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For Ben ~ all my stories are love stories because of you.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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Welcome to my beautiful nightmare, sang in Apricity’s head as she slammed her hands into the front doors of the Historic Davenport Hotel. The last time she had been here, she was just a simple girl known to the world as Elowen Parks. That girl had disappeared, stolen by the music of the siren’s song. The tune hung in her head as the words came back to her. Welcome to my beautiful nightmare quickly becoming her living terror as she remembered her first time here. She recalled feeling enamored with the decadence of this place and the Guardians who resided within it. A clock in the lobby rang out the hour, reminding her of her own race against time. Her steps quickened as she sprinted through the lobby under the lights of the whimsical chandeliers. Winding her way towards the bank of elevators, her fingers shook as she reached forward to depress the button that would call the elevator to her. When the bell rang that her carriage had arrived, she begged for the doors to open quicker. Anxiety clawed its way through her veins when they finally did. As she moved into the car, she realized for the first time that she didn’t know what to expect when she made it to her final destination. As she rocketed up to the penthouse suite, a chill appeared in the air, and her breath showed in front of her. Hope floated in her head, but she didn’t allow it to sink into her heart. Arriving at the top floor of the building, the doors slid wide. Carefully, she stepped from the elevator and briefly stared down the long, unfamiliar hall. An ornately carved door stood tall at the end of the hallway. Running, she moved to it and placed her ear against the entrance. Holding her breath, she listened only to hear the sounds of silence. She exhaled her optimism out on a long breath as she slid down the door and onto the floor. Tears stung at her eyes when she felt his presence beckon her.

A snowflake landed on her nose. 
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DALTON GARDENS

Home of the Parks Family
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Chapter One
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Elowen

Elowen was born on a chilly December evening to Alistair and Marilyn Parks. While most parents yearn for a child, that was not the case for the Parks couple. Elowen was an unwanted wrinkle in Marilyn’s fate. Had her mother known of her pregnancy, Elowen would never have even been born. Instead, she would have joined the many embryos ripped from the womb by the tools of technology and the hands of man. By the time they arrived in Dalton Gardens, a cozy town nestled against the towering shadows of the Rocky Mountains, it was too late for this little one to be torn from her mother. Instead, she was born to a woman whose heart was filled with misery at the idea of being a mother at all. It didn’t matter that Elowen was a delightful baby who cried very little; she spent her time alone in a crib staring at a dingy ceiling in a smoke-filled room.

The first time Elowen ran away from home, she was at the tender age of eight. The air outside was just beginning to cool in the night hours, but the mark on her cheek burned. It had been a gift from her father’s hand. These were the only gifts he knew how to give, and unfortunately, he liked to deliver them often. When this incident occurred, it was different, harder than any strike she had received before. 

When her father’s fist connected with her cheek, she didn’t flinch. She had learned that tensing up to prepare for the blow only made the devastation of the punch stronger. 

Allowing her jaw to go slack and her neck to turn naturally with the flow of the arc of his arm, she twisted with ease. Gracefully taking the hit, her raven hair flew across her face, and tears burst uninhibited from her emerald eyes. Her mother watched but didn’t see the violence of the act. Mothers were supposed to protect their babes, but Elowen knew when she had been given a mom; her model was broken. 

Elowen’s confidence was high when she walked out of the tiny house they lived in. At that time of night, her parents were inebriated by the brown liquid she wasn’t allowed to touch. No one would come looking for her. As she closed the door softly, she felt loneliness for the first time. Turning back into the house, Elowen ran to her room and grabbed a companion. The decision to bring her yellow stuffed bunny was an absent-minded one, but she needed only her friend’s comfort. She carried him close to her chest, hoping he would keep her warm as a cool breeze danced on the thin fabric of her white cotton nightgown and her bare feet.

The city was small, but the mountains that surrounded it were mammoths that jabbed at the stars in the night sky with their jagged peaks. Elowen selected a trail that led into the woods, hoping the trees’ long-fingered limbs would provide shelter for her as she walked. 

The sky above was filled with the constellations of the heavens. She could feel the heat of the day escaping into the atmosphere and the ground below her feet turning icy. Growing weary from her journey, she felt the pull of a sleepy, hypothermic tug at her eyes. Giving in to the cold, she shivered and sank down below the boughs of a blue spruce tree.

