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MISSING & PRESUMED DEAD


WEDNESDAY, MAY 4, 2022 2:00 PM


AELISH STOOD ON the shoreline of the sea between DAR and Yasteron. To her right stood Thagar’s father, Lomax, and to her left stood Thagar’s three brothers. They had all abandoned their fishing boats in the N.E. Quadrant to come help with the search for Thagar.


It had been seven days since Yasteron attacked DAR, which retaliated, killing hundreds of Yasteron soldiers. Search and rescue squadrons from throughout DAR had infiltrated the N.W. Quadrant assessing damage to life and property, and their mission was slowly changing from search and rescue to search and recovery. Aelish had arrived two days ago. It was so reminiscent of how Komprathia had looked the first time she covertly entered the kingdom. It was scorched, and everything looked and smelled burned. Smoke from the bombings continued to billow up toward the N.W. Quadrant’s unusually blue sky, in direct contradiction to the devastation below.


Despite the round-the-clock search, so far, only two of the six-member team that had accompanied Thagar to the underwater bunker for Glen’s interrogation had been located. Their mangled bodies with missing limbs were found floating face down in the sea. Glen’s decapitated head was also found bobbing on the sea as if his body were still attached. His face was swollen and contorted, but the minute she saw it, Aelish knew it was Glen. She experienced conflicting emotions while watching the members of the search party prepare the severed head to be returned to Yasteron. Mostly, she was relieved Isabela would never see this gruesome discovery. But Aelish also felt her rage come boiling back to the surface over Glen’s betrayal of Isabela, and the subsequent torture Isabela had endured by the Yasteron soldiers who had captured her.


She could not believe only a week had passed since that night—it felt more like a year. As Aelish stood barefoot on the shoreline dressed in a pair of jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, and her hair in her signature fishtail braid, she could not believe that Lady Antonia, Isabela, and potentially herself, had all lost the males they love in the span of three days. How was that even possible?


Aelish had not spoken to Lady Antonia since she’d left the house the night before the dinner party with Glen after learning that Roger had exterminated himself, was a covert spy for DAR, and for years, had been developing an evil magic spell for Yasteron. In Roger’s note to Aelish, he divulged that had he not created the spell, Yasteron was prepared to kill his entire family. But in the end, instead of giving the spell to Yasteron, Roger revealed the complete spell to Aelish. To keep them safe from retaliation by Yasteron for Roger’s betrayal, Melanthia was situating Lady Antonia and her DARlettes in an underground bunker in the N.W. Quadrant.


Aelish knew that communication with Lady Antonia would be impossible, but then Yasteron unleashed their newest bombs on the N.W. Quadrant capable of causing devastating destruction. Aelish tried not to think about whether they had all survived, as so many had not. The last communiqué she received from DAR was a staticky, garbled telly from Melanthia, urging her to come to DAR immediately, as Thagar’s underwater bunker had been destroyed.


How any being had survived was a testament to DAR’s preparedness and Melanthia implementing the highest security threat protocols. After hearing Roger’s note, Melanthia knew it was time to alert the citizens of DAR, so they could actively participate in the security measures. By doing so, Melanthia had most likely saved thousands of lives. It was clear to Aelish that the coordinated bombing raid focused on the N.W. Quadrant was Yasteron’s attempt to destroy all tactical locations where Glen could have been taken for interrogation. Their bombs were released for one purpose: to kill Glen before he could divulge state secrets to his interrogators.


Unfortunately, in their quest to kill Glen, the bombing of these locations resulted in the destruction of equipment for DAR’s fortifications as well as the carbon capture technology for Earth. Many soldiers were killed in POD training centers, and other soldiers lost their lives protecting carbon mitigation equipment. The Scrubber 13 capsule and its detachable pod, used for capturing carbon and methane on Earth, had been destroyed as well as the Airship Cerberus, which had brought all the contents of Aelish’s house in Tennessee from DAR.


Many N.W. Quadrant experimenters lost their lives protecting the spells and ongoing research projects, which did survive due to their bravery. Those lost included the family members of Head Council Members Marina and Safia who were all Master Experimenters. Despite the precautionary measures taken in the most fortified Quadrant of DAR, so many dwellings had been destroyed and far too many DARling citizens had perished. Yet, had it not been for the precautions put in place centuries ago, so many more would have died.


Because Aelish was afforded the privilege of staying in the POD’s temporary command center set up on the shoreline, she learned about new information immediately. Reports were coming in from the Masters of Agriculture in the S.W. Quadrant that crops were inexplicably starting to die. Additionally, Trelveland disclosed through the Alliance of Magical Dominions that a great number of their enormous trees had been destroyed, killing the Wee Folk that had merged with the trees centuries ago. Most of the destruction occurred where the trees bordered DAR, the sea, and Yasteron. The loss of so many of Trelveland’s enormous trees was going to have a devastating impact on keeping Earthly greenhouse gases out of the magical world.


The Alliance of Magical Dominions sent envoys to assist DAR in any way they could. Some went to the POD’s temporary command center in the N.W. Quadrant, and others attended an emergency meeting of the AMD this morning in Bencarlta. Aelish had brought Roger’s note with her, and somehow, N.W. Quadrant Commander Baltasar had managed to deliver it to the Head Council in time for the AMD meeting.


Parts of the note were disclosed so members of the AMD could fully comprehend that not only had Yasteron perpetuated climate change on Earth for centuries, using their covert operatives to infiltrate all facets of Human society, but they had also stolen rare Earth elements that helped create their devastating bombs. The destructive capabilities of the bombs were in plain view for all the AMD members sent to the POD’s temporary command center. As far as Aelish was concerned, Yasteron’s greatest success from bombing the N.W. Quadrant was in alienating themselves from every other magical dominion within the magical world.


The only reason the search for Thagar continued was because he could breathe underwater, like his father and three brothers. Other fishers from the N.E. Quadrant with the same attribute also came to help, as the sea was vast and incredibly deep. But DARlings could only survive without water for ten days and without food for fifteen days. Even if he were somehow still alive, Thagar had, at most, three more days before he would die of dehydration.


Droplets of the sea began drying in the sunlight on Lomax’s blue skin, making it glisten. The blue-black skin of Thagar’s three brothers reflected the combination of their mother Ka’s black skin and their father Lomax’s blue skin. All four males were similar in build to Thagar, but they were not as tall, and their personalities were completely different. They were all far less serious than Thagar, and even in the midst of the dire circumstances and chaos that surrounded them, they had not lost their affable and humorous dispositions.


Traditionally, DARlettes were given a name that either incorporated their mother’s full name or at least began with the letter of her first name. Times were changing and parents like Aelish and Thagar broke with tradition, choosing to name Kaleigh after Thagar’s mother and Aelish’s grandmother. Thagar’s three brothers all bore Ka’s name within theirs.


Kane, Kaleb, and Kaden were great fun to be around. On the rare occasions Aelish and Thagar had visited with them on their fishing boats in the N.E. Quadrant, they’d always had a wonderful time. She often envied their free-spirited temperaments. Despite the absence of their mother for most of their lives, they were very similar to Lomax in that their loss did not define them. Aelish was permanently scarred by the loss of her parents; her grief was like an old friend she couldn’t possibly live without. And Thagar always felt the presence of his warrior mother in his service to the POD, especially since Ka had made the ultimate sacrifice for DAR.


After meeting his fisher family for the first time, Aelish was fascinated that Thagar did not bear any part of his mother’s name, despite them being so incredibly similar. She knew there had to be a story behind his naming and there was, indeed. Thagar looked like he had been born of different parents with his beautiful bronzed skin color, which was so different from anyone else in his immediate family. But the person Thagar most resembled in his family had also served the POD and died in battle, like his mother.


