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      Peter ignites his hands again, stepping in front of Sarah.

      The man in the hood tightens his grip on his staff. The leather of his gloves creaks against the wood. Loosening his grip, he sighs, putting his staff against the wall without lifting his head.

      Peter holds his ground, never taking his eyes off the man.

      Sarah stands close to the wall, peeking over Peter’s shoulder as best she can, but dares not move.

      The man takes half a step. “We’re not here to harm you but to save you.” He lowers his head a bit more so as to keep it shadowed.

      Peter steps forward, tightening his fists. “Who are you, and why should we trust you?” His fists tremble at his sides, flames rising higher.

      The man sighs again. “Peter, we’re the family you were never told about. We will explain everything on the way, but you must come with us. She is getting closer to finding you as we speak.” He rests a hand on Peter’s shoulder.

      Peter’s hands blow out again, against his will, and he turns to Sarah.

      Sarah stands there staring at Peter’s balled fists. Catching the silence, she turns her gaze up and nods at him, then looks up at the man’s shrouded face as she walks past him into the kitchen. Having to push the woman’s shoulder out of the way, she passes through the room to their bags.

      The man and woman follow Peter back into the room.

      Sarah stands in front of the door, putting on her cloak and gloves.

      Peter arches an eyebrow at her. If he’s said it once, he’ll say it again. She’s way too damn trusting. He shakes his head, swiping his palm over his mouth. Maybe she’s just using them as a reason to leave this death house? Nevertheless, with this new possible threat, do they have any other options?

      Sarah grunts, putting her bags over her shoulders, tone flat. “Well, if you two are so eager to leave, then we’re packed and ready.” She watches Peter take his bags from the floor, then looks out into the backyard. “Where are your horses?” She shrugs, shaking her head, and glances over her shoulder at the two of them.

      The woman walks over to her, snatching her hand, and gazes into the backyard. “Silly homini, we fly.” She turns her head away to her right, swinging her hair over her face, and grips Sarah’s hand hard.

      The woman drags Sarah out into the yard. Bending her knees, she jumps into the air.

      Snow flurries everywhere, leaving behind a dirty hole in the snow.

      Sarah screams, tightening her grip in a panic.

      The woman turns her head down at Sarah, laughing. The wind whips her hair about her face in a craze of curls.

      Sarah glances up in spurts, doing her best to get a glimpse of the woman’s face in her frightened state, but can’t seem to get around her own hair whipping about her face.

      The woman keeps laughing, turning ahead. “Don’t worry, homini, I have you. It wouldn’t go over well with your companion if his precious homini mate were to fall and get hurt.” She snorts, mumbling to herself too low for anyone to hear.

      Sarah looks down at the shrinking cottage. She watches the man take hold of Peter, jumping into the air. They gain on her and the woman, passing, and take the lead. She watches Peter now. He looks at the ground. She follows his gaze, staring at how much of the farm is visible to her for the first time. The sharp wind flaps her cloak. She shivers, cutting her eyes at Peter again. He glances her way and smiles. She looks into his eyes, no longer flinching. However, they remain a constant reminder of that night in the woods. The night she found the rose.

      Peter turns his gaze downward and watches the ground. The rolling hills of the countryside run with the mountain’s dulling peaks. Trees span out along the mountains and parts of the valleys. Wow, the extensiveness of the woods behind the farm hits him with a new realization. He focuses on black figures moving through the woods.

      Ravens.

      They fly from branch to branch. Their black bodies dot the sea of green, grey, and white. They fly silent.

      How strange? They don’t circle either. Are they following them? No. No it can’t be. It must be Peter’s imagination. He watches them a bit longer. Blinking, he returns to them to focus on their grouping.

      They’re no longer there.

      Even stranger.

      Peter looks up at the man, calling out as best he can through the howling wind around them. “You said you would explain on the way.” He does his best to glimpse the man’s face, but his hood never moves.

      Odd.

      The man looks down at him, grinning behind wisps of whipping hair, and calls back. “Yes, well, maybe when we meet the ground.” He looks ahead, jumping forward, and they move even faster.

      The woman matches the man’s speed, causing Sarah to squeal.

      Everything below the four of them becomes a grey blur.

      Sarah and Peter squint from the power of the wind. Their stomachs drop to their feet. It’s everything they can do to breathe. The only sound now is the whistling wind around them.

      They fly silent for several minutes before coming down in front of a tiny mountain. Their feet land soft on the snow. This whole time, the man’s hood hasn’t moved from his head, and the woman’s hair hasn’t given way for them to see either of their faces.

      What do they have to hide?

      Sarah pulls her cloak around her, and she shudders. Taking off a glove, she flexes her fingers. The sweat chills, sending up steam. They ache to the bone. How tight was she gripping? She adjusts the bags’ straps on her shoulders, putting her glove back on, and pulls her cloak closed.

      The woman sniggers. “Oh, you won’t be needing those anymore, homini.” She snatches the cloak from Sarah’s neck.

      Sarah stumbles back, dropping the bags, and grabs at her throat. She swallows against the pain, watching her silver clasp fall in the snow. Bending down, she picks it up, wiping off the melting flakes. She turns it over, looking at the stones. Thank Adonia it didn’t break. When she looks up, the man and woman stand near the stone of the mountain.

      The man motions for Peter and Sarah to follow.

      Before Sarah and Peter take a step, the man and woman walk into the wall, disappearing.

      Peter and Sarah jerk their eyes to each other.

      Peter shrugs, stepping up to the stone. Putting a hand through it, he looks at her over his shoulder, and then back at the stone. Taking a deep breath, he walks through.

      Sarah stares, blinking a few times. Taking in a sharp breath, she steps up to the stone, hesitating, and puts her hand against it.

      No ripple.

      No sound.

      Confused, Sarah puts her hand at her side and stares at the stone.

      Peter’s hand bursts through the stone, reaching out for her.

      Sarah jumps, yelping, and flails her hands.

      Peter grasps one, yanking, and pulls her through.

      Sarah screams, closing her eyes. Crossing through, she stumbles, falling into him, and almost knocks him over.

      Peter holds her up, grinning, and lets out a soft chuckle. “Stop that nonsense.” He laughs. “I’ve got you. You’re alright.” He helps her stand up, putting his hands on her shoulders, and looks at her scrunching closed eyes.

      Relaxing a bit, Sarah opens one, keeping the other scrunched, and looks around. After another second, she relaxes all over, opening the other eye.

      The man and woman walk up the short steps to the porch of a cottage. They lean against the railing, watching them take in everything.

      Peter and Sarah stand there and gawk.

      Pansies, lilies, blue bonnets, and lavenders, among others, bloom everywhere. Flourishing trees, familiar and not, create a forest around them. The lushest grass grows beneath their boots.

      Peter stoops, stroking a few blades. As his fingers brush the blades, they char halfway down. He stands straight and eyes Sarah gazing ahead of them at the cottage.

      Sarah compares the cottage to the one they just abandoned, again.

      The strangers’ cottage stands three stories tall with a stable to the left. Vines with wide green leaves grow up along the edges of the thatched roof. They spill out over the edges, becoming a waterfall over the porch steps. Candles sit every few inches apart on the railing. Their flames dance, making the porch glow in the setting sun. The few lasting rays peek between the trees on the horizon. She looks to her right. A weeping willow stands off from the house. An old wooden swing hangs just above the ground. The plank pieces hang. A soft breeze blows. The ropes creak as the swing moves back and forth. Its jagged edges scrape the grass. The surrounding whimsical leafy tendrils sweep across the mossy wood. She turns back, looking at Peter, and laughs. Butterflies bounce around his head.

      Peter tries to dodge them but stumbles around instead. “How is this possible? It’s Anjuary. It’s too cold for this. This is Unther or Ether weather. Maybe even the beginning of Talon.” He stops moving, watching them flutter around him.

      Sarah giggles, putting her fingertips to her lips. How amusing! Butterflies have never swarmed him like this before.

      Peter watches a butterfly light on his finger. Before he can bring it to his face, it turns to ash. He frowns at Sarah.

      A light gasp escapes Sarah’s lips. She covers her mouth, putting a hand to her chest.

      The man chuckles. “A simple enchato.” He smiles, putting out his hand to the house. “Come, join us inside.” He pushes off the railing.

      Peter and Sarah watch the other butterflies flit away. With a forming silence, they ascend the steps, walking between the man and woman.

      The woman pushes past them, giving Sarah a quick snarl, and walks inside.

      Peter and Sarah step into the small front room of the house. A set of stairs stand along the wall to their left. An archway to their right. Jars of various colored liquids, dead animals, and animal parts hang from the ceiling. Herbs grow in pots on the floors, tables, and window sills. They follow the man and woman through the archway.

      In what looks to be the kitchen, a fireplace takes up the whole left front corner with a cauldron hanging above charred wood. A wood smoke stove sits against the wall to its right. A stone oven lies in the wall to its left.

      The man and woman sit at the long, light yellow wooden table in the middle of the room.

      The man looks at the woman, throwing a hand out to Sarah, and sets his arm on the table. “Would you please give the girl back her cloak. We’ve been over this. Just because she’s homini doesn’t mean you throw out all sense of propriety. King’s rules be maldito.” He taps the table with his fist, glaring at her.

      The woman jerks her head towards him, stopping short. Her hair swarms her face, light brown curls bouncing about her head. The slatted wooden chair creaks below her. A deep frown is the only thing visible behind her curtain of hair.

      The man holds his glare on her, tilting his head a bit, yet keeps it shrouded and purses his lips.

      The woman huffs. Getting up, she walks over to Sarah, never once looking at her. Turning away, she throws out the wad of bear cloak in her fist. The fur hits Sarah in the chest. Bear head flopping to the side.

      Sarah looks at the woman’s head, despite her unwillingness to make eye contact. “Thank you.” She takes the cloak with velvet hands.

      The woman doesn’t answer.

      The man clears his throat.

      Sarah and Peter turn to him.

      The woman sits, crossing arms and legs.

      The man turns to her.

      Sarah looks at his mouth. That tight-lipped stare is all too familiar. Odd. It’s quite similar to Peter’s.

      The woman looks out the window behind herself.

      Giving up, the man turns back to Peter and Sarah, still yet to take off his hood. “You will have to excuse my sister. She doesn’t much care for your kind.” He cuts his eyes at Sarah.

      Sarah nods a few times, tilting her head, and raises her eyebrows. “You mean namuhs?” She smirks, looking the woman up and down, and sits across from her.

      Peter sits in the chair between Sarah and the man, lacing his fingers on the table, and stares at the man.

      The man looks back at him, face still shrouded, and a silence hovers over them until he jumps with a smile. “Oh yes, your explanation.” He leans over with both elbows on the table and slides his hood from his head, letting his ponytail fall over his shoulder.

      Sarah and Peter both jump. Disregarding propriety for a moment, they stare at milky white and grey eyes without pupils.

      Sarah comes to her senses, ceasing her blatant stare, and takes in a sharp breath, giving her best discrete side-glare at the woman. Are hers the same unnerving white?

      The woman continues to look out the window, giving way to no such inklings.

      The man sighs, looking at Peter. “Peter, my name is Rayden, and this is Rayburn. We’re twins, and… well, your aunt and uncle.” He swallows, hesitating a bit, and then blurts out the words. “Lamia’s older brother and sister.” He clears his throat, fidgeting in his seat, and puts up his hands.

      Peter and Sarah jump up from their seats, stumbling backwards over their chairs. The floor creaks with each movement they make.

      Peter’s chair falls backward with a loud fwack. He ignites his hand. They extinguish in an instant.

      Rayburn points her bow at Sarah, arrow tip steadying on Sarah’s forehead.

      Sarah puts her hands at the level of her head. Despite the threat of death before her, she can’t help but admire the crafted wood of art ready to kill her. Such a beautiful piece of machinery.

      Rayburn’s hair moves from her face. Eyes, visible now, are the same milky white and grey.

      Distracted now from the woodwork before her, Sarah takes in a breath and stares.

      Peter ignites his hands again. And again, they’re extinguished. He does it once more with the same result.

      Damn it!

      Sarah volleys her gaze between Rayden and Rayburn. She dares not move.

      Peter points a finger at Rayden. “Stop doing that! It’s annoying…” His next words come off on a whimper. “And really unfair.” He crosses his arms, cutting his eyes at Rayburn.

      Rayden puts his hand out in front of him. “Peter, we don’t want to hurt you. If we did, we would have, and you’d never have had a chance to stop us.” He stands tall, folding his arms across his puffed chest, and smirks.

      Rayburn wiggles her fingers around the grip of her bow and murmurs. “I want to.” She holds her aim on Sarah.

      Sarah scrunches her face, shaking her head a bit, and glares at Rayburn.

      Peter jerks his head to her, furrowing his eyebrows.

      Rayburn squints but doesn’t close either eye. Three arrows hang from her loosing hand, fletching feathers sinking into her skin near her ear. The first three fingers of her loosing hand flex around the string, knuckle resting against her cheek. The fletching feathers of the nocked arrow brush her jaw line. She adjusts her palm on the grip. Her leather gloves creak and almost squeak against the smooth wood.

      Sarah sighs, hands still in the air. “You may want to work on your slant. It’s a bit askew.” She eyes Rayburn up and down, then turns her attention to Peter staring at Rayden.

      Rayden cuts his eyes at Rayburn for a split second before returning to Peter. “Rayburn put that down. You know she can’t defend herself.” He rolls his eyes, putting his hand out to Sarah.

      Getting no answer, Rayden puts out a hand to Rayburn, flopping it about, and keeps his eyes on Peter.

      With a soft growl and hesitation, Rayburn lowers her bow, putting slack in her string.

      Rayden keeps his hand up but puts it towards Peter, flitting a grin. “Peter, we’re not like Lamia. We know what happened and that you two killed her.” He pauses, tone softening a bit. “We felt her die, just like you did.” He raises his eyebrows, looking Peter in the eyes.

      Peter’s eyes soften. He relaxes his fists, rolling his shoulders, and raises his eyebrows. Sighing, he looks at both Rayden and Rayburn, then the floor. Scratching his head, he tousles his hair and rubs his face all with the same hand.

      Sarah takes her time lowering her hands. She glances around the room as the images from the past weeks fill her mind.

      Peter’s agonizing screams.

      The ring of fire.

      Lamia turning into that hauntingly beautiful tree.

      Peter cuts his eyes up at Rayden. “I thought only I felt that.” He swallows hard.

      Rayden shakes his head. “No, all direct blood relatives can feel it. That’s how we found you. She would’ve too if we hadn’t been so close to you.” He puts a hand on Peter’s shoulder, bringing him to his fallen chair.

      Peter picks it up, sitting with Sarah beside him, and looks at his hands. “How close to us were you two?” He cuts his eyes at Rayden, glancing at Rayburn, and looks back at his hands.

      Rayden looks to the ceiling, shrugging his lips. “Oh, what was that village’s name? Rum, Remy?” He taps his chin, pursing his lips, and squints at the ceiling.

      Rayburn sighs. “Helmsburge, Rayden. We were in Helmsburge.” She rolls her eyes, returning to the window, and mumbles. “I swear, how do you even know your own name?” She sighs again, shaking her head.

      Rayden snaps his fingers. “Of course! I was so far off the mark!” He chuckles, knocking on the table a few times, and shifts in his seat.

      Peter cuts his eyes at Sarah. “Helmsburge is a five-days’ ride from our farm. Eight on foot. How is that close?” He eyes the table, hesitating to look Rayden in the eyes.

      Rayden puts his forearm on the table, leaning forward. “Peter, how far away from your home would you say we are now?” He raises his eyebrows, grinning.

      Peter shakes his head. “I don’t know.” He chews the corner of his lips.

      Rayden shrugs, holding his grin, and nods. “Give it your wildest guess.” He shifts in his seat again, getting closer.

      Peter lets out a breathy laugh, shifting in his seat, and glances at Sarah. “Three days?” He shrugs his lips.

