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Dedication




For all those who’ve been with us from the beginning. Your encouragement and enjoyment mean a lot to us.











  
  
Book Description




After spending more time than she’d prefer in her own world, Mallory is determined to complete some of the quests they’ve wanted to do for a while. But obstacles keep getting in their way. While her brother is convinced they can complete the harder quests too, she isn’t so certain. Maybe they should take some time to level up, rather than risk losing what few revives they still have. 

*


This story was written by Australian authors using Australian spelling.











  
  
Name Pronunciation




Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 

Characters

Ahron (ah-ron)

Danae (da-nay)

Darwil (darr-will)

Deneg (den-eg)

Drohgolrik (dro-gol-rick)

Emica (em-e-cah)

Esben (es-ben)

Goswin (goz-win)

Hisoki (hiss-oh-key)

Jofren Flintah (joff-wren flin-taa)

Jorgen (jaw-gen)

Lialanore (lee-ah-lah-nor)

​Morth Helden (more-th Hell-den)

Ninette (nin-et)

Relmir (rel-mer)

Rodina (row-dean-uh)

Sarisa (sa-risa)

Sarnla (sarn-la)

Welby (well-bee)



Places

Buckneth (buck-neth)

Donris Island (don-riss)

Estwater (est-water)

Eswen (es-when) 

Inadon (in-ah-don)

Maregan (mare-eh-gan)

Merrow (mare-row)

Shadhurst (shad-hurst)

Simria (sim-re-ah)

Surith (soo-rith)

Ursen (ur-sen)

Velkden (velk-den)

Wildebay (wild-bay)








  
  
Foreword




Opening stats, Mallory’s notebook entries recapping the previous adventures, world maps and other details can be found at: 

www.avrilsabine.com/series/gotrt

The notebook entries will contain spoilers if you haven’t read the book they refer to.








  
  
Chapter One




Mallory glanced down the hallway to the closed door before she checked her phone again. If they didn’t leave in an hour, they’d be late getting to their father’s place. It had taken a lot to convince their mum to let Ryan drive them up the coast. They’d told her he planned to take the so-called exchange student to the Sunshine Coast after school today and stay there for the weekend so he could show him around. There was no other way they could have explained Jorgen other than to say he was an exchange student. 

Mallory glanced at the closed door again. Their appointment was meant to be fifteen minutes ago and she’d been told to set aside an hour when she’d rung the Guardian’s headquarters to arrange the assessment appointment. Maybe they could use the excuse that traffic had held them up. As long as they weren’t stuck here too long. What if their appointment went over time and they were held up by traffic? The last thing they needed was for her and Brodie to be grounded again.

She looked at each of those waiting with her, smiling when she saw Callum was showing Danae a clip to explain why they’d laughed when Brodie took an arrow to the knee. Ryan was grinning and Brodie was glaring at Callum. He’d been doing a lot of glaring at things this week. They’d been stuck at home all week, having been told they needed to have their appointment before they returned to Inadon and Friday afternoon had been the first time they could make an appointment since they technically weren’t allowed to go anywhere after school. At least they were allowed out on the weekend.

Not being allowed to go anywhere after school hadn’t stopped them from calling into the place Ryan had rented, for a few minutes, checking out the changes that had been made by those they’d brought back with them from Inadon. Each day there’d been something new done to the place and she couldn’t help wishing they could have stayed home from school and been a part of sorting the place out.

Brodie kept threatening to quit school and focus on Inadon as much as possible. He’d pointed out that he earned enough from questing to support himself. The only thing that had stopped him was Callum reminding him he couldn’t be a Guardian until he was eighteen and they might not let him become one if he ditched school.

Danae looked up from Callum’s phone, frowning. “I still don’t get it. Why is it so funny?”

“See, I told you it wasn’t.” Brodie glared at Mallory.

She ignored his comment. He’d been in a bad mood all week, his mood getting worse the closer it came to having to stay with their father. Having to pay fifty dollars to have a message sent to Ninette to let her know they wouldn’t be back straight away also hadn’t helped his mood. They’d all pitched in to pay the fee, so it hadn’t been that bad.

“Do you think your dad will let you come to the beach tomorrow?” Ryan asked.

Mallory shrugged, not saying the words that filled her mind. Brodie would probably upset him within an hour of arriving and neither of them would be allowed to go anywhere.

“I doubt it,” Brodie muttered. “Or doubt he’d let me go. I’ll probably be grounded.”