Ka’s younger brother, Thurrock, was killed at a very young age. He was born in the year 950 and died in a horrific battle in 1300. At the time of his death, he was three hundred and fifty DAR years old or seventeen Earth years old. After Thagar’s birth, Ka was astonished at how similar he was in appearance to her deceased brother, which was why she named him with the first two letters of her brother’s name. Thagar was always the outlier of his siblings in name, skin color, personality, and his devotion and service to DAR.


Each time Thagar’s father and brothers went back into the sea to search for him, it was clearly evident how much they respected and revered him. It was as if he were of nobility in a family of commoners. There was no envy or competition between the males; it was just the way it was.


Aelish loved the ease of Thagar’s father and brothers, as they helped keep her calm. They kept her distracted from the impending loss she was preparing for. Suddenly, their boisterous laughter shook her out of her reverie.


“They are!” shouted Kane, slapping his wet legs as he began laughing. “Don’t you agree, Aelish?”


“Forgive me,” said Aelish, smiling at Kane. “I missed what you were talking about.”


“We were talking about how different the Nereides are from the Selkies,” explained Kaleb, the second born. “The Nereides are such hard workers. We could never do this search without them.”


“Well, I personally don’t have much experience with the Selkies,” said Aelish. “But the Nereides will always have a special place in my heart, as they accompanied the ship that brought back my parents to Ireland after they died of plague.”


“But how can you not have experience with the Selkies?” asked Kaden, the third born. “Aren’t they legendary creatures in Irish, Scottish, and Icelandic folklore on Earth?” Aelish began chuckling at how the brothers often addressed her in the order of their birth. Even she saw them separate from their youngest, bronzed-colored brother, Thagar.


“Well, now that I think about it,” began Aelish, “I do remember a story my Da used to tell me about the Selkies when I was little. The story went that if a lonely fisherman’s wife sheds seven tears into the sea, a handsome male Selkie emerges from the waves and marries her.”


“Hmm . . . ” said Lomax, smiling. “I think your Da may have altered the legend a wee bit because you were so young. The male Selkie doesn’t marry her—”


“He makes love to her!” the three brothers shouted in unison. Aelish, Lomax, and the three brothers all began laughing.


“We are going to have to take you past Selkie Island in the N.E. Quadrant when we find my son,” said Lomax. “Then you can see for yourself why more than one fisher has lost a mate through the seduction of a male or female Selkie. It’s a constant negotiation with their naughty spells when we are fishing near Selkie Island.”


“That’s true enough,” said Kane. “It’s a good thing we have our mates and our DARlettes aboard our ships, so we all can stay out of trouble.”


“Except for that one time, Kane,” teased Kaleb.


“You had to bring it up! I didn’t even have a mate yet!” Kane yelled defiantly.


“But she seduced you nonetheless, eh?” asked Kaden.


“Shut it, Kaden,” said Kane. He went over to Kaden and put him in a playful headlock, dragging him into the sea. “Well, aren’t you coming, Kaleb?” asked Kane. “Thagar’s down there waiting on us to find him. Come on!”


Kaleb began racing his two brothers into the sea, splashing them once he was in. “We’ll find him, Aelish! Don’t worry!” he yelled.


As Lomax walked into the water, he turned around and said to Aelish, “The water is just so incredibly deep. Our seeking spells work until we hit a specific depth, and then our magic cuts in and out like a candle flickering in the wind. It’s maddening, but my sons keep my spirits up. We won’t stop looking until we find him, Aelish.”


“Thank you, Lomax.” Aelish blew him a kiss and watched them all go underwater.
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Two hours later, they were still underwater searching. Aelish sat alone on the shoreline watching other DARlings from the N.E. Quadrant take turns under the sea. Their dedication was amazing.


“Director Aelish, I thought you might be hungry.” Aelish turned around and stood up to greet a female soldier. “The mess hall doesn’t have the greatest food, but it’s not all that bad, either.”


“Oh, thank you so kindly for thinking of me,” said Aelish. “I am a bit hungry.” The soldier sat down with Aelish’s food in her hands, gesturing for Aelish to sit. Once Aelish was sitting, the soldier handed her a plate of piping hot food and magically produced a glass of iced tea. Aelish took a bite of food and felt her whole body relax at the sustenance entering her stomach.


“What is your name, Captain?” asked Aelish.


“I’m Lena, Director Aelish, originally from the S.W. Quadrant. I’ve been stationed in the N.W. Quadrant for two years now. At least it’s sunny today, making me a little less homesick for the beautiful weather of the S.W. Quadrant.”


“I find the sunshine somewhat disconcerting whenever I’m in the N.W. Quadrant,” said Aelish. “It’s just such an oddity that it almost feels ominous.”


“I know exactly what you mean,” said Lena. “It’s so rare that whenever it happens it feels foreboding.” As she began eating, Aelish realized she was ravenous. She finally looked up from her food and saw Lena smiling at her. “Is there anything I can do for you, Director Aelish, other than bringing you some food and drink? Is there anything else you need?”


“Hmm . . . I was wondering if someone could get a message to the Director of Experimentation for me,” said Aelish, wiping her mouth. “I’ve tried using a telly, but it felt like my first magical lesson; it utterly failed. It reminded me so much of when I went to see King Gidius in the Military Detention Center after he was captured. Gidius was wreaking havoc with DAR’s communication systems, which weren’t half as sophisticated as they are today. And just like now, we couldn’t even send a simply telly. It seems so long ago, yet also like it was only yesterday, you know?”


Lena smiled. “It’s been very frustrating. But if you are in this exact spot over by the field hospital, you can get a clear signal.” Aelish nodded and Lena cleared her throat. “You know, Director Aelish, I must have read my textbook on your covert mission to Komprathia and the subsequent overthrow of King Gidius at least fifty times when I was a student at the POD. I can’t believe you ended the plague on Earth. To be honest, the food was just an excuse to actually meet you. Seeing you sitting alone on the beach was surreal for me.”


“Really? And now that you have met the Living Legend, not such a big deal, right?”


“Actually,” Lena said nervously, “based on my studies about you, I’m sensing that you wish to reach the Director of Experimentation to try and obtain classified information from him.”


“Ha!” said Aelish, laughing. “Well, you must have received a very high score on your exam about me.” She smiled slyly, squinting at Lena in the sunlight.


“I received the highest possible score and even received a commendation from my professor. She told me that she personally knew you and was impressed with what I had gleaned from my studies.”


“Did she? What was your professor’s name?” asked Aelish, still eating.


“Willie.”


“Ohh my,” said Aelish, gasping and choking on her food.


“She spoke very highly of you,” said Lena. “But I got the impression there was something mysterious behind her praise.”


Aelish was still recovering from choking after hearing Willie’s name. And she most definitely was not going to discuss with one of Thagar’s subordinates that he and Willie had once been intimates. Changing the subject, Aelish graciously offered, “Willie also had a major role in stopping the plague.”


“Yes, I know,” said Lena. “She’s the one who originally tracked the Komprathian drone rats to Earth by transforming herself into one and located the secret tunnels built by Yasteron.”


“She did, indeed,” said Aelish, forcing a smile.


“I wish I had the magical ability to be a shape-shifter,” said Lena.


“Me, too,” agreed Aelish. “Shape-shifting is such a rare magical ability.” Aelish studied the young soldier in front of her. “Something tells me you’re going to rise very high in the ranks of the POD, Captain Lena. Just make sure it will bring you happiness.”


