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Illegal Crossing

ZACHARY

––––––––
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THESE WERE THE MOST desperate of times, and they called for the most

desperate of measures. That’s what led the prince of the Western Hollows into his father’s study long after the suns had dropped from the sky.

The prince crept into the study, his eyes on the armoire holding his prize. Prince Zachary placed his hand over the lock and muttered an incantation that caused the brass catch to click open, revealing his father’s most prized possessions. He sifted through them all until his hand wrapped around the cool, smooth object he desired.

The box opened with ease, revealing the current object of his desire: the mirror. 

Zachary placed his hands on either side of the glass orb, lifting it out of the box until it was at eye level, and waited. When the prince was certain no one watched from the other side, he muttered the incantation that would bring the orb to life, and when the orb emitted a pale, yellow glow the prince said, “Show me Lesleigh Abbott.”

A dense fog danced in the mirror before revealing the fair-skinned girl. Zachary focused on her, letting his thoughts become a distant memory as he blended his consciousness with Lesleigh’s. Performing the weaving and slipping into Lesleigh’s mind had become easier over time, but the act was not without risk. The prince had long since counted the cost and found that the consequences of leaving her alone were far more reaching. 

She dreamt of water, again, and she was still afraid. The sea lapped at the shore. The prince had never seen water so hungry for a life. 

“Lesleigh!”

The girl’s head turned in the prince’s direction. “You again?”

Zachary reached out a hand. “I can rescue you. Let me help you.” 

Lesleigh took a step backward. “I’m fine. There, see? She came for me. She always does.”

Zachary’s eyes followed Lesleigh’s pointed finger to a figure levitating above the angry waves. He didn’t have to see her face to know who Lesleigh’s “savior” was; with almost-white hair and a cloak as red as blood, only one woman in Cielo looked that way. 

“She’s not here to help you, Lesleigh. I know it seems like she is, but she’s only here to...” Zachary couldn’t finish his thought because he didn’t know Aphelia’s goal, but, with certainty, he knew it could not be good. 

Irritation marred Lesleigh’s features and blanketed her tone. “Watch.”

As if by Lesleigh’s command, the scene around the trio changed. The greenery of their new environment—the Northern Forest—replaced the bloodthirsty waves, but their location was not the landmark Zachary remembered. The forest he knew teemed with life; all manner of beasts and magical creatures roamed the area—but not here. 

Lesleigh approached the woman in red as if beckoned by an unseen force. Trees fell at her sides; flowers, ferns, and bushes shriveled into piles of sopping matter. In that moment—like every other time he slipped into this type of dream—Zachary despised his situation. The prince kicked a fallen tree and it rotted away beneath the blow. 

Lesleigh walked farther into the forest, a siren of death and decay. The prince knew what was to come and he had no desire to stick around for Lesleigh’s destructive grand finale. 

The journey back into his own consciousness was not as smooth as in times past, but the prince managed to escape Lesleigh’s dream with nothing more than a nosebleed. He wiped the offending liquid on his sleeve and cursed. 

“There are billions of planets, innumerable galaxies, and millions of realms, but my mate had to be shipped to the most Great-forsaken, magicless, violence-ridden planet of them all,” Prince Zachary muttered, shaking his head. “Even the pets are violent without cause.” Zachary returned the mirror to its silk-lined box and leaned his head against the wooden armoire. “But one day you will be free from the Other Side; we will be together, we can make things right.” The prince squeezed his eyes shut as if willing the words to come true.

“Zachary.” King Xander’s voice crept across the room in a deceptively soft whisper. 

Zachary whipped around at the sound of his father’s voice, his fear rendering him speechless. One look at his father gave the prince the answer to his question: no, his use of the mirror was not secret. The king’s auburn beard trembled in the wake of his anger, his face and neck reddening.

“I have told you many times not to look for the girl in the mirror.”

“That’s the only way to see her.”

“I told you, the elders of the city—”

Zachary knew what his father would say and he did not want to hear it. “The elders haven’t left the city since the start of the war.” He laughed without humor. “They are nothing more than old men who amble about in their bathrobes barking orders at people. They know nothing about the demands of war. Once I am king, they will be the first to go. They care more for the next feast than the affairs of this city and its outlying villages. Were they effective in their position, we would have secured the girl once we discovered the enemy wanted her. We know she is no ordinary Other Sider; she is my mate, and whomever handles this will do well to remember that.”

“You will show the elders your respect. They endeavor to approach the situation with caution and use their heads as opposed to their hearts to find a reasonable solution.”

“In that you will find their problem: They care for no one but themselves. Maybe they should don red cloaks and join the enemy.”

King Xander’s eye twitched as his cheeks reddened further. “You will mind your tongue when speaking with me, Prince Zachary!”

“Not when you do not listen to reason!” 

The king sputtered in his attempt to retort, but Zachary cut him off. 

