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            THE STORY SO FAR

          

        

      

    

    
      In Wyntier’s Rise, we find Keanu and Allie are nearly sixteen years of age, though the memory of their past still haunts them. The teens and their wolf friends enjoyed their lives in the Verinian Forest, although chaos was soon to set upon them once again.

      The tale began with the arrival of humans in the Lands once more, which set off a chain reaction. Keanu discovered that a scientist called Adam was capturing local creatures to experiment on. Keanu then met Adam’s daughter; a human girl named Reagan. Reagan was different from her father, because unlike other humans, she was able to hear the animals of the realm speak. Reagan and Keanu soon became friends, though Allie came to despise her.

      Everything seemed to be going well, until an old friend of Keota’s came to the forest begging for help. Luciana was pregnant, and needed refuge after fleeing Nesting’s Haven. As she lived within the forest, the bond between Keota and Luciana grew. Despite his best intentions, Keota found himself having feelings for another woman from his past, and his marriage with Kiatana withered.

      Provoked by Luciana’s arrival, Keanu’s parents began arguing. When Wyntier reappeared in the area, looking to harm Allie once again, the fighting between the married couple only worsened. Keota eventually chose to leave the forest with Luciana, preferring to live with her in Nesting’s Haven rather than work on his failing relationship with Kia.

      Vixen spent her time searching for Wyntier within the Verinian’s borders, but was unsuccessful in locating him, showing that her powers as Great One were beginning to wane. During their sixteenth birthday party, Vixen gifted Keanu and Allie two griffin pendants— amulets which she promised had great power.

      Keanu ended up falling for Reagan, gifting her a magical crown that changed shape depending on who wore it. It was a gift his mother had found on her first quest long ago, during the events of Kiatana’s Journey. The gesture was sweet, though Reagan simply desired to play games. Jealous of his Changer, Reagan forced Keanu to make a choice between her or Allie. Keanu and Allie got into a heartbreaking argument, which caused Allie to run off.

      Allie fled from home, though she was being hunted. Working for Wyntier, the witch Nineva used a spell to harm Allie, and made her vulnerable. Nineva had aligned herself with the Ortusans Aravon and Carmilla, who sought to use Allie’s heart to make themselves into Bloodlusters— powerful monsters who are nearly unstoppable in combat. In a brutal, merciless killing, Aravon and Carmilla ate Allie’s heart while it was still beating, and made the transformation into Bloodlusters.

      Allie appeared to have perished from the attack… or so her friends believed. When she awoke in the forest several hours later, Allie found herself alone with no memory of her loved ones, her past or her friends, her injuries completely healed. She was without a heartbeat, a strange griffin pendant dangling from her neck.

      Once Nineva thought Allie was dead, she set fire to the Verinian Forest. The dark magic quickly destroyed Kiatana’s home. Kia, along with what was left of her friends and family, were forced to flee the area. During the chaos, Keanu was separated from his mother, and was taken to Nesting’s Haven by Ionan.

      The burning of the Verinian Forest signaled the beginning of the Second Despondent— a war between the Lands and Nesting’s Haven that could mean extinction for all living beings in both realms.

      Reagan intended to apologize to Keanu for what had happened between them, until Wyntier appeared in her home. He took her father hostage and stole Adam away to Nesting’s Haven. Wyntier planned to force her father to work on vile experiments, leaving the human girl behind.

      Meanwhile, Keanu’s cousins Soran and Vivienna did their best to stop Wyntier from gaining control in Nesting’s Haven. They attended Bumbleberry University, and made friends with a shy boy named Daren, and a distrustful girl called Cameliyon.

      Cameliyon had the ability to change her appearance at will, and was bonded to two twin Changers known as Pumpkin and Martin. There was a strange power within her that she called the darkness, an unexplained force Cameliyon struggled to control.

      Despite all efforts made by the young heroes, Wyntier gained control of Nesting’s Haven, and was crowned king. Soran and Vivienna, along with their friends, were eventually reunited with Ionan, Keanu, and others. The group chose to flee to Southwild together— the only territory in Nesting’s Haven that was not commanded by Wyntier, but instead, ruled by Ionan’s father, Ignus.

      At this point in our tale, Wyntier is gaining control and our heroes are separated, divided in different parts of the realm. Our story continues as Reagan adventures through the Lands, about to meet up with an unlikely ally…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART ONE: THE LANDS
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MOURNING WHAT WAS LOST
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      The witch sat utterly alone in her home underneath the looming shadow of the Ice Born Mountains, refusing to shiver against the bitter chill that permeated the cabin. Though her dress was thin, and the blizzard that raged outside was horrendous, Nineva didn’t show her discomfort. The fairy merely tossed her mane of red hair over her shoulder and stared out the window with a tight-lipped, stony expression that was colder than the weather outside.

