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 To those who have been led to believe you are less than enough; Take my hand and know that you are worthy of the same love you give to others. 














  
  Trigger Warning


This novel deals with difficult themes that may be distressing to some readers. Please be advised that this story includes: 
● Physical Violence
● Emotional Abuse
● Loss and Grief
● Body Possession
● Forced Marriage
● Mature Themes
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  Pronunciation Guide


Names 
Alvarin: Al- Vah- Rin                                                    
Carrick: Care- Ick                                                          
Carys: Care- Is                                                              
Cengrin: Sen- Grin                                                       
Erylea: Air- Ill- Lee                                                       
Faolan: Fay- Lawn                                                        
Iyas: Eye-Ahz                                                                
Keisha: Key- Shah                                                        
Keiran: Keer- Ahn                                                         
Maeryn: May- Ren                                                       
Melantha: Mel- Ahn- Tha                                           
Nimya: Nih- Me- Ah                                                     
Rauri: Raur- Ree                                                           
Ríona: Ree- Oh- Nah                                                    
Steig: St- Eeg
Taen: Tee - in
Tuvak: Too- Vah- K
Wrynn: Wr- In
Places
Aviancia: Ah- Vee- Ahn- See- Ah 
Benvied: Behn- Veed
Cerdene: Sir- Den- Nee
Cre'agann: Kree- Ag- Ahn
Crùnnoc: Cruh- Nock
Dor’cha: Doo- Er- Kah
Glòrvor: Glohr- Vorh
Marin: Mah - rin
Nassaeren: Nah- Say- Ren
Ruddem: Roo - dehm
Sogàile: So- Gah- Lay
Tårnem: Tair- Nehm
Uskad: Uh-Sk- Ahd
Ynora: Ya- Nor- Ah
Other
Ami: Ah- Me
A’nammbriste: Ah- Nahm- Bree- Stay
Aviskelse: Ay- Vis- Kel- See
Cei'dai: Kay- Die
Craointe: Cray- Ohn- Chee
Cyril: Cee- Rihl
Dubhri: Doo - vree
Elfenam: Elf- Ah- Nahm
Fai’leasi: Fy- Lee- She
Isdyr: Is- Deer
Kårani: Kay- Rah- Nee
Li’adar: Lee- Ay- Dahr
Minnaign: Me- Nine
Navalla: Nah- Vah- Lah
Púca: Poo-Ka
Sigrene: Shee- Green
Sidhe: Shee
Sinstali: Shin- Stah- Lee
Súkkirsu: Soo- kur- zoo
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  Chapter one
The Emissary


Ancient trees stood as silent sentries to the lone traveler as he made his way through the forest. His black cloak made him appear a phantom moving through the night. The Emissary moved through the dark, brave enough to have only a small lantern to guide him. As a child, he’d heard tales of the monsters lurking within the Benvied Forest snatching children who wandered too close. He suspected that the stories that had deterred wanderers had also served a more significant purpose; hiding the very thing he had spent years searching for. 
Barren branches reached out as if searching for the life stolen from them long ago, while distant howls of monstrous beasts called out in the dark. The Emissary stopped at the mouth of the large cave. He rooted through the pockets that lined his cloak and pulled forth a roughly drawn map. Verifying that this cave was the one he had been searching for, he pocketed it once more and took a steadying breath. With one last look over his shoulder at the encroaching dark forest behind him, he entered the endless darkness below. 
The ground sloped downwards, bringing him deep into the belly of the earth before the passage stopped at a dead end. Throughout the entire walk down, there had been a sense of foreboding. A small voice in his head whispered, ‘Turn around, leave this place’. He ignored this voice even when it was no longer a whisper, but a roaring in his ears. He would have turned tail and run if he were a weaker man. Etched into the stone wall at the end of the passage were the symbols of an ancient language. The markings loomed over him as if to convey the seriousness of the written words. They spoke of a darkness, of pain and destruction that warranted its being locked behind these walls centuries prior. He smiled and placed a hand on the frigid wall. The Emissary set his lantern to the side, snuffing out the flame to immerse himself in the magic that filled the air. He leaned in close, running his hands over the symbols of the dead language.
Pulling a small knife from its sheath at his hip, he sliced through the soft skin of his hand in a swift motion, hissing at the bite of the sharp steel. Blood welled to the surface, and he pressed it into the symbols on the wall. He felt a slight vibration as the stone absorbed his blood. The symbols began glowing with every beat of his heart. The Emissary stepped back as a grin spread across his handsome face. He wrapped his wounded hand in a strip of cloth, knowing he had unearthed the prize of his two-year quest. With purpose guiding his steps, he returned to the forest above.
Yes, he thought, it is almost time for Her return. Peering up through a minor break in the tree-line, he beheld the night sky. The stars that made up the constellation of Hiron’s Bow twinkled brightly overhead. He had presumed that the magic of the entity that lay trapped below the ground had altered the forest. The trees had lost their life, turning to stone as the gray mist coated the forest floor. The creatures had either fled or perished at the claws of more malevolent beasts.
With his ritual complete, it was time to set a path for his followers. The Emissary untied a pouch from his belt and withdrew a handful of crimson ribbons, a black eight-pointed star embroidered on one end. As he called upon his elemental Elfenam magic that coursed through his veins, he willed a gust of wind to pluck the ribbon from his hands. His magic guided the strips of ribbon through the air, tying them throughout the branches of the stone trees around the cavern. The enchantment on the ribbons would guide his followers here. 
You must be ready, child. For on the night of the crimson moon, the fight for our people’s legacy will start again. His mother’s words had guided him from a small boy into adulthood. He knew that tomorrow, just as the prophecy predicted, the night sky would shine red and the barriers between worlds would break. The Enclave had chosen him. He would guide their people to greatness. She would soon return to Nassaeren, and he would be the one to restore her to power. 
The reign of lesser men, who ruled with ignorance and fear, was about to end. They would never again suppress magic as if it were a malady or an unpleasant disfigurement. No longer would people have to avoid the witch hunters, scared that the wrong thing done or said would land them at the end of the hangman's knot. Those like him could be free to use the abilities gifted to them from birth. The snow beneath his boots crunched as he wove through the trees, his breath billowing out in a cloud from under the deep hood of his cloak. He did not have far to travel before he came upon his companions. 
He found his traveling companions waiting anxiously for his return. Their earth Elfenam fiddled with the frayed edge of his sleeve. A sharp howl rent the night air, and his men jumped, their hands on the hilts of their blades as they glanced cautiously into the trees that surrounded them. With a curt nod, the mage hustled to the nearest tree and began his spell that would ensure their escape.
As the doorway rose from within the bark of the tree at the will of the Elfenam, the Emissary addressed his men, “It is time. Send word to the Enclave. We have located our queen.”