“Your fear is losing us the war. We will not last another year before our supplies are depleted and all the gifted are enslaved or dead; the regulars will be long gone before that! We’ve lost Togomoor, Pontia, and Olif... The other Hollows have pulled out of the war. How much longer can we fight this losing battle? We need Lesleigh and everyone still stranded on the Other Side. We need the numbers and skill before it is too late. We cannot sit here in Aljann and cower any longer! We must fight back.”

King Xander turned and gazed out the window before speaking. “You take a few years of magic school and think you’re ready to rule the kingdom. What do you know of the Darkness? What do you know of the perils that lie ahead? Nothing! You are just a boy who has seen little.”

“I have seen her dreams of late.” The prince crossed his arms in defiance.

“You’ve been weaving. How many times have I told you—?”

“I know the danger it presents, but what’s done is done,” Zachary said with a wave of his hand. “I can see into her dreams and I know the Darkness you speak of grows in her like a child in the womb of its mother. It feeds off of everything, takes all it needs, and one day it will spring forth from her. We will be powerless to stop it, and her, if she joins with the enemy.” Zachary lowered himself into an armchair and wedged his ankle over his opposite knee. “It’s always the same dream until the end; each time she reaches the Northern Forest, the Darkness calls to her. Each time she has the dream, the darkness grows. She leaves nothing but death and destruction; I do not wish to see what will happen if she should take the wrong path. We know Aphelia wants the girl—I think this is her reason. She wants to initiate Lesleigh into the Dark One ranks. Something must be done!”

Zachary watched the king waddle forward and point his plump, reddened finger at his nose. “You are never to dream weave again,” the king said, his voice like a winter wind. “I am sending this mirror away first thing in the morning and you will never see—or use—it again.”

Zachary’s eyes blazed in the heat of his anger. The prince saw his father’s obstinacy for what it was: fear. King Xander was blinded by terror, but the prince refused to see his kingdom, mate, or his family burdened by the mistakes his father continued to make. 

“So the people on the Other Side are of no consequence to you? My mate, your future daughter-in-law, means nothing?”

“Sometimes a few must be sacrificed for the greater good of the kingdom.”

“And that’s why the people no longer love you,” Zachary bit out. “You would sacrifice peoples’ families and mates—their other halves—to maintain your own false sense of security! You force us to sit and cower in Aljann—the very core of the Western Hollows with the greatest defenses—while others defend your crown. A king is meant to defend his people, and the people fight with their king out of love and loyalty.” Zachary shook his head. “In the Western Hollows, it appears that is no longer the case. I guarantee that were the Balance of All Things not at stake, you would have a full on rebellion in less than a cycle. A coup, even.”

King Xander recoiled as if Zachary smote his cheek. “The girl is none of your concern! Get out of here! Now!”

“Lesleigh Abbott is, and will always be, my concern.” Prince Zachary cursed and slammed the door on his way out of the study only to run into his mother.

“Zachary, wait.” The queen’s eyes were rimmed with tears, evidence of her eavesdropping. “Your father...he has not been well ever since the war started. Give him some time to recoup and build his strength.”

No matter how angry Zachary was, he could not bear the sadness that poured from his mother’s eyes. He looked past her as he spoke. “Mother, long have you made excuses for the ignorance of old men. It is time for us to face facts and do what is right, even if it is not easy. I love you, but I have to go.”

“Go where?”

“This I cannot say, but I will come back, Mother. Trust me.” Zachary kissed his mother’s cheek before striding past her with purpose. If the king would not listen to him, he knew someone that would. “Come, Titan,” Zachary called when he reached his chambers. The dog loped off the bed with grace and followed his master to the king’s stables. Zachary knew time was not on his side in the race against his father, so he untied the first horse in the lineup. “My lucky day. Hello, Thunder.” 

Zachary rode his prized horse through Abbley, the neighboring township, before he reached the northern drawbridge where the guards would question him. He was not worried.

“Halt! Halt there, I say!”

Prince Zachary and Titan came to a stop as the guards circled around them. “What business do you have going outside of the castle at this hour, Prince Zachary?” the guard, Tonker, spoke with a snooty air about him. Lucky for him, he was the prince’s best friend.

“It is time.”

Tonker’s face switched from pretentious to serious. “The bridge!” he called to the guard on the watchtower. “Let down the bridge!”

Another guard spoke now. “Tonk, what’d he say? What’d he say?” 

“It’s time, Seamus.” Tonker clapped the other guard on the back, nearly knocking him to the ground. “Retrieve the preparations! Quickly, now. Make haste!”

The tiny guard squeaked and scurried away. It took him seconds to return with a burlap sack. “Prince Zachary.” The prince took the sack and watched as the mousy guard, his arms thrown out to either side with excessive flourish, bowed so low his nose kissed his kneecap. “May The Four bless your journey and The Great show you much favor.”

“Peace and blessings!” Tonker rang out with the pump of his fist.

“Peace and blessings.” Zachary bowed his head to the guards before calling his horse to action. “Thunder, onward!”