      Rayden chuckles. “Try close to three months. We’re on the edge of Acebridge, which lies on the edge of Tocsland, and your farm is at the southernmost tip of the country.” He leans back, tapping a fingernail on the table.

      Peter’s eyes widen, and he looks at Sarah.

      They sit a mutual and silent stare for several seconds.

      Sarah takes in a sharp breath, turning to Rayden, but keeps Rayburn in her peripherals. “‘She’? You keep mentioning a ‘she’.” Leaning forward, she rests her fingertips on the edge of the table.

      Rayden turns to her and nods. He takes out a flat, dried-up leaf, and sprinkles some brown flakes on it. Rolling it into a thick packed roll, he licks the edge before pressing it down and smooths it out. Patting and searching his coat and pants pockets, he pulls nothing out.

      Sarah and Peter watch him scramble about his chair.

      Pausing for a short moment, Rayden points at Peter. “You mind?” Wagging a finger, his eyes fall to Peter’s hand.

      Peter rolls his eyes, snapping, and ignites an index finger.

      Rayden puts the roll in his mouth, leaning over. Sticking the roll in the fire, he puffs a few times, and takes it out of his mouth between his fingers. Leaning back, he blows out smoke, making circles in the air.

      Sarah and Peter watch the smoke rings move through the air. When he’s done making circles, he lets out a cloud of smoke towards them.

      Sarah breathes it in, scrunching her nose. It has a pleasant scent at first, but the more she breathes, the more its effects turn her off. She glances at Peter covering his mouth and nose. He must not like it either.

      Once all the smoke disperses, Rayden sighs. “Yes, our other sister, Lilith. The baby of the family.” He cuts his eyes at them. “She’s worse than Lamia. At least Lamia had good sense. Well, until a few weeks ago anyway. But Lilith is still quite young. She’s a Liqwick and—” He brings his roll closer to his lips.

      Peter wags a hand at Rayden, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, a what?” He leans back in his chair, scratching the back of his head, and slides his hand down the nape of his neck.

      Rayden taps the roll, letting white ashes hit the floor. “That’s right. I forget you were raised homini.” He points to Peter, Rayburn, and himself. “We’re what our kind call Elephimas.” He holds up four fingers. “There are four kinds. You are, and your father was, an Inferno, hence the orange-red eyes and fire.” He glances at Rayburn, rolling his eyes, and looks back at Peter. “Rayburn and I are Airwicks, hence the white eyes and flight.” He shifts in his seat, puffing the roll, and blows out a light cloud of smoke. “Lamia was a Groundling with mostly brown eyes sprinkled with bits of grey and green. You’ve already seen the majority of her natural powers. Lilith is a Liqwick with blue eyes.” He leans back in his chair, taking a few more puffs, and blows smoke in Rayburn’s direction with a smirk, watching her roll her eyes. “Liqwicks control water, mostly, and all water inhabitants.” He taps the roll, ashes floating to the floor. “Those last two have one advantage we don’t.” He points between Peter and himself. “They can move more freely among hominis than we can. Generally, for Airwicks, if we want to blend in, which most don’t, but if we do, we act blind. It’s been found that hominis born without sight have a general milkiness to their eyes.” He chuckles, putting the roll between his lips, and leaves it there. “But what good does pretending to be a beggar do if you want to interact with the nobles, let alone anyone?” He pauses with a grin. “Am I right?” He leans forward and the roll bobs between his lips as he talks, more ashes falling to the floor. “Being what we are, we can control the different worldly forces as we know them along with certain aspects that correspond to them.” He pauses, inhaling from the roll, and releases smoke as he pull it from his lips. “Not only can we control those, but we can perform enchatos, or spells, from a book we’re given when we’re children.” He points at Peter, tilting his head to the right. “Which you should’ve gotten, but your mother took you away from our world before you were even a day old.” He leans back in his chair, holding the roll in his mouth, and inhales as he looks at Peter.

      Peter stares at the floor, bouncing his leg.

      Sarah watches Peter, putting her hand and elbow on the table, and picks at a large brown and black knot in the wood. She cuts her eyes at Rayburn sitting in her chair.

      Rayburn turns, staring out the open window behind Sarah.

      Sarah follows her gaze.

      Two ravens sit on the sill, staring into the room. Their heads cock and twitch, revealing glowing green eyes.

      Rayburn stands.

      Two arrows whiz past Sarah’s ears, piercing through both birds’ heads before Sarah can blink. She jumps, letting out a quick squeal, and puts a hand to her chest, turning around.

      Rayden stands, glaring at her as she lowers her bow.

      Rayburn looks back at him, sitting, and holds the top of her bow, wobbling it between her legs.

      Rayden glares at her.

      Sarah and Peter’s eyes widen as they stare and sit on the edges of their seats.

      Rayburn’s gloves creak as she tightens and loosens her grip. “Ravens. The King’s found us… again. Took him longer than expected this time.” She rolls her eyes, running her tongue along her teeth.

      Rayden puts a hand on his hip, pointing the other towards the window. “And you kill them?” He throws out both hands at her. “Rayburn, are you mad!?” He puts his fingers to his head, staring at her, and furrows his brow. “And you don’t even know if they had time to report anything yet. They just landed there seconds ago. It watched them.” Rolling his eyes, he points finger at the arrows lying on the sill.

      Sarah and Peter glance at the sill.

      Where’d they go?

      Rayburn picks at her glove, playing with the thickest of her ringlets. “He won’t miss them.” She shrugs. “I mean, it’s not as if he can’t make more.” She grins up at him and continues to play with her caramel lock.

      Rayden sighs, wiping his mouth. “Rayburn, that’s not the point. We have enough things to deal with.” He points at Peter and Sarah. “We don’t need the King up our arses too.” Sighing, he studies the floor. “Maybe you’re right, though.” He huffs. “Let’s hope all they had time to report was a mountain in the middle of nowhere.” He purses his lips. “I’ll have to give us more cover. Later.” He sits down, taking another long inhale, and closes his eyes.

      Rayburn sniggers, holding the tips of her hair to her eyes, and smirks.

      Snubbing the end of his roll on the edge of the table, Rayden flicks the rest across the room and out the window behind Sarah.

      Sarah watches it bounce and roll off the porch into the grass. How crude.

      Rayburn focuses on the tips of her ringlet and shrugs. “Sorry.” Her attention falls to the floor as she continues to pick at her hair.

      Sarah glances from Peter to Rayden and squints. “So, the King of N'Atirb who resides in the capital, Prora, knows about your kind and is one of you?” She sets her elbow on the table, putting her chin in her palm.

      Rayburn jerks her head to Sarah, snarling. “No, daft homini. The King of the Elephimas. A descendant of Carlos. A Groundling of immense power.” She sniggers. “Compared to him, your king is nothing more than a fragile mess of water sacs and bone.” She spits her words out as she pulls the wrists of her gloves, grabbing the grip of her bow.

      Sarah leans back, crossing her arms over her chest, and raises her eyebrows. “I asked a simple question. So why don’t you stand up and pull your bow from between your ass cheeks.” She crosses her legs and smirks.

      Rayden sniggers.

      Sarah cuts her eyes at Peter.

      Peter’s fists tremble in his lap. He flexes his fingers, grinding his teeth. The grating causes Sarah’s teeth to hurt.

      Rayburn stands, snarling at Sarah.

      Peter eyes Rayburn, pushing his chair back, and readies himself to move.

      Eyes darting from Sarah to Peter, Rayburn sits back down.

      Grinning, Rayden taps his knuckles on the table and sighs, glowering at Rayburn as he bounces his foot, and makes the table shake. “Why don’t you take a walk, hhmmm?” He lifts an eyebrow and laces his fingers in his lap.

      Rayburn rolls her eyes, huffing, and grabs her bow. “Gladly.” She walks out of the house, slamming the door behind her.

      Rayden sighs again, eyeing the floor. “I’m truly sorry about her, but she has her reasons.” He leans back his chair and yells towards the front door. “However old and grudging they may be!” He shrugs, setting his chair back on the floor, and adjusts himself in it. “Now, back to you, Peter, I’m sure you have a question or two.” He laces his fingers in his lap, relaxing in his seat again.

      Peter eyes Rayden.

      Those unwavering white eyes chilling.

      Peter clears his throat and looks at the floor. “Yea, how did I get my powers? My mother was a namuh.” He cut his eyes up at Rayden. “She was my real mother, wasn’t she?” He raises his eyebrows.

      Rayden chuckles. “Yes, of course she was.” He rests his elbow on the edge of the table, letting his hand hang off. “And, well, that’s just it. You have your powers because your mother was homini.” He looks between Peter to Sarah. “My deepest sympathies to you both, by the way. No one should have to bury their parents after going through what you did.” He wipes his mouth, letting his hand flop back over the edge of the table.

      Peter nods at Rayden and looks back at the floor. “Yea, thanks, but Luke and Gloria were Sarah’s parents.” He cuts his eyes over his shoulder at her.

      Sarah stares at the table.

      Peter takes her hand, squeezing it, and lets go.

      Sarah doesn’t move.

      Peter turns back to Rayden. “Mine died when I was seven. Sarah’s father saved me and took me in.” He leans forward, elbows on his knees.

      Rayden slides his fingers through the top of his hair. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” He clears his throat. “Again, my deepest sympathies to you as well, Sarah. I thought you were his homini sister.” He offers a quick smile.

      Sarah flits a weak smile in return but won’t meet those eerie eyes.

      Rayden wipes his hands on his pants, returning his elbow to the table. “Back to your question, though.” He locks eyes with Peter. “If an Elephima… interacts… with another Elephima, they have an homini baby.” He looks back and forth between the two of them and laces his fingers on the table.

      Peter nods, leaning back in his chair. “Oh, um, makes sense. I suppose.” He looks at Sarah.

      Sarah continues to pick at the table. She’s barely heard a word Rayden has said since the mentioning of her parents. Her mind races with the fresh memories of their purple and green bodies. Red and yellow glazed eyes. And the putrid stench of their rotting flesh. The picture forever burned to the back of her eyelids. The loud thud of Rayburn’s boots on the hardwood floor brings her back to the room.

      Rayburn sets a folded slip of paper in front of Rayden. “Falcon just delivered it.” She walks behind him.

      Peter chuckles. “You have birds deliver your letters?” He tosses a finger at the envelope.

      Rayburn grins. “No, our letter carrier, Falcon, delivers them. Even though we’re,” Her words get louder and more exaggerated. “Supposed to be secluded and hidden here. Tell me again how it is that he and the King keep finding us? I thought your enchatos were powerful enough.” She puts both hands on her hips, glaring at the back of Rayden’s head.

      Peter raises his eyebrows and knocks the table. “Ah.” He leans back in his chair, putting his fingers to his lips.

      Ignoring her latest harry, Rayden passes a finger under the blot of brown mossy wax keeping the envelope closed, breaking the royal seal, and opens it. A poof of dirt falls to the floor. Fireflies flutter through the room, disappearing in all directions.

      They all watch them flit and flutter before exploding into glittering yellow masses that fall to the floor.

      Rayden grins. “It’s the invitation to Princess Leilani’s birthday ball.” He glances at Rayburn over his shoulder, chuckling, and turns back to Peter and Sarah.

      Sarah’s ears perk, and she sits straight. “Ball?” She looks at Peter. “Did you hear that, Peter? We’re invited to a ball!” She puts a hand on his knee.

      Peter’s heart leaps. His eyes jerk down to her small hand on the edge of his knee. Watching her fingers slide off and move the table, he continues to stare, longing for them to return.

      Rayburn glares down at Sarah. “No, you twit. Rayden, Peter, and I are invited to the ball.” She shifts her weight from foot to foot as she stands behind Rayden’s chair. “The only hominis allowed cater to the needs of their betters. Invisible and silent.” She snarls, turning her nose up.

      Rayden looks up and over at her, still holding the invitation. “Do you need to leave again?” He smirks, winking at Sarah.

      Rayburn snarls down at him. “No.” She sits in the same chair as before, crossing her arms and legs, eyes out the window behind her.

      Rayden studies the invitation a little longer and hits it with the tips of his fingers, smiling. “Here we are! It still says we may bring a plus one each. Since Peter is your plus one, Sarah can come too, as my companion.” He looks at Sarah, a small grin spreading across his face until he glances at Peter sitting tall and clenching his jaw. “That is, if it’s okay with you, Peter.” He puts out a hand towards Peter, swallowing.

      Sarah looks between the two of them. Why is Rayden so quick to ask permission? Not only that, but why did Rayburn sit so quickly when Peter was aggravated at her earlier? Shaking her head to herself, she bites her lips, staying quiet, and pushes the thoughts away.

      Peter puts up his hands, shaking his head, and crosses his arms. “Oh, no, that’s fine.” He rolls his eyes, smirking.

      Rayden looks down at the invitation again, but cuts his eyes one more time at Peter before feigning interest in the information.

      A heavy silence fills the room. The birds and crickets call out from the purpling light outside. Frogs bark from the woods. The sun sinks farther and farther. The fastness of the shadows falling across the floor measures the length of darkness creeping inside. The first hour of nightfall has started with the last ray of sun disappearing.

      Rayburn snaps her fingers, and the room’s candles ignite.

      Sarah sits up. Forearms resting on the table, she laces her fingers. Thoughts of the types of dresses, decorations, and people that might be at the castle move their way through her mind. Will the ball even be at a castle? With these people, it could be anywhere. Violet. Yes. Violet is her best color, but if it’s elegant enough, she should wear her mother’s dress. That shade of blue was rather fetching on her. She stares off into the void between her and the opposite wall, sinking into the possibility of something normal. At least, normal compared to what they’ve been through the past weeks.

      Rayden slaps the table with his fingers, making Peter and Sarah jump, and he chuckles at their stares. “Well, I’m sure you two are exhausted. There is a room upstairs the two of you can use. The second door on your right. I’m sorry, it’s just the one full-sized bed in there. I hope that’s not a problem.” He arches an eyebrow at both of them.

      Peter shakes his head, wasting no time in answering. “No, it’s fine.” He looks at Rayden, smirking, and then turns to Sarah.

      Sarah glares at him.

      Peter’s smirk falls. He clears his throat and turns to Rayden watching the both of them with raised eyebrows.

      They both stand, grabbing their bags, and head up the wooden stairs.

      Sarah opens the door into their room, taking it in.

      The bed is on the left wall. Cream-colored candles sit in the middle of each night table. White cotton sheets cover the mattress under a beautiful white, blue, and purple floral quilt. A lacey ruffle along the bottom of the bed shifts in the light breeze from opening the door. The edges brush the wooden floor. A tall, simple, wooden wardrobe stands on the right wall between two doors.

      Peter walks inside, dropping his bags to the floor. They let out a loud thud and shuffle.

      Sarah walks up to the door to the right of the wardrobe. Opening it, the scent of cedar greets her. Hanging pegs line the walls above shoe shelves. Closing that door, she moves to the door on the left. A washing dish and pitcher sit on a small table beneath a small mirror centered on the wall. An unlit candle sits next to the washing dish. The empty chamber pot sits in the corner. The room smells of a light dingy cedar mixed with the chamber pot’s previous contents. Her nose scrunches, lips curling. Turning around, she makes sure the door is closed and latched before letting it go.

      Peter sits on the edge of the bed, taking off his boots, and sets them in the corner between the nightstand and wall. Standing, he faces the window on his side, looking out upon the front yard. Untucking his tunic, he stretches and grunts. Exhaling, he scratches his stomach under the loosened fabric.

      Sarah sits on her side the bed, taking off her boots as well. She glances over her shoulder out the window. The moon sits high. The blue-black sky, clear of clouds, stretches out forever. Turning back around, she stands and pulls at the edge of her tunic.

      Peter peeks over his shoulder at her. The edge of the corset she received from Meloni plays a game of hide-and-peek as she moves about. He strains his neck to get a good look at her.

      Sarah raises her arms, pulling her hair into a ponytail. Not having a readied tie, she lets it fall about her shoulders again. She repeats this, stroking her fingers through the thick tendrils.