  
  Chapter two
Sibling Movie Night


The oven timer rang out a shrill note as Bennett ran into the kitchen. Stumbling over the floor mat by the sink in her haste to stop the beeping, she slid into the cabinets with a soft thud. Bennett shook her head ruefully and chuckled, turning off the alarm with one hand as she used the other to cover her ear. She then grabbed the red oven mitts, opened the heavy oven door, and a wave of heat hit her. She pulled out a large casserole and placed it on the stovetop; its cheese layers bubbled as they mingled with an aromatic red sauce. The savory smell of her mother’s lasagna filled the kitchen as Bennett pulled out a pan of golden garlic bread from the top rack. 
“Danny! Dinner is ready. Did you finally decide on a movie?” She said, rolling her eyes. She looked up as her older brother sauntered into the room, his hulking figure taking up most of the space in their small ‘one-butt kitchen’, as their Gran called it.
Grabbing plates from the cupboard, he grinned mischievously. “Benny, I won’t let you bully me into another Tolkien Trilogy Weekend.” He heaped one large scoop of molten cheese and noodles on his plate, followed by a sizable chunk of bread. With a wink, Daniel scooted out of the room, calling back to her, “Tonight is Die Hard night!” 
“Ugh. Don’t you ever tire of Bruce Willis getting beat up?” she scooped a more appropriate portion onto her dish, rolling her eyes at her brother’s antics. Following him into the living room, 
“Nope.” he said around a chunk of bread. He groaned at the explosion of flavor. “Damn, Benny. You are wasting your time at school. Open a bakery and let me taste test everything.”
“If I did that, you would get fat and lose your status as the town's hunky firefighter.” She giggled. “Then Jessica would never say yes to marrying you.” Bennett jested with an exaggerated sigh. “Jessica is my only hope of getting rid of your annoying ass.”
Danny stuck his tongue out at her in a childish reply. “Liar. You would miss me.” 
Bennett ignored him as the opening score sounded over their surround sound system. “Mmm… Just like Mom makes.” She loved living with Danny, though she would never admit it to him. His ego was big enough as it was. She had suffered through more terrible roommates than she would have liked before giving in to his offer to stay with him until she finished her education. She looked over at him with a smile.
While they were half-siblings, they looked nothing alike, both favoring their mothers in appearance. Danny had warm sepia skin from his Kenyan heritage, thick locks that brushed his shoulders,and golden eyes that demanded attention. She sometimes found their dissimilar looks so striking that she questioned their being related. Bennett was of average height, with a fair complexion speckled with freckles, and a mess of red curls. Danny and Bennett shared very few physical features, their father’s slightly crooked smile being one of them. Growing up, the only thing that seemed to connect them in the eyes of their teachers and peers had been their unique last name.
Bennett caught a glimpse of a family portrait on the wall from their last hiking trip and wondered how much Danny was like his late mother, Iris. She had died in childbirth, and Bennett suspected her father had never really gotten over her death, at least not completely. Her mother, Lilly, had insisted Nathan keep the photos of Danny’s biological mother up out of respect for the woman who had inadvertently brought their family together. They had met when Danny was about two years old, a tantrum on full display in a grocery store parking lot. Loving kids and seeing that Nathan was struggling, Lilly walked over and offered to help. Ever since then, her parents had been inseparable. Danny respected Lilly for happily stepping up and being there when he needed her, like a real mom should. And he loved her for always encouraging him to keep in touch with Iris’s side of his family tree.
Growing up with an older brother like Danny had been wonderful. He had defended Bennett from bullies who had picked on her for her wild hair and freckles as young schoolchildren do. In his opinion, he was the only one who could get away with testing her. Which he had done relentlessly, as any older brother would. Bennett could honestly say that she was lucky to have him as her only sibling. Their gran always said the Kelren duo was unstoppable when they worked together. 
“Ah! Hot!” Danny sputtered as his fork clattered onto the dish, bringing Bennett’s thoughts back to the present. He set down his food and took a large swig of his root beer. 
Bennett couldn’t help but snort, “Duh. It’s still steaming, dummy.” She blew on her forkful for emphasis. 
He glowered at her. “You made it too hot.” He took another small sip of his soda, then reached for his plate again. 
“No, you under-cook yours,” she stated matter-of-factly, blowing on her loaded fork.
“Shut up and eat your pasta. You’re missing the movie.” Grumbling, he snatched the remote from her and turned up the volume. He hated to admit defeat, and in cooking, he knew he was useless.
Bennett laughed at Danny’s expense. “Will it make it better to know we have ice cream for dessert? Rocky Road.” She sang teasingly. He perked up at the mention of his favorite treat but made a point of not responding. Bennett held back her smile and turned her attention to the screen. This was Danny’s favorite movie; she had seen it so many times that she could practically recite the whole thing by heart. They talked through the whole movie anyway, laughing and just enjoying their night off. Bennett eventually drifted off to sleep somewhere in the second movie, her head resting gently on her soft pillow as the screen flashed with one explosion after another.

      [image: ]Bennett walked through a barren landscape, dust kicking up as her feet hit crusted dirt. A white castle lay in the distance, its towers reaching for the open sky. Black banners with a silver raven emblazoned in their centers snapped and waved in the breeze. She ran towards the majestic building that seemed to always be just out of reach. She paused and looked up into the sky. Bright hues of blue shifted rapidly to the orange and purples of sunset, then settled into the deep black of night. The moon was at its peak, full, brilliant, and glowing a rusted shade of red. The stars glimmered in the inky darkness, fading in and out as the clouds above shifted in the breeze 
“The barriers are breaking. The time of the king’s return is almost upon us. Find him.” A spectral voice called out to her. It seemed to come from all directions, the wind buoying it about as it whispered to her. Bennett looked wildly around for the owner of the voice, but she stood alone. 
Bennett glanced back at the castle in the distance as the sun rose once more on the horizon. Time seemed to pass at a rapid pace as she stood on the foreign landscape. The sound of rushing water came from behind her, bringing her to a halt. She turned to see the empty riverbed fill and flow with crystalline water. Green followed as the land that was dead and barren only a moment ago became lush and vibrant. Trees bloomed, their flowers blossoming before turning into thick greenery. Animals of all kinds wandered about her, and birdsong filled the night air. A creature she could only describe as a tiny wyvern scurried about, jumping from tree branch to tree branch, its membranous wings outstretched and catching the air as it glided through the gaps of foliage. How am I to find the king if I can’t reach the city? 
“What barriers? You’re not making any sense!” she shouted to the empty landscape. She ran for the castle, though she still gained no ground.
“Beware the Darkness!” The voice whispered into her ear. 
Bennett turned again in the direction the voice came from. Dark clouds forming over a vast range of sharp and jagged mountains in the distance stole her attention. The storm roiled in her direction, bringing with it an overwhelming feeling of fear and despair. Sharp flashes of lightning lit up the night sky in streaks of brilliant white. The resounding boom of thunder vibrated through her bones in a shock wave. Bennett glanced over her shoulder at the castle in the distance with a sense of longing. She turned on her heel and ran toward the mountains. Thunder rumbled as she gained ground.