Zachary rode with fierceness, his steering precise as he directed the stallion through Abbley township and into the Northern Forest. The horse stopped in front of a willow tree, as if he knew where the prince led him the entire time. An unpracticed eye would not know the tree was the gateway to another realm; only the tiny crest of the Western Hollows bore witness to the tree’s true purpose.

The prince hopped off the horse and removed the burlap sack before attempting to send the animal on its way, but Thunder would have nothing of the sort. The horse stomped and eyed Titan as if to say, Why does he get to go?

“Thunder, I can’t very well show up to the Other Side carting an oversized stallion such as yourself, now can I? You are to stay here and keep my mother company while I’m away. You know how she worries.”

The horse bobbed its head, shook out its black mane, and with one last glare at Titan he ran in the direction of the castle. 

Zachary stooped to gather his dog before taking a few steps closer to the tree. “This being The Great Divide, open now before my eyes,” he repeated until the crest of the Western Hollows began to glow, a slow trickle of pale blue making its way through the stacked hands. The king’s flower lit up last, shining the brightest. 

“Well, Titan, here we go.” 

With a flash of blue light, the prince was gone.
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Snags and Secrets

ZACHARY

––––––––
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ZACHARY’S BODY HIT the ground with a thud, a rock digging into his thigh. “For all the magic that went into this tree, one would think The Four could ensure a safe landing for passengers,” he ground out, releasing his dog. Titan’s nose went to work, sniffing the ground so rapidly his ears flopped against his head. 

Zachary laughed, swatting dirt from his trousers. “Yes, I know. This is a much different land than we’re used to, Titan. Feel how heavy the air is?” Zachary asked as his hands rummaged through his rucksack, the contents rustling in the silence of the night. “Ha! Here it is.” He dragged out a hairbrush and turned it over in his hands, nodding as he found the familiar elegant E scrolled around the handle. “We must find her—and quickly, Titan.” 

The dog sniffed the brush, lowered his nose to the ground, and took off before Zachary could return the relic to the sack.

“Slow down, silly dog! Stay where I can see you!”

The dog obeyed but lost none of his intensity, his nose sniffing and prodding every rock, tree, and plant until a cabin came into view. The small amounts of yellow light escaping the windows would have been picturesque if not for Titan speeding toward the little house, hurling drool on everything in his path.

“This surely cannot be it! You’ve led us to the wrong place,” Zachary huffed. “Emily would never live in a cabin.” A closer look revealed the structure to be a hunting lodge: bows and arrows, nets, and traps hung from the outer walls. “Titan, come! You have undoubtedly led us astray!” Zachary whispered harshly. “Emily was never a huntswoman. She couldn’t hit a bear even if it were taking its winter sleep in the middle of an open field.”

“Now, is that any way to speak of your sister?”

Zachary whipped around to see a woman standing before him, her gray eyes alight with humor. “Do my eyes deceive me?” The prince blinked wildly. 

Zachary almost did not recognize the woman claiming to be his sister; though, after looking her over again, he realized her features were familiar. Her eyes were still gray, her hair color bespoke their parentage—corn silk from their mother and a reddish tint from their father. The girl’s posture told Zachary the truth of her identity; the prince only knew two women who could plant a hand on their hip and instill fear in the mightiest of men.

“You would think you’d know your own kin. Come inside, Zachary.” 

“Forgive me, sister. It has been much time since we’ve seen each other. You look...well.” 

Though the prince was many years younger when his sister crossed The Great Divide—the bridge between his world and Earth—in favor of a life on this side of the tree, he recalled the dullness of his sister’s eyes, the lack of life to her overall countenance... Years of fighting with one’s father could do that to anyone. The woman who stood before him looked more like herself in this foreign land than she had back home. 

Emily led him to the front of the cabin where a burly outdoorsman sat in a wooden rocking chair, patting Titan’s head. 

“Carter!”

“Who else did you expect? Perhaps your sister’s other mate?” Carter’s laugh boomed as his eyes glittered with amusement.

“You caught me off guard, that’s all. You’ve taken to this Side nicely, then? Is this...Earth...not as bad as we once believed?”

“It is quite better than I imagined.” Emily shrugged before ushering everyone into the cabin. Carter continued to grin as he walked through the door followed by Titan, who steadily slung drool in his excitement. 

Zachary followed but stopped in the doorway, stunned into silence. He had seen this room before...it mirrored the family study of the castle, their home: the fireplace, the seating arrangement, even the furniture was nearly identical—except for the chairs made of metal. 

“How’d you do this?”

Emily nudged the prince through the door. “I have a good memory, you know. Carter’s also handy with a hammer and saw. I think it’s charming. A little piece of home.”

“That there”—Carter pointed to a white fur rug lying before the fireplace—“is my biggest hunt yet. A polar bear, they call them.”

Zachary turned to face Carter. “A polar bear, you say?”

He nodded and his chest stuck out some. “Your sister and I went up north for a holiday and I came across a band of these creatures—big white bears, they are.”

“So like the waldourf, but much smaller?” Zachary grinned, watching Carter’s eyes narrow. 

