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​August 30th, 1886

Within the cloistered walls of the Arbre Genealogic, in the oldest part of Zurich, a dozen children ran through the halls, their dark hair disappearing into the folds of their robes, black shoes tapping out like gunshots on the stone floors and ricocheting off of the stone-hewn walls. Several jockeyed for position, intent on leading the charge through the doors in front of the others. 

A glyph hanging in the air near the door, however, changed everything. Instead of boisterous talking, or a few girls pushing to the front, the children quieted, slowed their steps, and fell silent. The door opened, massive yet silent, and they filed inside.

Bridget Oriel was waiting for them and she smiled serenely as they quietly entered the room.

“Draw closer and listen, my children.” The willowy and tall raven-haired young woman beckoned to the group of children and they moved as one, settling themselves upon the floor at her feet. Her robes were intricately embroidered, dazzling golden and silver filaments on a backdrop of black. The room was cold and the hard stone floors hardly welcoming, but the children seemed not to notice.

“I will tell you the story of our people, and of humans, but first you must understand the beginning of all of it.” She continued, as the last child slipped into position, their eyes fixed on hers. 

“Billions of years ago, when our solar system was new and a hundred planets circled the sun, one very important planet formed. In the vast darkness of space, it spun fast, faster than it does now. It was nothing like the world we see today. Instead, it was a red hot, boiling sea of molten rock - a vast magma ocean. Like countless others, it had been formed by the violent collisions of smaller bodies of space rock.”

The children were silent, their raven black hair and piercing green eyes fixed upon her words. The woman continued, “Before anything more than a thin layer of crust could form on this new world, another smaller planet, not so much different in size than the red planet we call Mars, hurtled through space towards it. The two planets collided with such cataclysmic force that pieces were ejected, forming the Moon and the asteroid belt.”

“And the energy from that collision also tore a hole through into a new dimension, sending a large chunk of the mass from both planets to the other side, forming Grote and Min, and coalescing into Fyrsta Heim.” 

“Our real home.” A quiet voice from the rear of the group spoke up. 

The woman turned to the child and smiled, “Yes, Zenobia, that’s right. Our world, Fyrsta Heim, and Earth, connected through one ancient collision, but forever apart.” Her face became solemn, “This collision caused a fracture, a tear if you will, and that has had consequences that threaten us to this day. The schism divided us not just geographically, but also in other ways.”

She turned, murmured under her breath, and an image of Earth appeared in the air above them, gold outlining the continents on a background of roiling smoke. “Here we have Earth. Much like Fyrsta Heim, yet very different.” She murmured again and an image of Fyrsta Heim, whole, with its continents outlined in silver. “And here is Fyrsta Heim, our home.”

A collective sigh rose from the children as they gazed on a home that they had never seen and most likely never would.

“Our home was where we evolved, where our magic is strongest, and it is where we were meant to live.” She waved her hand and the two worlds vanished, tendrils of smoke rising up and dissipating until the last remnants were gone. In its place, following another whispered command, there appeared the images of scores of raven-haired people dead and dying, with survivors fleeing as the ground shook and bucked. “Our forebears made a terrible mistake and we continue to pay the price to this day. A cataclysm destroyed much of our world, fracturing it through a combination of geological upheaval and wild magic gone wrong.”

“The Brams.” A child in the middle whispered, eyes rapt on the scenes that hung there in the air, switching now to a massive volcano erupting and raining down rocks and debris.  

“Not just the Brams, Branwen, but the violence of this world so close to the barriers between Fyrsta Heim and here. That blood, that violence, combined with the wild magic that only a Bram could produce - they fed each other - and the cracks that had already been with us for billions of years ripped and tore. It was called the Great Dissolution, but it was more than that.” 

Her fingers flicked and the sibilant whispered command was barely audible. The scene changed to a battlefield filled with the dead and dying, a village filled with smoke, and scores of human soldiers and peasants running in panic.