“Just don’t say anything to him,” Mallory suggested.

Brodie opened his mouth to argue, closing it to turn and face the door at the end of the corridor when it opened. A man stood in the doorway, saying something over his shoulder before he stepped out and closed the door. “Hey, that’s the one we met at the bank vault.” Brodie hurried down the corridor before anyone could comment.

Mallory stared after her brother. “Do you think we should go talk to him, too?”

Ryan chuckled. “Looks like Brodie has it sorted. And the man did seem more focused on talking to Brodie when we met him at the bank vault.”

The man clapped Brodie on the shoulder, with a grin and a nod, before walking beside him back to where everyone waited. “Thanks for that.” He glanced around the group. “A heads up is always appreciated.” He took a step away, stopping and turning to face the end of the corridor when the door opened again. He grinned at the man who strode towards him, waiting until he was close enough before he spoke. “From your expression, I guess you were given permission to permanently move to Inadon.”

The man nodded. “They’ll unbind me from this timeline tomorrow.”

The man they’d met at the bank vault clapped the other one on the back. “Good to hear. Bet your family will be glad to have you there, with them full time.”

Brodie looked from one man to the other. “You can do that? Move permanently to Inadon and not have to come back here.”

The second man nodded. “If you have a good reason. I have a family there now. They could move here, like Richelle did when she married Dorset, but they prefer Inadon to this world.”

“Don’t blame them,” Brodie muttered, sending a pointed look towards Mallory.

The second man grinned. “Nor do I. Which is why I’m moving there instead of them moving here.”

Mallory was tempted to protest that she liked both worlds, but doubted it would make a difference to her brother. He obviously didn’t feel the same way.

“Richelle is from Inadon?” Callum asked.

The second man nodded. “Yeah. Half-elf.” He glanced around the group. “I better get going. I’ve a lot to organise before I relocate tomorrow.”

“I’ll give you a hand.” After a farewell, both men walked away, the two of them discussing what needed to be done as they disappeared around the corner.

Brodie stared wistfully after them. “We should do that. Move to Inadon. Then we’d never have to visit Dad again.”

The door at the end of the corridor opened, saving Mallory from having to come up with a reply. When the man standing in the doorway beckoned them forward, she hurried towards him, wanting to get on the road before it was too late and they arrived well after they were meant to.

The man waited until they were all in the room before he closed the door. He looked between the five of them and the three seats on this side of the desk, placing his hand on the doorknob again. “Did you want to bring in a couple of chairs from the corridor?”

Ryan shook his head. “I’m right.”

“I can stand too,” Callum said at the same time as Brodie spoke.

“I don’t need a chair.”

Eventually, after some back and forth, Callum took the seat and Brodie stood near the door, looking like he might bolt through it at any moment. Ryan stood behind the chair Mallory sat in.

The man sat behind the desk, shuffling some pages before looking at each of them. “I’m afraid I have you at a disadvantage since I know who all of you are.” He paused before continuing. “I’m Carl Brooks.” He paused again, continuing when no one spoke. “I won’t keep you any longer than necessary. I just have a few questions for each of you.”

“You mean we won’t be stuck in here for an hour?” Brodie asked.

Mallory barely managed not to groan at her brother’s question.

Carl chuckled. “We always suggest an hour since we never know what might crop up to make us late. Like the previous appointment. It went over schedule.”

“Can anyone move to Inadon?” Brodie asked. “Like the last guy. Move there forever and not need to come back here.”

Carl looked from Brodie to Danae. “That is a choice you might be able to make later. When you’re a good few years older by this world’s standards.”

Mallory didn’t bother mentioning it was more likely the thought of going to their father’s place than wanting to be with Danae forever that had her brother asking about moving. She resisted the urge to check her phone. “What questions did you want to ask us?”

“How are the four of you finding Inadon?” Carl looked at each of them other than Danae.

“Awesome!” Brodie exclaimed.

“It’s an amazing place and I’m enjoying learning everything about it,” Callum said.

“It’s good to know your actions can make a difference,” Ryan said.

Mallory had no idea what to say and when Carl looked at her, she blurted out, “It’s good.” Feeling like it wasn’t a sufficient answer, she added, “At first I was focused on going home since we didn’t know anything about the place, but now I love going there and completing quests and exploring the world.” When he continued to look at her, she added, “Exploring Ruby Isle. We do plan to go to other places, too.”