“I was born to serve DAR through the POD. I don’t really have much choice in the matter. Do you understand what I mean?”


“More than you could ever know,” replied Aelish.


“I’m sure you don’t want to leave the shoreline whilst Director Thagar’s family is underwater searching, so I’d be more than happy to send a telly to the Director of Experimentation on your behalf and request he come here to speak with you.”


“Oh, that would be great,” said Aelish, smiling.


“Since flying through the smoke from the bombs is quite suffocating,” said Lena, “I’m going to hump it back to the field hospital, so it will take me a little while to return with a reply.”


“Why don’t you just transport there?” asked Aelish.


“We are under strict orders not to transport anywhere, as the other day a soldier fell out of the sky doing just that.”


“Oh dear!” exclaimed Aelish. “Well, thanks for letting me know that. I won’t even attempt transporting, then.”


“We’ve been advised that all these magical issues should be resolved shortly,” said Lena. “The experimenters have been working nonstop to restore basic essential spells for us to perform our duties.”


“Well, that’s encouraging,” said Aelish, with a mouthful of food. “Forgive my manners, but I didn’t realize how hungry I was. Thank you so much for bringing me this food.”


“Of course, Director Aelish. I will come back straight away once I have confirmation.”


“Thank you very much, Captain Lena. I really appreciate it. See you in a little bit.”


“My pleasure,” said Lena. She stood up, saluted Aelish, and began walking away.


Aelish waved goodbye from the sand. Hearing about Willie took her back to a time when she and Thagar were first in love, and for a moment, she felt relaxed. As she sat there eating, she thought about how much Captain Lena’s manner reminded her of what Kaleigh would be like when she grew up: sweet, kind, and very smart. Although she missed her daughter terribly, she knew she was in good hands at the Torres house. She had left Kaleigh there under the guise that Thagar was missing in a conflict zone in Africa, where his fictitious company, TAK Logistics, had been assisting with a resultant refugee crisis.


What she forced herself not to think about was leaving behind a severely emotionally damaged Isabela. Aelish didn’t know if Isabela would ever fully recover, and once she’d told her about Thagar, Isabela lapsed back into the same condition Aelish had found her in when she rescued her from the Yasteron soldiers.


To distract herself from thinking about Isabela, Aelish began strategizing about what she wanted from the Director of Experimentation. Director Giles had always been a good male, smarter than any experimenter she had ever met, yet humble and very kind. She knew her request was going to put him in an awkward position, but she didn’t care. She was desperate to gain access to the magical recording done during Glen’s interrogation.


Eavesdropping during breakfast this morning, she overheard the soldiers discussing that the recording had been recovered, but it was not in good condition. She marveled that any of it had survived. Magical recording devices were quite complicated. The actual mechanism of this particular device had been embedded into the wall of the underground bunker, years ago, when it was first constructed. The spells that surrounded it were a combination of the Impenetrable spell and the Safeguard spell. The Safeguard spell was still protecting the Torres and Bunker Hill Road houses ever since Thagar had encased them both in that spell, prior to aspirating out of the dining room with Glen and the team members.


Before the recording device could be activated for Glen’s interrogation, a code would need to be established along with the retinal codes of those permitted to unlock the device. The retinal code technology remained the same as when Aelish and Lady Antonia went through the facial recognition process for the Gatekeeper at the Portal, to cross into the magical dimension.


Only the Director of Experimentation, Melanthia, and Thagar knew the activation code, and only their retinal codes were embedded in the device. It operated much the same as any film and recording technology on Earth, except spells were used to capture sound and moving images. Divers in the search party had located the section of the bunker wall that contained the recording, as once it has been violated the device emits a bright green light and a deafening sound.


Aelish put her empty plate down on the sand and took a drink of iced tea. She noticed movement in the water and saw Lomax and Thagar’s three brothers emerge from the sea looking defeated. They also looked exhausted. His father looked at her and solemnly shook his head in frustration. She stood up to greet them. They all hugged her in turns, and the males decided to head back to the mess hall for some much needed food and rest.


Aelish looked down the shoreline and instantly spotted the Director of Experimentation.


Well, that was fast!


As he began walking toward her, Aelish thought Director Giles was the embodiment of generations of DARlings from the N.W. Quadrant. He was tall and fit, had pale beige skin, blonde hair, which he wore short, and light blue eyes. He was clean-shaven and nearing the middle of his lifetime. He was about one thousand DAR years old or about fifty Earth years.


He wore the traditional grey lab coat of experimenters, which had small lapels and buttons down the center. He wore a lightweight black turtleneck underneath his lab coat, which reached his knees, covering most of his black pants that were tucked inside the modern-day version of his knee-high Wellington rain boots. Wellies, as they were more commonly referred to, were aptly named for the British military hero, the Duke of Wellington, who defeated Napoleon in the battle of Waterloo in 1815.


“Hello, Aelish.”


“Giles, it’s so good to see you.” They embraced in a hearty hug, and Aelish asked, “How did you get here so quickly? Captain Lena only just left for the field hospital to send you a telly for me. Apparently, it’s the only spot where you can get a decent signal to send one.”


“I was already here having a meeting with Lieutenant Commander Stavros at the field hospital when I ran into her, and she told me that you wished to speak with me.”


“Ohh, for a moment I thought she was able to transport there.”


“Not yet, Aelish, but soon, very soon. Look at what these horrid Yasterons have done to my beautiful Quadrant. We’ve experienced a tremendous loss of equipment, but the spells are intact so we can rebuild immediately. However, we’ve lost so many Master Experimenters that I fear I will be spending more time giving eulogies than directing the rebuilding. The loss to DAR is inconceivable. I have not even had time to process it. And I’m so sorry for all that you must be going through.” Giles shook his head in disgust.


“Thank you, Giles. That means a great deal to me.” Aelish began to tear up, but she brushed them away with the back of her hands before they fell from her green eyes.


“So, I assume there’s been no luck in locating Thagar.” Giles deeply exhaled.


“No, but I think Thagar would be surprised at the effort of so many, for days on end, to find him. It gives me comfort whilst I wait for the inevitable.”


“Do not lose hope, Aelish. For if anyone is deserving of good news, it is you.”


“This last week has felt like a year. I feel he is already lost to me, Giles. I don’t know how I will bear it, as our daughter, Kaleigh, adores him so.” And then the tears came to no avail.


Giles embraced her while she composed herself. “Why don’t we sit and have a chat,” he suggested. He reached for her hand, helping her sit back down onto the shore. “So, literally hours before the bombings, Melanthia told me about Roger’s note, which contained the evil magic spell he’d been working on for years for Yasteron. What a tragedy to lose such a brilliant mind.”


Aelish nodded and remained silent.


“Melanthia was also busy situating your Oraculi and her DARlettes in our most fortified bunker, fearing Yasteron would retaliate against them due to Roger’s betrayal. Then she activated the highest security threat protocols, which certainly saved thousands. Melanthia explained to me that the spell lived within Roger’s note and within your mind—but both you and the note were still on Earth!” Giles began chuckling. “There was literally no one here in DAR capable of executing the spell.”


“After the bombings began,” he continued, “Melanthia did a great job of bluffing Yasteron. She had Head Council Member Cheswick relay a message to Yasteron’s Special Envoy Ragdon that DAR was in possession of Roger’s spell, and further, that the spell had been altered to kill only Yasterons. Cheswick informed Ragdon that DAR and Yasteron still maintained mutually assured destructive capabilities. So, in essence, knock it off, or we will use the spell and destroy your entire kingdom, including all your covert operatives on Earth. But as I said earlier, when Cheswick relayed the threat to Ragdon, you and the note were still on Earth.”