      Peter stares at the sliver of deeply tanned skin showing at the top of her pants. His heart races. He licks his lips, turning toward her more.

      Sarah turns around.

      Peter jerks around, eying the baseboards, and continues to get ready for bed. He pulls off his shirt, having forgotten about the trinket on the chain still around his neck, and it hits his chest, swinging a bit. He hasn’t taken it off since the night they left the farm so many days ago. Cutting his eyes over his shoulder, he watches her as he takes the chain from his neck, putting it in his pants pocket. She doesn’t notice. Doesn’t even look his way. Good. Now’s not the right time to explain what it is.

      Sarah remains facing the room’s door. She unties her pants, holding the strings, and turns around to his bare back. She watches the toned muscles ripple and dance about as he moves.

      Tunic off and belt out of the loops, Peter turns around to the bed. “You ready for bed?” He pulls back the covers.

      Looking out the window behind him, Peter studies the stars dotting and twinkling against the deep blue sky and gets under the quilt. Without thinking, he pulls off his pants as if he’s at home, tossing them to the floor near his boots. Glancing at himself, he freezes. She may not be so receptive to him being naked this time, but with no night pants on hand, what is he to do? His day pants are too uncomfortable, and he’s been sleeping in them for far too long. He shrugs, laying the covers over himself. Maybe she won’t notice.

      Sarah jumps at his voice, nodding, and sighs as she turns to the bed. “Almost.” She pulls back the covers on her side, still clinging to her pant ties. “I’m just going to change behind the screen first.” She grabs her nightgown from her bag.

      Going behind the white cloth screen, she stands between the windows beside the bed and takes off her clothes. Not having an undrh'suet has been less trouble the past several days, but it will soon have to be replaced. At least for a week.

      Peter watches her silhouette move behind the screen. He watches the curves of her body as she turns and bends. Putting his hands in his lap, he bites his lower lip. He sits in bed, resting his head against the wooden headboard, and doesn’t take his eyes off the curtain.

      Minutes later, Sarah emerges from behind the curtain in her nightgown. She crosses her arms over her loosened breasts and carries her corset. Setting it on a bag, she makes her way to the bed, pulling back the covers, and slips under. She bounces and flops until she’s turned away from him and comfortable.

      Peter grins. Oblivious as usual. Good.

      Sarah faces the door. “Good night, Peter. Sweet dreams.” Her heart races.

      One would think that after all this time sleeping in the same room, sometimes the same bed, she wouldn’t be so shy, but no matter how many times she walks past him in nothing but her nightgown, she still gets a fluttery stomach.

      Peter looks beneath his hands, swallowing hard, and rolls onto his side facing the window. It won’t matter how many times he watches her behind a curtain, he will always find it as desirable as the first time it happened.

      Sarah holds the covers to her chin, turning towards him, and attempts to see him over her shoulder.

      Realizing she’s waiting for an answer, Peter tries to speak, words almost squeaking out on the third try. “Good night, Sarah.” He clears his throat. “Sweet dreams. I lo—” He stops as the words almost fly from his mouth.

      Sarah rolls halfway over to him. “You what?” Her heart stops at what she thinks he was about to say.

      Peter squeezes his eyes shut, biting his lips. “I, um, I’m really looking forward to some real sleep this time.” His heart races.

      Daft, daft, daft. What is wrong with him?

      Sarah rolls back over, putting a hand under her pillow, and looks at the wall. Did he almost say I love you? No, it couldn’t be. She shakes it off, closing her eyes, and lets the breath she was holding out slow and silent.

      Opening her eyes, Sarah looks at the wall. “Yea, me too.” She snuggles into her pillow, letting silence consume them until she falls asleep.
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      The next morning, Sarah wakes up to yet another drenched nightgown. This has become her norm since they left home the first time. She throws the covers off, finding Peter’s side made up. Sitting up on the edge of the bed, she pulls at the gown’s sticky cotton fabric. She looks down at its transparency. Her cheeks warm up at her own indecency. Thank Adonia Peter’s gone. Sighing, she gets up, grabbing a white cotton tunic and tan pants from her bag, and changes behind the screen.

      Rays of sunlight dance across the floor and screen. The stark white fabric half blinds her. Bits of dust and dirt float through the rays between the floor and windows. The birds sing behind her. She leans to her left, peeking outside to find Peter sitting on the front steps, talking with Rayden.

      The room is quiet. The birds chirp louder now. A whinny comes from outside, then silence in and out.

      Moments later, Sarah lays her nightgown down flat on the floor. Maybe the sun pouring through will help it dry. Or should she hang it up in front of the window?

      A loud knocking comes from the door.

      Sarah jumps, thoughts interrupted.

      The door creaks open.

      Rayburn steps in, surveying everything in the room except for Sarah, and speaks in a flat tone. “We’re going to the Market today. Come eat something. What’s left anyway.” She mumbles under her breath, “Lazy homini.” Turning on her heels, she walks out of the room.

      Sarah grins to herself. Rayden had to have sent her. She giggles, sitting on the edge of the bed, and puts on her boots.
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      Tromping down the stairs, the faint aroma of bacon and biscuits wafts through the cottage. Walking into the kitchen, Sarah finds the cold remnants of bacon, biscuits, ham, and eggs on the wood smoke stove. Hmh, they actually eat breakfast? She expected early lunch foods. Maybe some roast, a fruit pastry, or even a ham and egg pie. Her father, and later Peter, were the only ones who ever ate anything before lunch. Shrugging, she eats the three remaining pieces of bacon and one hardened biscuit right from the stove top. Licking her fingers, she rubs them on her pant leg and heads for the front door. Peering through, she eyes Peter and Rayden still sitting on the top step. They both lean on opposite sides of the railing.

      Rayden has another roll in his fingers. He puts it to his lips, letting out a puff of smoke, and transforms the puff into a hopping rabbit. Wiggling his fingers, he lets the cloud disappear in the wind. Turning his head, he catches her staring.

      Sarah pokes her head out the door, creeping out onto the porch.

      Rayden lifts the roll to her. “Would you like to try it? On my travels across the continent, quite a few of the natives in each area smoked a lot from a pipe. I thought of doing this when returning home.” He turns it every which way. “I don’t quite know what to call it yet, though.” He lifts it to her again. “Go ahead, try it.” He grins, bobbing it up and down.

      Sarah reaches for it, hesitating. “It won’t… kill me, will it? I mean… what exactly is it made of?” She curls her fingers but keeps her hand close.

      Rayden chuckles. “No, well… To be honest, I’m unsure.” He shrugs. “But all that’s in it is occabot leaves and some… extras.” He scrunches his face, shaking his head.

      Hesitating, Sarah takes the brown roll between her first and second fingers just like Rayden. Glancing between him and Peter, she puts it to her lips, inhaling through her mouth. She holds in the smoke for the longest time. It burns. Exhaling, she coughs to the point she chokes. Throwing out her hand to Rayden, she shakes the roll for him to take and holds her chest. Her eyes water, tears falling. Heat radiates from her cheeks. Her throat aches.

      Rayden grins and takes it from her. “Yes, well, they take a little getting used to.” He chuckles, glancing at Peter, and puts the roll between his lips.

      Sarah pats her chest and gasps between words. “I don’t think… I want to get used to them, but thank you… for the gesture.” She coughs a bit more, arching an eyebrow at Peter’s smirk, and sniggers. “Stop laughing. You probably couldn’t do any better.” She crosses her arms and shifts her weight.

      Peter holds up his right hand, putting his own roll to his lips. He inhales, letting the thin smoke pour from his mouth with ease.

      Sarah arches an eyebrow and huffs. Her coughs subsides, but it’s still a bit hard for her to breathe easy.

      Rayburn walks through the front door. "We had better get moving if we're going to the Market." She shoves her shoulder into Sarah’s, pushing her way down the steps.

      Sarah takes in Rayburn’s newest fashionable ensemble. Tight royal blue leather pants lacing up the sides. Tall-heeled knee-high black boots that squeak as she walks. White short-sleeved tunic under a light blue vest covered in gold swirls all the way from the top of the small stiff collar to the points in the vest tails. The lacing in the front stops, along with the vest, right below her breasts. A black leather hair cuff holds her hair into a ponytail at the base of her head, making a wild bundle of curls on her shoulders and back. She holds her bow in a white-gloved hand. A small quiver hangs on her hip.

      Rayburn looks over her shoulder at the others still sitting on the steps. The point of her collar presses into her cheek. She huffs, spinning back around.

      Grunting, Rayden gets up from his step and grabs his staff. He puts out a hand towards the dirt road with a slight bow.

      In the short pause, Sarah looks over Rayden’s attire for the day. Deep green leather pants. Black cuffed boots. White tunic with long billowing sleeves under a thin gold doublet that laces all the way up to his neckline and the full length of his sides. Pointed shoulders and a short collar rise with his shrug. A loose cuff holds his hair at the base of his neck. The wispy ends of his hair fly off his shoulders in the light breeze.

      They’re quite posh. Maybe Sarah can talk her way into a wardrobe change from them.

      Peter stands, snubbing out his roll on the wood, and brushes off his plain tan pants.

      Sarah descends to the same step as Peter.

      Peter shakes his head, crossing his arms, and smirks. "What, no flying?" He squints, looking at Rayden.

      The sun is of a particular brightness today.

      Rayden smirks, shaking his head. "The market is close. We can ride the horses, or even walk from here. It’s your choice." His attention bounces between them, landing on Peter.

      Sarah shrugs. “I’m going with horses. I feel like riding.” She puts her hands behind her back, swaying in place a bit.

      Rayden nods. “Horses it is then.” He smiles, putting out a hand to her.

      Sarah takes it, descending the remaining steps, and puts her gaze on Rayburn.

      Rayburn rolls her eyes, muttering under her breath. “Lazy homini.” She sets the tip of her bow on the ground, holding it to her.

      Sarah just rolls her eyes and watches Rayden walk over to the stalls and opens the gate.

      Three horses trot out, shaking their manes, snorting, and stomping their feet. The honey-yellow horse with white mane and tail trots up to Sarah, and she pets his nose.

      The other two pure black horses trot up to Rayden and Rayburn.

      All three of their coats gleam and shine.

      Huh. No saddles.

      Rayden and Rayburn hop onto the black ones with ease.

      Sarah continues to pet the horse’s nose as Peter approaches, and eyes him. "Peter, I can't get up there without stirrups. I'm too short." She shakes her head, looking back at the horse.

      Before Peter can say or do anything, Sarah floats up and over the horse. She lands, lighter than a feather, on its back. She looks over her shoulder.

      Rayden drops his pointed finger with a quick grin.

      Sarah stares at Peter with wide eyes and tight chest.

      Peter shrugs, hopping on behind her.

      The horse moves a few steps, snorting, and swishes its tail.

      Rayden steers his horse alongside theirs. "Hope I didn't scare you." He squints at Sarah, scratching his chin.

      Sarah doesn’t look at him at first. "Oh, no, I'm fine." She offers him a weak smile. "It's just…” She pauses, looking at her hands. “Lamia did something similar to me.” She looks him in the eyes. “But this time, I could breathe, so I guess it’s alright." Her eyes drop to the horse’s mane, and she rubs her arm.

      Memories of her paralysis and struggle for breath consume her mind. They race through her whole body, and for a split second, she loses her ability to breathe again. She puts a hand to her tight chest, opening and closing her mouth.

      Peter's arm brushes hers as he reaches around her for the horse's mane.

      Sarah watches his fingers wrap around the reigns. His touch brings her back to her surroundings, helping her breathe again. An awkward silence looms over her. Even the woods have quieted. The muscles in his forearm flex. She follows the small veins in his arm all the way up to the folds of his faded light green sleeves. She leans back into the heat from his chest. The breeze blows again. On it rides the scents of lavender soap mixed with a light amount of sweat and roll smoke. She breathes him in. He takes in a breath, and she freezes, letting the gap narrow until their bodies meet. When he exhales, she relaxes.

      Peter shifts over the horse’s back, gripping the reigns. No saddle has him uncomfortable. He moves his legs closer to her and relaxes a bit. Strands of her hair float in the wind. They tickle his lips. He bites them, scratching them with his teeth. No matter how much he scratches, the wisps of hair continue to tickle him.

      They both look around at the lush woods on either side of the narrow dirt road. The sun plays hide and seek in the leaves, bouncing from hole to hole. Birds fly from limb to limb. They cock their heads from side to side, making eye contact with Sarah and Peter.

      The wind whispers around them as well, as if saying, “Who are they? He’s one of us, but we haven’t seen him before. Who is the homini? She's not one of ours.”

      Sarah looks from side to side. Chill bumps run down her arms and legs.

      Are the woods really speaking? Or is it her imagination?

      Sarah leans to the side, looking up and over her shoulder at Peter. "Peter, do you hear that? Can you hear… whispering?" She squints, afraid to take her hands off the horse's mane to shade her eyes.

      Rayden chuckles. "The woods here speak more than what you're used to." He looks back at her with a squinting smile. "The Market is only a few minute’s ride away. And I believe you two will like it." He shades his eyes, lingering on them.

      Sarah turns to Rayden. “What exactly is The Market to your kind?” She straightens up, adjusting herself, and grabs a different part of the mane.

      Rayden sighs, smirking. “Well, it’s more of a gathering place now. It’s older than most of us. Very few have seen it from its beginning. From what I’ve learned, it started as a means of attaining enchato ingredients before our intuiters found more creative ways of getting what we need.” He shrugs. “Now, it’s more for those of us who are too lazy to create certain items ourselves, or have the misfortune of never getting the knack for certain enchatos, to get certain items, trades, or news. We even have our own currency and value system. Some things are for metal value, some for certain services, and others for specific items needed or trade worthy. It all depends on the Elephima and the needed exchange.” He smiles, squinting even more, and turns around.

      Sarah nods. “Oh…” She looks back and up at Peter, locking eyes with him, and then he looks ahead.

      The next five minutes pass in deep silence, except for the birds following them. They tweet and sing to each other faint murmurs that to the untrained ear sound like bird squabble.

      Although, Sarah listens close.

      They seem to giggle to each other and talk about the handsome Inferno.

      Sarah stares at the horse's mane, braiding different strands of it. She keeps her eyes down until their horse stops.

      Rayden clears his throat, stopping his horse, and looks back at her and Peter. "We're here." He nods to a patch of woods.

      Trotting through the woods, down no particular path, they reach the edge. At the edge is a clearing. In the clearing are stalls and merchants. The four of them, stop at the edge of the clearing and tie their horses to the posts provided. The horses stand in place and graze. Walking into the market, it's less than impressive. There are about six stalls selling fruits, vegetables, breads, and a few different homemade wooden, metal, and clay goods.

      Peter walks past the clay goods stall. Stopping in front, he attempts to grab the handles of a brown vase. His hands pass right through the handles as if made of air.

      Sarah walks up beside him. Reaching for the vase, she picks it up no problem.

      The stall manager looks up at Sarah. "Two acyts." He puts his hands on the stall, leaning over.

      Peter looks at him. "We don't have any money with us at the moment. Perhaps next time when we’re more prepared?" The man keeps his eyes on Sarah, repeating himself, and Peter glances over his shoulder at Rayden. "Why won't he look at or talk to me?" He crosses his arms.

      Rayden grins. "This is the decoy market for hominis only.” Chuckling, he nods towards the other side of the row. “Here, we need to go through the door." He points to a small, plain white tent at the end of the row.

      Rayburn, in her heels, is just short enough to clear the top of the flap as she enters and leaves them behind without a word.

      Peter looks at Sarah. She looks at Rayden holding his hand out towards the tent.

      Rayden bobs his hand. "Go on, step inside." He grins, bobbing his hand even more, and stands tall.

      Peter pulls the flap back, and they step through at the same time.

      Sarah stops midstep when a figure almost runs her over. Is that a woman? Dressed in, blue feathers from head to toe? It is!