She tucked her bunny into her body and laid her head down on a pillow of moss. Reaching her hand under her cheek, she felt the mound beneath her head. Sitting up, she dug her fingers wide and pulled the spongy plant from the earth. There sat a boulder, half tucked into the ground. She ran her finger over the carving in the stone and said the words, “For Ever.” 

A snowflake landed on her nose.

A rustle in the brush behind her made her sit up tall. Her spine stiff, like a rod of steel. Her ears were alert to the palpitation of the rhythm of her own heartbeat. She watched him come through the brush in a flurry of white powdery snow. Amethyst-colored flakes floated around him and landed gently on the ground at her feet and down the front of her nightdress. Standing, she dusted them off her white gown. Looking at her hands, they became coated in white and lavender-colored crystals. Looking up at him, she couldn’t help but smile. His lips were cocked in a playful crooked grin while the blizzard of flakes spun itself in swirls through his snowy-colored hair that swayed in wild waves around his head. His eyes were piercing, icy pools of the lightest shade of blue she had ever seen. She felt intrigued but intimidated by his sudden presence. 

Then he spoke in a cheerful tone. “You said my name.” 

The depth of his voice reverberated through her. She turned and looked down at the stone on the ground as she pointed at her only evidence. “Are you Forever?”

He giggled, his laughter musical. “Naw.” He paused and ran his hand through his hair. “I’m just Ever, but no one has spoken my name for a very long time, so you could say it has been forever.”

Elowen looked at the young man in front of her. He was tall and lean and covered in outdated clothing. His rich, dark silk jacket hung long down his arms and body. The flipped-up snow-covered collar of the navy-blue coat came around the nape of his neck to accentuate the long lines of his face and his pointed chin. Keeping him warm, a woven navy-blue scarf was secured around his neck. Covering his breastbone was a stark white button-down shirt tucked into his long navy silk slacks. Each piece was immaculately tailored to fit close to his body and accentuate his long build.

Suddenly aware of his age and extremely aware of her own youth, curiosity escaped her mouth before she could pull the words back. “How old are you?” Her patronizing tone shocked her, and she put her hand over her own mouth and mumbled an apology. “I didn’t mean—”

He cut her off by reaching forward as he touched the sore on her cheek. His fingers were as cold as ice and coated in a thin layer of amethyst snow, but they felt good on the hot swell of the area. 

“Oh, Elowen. I am so sorry your father is filled with such unnecessary amounts of anger. I wish I could have protected you from him sooner.” The storm that brewed around him naturally picked up pace, and the air became chilled with an icy winter wind. 

She sensed an anger in him she didn’t understand while her mind raced to remember if she had told him her name or anything about her father, for that matter. Not wanting to risk being rude, she kept her questions to herself. Instead, she stepped closer into the clouds of crystal snowflakes that surrounded him and allowed them to wrap her up. The cold flushed her skin with hints of blue, and she felt herself grow warm within them. 

Ever stepped away. “No, this isn’t the right time. I need to return to where I belong, and you need to go home.” 

Elowen shivered as he drew away from her. “But I don’t want you to go. They are—” She pouted and searched her mind for a strong word to describe her parents. “Vile and mean.”

Ever smiled, showing his perfectly lined teeth. “Don’t worry. I will not go far, and I will not go forever.”

A snow squall rose up between them, creating a divider between them, and Ever faded from her vision. She shouted into the storm, “Wait, I want you to have this!” She turned and grabbed her bunny from the ground and threw it into the misty cloud that had formed between them. It disappeared along with Ever.

Elowen made her way back down the mountain and retraced her steps to the tattered house. Tucking herself into bed that night, she slept soundly with dreams of amethyst-colored snow falling around her. 

