stool without having to be led. He didn’t react as Ash climbed into the saddle, but the moment he was seated, the horse turned his head and tried to bite Pine, who jumped out of the way just in time.

“I told you that horse hates me,” the captain said as he mounted his chestnut mare. Even if Ash hadn’t known the horse’s name, the white star in the middle of her head, just below the ears, gave it away.

As soon as they were out of the city, Ash loosened his reins and gave Brutus his head. The horse took the hint and galloped away. 

They weren’t gone long and stable hands appeared as they rode into the yard. They backed away as soon as they saw Brutus. While one of them took care of Star, Ash had to unsaddle and brush down Brutus on his own. He didn’t mind; he enjoyed taking care of horses.

He ate his evening meal in the barracks and spent the evening on paperwork. When midnight approached, he looked at his sister’s note again. Something felt off. Did she really write it? There was one way to find out. He allowed his magic to immerse itself into the paper, closed his eyes and concentrated. Fern’s face appeared in his mind. She had definitely written the note.

He had put his sword on the bed while he bathed and dressed and wasn’t sure if he should leave it there. After all, he wasn’t going far and was meeting his sister so there should be no danger. But the word ‘should’ bothered him. He tied his scabbard around his waist and slipped the sword into it, before sliding a dagger down each boot.

He made his way to the portal, checking around him as he went to make sure he wasn’t being followed. Strangely, there was no sign of anyone guarding it when he arrived. Had the minister lied about arranging a watch or had the guard sneaked off for a drink or to relieve himself?

Ash had only been there a few minutes when Fern arrived. The redness of her eyes told him she had been crying. 

“Why did you want to meet here?” he asked. 

“I didn’t.” He winced. He hated her shortening her words. As a member of the royal family, she should always speak correctly. Then he frowned. Why was she lying to him? 

Before he had time to ask, he sensed movement behind her and wasn’t surprised when Redwood stepped out of the shadows. He must have arranged for them both to be there, but how and why?

Seemingly unaware of Redwood’s presence, Fern screamed when he grabbed her from behind, pulling her closer to him, and placed a knife at her throat.

“Move and she dies,” the minister said. Ash’s hand was already on the hilt of his sword so he slowly moved it away.

“And don’t even think about using your magic. If I see your hands or your lips move, she dies.”

How did he know? The only two people who knew were Cedar and Fern and he was certain Cedar wouldn’t have told Redwood, even under torture. And why did he think Ash needed to move his hands or lips to do things with his magic? Was it because the only times he’d demonstrated his abilities to Fern he’d made them more dramatic for her, making it look like he was casting a spell?

Ash glanced at his sister. She looked terrified. Her eyes were wide and dilated and had gone a lighter shade of purple. 

Ash raised his hands in front of him, demonstrating he was no threat. “What do you want?”

“What do I want?” Redwood sneered. “I thought that was obvious. I want the throne.”

Ash didn’t know what he thought Redwood would say, but he hadn’t been expecting that. He started to ask how he planned on obtaining it, but the minister hadn’t finished talking.

“My plan has been years in the making. First I killed your father, then I arranged for this portal to be built.”

“By who?” Ash wasn’t expecting an answer but there was no harm in asking.

“That’s irrelevant. She’s no longer here. I pushed her through to test it out.” He sounded proud of himself. He hadn’t finished grandstanding. “Before that, though, I had her put a spell on your mother, getting her to promote me. I’ve been using it to manipulate her ever since.” 

That explained a lot.

“I’ve been slowly getting rid of anyone who stood in my way.”

That explained even more.

“So what is the plan? Kill us, then marry the queen, before disposing of her and taking the crown?” Ash sounded a lot calmer than he felt. He wasn’t sure what was going on. Was Fern working with Redwood? After all, she had lured him to the portal and then denied it. But she looked so scared. 

Redwood laughed. “Of course not. Why would I want anything to do with that old hag?” Ash tensed. Nobody had the right to talk about his mother like that.

Redwood hadn’t finished gloating. “With you gone, there’s nobody to stop me marrying Fern and, not long afterward, her mother will meet with an accident, making Fern queen and me king. King Moss has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

“You cannot make her do that.”