      Wyntier had left for Nesting’s Haven to be crowned king, but she had opted to stayed behind for a time to help Carmilla and Aravon rally the the Ortusans throughout the Lands under one banner. It was a complicated task— one she didn’t trust the witless Bloodlusters to handle well on their own. She would leave when things proved to be under control.

      Besides… the Lands was her home. It had been for nearly her whole lifetime, and she wasn’t about to leave it. Not yet.

      It felt strange, living in an empty house. No children running around, and none of Wyntier’s scheming to keep her mind preoccupied.  It was quiet, and gave her time to think.

      She mostly thought about her children. Nineva sat back in her chair and pondered the two, sweet little angels she had been gifted. She had been too stupid to realize how special they were. She was a mother in pain, because she had lost her little ones. Her family no longer loved her as they had before when they were young toddlers, and the man she adored had left her alone.

      For nearly a decade, Nineva had hardly bothered to think about the beautiful daughter she had abandoned to the elements because she was jealous of her power, or the small son she had filled carelessly with human drugs, but now that she was alone with no Wyntier to whisper sweet nothings in her ear, she did.

      It was then she realized all her pain was because of the same, coldhearted person. She knew who was to blame for her agony, but she couldn’t do anything but complain about it. Despite all her magic, she was weak and useless.

      It was something even her husband knew, and that was why he married her. All he wanted was to use her dark power to achieve his own goals.

      Nineva buried her head in her hands and began to bawl for the first time in ages. Her tears formed rivers on her cheeks and hands, running down her neck onto her black dress. She cried for her children, whom she would never hold in her arms again. She cried for her family, who would never love her.

      But most of all, she cried for the man she thought she loved, because she knew she must stand by his side.  For if he did not win the war, her family would never be hers again. Even though only a few would remain after Wyntier’s tirade, at least they would still be be her family.

      Nineva stilled her tears and resolved herself to indifference. She hadn’t spent the last twenty years of her life by Wyntier’s side for nothing. She’d spent two decades helping him scheme and connive plans in order to take over both realms, and she wasn’t about to waste all that effort now. He would rule over Nesting’s Haven and the Lands, and she would help him do it.

      It wasn’t easy being the wife of a killer. But those were the vows she took in marriage, and Wyntier was the only one in her life who had never abandoned her. Even if it had cost her Vivienna and Soran, she could never betray Wyntier.

      There was nothing in the world he could do to make her leave his side. No matter what the cost, she’d help him.

      Even if he was a monster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          STRANGE DREAMS NOT SUITABLE FOR A DEER
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      If she couldn’t sleep, and was only resting, how could she be dreaming? She was caught in a trance, a meditative-like state where she was neither asleep nor awake. How was that possible?

      Allie had no idea, but then again, what was there in the world that she could explain anymore?

      The large doe ran through a field of tall grass, looking around in a desperate panic.

      “Allie!” a voice cried.

      Her head snapped up, eyes bright with alarm. The voice repeated again,“Allie, where are you?”

      The source of the voice was a young, sickly boy— only sixteen. His green hair was tossed over his golden eyes by the intense wind.

      Allie knew on sight that this boy meant a lot to her... meant more than her own life.

      “Allie!” the boy cried again. “Allie, where are you?”

      Allie bounded through the grass and yelled,  “Boy, I’m here! I’m right here!”

      “Allie!” he screamed one more time. He didn’t see her, even though she was right in front of him.

      Allie went to touch his head with her nose, but he vanished. The instant he did, Allie lost control, spinning on the spot.

      “The boy! Where’s the boy?” she called. “I need to find the boy!”
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        * * *

      

      “Allie! Allie, quit dreaming!”

      The young doe tumbled out of her memories, covered in sweat and scared out of her mind. The quietness of the wooded glen she rested in seemed entirely unsympathetic, compared to the stormy field of her nightmares. Many deer in the herd hadn’t even stirred, let alone awakened at the sound of her cries.

      Allie looked beside her to see a young stag, one the herd called Cozue. “The boy. I need to find the boy.”

      “What boy?” Cozue asked in confusion. “Allie, who are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know! All I know is that I love him, and I have to find him!” she explained quickly.