By the next morning, the memory seemed only a dream, and she forgot about Ever. 
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Ever

I was in my penthouse of the Historic Davenport Hotel, sitting next to the bank of windows, when Elowen Parks came to earth. Like all other babes, her soul came down from the heavens above on a shooting star. She fell from the constellation Orion, like all December babes do. Now don’t get me wrong. I have watched a million stars shoot across the sky and float from the celestials gently to the earth. When I first got to this place beyond death, I watched them daily, praying for one to come my way and give me a friend. When you live in a hotel filled with lavish guests who can never see you, you grow weary fast. I had grown weary somewhere around the time of my arrival in 1914. I had not been given an explanation of why my death didn’t lead to the pathway of the heavens or hell. No divine being came to greet me when I arrived. I was just here, forever. 

Until now. 

I knew in my lacking soul that Elowen would change that. Something about her spirit shooting through gravity sang to me. I felt a warmth growing inside me I had not felt in a long time. I needed to follow her. To witness her birth and to know her. 

I had the ability to leave the penthouse and the hotel. Freedom was not my issue. If anything, I had too much of it. A companion was all I wished for. 

When her star fell, more brightly than any other, I followed it in a flurry of snow to the city by the mountains and to the home of Alistair and Marilyn Parks. 

I peeked in their windows and eventually found the courage to let myself in when the family wasn’t at home. I was so excited for them to meet Elowen because I sensed she was going to be more special than any other human. 

What I did not expect was Elowen’s parents’ home in squalor. The first time I crept into their home after they had left for the hospital to bring sweet Elowen into the world, I was sickened by what I saw. Talk about a dump run by two miserable humans. I surveyed the living room first, finding ashtrays overflowing with cigarette butts. One still smoldered in the dish. The chemical odorant coming from the burning ember filled my nostrils, and my stomach lurched. It’s impressive to make a spirit’s stomach do anything. I felt my second wave of nausea when I took a tour of the kitchen. Colorful spores of mold filled the dishes in the sink while mice surveyed the countertops for a plentiful bounty of crumbs. Their claws scratched at the countertop and hurt my ears. A stench hung in a thick layer in the air. It’s source, the trash that hadn’t been taken out today. Or maybe yesterday, either. Again, it’s impressive to disturb the olfactory senses of a non-living being. But the Parks couple had managed to pull it off. 

I became even more upset when it dawned on me that this place wasn’t even baby-ready. I searched the rooms for signs of anything for a babe. Instead, I found crumpled piles of clothes in corners and bed sheets that smelled of cat urine. My flurry grew stronger than it ever had before, and I filled the whole damned house with icy snow.

The mice crystalized in place. Horror written in their frozen, beady eyes. The stench was masked but still so powerful; it was not gone. That stupid cigarette’s red cinder finally died, snuffed out by the cold.

I decided that Elowen Parks could not grow here. Which meant dire measures would need to be taken to protect her soul. I turned to leave, preparing to take her fate into my own icy fingers. I would make things right for the star that burned bright. 

That was the first time I met the Guardians. I stopped dead in my tracks and watched them. The trinity stood in the kitchen doorway, seemingly more disturbed by the snow I had left behind in my wrath than anything else in the tiny home. I had heard folk tales of their existence as a young boy in my youth. The fables were filled with the fantastic powers each of them possessed. It was said in my village that when a child is born into the world; the moment is filled with hope, love, and the light of the new child. That God would be watching. Some did not believe that to be the truth, and they called upon the Guardians to protect their new babes. There was one for the spring equinox, one for the summer solstice, and one for the equinox of fall. All the tales I had listened to left me perplexed in wonderment as to why there wasn’t a guardian to represent the winter. It was a question that was always left unanswered. 

The Guardians turned their attention from the snow to me.

I created a flurry of snowstorms in my palm. It lit up with a purple glow. Each of them watched me. Their faces tense and their mouths formed into angry slashes. 

The female one stepped forward, not afraid of any threat I could possibly pose. She put up her hand and cocked her head as she folded all but one finger down. Her long index finger twitched as a single flame burst alive on the tip of her nail. Pointing it in my direction, I felt the heat of the flame as it filled my hand, killing my growing snowball. 

“Who the hell do you think you are?” My tone filled with vexation as I worked to grow another flurry quickly.

The female flamethrower spoke first. Her voice was calm, but tense. “Hello, Ever. I am Always, the Guardian of Summer.” She turned and motioned to the rest of the group. “We are the other Guardians.” 