“For every ten inhabitants of Fyrsta Heim, nine perished. The survivors fled, they had no choice, but in the chaos of those final moments, humans from this world were pulled through the World Walls by the last of the wild magic, even as most of the Brams died, their magic was fierce and dangerous in this world. As they fled and fell, as our people entered this foreign battleground, the magic the Brams possessed flared and turned, creating a boomerang effect that sent humans into our world. The rift was sealed by the Protectorates in order to protect this world, its human occupants, and the last, ragged survivors from Fyrsta Heim. At least here we were alive, back home there could only be death.”

She sighed, and the children sighed with her, a collective release of ancient suffering and loss. 

“Our world was shattered, broken into pieces that seem to fit onto this world loose, like the skin of an onion, and without mooring. The world itself calls to us, yet we cannot return.”

“Not ever?” Zenobia asked, her tiny chin trembling. 

“No, my child. Not ever.” The woman said gently, “Only the Protectorates, those who guard the World Walls and serve Fyrsta Heim can return. The World calls them, pulls them through in moments of need, and only for as long as is necessary to serve the World’s needs before they must return. We lost the chance to return home a millennia ago. Our magic, at least the deep, true stores of magic we would need for such a task, are all stored in Fyrsta Heim. This world is limited, we are limited and we are trapped here.”
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Tuesday, June 14th, 1930

The child kicked inside of her. Zenobia placed her hands over her belly, feeling the tiny foot move again, sliding along the wall of her uterus. It wouldn’t be long now. She had done what she could, eaten sparingly, and altered her clothing to conceal the burgeoning belly. She created spells that hung in the air, sliding around her, giving the illusion of a far smaller belly to the world. She had become so good at it that even she was fooled. Anyone who saw her would think she was perhaps four or five months along at most. Her stomach growled with hunger. Another spell made her face rounder, the bones less prominent. No one must suspect.

She caressed her belly. Her fingers found his head and stroked it. She would not lose him. Not this child, not again. It had been two years now and she still felt sick at the memory of it. Her hands around her firstborn son’s tiny neck, squeezing before he could draw a second breath in the world. It had felt wrong, so wrong, and she would never let it happen again. She had sworn to die childless rather than risk bearing a son on Litha or Yule again. But fate, and the Arbre Genealogic had other plans for her.

“You must bear a child, your World will require a Protectorate.” The instruction had been clear. It had to be her. They had ample examples of what happened when the World lost its Protectorate. It could not happen here. It would destroy everything. And Zenobia was the only daughter among one son and one Regional. There was no one else to do this. And so, she had allowed herself to be bred, yet again. 

The boy’s head moved, sliding slowly under her fingers as he rotated in the ever-diminishing space her womb provided. He was a boy, she was sure of it. Greta had confirmed it, her thin, bony fingers pausing when she had touched Zenobia’s womb. Her rheumy, clouded eyes narrowed in confusion at the taut, rounded skin. Zenobia had held her breath, prayed to the Goddess that the old woman was too addled by Zenobia’s magics to recognize how far along she was. 

“He says his name is Conor,” the old woman had croaked. “You don’t have long, my dear, perhaps a week or two? Is it summer yet?”

“Yes, Greta, just one more week.” Zenobia had answered quickly, “But it is nearly August now.”

Greta frowned for a moment, “But wasn’t it Beltane, just a while ago?”

“Oh Greta, how I wish it were so early in the year. I have so much to do before winter, and the days have already begun to shorten.” She laughed, her heartbeat speeding up. The baby kicked inside of her, responding to the fear that ran through her.

The old woman’s eyes couldn’t be fooled by spells, for she was blind, and had been for two years. Her mind wandered too. Their people lived far longer than most, but after nearly 125 years of age, Greta was pushing the upper limits. It was precisely why Zenobia had kept her close. If she was required to keep a far-seer, she would have one that was virtually ineffective. Anything to keep the secret. 

“But I thought...”