It had been years since he could engage in the lighthearted banter with his brother-in-law that he always enjoyed. Their competitions led the brothers to rough, outdoor locales when Carter still lived in the Western Hollows, but when the war broke out and the king became closer to a tyrant, Carter and Emily fled to their cabin for the security of the Other Side. The prince did not fault them; he would have done the same if he were not next in line for the crown. 

“Yes, well...the polar bear was a fearsome creature. Big, angry paws.” Carter swiped at the air with his hand and puffed himself up. “Ferocious roar, and big, yellow teeth! I barely made it out alive!”

Emily rolled her eyes. “The polar bear is a waldourf cub sans antlers and the horned tail. And the poor thing was asleep when he ambushed it.”

Zachary smirked and strolled about the living space, his hands folded behind his back. “Well, you shouldn’t blame yourself, brother-in-law. The game on this Side is, obviously, lacking.”

“And what have you caught worth mentioning since the waldourf?” Carter huffed.

“Sadly, I’ve had no time for leisure hunting. My last catch was the waldourf.”

“You used to hunt nearly every day.”

“Yes, well, Father has confined all royal family, public officials, and anyone with power to Aljann. We are not allowed into the outer townships for any reason. Crossing The Great Divide is now punishable by law, as well.”

“And I see you listened quite well to that.” Carter laughed. 

“Much has changed since your departure. I cannot say any of it is for the better.”

Emily shook her head as she moved about the kitchen, Titan following her. The sound of metal clanking filled the house before Emily returned with mugs of brown liquid. “Tell me, brother. What has become of the kingdom?”

“In short, it’s a mess.” He took a drink before continuing. “Father’s fear of losing the crown has become almost a phobia, though it is warranted in some aspects. For some time, I have heard talks from the outer townships about the people refusing to fight. There is too much death in Cielo and many fear the Western Hollows will be next to add to the toll. The other Hollows have officially left the war, though The Faithful are still intact.”

“No!” Emily shot out of her chair, her cup hitting the floor with a spray of hot, brown liquid.

“They said they will no longer lose their people for a war being fought off their soil. I cannot blame them. Aphelia and her Dark Ones set their eyes upon the west. They know to take down the Western Hollows means the capture of the rest. They will rule should the kingdom fail. And we will fail if they wage a surprise attack. We’d never survive. To be frank, we have little chance of survival even if we did prepare.” 

“So, as I presumed, your visit is not just to catch up,” Emily said, wiping up her mess.

Zachary shook his head. The prince hated to come to his sister with bad news, but she had to know the truth in order to help him. “Father refuses to listen to me. That’s why I came here.” Zachary repositioned in his chair. “Lesleigh’s mind grows darker by the day. I’m afraid we may lose her.” 

“Darker? What do you mean?” 

“Literally, and figuratively, I’m sure. I always see her in the forest—”

“Oh, I do miss the forest,” Emily sighed, longing dripping from her voice. “The Faire were always so pleasant and the trees spoke so kindly.”

“Yes, well...in Lesleigh’s dreams, the forest is nothing but old, rotting plants and fallen trees.”

Emily shook her head. “I have seen the girl for myself, Zachary. I do not see any Darkness in her, although her odd choice in hair color makes me think.”

“This is no time for your humor, Emily. Listen. In her dreams, Lesleigh Abbott walks into the Darkness and the trees fall. One by one, they fall at her feet and crumble as they hit the ground. The Faire lose their glow and fall out of the sky as if they were swatted by an invisible hand. All the plants shrivel up, except for the king’s flower...the blue drains from it and is replaced with ruby red—the color of the Dark Ones’ cloaks.” 

Carter coughed into his mug and Emily gasped. “Not the red cloaks! Surely there is a mistake.”

“When has my weaving ever been wrong, Emily? The girl dreams it, and I see it.” The prince sighed, running his fingers through his hair. “The last time I weaved, I didn’t bother staying until the end of the dream because I knew it would be much the same. She would choose Aphelia and everything would be turned to Darkness. She is in as much trouble as we are. Our only hope, now, is to put Light into her heart before it is too late. We will need to see her and her keeper as soon as possible.”

“Zachary, I must admit, I’m confused. Are you here about the war, or Lesleigh?”

“She is my mate, so yes, I am here for her, but I am also here for the war. It appears the war has taken a turn to where Lesleigh plays a part. It has come to our attention that Aphelia now wants the girl.”

“After all this time? What could she possibly want with her after she’s been gone from the west for, what, sixteen years?”

“I have my theories. What I know for certain is that nothing good could come of Aphelia wanting to have Lesleigh. With the progression of Darkness in her dreams and this news, I knew I had to intervene. I just don’t know how much her keeper knows about this.” 

Emily and Carter glanced at each other before actively ignoring Zachary’s gaze.

“Well?” Zachary said.

“What, exactly, is your plan, Zachary?” Carter asked.

“We take her back to Cielo, show her the forest, and show her that no Darkness reigns there. We can show her all the good things magic can do...I just refuse to believe she is lost when so much depends upon her.”