      The woman’s white wings fluff and jump at Sarah's touch. She looks back at Sarah. A bright orange beak fixed where her nose and mouth should be. A crown of black tipped blue feathers replaces what hair she may have had. The feathers slope and dip, spiking behind her head. She squawks. Meeting Peter’s eyes, she stops short, turning up her beak, and flaps her wings, flying away.

      Dust clouds around Peter and Sarah. They stop, shielding their faces. Once the dust settles, they stare at the strange world they’ve entered.

      Peter looks to his left and stops on a man buying material from a blonde namuh woman dressed in a plain grey cotton dress. Dark brown swirling horns grow from the man’s head. Wild white locks sit between them. Moss and twigs intertwine with the frenzy of hair. Brown eyes sit deep below bushy white eyebrows that slide into the top of his nose. Black nostrils elongate into his upper lip. Thick white fur covers his legs that curve down into black hooves. What in Heremm? What is he? Part sheep? Goat? He turns. His short tail twitches. He puts the material in a green leather satchel hanging over his shoulder, pack sitting on his hip. The man’s tail twitches again, and he turns all the way around.

      Peter looks away, eyes widening. No pants? Oh, have some decency! Don’t bare yourself to the world like that. Thank Adonia Sarah can’t see him.

      Sarah looks to her right. A man and woman stand beside each other looking at a teal glass bowl. Black and white stripes cover their bodies. Their ears come to standing points a lot like a horse’s. Thick, coarse black hair stands on end and runs all the way down their backs to the top of their butts meeting a thin swishing tail. Before leaving the stall empty handed, they bend over to all fours. Their hands and feet become black hooves, and their faces extend into full black snouts. Once the transformation is complete, they resemble strange horses. She recalls them from her terrainian books. What is their name? It starts with a Z and it’s found in the plains region of Acirfa, but she can’t recall the name given.

      Peter turns ahead to a three-tier stone fountain in the center of The Market. A collection of enormous cats walks towards them from the other side. How peculiar, they’re not forest cats, although, the one with less neck hair is similar a species native to their region. He squeezes his eyes shut, thinking, and opens them again. They’re in Sarah’s book, but what are they called? And what are they doing in this region so far from home?

      The tan cat on the left shakes his head and the accumulation of darker, longer, and thicker fur around its neck shifts in a frenzy. The tan cat in the middle is similar to the one on the left without the collar of fur. It looks around The Market, giving off an air of imperiousness. The third, a bright orange cat, has black stripes down its body and a white underbelly. All three cats stop at the fountain. As he watches, their bodies shimmer and jolt, as if behind fire. This continues until they turn into three honey-skinned figures. Two men and a woman.

      Peter shakes his head, blinking several times, and refocuses on the now namuhs standing across the way from them, mumbling just under this breath. “That was amazing.” He lets out the last word on a sigh, putting his fingertips to his lips, and continues to watch them.

      Long wavy black hair, similar to Sarah's, falls all around the woman’s shoulders below a netting of gold and dangling diamonds. A bright pink dot sits between thick eyebrows above a long, rounded nose. A hand rests over the swooping collar of her short-sleeved pink top. The glinting gold trim ends at the bottom of her breast. A matching skirt billows and curves to the ground. She grasps the edge of her skirts, and her gold wrist bangles shine.

      The sun’s reflection in the bangles puts purple dots in Peter’s eyes. He blinks away the dots, continuing to watch.

      The two men on either side of her have shining short black hair. Their form-fitting long-sleeved tunics end at their knees. White fabric blinding. The hip-tall slits reveal loose red pants for one man. Loose orange for the other.

      Peter scrunches his nose at how all three pairs of their gold shoes point and curl at the ends. How do they walk in those? Do the curls mean the same as the shoe points in his region?

      Sarah follows Peter’s gaze, stopping on the three at the fountain. If she didn’t know better, two of them could be Meloni and Coren. She misses them. Where are they? Did they make it home alright? What are they doing? Is Meloni dancing for some prince? She should have told them about their mother at the castle in Prora instead of waiting? This time, they may not return to share the secret.

      A gust of wind hits them, interrupting Sarah’s thoughts. The force causes her to stumble. Rayden catches her, putting her back on her feet.

      Peter puts up his hands, shielding his eyes from the loose dirt hitting his face.

      The angry wind dies down, swirling into a woman dressed in all white. A sleeveless, thin, floral lace dress covers her. White fabric over white skin with no beginning or end. The loose fabric drapes, flowing and fluttering from her hips, and lands at her bare feet.

      Sarah watches the train drag the ground behind her, following it back to the woman’s short white-blonde hair coming to a thick stiff point at the base of her head.

      The woman glances back in Sarah and Peter’s direction.

      Sarah jumps a bit.

      Thick black lines each eye, coming to points at each corner, and she eyes Peter. Black lips grin, she runs the tip of her tongue along them, and blows him a kiss.

      Peter clears his throat, flitting a grin her way, and looks off to the treetops.

      Sarah shivers, looking at the ground.

      Rayden puts a hand on both of their shoulders, chuckling, and cuts his eyes at them. "I thought you two would like it here.” He glances at Sarah’s side glare. “Suppose it will take time.” He chuckles again, patting their shoulders. “Well, we need to give you two a new look. Something not too ostentatious. Also, we need to get you something to wear to the ball.” He walks ahead of them, speaking over his shoulder. “This way is the finest seamstress in the world, for us anyway." He grins, walking just ahead of them, and leads the way past more Elephimas.

      Sarah looks around as she speaks. “You have one seamstress for all of your kind here? Do you not have a spell for clothes?” She watches a pair of butterflies land on the ground, turning into a man and woman.

      Wow.

      Rayden chuckles. “Yes, we do have enchatos, but she is for when you want something special. Something, eye catching.” He pauses. “Something, unique.” He stops walking, fanning his hand through the air, and smirks, resuming the walk.

      Sarah nods, looking to her left.

      A woman passes them on a small wave of water. A light pink glows over her skin under shining scales covering her shoulders, neck, and jaw line. She spreads her fingers at her sides. A thin stretch of skin between each. On the side of her head, the same stretched, pink skin between barbs pokes through long tangled masses of dark brown hair and seaweed.

      Sarah falls in love with the deep violet silk dress clinging to her wet delicate body. It hangs off her shoulders, threatening to fall.

      How beautiful.

      To her right, on the other side of Peter, Sarah spies a gargantuan, black three-headed dog. She can’t help but stare.

      The head on the left sniffs at her and Peter, whistling.

      Sarah jumps, still staring, and stumbles on a large rock.

      Peter grabs her hand and waist, propping her up.

      Regaining her balance, Sarah offers him a soft grin, resuming her improper viewing.

      Peter follows her gaze, eyes widening at the monstrosity before him.

      The head in the middle looks Sarah in the eyes, and a deep rumbling voice escapes his chops. "Hey there, care to get dirty?" He howls at her, and the other two heads laugh and howl with him.

      Rayden cuts his eyes at them and snarls. "Hugo, Alden, Noal! Keep it to yourselves. She's not interested in what you’re selling." He glares at them for a few more seconds.

      Sarah jerks her eyes to Rayden. Selling? What does a three headed gargantuan dog sell?

      Peter turns to Rayden as well. What the Heremm? Sell? How can this thing talk, let alone sell anything?

      The dog whimpers, lowering its heads, and pulls back its ears. Tucking the single tail between its hind legs, it lets out one more small whimper, watching them pass.

      Sarah looks at the heads over her shoulder as she takes a few more steps past them.

      The dog heads perk up, looking off in different directions. The necks and body stretch, pulling apart into separate dogs, and then they shrink into three young men.

      Sarah squeezes her eyes shut, shaking her head, and opens them again.

      The tallest in the middle, gives Sarah a crooked grin. Dimples on either side of his mouth and freckles across his cheeks. His brown, grey, and green eyes brighten his oval and cheeky face. Short, black hair spikes upward down the middle to the front of his forehead. Plain white tunic hem flaps untucked just below the pockets of black leather pants. Long sleeves billow in the light breeze. Knee high black boots flaps flop as he moves around.

      Oh, he’s quite appealing. She moves to the man on his left.

      The same color eyes set deep under his large brow. Tan bare arms cross over a dark grey doublet. The front ties of the doublet hang loose, revealing his smooth broad chest. Loose tan pants meet the tops of tight front-lace boots. He cuts his eyes at the man in the middle. Tapping the back of a hand across the middle man’s chest, he points his chin her way. A thick dirty blond braid swings over his shoulder. He turns his head as he whispers to the third man, revealing the sides shaved above his ears, similar to Greer’s hair.

      Greer, what a sweet man. What is he doing now? She looks the man up and down. Also quite appealing. In a, different, way.

      The blond grins at her behind a scraggly beard, scratching his large nose.

      Peeling her eyes away, she moves to the third man.

      Thick eyebrows shroud the same color eyes as he takes his attention from her and offers it elsewhere as he peers out into the Market. The breeze laps at the ends of his slicked back shoulder length brown hair. He runs finger and thumb on either side of the triangular tuft on his square chin below thin lips and an even thinner mustache. Stopping, he puts that hand over a skinny, pointed nose and his mouth. Deep red tunic heightens the white of the unbuttoned sleeveless doublet and tight black pants meeting the flaps of his white ankle high boots.

      Sarah shrugs her lips. Not nearly as appealing at the others, but he may be for someone else. She keeps her eyes on all three of them, lagging her steps.

      Peter glances at her. He watches her fall behind while looking behind them, and follows her stare to the three men standing where the dog was. Wait. Where’s the dog? He locks onto the men. Were they the dog?

      All three men look him in the eyes and grin.

      The blond licks his lips.

      The one in the middle blows Peter a kiss.

      Peter snarls, putting his arm around her shoulders.

      The warm touch of Peter’s arm turns Sarah’s head, and she looks at the ground ahead of them.

      Peter looks behind them again. This time at the tent.

      A blonde woman slides out from behind the flap, clinging to a thin white cloth draped over her shoulders. Stepping onto a platform, she reveals a bare leg from below the cloth. Lying on her side, she props her head on her fist. Smiling, she pulls the cloth away from herself one area at a time as the three men call out to passersby.

      Peter turns back and looks ahead of them. His body warms, tingling a bit at the sight of her. Her image lingers.

      As they walk, both Peter and Sarah’s hearts race.

      Sarah itches to look back again but thinks twice at Peter's fingers squeezing her shoulder.

      Peter fights turning around and punching all three men in the face more than anything. Instead, he squeezes Sarah's shoulder harder and harder until she winces. Loosening his grip, he rubs the spot with his thumb, and puts his hands behind his back.

      Sarah rubs her shoulder, glancing at it, and then at him. What was that for?

      Rayden looks back at the three men.

      They watch Rayden, grinning to each other, and return to calling out customers. The man in the middle looks one more time at Sarah’s back before walking over to a large green tent on the other side of the market.

      Rayden turns to Sarah with a soft smile and pats Peter on the shoulder. "Don't worry about those three. They like to jest, a lot." He chuckles, patting Sarah’s back, and nods to Peter.

      Peter cuts his eyes at Rayden, raising his eyebrows, and straightens his mouth. "You call that jesting?" He arches an eyebrow, glaring at him.

      Rayden shrugs, turning his attention to his left.

      Sarah looks at Peter.

      Peter looks at the beaten path ahead of them.

      Sarah looks forward, almost stopping in her tracks.

      Peter’s hand brushes her arm, and he turns towards her, following her gaze once more.

      Six Elephimas approach. Three men and three women.

      The first woman has a light honey glow to her skin, brown curling locks piled onto the top of her head, and thick deer antlers emerging through the curls behind small, pointed ears. Loose, knee-length gold fabric covers her breasts and shoulders with a draping sash over her left arm. Bronze circle clasps hold the fabrics together at her shoulders, and a swirling bronze girdle surrounds her torso. Thin, unusual sandal straps wrap across the tops of her feet, leading up to her knees, and knot. A six-foot-long golden bow rests in her hand, but no arrows visible. Brown, green, and grey eyes scan The Market.

      The woman next to her stands a good foot taller. Waist-length wavy blonde hair. Pale skin. Although she has white eyes, she wears a gold crown of long thin leaves in her hair. A one-shoulder dress, spilling out onto the ground. The fabric an enveloping black, fading downward into blinding white. A gold rope-like belt holds the loose dress close around her waist. Gold leaf-shaped clasp surrounds the fabric on her shoulder. She strokes a white flat-faced owl sitting stationary on her bare shoulder.

      The third woman, a small all-leg frame, looks around the market with her striking red eyes. She slides slender fingers through the ends of a sleek auburn braid, coiling around her arm from shoulder to wrist. Blood-red fabric drags the ground behind her, draping over her breasts and torso. Two small silver clasps and a thin silver circular collar link the narrow pieces at her breasts and hips. Freckled arms, ribs, and hips slink their way through the slits. She turns. The side of her breast, butt cheek, and entire leg bare themselves. Her sandals strap across her feet, knotting at her ankles.

      All three women wear metal arm and wrist bands, matching their clasps.

      Peter lingers on the woman in red, swallowing hard.

      Sarah moves onto the men in the group.

      The men are much simpler. All three wear white knee-length fabrics with pointing, slatted, flapping leather skirts. Studs of metal set into the leather match their different colored breast plates. Thick sandal straps wrap up to their knees with matching metal shin guards.

      One man wears a silver breast plate with a blue circle of waves in the middle. Blue eyes sit below a crown of long thin leaves encircling short blond hair. He sets a hand on the pummel of the sword hanging at his hip.

      The other men wear gold breast plates. The one on the left has red and orange flames at the bottom, red eyes, short brown hair, and bears no weapon.

      The man on the right has what looks to be clouds in the middle of his breast plate. White eyes survey The Market below locks of short curly white hair. A gold staff bending into four swirling snakes stands in front of him in both hands.

      Sarah looks at Rayden. "Who are they?" She looks back at the men, fighting the urge to make eye contact.

      Rayden looks ahead and back at Sarah, smirking. "The women are Afra, Ayla, and Anwara, and the men are Napo, Pirro, and Rabi. They are from Emor, or Eceerg. I forget which. Those countries have similar cultures and dress." He puts a hand to his chin, shrugging, and looks to his left.

      Sarah and Peter watch the six of them as they pass.

      The red head looks at her with a smug grin, winking at Peter.

      Peter shifts in place, clearing his throat, and opens his dry mouth to speak, but squeaks come out instead.

      Sarah just stares at her. "Are they here for the ball as well?" She forces herself to look at Rayden.

      Rayden nods. "Yes. Elephimas from all over the world come for the ball to show the King they still respect, or fear, him." He points to a corner of The Market close to the woods. “Look there, the natives from a mass of land in the middle of the continent known as Acirema.” He wags his finger, nodding to them.

      Sarah and Peter focus on the tree line.

      Seconds later, a large group of reddish skinned Elephimas walks out of the shadows. Either limited amounts of leathers, furs, and beads, or generous amounts of leather, feathers, and furs cover their bodies and fill their hair.

      On the head of the leading female sits a crown of tan, brown, black and turquoise feathers. Turquoise, white, and black stripe her eyes and upper cheeks. Long wisping locks shine. They must be as long as Sarah’s arm. Each one of the mysterious Elephimas bears either a bow, spear, staff, or mall axe. All having small feathers and strings of leather wrapped and dangling from one end or the other.

      Sarah stares. “They’re beautiful.” Her words come off on the tail of a breath.

      Rayden smirks, chuckling. “And quite dangerous if crossed.” He looks down at her.

      Sarah gives Rayden a breathy grin, and then looks at the ground.

      Peter looks to his right, doing a double-take.

      A man faces away from him with short spiked blond hair. A black fur collar covers his shoulders, bare torso leading into the body and legs of a chestnut brown horse. His black tail swishes at the flies. Stepping in place, his flank and hip muscles quiver against their bites. The man turns his head to the woman selling him parchment.

      Peter stops in his tracks. That profile is so familiar.

      Rayden and Sarah take a few more steps before stopping and following Peter’s gaze.