“I can make her do anything I want. If she won’t cooperate, I’ve already found another magic user willing to put the same spell on her as was used on your mother.”

Fern started trembling and tears flowed down her face. 

Redwood removed the knife from her throat, but before Ash could react, Redwood pushed her forward into Ash, making him fall backward into the portal. As he was being pulled through, he drew a dagger from his boot and threw it, using his magic to make the throw more powerful. Fern screamed, but he couldn’t see if it hit Redwood.

Then everything went black. 
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Kerry switched off the TV before the news put her off her breakfast. The main story was about the elves, as it had been for the last six months, ever since they started to arrive. Nobody knew how they built the portal, or why, but that didn’t stop people taking advantage of them. Other than their pointed ears, they looked human and were almost being treated as refugees, though only almost.

The Australian government labelled their scheme as fostering, where people could volunteer to house the new arrivals. Politicians likened it to people taking in children who were evacuated from London during World War II. There was a big difference, however. The evacuees weren’t put to work, whereas the fosterers could make the elves ‘earn their keep.’ Yes, there were checks in place. Every fosterer was visited regularly to make sure the elves weren’t being abused in any way. All fostering had to be registered. Anyone found fostering an elf without proper registration weren’t just fined, they were sent to prison for a minimum of five years. Anyone who abused an elf, in any way, was jailed for no less than ten years, with no chance of early release. Yet the elves had no rights, no freedom to do anything their fosterer didn’t permit them to do. The government may have called it fostering but it was owning.

It felt like slavery to Kerry and it made her sick. Why could those in authority not see it was wrong? Why couldn’t the elves be treated the same as any other immigrants? They’d already proven they had skills, skills Australia should be paying for not getting for free. There were continuous protests outside the Elf Fostering Department centres, which Kerry called slave markets, but the politicians weren’t listening to anything the protesters had to say.

At least the prime minister wasn’t giving in to the demands of the US president to hand the elves over. They arrived on Australian soil and would stay on Australian soil. No elf was allowed to be exported and anyone found trying to do so was charged with people smuggling.

Kerry was thankful she didn’t know anyone who fostered an elf. While she longed to meet an elf, she hoped nobody she knew could be so cruel.

There was still a lot of mystery surrounding the visitors, as Kerry liked to think of them. Why were they here? How could they speak English? Why could none of them remember anything about their lives, not even their own names? These were the questions most of the population wanted answers to.

Kerry forced her thoughts away from the fate of the elves before it made her angry. She placed her empty bowl in the sink, filled it with water to soak, and put her mug in the dishwasher. Grabbing her lunch bag from the fridge and her laptop bag from her office, she was ready to go to work.

It was a short drive to the station and she sang along to the songs playing from her Spotify playlist as she drove. She’d just enough time to park and get to the right platform. As she walked along it, her train pulled up beside her, the doors opening as she reached her usual boarding spot. There weren’t many seats available; any later and she would have had to stand.

The journey into the city wasn’t eventful and she managed to read another chapter of Michael’s Passion. Joel Crowfoot was one of her favourite authors and she wasn’t happy about putting the book down when she arrived at her station.

A short walk had her reaching her building and taking the elevator to the fifth floor. After unloading her things from her bag and logging on, she locked her laptop and went to the kitchen, taking her lunch bag with her to place in the fridge. As she made herself a mug of tea, others walked into the kitchen. She recognised them as members of the legal department, but didn’t know any of them. They were talking loudly, discussing what they each did the previous evening. She tried to tune them out, until one of them said something which caught her attention.

“I fostered an elf.”

Kerry froze.

“It’s great. It’s like having a personal servant. She made me breakfast this morning.” He sounded like he was gloating. “And she’s a pretty little thing. I wouldn’t mind getting her into bed.”

Bile rose in Kerry’s throat.

“Isn’t that illegal?” an older woman with grey hair, cut into a bob, asked.

“Only if the authorities find out.”

“You need to be careful,” a younger man dressed in a dark suit said. “You know the law. If an elf makes an accusation, you have to prove your innocence, they don’t have to prove your guilt.”