“Greta, dear,” Zenobia lay a hand on the old woman’s shoulder, forcing her tone to remain calm, even concerned, “Are you feeling well? I know you were ill during Litha. It took so long for you to feel better, but perhaps you need to rest again.”

“I was ill during Litha?”

“You don’t remember feeling ill, Greta?”

“Well, yes, but I...”

“We were all quite concerned. I mean, my goodness, it was nearly six weeks before you were able to get out of bed!”

Greta blinked, her rheumy eyes unfocused, film covering them. Zenobia refrained from shuddering. 

“I thought it had only been a few days.”

“Oh Greta,” Zenobia paused and sighed, “Although I can certainly see how you might have thought that. But it was weeks and weeks. Perhaps you need more rest. Here, drink this.”

She gently placed the cup of tea she had prepared for the old woman. Her finger drew a glyph that hung for a moment in the air, twisting and wet, before sliding down the inside of the teacup and disappearing within the dark liquid.

That would buy her a week of peace, possibly more. It was a powerful dose, and considering the old woman’s age and condition, she was tempting fate. She watched the old woman as she sipped at the tea, her old face still brooding and confused. 

A handful of minutes was all it took for the tea to take effect. Greta spasmed, slipping from her seat, with Zenobia instantly at her side, calling out for help.

She hid a sigh of relief as two of the house staff lifted the old woman in their arms and carried her out. 

No, Greta would not be a problem.  

A week later, in the darkest hours of the night, Zenobia slipped out of a side door, her belly rippling with contractions. She gasped as the sharp twisting pains shot through her. The dappled horse stood in the corral, his back bare of any saddle. Zenobia never used such contraptions. She preferred the smooth hide between her legs. Here, far from any neighbor, she lived as she wished. She had been riding daily, preparing for this possible outcome for weeks now. 

She slid the plank that covered the opening to the corral to one side. The horse huffed softly, his breath steaming the night air, visible now that the moon was full and high overhead. He sidled closer to the fence and Zenobia climbed up onto it beside him before slipping one leg over his flank.

The maneuver was difficult, and made worse thanks to the frequent contractions. She had so little time, but she knew she could do it. She leaned forward, sliding the rest of her body into place, breathing through the pain, and whispered a command only the horse could hear. He nodded, tossing his head, and exited the corral, heading into the valley to the east at a steady pace. 

The first rays of sunlight were stealing across the desolate land by the time they arrived at the tiny isolated cabin. There in the window a lamp shone, the flame flickering and dancing as the Santa Ana winds forced their way through the cracks. Zenobia tethered the horse and made her way to the door, her teeth gritted as another strong contraction hit. It wouldn’t be long now.

“Senora, you came by yourself? All this way?” The woman was in her mid-30s, but looked older. Her hair was streaked with gray and her mouth already showed deep weathered lines. It seemed that the land here was not kind to women, no matter their profession. 

Zenobia ignored the midwife. The pain was excruciating now and her water had broken seconds before, coursing down her leg and the side of the horse as she had slid off of him and collapsed in a clumsy heap on the ground, bruising her hip. Now as the next contraction hit, so soon after the first, she knew her labor could be measured in minutes. “It’s time, the baby is coming.”

She could see everything was prepared. The woman had followed her instructions to the letter. In the corner was a chubby, full-breasted young woman, still in her teens. She was tucking in the corners of a sheet that fit over a narrow bed. Her eyes never met Zenobia’s and her hands twisted in nervousness over her deflated, yet still-protruding belly.

Zenobia’s eyes closed in concentration and she fought the urge to squat there on the threshold and begin to push. Just a few more steps. She tottered to the bed and the midwife put her arm out to support her weight, slowly lowering Zenobia onto the edge of the bed.

“Mas almohadas. Date prisa!” The midwife snapped at the girl. The girl skittered away to the opposite end of the small cabin, reaching into the cabinet on the wall for more pillows. The older woman reached for Zenobia’s skirts, pulling them up as Zenobia groaned in pain.