      [image: ]Bennett jumped awake as the thunder rolled in. She was still on the couch, wrapped in her blanket. Danny had cleared her dishes and turned off the television. Sluggishly, she untangled herself from the blankets that seemed intent on holding her hostage on the deep-set couch and got up. She shuffled her way through the dark house, stifling a yawn as she meandered to her bedroom. The ticking of the hallway clock taunted her as she dared a peek at the shadowed surface. Bennett cringed at seeing the ungodly hour, knowing full well she needed to be up for a full day of classes in a few hours. Her bed called out to her as she narrowly avoided the edge of her dresser, letting herself flop down on the blankets, and it wasn’t long before she sank into a dreamless sleep.






  
  Chapter three
A Rare Moon


Bennett woke to the smell of fresh coffee and the jingling tones of her alarm. She flopped over onto her back and groaned. Bennett rolled out of bed and pulled on the hooded sweatshirt she had left draped over the back of her desk chair, and she shuffled groggily out of her room and toward the smell of dark roast. She shivered as the wood floors sent a chill through her bare feet and worked its way up her legs. Her half-remembered dream had left her with a sense of foreboding. Bennett wrapped her arms around herself as she strode into the kitchen, finding Danny already back from his morning run. 
“Good morning, Benny. You look like crap today.” Danny placed a steaming mug of coffee in front of her as she sat down on a barstool. “Nothing like a fresh cup to get you going.” He chuckled as she grabbed greedily at the brew.
“Mph. Good morning to you, too.” She sipped her coffee, warming her hands on the ceramic. “Ugh. You made it a little stronger today. Pass the creamer.” She sputtered, reaching out impatiently. Danny slid the creamer down the countertop at her demand.
“I need a caffeine boost if I’m going to impress the captain today. Rumor is he’s ready to promote a new lieutenant at the house.” The toaster popped out two slices of golden bread, and he wiggled his eyebrows excitedly. “I really want this. Gunner is a shoe-win for it though.” Danny mumbled as he nervously swirled his cup.
“Sibling pep talk?” Bennett asked. She knew he wanted this promotion. Hell, he had more than earned it. The entire firehouse knew the hours he put in at the station and in their community. He was a dedicated firefighter and truly cared about the people he swore to serve and protect.
Danny brightened and shoved the last bite of toast in his mouth like a barbarian before adding two more slices of bread to the toaster. Shaking out his limbs as if needing to warm up for another run, he played up the dramatics of the moment. Finishing, he squared his shoulders, placed his hands on the counter, and stared at her. “Hit me with your best shot.”
Bennett swiveled her stool to look at him straight on, the legs screeching sharply. Setting down her coffee and clearing her throat, “You are an amazing firefighter. Your team respects the hell out of you. They would be idiots not to give you the promotion. You, Daniel Christopher Kelren, are going to show this new captain how we get shit done at Station 2!” She picked up her mug of coffee and brought it up to her lips with a serious expression, “Now go shower because you smell.”
“Way to stick the landing.” He gulped down the last of his coffee, shaking his head in mock disapproval. He set his cup beside the still half-full pot on the warmer and pointed at her menacingly. “Don’t you dare steal that.” 
She smiled wickedly as she eyed the pot. “No promises.” She whispered to no one in particular once the bathroom door snapped shut. She flipped her phone over on the counter and tapped the dark screen. The glaring light of her lock screen told her it was 6:05 a.m. on January 31, 2018. The white lighting was harsh over the photo of her and her best friend on the shore of Crater Lake at their summer campsite. Bennett groaned as she remembered what awaited her today. She had forgotten about her history exam and had not studied sufficiently. She wandered over to the kitchen table with her coffee cup still in hand and slid into the chair in front of her computer. With a few clicks, she pulled up her notes in one last attempt to absorb the information while she waited for Danny to finish his ridiculous morning bathroom routine.
Once Bennett was in the shower, she lingered under the hot spray, taking her time as she reviewed for today’s exam. Her strange dream continued to pop into the forefront of her mind, distracting her as she rinsed her hair. There had been something important about it. But the more she thought about it, the harder it was to remember. A banging on the door interrupted her thoughts, telling her that her time was up and she needed to finish getting ready for the day. 
Bennett grumbled to herself as she turned off the water and wrung out her hair. Bennett moved idly into the hallway, the sounds of Danny tossing his room apart for whatever he had misplaced this time following her as she closed her door behind her. After dressing, she retrieved her purple hooded sweater from the bed and put it on before returning to the dining room. Bennett turned her attention to her schoolbooks that she had scattered around her laptop in a disorganized heap of papers. She would either pass or fail based on what she remembered. 
“Finish your paper yet?” Danny asked from the kitchen, pulling her attention away from her schoolwork. He pushed the foil-wrapped lasagna pan back into the fridge as he packed up Tupperware with last night's leftovers for their lunches today. His back was to her as she squeezed past him to refill her cup for a second round of caffeine. “What was it on again?”
“The influence of music on culture. In German.” Bennett shuffled back through the kitchen and wandered over to her papers to cram them together into smaller piles. She was almost finished with her master's degree in linguistics at the University of Oregon. 
Their father was a brilliant history professor, with people clamoring to get into his classes every semester. Bennett sometimes worried that people thought her good grades in his classes were just because of her being his daughter, so she worked her tail off so people could see that her success was based on merit. No one could ever say that Bennett Kelren took the easy way out. Once she graduated, she hoped to get a job as a translator for an agency that would allow her to travel the world. “I've almost finished the paper, though. Just need to take it to the TA for editing.” She said nonchalantly.
“Oh, editing. Is that what the kids are calling it these days? I’m pretty sure other people call it a date.” Danny joked with eyebrows raised.
Bennett blushed. “Not a date. A date wouldn’t be in the very public library where Finn can ‘check in’ with us to make sure we have everything we need. It would be at a secluded table at a decent restaurant,” she mumbled. Grabbing her backpack, she started stuffing books into the main compartment. She brushed a damp curl out of her face before zipping the bag.
“Whatever. Just remind the cute TA that I have friends in the police department. And give Finn a break. I like that guy.” Danny chuckled knowingly.
Rolling her eyes, Bennett walked into the kitchen and gave him a jovial punch in the arm. She knew Danny’s favorite thing about her friend was that Finn was cock-blocking her at every turn. Otherwise, she was sure Danny would have other opinions of the friendly and handsome librarian. “You forget I can take care of myself.” She snatched the lunch bag her brother had prepared and forced it into the limited space of her schoolbag. She already had the rich bitches in her classes to deal with, taking every chance they could get to make mean comments about her curvy body.
“By the way, I have a shift at the gym today. But I’ll be home in time for dinner.” She leaned against the far counter and slid her grandmother’s locket back and forth on its chain, as was her idle habit. “Is Jessica joining us tonight for dinner? It’s supposed to be clear enough to see the rare moon tonight.”
Bennett paused, looking down at her locket as she waited for his answer. A few years ago, upon her Gran’s death, she inherited the silver trinket. The weathered face had a triskelion engraved into it, with small white crystals around the three spiraling branches. The latch had broken generations ago and would no longer open. Bennett had tried to take it to a jeweler to see if they could get it open. The jeweler couldn’t open it, though she’d been curious about the faces inside. The normally cool metal seemed warm in her hands, the small stones glowing. She brushed the odd feeling it gave her off as just a trick of the light. Bennett loved the piece so much that she never took it off, wanting to keep this piece of her eccentric Gran with her always. 
“Not tonight. It’s a full moon, so all the crazies come out to play. It’s the busiest night at the ER.” he said with a shudder.