“I know that.” The man grinned. “I’m sure I can get her to fall for my charms, though.” He raised his eyebrows in a suggestive manner.

Kerry had heard enough. That poor elf had been taken away from her friends and family and forced to live with strangers. It was bad enough she had to act as the man’s servant let alone being viewed as a sex object. It didn’t matter if she was being given a better life than the one she had fled from, if that was even the case; it was still wrong.

Kerry dropped her teabag in the bin and was walking toward the exit from the kitchen when the fosterer laughed. 

“There was one there, must have been my age, maybe a little older. She only had one arm and limped. There’s no chance anyone will want her.”

“What will happen to her?” Kerry asked.

All eyes turned toward her. The fosterer shrugged. “Sent to the refugee camp, I suppose.”

Kerry shuddered. She’d heard rumours about conditions there. She couldn’t let the poor elf be subjected to that. She knew what she had to do.

She tipped her tea down the sink, put the mug in the dishwasher and returned to her desk. It was too early for any of her colleagues to be in, so she unlocked her laptop, opened Outlook and typed a quick email to James, her boss, saying she had to take a personal day because of a family emergency. She then checked her calendar to reschedule any meetings she had and logged her time off in the correct system. She switched off, packed her bag and headed for the elevator, completely forgetting about her lunch bag in the fridge.

She reversed her journey, using her phone to look up details of the local Elf Fostering Division centre while she was on the train. The capital cities of each state had one. As soon as she got into her car, she programmed the address into Google Maps, plugged in her phone and headed back to the city.

She had no trouble parking when she arrived. The building looked like a small hotel and she guessed it was used as one in the not-too-distant past. She entered the lobby through the double doors and the sight which greeted her suggested nothing had been changed since the hotel had been taken over. The two people on the reception desk, dressed in dark green uniforms with the letters EFD emblazoned in gold on the top left of their jackets, were tapping away at computers. A middle-aged woman with dyed blonde hair and horn-rimmed glasses looked up as Kerry approached.

“Hi, I’m Kylie.” She smiled widely, the whiteness of her teeth emphasised by her bright red lipstick. “How can I help?”

“I would like to become a foster person.” Kerry wasn’t sure what the correct term was, but that would do until she was corrected.

“Of course. There is just some paperwork for you to fill in to see if you’re eligible.” Kylie handed over a tablet with an online application form already loaded.

After thanking her, Kerry sat in one of the large armchairs in the waiting area and filled in the form. She couldn’t argue the government wasn’t thorough. There were over a hundred questions, which included health and personality along with the usual identifying ones. There were three entire pages about the living situation for the proposed foster elf. 

Kerry paused before entering the details. She lived in a two bed, one bathroom cottage. It was old, but had been fully renovated inside and suited her perfectly. But would it be too small for more than one person? Few people knew she also owned a twenty bed manor house on a five-thousand-acre estate, or that she worked because she enjoyed it not because she needed the money. Should she take the elf there instead? The housekeeper and the chef both lived in the house, so she wouldn’t be alone, and Kerry would be able to visit most weekends. But it would feel like dumping the elf before they got the chance to know each other.

In the end, she put down the details of both houses, stating she would live with the elf in her small house until the elf decided she was happy to move out.

The final four pages were the rules and responsibilities. These were not only detailed, but also contained the punishments for not following them.

Nearly an hour after arriving, Kerry handed the tablet back to Kylie, who quickly looked through it. “This all appears to be in order. Now I just need to see your driver’s licence.”

Kerry handed it over and Kylie compared the details to those on the application form. “Thank you,” she said as she passed it back. “If you intend to change the location of your foster elf, you must inform us immediately and we will send someone round to assess the property. If you will be at your current home this afternoon, we can do an inspection of that house then.”

Kerry confirmed she would be and Kylie continued. “Now, to the elves. We have a number residing here. Do you have any specific criteria?”

“Yes. I have been told there’s a female here who has only one arm and a limp.”

Kylie’s eyes widened in surprise. “We do, but what use will she be?”