“Ah Senora, your water has broken. Such a risk for you to ride the horse here!”

“Dolores, please stop. The baby is coming, I need you to...” Her thought broke as the contraction continued, intensifying. She screamed then, and bore down. Her stomach rippled.

Hours later, she slid onto the horse, her belly sore from the contractions and empty of her child. Now came the task of hiding in plain view. She had spent the past few hours holding Conor. He was tiny, far smaller than her first son had been. But then she had been so certain of the girl that she had to be carrying that she hadn’t had to starve herself and hide an ever-burgeoning belly. 

“He is so very tiny, Senora. But do not worry, Maria has plenty of milk. She will feed him until he is fat and round. Don’t you worry.” The midwife had reassured her as Zenobia bore down and passed the placenta in one last great gush of gore. In the corner, Maria had stared at the baby with a mixture of longing and desperation. It was the second hardest thing Zenobia had ever done, leaving Conor in that girl’s arms. But it had to be done. 

The dappled horse smelled the coppery scent of blood on her. She had washed her body afterward and changed into a fresh set of clothes, but the stallion could still smell it. His eyes rolled, but he held still as she mounted, and soon they were heading back to the ranch. The rays of the sun lit the early evening sky in a myriad of reds and blues as the ranch drew into sight. Figures came running.

“Protectorate! I was ready to send a search party out for you.” Her foreman, his face and arms reddened from the hot California sun, held the horse’s mane in his large hand. “You have been gone all day! And in your condition...”

Zenobia arched an eyebrow. “My condition?” Honestly, Robert.”

Robert had the decency to look embarrassed. “My apologies, Protectorate Saronica.” His keen eyes flitted down to her belly, and Zenobia resisted the urge to look as well. She had practiced weaving the spells for months. First those showing a smaller belly, hiding the taut roundness of it these past few weeks. And now, the spell to push it out beyond what it now was. Hiding the emptiness would take work as her uterus contracted back to its normal size. 

All would be well as long as she played the part. Just your average run-of-the-mill pregnancy. Nothing to see here.

She just had to keep it up for six more weeks and then sneak the girl Maria back in with Conor. His tiny size would work to her advantage. In six weeks he would be larger, but not that much larger. A carefully placed spell or two, and no one would be the wiser if she were to have suddenly gone into labor in the middle of the night. No time to call for help. After all, she had given birth before and second children often came quicker than expected. Her baby boy would be “born” on Old Lammas. Not a Bram, not a danger, no need for him to die.

She had it all worked out, every contingency planned for.

Except for one.

Eight weeks later, after the “birth” day passed and the girl had handed Conor back over to her, sobbing quietly, Greta had proved to be the failure point in Zenobia’s carefully crafted plan. 

She had chosen the old woman purposefully. Her mind eroded and broken by the dark visions of impending disaster, she should have been the perfect choice. Breeding Protectorates were always assigned far-seers to help mitigate any potential disaster of a Bram being allowed to survive his birth. 

We are so afraid of our sons, so fearful that they cannot be contained, that we are forced to murder them. 

Zenobia had never questioned it. Not until after she held her firstborn child in her arms and was ordered to end him. Doing that, taking that step, and living with it afterward, was what had changed her mind. Never again. When the Arbre Genealogic had again sent Jacques to the estate, Zenobia had not welcomed him. Barely a year had passed. She could not imagine risking birthing a son on Litha or Yule again.

Trust a Beshuzer to woo her. Damned if they hadn’t sent him on purpose. 

Njerez men had a fraction of the power of most women, but in Jacques it manifested as the perfect mix of empathy and sex appeal. 

And one thing led to another.

“Protectorate, I must speak with you.” Greta’s small, hunched form filled the doorway. Her clouded eyes stared unblinkingly, seeing nothing. Nothing in this realm, perhaps. 

Zenobia rose from her desk. “Greta, come in, please come in.” She felt her heart rate increase. “Would you like some tea?” 