      She was starting to make a scene... many deer in the herd were startled awake by her loud proclamations in the thick brush they had taken shelter in, next to the cover of trees.

      “Maybe he was your fairy,” Cozue said in concern, lowering his voice to try and calm her down.

      “I don’t know who he was to me,” Allie said. “I just know that he’s very special, and before I forgot everything, I knew him. We shouldn’t be apart— not ever.”

      “If it’s that important to you, I’ll help you find this boy, Allie. You know I will,” Cozue said gently. “Now, get some rest. Maybe things will be clearer in the morning.”

      Allie laid her head down and Cozue did the same. But she, unlike him, didn’t close her eyes. Allie knew she had to find this boy.

      But where to look? she thought. I don’t even know where I am right now. Until I figure out more about him, I’m stuck here.

      She sighed and a tear fell from her eye, shimmering in the starlight.
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        * * *

      

      Allie had been with the herd for a few days now, and even though she was a deer, she was utterly convinced that life as a deer wasn’t suitable for her.

      When the other deer tried to get her to eat berries, bark and plants, she found she couldn’t swallow them, and ended up spitting them out. Orphiyus and Star were sure she was going to die of starvation, however, days passed, and Allie didn’t weaken. Despite this, she remained stronger than all the other deer, even the bucks. Often, whenever the subject was brought up, Stream proudly said, “See, I told you! She’s a magic deer!”

      Being a deer was also terribly dull. In her boredom Allie was found wrestling with the stags, and was quickly looked down upon by the other does for it.

      “It’s just unnatural for a doe to fight. We leave that to the boys,” Star said, in a rather snobbish voice.

      Allie paid no attention and kept fighting with the stags. For some reason she felt a desperate need to fight, a bloodlust that only grew more intense the longer she resisted the urge. Soon, all the stags in the forest were tripping head over hooves for her, including Cozue.

      “Why don’t you become my mate, Allie? The other does in my harem won’t mind. They like you a lot,” Cozue said as they roamed together through the forest one day.

      “I’m not sure, Cozue. I need more time,” Allie said.

      She liked Cozue, but something was holding her back from saying yes. She would’ve eagerly agreed to become his mate if she hadn’t felt that something was missing. Like her incapability to eat or sleep, she couldn’t explain the growing hole inside her. It was gnawing at the edges of her sanity day by day. The hole was a deep, open void, one that sucked the life out of her and made her cry when nobody was around to see. She had no idea what it was, and thought she never would.

      A month passed, the days drifting by like poisoned honey. Allie felt like she was swept up in some horrible dream with no escape. The void only grew larger when her nightmares continued. She was particularly shaken one morning after an awful dream— one in which the boy screamed at her to leave, and to never come back.

      “Allie, are you all right?” Cozue asked once again, more pressing this time.

      “I’m fine.”

      She and Cozue were on another walk, as was their daily routine now, but she was shaking. It was impossible to suppress the memories. They came at her fiercely, without any regard for her sanity, and were tearing her apart. She took a deep breath and once again tried to listen to the comforting sound of her heartbeat, but it wasn’t there.

      It never was.

      “I see the tears, Allie.” Cozue nuzzled her gently. “What’s wrong?”

      “He wanted me to die. He... never cared about me.” She gulped between sobs, her tears falling to the grass.

      “Who wanted you to die, Allie?” Cozue asked. “Who?”

      “The boy wanted me to die. So I left.”

      Cozue shook his head. “There is no boy. It was just a dream. Everyone has dreams. They’ll go away eventually, and soon, you’ll forget all about this boy nonsense.”

      Cozue had helped Allie search for the boy, but after they hadn’t found anything, he had given up, and was now pressing Allie to let the matter drop for good.

      “I can’t forget about him. He’s too important to me.”

      “Allie, this boy must’ve been your fairy, for you to love him so much. But the Lands are a dangerous place these days, and I’m sorry to say, if we haven’t found him by now your boy is probably gone,” Cozue said kindly.

      “No! Don’t say such things!” Allie shook her head violently. “I would not desire to live if my boy was gone forever!”

      “If he really loved you, he wouldn’t want you to be stuck in your pain. He’d want you to move on, and be happy,” Cozue insisted.

      “Really?” Allie asked, her tears slowing.

      “Really.” Cozue answered. “Everything’s going to be all right. Just try to forget about it.”

      “I’ll try.” Allie said, though she knew forgetting the boy would be like forgetting who she was altogether. It felt like she was remembering something important, but she wasn’t sure what.