“Do I make you nervous?” Carl asked.








  
  
Chapter Two




Mallory had no idea how to answer Carl, but before she could come up with something to say, Brodie spoke. 

“Are you going to stop us from going to Inadon?”

This time, she was grateful for his interruption. Carl did make her nervous, but she didn’t want to tell him that.

Carl shook his head. “You can always go there. What I assess is if you’re good Guardian material.”

“How do you do that?” Brodie took a step away from the door. “I thought we couldn’t join until we’re eighteen.”

Carl smiled. “You can’t, but your actions will let us know if you’re suited well before that time.”

“Are we?” Brodie asked.

Carl made a noncommittal gesture. “Time will tell.” He looked at each of them. “Are you having trouble sleeping?” When they all shook their heads, he asked, “What did you dream about last night?”

“Blueberry pancakes,” Brodie said. When everyone laughed, except for Carl, who only smiled, he demanded, “What? What’s wrong with that?”

Carl, still smiling, looked at the other three, again ignoring Danae. “What about the rest of you?”

“I dreamt of Smudge,” Callum said. “My companion animal.”

“I don’t think I had a dream,” Ryan said. “At least not one I can remember.”

“And you?” Carl faced Mallory.

Not wanting to mention it had been a nightmare about Rass, Mallory shrugged. “I can’t remember either.”

“Do any of you find yourself reaching for a weapon when you’re startled?” Carl asked.

Brodie grinned. “Only on Inadon. We don’t have weapons here.”

Callum leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on the arms of it. “I always feel safe in this world.”

Mallory studied Callum, trying to figure out why he’d answered like that.

Ryan moved to stand by his brother. “So do I. Shouldn’t we feel safe here? Have we gained too much rep on Inadon?”

Carl shook his head. “No, no. Not at all. It’s just a question.” He smiled. “How about friends here? How are you managing your relationships with others in this world?”

“My best friend goes to Inadon with me,” Brodie said with a glance at Callum.

“Same,” Callum said.

Carl looked between Ryan and Mallory. “And the two of you?”

Ryan rested a hand on the back of his brother’s chair. “We’re having no problems keeping up with both worlds. We keep notebooks so we don’t lose track of anything and make sure to divide our time between the two worlds. Currently we aren’t dividing it evenly since we’re trying to establish ourselves on Inadon. But as we get sorted, the time spent in each place will probably change. Become more equal.”

“We got our own place here,” Brodie said. “And brought some of our group back to help set it up.”

Carl glanced at the paper stacked in neat piles on his desk. “Yes. I was informed.”

“Is there a problem with me coming here?” Danae asked. “I was told most people in this world don’t know about Inadon and to keep it a secret. So I haven’t told anyone about my world.”

Carl smiled reassuringly at her. “No problem at all. You’ve all been very discrete. You’re welcome to return as long as you continue to be discrete regarding your origins.”

Mallory wasn’t at all reassured by Carl’s words. She was starting to feel like they’d done something wrong. “Everyone helped us set up our place, so now we’re completely organised in this world. We just need to do the same on Inadon.”

Carl studied Mallory for a moment before speaking. “What do you think being organised on Inadon would look like?”

“Levelling up further and finding the right location for our base,” Mallory said.

“And getting better gear,” Brodie added.

“How about you two?” Carl looked at Callum and Ryan.

Ryan grinned. “I can answer for Callum. Getting all the crafting ability books.”

Callum chuckled. “That would be good. It’s always nice to have information about things.”

“What about you?” Carl looked at Ryan.

“The same answer as Mallory. Skills and a base.”

Carl studied Ryan a moment longer before he turned his attention to Brodie. “Is dreaming about food new?”

When everyone laughed, Brodie glared at them before muttering, “No.”

“His first dream was probably about food,” Ryan said.

“I bet it wasn’t,” Brodie muttered.

Mallory smiled. “I’m with Ryan on that one. I’m sure it was.”

Smiling, Carl turned to Callum. “Are you worried about your companion animal?”

Callum shook his head. “No. I miss him, but I know Ninette will take good care of him.” He chuckled and glanced at Brodie. “Unlike some, I rarely dream about food. Just about the other things in my life that I enjoy.”

“So no nightmares then?” Carl asked.

Mallory finally realised what Carl was trying to find out and Callum’s comment made sense. Now she was glad she hadn’t mentioned dreaming about Rass. That certainly qualified as a nightmare. After Callum shook his head, she said, “I rarely dream. But I guess I don’t have nightmares either since I sleep well. Nightmares would wake you, wouldn’t they?”