      Sarah’s heart skips a beat, breaths heavying, and a shaking fills her as she jerks towards Peter, letting her words come out in one breath. "It's Caleb." She swallows hard against a dry mouth.

      Caleb's ears perk at his name on the air. Stomping around, he scans The Market, landing on Peter, locking eyes with him. Grinning, he rears back on his hind legs. Coming back to the ground, hard, he races off out of sight.

      The conversation with Peter when she told him what Caleb tried to do and how Aengus saved her comes to the forefront of Sarah’s mind. She left out how she thanked Aengus. Her cheeks try to heat up at the memory of his lips on hers. Should she have done that? Locking eyes with Peter, she pushes those memories to the back of her mind.

      Peter searches for Caleb in the crowd and woods. No such luck. His fists clench and spark into flame.

      Sarah watches his jaw clench. For the first time, she watches his eyes glow a bright red. The dirt around his boots smokes and stinks up the air around them. She steps up to him, setting a hand on his forearm only to pull back from the heat. Turning her hand over, small blisters form on her fingertips.

      Rayden glances around at all the staring Elephimas and snuffs out Peter's hands. Stepping in front of him, Rayden glares into his eyes, hardening his stare, and calms him down without uttering a word. He pats Peter on his cooling shoulder and nods.

      They continue walking, and Rayden looks ahead. "I see you two have met the Prince. That's not good." He looks around as the others in the market turn back to what they were doing, and the hustle and bustle resumes. "How, may I ask?" He glances at them over his shoulder.

      Sarah opens her mouth, but before she can answer Peter starts talking. “So, before you found us, a group of men took us captive. Caleb was one of them. Well, they handed me over to the Niloy, Prora’s armed guard, so I didn’t see it, but another group member threw him out before they decided to come for me, and before Lamia attacked." He pauses, looking ahead of them at a couple of women buying gold hair combs.

      Scattered snowflakes cover their long straight brown hair. Their skin gives off a light blue and purple hue. The two of them turn their heads. Two sets of blue eyes and lavender lips cut to him and grin. When walking away, they leave snow clumped footprints behind, trailing from beneath their plain cotton dresses.

      Peter clears his throat, bringing his focus back to Rayden. “I didn’t think about it until now, but why would he with those men anyway?” He squints, looking Rayden in the eyes, and shakes his head.

      Rayden clears his throat as well. "Were they homini or Elephima? Because lots of Elephima like to get together and set traps for outsider hominis. One group has a certain proclivity for caves full of gold. They make it so that the hominis are tricked into doing something with no way of knowing they shouldn’t, and before they know it, their either trapped or dead." He shrugs. “They lose more than they gain that way really. Don’t know why they won’t change their methods.” He shakes his head, looking over at the two women from before.

      The one on the left winks at him, grinning.

      Rayden grins back, looking away with pinking cheeks.

      Peter opens his mouth to answer, but Sarah looks at Rayden, speaking first and fast. "Most of them were human. Three that I know of, now, were Elephima." She cuts her eyes at Peter when he jerks his eyes her way, and keeps speaking. "I wondered why Aengus called him Prince. I didn’t give it much thought after that though." She looks at the path ahead of them.

      Rayden glances at Sarah and then looks off ahead of them. "Aengus? Tall, thin, red head, has a brother named Grady?" He furrows his eyebrows, keeping his focus on the path ahead.

      Sarah stops. "Yes, do you know them?" She stands there and waits, letting the pebbles crunch below her boots.

      Nodding, Rayden and Peter stop and look at her. "Yes.” He sighs, rolling his eyes, and lowers his voice. “I know them, but let's not talk about it here." He puts a hand to her back, pressing her to move along.

      All three of them take a few steps, looking ahead.

      Rayburn walks towards them. Head high, and stride deliberate. She stops and gives Rayden a small brown leather bag.

      Rayden takes it, holding it in front of him with both hands.

      Rayburn doesn’t look at any of them. "The herbs that we can’t grow. Let's get out of here. I'm sick of being around so many hominis." She looks around, curling her lip.

      Rayden offers her an over exaggerated smile. "After you." Turning, he bows and extends a hand in the direction of the tent opening, smile widening even more.

      Rayburn rolls her eyes, snorting, and walks forward.

      Sarah and Peter follow close behind her.

      Rayden walks right behind, glancing around The Market one more time before turning ahead. "We have much to discuss when we get home, Rayburn. So don't disappear, this time." He puts his hands and the bag behind his back, keeping an eye out for Caleb or anyone else that may wish them harm.
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      Meanwhile, Caleb, as an eagle, flies all the way to his chamber in his father's castle. He sits on the balcony railing, silent, and watches.

      A woman stands in front of the floor-length mirrors, admiring herself in her sheer pale pink night gown. The gown hangs loose off her shoulders to the floor, flooding into a small cloud of at her feet. Long frizzy brown locks slide over her black nails as they brush her neck and run between her small breasts.

      Caleb squawks, flying through the window.

      The woman jumps, looking behind her in the mirror.

      Caleb lands on the bed, turning into his namuh self. The edge of his white tunic rustles in the light breeze he brings with him. Tight brown pants accentuate his legs to the top of muddy black boots.

      The woman continues to look at him in the mirror, running her fingertips over her collar bone, and a grin moves across her pursing lips. She shifts her weight, taking a few steps. The sun washes over the room, bringing warmth to the stone floor. The leaves on the winding vines around the window sound a susurrus. A cooling breeze sends fallen pink petals across the balcony floor.

      Caleb crosses his legs in front of him, letting his elbows hold him up. "Well, Lilith, yaouw will be pleased ter know the boy you've been ganderin' fer, me love, is closer than yaouw thought. Someone brought 'im an' the bird to The Market. What a fool ter bring dem out among the others." He smirks, cocking his head to the right.

      Lilith spins around, hair slinging from one shoulder to the other. "Are you sure, my sweet? A tall Inferno with curly hair and a dark-haired slave girl. I’ve been scrying for them all morning. I need you to be completely sure." Plump pale lips spread from one ear to the other beneath bony cheeks, and she raises her round chin in the air.

      Caleb nods.

      Lilith picks up her gown in both hands and lands on her knees beside his legs. Looking up at him, she wraps an arm around his leg, resting her free hand on his knee.

      Caleb looks down at her, grinning, and curls a finger under her chin. "En'irely." His grin turns to a smug smile.

      Lilith lets out a grunting laugh. “I must continue my search, but not before a… reward for your good tidings.” Squealing, she leaps onto the bed and straddles him.

      Caleb grunts, leaning up onto his elbows, and watches her move.

      The gown swallows his legs and feet, spreading out to their sides. Lilith unbuckles and unties his pants. With one last grinning glance at him, she lowers her head. Her hair covers half of his torso and fans out across the bed.

      Caleb breathes in heavy, letting his head fall back, and he closes his eyes.
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      Back at the market, Sarah and the others stand near the tent into the namuh market.

      Rayden reaches for the tent flap, stopping short, and turns his gaze above and behind him.

      A deep beating catches Peter and Sarah’s attention.

      Gusts of wind push down, surrounding them. Loose bits of dirt move and swirl through the air.

      Sarah and Peter follow his gaze and shield their faces.

      Three figures. Six large white wings. They descend, blocking the sun the closer they get. Coming into full view, they hover above the ground for a few seconds, landing their bare feet on the packed dirt path without a sound.

      Sarah’s voice comes out nothing more than a whisper. "Engels." She stares at their masses of ruffling and settling feathers as the men look around.

      Rayden lets out a short, breathy laugh, shaking his head. "No, just your everyday, ordinary Groundlings. Although, they may be the reason for you, and others, believing in engels. Come to think of it, the so-called daymens, as well as other T’lucco tale creatures.” He sighs. “Our history books teach us how we have existed since the dawn of time and will remain so until the end. The only myth we and hominis have in common is Elevado Creador or Grand Creator. Or, as some hominis call him, Adonia. I’ve found it quite interesting to study the customary homini cultures." Rayden looks back at the six Emorans standing near the fountain. "Although, I’ve found that some here let other hominis worship them as deities." He rolls his eyes, curling his lips at them.

      The blonde Emoran cuts her eyes at him, putting her chin, and turns around.

      Rayden arches an eyebrow, turning back to Sarah, who hasn’t taken her eyes off the Groundling men.

      The winged men wear nothing but a tan and smug smile. Their shoulder-length brown hair wisps along their shoulders in the breeze they create. Tight muscles bulge all over with every movement. Butt cheeks jiggling with each step. The man in the middle looks down his thin nose at Sarah, smirking, and winks.

      Sarah looks away to the ground, balling her fists. Her first time seeing a man fully naked. Do they all look like that? Does Peter? Her entire body runs hot. No one else can feel the heat coming off her, can they? Can Peter? She chews her lip, keeping her focus on the ground at her feet.

      Peter glances at the men. Then he studies Sarah’s face and how she stares at the ground. Her cheeks and ears are red. They’ve never been red like that. What is she thinking? It dawns on him that this is the first time she’s seen a man fully naked. Does she like the way they look? Is she wondering if he looks the same? He glances from the men to himself, then the ground, and clears his throat.

      Sarah jumps, cutting her eyes at Peter’s red face. Why is his face so red? Is he as embarrassed as she is, or angry for her looking?

      Rayden sighs, interrupting their thoughts. "Not all of us prefer to wear clothes either. It's sickening." He turns around, pulling back the tent flap, and puts out his hand.

      Taking one last glance, Sarah turns around, and all four of them step through the flap, out into the bright and quiet clearing. The spelled namuhs talk to her, doing their best to barter as she walks through to the horses.

      With her long stride and determined gait, Rayburn is already on her horse and headed to the house.

      Sarah cuts her eyes at the merchants. "Are they real namuhs? Do they know what is happening around them?" She avoids eye contact as she glances at each one.

      Rayden smiles, rubbing his fingertips across his lips. "No, um, they’re illusions. They can be taken away just as quickly as they were put there. They don't feel a thing." He still doesn’t make eye contact, putting his hands behind his back.

      Sarah looks at the back of Rayden’s head. “If that is so, were I to take a bowl, would it stay with me or disappear when they do?” Staying behind him, she studies how his ponytail swings across his shoulders with each step.

      Rayden’s pace hastens a bit, rushing his words. “The goods would stay once taken, but the rest would disappear when they do.” He stops at his horse, puttikng his hands on the horses' neck and grunts, slinging himself up and over.

      Sarah ponders his words and actions while speaking. All of it gives her a shifty gnawing gut rumble. Something about his answer is off.

      Peter helps Sarah onto their horse. She slings her foot over its back, almost kicking him. She puts a hand to her mouth, raising her eyebrows, and stifles a giggle.

      Peter looks up at her and smirks at her tight-lipped grin. He hops onto the horse with ease, sliding forward into her back. This time, he scoots as close as he can without being overwhelming.

      Sarah smiles to herself as his heated chest presses against her shoulder blades. She sits straight, putting more pressure against him, not letting on to how much she enjoys it.

      Peter grins, gazing at the top of her head, and takes in a deep breath, letting their bodies meet again. He reaches for the reigns. With every touch, his body tightens. He takes in another deep breath, closing his eyes.

      Rayden's horse neighs, stomping the ground before turning, and walks down the path towards Rayburn.

      Peter and Sarah’s horse snorts. Peter kicks back on its flanks, and it moves forward with a quick jolt, following Rayden.
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      Arriving at the house, Rayden slaps the horses’ hind ends, sending them out in the back to graze.

      Peter and Sarah wait for him on the porch, and Sarah looks around. Rayburn is nowhere. She must already be inside.

      Rayden tromps up the steps, opening the door, and motions for them to follow.

      They push off the posts, following.

      Rayden walks through the house and into the kitchen. Sitting down, he lights up a roll.

      Peter and Sarah stand in the doorway, and Peter leans on the frame.

      Rayden waves his hand towards the chairs. "Sit, I need to tell you more about the family." He wags his hand, smoke rolling between his lips.

      Peter nods. He and Sarah sit next to each other on the other side of the table closest to the fireplace.

      Rayburn walks in. She fills the cauldron with water and chicken chunks, then puts it over the logs, but can't get the flint to spark.

      Peter turns to her. “Why don’t you use a spell? Or do you not have one for fire?” He smirks, keeping eye contact.

      Rayburn just glares at him, letting Rayden speak. “We do, but not all of us take the easy way out.” He smirks, blowing smoke.

      Peter cuts his eyes at Rayden, smirking, and flicks his finger towards the fireplace. He looks back at Rayburn with the same expression and tosses out both hands. Long orange flames bursts from the logs, curling over the edge of the fireplace to lap at the wall.

      Everyone jumps back.

      Peter ducks, giving them all a sheepish grin, and shrugs.

      The flames die down, giving one last small jump, and then stay below the cauldron. Seconds later, the water comes to a boil.

      Rayburn looks at him with no smile or inkling of gratitude. "Thanks." She moves back to her spot near the cauldron, poking the chicken with a long wooden spoon.

      Peter raises his eyebrows. She could sound a bit more grateful, even if he did almost set the kitchen on fire. He shrugs to himself.

      Sarah cuts her eyes at Rayburn, mumbling to herself, “You could at least sound grateful.” She crosses her arms, shrugging a shoulder.

      Peter smirks, turning his eyes at Sarah, and laughs through his nose.

      Rayden chuckles, and Sarah looks at him wide-eyed and ducks down.

      Rayburn turns around, curling her lip at Sarah, and plops a sack full of vegetables on the table. A potato rolls across to the middle. Taking a grouping of six carrots, she chops them all at the same time in seconds. She does the same to the potatoes, a grouping of celery, and a head of cabbage. Not saying a word, she puts the cabbage in with the chicken, grouping everything else, and puts it all to the side for when the chicken and cabbage are ready.

      Peter turns back to Rayden, watching him blow out another smoke rabbit.

      Rayden lets the rabbit hop around a few times. "Peter, I'm about to tell you something about your mother, and I know you won't like it. But I swear to you it is truth." Raising his eyebrows, he watches the rabbit hop around above them, then looks down at Peter.

      Peter leans forward in his chair. It creaks under his weight. What could he tell him that he won’t like? He barely remembers her face. What could she have done that was so bad?

      Rayden sighs. "Your mother was one of the homini vaca, as the majority of us call them, or as you would call it, a cow.” He pauses, studying Peter’s straight face. “She was used to birth Elephima children.” He points his roll at Peter. “You were her firstborn, but she lost many before you." He leans forward to tap the roll ashes in a small dish on the table this time.

      Holding it over the dish, the roll glows red, burning to his fingers. He freezes, jerking his eyes to Peter, and puts the remaining stub in the dish. Frowning, he sighs and closes his eyes.

      Peter's face heats up, eyes glowing bright red. "You're lying. You have to be. My mother was a good woman. Don’t you ever call her that again!" Fire jumps from his eyes, and he grinds his teeth.

      Rayden leans back, lacing his fingers in his lap. "I'm sorry, Peter, I won’t call her that again, but I'm not lying either.” He sighs. “Your real father, our eldest sibling, was considered a young Elephima at the age of four-hundred and sixty-seven. He had gone through ten homini women that were concluded as barren before buying your mother. Before that, though, he had more women than I can count who bore him many children. You have siblings all over the world.” He looks at his hands in his lap, tapping the back of one with a finger. “Your mother was bred and raised in the Elephima world. She was eighteen when she was bought.” He looks into Peter’s glowing eyes. “The man you call father was her lover and only homini friend. He was also raised in this world as one of the few adult males kept alive to please the female Elephimas that wanted to birth their own children.” He sighs, looking off at the floor between his feet.

      A bluebird lands on the sill behind Sarah. It sings a light, airy song over Rayden’s words. The tune almost uplifts the room.

      Rayden doesn’t break contact with his boots. “Your mother begged us to help her terminate the pregnancy. She never wanted to bring a child into our world. But to our knowledge, there was no way, not even now.” He takes in a sharp breath. “So instead, she asked to escape.” His eyes move to the table, and he pauses.