      But her memories didn’t lie. The last time they had spoken, the boy had wanted her out of his life. All she knew now was the boy had hated her, and so, there was no longer any reason to go find him.

      Allie made a decision. She would stay here with the herd, because this was her home now, even if she didn’t quite fit in.
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        * * *

      

      Reagan sat underneath the hole that had recently been torn in the roof of her home, not knowing what to do.

      That... monster and the cold, chilling man on his back had taken her father. The scaly, winged creature had grabbed Adam and carried him off into the sky while she hid, unable to do anything but watch her dad be taken against his will to a place called Nesting’s Haven.

      What did she know about such a place? Keanu told her that his dad, Keota, was from Nesting’s Haven. He knew about it, and would know how to get there.

      If that was true, then Keanu was her only hope. But how could she face Keanu again, after she’d broken his heart and caused him to lose Allie? How could she ask him for anything now, when she’d been so cruel to him?

      But then her mind turned toward other things, like what Keanu had mentioned about the man who had taken her father... Wyntier. This Wyntier had kidnapped Keanu and his friends as a baby, and now, he’d killed Allie.

      If she put the pieces together, Reagan had to figure that Wyntier was her father’s employer. Her dad had told her his employer had hired him to experiment on animals, to discover cures for diseases and make the world a better place.

      Now Reagan understood all Wyntier wanted was to make weapons, and he was using her father to do it. Wyntier had been the source of all of Keanu’s problems, and Adam had helped him. Her father was helping him to destroy this land.

      “No! I won’t let it happen!” she said out loud, standing quickly. She had to find Keanu. She knew he didn’t want to help her right now, but he was her only hope to save her father. She grabbed a bag and began throwing everything she could fit from her wardrobe into her backpack.

      The glittering black crown, the one that changed depending on who was wearing it, was sitting on her desk. She didn’t see a use for carrying a thing like that around in the woods with her, but it had been a gift from Keanu, so she threw in it the bag anyway before running toward the kitchen and grabbing any kind of food that didn’t have to be cooked— things like chips and cheese crackers.

      She zipped her bag and slung it over her shoulder. Reagan began to leave, but then she stopped. Her sunglasses lay on the counter next to her swimsuit. She grabbed both, tossing the bikini in her bag and putting the sunglasses onto her head. She didn’t know where she was going, and she was pretty sure there wasn’t going to be a pool and a lounge chair waiting for her, but she felt she might as well be prepared. She left her ruined house and began hiking through the trees, heading toward Keanu’s hut.

      As she got closer to the hut, a strange smell began to overtake the sharp, cleansing scent of the forest. A musty, burning odor, like the scent of ashes after a fire, ravaged the air. The closer she got to the hut, the more burnt the trees were, until the forest all around her was completely destroyed— every tree black and hollow. When she arrived at the small hut, she let out a horrified gasp when she saw what was before her.

      Keanu’s house was beyond repair. The front door was the only thing still standing, other than a small section of the front wall holding it in place. Everything else had been torched to the ground.

      “What happened here?” Reagan whispered. She felt tears well up in her eyes as she realized someone had burned the Verinian Forest to the ground. She walked through the destruction, looking for anything familiar.

      A small fleck of white on the ground caught her eye. It was a sheet of singed paper— one that had barely survived the fire. Almost half of it was gone. She reached down and picked it up. It was one of Keanu’s drawings, though it wasn’t one of his best. The face of a cruel man stared back at her.

      She recognized him immediately. It was the same man who took her father. Wyntier had been here, and he had destroyed everything. Most likely, he had killed Keanu.

      It was then that she realized something critical. Despite how hard she had tried to keep it just a game, she had fallen in love with him.

      She loved Keanu.

      Or had loved him. Now, he was gone. Unable to take this reality, Reagan sat in the ashes and cried.

      “Keanu’s dead. Allie’s dead. His whole family is gone, and it’s all my fault!” Reagan shouted these words to no one as she cried into her hands. “I was such a stupid idiot! I never realized I was hurting them so much!”

      Her voice echoed through the decimated forest. After a time, Reagan stopped crying and pulled her hair back, out of her face.

      Wyntier might have killed Keanu. But maybe he hadn’t, and there could be a chance he was still out there. If there was the slightest chance that her friend was alive, she was going to find him.