“War games,” Aelish said bitterly.


“It’s been a long time since we’ve needed to engage in any,” said Giles. “But Melanthia and Cheswick did an excellent job in getting the bombings to cease. Thank you so much for bringing us the note, Aelish. But we still haven’t had time to extract Roger’s spell from the note and secure it with our other evil magic spells.”


“Your welcome, Giles. However, that’s not why Yasteron stopped bombing DAR.”


“You do not agree with my assessment, then?”


“No, I don’t. Their sole reason for bombing DAR was to ensure the death of their covert operative before he could provide us with state secrets. Once they terminated their operative, they achieved their goal. That is why the bombings ceased.”


Giles cocked his head to one side and smiled at her. “Then, you don’t believe Yasteron fears DAR will utilize Roger’s spell against them. Why not?”


Aelish scoffed. “Please! First, I imagine they don’t truly believe Roger altered the evil magic spell to kill only Yasterons; they are too arrogant. And secondly, they certainly don’t believe the peace-loving commonwealth of DAR would ever violate their Oath of Peace and destroy an entire kingdom. We didn’t do it when Komprathia and Yasteron allied to continually war with DAR, despite Yasteron building tunnels so the Komprathian drone rats could evade the Portal, cross into Earth, and spread the plague killing millions of Humans. Why would DAR do it now? Simply because Yasteron was bombing us? No, Yasteron is not afraid of DAR at all.”


Giles stared at Aelish with great consternation.


“And I regret not using Roger’s spell,” Aelish blurted out, gesturing toward the devastation. “I could have prevented all of this.” She knew how she sounded, bitter and furious.


“You seem disgusted with our Oath of Peace, Aelish. And I imagine you struggle with it, not only because you have Human traits, but also because you have extraordinary magical capabilities. To be magically gifted is a great burden, as you could actually perform Roger’s spell. And apparently, executing his spell has become a viable option in your mind. I imagine the only things holding you back are your Oath and your own conscience. But I do not believe you are capable of mass murder, Aelish. Do you?”


“Well, I was considering executing the spell whilst we were chatting. So, what does that make me, then, Giles?”


“Angry. Rage-filled. But mostly, I think heartbroken. I fear as the hours go by, you are fantasizing about using the spell against Yasteron as a way of coping with the potential loss of Thagar; a loss you do not want to contend with. You must set aside this internal conflict over using the spell, as you are torturing yourself. When it’s no longer an option in your mind, you will regain your center and remember why the Oath defines our commonwealth. You must listen to me, Aelish: you would not be able to live with yourself were you to do such a thing. And you would be remembered in DAR as a mass murderer, not the Living Legend that you are.”


“Perhaps, Giles,” offered Aelish, “I would be remembered as an even greater Living Legend. A DARling who sacrificed her Oath to defeat an enemy that is heartless, relentless, and unfathomably cruel. Why should Yasterons continue living on as usual, whilst DARlings endure all of this? We have been in a proxy war with Yasteron for centuries. Why not be done with it?”


She saw her desire for revenge reflected in Giles’ face, and for a moment, it gave her pause. But Yasteron had killed her parents, Thagar’s mother, and millions on Earth from plague. They had ordered Glen to kill her entire family and Isabela at the dinner party, with whatever was in those vials. Their soldiers had inflicted unbelievable cruelty on Isabela, causing magical trauma on an innocent Human, potentially ruining the most brilliant mind on Earth. And after all that, their covert operatives were still promulgating climate change on Earth. She knew Thagar was dead from the bombings. Why shouldn’t she end it? Why didn’t she have the courage to do it? She began fiddling with the seam of her jeans and was actually injuring her leg in the process.


Giles put his hand over hers and lifted it away from her leg. He gently kissed the top of her hand. “You were born of an Earl, Aelish. You are a nobleman’s daughter. And in moments like these, it is important to remember the lessons of one’s parents. Could you face your father, or worse, your mother if you were to do such a thing?”


Aelish looked up at Giles with tears pouring out of her eyes. She put her face in her hands and said, “I miss my mother. I’m so tired of living, Giles. There’s no point if he’s dead.”


“Not even for your daughter Kaleigh?” asked Giles.


Aelish nodded. “She would be the only reason. I almost envy Roger.”


“Do not envy Roger, Aelish.”


“But he’s done with it. He served DAR, and he went out on his own terms.”


“And he will never see his mate or his DARlettes again,” said Giles. “Right now, extermination may seem like a relief to you. However, many DARlings who have attempted it say in that last moment there is regret. And regret is the worst last thought any being should have before they depart the living. No, Aelish, that is not your destiny. You must trust me on this, as I have lived twice as long as you have. We old DARlings have a wisdom that is only achieved by length of life. It is impossible to attain our wisdom otherwise.”


Aelish’s green eyes bore into the blue ocean of Giles’ eyes.


“When I return to my office,” he said, “I will seek out Antonia. I’m sure your Oraculi has survived, as she was in the most fortified bunker in the N.W. Quadrant. Being all by yourself whilst you wait for word on Thagar seems far too brutal and unfair. Let me try and remedy that for you.”


Aelish inhaled deeply and looked at him. “Forgive me, Giles, I am exhausted. Thank you, the wait would be easier if my Oraculi were with me.”


“What else can I do for you, Aelish?” asked Giles. She could see he was fearful for her and of her, knowing she could execute Roger’s spell from the shoreline. She could feel herself bordering on madness. She inhaled a deep breath and remembered the magical recording.


“I would like to view the magical recording,” she said, wiping her tears.


“Ah! Well, unfortunately, the recording is severely damaged from the explosion. I have one of my best experimenters working on it, but she is having great difficulty restoring it.”


“I want to watch whatever is available,” said Aelish.


“There are certain parts that are visible, but at this point, there is no sound at all. Further, I would need to seek permission from the Head Council for you to view it. But I must warn you, Aelish, parts of it are very disturbing to watch.”


“Why?”


“Thagar became quite physical with the prisoner. I fear it may be too disconcerting for you to view, at this particular moment in time, with him still missing.”


“What did he do?”


“He savagely beat the prisoner with his bare hands and threw him across the room. You can tell that there was no magic used in the beating.”


“Good,” Aelish said flatly.


Giles expelled a breath of shock.


“Perhaps Thagar and I have been on Earth too long, and we have internalized the violence and hatred that is so prevalent there. But after what the prisoner did to our family and the Human child to whom I serve as Oraculi, I think a brutal beating was rather warranted.”


Giles deeply inhaled. “And yet, at the end of the tape, Thagar and the prisoner are casually talking. It is extremely bizarre. Because so much of the recording is missing, it all seems out of context. And whilst this conversation is taking place, there are no team members in the room.”


“What? Thagar is alone with the prisoner? How can that be?”


“Exactly. And in the segment prior to this conversation, there most definitely were team members visible in the room. But near the end, the two are clearly alone. Since we cannot hear anything, it’s impossible to determine why the team is absent.”


“Perhaps Thagar dismissed them when he heard the bombs?” asked Aelish.


“Hmm . . . well, that would go against the normal rules of interrogation, but it’s been centuries since DAR has been bombed. That might be a plausible explanation.”


“He must have been seeking crucial information and stayed until the very end.”


“If that’s what happened,” said Giles, “Thagar sacrificed himself in order to get whatever is being said between the two onto the recording.” Aelish began crying and Giles embraced her. “It’s exasperating that the recording is corrupted. And we also haven’t found any of the team members alive.”