“What depends on her?” Emily asked.

Zachary huffed. “She is my mate—you know this. Without her, I cannot take the crown. If I do not step in and rule, we will lose the war, and our Side will succumb to Darkness. As I said, if the west falls, all of the Hollows fall. But I believe there is more to it than that. Father is adamant about the Elder Council handling all things having to do with Lesleigh, but I have seen no progress at all. It’s as if he does not want her to come home. He is not telling the entire truth about things. He cannot be trusted.”

Emily gasped. “You truly believe this?”

“Our father cares not for the people. He is more worried about the piece of gold that sits upon his shiny head. Before I left, I confronted Father about his dealings. I asked him if the people on this Side meant anything to him. He looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Sometimes some must be sacrificed for the greater good of the kingdom.’”

As Carter’s face hardened, tears pooled in Emily’s eyes.

“Our father is a man we can no longer count on,” Zachary continued. “His mind is poisoned by fear. His power made his spirit haughty. You and I must take back the kingdom, Emily. There are those who will fight with us to end this war and see peace across our world, but, as is custom, we cannot do that unless I lay claim to my mate.”

Carter and Emily remained silent, careful not to meet the other’s gaze. This did not escape Zachary’s attention. 

“For the love of The Four! What is going on with you two? Do not keep secrets!”

“It’s just that...there might be a problem...a snag, if you will, in your plan.” Emily did not meet the prince’s gaze as she wiped her tears on the back of her hand.

“I’ve just told you the plan for Fa—”

“I’m not talking about our father. Our problem is Lesleigh and you taking her for your mate.”

“How could this be a problem?” Zachary scoffed. “Our union has been predestined by the skies since before the Beginning—just like you and Carter, Mother and Father...all mates.”

“I know, but as I’ve said...I’ve seen Lesleigh Abbott and her keeper. I fear Lesleigh is not ready to be claimed.”

Zachary sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I do not understand your meaning.”

Carter spoke up. “What she means to say is that Amylia has not taught the girl our ways.”

Zachary’s head whipped around, his eyes bulging. “She has not been...taught? So, my mate has been living like a regular for all this time?”

“You asked if Lesleigh has been living like a regular, and she has...but not in the way we know regulars to be. Regulars back home know magic exists and see it every day, but here on Earth, regulars do not know of magic’s existence and like to believe such things are not real. Lesleigh has not only been living like an earthly regular, but her aunt, Amylia, says Lesleigh Abbott will never practice.” 

Emily cringed as Zachary shot out of his chair, his cup clattering to the floor. 

“She has no right to do such things, whether she is Lesleigh’s family or not!” Zachary fumed. “How can she hold such secrets from her niece? As a keeper, it is Amylia’s job to ensure Lesleigh practices and perfects her gifts. How can she forbid her from practicing? That goes against the laws!”

“I feel that Amylia has a share of her own secrets that have yet to be revealed,” Emily said.

“Then we will go to Amylia and she will tell me. I will demand an answer for her treachery.” Zachary strode over his mug and its spilled contents, making his way to the door. 

“Zachary, the hour is late. We cannot go barging—”

“I care not. We will go now. You have not seen the things I have seen, Emily. Lesleigh—she is in trouble. She needs us to find her before it’s too late. If you will not accompany me, at least show me the way.”

Emily and Carter’s eyes met before she turned to face Zachary. “Brother, I go where you go.”

Zachary released a breath before refastening his cloak. “Is it a far journey from here?”

“About five minutes by car.” Emily gathered the cups and placed them in the sink. 

“Car?”

“It’s like a carriage, but without the horses, and much faster.” Carter’s eyes gleamed. “Come, I will show you ours.” Carter led Zachary out of the house and to a little wooden shed. “Help me with the door.”

Zachary lifted where Carter instructed and came face to face with what he thought was a metal box. The red paint beamed in the light coming from the roof of the shed, enticing the prince to take a closer look. “This is a car?”

“This car is just one of many that the metal workers on this Side construct. They call this one a Cadiback SRX.”

“Cadillac, Carter.” Emily shook her head as she pressed a button on something small and black in her hand.

Lights flashed as the car clicked and beeped. The prince leapt backward. “By The Great! It speaks!”

Emily laughed. “No, brother. It means the car can be opened. Pull the lever there.” She pointed to a silver latch just by the crease of the door. 

The prince pulled the handle. “And I suppose I sit here?” Zachary pointed to the seat.

“Yes, there. Come now, Zachary, you are wasting time,” Emily said. “Yes, shut the door behind you...there you go—now, seatbelt.”

“Seat what?”

“They are mandatory. Carter, buckle him in. We must hurry before Amylia retires for the night. She’ll be even more grumpy should we wake her.”

Carter fastened the belt and grinned when Zachary huffed. “I feel like a child,” the prince said as he folded his arms and stared out the window. “And why must I sit in the rear?”

“Because I’m older than you,” Carter said in a sing-song manner.