Kerry took a deep breath to stop herself snapping a reply. “I’m not here to find a servant or a slave. I’m here to give a home to someone who needs it.” She was proud of herself for sounding so calm.

“Please accept my apologies. I’m not used to dealing with someone like you. We get the odd person who just wants a companion, but most are after an elf who will benefit them.” She sounded regretful, as though she wished she could change that, but couldn’t. She tapped on her keyboard before saying, “Number 5672 is in room two twelve. If you would like to come with me, you can meet her, but you won’t be allowed to take her with you until your home has been assessed.”

Kerry followed Kylie to the elevator. Without shoes on, Kylie would have still been taller than Kerry, but the high heels made the EF employee tower over her. Kylie pressed the button for floor two and the doors closed.

“Why do they have numbers instead of names?”

Kylie sighed. “It’s easier. None of them can remember their names and it feels wrong to randomly assign them. Plus it’s a good way to keep track of them.”

Kerry glared at Kylie. It sounded like they were being treated as criminals or potential terrorists. It was one thing to assign each elf with a number, but why call them that? It was inhumane and insulting.

The elevator pinged, announcing it had reached the second floor. The doors opened and Kerry followed Kylie out. When they reached room 212, Kylie knocked, but used her keycard to open the door before receiving a reply, as if the knock was warning she was about to enter instead of asking for permission.

The room was exactly what Kerry had been expecting: a typical cheap hotel room, with a bed, built in wardrobe, and a door which, presumably, led to a bathroom. All that was missing was the coffee making equipment and bar fridge.

An elf sat on the bed, a book in her hand. If her dark hair hadn’t been tucked behind her pointed ears, she could easily pass as human. She was thin, but not unhealthily so, and her face was pale. She didn’t return the smile Kerry gave her.

“5672, this is Kerry. She’s interested in fostering you.”

Kerry shuddered when the elf was referred to by a number, even though she had been expecting it.

The elf didn’t smile and her purple eyes remained dull.

“Why me? What use will I be? There is a lot I can do, but those with two arms can do it all better.” She sounded resigned rather than sad or sullen.

Kylie opened her mouth, but Kerry cut her off. “I’m not looking for a servant or a slave. When I heard about you, I knew I had to get you out of this place, give you a home.” The elf didn’t look convinced. “Would you like to come and live with me?”

It was Kylie who answered. “They don’t get a choice, I’m afraid.” She sounded unhappy about it.

“In that case,” Kerry said, addressing the elf, “I will see you first thing tomorrow.” She raised a questioning eyebrow at Kylie, who nodded. “The first thing we need to do is go shopping. None of my clothes will fit you.”

Though they appeared to be roughly the same height, Kerry was much plumper so everything she owned would hang off the elf.

The beginnings of a smile touched the elf’s lips and her eyes brightened with what Kerry took to be hope.

“Thank you,” the elf said as Kylie ushered Kerry out of the room, closing the door behind her.

“What are the facilities like here?” Kerry asked.

Kylie told her everything, but it still sounded like a prison to Kerry, a nice one, but the elves were still prisoners. At least she was freeing one of them. And she didn’t plan on stopping at one.

“If you ever get an elf that’s hard to foster, let me know.”

“I will.”

Instead of going home, Kerry drove to the manor. She needed to let the workers there know of her plans and she preferred to do it face to face. It might be a while before the elf was relocated there, but she wanted everyone to be prepared. If another elf needed fostering soon, rooms would have to be made ready.

Nobody greeted her when she arrived, but the smell coming from the kitchen as she walked down the hallway told her where she would find her chef, if not her housekeeper.

Ronan was taking a loaf out of the oven when she entered the room, his large biceps bulging. She’d hired him straight from catering college when he flew to Australia for a year and hadn’t regretted it. That was four years ago. She gave him free range in the kitchen, allowing him to order whatever ingredients and equipment he wanted. She tried to get to the manor every weekend, to ride her horse if nothing else, and he liked to experiment whenever she visited. If she stayed for more than a few days, she would need to go on a diet afterward as the food was always delicious.