Aelish pulled out of the embrace, and beseechingly asked, “Please let me see the last moments of his life. I want to witness his last act of bravery and courage. I need to feel his devotion to DAR. It will help me cope with his death, and perhaps help me cope with my own vengeful feelings. Please let me watch it, Giles. I need to, or I fear I will go insane.”


“If you feel it will help you, Aelish, I will certainly make an impassioned plea on your behalf to view it. You cannot continue on with this level of hatred, harboring fantasies of annihilating an entire kingdom. You are one of DAR’s treasures!” He reached out and cupped her jaw, forcing her to stare into his beautiful blue eyes. “It is unacceptable, do you understand?”


In that moment, she felt like Giles was her Da, desperately trying to get through to her. And she also knew he was utterly distressed at being helpless to stop the agony that awaited her. She embraced him tightly with tears down her face, her whole body wracked with sobs.


Over his shoulder, Aelish saw a field hospital worker running towards them.


“Director Aelish! Director Giles! Come quickly! A member of Director Thagar’s team has been found alive!”
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BROKEN


WEDNESDAY, MAY 4, 2022 11:00 AM


ISABELA OPENED HER eyes. She began to awaken and realized last night was the first time since the dinner party that she hadn’t woken up screaming during the night. She rolled over and faced her beautiful picture window. The plantation shutters had been closed for days. While the house was still encapsulated in a magical spell, protecting it and her family, Isabela remained terrified of magical forces.


She had not been to school or the lab since the night of the dinner party, and she only left her bedroom to use the bathroom. She barely ate, and when she did, Abuela or her parents brought the food into her room. In less than one week, she went from being: focused on her medical school rotations, her work in the lab, at peace with her mother’s ongoing recovery from her experimental cancer treatments, and madly in love with Glen, to a person suffering crippling anxiety, depression, and hopelessness. She’d been in the middle of her Psychiatry rotation at the time of the dinner party, and although she knew she was going to need professional help at some point, for now, she couldn’t even imagine venturing into the kitchen. She was a wreck.


Javier had come home for a few days to be with her, but he was returning to UCLA tomorrow. He expressed feeling responsible for not protecting her from Glen’s betrayal, and he was clearly devastated by her condition. She knew he was going to try and find Glen, to either verbally or physically given him a proper thrashing for what he’d done to his baby sister. But she knew in her heart that Glen was most certainly dead, and Javier would never see him again. She was desperate to tell her brother everything, but of course, she could not.


Dr. Rios came for periodic bedside visits. He would sit quietly for hours while she either slept or lay awake. He had taken care of everything at Wainbridge, arranging a leave of absence for her. In the haze that obscured her life, she was still aware that Dr. Rios felt responsible in some way for pushing her too soon into the adult world. But she did not have the strength to dissuade him of that incorrect assessment.


Her father would sit on her desk chair alongside her bed, fighting back tears as he held her hand. Even Abuela respected her anguish and was uncharacteristically quiet. She would sit on top of the bed, scratching Isabela’s scalp like she used to when Isabela was little. It helped relax her. But Isabela would cry the most whenever her mother sat with her. She was desperate to reveal all her secrets about Aelish, DAR, and Glen. But knowing she could not, left her bereft; she simply could not share the truth about her life with her own mother.


The only one that brought a slight smile to her face was Kaleigh. Somehow, having a part of Aelish and Thagar in her house brought her comfort. Kaleigh would quietly enter her room and each time would tuck one of her stuffed bears under Isabela’s blanket. Sometimes, Isabela would feel soft lips kiss her forehead and hear Kaleigh say, “I love you, Izzy.” One morning she had turned over onto Big Bear, Kaleigh’s most-prized bear. Isabela couldn’t believe she loved her that much to part with it. Big Bear remained with Isabela, and she’d often hug him tightly, smelling the scent of Kaleigh, Thagar, and Aelish’s lilacs, and then begin sobbing all over again.


Every time she thought about whether Thagar had killed Glen, she was wracked with guilt, knowing Thagar was most likely dead as well. She felt an unbearable conflict raging within her. She understood why killing Glen may have been a necessity, but in her demented mind, she still saw the beautiful blonde-haired boy she fell in love with at the age of twelve at Greatest Hits—not a covert evil spy from Yasteron, who pretended to love her, just to steal her research.


How could she have missed it all? Not one clue? How did Javier miss it? Why didn’t they ever suspect anything? She wrestled with an irrational anger toward Javier. But when she’d look into his tortured eyes, she felt guilty and knew she was being unfair. Yet, she blamed him anyway, as it was easier than blaming herself. All those times together at Greatest Hits and their favorite restaurant, and not one clue? Not one slipup from Glen? No wonder Aelish and Thagar referred to Yasterons as “the ones you never see coming.”


Maybe if she had witnessed Glen’s betrayal firsthand, it would be easier to get over it. But she’d never seen that side of him—not even one time. Once Aelish told her in the kitchen, “He’s the one you never see coming,” Isabela had taken Kaleigh and bolted out of the house. From that moment until now, her heart was broken. What was missing was the rage, the anger she would have directed at him had she known what he had done to her. Hearing it secondhand from Aelish left her unable to reconcile her feelings about the two Glens, because she had only known the one. By getting her immediately out of the house, once they realized he was a Yasteron, Isabela knew Aelish and Thagar were protecting her from a dangerous magical being that she was no match for. But her rotation in Psychiatry had taught her about anger turned inward. She had never dispelled her sadness and feelings of betrayal at the being responsible for it all—Glen. So, inward came the rage, forcing an emotional breakdown.


In reality, maybe it was better that she had never confronted Glen. She could live in denial forever and believe the lie that Aelish had told her family about Glen when she’d finally brought Isabela home. She reached for some tissues on her nightstand, remembering being magically bound and gagged by the laughing Yasteron soldiers. Despite all the spells Aelish used on her afterward, to rid her mind of the damage, she could still feel the sheer, unmitigated terror. Was Glen really as evil as they were? Did he ever love her, even just a little?


She began shaking and sobbing, again. Isabela was disgusted with herself. Why couldn’t her genius mind set all the facts in order? Aelish had explained that it would take some time for her Human mind and body to heal after being held magically captive by the soldiers. But it was like they had permanently altered her rationality. The only time she’d ever felt remotely similar to this was after learning about her mother’s cancer diagnosis. She even tried to revisit that horrible time period, and her subsequent severe depression, to try and make sense of her present situation. How in the world was she ever going to get well?


Isabela forced herself to get up. She went to the bathroom to pee and returned to her room and sat on the edge of the bed. She stared at the closed plantation shutters. She stood up and slowly opened the blinds. Her eyes were immediately blinded by the sunlight. Leaving the blinds open, she closed her eyes, walked back to her bed, and slid under the covers. She forced her mind to revisit the moment when the soldiers rendered her unconscious in her lab. My God, they were so evil! What a relief it had been to watch Aelish magically transform herself from a King’s Guard of Yasteron, with porcelain skin and blonde hair, back into her beloved Oraculi, with lavender skin and red hair.


At the Parthenon in Nashville, Aelish had allowed her to witness the transformation as a way to begin Isabela’s healing process. Then Aelish transported them back to Bunker Hill Road. When Isabela stepped into Aelish’s house, it felt like a month had passed. She saw the remnants of the still-set dining room table, only now there was blood on the tablecloth. She looked at Aelish who nodded, affirming it was Glen’s blood. Aelish wanted her brain to begin processing that what had transpired in the dining room had only been a few hours ago.