      [image: ]Bennett raced across the parking lot, feet splashing in the puddles as she went. She unlocked the car door, pausing as she found a dark red ribbon hanging off her side mirror. She inspected it curiously, finding only a black multi-pointed star embroidered on one edge. With a shrug, she tossed it in her car and shoved her gym bag in the backseat before she climbed in herself. She wanted nothing more than to get home. She’d had an eery feeling of being watched all day. Her mood had continued to sour when she found out that Finn had suddenly quit the library and had not responded to a single one of her texts. 
The unrelenting rain was wreaking havoc on her hair, and she wiped the dampened strands out of her face. She had been responsible for closing the gym after the last student left, a normal task for her as the coach, but the teen’s parents had arrived for pick up late. Now she would have to make the drive home, hoping furiously that Danny had waited for her to arrive before he made the mistake of attempting to cook.
Bennett groaned in frustration as her stereo system fritzed again, a strange static blaring through her speakers. She smacked the off button with a grumble, choosing instead to drive home in silence. The weather report had called for clear skies, and in true Oregon form, it had rained non-stop all day. Bennett hoped that with the steady wind driving the clouds to the west, they would have the chance to see this once-in-a-lifetime lunar event. She pulled onto her street and saw that the house was still standing. One point to Danny for not being in the kitchen. She parked her car on the street, twisted at an awkward angle, and wiggled her fingers as she reached for her bag, latching onto the strap and dragging it into the front of the car with her. Her shoes squelched in the soggy remains of dead grass on the front lawn as she jogged up the yard, thankful the rain had released its grip on the rest of the day. Once inside, the acrid smell of smoke filled her lungs, and the shrieking wail of the fire alarm greeted her. Bennett immediately retracted the point she had given her brother. Zero points for Danny.
She dropped her bag by the door and ran to the kitchen. “What the hell have you done?” Bennett shouted over the alarm. 
“There is a high possibility that you were late and I was hungry… and I’m pretty sure I burned the tacos.” Danny was waving a dishtowel to disperse the smoke. The kitchen was hazy with it, and she hastened to open a window. Brisk winter air wafted into the kitchen and pulled out the smoke to release into the evening air. Within seconds, the alarm ceased its screaming as the smoke cleared.
“So… takeout tonight?” Bennett replied. 
“Yup. The Mexican place down the road from the station, okay?” He set the towel on the counter and pulled out his cell phone. 
Bennett nodded and scraped the black remains of seasoned beef into the trash can. Her stomach grumbled its ire as she placed the charred pan into the sink, letting the water work on the stuck-on remains. “I hope you weren’t planning on cooking dinner for your proposal. Poison is not the best way to start an engagement,” Bennett jested only half seriously. She looked up and out the window as a chill shimmered down her spine. The feeling of being watched nagged her once more. With a small shudder she told herself was from the breeze, she closed the window with a snap.
Her brother pretended to ignore her as he dialed for delivery. Bennett took the time to change into her favorite fuzzy pajamas while Danny ordered the burritos, hoping he would make it up to her with an extra-large order of chips and salsa. She would make him clean up the disaster that had become the kitchen after dinner as punishment for breaking Sibling Rule number 34; Daniel may never cook.
The two sat laughing at the dinner table hours later when Bennett’s phone chimed. “It’s almost time!” She exclaimed. “In three minutes, the moon will be in the right spot for the Super Blue Blood Moon. I’m so excited it’s actually clear enough to see it!” Hopping up from her seat, she went to the back door and slid it open. 
Danny followed her out at a slower pace, with tortilla chips in hand. “It’s January. Put on a coat. I don't want to explain to Mom and Dad why you died of exposure.” He tossed her the faded purple hooded sweatshirt she had left at the table in her haste. 
“Yeah, yeah,” Bennett grumbled as she worked her arms into the sleeves. “You're just jealous that I’m their favorite.” She smirked.
“Ha!” Danny barked. “You wish. We both know Lilly loves me more.” He pulled the two plastic lawn chairs under the canopy so they could see the moon and stay dry should it rain again. The moon was already turning red on one edge, the color creeping its way across the surface. 
Something about it nagged at her mind; the thought remained elusive and just out of reach. For now, she decided it was enough to enjoy this rare view of the moon with her brother. She knew that when she graduated in a few months, she would have to get a place of her own. She zipped around him to claim her favorite chair before he could, sticking her tongue out as she plopped down. Man, am I going to miss nights like these. She mused, settling in deeper into the cushion of her chair.
Looking back up at the sky, the moon had become almost completely changed in color, its large facade shining wondrously in the night sky in an enchanting, rust red. The amber swathed the last slivers of silver moon, and the air suddenly became heavy. Danny looked at his younger sister sitting next to him. “Do you -” A piercing note cut him off as it sounded in their ears, building in intensity every second. 
“What’s happening?” Bennett shouted, her voice rising in volume to be heard over the shrill noise. She gripped her head, searing pain from the sound ripping through her skull like a sharp knife. Bennett and Daniel writhed in agony at the cacophony in their heads. Her vision blurred around the edges before the world faded into black as she fell unconscious, a welcome reprieve from the hounding noise.