I stared at her and took in all the unique things about the way she appeared. Her face showed the pride of her leadership over the trio. She was taller than me with beautiful dark ebony skin and a slender, muscular build. As her head turned, I noted the shaved sides. The remaining dark crimson hair that ran across the top of her head was braided into a thick dragon plait that hung long down the entirety of her back. Her dress clung to her lean body. Starting at her shoulders, large gold clasps held the top of the material together over the tops of her shoulders. Each metal clasp extended over the edge of the sharp curve of her arm and wrapped around each of her biceps before coming to an end. The remaining fabric ran tightly down her body, showing off her muscular curves. The cloth embodied the color of fire. Red and yellow streaks that ran long and blended at the end of her skirts with bursts of orange that flirted with her bare feet. 

Flashes of firelight flared at the base of her dress, and I wondered if her own fire could betray her. Then her eyes flared, drawing my attention towards them. Her irises were consumed in fire and flames. Like the fireball of the sun, if you looked too long, it would blind you before it devoured you. 

She continued. “This is another guardian named Free.” She motioned to the man beside her. His pale skin looked like it would burn if he stood too close to his leader. 

Also, tall and lean, he wore a two-piece silk suit made of a brilliant green color. His jacket was buttoned tightly from the base of his neck to his midsection, covering the entirety of his breastbone and trunk. Catching my attention wasn’t what this odd man looked like but rather what appeared to grow from his arms. His suit jacket was sleeveless, exposing his long arms where vines actively bloomed from somewhere within his skin and wrapped around themselves down the entirety of his limbs before returning to his palms where they sunk back into his skin, only to be reborn later at the top of his shoulder. His eyes were covered with dark sunglasses that were shaded viridescent. Reaching up, he touched the side of the shades and they disappeared, revealing his eyes. They were a color of green, so bright even envy would have been jealous of the brilliant shade. They shimmered like two perfect cuts of emerald gemstones. I pointed towards him. “I’m gonna take a wild shot in the dark and assume you are the Guardian of Spring.” 

He smiled widely, showing off a perfect line of pearl-white teeth, as he nodded. 

Then Always turned to her other side, addressing the last of the Guardians. “This is Fair, the Guardian of Fall.” 

Looking at the other man, I snorted and laughed. His round, pudgy face addressed me with a scowl. His distaste for me was evident as he crossed his short arms over his pot belly that overtook his midsection. 

He dressed uniquely in a tunic wrapped long, overstretched and misshaped to cover his large body, making the brilliant color of a rich orange autumn leaf scream at me in distress. He was so round and orange. His resemblance to a pumpkin was the only thing my mind could focus on. 

I felt my lip tick up in a smirk as the arrogant thought entered my mind. His eyes, the color of warm honey, looked at me with cold hostility while his mouth slumped further into the depths of a frown. He stuck his nose in the air, causing his long ginger-colored goatee to jut out, giving him a look of arrogance. A movement on the crown of his head pulled my eyes away from his sour face. His once-bald head became covered in an assemblage of yellow and red leaves. They swayed in unison as he turned his head and shot a look of annoyance at Always. 

I could sense they were here to stall my efforts to stop Elowen from being born to this dire couple. My brow furrowed and my nostrils flared in frustration. “I don’t have time for this. I need to go save the babe that will be born to this couple.” I turned to leave when Always spoke again.

“We can’t allow you to do that, Ever. It’s not your job.” Her voice was soft and filled with care and assertion. I found myself instantly annoyed.

Irritated, I turned back to them and threw one snowball, which all three of them deflected with ease. My anger grew into a flurry, and I exploded it all over them. “Not my job. Oh, suddenly I have responsibility. Good to know.” Creating a wall of snow around them, I allowed the flurry to carry me out of the door. I hoped they’d freeze to death for wasting my time.

Making my way to the hospital, I was too late. There was the Parks babe laying in the lime green colored nursery. Her skin was fresh and clean. She smelled new. Her nose was long and slender, and her eyes were wide, already showing glimpses of the green they would become, eventually. I bent down to look at her. She stared back at me, not breaking the connection. 