      Reagan stubbornly got up and began walking through the ruins of the Verinian. She didn’t know where to start looking for Keanu, but the remains of the forest seemed like the best place to start.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Luciana sat beneath the shelter of the trees, cradling her small son to her chest. Nathanial laughed and giggled as Rex tickled the boy’s nose with his squirrel’s tail, screeching as the boy lashed out his hands and pulled. The infant laughed and pulled again, making the Changer yell.

      “What is going on over here?” Rosenia asked, coming into view between two large maple trees.

      “Not much. Nathanial’s only playing,” Luciana said, smiling. “Isn’t this just so cute? He likes Rex.”

      “No. He likes to hurt Rex is what he likes,” Rex whined, running up into the trees to protect his tail.

      Luciana giggled at her Changer and rubbed her nose against her son’s. “We’ll be there soon, won’t we, Rose?”

      “Any time now, I believe,” Rose answered. “But we need to keep moving. You can play around later.”

      “But he’s just so cute,” Luciana cooed, making Nathanial giggle once more. Luciana looked up at her sister. “You know you want to take a break, too. We’ve been looking for the elves for days.”

      “Yes, well, I happen to be able to contain myself a little better than you can, apparently,” Rose answered, though she appeared to be suppressing a laugh. “Come on, Luciana. We have to get going.”

      “Very well.” Luciana got up with a sigh. Rex took his panther form as he jumped out of the tree, taking long, graceful strides.

      “Do you want to go meet the elves, honey, is that what you want to do?” Luciana gushed to Nathanial, utterly obsessed with her son. “I bet you do!”

      “Well, you won’t have to go much farther. You found us.”

      A soft voice emerged from the trees, and into the light stepped a dark-skinned elf, with pointed ears and long, blond hair. His clothes were made of the richest silk, and a red velvet robe swept behind him as he walked. “I am Oliver, King of the Elves. How can I be of service to you?”

      “I am Luciana Morris. This is my sister, Rose, and my son, Nathanial,” Luciana said. “We’re looking for somewhere to stay. Keota Morimoti told me to find you. He said we would be able to live here.”

      “Keota? Queen Kiatana’s husband?” Oliver asked.

      “That’d be him,” Rose said, smiling.

      “Then you are welcome to stay here as long as you need.” Oliver spread his arms wide in a sweeping invitation and bowed his head slightly. “Any friend of the queen’s is a friend of the elves.”

      Oliver turned to walk through a clump of pine trees, leading them to a small village that had clusters of small huts sturdily built in rows. Elves of all ages ran about doing various things, while children played happily in the paths between the houses. Elven women tended to gardens and laundry, while the men headed into the forest with spears to hunt. Everything seemed quiet, and quite peaceful. Oliver gave them one of the empty huts to stay in, and told Luciana and Rose as long as they contributed to the village, they would be accepted here as one of their own.

      “Now this is a place to raise a child,” Rex said softly, coming up next to Luciana. “It is safe, well-kept, and gentle. I’m sure Nathanial will be very happy here.”

      “You are very right, Rex. If he’s anything like his mother, this will be the perfect place to call home,” Rose said, looking at her sister knowingly.

      Luciana stared at the quaint bustling of the village around her with a smile on her face. Finally, she had somewhere that she could stay that was beautiful and calm— a place without any prejudice, without pain, without Wyntier. This village had no one to scream at her, no accusers, no one who would attack her child. Here, she didn’t have to fade away. She could become one of the elves and lead a simple life, disappearing from memory and time, just like all the other elves that lived here. There was no great destiny to fulfill or battles to win. Just peace and monotony.

      “Come on, Nathanial, let’s explore.” Luciana began to walk around, carrying her small child in her arms. Rex went to follow her, but Rose stopped him.

      “Let her be with her son,” Rose told him. “You know Luciana as well as I do. She needs time to be on her own every once in a while.”

      “But the last time I let her go out on her own…” Rex sighed, and never finished his thought. Instead of walking by Luciana’s side, he simply changed into a large black dog and followed his Accompany through the village at a distance, to give her some space.

      Even though she couldn’t eat, Luciana enjoyed the smells of food that filled the air. It was getting close to dinner time. She looked up at the sky and felt the sun bake her pale white skin. She spent so many years malnourished, her body thin and weak from the lack of sunlight that was needed to keep her and Rex alive. In Nesting’s Haven, she was forced to stay in her home, away from the light. Here, she could walk in it as much as she wanted.

      Luciana screamed loudly as she bumped into someone, scaring Nathanial and making him cry. Luciana looked down to see a small elvish girl, no more than eight, sitting on the ground.