“Or you’d remember them if they kept you from waking,” Ryan said.

Carl rose to his feet. “Let me know if that changes.” He smiled. “Sometimes the differences between the two worlds can be difficult to become accustomed to.”

“Are you kidding?” Brodie asked. “What’s not to love about Inadon? It’s the best place ever.”

“Not everyone feels that way.” Carl made his way to the door, resting his hand on the doorknob. “Maybe having no idea what to expect has made things easier for you in some ways.”

Mallory rose to her feet at the same time as Danae, Callum not standing up for another few seconds. “Does that mean we can go now?”

“Unless you had any questions.” Carl held the door half open, having stopped when she’d spoken.

Mallory shook her head. She’d thought about asking if Rass could go after them in this world, but that seemed like a bad idea after the questions Carl had asked them. What would happen if he learned of her nightmares? Would he stop her from going? She wasn’t about to risk it.

Carl held the door fully open. “Then enjoy your weekend and we’ll be interested to see how you progress on Inadon.”

“Does that mean we passed this test?” Brodie asked.

For once, Mallory didn’t feel the urge to hush her brother. He’d asked the very question she hadn’t been able to bring herself to ask.

“It wasn’t a test,” Carl said.

“Are you sure?” Brodie asked suspiciously. “It felt like one. Tests always have heaps of questions.”

Carl chuckled. “If only life was that simple.” He stepped back. “I’ll see all of you again another day.”

Mallory followed Callum from the room, wishing he’d walk faster, then realising that bolting from the room wouldn’t have been a good plan. She waited until she was in the front passenger seat of the van, that Ryan had borrowed from his mate again since there were so many of them, before she spoke. “It was about PTSD, wasn’t it?”

Ryan started the engine. “Yeah.”

Callum nodded. “It had to be with the questions he was asking.”

“What is that?” Danae asked.

“Why would we get that?” Brodie asked. “There’s nothing traumatic about Inadon. It’s here that’s traumatic.”

While Callum explained post-traumatic stress disorder to Danae, Mallory checked her phone. The appointment hadn’t taken as long as she’d feared it would. “We shouldn’t be late.”

Ryan pulled out onto the road, heading towards their place where the rest of their group waited. “We can always blame traffic.”

She smiled. That had been her thought, too. Her smile faded. Not that the excuse was guaranteed to work. “Getting there on time would be better. Then we won’t have to make excuses.” Mallory looked out the window, assessing how much traffic was about. It wasn’t too bad. They might even get there early. Much better than having to start the weekend off with an excuse. Their father didn’t like excuses. They were for the disorganised. Or the easily distracted. And he disliked both traits very much.

When they reached their place, they didn’t get the chance to get out of the van before Emica, Jorgen and Esben were coming outside, bringing the luggage they were taking to the coast for the weekend. They piled into the van, Emica glaring at Brodie.

“Don’t take up all the space, Goblin Boy.”

“I wasn’t,” Brodie protested, moving closer to Danae. Glancing at Danae, he reddened. “I’m not taking up too much space, am I?”

Danae smiled, resting her hand on his arm. “Not at all. You can move closer if you need to.”

Esben closed the door, the last to enter the vehicle. “I wish we had cars on Inadon. It’d make getting places a lot quicker.”

“We don’t have portals here,” Callum said.

Mallory smiled, listening to the discussion between Esben and Callum over the differences and which place had the better options. Her smile faded as she thought of the coming weekend. She wasn’t looking forward to it. At least it had been ages since they’d had to go to their father’s place. And hopefully, it would be months before they needed to visit again.

“You okay?” Ryan asked.

She looked over at him. “Yeah.”

“You sure? Callum said your name twice,” Ryan persisted.

Mallory half turned in her seat. “Sorry. What did you want?” She allowed herself to be drawn into the debate going on in the back of the van about the two worlds, pushing aside her worries about the coming weekend.








  
  
Chapter Three




When they pulled up in front of her father’s house, Mallory checked her phone. They were ten minutes early. Relief rushed through her as she opened the door. They wouldn’t need to make any excuses. And being early would impress him, getting them off to a good start for the weekend. Now if only Brodie could manage not to answer back. 

“I’ll grab your bag for you.” Ryan was out of the car before Mallory could protest.