  
  Chapter four
Arrival


The first thing Bennett noticed was that the ringing in her ears had stopped. Next, she noted the weightlessness of her body. She opened her eyes and saw darkness all around her. Water surrounded her, her lungs screaming for oxygen. She pushed herself up towards the dim amber light of the surface as panic gripped her like icy claws in her chest. She broke through the water, arms flailing and gasping for air to relieve the searing need of her lungs. 
Treading water, she looked around, circling. “DANNY!” Bennett screamed into the darkness. There was no response. The moon still painted the sky in a red haze as silver light slowly reclaimed the night as the celestial bodies moved out of alignment. Where the hell am I? Her mind buzzed. She picked a direction and swam, her body nearly frozen from the glacial depths she had found herself in. “Daniel! Where are you?” she called out pleadingly as she went. A small light in the distance caught her attention. Her body ached as she circled again in the water. Had he made it to land? Had he built a fire? Her mind raced through all the scenarios, hoping to understand the situation she found herself in. She took one more look around for signs of her older brother. Finding none, she steeled her resolve and swam towards what she hoped was help. 
The frosty resistance of the water dragged on Bennett’s sluggish limbs, her chest aching as moving slowly became easier. The inky black shoreline came into view at an agonizing pace. She called out again, hoping to hear Daniel's response. She coughed, swallowing freshwater and realized she was in a lake, not an ocean. The lake’s deep, chilling depths prevented her from finding it refreshing. Bennett hauled herself onto the bank, her muscles taxed from her swim. Dead grass scraped at her palms like tiny blades. Her waterlogged clothes clung to her as she pulled herself farther along the bank. 
Slowly Bennett dragged herself up, her legs quaking with effort. “Danny!” She huffed, still trying to catch her breath. Noise clattered in the distance to her left. She could see the small fire. Figures rushed toward her, metal glinting in the starlight. Bennett tried to take a step towards them, but her weary legs gave out. She lay there for a moment, her vision dimming around the edges once more. A blurry face loomed over her. “H- h- help m- me,” she whispered weakly, her jaw chattering from the bone-chilling cold. Finally, she gave in to her exhaustion. Blackness eerily similar to the depths she had previously found herself in once more swallowed her whole. 