      Silence thickens over the room. The bluebird’s song deepens and slows with the tension. Its tune hits Sarah’s heart hard. She watches Rayden’s and Peter’s faces harden.

      Peter keeps his glowing eyes on Rayden, fighting back tears, and steam rises. “My mother didn’t want me?” He swallows against the lump in his throat, gaze never wavering.

      Rayden keeps his eyes on the table as he speaks. “Don’t twist my words. She wanted you, but not in the way or place you were created.” He taps a finger on the table. “On the night you were born, your father was away on business. He trusted us enough to demand we head the birthing.” He tosses a finger at Rayburn, cutting his eyes to her. “Rayburn and I came up with a plan for Elaine and James to escape with you the second you were born.” He shifts in his seat, glancing at the bluebird. “When your father returned two weeks later, he was furious and searched for his ‘property,’ as he called you. He refused to accept the story we fed him of you being stillborn and your mother dying in childbirth.” He rolls his eyes. “The night after he came back, Ezriel came to us again. He demanded we tell him where you were.” He pauses again, looking at Rayburn

      Rayburn stands near the fireplace and stares deep into the flames, holding her hand against the stone.

      Rayden shakes his head. “He fought us off, pinning Rayburn to the floor, and forced me to drink a revealing elixir. The elixir showed him everything. The plan. Your birth. Where you were. Ezriel sent his men for you.” He grins. “But your mother was smart.” He taps his head, sitting tall in his seat. “And didn't go to the place she had told us.” He leans forward, elbows on the table, and locks eyes with Peter. “Ezriel searched for you for seven years before he found us again and demanded we tell him the truth. He fought us off and did the enchato again.” He leans back. “That time, he saw a note your mother had sent us letting us know she was safe and where she was.” His tone falls. “While he was distracted by the images being pulled from my mind, Rayburn broke free from his enchatos and struck his left shoulder above his decorative metal armor. He always loved that amusing armor. It and his arm fell to the floor. I took them, melting the armor with a quick and simple enchato of my own creation.” He wiggles his fingers in the air, words coming out fast. “He instantly turned to ash.” He laces his fingers over his stomach. “But before he died, he sent the images to his slaves. The men who went after you.” He shrugs his lips and shoulders, lifting his thumbs from his stomach. “After that, I didn't know what happened. I assumed you lost until a few weeks ago when we started our search for you." He studies Peter's face.

      Peter stares at him, jaw clenching. He runs the story over and over in his head, attempting to find flaws, to understand it all. His eyes glow red until they fill with tears and steam again. Tears roll down his cheeks, leaving streaks of steam all the way to his chin. He gets up and walks to the open window behind him.

      The bluebird looks up at him, cocking its head, and hops about the sill.

      Peter doesn’t pay it any attention until it flies off into the woods. He follows it until it disappears, and then he looks out into the fading sunlight past the trees and into the dark clouded horizon. She was property? A… vaca? His parents died because they were just disposable pieces of chattel in the way of a meaningless vendetta? He stares into the void between him and the horizon until his vision blurs. The only image he has left of his mother, burned into his mind, is of her lying there on the floor above him. Her lifeless eyes looking down through the cracks in the wood floor while her blood dripped through to the dirt near his feet. He sniffles, clearing his throat, looking down at the sill, and sits.

      Sarah jumps. She looks up from the floor at the back of his head. What’s going through his mind? She can’t even imagine. In her misery, she keeps replaying what her mother told them the night she died. Run. It was the last word her mother uttered before collapsing to the floor. A lifeless doll abandoned where she lay. A tear rolls down her cheek. She wipes it away just as Peter turns around.

      Peter holds himself. His dull orange eyes move across the floor. Wiping his red-streaked cheeks, he sits back down, not looking at anyone, and crosses his arms.

      Rayburn stirs the cauldron. She dumps the vegetables in. They plop, making water splash over the side and sizzle. Then she sprinkles some dried greens over them all.

      Peter stares at the floor between his feet. "Why did you and Rayburn help them if you knew it would be so much trouble?" He looks at the fireplace, taking in the savory aroma of the chicken and herbs for the first time, and his stomach growls.

      Sarah watches Peter look behind him and cuts her eyes at Rayburn as she adds more spices and herbs to the boiling water. She watches Rayburn lift the chicken into the air without touching them or using a spoon. The chunks hover over the cauldron, broth drip-dropping back into the mixture. Once the dripping slows, the chunks move to the cutting board she used for the vegetables. Within an instant, she shreds them, putting the small strips back.

      Rayden shifts in his seat.

      Sarah and Peter turn their attention back to him as he leans towards Peter, looking him in the eyes. "We felt pity for your mother." He laces his fingers, resting an elbow on the corner of the table.

      Rayburn jerks her head toward Rayden and glares at him.

      Rayden glances at her, bobbing his hands, and leans farther forward.

      Rayburn holds her glare while he glances between her and Peter.

      Sarah watches them exchange looks, unsure of what it could mean.

      Rayburn turns back to the soup, stirring, and doesn’t speak.

      Peter leans back in his chair. He puts a hand on the nape of his neck, scratching, and brings his hand over his head and through his hair, making his curls fall in all directions. Sighing, he turns to Sarah.

      Sarah jerks her eyes at him, arching an eyebrow, and doesn’t speak. She’s not quite sure what to say anyway.

      Peter purses his lips, blowing hard, and tousles his hair again. "So, um, why, uh, why’re you two so different from all of them? I mean…” He glances over his shoulder at Rayburn, turning back to Rayden. “You two seem, well, nice?" He shrugs, cutting his eyes at Sarah.

      Sarah flits a grin, glancing at Rayburn.

      Rayburn snorts, keeping her eyes on the cauldron.

      Rayden takes in a deep breath. "Well, we were raised by two very different mothers many, many years apart. We were born before our current King; your father was born after he came into power.” He shrugs, leaning back. “So, naturally, he was raised in a world seen to some as cruel. Although, not many still remember how it was before, from either being killed, cursed, or put in the Void Chamber. The ones who do keep quiet outside their homes. You see, the King took over the other three more peaceful Elephima kingdoms, demanding his new subjects give him tributes and loyalty. The norm in his original kingdom was such things as homini slaves and surrogates. He allows to those who think as him these rights and luxuries, as he puts it.” He pauses. “Sadly, not all of the hominis were bred in our world either.” He looks at Sarah. “He has allowed hominis from your world, against their will, to be taken and sold to the highest bidder, making a new norm of hominis-are-inferior-and-should-be-treated-as-such.” He looks up and over his shoulder at Rayburn. “As well as a legal right to stealing hominis, similar to what Lamia was trying to do to Sarah." He glances at Sarah.

      Rayburn sets a light olive green bowl of soup in front of him. Little wisps of steam rise.

      Rayden wafts the wisps to him, breathing in deep, and closes his eyes. “Just like mother used to make.” Sighing, he smiles.

      Rayburn walks over to Peter and sets a bowl in front of him.

      Peter just stares at it. His stomach screams ‘eat it’, but at the same time disagrees. He even forgets to say thank you, and upon realizing, looks up, but she’s moved on. So instead, he remains quiet.

      Rayburn tromps over to Sarah, almost tossing a bowl at her. The broth splashes over the edge, dripping through the cracks in the wood. Sniggering, she walks to the other side of the table.

      Sarah glares at the bowl, watching the broth and bits of vegetables slide and sit on the wood, and she mumbles her words, "Are these new allowances the reason she hates namuhs so much?" She cuts her eyes up and across the table.

      Rayburn glowers back at her with bright white glowing eyes. The white reaches out the longer she stares.

      Sarah’s eyes widen, and she gulps.

      Rayburn leans across the table, nose just before touching Sarah’s. "No, you daft, daft girl!” Spit flies on her words.

      Sarah shrinks into herself. She grips the edge of her seat between her legs. Every knuckle whitens, and her nails dig into the wood.

      Rayburn never lets up, never even takes a breath. “The reason I hate you and your kind so much is the fact that all of you cannot be trusted. You lie, and cheat, and plant your way into peoples' hearts, only to tear them to shreds. You're sneaky creatures that are no better than the dirt you walk on." She leans back, picking up her bowl, and storms out of the room. "I'll be in my bedroom." She stomps up the stairs, and dust falls from the ceiling.

      Sarah relaxes. Her white knuckles resume their prior tan. Her nails sting, and the joints in her fingers ache as she flexes them. Focusing on the far side of the floor, she does her best to slow her heart.

      Rayden sighs, rolling his eyes, and looks over his shoulder as Rayburn gets to the top of the stairs. "Rayburn, you will have to get over your silly grudge! It's been over a hundred years!" He turns back to Peter and Sarah, and shrugs. "I would explain, but it's just not my place." He shrugs his lips, tapping his fingers on the table.

      Sarah rolls her eyes. There’s no explanation that will make up for how bitter and fowl Rayburn is. She pokes her spoon into her soup, picking it up, and turns it sideways. The vegetables plop back into the broth sending small droplets onto the table. It smells and looks amazing. Maybe too amazing. Could it be poisoned? Surely not. Shaking her head and smirking, she calms down, putting a spoonful in her mouth. Wow. It’s delicious. It could quite possibly be the best soup she’s ever tasted. Or is it the fact that she hasn’t had a decent meal in days? Her thoughts wander back to Rayburn. What did a namuh do to her to make her this way? The thought and possible scenarios pass over and over through her mind as she continues eating, and glances at Peter.

      Putting the thoughts of his mother aside, Peter focuses on the matter at hand. "What do we do about Lilith? She has to know who helped us and where we are." He leans forward, resting the side of his elbow on the corner of the table and looks at Rayden.

      Rayden makes another roll, putting it between his lips, and lights it with a nearby candle while shaking his head. “No, she knew where you were when Lamia died. There was a link made between you two then, a presence.” He blows out smoke, grasping at it, and pulls his fists apart as if stroking a rope. and a thick line of smoke forms between them.

      Peter studies the line, letting his words sink in, and then nods.

      Rayden breaks the line, dropping his hands, and then waves one between him and Peter. “Between you and us as well.” He nods towards Rayburn in her room. “Luckily, we were able to find you first and follow the link at a safe distance. Now that we have you, the longer she searches for you, the faster the link between you will fade.” He shakes his head again, putting the roll back between his lips. “Lilith still has to find you now with only an image of you two to work with.” He removes the roll, blowing more smoke, and smiles. “Lucky for you, it’s hard to track an Airwick, and she can’t track a presence.” He bounces his eyebrows, still smiling, and winks, puffing his roll. “To track an Airwick takes a complicated enchato which requires the enchator to know who they’re tracking from where they’ve been. She doesn’t know we helped, and she’s lost your presence by now.” His eyebrows furrow a bit, and he shrugs, tapping some ashes into the dish. “Although, she may recognize your faces if she ever saw you again.” He puffs again, pulling it out, and blows, creating a large cloud of smoke.

      The sweet-smelling cloud grows, turning into a man and woman. The man takes the woman’s waist, grabbing her hand. They stand tall in their smoky gown and suit, dancing through the air.

      Peter looks over his shoulder at Sarah.

      Sarah stops mid-bite and stares back at him, raising her eyebrows, and shrugs.

      Shaking his head, Peter smirks and turns his attention back to Rayden.

      Rayden huffs, tapping more ashes. "However, if I had known about Caleb, I wouldn’t have taken you into the Market so soon and without cover. He and Lilith are lovers. I'm sure by now he has told her of your trip to the Market, but he doesn’t know where or with whom you’re staying.” He watches the dancers, wiggling his fingers, and they change dance steps. “We will have to be more careful if we go to the Market from now on, but I have a place for you to hide in the meantime. One I know for sure she can’t get to you.” He pauses, glancing at them. “Just as a precaution, of course. It’s the nearest and best possible place.” He looks at the two figures he created.

      The couple twirl and leap on their tiptoes, leaving bits of smoke behind them with every step. The woman’s dress twirls, flopping and floating. The man’s coattails flap and wiggle.

      Rayden doesn't move or speak.

      Peter looks at him, jutting out his chin, and raises his eyebrows. "Well? Where?" He almost yells his words.

      The dancers disappear in a puff. Smoke drifts away and disperses throughout the room.

      The room stays quiet for several seconds.

      The crickets chirp along with the barking frogs. Evening birds sing from the trees near the porch.

      Everyone eyes the floor.

      Rayden knocks on the table, looking from the floor to Peter, giving a small grin. "The Academy." He tilts his head to the left and shrugs, lacing his fingers in his lap.

      Peter looks at Sarah. She holds a shrug until he looks away.

      Sarah fixates on the window across the room, staring at the field to the front of the house. She watches the downpour racing towards the cottage.

      Water hits the roof.

      Tap, tap, tap at first.

      The longer Sarah watches, the faster the taps get until it comes down as a waterfall in front of the window.

      The wind blows, pushing the rain onto the weeds in the horizon. They bend in waves, making a green sea in the distance. The coolness wafts in through the opening.

      Sarah blinks.

      A woman in full head-to-toe black stands on the edge of the woods. Her uncovered eyes stare at the cottage over a black cloth covering her nose and downward. A black hood shrouds any hair she may possess and shadows the rest of her face.

      Sarah jumps, making her seat pop and scoot back.

      This draws Rayden's attention to the window, and he stands, acknowledging the woman, and speaks to her in the quietest of whispers. "Brisa, why are you here?" His eyebrows furrow, and he squints.

      Sarah and Peter watch him, not hearing a word. His mouth moves, but neither of them can read lips. Even if they could, his lips are moving too fast for them to follow. They turn their attention to the woman. To them, she stands statue still. All they’re doing is staring at each other. Are they speaking? Or hearing each other's thoughts?

      –"Lilith is looking for your guests this very moment."–

      –"How do you know?"–

      Rayden glances behind him.

      Rayburn enters the room. Blotchy makeup surrounds puffy pink eyelids. She rubs her red nose, sniffling every few seconds.

      Sarah can't help but condemn herself as a complete liba for not thinking something awful must have happened for her to act the way she does.

      Rayburn catches Sarah looking at her and turns around to the stove.

      Sarah watches Rayburn attempt to wipe her face.

      When she turns around, Rayburn doesn't look angry or annoyed. Only sad.

      Sarah turns to Rayden, jumping, and puts a hand to her chest.

      The woman stands in the room, inches from the table. Not a drop of water on her.

      Sarah’s fingers curling into her tunic as she attepts to catch her breath, and examines the woman.

      Flat thin leather boots lacing on the fronts, backs, and sides. She shifts her weight between each leg. Dull leather skintight pants creak and swish as her thighs rub. She crosses her arms over a hooded leather vest that stops right above her pants. Large buttons up the left side catch on the seams of tight leather tunic sleeves that meet short gloves made of the same dull leather. Straps wrap from her knees to her hips full of throwing knives, what look to be circular knives, and daggers. Thick straps in the middle of her back hold two long and slender swords crossing each other.

      Sarah arches an eyebrow. So much tight leather. How can she breathe? In the same moment, the thought passes through her mind. The woman must be an Airwick. Or does that matter?

      The woman pulls away her mask and hood and reveals a rounded face, short rounded nose between blooming cheeks, pouty oval lips, and white eyes.

      Of course. An Airwick.

      Peter looks the woman up and down. His red eyes nowhere near discrete. He follows her curving frame all the way up her legs, to her butt and breasts, to her stark white eyes.

      The woman pays him no attention.

      Turning around, Peter feigns interest in his bowl of soup, breathing out one word, “Wow.” Scraping his teeth over his bottom lip, he bites down a little, then releases and turns back.

      The woman jerks her eyes to him, smirking, and gives him a once over as well, licking her lips.

      Sarah catches the woman staring at him. She can’t help it. She balls her fists at her sides, sucking her teeth, and stares the woman down.

      The woman darts back to Rayden, never having known she looked away, and continues to speak in whispers. "I was following Caleb to see if he would let his guard down and say anything about his father’s plans.” She holds Peter in her peripherals, putting her hands behind her back, and pushes out her chest, making sure he’s watching.