He greeted her with a smile before turning his back on her to close the oven door. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” he asked, his strong Irish accent accentuating his surprise at seeing her on a weekday.

“There’s something I need to talk to you about,” Kerry said as she took a seat at the kitchen table. “Is Gwyn about?” Gwyn had been part of the household for the last two years and she and Ronan had gotten on like the proverbial house on fire from the start. They were now engaged.

“At the stables, I think.” As her duties as housekeeper didn’t keep her busy enough, Gwyn volunteered to take care of Kerry’s horse. She was an experienced rider and it put Kerry’s mind at ease knowing Beauty was in good hands.

She was about to head over to the stables when the back door opened.

“We were just talking about you,” Ronan said.

“Hi Kerry. I didn’t expect to see you today.” Gwyn’s Welsh accent came through strongly. Kerry was their boss, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be called Miss Delaney. She wished she could get her gardener to stop doing it, but as he was sixty she had no hope of changing him. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks certainly applied to Bert.

“How’s Beauty today?” Kerry asked.

“Lively. It was a good run.”

“Please, take a seat,” Kerry said. Gwyn kissed Ronan on the cheek before they both sat down. Kerry didn’t mind the public displays of affection. It was good to see them happy.

She explained her fostering plans, her reasons for them and how they would affect the couple sitting opposite her.

“It’ll be nice to have more people living here,” Ronan said.

“Let me know before anyone arrives and I’ll have a room ready for them.”

Kerry smiled. She didn’t think Ronan and Gwyn would have an issue with having elves living with them, but it was good to hear them say so. 

“A fellow student from catering college only had one arm, so I’ve seen firsthand what can and can’t be done,” Ronan said. “If she’s interested, I can teach her all I know. Will you be staying to lunch?”

The aromas coming from the bread were making Kerry’s mouth water, but she needed to get home for the inspection, so she regretfully declined.

As soon as she arrived home, she started doing research on elves. She found websites full of conspiracy theories around their sudden appearance being the start of an invasion and others complaining they were taking jobs away from humans, but she ignored those. There was a news story about a man being attacked by his elf, who was now awaiting trial and would be treated the same as a human in regard to the court case. She found references to the laws around fostering an elf, which she read through carefully in case there was something she didn’t already know. There was nothing about a limit on the number of elves one person could foster.

She found nothing else of use until she discovered there was an elf doctor on the outskirts of the city. How could an elf be a doctor when they lost their memories coming through the portal? Kerry guessed she would find out if any of the elves she fostered got sick.

The doorbell rang, announcing a visitor. The man on the other side of the door, dressed in a charcoal suit, showed his ID before she could even say hello. It identified him as working for the EFD.

“I’ve come to inspect your property.” Kerry found his manner rude, but didn’t say anything in case he gave her home a bad report.

“Please, come in,” she said as she stepped out of his way and opened the door wider.

The inspection didn’t take long as the house was so small, but he confirmed it was adequate.

“You have another house, I believe. When can I see that one?”

She wasn’t sure if he was efficient or abrupt. He certainly wasn’t friendly.

“If I don’t have to be there, whenever you like.”

“I’ll go now then.”

“Alright. I’ll let them know you’re on your way.”

He didn’t say goodbye as he left the house. As soon as the door closed, Kerry called Ronan, warning him what to expect. She then contacted the EFD, asking if she could pick her elf up that afternoon as her house had been approved, but was told she would have to wait for the certification to come through.

It was the middle of the afternoon and Kerry had just made herself a coffee when the EFD called to say she could collect her elf whenever she was ready, or she could wait for her to be dropped off in the morning. As the next day was Saturday, Kerry planned to go to the manor, as she usually did, so said she would be there as soon as she could. She tipped her coffee down the sink and put the mug in the dishwasher before grabbing her purse and heading out the door. The only thing she didn’t like about her house was there was no way to get to the garage without leaving the house.

As long as there were no holdups on the way to the Elf Fostering Department centre, the shops would still be open for a while so she could get the elf some essentials.