Aelish then bathed Isabela in the enormous freestanding tub in the master bathroom. Like a small child, Isabela remembered the warm water being poured over her freshly washed hair. She felt the restorative power of whatever spells Aelish had mixed in with the water as well as Aelish’s hands gently scrubbing the solders’ spells off of her body.


The last time she recalled laughing was when Aelish had dried and straightened her hair in exactly two seconds after the bath. Not like the first night they’d met when it took Aelish all night. Isabela realized the brilliance of using the styling of her hair to keep her occupied while Aelish told her all about DAR, hoping Isabela would ultimately decide to work with them.


It was odd; although she was a complete mental disaster, she was not angry with Aelish at all—not even for her inability to discover who Glen was sooner. Isabela had witnessed and experienced the terrifying power of magic and considered her Oraculi to be a chingona, a real badass. She’d single-handedly taken on an entire squadron of Yasteron soldiers without any violence. Isabela would never forget it was Aelish who had saved her life.


And Isabela never regretted entering the world of magic. Its spells enabled her mother to endure her experimental cancer treatments and go into remission. Glen was on Earth long before she had met him, and in her mind, she did not conflate her anger toward Glen and the soldiers with Aelish.


After her bath, Aelish explained that Isabela was still in severe shock and the massive upset was yet to come. She put Isabela under the Deep Slumber spell so she could sleep through the worst of it, and Isabela had slept for seventy-two hours straight! When she awoke, her whole body hurt like she had the flu, but she was starving. Aelish had magically conjured all of her favorite dishes, including raspberry muffins and cinnamon rolls. After Isabela was satiated, Aelish took her home.


When Isabela walked through the door, she felt like a stranger in her own house. Being home made the massive upset Aelish had predicted emerge. Kaleigh had come running to see them as did Abuela and her parents. She’d forgotten Kaleigh was even at her house. She didn’t remember driving with a sleeping Kaleigh right before heading to the lab, as the moment she encountered the soldiers, she’d lost her grip on reality and was still unable to regain it.


Isabela remembered giving Kaleigh a quick hug and a kiss, waved hello to her parents and Abuela, and headed straight to her bedroom. She’d been there ever since. Aelish went into the kitchen with Isabela’s family and sat them down to provide the fictitious story of why Isabela was in this state. Aelish had magically amplified the conversation so Isabela could hear it in her room, as they had to keep their stories straight. In her mind, Isabela could still hear Aelish explaining the brilliant lies to her family:


‘Thank you so kindly for watching Kaleigh these last three days whilst I tried to help Isabela recover from what she learned at the dinner party. This is what happened. Kaleigh was having trouble sleeping because she wanted to be part of the dinner party. She became terribly overtired, which was why I suggested Isabela bring her here for the night. Before we sat down for dinner, Glen excused himself and went to the bathroom. He was a bit drunk from drinks and appetizers, but when he was gone for some time, Thagar went to go and find him. Thagar overheard Glen on his phone in the bathroom saying, “As soon as I’m finished with this boring dinner party, I will head over to your place and we will have sex all night, okay?”


‘When he emerged from the bathroom, Thagar confronted him and dragged him into the dining room to confess his actions to Isabela. Glen was genuinely contrite. He admitted to Isabela that he had fallen in love with another girl and that they’d been in a relationship for some time. Glen was begging Isabela’s forgiveness, which was repulsive to witness, and then Thagar asked him to leave. Whilst I was consoling Isabela, Thagar unexpectedly received an emergency call from one of his TAK Logistic locations. Rebels in a specific conflict zone in Africa were nearing a refugee camp that TAK had established. Thagar left directly for the airport to get on the next flight out, in order to be on-site for the ensuing developments.’


Isabela heard her family’s shock and rage over Glen’s cheating, most especially from her father. How she wished the cause of her condition was simply because Glen was in love with another girl, rather than him perpetuating a betrayal for years against her and her entire family, just so he could steal her scientific research. She knew Javier was going to lose it when he found out, which was why he caught a plane the next day.


Isabela had been home for barely two days when she received a text from Aelish that she had to leave immediately for DAR and was bringing Kaleigh back to Isabela’s house. She remembered Aelish entering her bedroom with a look on her face that Isabela had never seen before. Staring at her, Isabela couldn’t decide who was suffering more, her or Aelish.


Aelish explained that Yasteron had bombed the N.W. Quadrant in an attempt to kill Glen before he told Thagar any state secrets during his interrogation. Aelish imagined Lady Antonia and the DARlettes were safe, as they’d been taken to a fortified bunker. But it was when Aelish told her that the underwater bunker where the interrogation was taking place had been destroyed, most likely killing everyone, that Isabela began screaming.


Aelish had quickly put a spell around her bedroom, so that her family and Kaleigh could not hear her screams, preventing them from becoming further alarmed. Isabela had a vague memory of getting out of bed, trying to destroy everything in her room, and collapsing onto the floor. Glen was most assuredly dead, but Thagar, too? The nightmare just would not end. After that, Isabela had lapsed back into the same condition Aelish found her in when she’d rescued her from the Yasteron soldiers. Isabela was not privy to the other lies Aelish must have told her family about Thagar, enabling her to immediately leave for DAR. She desperately missed Aelish.


Isabela heard a gentle knocking and saw her bedroom door slowly open. Through a sleepy haze, she saw the shapes of her father and Javier quietly entering the room.


“Are you awake, Izzy?” whispered Javier. “You’ve opened the shutters. That’s good.”


She heard her desk chair being dragged over to the side of her bed. Javier sat down on the floor below the picture window, and her father sat down on the chair beside him. She had a terrible sense of foreboding.


“Izzy, Javi and I went over to speak to Glen and his parents about this situation,” her father said gently. Isabela’s heart began wildly beating, and she held her breath.


“But no one was home, Izzy,” said Javier. “The house was completely empty, locked up, and there was a For Sale sign in the front yard. It was as if the Hansons had never lived there. We called the number of the realtor on the sign. He told us he had no information on the family except that they had left the country.”


Isabela finally exhaled.


“It was a real disappointment not to be able to punch Glen in the face,” said Javier, “but why is the whole family gone? They run a prosperous business with many building projects going on downtown. Dad and I are calling Hanson Builders later to try and get more information. I wish I could stay longer to get a better handle on this, but I have to leave tomorrow, Izzy.”


“Don’t bother,” said Isabela. “What’s the difference? It doesn’t matter.”


“But it’s so peculiar, Izzy,” said her father. “Do you mind if we do a little digging to try and get some more information?”


Knowing whatever they’d find out would explain absolutely nothing that had actually transpired, Isabela replied, “Sure, Dad, whatever makes you guys feel better. I really don’t care, okay?”


“Okay, Izzy,” said Javier. “Abuela is making your favorite chocolate chip pancakes and will be bringing them in shortly. I hope you’ll be able to eat something.” Her father got up from the chair and leaned over the bed, kissing Isabela’s forehead. Javier did the same, and they both left the bedroom.


For a second, her mind remembered what it felt like to be loved. Trying to hold on to the feeling, she took a deep breath, rolled onto her back, and stared at the ceiling.


Shortly thereafter, Abuela came in with a tray of chocolate chip pancakes, maple syrup, chocolate syrup, and a hot cocoa. “Hola, Izzy, I made your favorite comida,” said Abuela. “I hope you can eat some. Would you mind if I stayed with you for a little bit?”


Isabela weakly nodded her head.