“Yes, but I am the prince of the Western Hollows... I should be steering this ‘car.’ Women never steer back home,” Zachary muttered. 

“We are no longer in the Hollows, Zachary. This place is very different than home, in many ways yet to be discovered.”

This piqued the prince’s interest. “Your words leave something to be desired.”

“You would not believe me if I told you. Some things are better seen than heard, brother.”

“Enough of your secrets, Emily! Speak straightly with me.”

Emily snorted. “You have a temper just like Father. You better learn to tame it before you take the crown.”

Zachary opened his mouth to retort but could not. Emily spoke the truth. The people of the Western Hollows didn’t need another Xander Pates to rule; they needed a leader who would defend and fight for them, one who showed patience and humility... Zachary ran his hands through his hair. “You are ever right, sister.” 

“If you speak truly about your plan, there is much work to be done. I will say no more here.”

Wheels crunched on gravel as Emily steered the vehicle onto another road. Ahead stood a white house Zachary recognized. The front was adorned with pillars before a pair of dark wood doors. Potted ferns sat in elaborately painted vases on either side of the doors. “Are all homes on this Side like this—like the Temple of The Four?” the prince asked.

“Surprisingly enough, many homes on this Side are similar to this.” 

Emily brought the car to a stop before speaking in a hushed tone. “Amylia is like Father—fear clouds her judgment.” She unbuckled her belt and looked over the seat, her face serious. “We have been wrong about much, but I must be straight with you: I am not wrong about Amylia. We have a very slim chance of leaving with Lesleigh tonight.”

The look on his sister’s face told the prince he shouldn’t ask any more questions. He nodded before unbuckling himself and exiting the car. 

The wooden double doors of the house opened, a flood of yellow light pouring onto the porch. A thin brunette with an angular face stepped forward. “I wondered when you’d show up on my doorstep, Zachary Allen Pates.”

The prince’s feet slowed to a stop. “You know my name?”

“Of course I do. You look just like Xander—though your hair has more fire in it, your eyes aren’t as beady...and your stomach does not rest on your knees. You three, follow me.”

Zachary, Carter, and Emily followed Amylia without a word, eyes fixed on her back. Inside a parlor, they halted before an oversized fireplace. “Sit.” 

Carter and Emily dropped to the bare floor, but Zachary’s head turned as he searched for a chair. 

Facing them, Amylia’s brown eyes pierced Zachary’s. “Surely Prince Zachary is not too good to sit on the floor?” 

The prince folded himself onto the carpet, sorely wishing it were a waldourf pelt. 

“Does he know?” Amylia looked from Carter to Emily.

“I did not tell him,” Emily answered, careful not to meet her brother’s gaze.

“Didn’t tell me what? I am vexed! Vexed by the weight of these secrets!”

“Oh hush, boy.” Amylia waved her hand toward the floor and three glasses appeared, filled with water. 

Zachary scrambled backward. “What is this devilry?”

Emily answered. “I told you, this place is not what we once thought, brother.”
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Chapter Three
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Earthen Magic

ZACHARY

––––––––
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SI[image: ]t down, silly boy.” Amylia’s lips almost formed a smile. 

“This is artifice. There has never been magic on this side of the tree. Ever.” Zachary shook his head.

“Then you don’t know your history, Prince Zachary. If you’d sit down, I would gladly enlighten you.” 

Zachary looked from Emily to Carter before returning to his original position on the floor.

Amylia waved her hand over her lap and a worn, leather book appeared. “As your sister has stated, this land isn’t as we’ve been taught to believe. There’s magic here—oh yes—but not like on the Other Side. The magic here is cruel and unforgiving, hard and dangerous. It started in the Beginning, after The Great War. Everyone fought: gifted or regular, black or orange, white or brown, free or in bondage, animals, humans, or half-breeds. The battles waged on for many years.”

Zachary stirred in his seat to refrain from rolling his eyes. He knew this story like he knew the alphabet. Back home, the tale was taught in a first-cycle class, An Introduction to Cieloan History, and again in The Western Hollows: A Detailed History.

“Our numbers dwindled to almost nothing. It seemed like the rivers ran red with blood. A thick cloud of smoke hovered in the air, masking the suns, causing our crops to wither and die, so our livestock did the same. But the fighting waged on.”

“Until The Great interceded,” Zachary said, hoping to urge Amylia on. It did not go unnoticed.

Amylia’s face hardened as she stared the prince down. “Yes, He did. He descended from on high and hit the ground with His fist. The land couldn’t take such a blow—He punched the ground so hard the world split in two—and that’s why we have this Side and the Other Side, Earth and Cielo; though, the latter land hardly lives up to the name any longer. But that’s a different matter for a different time.” Amylia shook her head before opening the book. A gust of wind traveled through the room, sending a chill over Zachary’s body. Amylia turned the book around on her lap so the group could see. Zachary didn’t know what to make of the book’s origin, but he knew it held some type of magic because as Amylia spoke, the words and pictures moved across the page.