I spoke. My words came out on a cool breath of air. “Elowen, I will never leave you. I am here to protect you from whatever dangers you face.” Pausing, I did not know the exact promise I was making. All I knew for sure was that it needed to be stronger. I took her tiny hand in mine. Her little fingers blued from the chill. Then I placed my other hand over my un-beating heart and vowed, “Forever.”  
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Elowen

Elowen had never asked for a birthday party. Knowing the embarrassment that was sure to come if any of the small group of girls from school were to ever see her house. Instead, she hoped the day would come and go, fleeting. The day would drag on for too long during her formative years, when she awaited a happy birthday wish from her parents. Those never came. Instead, they remained the same as any other day, drinking long into the night until their bodies could take no more. Elowen had learned that birthdays were only happy for other children, and she gave up hope as the day opened on her ninth trip around the sun. 

She was drifting in and out of early morning sleep when an errant thought entered her mind. Ever drifting on a lavender cloud of snow. Knowing he was only a dream; she wiped the sleep from her eyes and shook the idea out of her brain. Her mind, on its own independent journey, wandered to the first time she had met him. His icy fingertips had touched her cheek. The strange familiarity she felt when she was near him. The sadness that built its own place in the wall of her chest when he left. She didn’t know where he had manifested from, nor did she know what happened to him when he was gone. All she knew was she wanted to see him again. Curling her body up into a tight ball, she hugged herself as the words slipped quietly from her mouth.

“Ever?” 

A snowflake landed on her nose. 

Her eyes flew open. 

Ever was hovering just above her, peering over the edge of his flurry, his crooked grin in place, and his playful eyes were filled with jovial excitement. “You said my name again.” 

“I did.” Elowen sat up and squealed in delight. Realizing the noise would draw the attention of her parents, she put a hand over her own mouth. Then she whispered to him. “I thought you were a dream.”

“I am more than a dream. I believe I am a wish.” He grinned and floated to the floor. Sitting beside her, he reached out both of his hands. They were each clasped around a hidden object. 

“What is this?” Elowen looked back and forth and then back into the ocean of blue in his eyes. 

“It’s your birthday. Every year, I give you something.” 

Perplexed, Elowen’s mind raced. She didn’t ever recall a birthday gift from anyone before. She cocked her head to the side in question.

“Pick first, and I will explain later. Come on, this will be fun!” He held his hands closer to her face. “Pick already!” He chided.

Reaching out with her right hand, she tapped his left. “This one.” 

His hand opened. In his palm sat a tiny marble-like orb. 

Elowen bent closer to see what the object was. Inside the orb was a flurry. “What is it?”

Laughing, Ever threw the orb into the air and shouted, “Ready?” The orb exploded in size.

Elowen watched the sphere go up in the air and felt herself become weightless. Grabbing onto Ever’s arm, she screamed and pulled at him. “Ever, wait.” Fear filled her, and her body quaked. “What’s happening?” 

Ever just laughed. “Here we go!” 

They floated up to the orb above them. Elowen expected them to crash hard into it, but they were pulled inside. Falling into the new gravity, she landed softly on the snow. She let out a giggle when Ever landed next to her. Rolling over onto her back, she flung the snow high in the air. Turning to Ever, she said, “What is this place?” 

“This is our place. I worked on creating it over the past few months for us. It’s a place your parents cannot come and a place where the other Guardians cannot see.”

Confused, Elowen asked, “The other Guardians?”

“It’s a long story. I will tell it to you another day. Today is your day, and I want you to have fun.”

Her mind filled with worry. “And my parents. What if they discover I am missing?”

Ever frowned. “Please don’t be more concerned about them than they are about you.” The words hurt Ever to say, even if they were the truth. He didn’t like the way Elowen’s face twisted and her eyes shifted downward. Wanting to make happiness return to her expression, he changed the subject. “Do you want to hear about all the gifts I have given you?” 

Smiling, the twinkle in Elowen’s eyes returned as she looked at him and nodded. 

Ever sat up and cris-crossed his legs in front of him, placing his hands on his knees.


Matching his posture, Elowen faced him. 


Ever ran a hand through his milky hair. “Okay, well, the first gift was a promise when you were born. You were so tiny and alone in the hospital nursery. Such a quiet and sweet babe. I wanted to keep you safe, but I didn’t know how. So, I told you I would be with you forever.”