      “I didn’t mean to run into you. I’m sorry,” the elvish girl said, looking up with frightened green eyes.

      Embarrassed she’d been so easily frightened by a child, Luciana offered her a hand. “It’s okay, dear. I was just startled, that’s all. I thought you were someone else.”

      “I’m really sorry,” the little girl repeated. “I’m Jessinda.”

      “Well, hello there, Jessinda. I’m Luciana.” Luciana smiled. “This is my son, Nathanial.”

      “Wow! He’s so small.” Jessinda looked at the baby with a surprised expression as Luciana displayed him to her. “And his eyes are very pretty.”

      “I know. Aren’t they just darling?” Luciana said these words flatly, cradling her son closer to her.

      “Where’s his daddy?” Jessinda asked.

      “He doesn’t have a daddy,” Luciana replied distantly. “He’ll probably never have a father.”

      “Oh.” Jessinda dropped her head and kicked at the dirt.

      “It’s okay, Jessinda. You didn’t mean anything.” Luciana shrugged. “Why don’t you run off and play?”

      “Okay.” Jessinda turned to go, and then stopped. She peered around Luciana, to stare at Rex a short distance away. “You think I could play with your pet sometime? I’ve always wanted a dog.”

      “What do you think, Rex? Would you be willing to play with the children every once in a while?” Luciana looked over her shoulder as she asked him, cocking a grin.

      “If they promise to never pull my tail like someone up there,” Rex said playfully, wagging his tail.

      Nathanial giggled and kicked his tiny feet as Rex barked loudly, jumping up and down in a circle to play with Jessinda. The elvish girl laughed and began to wrestle with Rex, cheering as they toppled to the ground.

      Luciana watched them blankly, her good mood vanquished. She tried to ignore Nathanial’s eyes, but every time someone made mention of them, she was reminded of the resemblance. She couldn’t ignore the gaze of the friend she’d once held dear in her own son’s eyes.

      It was the gaze of the one who’d stolen her very soul.
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        * * *

      

      She saw the boy once again. He was sitting on a bed in a strange house, crying. She did not recognize this place... she had no memory of it.

      On the walls around him were dozens of pictures— drawings of all kinds of creatures and fairies. She couldn’t remember who any of them were, but she was compelled to look at a drawing of two griffins side by side. The words on top of the drawing spelled Allie and Angel.

      Allie is my name, she thought. Am I that griffin?

      She turned to face the boy once more. Tears ran down his cheeks. He held tightly onto a piece of paper. It was a drawing of the griffin called Allie, and at top of the page, he had written a few words.

      
        
        Until I die, I’ll love her.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Restlessly, Allie stirred from the strange dream, looking around the dark clearing and blinking her eyes slowly. What she’d experienced hadn’t been a memory. She knew what she’d seen was what was taking place right now, somewhere far away. The dream had made her realize that the boy didn’t really want her dead. He was hurt, and weak. He needed her to come help him.

      But she couldn’t leave the herd after they had been so good to her, could she? She’d found a home here. Could she leave her new friends so quickly, after they had been the ones to rescue her?

      “No. I must stay here as long as possible,” Allie murmured. “The boy can wait to see me again.”

      But what had been all the mess about the pictures, where she saw herself as a griffin? She wasn’t a griffin, she was a doe.

      Wasn’t she?

      Allie wasn’t sure. She had a strange feeling that if she wanted to, she could be both.

      “What are you talking about, Allie?” Cozue asked, always close by her side.

      “Nothing, Cozue,” Allie said sweetly. “Just thinking out loud.”

      “Well, why don’t you come take a walk with me, since you’re already up?” Cozue asked.

      “I don’t see why not.” Allie got up slowly, and the two began to hike through the forest. They headed toward the clearing, where the deer liked to graze. Many deer were active during the night, and some does were looking for food with their fawns.

      “Aw, look at the little fawn over there. He’s so cute. I wonder who his dad is,” Allie commented as a small fawn ran off to cling to his mother, wagging his  white tail.

      “That one is mine,” Cozue said proudly. “All of mine are cute like that.”

      “I see. Um... how many kids do you have exactly, Cozue?” Allie asked, trying not to sound too disgusted.

      “Eight, plus one more on the way,” he said, even prouder than before. “You could be the mother of my tenth fawn, if you like.”

      “I just realized I have to go,” Allie said quickly. “Goodbye, Cozue.”

      Allie bolted off, knowing Cozue would follow. But she was faster than he was, and easily lost him amongst the trees. Allie didn’t know where she was going, but in that moment, she had to get away.