There was some final paperwork to be completed before Kerry and the elf were free to go. The clothes the elf was wearing looked strange and Kerry assumed they were what she was wearing when she came through the portal. The short tunic was a shade of green Kerry hadn’t seen before and hung loose around the thighs. Maybe it was fashionable wherever elves came from, but it certainly wasn’t on Earth. 

“The first thing we need to do,” Kerry said once they were both in the car, “is give you a name. Do you have any idea what you would like to be called?”

The question seemed to take the elf by surprise. “I don’t know. I haven’t given it any thought. I assumed you would give me a name.”

“Okay. Let’s think of one together. You don’t want an ordinary human name, as you’re far from ordinary. You want something that’s not common but isn’t unusual either. What about Autumn?”

Kerry pulled up at traffic lights and took the opportunity to glance at the elf. “No. I don’t think Autumn suits you. You’re a little too pale for that. What about Jasmine?”

The elf said the name a couple of times, trying it out. “Yes,” she said. “I like that.”

“Jasmine is a type of flower here. One of the varieties is white. I think it suits you.”

Kerry drove to the shopping centre nearest her home as she knew where the shops she wanted were. For now, she would go to the cheap shops which had more variety. More expensive clothes could be purchased later.

Jasmine’s eyes were wide as she stepped into the shopping centre. Kerry was about to ask if she had anything similar on her world, but remembered Jasmine wouldn’t be able to answer as she had no memory of her home.

Kerry headed directly to Target and once there, told Jasmine she could have whatever she wanted. She would need several changes of clothes, underwear, shoes and nightwear. She could also choose other essentials like a toothbrush, hairbrush and deodorant.

Jasmine looked like she was dreaming as she wandered around the shop, looking at everything but touching nothing. Eventually she found a light blue dress with white flowers on it and held it up against her, trying to judge if it would fit. Kerry told her about changing rooms and insisted she choose a few things before trying them on.

Shopping didn’t take as long as Kerry had been expecting as Jasmine got everything she needed in one shop. 

“Next we need to figure out what food you like,” Kerry said as she drove home. “Did you eat anything at the centre you really enjoyed or anything you didn’t like?”

“Fish,” came the immediate reply. “They served it for lunch today and I didn’t enjoy it. The taste was bearable, but I didn’t like the texture.”

“So no seafood,” Kerry said, giving Jasmine an encouraging smile. “Anything else?”

“I liked the way the potatoes were cooked. Mashed, I think I was told.”

“Me too. Though I prefer them roasted. I think I’m going to enjoy trying different things with you.” A thought entered Kerry’s head. “You’re not a vegetarian are you? You do eat meat?”

“Of course.” Jasmine’s smile made her face light up.

“Sausage and mash tonight then,” Kerry declared. “With onion gravy. We’ll have different things each meal and you can let me know what you like and what you don’t. I won’t be offended if you say anything I cook is horrible. Everyone has different tastes.”

The evening went well. Jasmine seemed to enjoy the meal and the glass of red wine Kerry served with it, though it made her sleepy. She went to bed a few hours before Kerry, who stayed up to watch a film.

In the morning, Kerry gave Jasmine her spare weekend case and told her to pack what she needed to stay overnight at the manor. She seemed nervous during the journey. “I haven’t met many humans,” she admitted when Kerry asked her what was wrong.

“Don’t worry. You’ll only be meeting two people today, three if Bert is about. He’s my gardener. He comes and goes as he pleases instead of having set hours.”

Kerry hoped he wasn’t there as she had no idea how he was going to react to Jasmine and she wanted the elf’s first impression of the manor to be a good one.

They arrived before lunch and Gwyn showed Jasmine to the room she would be staying in.

“I love your hair,” Gwyn said as she and Jasmine walked into the kitchen where Kerry was helping Ronan set the table. “I’ve always wanted straight hair, but I can’t stop mine curling.” Jasmine blushed. 

“I’m the exact opposite,” Kerry said to Gwyn. “I wish I had your hair. Other than the colour. I don’t think ginger would go as well with my complexion as it does yours.”

“Why is it whenever women get together they talk about hair?” Ronan said, in a teasing tone. “I bet it’s the same for elves.”