She’d planned to tell him he didn’t need to see her to the door, but she’d spent the drive talking about the two worlds and forgetting her plan to tell him to just drop them and go. Hurrying after him, she tried to take her bag. “It’s okay. You can get everyone to the house you rented for the weekend. You still have to organise dinner and everything.”

Ryan stopped halfway to the front door to face her. “Are you embarrassed to introduce me to your dad?”

“No.” She tried to think of a way to explain, but everything made things sound worse than they were. “You have plans for this evening. Everyone does.” Everyone that was except for her and her brother.

“Taking a few minutes to meet your dad won’t slow those plans down.” Ryan turned to Brodie, who’d stopped beside them, moving to the side before he spoke. “You can go ahead. We’ll be there in a minute.”

“As if I’m going first,” Brodie muttered.

Before Mallory could again attempt to take her bag from Ryan, the front door opened and she barely contained a groan when she saw her father. “Come on.” She hurried forward. It was too late to send Ryan to the van now. “Hi, Dad.” She pasted on a bright smile.

Her father looked past her to Ryan. “You’re the boy who lives next door. The one without a job.”

Ryan held out his hand. “I’m Ryan. And I do have a job.”

When her father said nothing, only looked Ryan up and down, Mallory said, “My dad, Gerald.”

“Mr Owens,” Gerald corrected. He again looked Ryan up and down. “You’re too old for my daughter.”

Ryan turned to Mallory with a grin. “Should I be worried my beard is going to turn grey and I’ll need a walking stick?”

Normally, she’d laugh at his comment. All she could do was give her father a quick look.

When she didn’t respond, the humour faded from Ryan’s eyes. He linked his fingers through hers, her bag still in his other hand. “Are you okay?”

She disentangled her hand from his, glancing towards her father. His lips were pressed together in a tight line. “Yeah. You should go. We’ll see you Sunday night.”

Ryan looked between Mallory and Gerald. “If you’re sure you’re okay.”

Mallory took her bag from Ryan. “Yeah. Go and get settled into the place you’re staying at.”

Ryan let her take the bag, studying her a moment longer before he nodded. He took a step towards her.

She stepped back, seeing the hurt in his eyes at her avoidance. But there was no way she could kiss him goodbye with her father standing in the doorway watching them. Not even a quick kiss. Or even one on her cheek.

Gerald stepped back out of the doorway when Ryan strode towards his van. “Inside. The two of you.” When neither of them moved, he added, “Now.”

Mallory moved first, entering the house, Brodie following close behind her. Before she could step out of the entrance room, her father spoke.

“You will use the train in future if your mother is unable to drive you.” He closed the door behind him, moving to stand beside the neatly displayed footwear in the shoe rack. They were all lined up in ascending sizes. “I will not have you arriving in that vehicle again. It looks like it should be put off the road. I don’t know what your mother was thinking, allowing you in a vehicle that looks like it should be sent to the scrapyard. Has she no concern at all for your safety?”

“It isn’t that bad,” Mallory protested. The vehicle might not look the best, but it was roadworthy.

Gerald continued like she hadn’t spoken. “Nor will I have you dating a boy who has no prospects or connections. Neither he nor his brother will ever amount to anything. Would you have yourself dragged down to their level when you can achieve far more in life than either of them?”

Mallory pressed her lips together, knowing it was a waste of time arguing. He never listened to what she had to say. Unless it was something that agreed with what he’d said.

“There’s nothing wrong with them,” Brodie stated. “They’re our friends. Our team mates.”

“Team mates! Have you listened to nothing I’ve taught you over the years? You can’t rely on people. You need to fend for yourself. Take care of yourself. How many times do I need to tell you? No one will stand up for you and no one will stand by you unless it’s of benefit to them.”

“You’re wrong,” Brodie said. “They do stand up for me. And by me. All the time. And not because it benefits them.”

Mallory wanted to tell her brother to stop arguing, to keep his mouth shut so they could get through the weekend without any dramas. That he was wasting his breath. Their father would never see their point of view. Yet anything she said would only make things worse.

“They’ll want something in return.” Gerald pointed a warning finger at Brodie. “You wait and see. They’ll ask you for something and remind you of what they did for you and how much effort it took. Never put yourself in the position of owing someone. You’re begging to be walked over. Stop wasting your time with losers. How dense are you? I tell you this every time. And you continue to disappoint me. Every single time.”