Abuela asked, “Why don’t you sit on the edge of the bed, Izzy, so I can place the tray on your lap?”


“No, please just leave it on my desk. I will eat over there because I know I will spill the syrup and hot cocoa everywhere.”


Abuela softly chuckled. “Okay, querida. So, listen,” she said, still holding the tray, “I was watching a YouTube video about natural ways to overcome depression. And the number one way, for a physically healthy person, is to perform some sort of exercise. So, your mother and I bought you something we thought might help. One second, let me put down the tray.”


Abuela put the tray on the desk and walked back to the bed. She suddenly began taking off a backpack. Isabela surprised herself and burst out laughing. “Abuela, I didn’t even notice that you were wearing a backpack.”


“I have mis secretos, Izzy.” Abuela placed the backpack on Isabela’s bed and took out a box. Inside was a brand new pair of running shoes.


“You bought me sneakers? Why?”


“I thought you might like to start taking walks or even begin jogging a little. You need to go outside, Izzy, get some fresh air, and feel the sun on your face. Maybe exercising will also give you a better appetite, sí? Think about it. But only try it if you’re ready, okay?”


Isabela took out one of her arms from underneath her blanket and beckoned Abuela for a hug. “Thank you, Abeula. Te quiero mucho.”


Abuela started to tear up and leaned over to hug Isabela. “I love you, too, Izzy.”


After Abuela left the room, Isabela laid there for a few more minutes, but the smell of chocolate seemed to magically propel her to rise from the bed. She shuffled over to her desk, sat down, and began eating. The first bite felt like ecstasy, and Isabela began crying. It was the first time she felt anything resembling normalcy.


[image: Image]


While Isabela’s family wanted her to seek psychological counseling, for the time being, they continued to let her heal on her own. The fictitious story that Aelish had concocted about Glen cheating on her for a long time with another girl, worked perfectly with her family’s preconceived notions that she had finally broken emotionally from all the years of her mother’s illness, the intense worldwide pressure on her genius, and living too soon in the adult world.


Isabela believed that Javier’s warning about the fragility of her mental health, when she was choosing where to attend college and medical school, was why her family so readily accepted her emotional breakdown. She truly had been in the adult world too soon, but Aelish’s story about Glen cheating on her demonstrated that fact better than anything else to her family.


And once her family learned about the missing Hanson family, her father and Javier did contact Hanson Builders. They were told that the company had been sold and the family had relocated out of the country. It made for great gossip in the Torres house, and in truth, it was quite an astonishing story. Isabela just assumed Glen’s family moved back to Yasteron. But knowing they were all gone brought her a slight semblance of peace; it felt like a relief.


The next day, Isabela woke up at six in the morning. She’d finally slept peacefully throughout the night and had awakened feeling more like herself. She rolled over and saw the sun beginning to rise behind the closed plantation shutters. She eyed the box of sneakers on the floor under her picture window. She knew Abuela had left them there on purpose, so they would always be in her line of sight. And for some inexplicable reason, she just felt like running.


Isabela got up from the bed, went to the bathroom to splash some water on her face, and returned to her room to get dressed. She checked her phone for the weather and dressed accordingly. She’d never been involved in track, but she’d been a soccer player and still remembered how to properly warm up her muscles. Isabela wished she was going surfing instead of running, but she was grateful she felt like doing anything.


Everyone was still sleeping. She left a note in the kitchen explaining she’d gone out for a run and they shouldn’t worry. She wrote that she was feeling a little better, and they could text her anytime. Isabela opened the garage door and saw the sky for the first time in nearly a week. She began stretching and gently moving her body to warm up. She felt like she was a hundred years old. She began running in the same direction she road her bike on that fateful day when she’d met Dr. Rios. Seeing the neighborhood again and other random runners calmed her. But once she had run around the neighborhood, she felt something gnawing in the back of her mind. She began running past her house, out of the subdivision, and onto the main road. Her body knew where she was headed before her mind did. But once her mind caught up, she smiled and ran faster and faster. She was going to Glen’s house.


Isabela stopped to rest at the elegant entrance of the subdivision. Bent over with her hands resting on her knees, she was breathing heavily and knew she was going to pay for running so long on the first day. But she was determined to see the Hanson house. Her legs were too weak to run any longer, so she began walking to the house.


In all the time they had known each other, Isabela had never walked through Glen’s neighborhood; she was always in a car. Seeing the grand houses on foot was even more intimidating. She felt so small looking up at their gabled, towering rooflines. As the sun rose higher in the sky, the natural gas lanterns adorning each front entrance were beginning to flame out. She continued walking until she saw it—a For Sale sign from a realtor that handled high-end homes. It looked so odd, and the sign made the house seem unfamiliar.


Isabela briefly closed her eyes and then began walking up the front walkway. She remembered the first time she and her family went to Glen’s house on New Years Eve and all the successive New Years Eve parties. She remembered the first time with Jolene and the live band by the pool, her parents slow dancing for the first time in years, and Glen dancing with Abuela. It all seemed so long ago.


But the one thing that seemed like yesterday was remembering the first time Glen sweetly kissed her on the cheek. She assumed everyone remembered the first time they felt sexually aroused. And for her, that had happened here, in this house, when he kissed her on the cheek at the age of twelve. She’d never forget him spinning her around in a circle after kissing her, and she knew in that moment that she loved Glen.


Isabela walked around to the back of the house and found the gate locked, so she couldn’t venture any closer to the pool. She remembered all the parties during the summertime, with both their families eating barbecue, and the fireworks for July 4th that got more elaborate with each passing year. She just couldn’t wrap her head around the fact that all these memories did not contain real feelings from Glen or, for that matter, his parents. She wondered—did Yasterons like living on the Earth? Were the Hansons upset they had to leave all of this behind and go back to live in Yasteron? Her gut was telling her they were probably in mourning for their only son as well as for their way of life on Earth.


But the collateral damage they left behind was Isabela. She had often fantasized that she and Glen would marry and have their reception here at this house. He was her first love, and she wanted him to be her only love. He was so intelligent and accommodating and accepting of her genius. He was always kind to her, and when they made love, he took her to a place far, far away from her daily life of textbooks, cadavers, and microscopes. She’d been so happy, so utterly content. How could she ever trust her own feelings again, knowing now all these past years had been a charade? She felt like she didn’t know who she was anymore. She no longer felt grounded in her desire to identify the bacteria, poised to kill millions. Her lab work felt like a distant memory and her rotations like a movie she had watched. Science, medicine, and Glen defined her life. And unfortunately, his betrayal had taken all the rest of her with him.


She walked back around to the front of the house and sat down near the top of the walkway, close to the front door. The locked and abandoned house represented the same barrier as remembering who she was. It was as if, unless she could unlock the front door of this house and peer inside, she’d never again know her own soul. How could love have that kind of power? Isabela hated being out of control, and sitting there, she made a vow to never fall in love again.


Something flew in front of Isabela’s eyes. The sunlight was too bright to clearly see what it was. She just assumed it was one of those huge carpenter bees she detested and swatted it away. But it wouldn’t leave her alone. She stood up and turned around to face the annoying insect.


“Basta!” she yelled.


Now facing the front door, the sunlight was behind her, and Isabela could clearly see that it was most definitely not a carpenter bee—it was a Sylph!


Oh, my God! What is a Sylph doing here, out in the open, far from the metal egg on my desk?


It fluttered in the air in front of her, and Isabela realized why she thought it was a bee. On the rare occasions she’d been lucky enough to receive a Sylph out of the metal egg or had finally learned how to summon one by turning the egg two clicks to the right, the Sylphs were always dressed in dazzlingly colored dresses with their green or orange hair loosely flying. This Sylph was dressed all in black and had a black veil covering her face and hair.