Elowen felt her cheeks growing warm despite the cold snow they sat upon. “Tell me more.” Knowing that he had been with her since her first days brought her a new kind of comfort that she had never known.

“Well, the second gift was a chance, and I didn’t know if it would work.” Ever paused, thinking of the best way to explain this gift. “It was the rock in the woods, placed in your path.”

Elowen twitched her head to the side. “The one with the carving? The one for you?” 

Smiling, Ever nodded. “Yeah, technically, it was for you. See, I’ve been here the whole time. The entirety of your life, but you could never see me. I tried different ways to make that happen.” Ever paused, wondering how much he should tell her about his world. The Guardians would be upset if they found out he shared all their truths with a human. Remembering the stories of his childhood, he found a way to safely tell her his secrets. “When I was growing up, there were these stories of Guardians. It was said that they protected the babes when they were born.”

Elowen interrupted, “Like you protect me?”

Ever agreed with her by nodding his head before he added, “Yeah, sort of. See, the difference is they only remain loyal to a few of them. The ones they grow fond of.” It was a small lie, but Ever didn’t think it would even matter. “It was said in the tales that were told that if you knew the guardian’s name, you could call upon him or her. So, I carved my name on the rock and placed it there?”

Elowen smiled but asked no more questions. 

“Uh, oh, I think I have had you in here for too long.” He reached up and touched her lips with his fingers.

The touch felt warm to Elowen. “I’m fine, Ever.” Elowen pouted. “I don’t want to leave. I’m warm when I am near you.”

“No, this isn’t right. You shouldn’t feel warm near me. We have to go.”

“Ever, promise me something.”

“Anything for you, Elowen.”

“Will you really be here with me forever?”

“I promise.”

Elowen awoke back in her bed. A smile broke across her face. Ever, would be her forever.
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Ever

Before Elowen’s eighth year of life came, I developed a plan to create a way for us to be together. As I watched her grow, I saw her life was lonely, just like mine, which consequently brought me great sadness. It was a part of my life that I had hated, and I wouldn’t allow her to have a similar existence. 

I stood in the woods alone. Waiting.

The pathway that led to the special blue spruce was easy for me to find. It was a place I knew well. The stone I had selected was colored in a soft hue of gray with accent lines of imperfections where it had previously molded together with other rocks. Its surface, worn down with age, was smooth as I ran my hands over it and picked it up. The heaviness of it as I cradled it in my arms was immense. However, it was my burden to carry, so the weight didn’t bother me. When I arrived at the base of the tree, I knew my purpose was twofold. I embraced the rock gently before placing it on the ground. Taking out the pocketknife I had brought along on the journey, I carved two words into the stone. I felt a little high on the elation of the idea of the power that this remarkable stone could have on not only my fate but also the destiny of Elowen. Taking one final precaution to ensure that the stone would not be moved, I froze it into place. The block of amethyst crystalized ice I used to connect it to the earth was my special creation. The perfect blend of frost and ice that only I could break.

Feeling complete, I made my way back home. 

As I walked through the grand doors of the lavish hotel, the patrons didn’t look towards me, just through me. The understanding that I didn’t exist to them still unsettled me as I walked to the elevator. I entered the boxcar and depressed the button for the penthouse. The doors closed, and the lift took flight upwards. As I came to the last floor of the building, the doors opened, and I realized something was different. The air lacked my familiar chill. Stepping out, I looked towards my penthouse. For decades the walls of this solitary hallway had previously been painted in my frost. Now they were blank canvases. The only evidence of the crystalized material was in the trails of moisture running down them into pools of water on the floor. My eyes surveyed further down the hall and spied the open doors of my home. Knowing I was the only being who had been on this floor for many years, I was shocked to see them open. When I first came to this place, I was too young to understand why humans didn’t remember this level of the building. Now, the realization came to me that the other Guardians probably had something to do with that phenomenon. 