      Rayburn mumbles her whispers, looking at her fingernails. “More like following him to get his pants down. Really, Brisa? It’s not like the whole Elephima community doesn’t know the Prince is a fickle lower brain, you capricious wind blower.” She snorts, staring out the window.

      Brisa rolls her eyes and sends a punch of air to Rayburn’s face.

      Rayburn stumbles a bit, jerking her head to Brisa, and flicks her own punch of air back.

      Brisa’s head twists to one side. Rolling her tongue along the left side of her jaw, she readies herself to retaliate, but Rayden puts a hand on her arm. She jerks her head to him and glares with glowing eyes.

      Peter and Sarah watch the confrontation, looking at each other and the others, waiting to know what’s being said.

      Brisa’s eyes dull to a normal milkiness. “I followed him all the way to the castle. Didn’t reveal anything about his father’s plan, but he did tell Lilith about a man with an Inferno boy with curly hair and a dark-haired slave girl in the Market. I didn’t know what he was talking about until now. She seems quite eager to find them. After that, they engaged in certain…” She pauses, giggling… “Knee height pleasures.” She drops her smile, looking Rayden in the eyes. “She's surveying for them by rain as we speak, but who are they?" Before he can answer, she looks at Peter and Sarah, speaking aloud. "You need to leave. Now."
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      Rayden turns to Sarah and Peter, frowning. "Brisa says Caleb acted sooner than I thought. Lilith is surveying the rain for you." He puts a hand over his mouth, resting that elbow in his other palm, and speaks into his fingers. “It won’t be too much longer before she moves on to bodies of water. If she recognizes you, she can track you with just a thought.” He rubs his lips, glancing at Brisa. “Thank you for your warning, although I don’t understand how you knew I was the man.” He arches an eyebrow.

      Brisa shakes her head. “I was coming to give report when I saw them through the window.” She nods to Peter and Sarah. “I ask again, who are they?” She crosses her arms.

      Sarah gets out of her chair, pushing it up to the table, and looks at Brisa. "Who are you?” She crosses her arms as well, gaze never wavering.

      Brisa grins. “You’ve got spark.” She wags a finger at her. “Quite a brave homini to be so crass.” She giggles. “I’m Brisa, Rayden’s most trusted ally.” She smirks, glancing her over.

      Sarah’s lip curls a bit, and she huffs. “Thank you for your warning.” She turns to Rayden. “If we leave now, won't she be able to follow us in the rain?" She puts a hand out to the window, cutting her eyes at Peter.

      Peter can't take his eyes off Brisa.

      Brisa makes eye contact with him and winks.

      Peter clears his throat, turning around, and wipes his mouth.

      Sarah's heart races. In that moment, her time with Aengus comes to mind, and she calms down.

      Before Rayden can answer, Rayburn steps forward, looking at the floor as she speaks to Sarah. "No." She crosses her arms, darting her eyes up.

      Sarah surveys all three of them, arching an eyebrow, and folds her arms. "Well, why not?" She throws out a hand, putting it back just as fast.

      Rayburn walks over to her, taking her arm.

      They disappear from the room.

      A rush of wind surges through Sarah’s body. Nothingness hits her ears at the same time as every sound imaginable. She watches Peter search all around for them. She brings what she imagines is her hand to her face but isn’t able see or feel herself. So strange. Before she can react, the room blurs.

      Everything remains a blur until they reappear at the tree line.

      Half a mile away.

      Sarah turns wide eyes to Rayburn and then to the rain falling overhead. The droplets hit a dome of air, sliding down to the ground. She reaches her hand out to the rain.

      Before she reaches the dome, Rayburn slaps her hand down. "Daft. She will find you if you break through the barrier." She glares at Sarah, furrowing her eyebrows.

      Sarah holds her stinging hand to herself, mouth hanging open, and glowers.

      Rayburn’s eyes soften. She clears her throat, taking Sarah’s arm once more, and they are back in the kitchen.

      Peter looks at Rayden. "Why didn't you bring us here that way?" He points to Sarah and Rayburn.

      Rayden grins, folding his arms, and looks Peter in the eye. "Flying is more fun." He tilts his head forward, bouncing his eyebrows, and his grin grows into a smile.

      Peter smirks, and then lets out a short laugh. "Fair enough. By the way, do we need anything for this Academy, as you call it?" He shifts his weight from either leg, putting his fingers in his pockets, and shrugs.

      Rayden shakes his head. "No, just you.” He looks from Peter to Sarah. “But before we go, just in case, I want to change your appearances. She will still know it is you if she is surveying and you’re touching water outside the Academy, but this will ensure a dry disguise everywhere within the Academy confines." He points at both of them.

      Peter and Sarah look at each other, look back at Rayden, and ask in unison. "How?"

      Rayden smiles and lifts his hand from his arm. "What have you always wanted to look like?" He shrugs, bouncing his gaze between the two of them.

      They both look at the floor as they think.

      The idea of a different appearance has never occurred to Peter. He's never really thought about his appearance at all. Except for one part.

      Brisa shuffles around, crossing her arms, and runs her tongue along her teeth as she gives Peter another once over, letting her gaze linger in areas.

      Peter looks up, glancing from Brisa to Rayden and shrugs. "Surprise me." He wipes his mouth, shuffling a bit, and bounces a side glare between Brisa and the floor.

      Rayden smirks. "Alright." He puts out his palm to Peter, whispering a chant.

      Right before their eyes, everything about Peter changes. Except for his eyes. He grows from six-foot-two to six-foot-six. Short black hair spikes all over the top of his head. The edges and corners of his sharp, chiseled facial features round out. Nose widens. Lips plump a bit. Exaggerated muscles threaten to break free from his clothes.

      Sarah is having a hard time taking her eyes away now. She takes in a breath, holding it.

      Peter cuts wide eyes at her, arching an eyebrow. Has he changed that much? He goes in the family room to the nearest mirror hanging below the stairs.

      Everyone waits.

      Peter walks back into the kitchen, lips pursed, and nods. "Not bad, not bad at all." He looks at his arms, flexing his biceps back and forth.

      Rayden chuckles, raising his eyebrows, and flutters his eyelids. “Not bad?” He puts a hand to his chest. “Try complete change.” He crosses his arms, glaring at Peter. “You know, if you want to see astounding…” He shrugs, tossing out a hand with a smirk. “I could always turn you into a female. It would actually work better to our advantage as far as the Academy’s rules are concerned.” He smirks, glancing at a giggling Sarah and then back at Peter.

      Peter’s eyes widen as he clears his throat and shrugs, tilting his head to the side. “Did I say not bad? I meant eerily the exact image in my head. How did you know?” He offers a quick laugh with an even quicker smile, and then he looks at Sarah, pointing his finger. "Your turn." Lowering his head, he moves toward the back of the group.

      Sarah follows Peter as he passes her, then turns her gaze to the floor. Her cheeks get hot. She puts her hair behind her ears several times. She has read so many different descriptions of people in her books. However, there is one woman’s description that has always fascinated her. The woman in her book is busty with blue eyes, flaming orange hair, and long legs. Loving her own green eyes so much, she would never part with them. To the writer, these traits are said to be desirable to the men within the pages. Maybe they are for men off the pages? Maybe Peter will find them desirable too?

      Decided, she turns her eyes to Rayden. "I feel odd saying it all aloud." She cuts her eyes at Peter, then looks at the floor again, rubbing an arm, and runs her foot along the wood grain.

      Rayden offers a soft smile. "If it makes you feel that awkward, just whisper it." Nodding, he retains his smile, shifting his weight.

      Sarah nods, letting out a breathy laugh, and chews her lip. Her cheeks get hot. After a second of silence, she whispers to him.

      Rayden, Brisa, and Rayburn let out short laughs.

      Sarah jerks her eyes at them, cheeks growing hotter, spreading to her ears.

      Peter looks between the four of them. What description did she give that’s so laughable?

      Rayden rubs his nose with a finger, cutting his eyes at her, and smiles. At the clearing of his throat, Rayburn and Brisa stop their sniggering and quiet down. Standing tall, he clears his throat once more, putting out his palm, and breathes out another chant.

      Sarah closes her eyes.

      Peter and the others watch as she changes.

      Tan skin now freckled porcelain. Wild black hair flattens to straight knee-length flaming orange locks. Legs and torso lengthen from a five-foot-two frame to a five-foot-eight frame.

      Peter can't help but watch as her tunic tightens, and the ties loosen over her breasts as they grow two full sizes. He stares at the sliver of cleavage peeking below her collar. Clearing his throat, he turns around and closes his eyes, biting his fist.

      Sarah opens her eyes. Glancing around the room, she stops on Peter, furrowing her eyebrows, and squints at the back of his head. Why is he turned around? Is she ugly? Did she not relay the image in her head well? Looking down at her newly white hands, her heart races, and she goes to the same mirror to study herself. She stops short, coming eye to eye with this new version of herself. Creeping closer, she puts her fingers to her face, unable to believe the difference. Turning her head from side to side, she runs her fingers through her new hair, braiding it right there. The thick braid falls over her new chest and stops just above her waist. Glancing down, she notices her pants legs coming out of the tops of her boots. She’ll need new pants. Did he… did he alter the corset? She puts her hands over her stomach, running them to her back. He must have. It's not uncomfortable with her changes. Why didn’t he alter her pants then as well? Huh. Shrugging, she turns from side to side, admiring his work.

      A coughing comes from the kitchen.

      Sarah jerks her head around, grinning to herself, and returns to the kitchen. "What about clothes? Surely, we get new clothes, right? I mean, my pants have become quite short now." She giggles, glancing at Peter as he turns around, and she watches the four of them laugh to themselves.

      Peter won’t meet her eyes just yet. He only glances at her in spurts between her looking at him and the others.

      Rayden raises his arms, pulling at his tunic sleeves, and clears his throat.

      Before he can speak, Brisa puts a hand on his shoulder. "Leave that to me. She needs a woman’s touch.” Brisa winks at Sarah. “Let's just get to the Academy for now, though. I’ll handle the clothes then." She gives Sarah a pursed-lip grin.

      Sarah smiles, glancing at Brisa in spurts. Maybe she isn’t so bad. Much friendlier than Rayburn, that’s for sure.

      Rayden rolls his eyes. “I’m quite capable of conjuring acceptable clothing for the both of them.” He grumbles to himself, then looks at Peter and Sarah. “Back to the matter at hand, though. Now that you’ve changed your looks, it’s time to change your names. What do you wish them to be? You both can’t go by your real names, so, think them up and quick.

      Peter shrugs again. "I really don't know what to pick, nor do I really care. Just nothing that makes me sound dumb.” He winks, smirking, and shuffles about.

      Rayden sighs and rolls his eyes. "We will use your middle name then. Bren. I picked that out for your mother after you were born and didn't have a name." He smirks at Peter's rolling eyes, and then looks at Sarah. "What will you go by, dear?” He clasps his hands in front of him, leaning his head towards her.

      Sarah jumps, locking eyes with him. "I suppose my middle name as well. Edith." She nods, glancing at Rayburn and Brisa’s smirks. “It’s not the prettiest of names, but at least I know it’s mine and won’t forget it.” She turns her attention back to Rayden.

      Rayden claps his hands, rubbing them together, and lets out a hard sigh. "Alright then, pair up." He puts out his hand to Peter.

      Brisa walks over to Peter and slips her arms around his.

      Rayden rolls his eyes, putting down his hand.

      While no one is looking, Brisa grabs Peter's butt cheek.

      It takes all Peter has not to jump. His cheeks get hot. He wipes his face with his free hand, looking everywhere but at Brisa.

      Before Sarah can walk to Rayden, Rayburn puts a hand on her shoulder. She looks at her, but Rayburn keeps her eyes on Rayden.

      Rayden looks at everyone and nods. "Well then! Don't blink." He smirks, and they all disappear from the kitchen, leaving a gust of wind behind to blow out the fireplace and candles.
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      In an instant, they reappear in front of a massive mountain.

      Sarah and Peter squeeze their eyes shut, allowing their senses to return, and then study the dense forest floor. The rain comes down against the trees and brush with force, but not a drop hits them for the massive surrounding air dome. Turning forward, they look over the mountain base. Vines camouflage two large wooden doors standing in a deep nook.

      Rayden reaches through the tangled green mess and swings the large rusting door knocker.

      It pounds against the wood so loud that it vibrates Sarah's whole being.

      After the third knock, a squirrel appears and scurries through the thick cover of trees, across the top of the nook, and down a vine. It stops next to a large leaf, meeting eyes with Rayden.

      Sarah watches its nose twitch. What an adorable squirrel! Why is it here, though?

      The squirrel opens its mouth.

      Sarah expects little squeaks to come out.

      The squirrel takes in a deep breath, and its lips move, forming actual words. "Rayden, what do you want?" Its voice is light, feeble, and male.

      Sarah jerks her head to Peter, and they lock wide eyes with each other.

      The squirrel peers past Rayden at Rayburn, Brisa, Peter, and Sarah. "Who are the two in the back there? Oh my, the girl is homini. Rayden, she had better be a slave of yours. You know we don't school hominis here. We're not that laughable place in Hornsridge with their so-called stick magia.” He crosses his little squirrel arms, huffing. “Also, the boy should have been enlisted for classes months ago. The school year is on its last three weeks.” He huffs, putting a little squirrel hand to his shaking head, and squeezes his eyes shut. “Rayden, you know that.” Opening his eyes, he puts his hand down. “Why have you brought them to me?" His tail twitches, nose wiggling as his beady black eyes look them over.

      Rayden puts out a hand to him. "I'm sorry to barge over like this, Marwan, but we need help." He turns, putting out a hand to Peter and Sarah. "Lilith is—"

      The squirrel's eyes grow wide, almost covering his whole face, and his whole body shakes as he scurries backwards up the vine. "No! She was trouble enough as a child. I don't want to cross her now that she's more mature. No, I'm sorry. I can't help you." He turns to run up the vine, but Rayden grabs his tail.

      Marwan squeaks, turning back around, and scratches at Rayden’s fingers.

      Rayden pulls him close, whispering in his little squirrel ear.

      Marwan’s head perks up. He looks at Peter, cocking his head back and forth.

      Sarah watches the others. Whatever Rayden whispered has Rayburn rolling her eyes and Brisa looking wide-eyed at Peter, too.

      Marwan twitches his tail a few times. Scurrying down the vine and mountain wall, he stops on the ground. He puts his hands above his head, stretching himself tall, and his body grows, shifting and morphing into his namuh self.

      Sarah’s eyes widen to the point they can’t anymore. She squeezes her eyes shut, shaking her head, and opens them again, blinking a few times.

      Peter shifts his weight. Every time one of them does an abnormal feat, he can’t imagine one more abnormal. Yet, each person they meet surpasses his expectations without measure.

      Marwan’s square body hunches over a bit. White and grey hair juts from the crescent edge of shining smooth skin. He turns his gaze to Sarah and Peter through thick-lensed spectacles and smiles. Huge yellow squirrel teeth gleam at them right below a long rounded nose and ten long drooping white whiskers. His green cotton tunic hangs over his thin body. He scratches what look to be dirty and brown squirrel claws over the bits of light grey flakes, moss, and bird droppings that cover his dark grey bark vest. He steps around on light brown furry squirrel feet. Their claws dig into the ground. A fluffy light brown tail twitches behind him. He turns to the doors with great effort, taking his time so as not to fall, and puts a hand up to them. After a few seconds, the vines shift and rustle, receding to either side as if a curtain is being drawn.
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      The doors open into the mountain, revealing a manmade courtyard.

      Light grey stones cover the grounds. Tufts of grass grow between every other stone. A gargantuan six-tier fountain stands in the middle. As they pass it, Peter reaches across the wide bottom tier to touch the second tier. His middle finger barely scrapes the smooth and shining black marble. Vines cover every grey stone wall with a myriad of bright flowers. Stark white flowers run along the bottom of the walls as well. Cardinals, blue jays, apingbirds, and ravens fly through. Birds Sarah and Peter have never seen before with rainbow feathers and bright green feathers fly past.