      [image: ]Bennett awoke with the feeling of warmth wrapped around her like an embrace. For a moment, she basked in the feeling. It reminded her of when she would spend time with Gran when she was younger and she would wrap herself in the old family quilts that lined the back of the couches. But then she realized she could hear voices around her. From their tone, she guessed there was an argument happening. The deep timbre of the voices belonged to strangers, her older brother’s voice eerily absent. Something shifted behind her, and she realized exactly what that soft warmth was. “Danny?” She croaked, cracking open her eyes. A fire burned a few feet away, and someone had wrapped her in a blanket. The gray light of morning revealed that she had slept through the rest of the night.
The man behind her said something she couldn’t understand. Bennett shoved him away, stumbling over the blanket in her haste to free herself from his arms. She worked her way to what seemed a safe distance from the men before stopping to take in her surroundings. Her socks and sweatshirt hung close to the fire, drying from her unplanned midnight swim. She grabbed at her chest frantically, releasing a small breath as her hand closed around her grandmother’s locket. 
Four men were sitting around the fire, all looking at her curiously. Their outfits caught her attention more than the looks they directed at her. Chain-mail-covered tunics of deep purple and matching cloaks hung over their shoulders. Swords lay at their feet within reach, should the men feel the need to use them. Horses stood tied off to one side of the camp, their tack laid out near them. The one that had been keeping her warm held up a hand to his men, curtly giving them an order. He slowly stood, hands up, with his palms outward in a gesture of peace. Bennett looked around her for anything to defend herself and snatched up a fist-sized rock lying at her feet. 
“Stay back,” Bennett warned. A rock was nothing compared to their weapons, but it would have to do. Bennett’s mind raced through all the ways she knew to subdue an attacker, rendering them unconscious for escape or sufficiently injured for control. One man had drawn his weapon and looked at the one who had kept her warm. She assessed their positions and body language and assumed the one inching ever closer to be the man in charge. 
Their leader’s sharp order sent the glinting steel back to its place. Bennett knew better than to assume he was less than well trained with the hefty weapons in their arsenal. The man slowly took a step towards her, continuing to talk in a calm and collected tone. He was tall, muscular, and wielded an air of authority. He’d pulled his shoulder-length curly brown hair back into a tight man-bun, revealing strong facial features and striking hazel eyes. 
“Who are you?” She said, hating the quake in her voice. Bennett was trying to be imposing, though she felt she was failing. All four of the men were easily six feet tall and would tower over her five-foot-five-inch stature. Compared to their weapons, her gray flannel pajama pants and black shirt were not the most threatening, nor was her rock. 
She looked from the leader to the others, hoping to gain insight into what was happening. It seemed they didn’t speak English when none of them responded in any recognizable manner. She ran through basic greetings in every language she knew and some she wasn’t fully fluent in either, just to see if they would respond so she could narrow down the possibilities. There was a glimmer of what she hoped was recognition with French. When she continued, that brief understanding faded. She moved on, hoping to communicate.
Their leader took a few steps closer. He whispered to her, offering his hand when he was only inches from her. She looked from him to his hand and back, then at the rock she held. Bennett quickly considered her options. They had been kind to her so far, keeping her warm and possibly saving her from hypothermia. As far as she could tell, the strange men had not harmed her, and the one in charge appeared to be possibly offering help. She looked around the campsite, taking a small step back. Run. A small voice inside her urged. She itched to move at the thought. She had no way of knowing for sure what he was saying.
The lake was behind her, and a forest loomed in all other directions. There didn’t seem to be anywhere for her to go. Bennett had never ridden a horse, but maybe she could get to one. It can’t be that difficult, right? She thought cautiously. Looking again at the four men, she dashed away that small hope. They were all in peak condition, armed, and standing in her path to the horses. She was an excellent runner, but she doubted she could dodge all four of them before getting to the horses.
Bennett did not know where she was, how she had gotten here, or, most importantly, where her brother was. There were too many unanswered questions for her mind to make a plan. Perhaps these men could help if only they could communicate. In her hesitation, the commander approached and grabbed her wrist. Instinct took over, and her martial arts training kicked in. In one fell swoop, she flipped him over and laid him flat on the ground, putting his arm in a wrist-lock maneuver.
The swoosh of weapons rang out in quick reply. She looked up to find the other three had drawn their swords. The ringing of metal being unleashed helped Bennett decide. She let go of the man's arm and ran for the tree line to her left. Shouting followed her, along with the thud of many sets of footsteps giving chase.  
Pumping her arms, she forced herself to move faster. The frozen earth stung the soles of her bare feet as she sprinted over the forest debris. “Shit, shit, shit, shit.” She hissed through her teeth. She veered to her right and scrambled up the branches of the nearest tree she could find. 
One man caught hold of her leg, and she kicked him off, not daring to look behind her to see the damage. Gaining a few more branches to separate her from her pursuers, she stopped and peeked through its sparse foliage. All four men leered at her from below. They bickered between themselves, the lanky one holding a hand to his left eye before another climbed after her. Fear rose once again, and she looked about for any sign of help. To her remorse, she found only pine cones and branches. 
Bennett tore at the fronds of the pine tree, pulling one free. The tawny-skinned man was closing in on her quickly. She looked at the small branch in her hand, wishing it to turn into something more ominous. The man reached for her leg, speaking to her or the others — she couldn’t tell. Without hesitation, she began smacking him with the branch. “Back. The. Hell. Off!” she shouted angrily. 
The man lost his footing and fell from the tree, snapping a few branches on his way down. His companions laughed as he hit the ground. He turned to look up at her with a glare, sap and pine needles clinging to his face and hair. From here, she noticed he had a large scar along his jawline, with the sap welling on it as it ran down his face. He snarled a retort of some kind to his comrades, making them laugh harder. Once they regained their composure, the leader took a few steps toward the tree. Bennett snatched a pinecone from the branch she clung to and threw it at the leader of the group. Once again, the men on the ground laughed as the pinecone bounced off his forehead. 
“Stay the hell away from me!” Bennett hollered to the men below. One man, the burliest of them, walked out of her view. A minute later, he returned with an ax carried over his shoulder. The men discussed for another minute before their leader walked to the base of the tree. He called up to her calmly, voicing threats or promises she could not understand. 
Bennett cocked her head to one side. “Look, pal, I don’t know what you’re saying.” She replied, anger and fear battling for dominance inside her. From her vantage point, she peered out over the small area where they had set up their camp. She could see a small island in the distance, sitting in the center of a vast lake that could rival the Great Lakes of the Midwest. She saw no signs of Daniel anywhere, her heart sinking at the thought of him resting at the bottom of the icy waters she had barely escaped. No, Danny is an excellent swimmer. He had to make it to shore. When the leader of the men moved to reach for the lowest branch. Bennett ripped another pine cone free and pulled back her arm. “I can keep this up all day, buddy!” 
The man spoke to his companions, and the largest of them with the ax moved to the base of the tree and hefted the weapon. Before his companion could take a swing, she hurled the pinecone. It connected solidly with his shoulder as she ripped off another and took aim. The leader shouted back up to her as the third pinecone flew down and clunked harmlessly against the ax. She looked back at him as he continued to shout up at her. By his gestures and tone, Bennett could only assume he was saying, ‘Come down or we will cut the damn tree down.’ 
Recognizing she would not win this battle with pinecones and that the tree would eventually bend to the will of the ax, Bennett acknowledged the inevitable. Either way, she would once again end up back on the ground with these strangers. She stubbornly hurled one final pinecone at the men below, striking the leader in the chest. “Fine!” She replied in defeat. “But I swear to God, if you touch me, you will regret it!” She moved to descend through the branches. Her bare feet screamed in pain as the rough bark scraped her soles. As she neared the bottom branches, Bennett lost her footing, falling the remaining five feet.