Cautiously, I walked towards the entryway; I peered inside. The Guardians stood before me, arms crossed, eyes glaring, and their mouths turned downward. I snickered and walked into the room, assessing immediately the damage that had been done to the place before I said, “Well, for people who left me alone for all of eternity, you sure show up often now.” I pulled my long silk jacket off and draped it over the back of a chair near the windows of the living room area. Looking out and down, I scoffed at the sight of the river below. Lifting my hand, I ran it down the windowpane, leaving a trail of frosty fingerprints. 

Turning back towards the group, I added, “I like what you have done with the place. It hasn’t been unfrozen for decades.” Gazing around the room, I took in the royal blue tapestry of the furniture and the silver fixtures that held the lights. Previously, they had been frosted with a crystal coating that made the room glow in soft lavender hues. Looking back at the blank panes of glass, I felt sadness creeping up on me in the form of tears that sat upon the edges of my eyes. 

“You know, it took me a long time to create the images in the frostings that used to coat these windows.” I traced a finger where a great elk once stood, as I recalled placing it there as a reminder of the strength of my father. Moving away, I walked to a large puddle on the white marble floor next to the fireplace. The heat of a fire that now burned inside the grate reached out and touched my arms. Scowling, I turned to look at Always. Her eyes flared in unison with her nostrils as I reached out a single hand over the flames, sending a flurry down on top of them, freezing them in place. I spoke snidely and snapped, “And you melted my favorite chair with your stupid flames.” Moving my hand over the pool of water, I pulled the moisture from the floor and resculpted my tall wingback chair. 

I turned and pointed at each of them. “You know, I thought people who protected others would at least smile more.” I threw a puff of snow at them and grinned wide. “See, like this. It’s really not that difficult.” 

Always snorted at me and spoke in a blazing tone. “Stop it, Ever. You are not a child anymore. It’s dangerous what you are doing. You are messing with the fate of a human being. That is not your job.” I saw the anger flash in Alway’s eyes, like a flame that was willing to snuff out my existence.

“Again, with these job descriptions. You can’t roll up into my home and tell me what to do when you haven’t been around for like, I don’t know, forever.” Recognizing my hyperbole, I smirked but didn’t apologize for the sarcasm. 

“You placed a rock on Elowen’s life path. What do you think will happen when she finds it? You’ve broken the rules for the last time.” 

I snorted, “Says who? I break the rules all the time. I have no intention of stopping now.” 

Always turned away from me to face the other Guardians. “Don’t you have something to say?” 

Free looked towards Always and taunted her. “I gotta be on Ever’s side here. You brought a small child into a hotel who had just lost everything he knew in life and expelled us from interfering. Then you come in here after years of him being alone and take it upon yourself to melt his only possessions—” He shrugged, not finishing his thoughts. 

I smiled at Free and nodded. Hearing his side of the story, even partially, made me feel better. 

Then Fair piped in and the fat pumpkin chided Always and said, “You’re the one who selected him for the job. You keep him in line.”

Mouth agape in shock, Always sighed and turned back to me. “Free is right, and I am sorry for leaving you alone. Honestly, you were just so young. I wasn’t sure you were ready yet.”

“Oh! So, who else has been peeking into the lives of human beings? Looks like I’m not the first to investigate the pathway of a babe.” I smiled, enjoying calling her out for her mistakes. I could see the instant irritation on her face. It only made me smile wider and chide her further. “Well, what do you have to say for yourself? Messing with my life, you should be ashamed of yourself.” I laughed, enjoying this moment more than I thought I should.

“Trust me when I say this.” Always placed her hands on her hips in frustration. “Had I known what a pain you could be, I might not have, but—”

I cut her off and interjected. “But what—”

“Ever!” Always raised her voice. “Stop it, already. This is different. You were selected to be a future guardian. It was my responsibility to watch over you.”

“Oh, sure. Excuses, excuses. So, tell me then. If I was so important to your cause, why did you put me in this place where no one could see me? Do you know how desperately lonely you made me exist? I have had no one for as long as I can remember. You can’t even relate to that.” My anger spiked, and my flurry flew around me. Crystal spikes grew from the floor. Fair and Free flinched and looked at me. Horror grew wide in their dilated eyes.

Always, lit a flame on her finger, touching the icy spike. It didn’t melt. 

“Haha! I have been working on that concoction for a year now.” I crossed my arms and gloated. 

Always put her flame out. “I am sorry for
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