      Two large birds walk across the way. Their luxurious tail fans drag the ground. Blues and golds cover the one on the left, but the one on the right is the purest of whites.

      The white one looks at Sarah, then Peter, and then nods as it continues to walk.

      Sarah follows the walls upwards, searching for the sunlight that floods the yard, but finds a jagged grey stone ceiling. How is this possible?

      Marwan cuts his eyes over his shoulder at Rayden. "Midday, most of the children are in class right now, so we will be able to find them a room and get them settled without hassle. Follow me." He waves his fingers for them all to follow.

      As they walk in silence, Peter steps up to Rayden. “What did you say that made him change his mind?” He puts his hands behind his back, eyeing the back of Marwan’s head.

      Rayden doesn’t look at Peter. “The truth.” He shrugs.

      Peter does his best to meet Rayden’s face. “Which is?” He arches an eyebrow.

      Rayden sighs. “That you’re an outsider in need of instruction.” His voice trails off a bit. “And that you may be a long-lost son of royalty.” He looks around them, nodding and smiling at the passersby, no doubt between classes as of now.

      Peter cuts his eyes at the passersby, returning them to Rayden, and they widen as his words come out on a harsh whisper. “Are you jesting? How is that not going to draw more attention to us?” His last few words come out louder than intended, and he ducks at the new stares until the passersby are no more.

      Rayden meets Peter’s eyes, words coming out hushed and a bit rushed. “It won’t. No one else is to know that last part. Only that you were raised by your Elephima mother in the homini world.” He shakes his head, putting out a hand, and his tone softens. “Don’t worry, it will be fine.” He takes in a deep breath, straightening his stance.

      Peter glares at him, arching an eyebrow, and gives a reluctant nod. Stepping back next to Sarah, he lets his eyes unfocus. How could that make things fine? How does that title and story not draw unwanted attention? Is a lost royal normal here? Surely from Marwan’s reaction, it’s not.

      Heavy silence surrounds them all as they continue through the dim hallway.

      Marwan approaches a small rounded wooden door. Opening it, he leads them into a large room full of shelves stocked with scrolls and parchments. A scribe's desk sits on the far side of the room. A long white quill stands in the light blue glass vile of ink. A stack of parchments takes up the right-hand side.

      Sarah and Peter look around at all the parchments, running their fingers along the protruding edges of the rolls on the shelves, and glance over the loosened rolls lying about.

      Peter picks up a small scroll, unrolling it, and reads its contents to himself.

      
        
        Dear Ari,

        I hope all is well with you and yours. I am writing this letter in hopes for your mercy. Please grant me another extension on my loan. I am just at having what I owe you. I have been a loyal and cooperative Elder. If you could grant me this one extension, I will be more grateful than you could fathom.

        

      

      
        
        Sincerely,

        Marwan

      

      

      Peter rolls the scroll, stepping backwards, and nudges Sarah's arm. Watching Marwan, he shakes the letter at her.

      Sarah takes the scroll, looking it over, and furrows her eyebrows. She cuts her eyes at him, rolling it up, and hands it back.

      Peter scrunches his face at her, shaking his head a bit.

      Sarah shrugs, shaking her head, and whispers, "What does it say?" She shakes it, poking his chest with its wooden end.

      Peter looks her in the eye, pointing at it. "Can't you read?" He grins, scrunching his face again.

      Sarah shifts her weight, putting her hands on her hips. "If it was in H'Silgne, I could. Just like I said in the cave, I don't know what those symbols mean." She huffs, poking him with the scroll again.

      Marwan hobbles over to them, snatching the scroll from Sarah's hand, and glares at Peter. "This wasn't meant for your eyes. Quit sticking your nose in other people’s affairs. Didn’t your mother teach you propriety?” He turns to Sarah. “And, young lady, of course you can't read it. Our language isn’t meant for hominis. Not only that, but you're an outsider homini. I'm a bit surprised that Bren can read it without formal training. All Elephimas can understand it when spoken, regardless of age or region, but they need to learn to write and read it." He looks from Sarah to Peter, squinting, and tightens his lips, then he turns and looks at Rayden. "Here are the enrollment forms. What is his skill level? Has he had any instruction before? In another region, perhaps?" He holds up a stack of parchments.

      Peter’s gaze moves from Sarah to Rayden looking at Marwan.

      Rayden shakes his head. "No, he hasn't had any Elephima instruction. And his skill level is that of a baby." He shoots a glance at Peter.

      Peter’s eyes glow bright red. His mouth tightens. Baby? He’ll show him a baby.

      Rayden lifts his hand for a second and then lowers it.

      A whisper hums in Peter’s ear. “It's alright, Bren. I had to say that. It just means you can’t control your powers as well as those your age from lack of instruction. Not that you’re inept.” The whisper leaves, and the humming dies.

      Peter's eyes dull down. He relaxes a bit but keeps his jaw clenched. Inept? Of course he’s not inept. And he can prove it.

      Marwan shuffles his feet, claws clacking the stone, and glances around at all of them. "Oh, he will have to learn with the little ones then. At least for the moment. First thing in the morning. For now, though, follow me to your rooms." He waves the hand with the letter in it, turning towards the door, and puts the letter on the table beside him.

      Brisa moves out of the way as Marwan gets to the door. She lowers her head, bowing, and smiles at him.

      Sarah clears her throat, right as Marwan stands in the door frame, and points a finger above her head. "Um, excuse me, sir. What do you mean by ‘rooms’?" She brings her arm back down, resting her finger on her lips, and scrunches her nose.

      Marwan stops mid-step, sighing, and turns around.

      Sarah bites her fingertip. She must have said something wrong.

      Marwan looks her in the eyes, sighing again. "Yes, young lady. I can tell you are not his homini slave or Elephima mate, so you will have to board with the Academy’s slaves in the basement." He glances at the ground, scraping a claw over the stone floor.

      The harsh scrapes echo in the silence and make them all cringe a bit.

      Peter steps forward. "Can she not act as my slave? She needs me– I mean, she needs to be watched." He cuts his eyes over at her, grinning, and nudges her with his elbow.

      Sarah rolls her eyes, fighting a grin, and stares at the floor, chewing the inside of her cheek.

      Marwan sighs once more, rolling his eyes, and hesitates. "As you wish. I have to stress how unorthodox this is… and perilous.” He locks eyes with Peter. “She can board with you. It would be best if we can find an open singles room.” He shrugs. “If not, you two will have to board with another Elephima. Which will be dangerous for her.” He points at Sarah, keeping his eyes on Peter. “For you will only be able to board with other males. Either way, you two will have to keep up your charade while you're here.” He locks eyes with Sarah. “Especially if you care for her safety the way you seem to. If anyone finds out she is not a slave of any kind, it's her head, then yours, and then mine." He holds up a finger, passing it over them all, landing on Rayden, who nods, smirking.

      Marwan turns to Peter, holding a glare on him. Peter stands tall, meeting his eyes, and nods. He cuts his eyes at Sarah, giving her a small soft smile.

      Sarah can't manage the same smile. What will life at this place hold for her?

      Marwan turns back to the door, stepping through the frame, and turns to the right. "Let's get moving now.” His tail twitches. “It's almost time for classes to end for the day." Over his shoulder, he gives the enrollment forms to Rayden.

      Rayden takes them, looking them over, and hands them to Peter.

      Peter scans them. They ask for a name. Elephima type. Parent's names. Age. Skill level. Previous instruction. And other things of which he has never heard. Snorting, he hands them back to Rayden.

      Rayden takes them, cutting his eyes at Peter, and then turns forward with his hands behind his back.

      Sarah and Peter take in their surroundings as they walk.

      Large oil lamps hang from the walls every few feet. Other than that, the stone walls of this floor are bare. How dismal.

      Soon, they arrive at another set of tall wooden doors that open to a short set of stairs leading to another dim hallway on a higher floor. Glassless windows let in the grey light of the storm-clouded sky.

      Peter and Sarah turn to each other, exchanging mutually suspicious expressions. How is this possible? They must be a quarter of the way deep into the middle of the mountain by now.

      Thunder rumbles. Pounding rain falls through the openings, running down the walls, and flows into puddles across the floor. The light cooling scent of the rain rides the breeze, chilling the corridor.

      This should be impossible. Shouldn’t it?

      Sarah and Peter stop short of a large puddle running across the width of the hallway.

      Rayden puts a hand on each of them, urging them forward.

      They walk over it, watching behind themselves, and Sarah lets out a soft sigh at the stone floor devoid of wet footprints.

      Continuing on, they travel three more ascending and descending flights of stairs, walking four more hallways until they stop at a small dark grey wooden door.

      Sarah peeks between Marwan and Rayden at the single-ringed handle hanging on the right-hand side. She looks up at the same strange symbols etched into the stone above the door.

      Peter turns his gaze up at the numbers four, six, and five etched in the stone above the door.

      Marwan puts his hand on the door and pushes. "Here you are, you two. The last singles room on Rutilus Andron.” He points a claw at Peter, shaking his finger. “I'm warning you now, no one is allowed opposite gender slaves, no matter their societal standing.” His finger shakes more, claw coming closer to Peter’s chin. “There will be some to do about this, and I'm really not looking forward to it." He sighs, jerking his hand to his side, and glares at Sarah. "Now, remember these simple rules, girl.” He taps a finger on his palm. “One, you do everything for him. And I mean everything. The boy is not to do anything for himself if you are present. If he says to scrub him from head to toe, by all things sagrado, you scrub every crack.” He raises his eyebrow, glaring at her, and then taps a second finger on his palm. “Two, you never leave his side except when he is in class, and even then, you stay outside the door with the other slaves.” He taps a third finger. “Lastly, you cannot speak to any Elephima unless spoken to, or if you have permission from him." He squints, pointing at Peter, and then points at her. "Don't make any more trouble than you already have, and we will be just fine." He turns to Rayden, pointing at him as well. "You owe me considerably for this. The only reason I’m even entertaining this is because we’re only three weeks from the Elevado Procesion, and it should all disappear soon after." He slices both hands through the air, arching an eyebrow.

      Rayden smirks and nods.

      Huffing, Marwan turns back into a squirrel and scurries down the hallway.

      Rayden turns to Peter and Sarah. “Marwan is the Provost. He’s a grump but wouldn’t hurt a thing. If anything happens, take it to him or me. But make no mistake, we all, especially him, will be watching.” He grins, tossing a finger towards the room.

      Peter turns to the door, opening it, and walks inside. A plain room. The walls and floor are the same as the hallway. The strange floor-length windows are glassless as well. A single bed sits in the left corner. A small dresser stands next to the bed. A washtub and chamber pot with a screen made of white cloth sit opposite the bed and in front of an open closet on the far right of the room.

      Nowhere for Sarah to sleep comfortably.

      Rayden and the others walk in behind them.

      Sarah turns to Rayden, throwing her arm out to the bed. "Where do I sleep?" She crosses her arms, cutting her eyes at the small bed, and snarls.

      Rayden frowns. "On the floor, I suppose? Unless, of course, he will share." He gives Peter a smirk.

      Peter catches onto what was said and jumps, turning to Sarah, cutting his eyes back and forth between her and Rayden, and then focuses on the floor.

      Both of their cheeks get hot as they look at everything but each other.

      Rayden points at Peter. "Usually, at this age, you would be able to make the room look as you wished, but you have no enchato training. If you tell me what you want, I could make it better." He waves a palm across the room and shrugs.

      Peter shrugs too, slipping his fingertips into his pockets. "I donno, um, either make two beds or that bed bigger.” He cuts his eyes at Sarah for a second, returning his gaze to Rayden. “Put a rug on the floor below the bed. I like my feet to hit something warmer and softer than stone.” He cuts his eyes at Sarah giggling behind her hand, and he rolls his eyes. “Put a fireplace in the corner. And a couch on that wall. I wouldn’t be upset if you put glass in the windows so the rain won't get in." He looks from a smirking Rayden to a still giggling Sarah. "Stop laughing, you know these are good suggestions.” He raises his eyebrows, bobbing his head around. “Is there anything you want?" He holds a grinning glare on her.

      Sarah looks up at him, shrugging, then turns her attention to the room. "Could you… make the closet bigger? And add a floor-length mirror on that wall. I’ll be needing a hairbrush as well.” She looks at Rayden. “And could you make everything look, you know, elegant?" She laces her fingers in front of her, raising her shoulders, and rocks on the balls of her feet.

      Rayden grins back at her. Nodding, he whispers and waves his palm over the room.

      Everything appears within a mist of grey.

      A full-sized bed replaces the twin, now sitting in the middle of the room. Flowing white curtains hang from the four dark wood posts. White sheets under red silk covers trimmed in silver. Stacks of red, white, and silver pillows of varying sizes at the headboard.

      To the left of the bed, a couch long enough for Peter to lie on with a few inches to spare. Light grey and silver cushioning rolls across the back and flattens for the seats. Same dark wood feet and embellishments. Same small pillows leaning against the arms at each end.

      To the right of the bed, on the same wall, stands a six-foot-tall mirror. The wood rolls and flares over the glass at the top and bottom. Next to it is the dresser. On the dresser’s corner lies a silver hog bristle hairbrush, washbasin and pitcher, and perfume oils.

      The washtub, chamber pot, and screen have been moved against the wall opposite the dresser. They are made of the same wood, but the screen is still mostly thin white cloth.

      A huge red, silver, white, and black square-patterned rug lies below the bed, extending two feet on all sides.

      The two of them walk farther in, marveling at everything. Peter points to a bookshelf the same size as the dresser between a scribe’s desk and a small fireplace opposite the couch. He nudges Sarah with his elbow, wagging his finger at them.

      Sarah grins from ear to ear, running to the bookshelf, and brushes her fingers across the spines. That would be a wonderful place to curl up and relax while they hide.

      Peter smirks, cutting his eyes at Rayden.

      Rayden folds his arms, smiling, and raises a hand.

      Sarah glances back at the others.

      Brisa tosses a finger to the closet door.

      Sarah raises her eyebrows, walking to the door, and opens it. The room is dark. She searches around, getting the candle lantern from the stand near the tub and returns. Hangs it on a hook dangling from the ceiling, she lights it, then puts a hand to her mouth. She walks farther into the room. It gets deeper and deeper, almost too deep. She keeps walking though. Glancing over her shoulder at the door, she realizes just how far she’s walked. The tunnel flashes through her mind. The darkness and expanse. Shaking her head, she returns to the room. This far in, she should’ve stepped into the next room by now.

      Turning back around, she glances over the contents. On one side hangs clothes for her, on the other, for Peter. Below the clothes are an array of shoes for each of them. Although, there are more for her. Turning back towards the door, she makes her way to it, emerging, and locks eyes with Brisa.

      Brisa steps forward. "I had to add a little something for you. The slaves dress according to their master's societal rank.” She puts out a hand to Peter, holding her gaze on Sarah. “Since he is nobility from far off, you’re allowed to wear much nicer clothes." She grins, winking.

      Sarah smiles, lacing her fingers in front of her, and twists. "Thank you." She rushes back into the closet and takes her time with all the different types of dresses.

      Rayden pulls out the enrollment papers and looks at Peter. "Before we go, I want to warn you that just because Lilith can’t get to you in here, her daughter, Thyra can. She is close to your age. Lilith may smarten up and have Thyra find you…" He looks at the floor, jumping, and looks back at Peter. "Oh, and look out for the King's children. Anyone raised by a man like that is bound to be nasty. I know firsthand Caleb is. I haven’t had much pleasure with the rest of them, though. Although, what I’ve heard and seen of Alvah, he’s quite the brute." He shrugs his lips, raising his eyebrows.

      Peter shrugs his shoulders and lips, rolling his eyes. “We’ll be careful.” He clasps his hands behind his back, bowing his chest.

      Rayden takes in a deep breath, making his shoulders rise and chest push out. "Alright then, Bren and Edith.” He watches Sarah poke her head from the closet. “Welcome to Innerstone Academy for Elephimas." With that, he and the others disappear from the room in a whooshing gust of wind.
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