“Why do you call us elves?” Jasmine asked. Kerry looked at Ronan, wondering what he was going to say.

“It’s simple really. On Earth, elves are mythical creatures. Many fantasy authors write about them, each describing them differently, except for one feature: they always have pointed ears.”

Jasmine’s hand went to her ear. “So you named us after something someone made up?”

“Yep. Now take a seat so we can eat. Kerry asked me to do a smorgasbord so you can try lots of different things.”

The meal was fun, with Jasmine saying what she thought of everything she ate and the others suggesting what would go well with the things she liked. The only thing she hated was the pickled onions. Kerry couldn’t blame her.

After everyone had eaten enough, Kerry tried to help with clearing up but was thrown out of the kitchen, so she took Jasmine into the garden. It was a sunny spring day and a cool breeze was blowing, making it the perfect temperature to be outside. 

The garden surrounded the house and near the kitchen, Ronan grew his own herbs and vegetables. The property contained a small orchard full of fruit trees and flower beds were along every wall. Bert was busy trimming a rosebush when Kerry spotted him. As he had seen her, she had no choice other than to introduce him to Jasmine. 

He watched them approach, taking in Jasmine’s limp and missing arm. Though left-handed, he held out the right one to her so she could shake it. The action seemed to confuse her. “I guess you don’t shake where you’re from,” he said, but not in a gruff manner. “I’m Bert and you must be the elf I’ve been hearing about.”

“Bert, this is Jasmine,” Kerry said.

“Delighted to meet you lass. Do you enjoy gardening?”

“I don’t know.” Jasmine's eyes, filled with confusion and hints of distress, slipped to Kerry. It had to be jarring to find yourself in a new world, doubly hard when you had no idea who you were. 

“Then let’s find out.” Bert handed her his secateurs. “I’m deadheading all the bushes to keep them healthy.”

“Bert,” Kerry admonished. “Jasmine isn’t here to work.”

Bert grunted. “Gardening ain’t work, it’s leisure.”

Kerry almost asked why she was paying him, if that was the case, but Bert wouldn’t see the funny side. “If you say so. Jasmine, you can give it a go if you want, but you don’t have to.”

“I’d like to try,” she said shyly.

Bert took hold of a stem and pointed toward the bottom. “Snip there,” he instructed. Jasmine did as she was told and smiled when Bert said, “Perfect.”

“Can I borrow her for a while?” Bert asked Kerry. “I’ve a lot to get done and my arthritis is playing up today.”

Seeing how pleased Jasmine looked, Kerry said, “She can stay and help if she wants to.”

“Yes please,” Jasmine said.

“I’ll bring her up to the house when we’ve done. Or if she gets bored.”

Kerry thanked him and headed back to the house. She wanted to go through the expenses to see how much money she would need to transfer into the account Gwyn and Ronan used for purchases for the manor. Jasmine didn’t return until the light was beginning to fade. Kerry was just about to go and look for her when Bert entered the kitchen.

The evening meal consisted of pies, roast potatoes, to keep Kerry happy, and bowls full of different vegetables. Ronan cooked several different flavoured mini pies and Jasmine tried each variety. Pepper steak was her favourite, but she said she liked them all. She discovered she loved broccoli but didn’t like green beans. Bert was invited to join them, but he declined, saying he had invited a few friends round for a barbecue.

The evening was spent playing board games. Despite appearing to be around ten years older than the others, Jasmine got on well with them and didn’t seem out of place.

The following morning, Kerry took Jasmine riding, borrowing a neighbour’s horse for the elf. Neither of them knew if she’d ridden before, so Kerry took it slow to begin with. It soon became evident Jasmine was an experienced rider and they went galloping across the fields, making Jasmine laugh with delight. As she liked it so much, and there was plenty of room in the stable, Kerry said she would buy Jasmine her own horse when she moved to the manor. Jasmine said there was no need, but Kerry insisted.

After lunch it was time to go home. “I hope you enjoyed yourself here.” 

“Yes I did. A lot. I loved gardening. How soon can I move here? Not that I want to get away from you,” she quickly added.
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