A woman entered the entrance area, a hand resting on her well-rounded stomach. “Dinner is ready. Surely this can wait until later.”

Mallory stared at Corrine, her father’s partner. “You’re pregnant.” She regretted the words the moment she blurted them out. She should have taken her own advice and kept quiet.

“We planned to tell you today,” Corrine said.

Mallory somehow stopped herself from demanding why they hadn’t told them sooner. Corrine had to be at least seven or eight months pregnant. She closed her eyes momentarily at Brodie’s next words.

“If we didn’t visit this weekend, does that mean you wouldn’t have told us?”

“Do not take that tone with me,” Gerald warned.

Corrine scurried out of the entrance room, murmuring, “I’ll tell Landon and Vincent to wash their hands and sit at the table.”

“I wasn’t using any tone,” Brodie protested.








  
  
Chapter Four




“Brodie.” Mallory kept her voice low, hoping her brother would heed her warning and that speaking a single word wouldn’t annoy her father. From the way the two of them glared at each other, Brodie was likely to end up grounded for the weekend. Like always. She tried again. “Should we go to the table now? I’m hungry.” 

“Once your brother apologises for his behaviour,” Gerald stated.

“Apologise!” Brodie exclaimed. “I haven’t done nothing wrong.” He continued to glare at his father. “I don’t know why I bother. I’ll never be good enough for you. No matter what I do or how much I try to follow your stupid ideas on how people should act, you’ll keep telling me you’re disappointed in me.”

“Apologise immediately,” Gerald ordered.

“Why should I apologise for saying the truth?” Brodie demanded. “You had me believing the only way to be successful in life was to be like you. If that’s true, then I’d rather fail.”

Mallory drew in a sharp breath at her brother’s words. She felt like she was watching a train wreck she couldn’t prevent from happening.

“Apologise. Immediately.”

Mallory wanted to beg Brodie to apologise. Wanted to tell him not to say anything else so he didn’t end up spending the entire weekend going hungry and stuck in the bedroom. “Brodie.” Again, she tried to put all her warnings in his name, keeping her voice low.

Gerald spun to face her, pointing a finger at her. “You stay out of it. How will he ever learn if you always interfere?”

Brodie stepped between his father and Mallory, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there, standing toe-to-toe with his father. “Leave her alone.” There was an unmistakable warning in his voice, a threatening tone he’d never used on his father before.

The crack of Gerald’s palm connecting with Brodie’s face rang out in the room, bringing with it silence.

Mallory automatically reached for a weapon that wasn’t at her side, moving so she stood beside her brother. Her action stunned her, holding her in place. She’d been about to attack her father? Then it dawned on her. She hadn’t been about to attack him. She’d been trying to protect her brother. Something she’d been doing for weeks on Inadon.

Brodie took a step back from Gerald, grabbing Mallory’s arm. “We’re getting out of here.”

Gerald reached the front door before them, blocking their exit. “You will not be going anywhere. You’ll spend the weekend in your room thinking over your behaviour. If you apologise, I’ll let you join us for dinner Sunday night.”

“I’m not about to stay here after you hit me.” Brodie grabbed his bag off the floor, handing Mallory her bag.

“With the way you behaved this evening, it was long overdue,” Gerald said.

Mallory slung the strap of her bag over her shoulder, taking out her phone and opening the camera app. “Brodie.” When her brother faced her, her voice having been loud and sharp, she took a photo of the red handprint on his cheek. She sent the image to Ryan, along with a message for him to collect them.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Gerald reached for Mallory’s phone, stepping away from the door when she retreated.

Brodie slipped past Gerald and swung the door open.

“Delete that photo immediately,” Gerald ordered as he tried to grab the phone again. “I’ll not have you blowing this all out of proportion.”

“I can delete it if you want,” Mallory said. “But it won’t make a difference. I’ve already sent it.”

“You sent it to your mother?” Gerald demanded.

Ryan appeared in the doorway. “No. She sent it to me. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure their mum has a copy.” He looked from Brodie to Mallory. “Let’s go.” He stepped to the side so they could leave the house, blocking Gerald when he tried to follow. “I don’t think so.”

“You have no right to come in here and throw your weight around,” Gerald said.

Ryan smiled, his hands clenched into fists, and his eyes narrowed. “I didn’t enter your house.” He kept his gaze on Gerald. “Get in the car, Mallory.”

Mallory backed away, not wanting to leave Ryan to face her father alone.