      She couldn’t abandon the herd. But sooner or later, she’d no longer be able to tell Cozue no.

      Eventually, she’d have to pick for certain. It was the herd or the boy.
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        * * *

      

      Luciana and Rose had fit right in with the easy lifestyle of the elves, and the elves loved having them there. The children enjoyed playing with Rex, and the usually withdrawn Changer seemed to adore the children as well. He played with them as often as he could, no matter what the weather or his responsibilities for the day.

      After they’d been in the village for a few days, shortly after Rex had gone out to keep the younger elves busy, Rose and Luciana decided to explore more of their new home. Nathanial sat wrapped up in his mother’s arms as usual, doing everything he could to get Luciana’s nose.

      “You can’t get my nose, because I have your nose!” Luciana said, gently poking her son. “And I won’t give it back to you, Nathanial!”

      The infant giggled. Rose looked up ahead at one of the huts, where a couple was rolling around in the front yard and laughing loudly.

      The sight made her smile. “Look at those two. Don’t they just look adorable together?” Rose commented.

      “Yeah. They remind me of how Keota and his wife were… before I split them up,” Luciana said sadly.

      She looked at the ground before letting out a giggle, raising her son in her arms to swing him into the air. “He’s Nathanial, and he can fly!” she exclaimed.

      The baby’s sweet laughter erupted from his mouth, echoing through the village and catching the attention of the couple in the yard. Once Luciana met the hazel eyes of the man sitting there, she screamed, recoiling in shock and terror.

      “Moorock,” Rose hissed as her eyes narrowed cruelly. She put a hand on the knife attached to her belt and stomped over to the yard. Moorock rose to his feet, helping the woman that was lying on the ground to stand.

      “What on earth did I do?” The professor asked, looking from Rose to Luciana blankly, staring at the child in her arms.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you raped my sister!” Rose screamed, yanking out the knife from her belt.

      Moorock raised his hands in a defensive position. The woman with him dove herself in front of Rose’s blade, unafraid of the Accompany’s threat.

      “My sweet little Moory Eel would do no such thing!” the women yelled, her hair tumbling in front of her face. “Put that knife away, you crazy woman! I’ve had a knife pulled on me many times before, and it will not end well for you if you dare to attack us!”

      “Calm down, Miriam.” Moorock placed a hand on her shoulder gently. “Now, Rose, I’m sure we can talk about this and figure out exactly what happened.”

      “I don’t want to calm down!” Rose screeched, waving the knife. “You raped my sister, you hideous bastard!”

      Others were starting to take notice of the chaos outside. Elves opened their doors and peeked out of their homes, curious as to what the shouting was all about.

      “I know it was you,” Luciana said, breaking into the conversation for the first time with a shaking voice. “Don’t deny it, Moorock. He has your eyes.”

      Luciana held out her baby for him to observe, and the former professor turned pale.

      “How do you even know it was him?” Miriam hissed.

      “Just look at my baby and you tell me!” Luciana screamed. “He has the same eyes, and same nose. He looks just like him!”

      The resemblance was too much for even Miriam to deny. Moorock backed away, appearing crestfallen. “I’m sorry, everyone. This is all Wyntier’s fault.”

      “How is it Wyntier’s fault that you raped me?” Luciana wailed. “You were the one who did it, not him!”

      “Exactly! What are you babbling about?” Rose demanded.

      “Please, sit down. Let’s talk,” Moorock said, gesturing to the yard.

      Nobody moved, though Rose kept her knife out.

      “My poor little Moory Eel can’t change who he is,” Miriam said in a babyish voice. “It’s not his fault he can’t remember what happens, when he’s his other self.”

      “What?” Luciana looked from the couple to Rose.

      “I will accept responsibility for what I’ve done. Though I cannot remember it,” Moorock said with a tired sigh. “Many years ago, while we were in school, I was fond of helping Wyntier with his experiments. You all remember how he liked to tamper with things he had no business with.”

      “I also remember how you used to tag along with him,” Rose snarled. “You did everything he asked without question!”

      “And it led to my biggest mistake,” Moorock insisted. “Just before we were about to graduate, Wyntier gave me some sort of injection. Being the follower I was, I took it willingly. And it altered me beyond repair.”

      Moorock closed his eyes and shuddered. “Ever since that day— I have two men living inside of me, one good and one evil. I switch between the two at random, and I have no control over it. Most of the time, the dark spirit… the evil one… stays away, but sometimes, he comes out. I can’t recall what I do when I become him, but I always know that he only causes pain when he emerges.”