Bennett landed in a heap at the feet of the leader of the group. Four large and armed men surrounded her quickly, with the tips of their blades pointed directly at her. The one with a scar said something to their commander, who gave a curt response. Sheathing his blade, he stood over her with hands on his hips as he assessed Bennett’s prone form. His gaze was one of curiosity. Bennett sat up slowly, trying not to make any sudden movements lest she provoke two swords and an ax. He crouched down in front of her, leaning in close and forcing her to shuffle back into the trunk of the tree to maintain her distance. A small smile painted itself on his lips as she sent him her most withering glare. He said something to his men that was deemed funny. Laughing heartily, the other men lowered their weapons and returned to the warmth of their fire. 
“Who the hell are you people?” Bennett trembled. He simply tilted his head to one side as if she intrigued him. She took a new tactic and offered introductions. “My name is Bennett. Bennett.” She repeated, indicating herself for clarity. The man she had whipped with an evergreen frond returned, passing a rope to their leader. The man snatched her wrists, binding them as Bennett struggled against his iron grip. She kicked out, hitting his companion in the shin as he pulled her to her feet.
“Look, you have the wrong girl. I’m not important. Just take me home.” She shrieked, thrashing in his grip. Her mind raced for answers, only able to conclude that these men had kidnapped her. Perhaps they had laced her burrito with something to knock her unconscious. She must be somewhere farther north; who knew how long it had been before she woke up in the freezing lake.
“Bennett.” He echoed sternly, giving her a little shake to catch her attention. She yelped at the jarring motion, stifling a cry as she locked eyes with her attacker. What he did next surprised her. He mimicked her introduction, placing his hand on his chest to indicate himself. “Keiran.” 
She cringed as he reached a hand out to her. He must have thought better of the motion, dropping his hand back on her elbow and holding her steady. He raised his eyebrows as if expecting a response of some kind. “Keiran.” She repeated, taking her bound wrists and pointing a shaky finger at him in understanding. The adrenaline was wearing off quickly, and she was becoming exceedingly conscious of how cold it was. 
Keiran’s face split into a smile, and he said something unintelligible to his companion. The man rolled his eyes, giving his friend a terse reply. Keiran released one arm and pulled her back toward their camp. She stumbled over herself, her feet tingling with cold as numbness moved through them with each step. Keiran pushed her to the ground, wrapped the discarded blanket around her shivering form, and got her thick socks and sweater from where they lay before the fire. Her socks had dried fully and were quite toasty, while her hooded sweatshirt was slightly damp around the edges. He let the sap-covered man roughly shove her feet into her thick fuzzy socks before moving far away from her.
Keiran started speaking to her, then pointed to the other men individually, going from left to right. “Ronan,” he started with the largest of the men. “Luca,” he gestured to the lanky one who seemed to have an innate dislike of her. “Anton,” the darker-toned one growled an unintelligible response.
The men chatted among themselves. Bennett only half listened, her mind distracted by thoughts of Danny. They must have left him at the house. She thought as he clearly  hadn’t been the target for the kidnapping. Please let him be okay, she begged repeatedly. She prayed he was still at home and not in a hospital somewhere, bleeding out from wounds inflicted during the assumed attack. She was sure, however, that had he been here, she wouldn’t have needed to hide up a tree. 
She looked about at the men that surrounded her. It was smart to use men who didn’t speak the same language, or at least did not show that they did. She paused as she looked at Luca’s face over the fire, and her heart sank in her chest. She could see their faces, which normally meant there was no way they were going to let her survive this encounter. Bennett would remain missing, and her family devastated. 
Thoughts of her parents hit her like a ton of bricks. What would her parents say about her disappearance? Would her mother, the sweet city librarian, go on a rampage to find her missing daughter? Or would her father, the tenured university professor, harass the police into mounting a statewide search? And should Danny still be safe at home, how would he explain how she had vanished in the middle of the night from a house occupied by an entirely capable first responder? And where the hell was she? She was fluent in six languages, yet the one they spoke was unfamiliar to her. She thought about the language as they continued to converse around her. Bennett caught a few words as they spoke, falt, ainm, athair. Hair, name, father, the language had a cadence to Gaelic.
She knew that languages evolved over time, and a thought occurred to her. Had she somehow gotten sent into the past? If so, how did she end up in a time much like medieval Europe? That’s not possible. Time travel isn’t real. Right? Time travel would explain their clothing, weapons, and mode of transportation. Could it also explain how I woke up in the middle of a lake? Her best friend growing up had ended up at MIT to study theoretical physics, and Bennett was often at the mercy of one of her friend’s eccentric rants about weird science. The concept of time travel made her head hurt. Paradoxes, alternate time-lines, and many other time travel theories raced through her mind.
She looked about her at the men in a new light. They had practically pulled her from the lake and kept her warm, preventing her from dying of hypothermia. Had Keiran been trying to attack me when I made a run for the woods? She frowned and looked down at her bindings. She was undeniably their prisoner now, unlike before her earlier escape attempt. The world felt like it had shifted under her feet, and she grew unsteady. She closed her eyes to fight the dizziness. Bennett willed her breathing to slow as she felt the panic inside her rise once more. It didn’t matter whether she had been kidnapped or had traveled through time. She had to get back home. You do not have the luxury of spiraling into a panic attack, Bennett scolded herself. She counted to eight as she breathed in, held it, and released a few times before she braved opening her eyes to the unfamiliar world around her.
An increase in the men’s activity seized her attention. They all started moving about the camp, packing items as they went. It seemed they had decided it was time to leave. They moved with a well-practiced rhythm, showing they had been working together long enough to develop a routine. With their attention elsewhere, she thought about hiding in the trees until they left. Perhaps they would simply not care enough about her and leave. Bennett’s shoulders slumped as she realized her odds of survival were slim on her own. 
The men readied their mounts; the campsite became nothing more than the charred ground where the fire had been doused. She shuffled back a bit, fumbling over her blanket as Keiran marched over. Ronan and Anton made comments, laughing at their leader as he stood over her, hands on his hips. He pulled her up to her feet and brought her to the horse he had readied. The men stood by their steeds as Keiran handed his reins to Luca. Bennett remained standing, still wrapped in the blanket, unwilling to give up her only source of warmth because her sweater was in a bag with Anton’s gear. Keiran guided her to where Anton waited. The large man intimidated her, and she backed away, trying to put space between herself and the soldier. Keiran heaved an annoyed breath as he pointed to her, then to the awaiting saddle. 
“No.” Bennett whimpered. Using her bound hands, she grabbed onto Keiran’s arm and scrambled behind him. 
To Bennett, Keiran was the safest choice. He was the leader of this band of men, and she hoped would be less likely to harm her. He may have kidnapped me, but at least he seems to want me alive for now. Keiran had been the one to keep her from hypothermia, feed her, and had even made attempts at conversation. She would have to make do with the horrible situation she found herself in, but she would do as much of it on her own terms. Keiran stubbornly moved her to the farthest horse and waited expectantly.
Bennett looked at him blankly. “Oh, no. I’m fine, thanks. I would much rather walk.” She wasn’t sure how to get into the saddle, and she didn’t want to let on to the fact she couldn’t ride. She had a feeling that horseback was the primary mode of transportation here. He continued to insist she mount up, and she groaned in resignation. She moved to stand next to the saddle. How hard could this be? She brushed a loose strand of hair out of her face as best as she could and looked sternly at the horse in front of her. 
Bennett reached for the saddle, struggling to get a grip with her hands bound as they were. With an annoyed sigh, Keiran yanked her around by her shoulder. He immediately moved his hands to her hips and deftly lifted her up and into a sidesaddle position. Bennett quickly gripped the front of the seat to steady herself so that she didn’t fall right over the other side. “There, I’m up. Now what?” She grumbled.
Keiran swung himself up behind her in one nimble movement. He then took the reins back from Luca and pulled her securely to his chest. “Whoa, buddy! Hands to yourself.” She moved his hand away from her waist, trying to make her point. He sighed and wrapped his arm more firmly around her. Without a word, they started along the tree line.