Amylia cleared her throat before speaking. “When the world was divided, so were our people. Your books in magic school tell you magic thrived only on the Cieloan side—that is a lie. The magic here whistles with the wind, runs with the water, and lives in the soil. It’s where the blood of the fallen cries out to us.

“You see, when the world was split, there were gifted and regular on this Side, too. The regulars, over time, began to fear magic and how it could oppress them, so they did what they thought was right—they started killing us off until we were forced to practice in the shadows. Even today, magic is only something they joke about and portray in movies and books.” Amylia shrugged as she unfolded herself and rose from the floor.

Zachary’s mouth fell open as he watched the book move with Amylia; it reminded the prince of how Titan and Thunder followed him.

“And I’m sure you know about The Four and how they came to be?” Amylia continued.

Emily answered, her inner instructor coming forth. “The Great created The Four to keep the balance of our realm and ensure a war of such proportions never happened again.”

“And yet, there’s still so much you have to learn, dear children.” Amylia shook her head and closed the book.

“There’s still so much Lesleigh has to learn,” Zachary said. “To think, she doesn’t even know this basic information about her own life—her heritage.”

“And she will never know,” Amylia stated. “I know you and Lesleigh are to be mated, but that just cannot happen. She will never know of Cielo, nor will she know of magic on Earth. Too much is at risk. She has a darkness in her blood that, if unleashed, could destroy Cielo forever.”

Zachary already knew what Amylia would say, but hearing the words fall from her lips pained him more than he expected. The prince closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Too much is at risk if she doesn’t.” 

“You mean you will lose the crown? There are bigger matters at stake. You know who the girl’s mother is.”

Realization dawned on Zachary. “You don’t want her to practice because of Aphelia—your sister. You think she will become like her mother.” Zachary shook his head. “You’re wrong.”

“Am I?” Amylia smirked. “Tell me, Prince, how have my niece’s dreams been as of late?”

The question brought Zachary up short. If Amylia asked, she already knew the answer. 

“Just because her dreams are one way, doesn’t necessarily mean she will follow the path of Darkness,” Emily spoke. “She needs to be given a chance to learn how to practice in Light.”

“Maybe you are not hearing me.” Amylia’s voice was sterner now. “Lesleigh will not practice. Ever.”

Zachary pushed himself off the floor. “Do you even hear what you’re saying? As her keeper, you are supposed to ensure she practices! A lot more than what you see on this Side is at stake. The fate of Cielo rests on our shoulders—me, Lesleigh, Carter, Emily, and the rest of Cielo that wants to see Aphelia stopped.”

“And how do you propose that will come about? Hmm? You going to march into Aphelia’s territory and tell her to stand down or you’ll tickle her to death? Your magic is no match to hers.”

Zachary ground his teeth to keep from saying anything that would jeopardize his chances of leaving with Lesleigh that night, knowing the losing of his temper would not bring him closer to his goal. The prince knew the cost such an errant mistake could have and he hated to be put in the position of playing nice when all he wanted was to give Amylia a sizeable piece of his mind. 

Zachary took a steadying breath before speaking again. “There are those that can contend with her. I have a plan to revitalize the west and rally the rest of Cielo, but I cannot do it without my mate.”

“I know your plan, Prince Zachary. Claim my niece, take the crown, and then fight Aphelia. Noble and brave, but stupid, I’m afraid. The west is nowhere near ready to take Aphelia on. It is folly—a fool’s errand. Her war against your father and the whole of Cielo took seconds to start but it has been over fifteen years since its beginning. What ground have you all won? How much closer are you all to beating her?”

“You speak as if you adore her.” Emily scowled. 

“I once loved Aphelia, but now...” Amylia shook her head. “She wants Lesleigh for reasons I cannot say, which is why she will never practice. I’m sorry for the trouble this causes for your plans, but my word is final.”

Zachary ran his fingers through his hair. “Listen to reason! With my father as king, we will all perish. Does that not worry you? Or is Cielo no longer any concern of yours?”

“Lesleigh is my greatest concern. Everything else comes after.”

“That’s rich, considering you won’t even let her leave with her mate,” Zachary huffed, the lid on his temper sliding off. “You know that goes directly against the laws.”

“And what do the laws mean over here, dear Prince?”

“You have your house modeled after the Temple of The Four, yet you have no respect for their mating laws! I wonder how much you are really like your sister. She, too, has a blatant disregard for the rules,” Zachary spat.

Amylia’s face turned to stone. “How dare you? Get out of my house and never come back! Lesleigh is not going with you and she never will.”

Emily stood by her brother’s side. “Stand down, Amylia. We will leave with Lesleigh!”

Amylia chuckled without humor. “Honey, your title and lineage mean nothing on Earth. I have nothing more to say to any of you. Goodnight.” 

Zachary felt the heat of anger surging around him as he took a step toward Amylia. “You may as well don a red cloak with Aphelia and her Dark Ones because I will do everything in my power to ensure you share in their punishment.”