      “That’s not an excuse for what you did,” Rose snarled. “If you really are that way, you need to get help. I can’t believe you have absolutely no remorse about it just because you can’t remember. What kind of sick bastard are you?”

      “No one can reverse the damage that Wyntier caused,” Moorock said. “I only admitted recently that I needed to get as far away from Nesting’s Haven as possible. The evil inside of me is becoming worse and worse, and nothing I do can stop him. I was afraid if I remained at the school any longer, I would hurt one of my students. I have no control over the evil spirit that takes over me once I become him. I told Miriam to stay behind and continue to run the library at Bumbleberry University, but she insisted on coming with me. If I had stayed any longer, I would’ve hurt one of my students. As I’ve hurt Luciana.”

      “How can we trust you? You could still be in league with Winter!” Rose barked. “You were his good little follower when we were in school, weren’t you?”

      “I have no allegiance to Wyntier, which is why I fled here to the elves. I am certain he’s not done with me, so I am here to hide. I want nothing more to do with him, since he used me as a test subject all those years ago. His experiments changed me and ruined my life,” Moorock insisted.

      “You ruined my life!” Luciana shouted. “I don’t care if Wyntier made you like this! It’s up to you to fix it!”

      He looked at Luciana. “I’m sorry about what happened. I’ll help you care for the baby, if you wish⁠—”

      “NO! ABSOLUTELY NOT!” Luciana yelled. “You shall not come anywhere near this baby! He is my son, and I refuse to let you so much as look at him again!”

      Luciana spun on her heels and stalked off angrily, clutching Nathanial to her breast.

      Rose walked closer to Moorock, poking the dagger directly into his chest. “I’m warning you, you and your... whatever she means to you—” she sent a sharp glance Miriam’s way, “— better leave as soon as possible. My sister and I have finally found a home, and we’re not going to share it with her rapist. If you don’t move as far away from us as you can, I’ll chase you out. I don’t care what I have to do to make you leave.”

      Moorock narrowed his eyes. “Very well. Give us a few days and we’ll be gone.”

      “You’d better be. If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you. That’s a promise,” she hissed.

      Rose shot Moorock a cruel glare before taking off after her little sister.
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        * * *

      

      As Luciana and Rose left, Miriam turned to Moorock. “Even if you were your other self, what would make the evil spirit go after Luciana like that?” she asked, stroking his arm. “She doesn’t seem like much of a threat.”

      “But she is,” Moorock replied solemnly. “Luciana is a threat because she doesn’t look like she is. She is incredibly strong when angry.”

      “Do you think Wyntier planned this? Somehow put you near Luciana at the right time, just before you were about to become your other self?” Miriam asked.

      “I don’t know!” Moorock threw up his hands in confusion. “I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

      “Well, now you have two children,” Miriam told him, smiling. “Under unfortunate circumstances, I suppose, but it’s still worth celebrating.”

      “Luciana only had one son,” Moorock replied slowly.

      “Yes, but my daughter is yours as well, darling,” Miriam said. “Not Adam’s.”

      Moorock frowned. “Really. And why am I being told this now, after all these years?”

      “Because I just now decided that you would make a much better father than Adam,” Miriam said promptly. “Technically, Adam has no rights to Reagan, because she’s your daughter. I might’ve married him, but my heart was always with you, and our love created a beautiful child.”

      “If that’s true, you should’ve chosen me, instead of running off with Adam,” Moorock said coldly.

      “You know why I couldn’t stay in Nesting’s Haven.” Miriam scowled. “Back then, Adam was the right choice to keep Reagan safe. But she’s almost an adult now, and can take care of herself. So now we can be together, as a real family.”

      “She must be seventeen now.” He shrugged. “She may not want to come with us, where we’re going.”

      “If she’s anything like I was at seventeen, she already doesn’t want anything to do with the man she thinks is her father,” Miriam replied. “Or perhaps she’s still playing the games I used to at that age.”

      “Do you know where she is?” Moorock asked.

      Miriam shook her head. “No. All I’m aware of is that she and Adam left Detroit and came to the Lands for his research. But since we must leave the elves, I don’t see why we shouldn’t start looking for her.”

      “As you wish, my dear,” Moorock said, kissing her. “Luciana certainly doesn’t want me around. I can’t blame her.”

      Miriam snuggled against her lover. “I am so glad I left Detroit for you, my Moory Eel. You give me so much more than Adam ever could.”
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