  
  Chapter five
The Dinner Party


The group traveled for hours. Luca sang what must have been bawdy tunes, as the others laughed at the lyrics. He was quite a talented singer, actually, and Bennett found it difficult to stay grumpy through the ride. She hated to admit that she was thankful for Keiran’s arms wrapped around her as she swayed awkwardly in her seat. Without him, she would have fallen from her perch many times over by now. Bennett made a point of listening to their conversations intently as they rode. She hoped to pick up the language as fast as she could. 
Eventually, Ronan brought his horse up to her and Keiran. She waited until they had finished their conversation before pointing to him. “Ronan.” He nodded, confirming her pronunciation. She pointed to a squirrel sitting on a decaying log. She hoped he would understand that she wanted to know what it was called in whatever language they spoke. Confusion clouded him briefly before he understood her request. He pointed at the small animal as well before naming it for her. She repeated the process with him as they continued like this for some time, her pointing, him teaching her the word, and making sure she pronounced it correctly. The others started joining in the game they had created. At one point, they laughed uproariously at a mispronunciation, taking a moment to collect themselves before correcting her.
The landscape shifted from forest to empty fields, then into farmlands as the day passed. People in muted colors and homespun clothes watched them as they passed. Many pointed and whispered as their gazes fell on her. Bennett noted everyone was wearing clothes from the same era as her captors, making her time travel theory more likely. She felt very out of place in her pajamas, which brought a slight flush to her cheeks. Once again the center of attention. She harrumphed. As always, it’s never a good way.
They continued for another hour before coming to what appeared to be a small town. They rode up the main dirt road, passing carts and stalls selling wares while people went about their business. Bennett found herself the center of attention as she and her captors rode through the town square. Though out of place, she could only guess at how much of a mess she must appear to these people. Sap and pine needles clung to her rumpled and stained pajamas. She knew her hair must be a snarled mess atop her head. Despite being wrapped in a borrowed blanket, her fuzzy polka-dot-clad feet protruded from the bottom.
I hate this. Just a fat girl taken prisoner by an annoyingly hot group of men. Why can’t this be an elaborate dream? She thought. She knew it wasn’t, though. Just like when she was a little girl being bullied at school, she wished she were less noticeable. Here, however, she was so out of place that it put her right in the forefront of everyone’s attention. She clutched at her grandmother’s locket, needing the sense of security. They continued past more shops until the buildings turned into homes. The group eventually came to a fork in the road. Without hesitation, the group steered their horses to the left. “Where are we going? The town is back that way.” She inquired uselessly. They continued down the road, and a manor appeared. Even from this distance, she could tell the house was much grander than anything she had seen on their way through town.
They reached the primary path to the house at dusk. A couple of young men stepped out and took the reins of the horses. Her captors dismounted, Keiran sliding gracefully off the side of their shared mount. He turned and grabbed her around the waist as he helped her out of the saddle with ease. She groaned a little as her legs took on her full weight. They had been riding since the early morning, and muscles she didn’t know she had burned fiercely. Her legs were stiff, and her whole body seemed to ache from the effort it took not to fall from her perch atop the large animal. She hoped she would never need to ride another horse again. The two boys led the horses away and around the back to where she assumed the stables were. 
Keiran dug through the folds of the blanket and pulled out a knife. She flinched at the fading sunlight glinting off the metal. He hesitated only for a moment before he cut the ropes that bound her wrists. He sheathed the knife behind his back and pulled her in close, whispering what she assumed was the equivalent of ‘Behave or else.’ Then he linked her arm through his just as another man came out from the front entrance. This newcomer bowed to the surrounding men in a formal greeting. 
His height and build were average, and he wore fancier clothes than she had seen so far. The colors he wore were vibrant and made of a finer cloth than that of the people in town. When his gaze landed on her, his eyes went wide. He barked at Luca, though she wondered why he had chosen the smallest of the group to address. Is Luca the leader and I have it wrong? No, she was sure Keiran was in charge, as all the men seemed to defer to him so far. Luca pulled the man to the side and spoke to him for a while. The well-dressed man listened raptly to whatever Luca said, his eyes shifting to her frequently. Bennett wondered what he could tell the man to explain her appearance, or anything about her. Finally, the man nodded in response to something Luca had said to him.
She watched the man bow smoothly to Luca as they concluded their discussion. The man marched back over to the group and stopped directly in front of Bennett, giving her a shrewd look up and down. He turned on his heel and continued into the manor. Keiran looked down at her, one eyebrow raised and a slight smirk on his lips before he marched forward and escorted her into the house, closely followed by Ronan, Luca, and Anton. An older gentleman and woman awaited them in the main parlor of the manor, where above the hearth was a tapestry of a yellow lion over a red background. Bennett assessed her surroundings carefully, noting any exits. Keiran stopped in front of them and gave a small bow, releasing her arm to do so. The couple bowed deeper to Keiran in return; the man eyed Bennett critically, though the woman’s smile was wide as she affixed her gaze to Luca.
He stepped forward and shook the man’s hand, getting a long hug from the woman. Bennett did not have to make assumptions about their relationship. Luca was a perfect blend of his parents in features. His sandy blond hair was an exact match to his mother’s, complementing his baby blue eyes. Luca’s square chin and lean figure he had inherited from his father’s side. The woman stepped forward and gave Keiran a small hug as well, denoting some personal familiarity, but not as much as with Luca. Bennett’s own heart stabbed painfully in her chest as she thought about her own family. She wanted to find her way back to them, back to her own time. Her only lead was the lake at which she had arrived. She resolved to escape her captors and make her way back there as soon as possible. 
Keiran introduced Bennett to the couple, denoting them as Lord Biron and Lady Talli Wallace. She made a sad attempt at curtsying, playing along with the ruse of being their guest. Keiran continued talking to the couple. After a few minutes of conversation, Lady Wallace brightened at something Luca said, nodding with a smile. Keiran followed Lady Wallace upstairs, keeping a tight hold on Bennett’s upper arm, no longer playing the part of a kind rescuer. She glared at Keiran as he hauled her into a spare bedroom, releasing her arm and standing guard at the door.
Lady Wallace opened another door deeper into the room, revealing a simple bathing chamber equipped with a bronze tub. Two maids filed into the room, bringing in steaming buckets of water to fill the tub and retreating downstairs for more. It took them five trips to bring the water level to Lady Wallace’s preference. Another maid came in with a basket of aromatic soaps and oils. Bennett eyed the tub longingly, her sore muscles crying out for the hot water that would surely soothe her aches. She cautiously joined Lady Wallace.
Bennett picked through the soaps, smelling each one until she found one with a subtle and sweet smell of jasmine. She smiled and looked at Lady Wallace. “May I use this one?” Bennett requested. She smiled back at Bennett and nodded, seeming to understand her request, then gave the two maids instructions before walking out. The third maid left after handing a few small bottles to the two maids. 
Well, this is awkward, Bennett thought, looking between the two maids. “Thank you for all your help so far, but I can bathe myself.” She went over and plucked the two bottles from the young woman’s hands. She looked at the older of the two and pointed to the bottles, then to her hair. The young girl looked at her companion, then nodded. I must seem like a lunatic, she mused. 
Bennett ushered them out so she could bathe privately and in peace. The two girls didn’t seem to understand why she didn’t want their help. When she got them to the door, she pointed at them, to her ear, then made a knock, and promptly closed the door. Bennett’s gaze lingered on the steam roiling off the hot water for a moment before she tossed the soaps aside and made for the window in the far corner of the room. She heard raised voices on the other side of the door and scrambled to pry the window open. Bennett had one leg over the ledge and dangled outside before the door burst open and Keiran bolted forward. She tried to hurry, but her sore muscles screamed in protest, making her fumble as she tried to wiggle through the small opening
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