Isabela felt delusional and blinked several times to make the image go away, but it didn’t. The Sylph continued fluttering in the air, and this time, she did not wear a smile on her face. She stared at Isabela and extended her tiny arm. In her hand was a note wrapped with a black ribbon. Isabela took the note, and the Sylph curtsied and reverently bowed her head.


Oh, my God.
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LANCASTER


WEDNESDAY, MAY 4, 2022 6:00 PM


AELISH AND DIRECTOR Giles walked briskly to the field hospital behind the worker who had located them on the shoreline. As they approached the entrance, she saw Lieutenant Commander Stavros of the N.W. Quadrant sitting outside on a bench.


“Ah! That was quick for not being able to transport,” said Stavros. “By the way, Giles, the technician caring for Experimenter Esther wanted you to know that she has woken up.”


“Excellent news! Would you both excuse me whilst I go check on her? I will be back momentarily.”


Aelish nodded her head, and Stavros said, “I expected nothing less.” They both watched Giles head into the hospital with a spring in his step and a smile on his face.


Stavros smiled at Aelish. “How is it that after all these years you’ve been in DAR, other than galas and the perfunctory POD events hosted by your mate, you and I have never had a private conversation, Aelish?”


Aelish shook her head. “It does seem rather inconceivable, doesn’t it?” She had not seen him for years and observed how little he had changed since the last gala they both attended before her pregnancy.


Lieutenant Commander Stavros had long jet-black hair, which he always wore pulled back in a neat ponytail. His pale beige skin dramatically contrasted with his black hair, and his full beard was also black, except near the chin where it was tinged with grey. He was a striking male, fit and tall, and was nearing the middle of his lifetime.


Originally born in the N.W. Quadrant from generations of artists and musicians, he had served the POD his entire life. Stavros had served under Thagar’s mother in the Proelium battle of 1360 as a young soldier, and only in the last hundred years had he relented and accepted one of the numerous promotions offered and came out of the field to work in command. Stavros was a “boots on the ground” soldier who preferred to stay close to his enemy. But after so many years of peace, he finally acquiesced and joined the ranks of the N.W. Quadrant Command.


He had mentored many commanders who ranked above him, but he chose never to be the lead commander. He was an avid reader and authored many books on the history of military conflict within the magical world. Stavros was renowned for his textbooks on the history of the POD and its code of conduct. His textbooks could be found in all of DAR’s military training centers throughout the commonwealth. He regularly guest lectured at the POD and most likely would become a full-time professor once he relinquished his duties. He never mated and was considered a lone wolf, his greatest love being his commonwealth.


“I wanted to thank you for allowing me to be present during the debriefing,” said Aelish.


“I’m sorry our first close encounter is under these circumstances, Aelish. We are hoping that Team Member Lancaster can provide us with much needed missing information from the magical recording. He is gravely injured and will most likely not survive the night.”


Aelish noted the somber expression on Stavros’ face and could see his devotion to the soldiers of the POD.


“Before we go inside, I wanted to give you something,” he said.


“Oh, what is it?” she asked.


“Aelish, we share a faith that is rare here in DAR. My parents were also devout, naming me for the Christian cross.” He reached into his uniform and pulled out something wrapped in the same navy blue cloth of the POD uniform. He began to unwrap it saying, “I made this myself, and I hope it will bring you comfort whilst you wait for word on Director Thagar. He is so respected and beloved, and we all hope that he is found, even if he is deceased, so that we may properly honor him. How he balanced his duties to DAR whilst living on Earth to be with you and a Human daughter—well, we were all in awe of him. I have served with many fine soldiers, even his mentor Bathwick, but Thagar brought nobility to his service to DAR. He made us all better soldiers and commanders. I am praying for him.”


Stavros placed a hand-carved wooden crucifix in her hand and wrapped his own hand around hers. With tears in her eyes she reached up and embraced him, grateful to share her faith with another DARling, as it was so rare in DAR.


“It even has a magical chain that retracts inside the crucifix, so it can be worn or held. I hope it brings you some peace, Aelish.”


She stared at the crucifix. Its carvings were quite intricate and she knew Stavros prided himself on its beauty. “I will treasure it until the end of my days, and I will always remember the soldier who made it for me. Thank you, Stavros.” She reached up and kissed his cheek. Then she magically extracted the chain, which was made of a delicate wrought iron. She put it around her neck, where it sat alongside the amethyst stone necklace Thagar had given her when they became Pre-Commitments. She held both items together in her hand and said a silent prayer.


“Esther is doing well,” said Giles, rejoining them. He noticed the crucifix around Aelish’s neck and remarked, “You are really mastering this art form, Stavros. It is stunning.”


“Thank you, Giles. I suppose my artistic ancestors finally found a way to express themselves through me,” said Stavros.


The three began walking toward the entrance of the field hospital. There was a sign denoting its three wards: Young Beings, Grown Beings, and POD & Experimenters. As Aelish walked into the POD & Experimenter Ward, she immediately noticed bags of saline magically hanging in the air without any support poles. From her experience giving birth in a Human hospital, it looked very odd. Other than when she had fainted in the Great Rotunda, Aelish realized she’d never spent much time in the medical centers of DAR.


A female technician dressed in a grey short-sleeved top over matching grey pants approached them. “Medicus Bouchée is tending to Team Member Lancaster, and he asked me to escort you to his private room. My name is Clove.”


Stavros and Giles nodded, while Aelish asked, “May I ask you some questions about what I am observing in this ward?”


“Of course, Director Aelish,” said Clove.


“Can you explain what is in the hanging bags and how it is administered?”


Clove nodded her head and stated, “The bags contain the same isotonic saline-based solutions used on Earth, which are compatible for patients who also need blood transfusions. The saline is made up of essential nutrients and vitamins that are administered by intravenous therapy, bypassing the digestive tract, going straight into the bloodstream.”


“And how does the fluid actually enter into the bodies of the patients? Is it done magically or manually?” asked Aelish.


“IV therapy is handled by technicians. Similar to Earth, we manually use a needle to insert the IV tube or catheter into the vein, and once the tube is inserted the needle is removed.”


“I see some patients have two bags being administered,” noted Aelish.


“Some are receiving blood transfusions along with hydration fluids,” said Clove. “We do not need IV pumps or machines to control how fast the fluids flow into the patient’s veins, as it is all being done through spells executed by the technicians. We are also responsible for replenishment of new bags. Obviously, we work under the supervision of a medicus.”


“Patients with a multitude of bandages on their bodies have a third bag hanging. Can you explain what that is for?” asked Aelish.


“Those patients have experienced severe burns from the explosions and are receiving various regimens of fluid resuscitation to prevent burn shock,” answered Clove.


“What is burn shock?” asked Aelish.


“Burn shock is caused by severe burns, making Human and magical beings experience a volatile inflammatory response. This results in fluid loss throughout the body’s organs and tissues and can cause a sharp and potentially deadly drop in blood flow or blood pressure, also known as shock. Fluids can also become trapped inside the body, leading to edema or swelling caused by the trapped fluids. Further, when tissues and organs do not receive enough oxygen, they suffer damage and can fail. The lungs, heart, brain, and kidneys are particularly susceptible.”


“Terrible. How are you controlling the agonizing pain from their burns?” asked Aelish.


“The medici administer No Pain spells that are timed, but technicians are responsible for monitoring their patients’ pain levels.”
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