Amylia’s eyes flashed black—no white spaces, no pupils—as she muttered a few words the prince didn’t understand. Before Zachary could part his lips to ask what Amylia was doing, his body was hurled to the ceiling. 

Carter shot up from the ground and Emily shrieked. 

Amylia’s glare did not stray from Zachary. “How dare you, you insolent brat! You know nothing of the dangers that lie ahead! You know nothing of the wickedness Aphelia has planned for Lesleigh or Cielo! I would die a thousand cruel deaths before seeing such evil come to pass.” Amylia’s voice broke, betraying her emotion, causing her hold on the prince to waver.

Zachary felt the slight reprieve and attempted to free himself with a series of kicks and the flailing of his arms, but his resistance amounted to nothing. His body felt pressurized, as if he were trapped between two walls moving toward each other. 

Emily sprang forward, throwing a hand in the direction of Amylia’s fireplace. Flames shot out of the stone hearth and snaked up the princess’ arm. Emily moved with surety while roughly motioning to Amylia with her arm. The flames that were once hues of red and orange changed to an icy blue before darting across the room and wrapping themselves around Amylia’s wrist; she let out a scream that would shame a banshee. 

“You have crossed too many lines tonight, Amylia. Stand down, and we will show mercy.”

Amylia’s hold on the prince kept him from voicing the objection that desperately wanted to leave his lips. No, the prince did not want to show Amylia mercy! Amylia had to pay for her treachery against The Four and her attack on a member of the crowned family. 

“I don’t need your mercy!” Amylia spat. 

“No?” Emily threw her arm toward Amylia, again, this time the rope of fire shooting to the floor. Flames rose around Amylia, trapping her within their heat. “Release my brother. Now.”

Amylia didn’t answer, much to Zachary’s dismay. The air around him was suffocating. His lungs labored, his vision growing dim. Come on, Emily, the prince chanted in his head. 

Emily screamed, breaking Zachary’s mantra.

Windows, flowerpots, vases, and mirrors shattered, spraying the broken material across the floor. The sound was deafening, breaking Amylia’s hold on Zachary. The prince fell to the floor, gasping and gripping his chest. Carter stooped to pick him up, but Zachary refused, already despising the fact Amylia had gotten the best of him—he would not be made to feel any weaker. The prince itched for the chance to fight, the chance to redeem himself, but how? He did not know this magic. He turned and fixed his eyes on Emily and Amylia, hoping his sister would bring justice for him. 

Emily threw her hands in the air, and with them, every shard of glass, terracotta, and porcelain rose. The shiny shards looked like multicolored knives as they pointed in Amylia’s direction. 

“Emily! Stop!” Carter yelled. 

“What?” Zachary hollered. “Kill her, Emily!”

Carter pulled Zachary up and gripped his face, pointing it toward Emily. “Emily! Stop this madness.” 

Emily’s head turned and Zachary fought back a scream. The prince no longer saw his sister, but a monster. Her once gray eyes were overcome with blackness that oozed over her lower lids as if she cried liquid coal. A pale, sickly white overtook the once rosy shade of her lips. The prince was sure Death himself looked more lively. 

“Come, Emily. You’re better than this. She’s not worth your Light.” Carter continued to coach Emily back to her normal self. 

Zachary stilled, unable to tear his eyes from Emily’s face. The prince’s fury receded and was replaced with fear. Yes, he wanted justice dealt to Amylia, but that was certain to come; Emily’s recovery was not.

Zachary watched as Carter pulled Emily to his chest and held her, but Emily’s rigid form did not relax. “Emily,” the prince whispered to himself. The crushing weight of guilt slammed the prince in his chest. “She told me we shouldn’t have come. I made her come.”

“No, Zachary. I came because it was the right thing to do.” Emily’s voice was not her own, but the prince’s heart fluttered at the possibility that she could return to her normal self, that she could be saved. 

Zachary looked at Carter, who nodded his approval. “The fault is mine, Emily. I was hasty, as usual. You were the voice of reason, as always. You and Carter will be my most trusted advisors when I take the crown.” Zachary shot a glare in Amylia’s direction, letting her know she was still on his radar. 

“Carter?” Emily’s eyes blinked in rapid succession. 

“I’m right here, baby. You were so brave to help your brother in his time of need. Look at you! You have more good in you than you know what to do with.”

Nothing Carter said was intimate in nature, but the bond between him and Emily caused Zachary to fix his eyes on everything other than the embraced couple. He tuned out Carter’s hushed praises and placating tones as envy clawed at his chest. 

The prince turned his attention to a frightened Amylia, glaring at her jittery form. Zachary had never hated anyone until that moment. He hated Amylia for not teaching Lesleigh about her true heritage; his despising of the harsh brunette reached deeper than his soul because, now, he did not see himself having a connection with Lesleigh like the one he had just witnessed between his sister and her mate. The heat of anger rose within him once more, and the prince was set to tell Amylia just what punishment she would receive until he was interrupted by Emily’s voice.
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