Brodie grabbed her arm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

“I will call the police,” Gerald warned.

“Good,” Ryan said. “We’ll see what they think about physical assault.” He took a step back from the doorway.

When her father took a step towards Ryan, Mallory wanted to run to his side. Instead, she dragged her arm from her brother’s grip and stopped where she was. “Cause trouble and I’ll start screaming until all the neighbours are out here wondering what’s going on, and one of them calls the police.”

Gerald froze, only several steps from the front door. He pointed a finger at Mallory. “I’m calling your mother and we’ll see what she has to say about this. The two of you will be grounded for the entire weekend when she rings to order you to return here.” He remained by the doorway as they left.

Mallory stared out the window at him, highlighted by the light from the doorway. His hands were on his hips and even though she couldn’t see his expression, she knew what it would be. Annoyance and disappointment. Not the sort of disappointment when someone missed out on going somewhere they’d been looking forward to visiting. No, the sort of disappointed look that bordered on disgust with a touch of stunned horror, as if what had been witnessed couldn’t have occurred. Like the piece of cake you’d been about to eat was rotting and full of maggots. She continued to watch him, not looking away until they turned the corner and she could no longer see him. He hadn’t moved out of the doorway the entire time. She looked at Ryan when he briefly rested a hand on her thigh.

“You okay?” Ryan asked.

Mallory nodded, then spoke, since Ryan was concentrating on the road. “Yeah. You were quick. I thought it’d take you longer to collect us.”

“We hadn’t gone far,” Callum said from the back of the van. “We pulled up a street away. Ryan was going to give you half an hour to get settled, then check you were okay. He said he didn’t like your dad’s attitude.”

“He said you looked worried,” Emica said. “Were you?”

“Did he hit you?” Ryan asked.

Again Mallory shook her head. “No. He never has. I wasn’t worried about me, I was worried about Brodie. About him getting grounded again and having to go without food for the weekend.”

Emica looked Brodie up and down. “He does that to you? Starves you?”








  
  
Chapter Five




Mallory started to protest. The word ‘starve’ sounded harsh compared to the ‘send you to bed without dinner’ punishment their father always threatened Brodie with. But she supposed they amounted to the same thing. 

Brodie nodded, not meeting Emica’s gaze.

“What kind of father does that?” Danae asked. “My father would never let me go hungry. No matter what I did. And I’ve certainly tried his patience more than a time or two.”

“Neither would mine,” Emica said. “And he’s told me quite a few times that I cause more trouble than a dozen members of the dark forces.” Emica grinned. “I always take that as a compliment.”

“Our father believes in punishments suited to the individual. He takes away what you love most.” Mallory smiled wryly. “And we all know how much Brodie loves his food.”

“How does he punish you?” Ryan pulled up in front of a lowset house, glimpses of the beach visible on either side of it.

Mallory stared out the window. “He doesn’t.”

“He threatens to punish me,” Brodie said.

Emica opened the van door. “Harsh.” She clambered out, grabbing a bag as she went. “Very harsh. But he does know what punishment will bother each of you the most.”

Mallory got out of the van too, wanting an end to the conversation. “Will there be enough space for all of us?”

Ryan joined Mallory on the footpath. “We’ll find space for you.”

“You can share the room Emica and I are using,” Danae said. “Ryan showed us a floor plan of the place and we’ve chosen rooms already. There are three bedrooms.”

Before Mallory could answer, her phone rang. She took it out of her pocket to stare at the screen. Her mum. She wasn’t looking forward to this call. Especially since her father had obviously called her first.

“What are we going to tell her?” Brodie asked.

Ryan gave Mallory a quick kiss. “I’m sure you’ll figure this out. While you sort out the call, we’ll get set up. There’s a verandah on the other side of the house with an outdoor setting that overlooks the beach. It looked good in the pictures we saw of the place.”

Nodding, Mallory headed down the side of the house, answering the call, her brother keeping pace with her. “We were going to call you, Mum.”

“I can’t believe the two of you would do this. You know how important this weekend is to me. As well as to Alicia.”

“Put it on speaker,” Brodie said as they reached the outdoor cane chairs scattered across the verandah.

“I’m putting the phone on speaker. Brodie wants to talk to you too.” Mallory sank down onto one of the chairs.

Brodie sat in the chair next to her. “Mum, it isn’t like what you think. I bet Dad didn’t tell you anything that really happened.”

“Did you threaten your father?” Norine asked.

“No!” Brodie exclaimed.

Mallory wasn’t sure if she could say no. Brodie had been threatening, it just wasn’t the complete story.

“He said the two of you were argumentative the moment you stepped in the door and that Brodie was in his face in a threatening manner and the two of you were overreacting,” Norine said.

“I was protecting Mal. He was the one being threatening,” Brodie argued.

Mallory started to speak, stopping when she recalled all the questions they’d been asked at the assessment. Had they been overreacting? Was it their fault? She pulled up the picture on her phone while Brodie protested he was never going to their father’s again.

“Mum! He hit me,” Brodie protested.

“He said you’d tell me that. He also said the two of you were arguing with each other and Mallory slapped you,” Norine said. “I thought better of the two of you than that.”

Mallory stared at the picture, her brother again protesting. The vivid red mark covered her brother’s cheek. The sinking feeling that had started to form vanished. She interrupted the argument between her mum and Brodie. “I’m sending you the pic, Mum. And if you want, I can slap Brodie’s other cheek so you can have a size comparison.”

Brodie rose from the chair. “You’re not hitting me.”

Mallory grinned up at her brother, pretty certain she wouldn’t need to. “But what if Mum thinks my handprint really is that big? Surely you can cope with another slap today, all in the name of proof.” Her grin faded at the look of uncertainty on her brother’s face. Before she could reassure him, Norine spoke.

“I’m coming home.”

“No, you’re not,” Mallory said. “We’re fine. Don’t let Dad ruin your weekend with Alicia. We can stay here.”

“You’re never going to your father’s again,” Norine stated. “Has he ever hit you before?”

“No,” Mallory said at the same time as Brodie.

“Are you sure?” Norine asked.

“He’s only ever sent Brodie to his room without dinner. It’s the first time he’s ever hit one of us,” Mallory said.

“And it’ll be the last time,” Norine said firmly.

“So we can stay here?” Brodie asked.

“No,” Norine said. “Give me the address and I’ll pick you up.”

“Come on, Mum,” Brodie protested. “There’s lots of space here. It’s an entire house. Mal can share a room with Danni and Emica.”

“Danni? The girl that wears the funny ears?” Norine asked.

“Yeah,” Brodie said.

Mallory smiled briefly, her thoughts momentarily turning to the conversation she’d had with her mum, Norine shaking her head over how many people wanted to look like elves because of ‘The Lord of the Rings’ movies. It had been hard not to say that Danae was actually a half-elf and not someone who wished they could be one.

Norine didn’t answer Brodie straight away. “I probably won’t be there until after midnight.”

“Then we can stay?” Brodie asked hopefully.

“I never agreed to that,” Norine said.

“What do you think we’re going to do?” Brodie demanded. “What if we promise no drinking and no parties?”

“That’d only be the start of the list,” Norine said dryly.

“How about if we promise no having sex with anyone either?” Mallory said with a grin. Her grin faded when there was no reply. “Mum? You still there?”

“I’m here.”

“How about you trust us to only do what we know you’d let us do?” Mallory asked. “We’re not little kids. Making us go straight home after school and never having anyone over of an afternoon isn’t necessary. We won’t be living at home forever. Another couple of years and we’ll be out of home and trying to figure out how to look after ourselves. Why not give us the chance to start figuring out how to do it now? While we have you to help us if we don’t get it right.”

This time, it was Brodie who spoke when Norine didn’t answer. “You there, Mum?”

“Yes.”

“What do you think of Mal’s idea? It’s not like we’d starve or anything. I can cook. I can even clean up after myself in the kitchen. And I’d listen to Mal. She usually knows what she’s talking about. Please, Mum,” Brodie begged.

“Are you sure there’s nothing else going on?” Norine asked hesitantly.

“What do you mean?” Mallory asked.

“The two of you seem to have changed. Other than a little teasing, neither of you have hassled each other or had any major arguments,” Norine said. “Which is why I was surprised when your father said you’d been arguing.”

Mallory grinned when she thought of all they’d done on Inadon. “Maybe you’re only just noticing. We’ve been working on growing up for years.”

“No. Well, maybe you have, but Brodie hasn’t. He’s changed a lot in the past week. I always feared he’d turn out just like your father. Now I know he won’t.”

Mallory stared at the phone before looking at her brother, who looked as stunned as she felt. “You did?”

“I’m never going to be like him,” Brodie stated. “Never.”