The morning air held a chilly nip. Soon the sun would warm the land and the chill of night would be a mere memory. The Santa Ana winds had taken a rather uncharacteristic break two days before, and the air was still. Zenobia’s breath fogged out, and her thoughts turned to Conor. He lay under a warm blanket, peacefully sleeping in a crib in the corner.

Greta shuffled into the room, one crabbed hand clutching a shawl around her thin, bowed skeleton. Until ten years ago, she could well have been mistaken for a woman in her early seventies. The Zradce far-seers lived a long time, but they courted madness with each premonition they experienced. Zenobia was surprised that Greta was sane at all after the sights she had seen. The old woman made her way into the expansive room and sank into a chair. 

“No, no tea.”

Zenobia sat down across from her. “What is it you needed to speak with me about, Greta?”

The old woman stared at her, the sightless eyes, clouded and rheumy, focused on her as if they were able to see clearly. 

“I know what you have done, Zenobia.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Greta.”

“I am old, but my mind is not gone.”

“Of course not. But I fail to understand what you mean.”

The aged woman’s voice hardened, “Do not play games with me girl. I know you gave birth to that boy on Litha. I know what he is.”

Zenobia felt her heart skip a beat. She had made sure that the girl and the midwife would never tell anyone. The money had kept them quiet and the poison had made sure they didn’t change their minds. She was safe, her son was safe. No one, save the old woman in front of her, had any suspicion.

“You know the law, Zenobia. The child cannot be allowed to live. No Bram may be allowed to live. It is too dangerous.”

Zenobia let a long moment slide between them before she said, “I will take him to Fyrsta Heim before his twenty-first birthday. This world will remain safe, his magic will be contained.”

The old woman cocked her head. “It can’t be done. Only a Protectorate can pass between the World walls.”

“Yet I have done it, Greta.” Zenobia smiled, “Yesterday, I passed through the World walls with Conor in my arms.”

“It isn’t possible.” Greta said, shaking her head.

“Yet, I did it.” She allowed a note of steel to creep into her voice. “I can and will keep my son. He will grow up here, in this world. And when the time comes, before his powers vest, I will take him through the World walls, where he will inherit his birthright.” Zenobia reached forward and grasped Greta’s bony hand. It was cold, the old woman’s skin paper-thin. “We did not always kill our male children, Greta. Once, before we found ourselves thrust upon these alien shores, we allowed our Bram sons to rule the World with us, manipulating time and space. We were powerful, and we were free.”

“And what would you have me do?” Greta asked.

“Say nothing. Trust me. I will take him there long before he ever manifests. It will be safe. This world will be safe, and Conor can grow up to embrace his powers in our home world, where his abilities are not a threat to this world or to us.”

Greta pulled her hand away. “What you ask of me, Protectorate. It is...”

“Just consider it, Greta. Please. He is my son. He isn’t a threat.” Zenobia kept her voice calm, non-threatening, but she could see the future written plainly on Greta’s face even as the old woman spoke.

“I’ll...consider it.”

“And you will tell me when you have come to a decision?”

“Of course, Zenobia.” The old woman hesitated, “I do know how difficult this is. My cousin, she is a Strega. She mourned her son for years afterward. It is not easy living here, in this human world. Such sacrifices we must make.”

Slowly the woman levered herself into a standing position, the curve of her back pronounced, the long years so evident upon her bony frame.

Zenobia knew it then. There would be no warning, no answer. Once Greta left this room, her freedom, and her son’s life, would be measured in hours. At most, days. She watched Greta hobble out, slow. Zenobia stood as the woman began to head for the wide stone steps that led down to the main level of the house. 

The ornate iron railing, the smooth stone...

Nine months later...

“He’s quite handsome, Zenobia, congratulations! I am sure that Marta was disappointed he wasn’t a girl and born on Litha, though. By the Goddess, but that woman can be difficult to deal with.” The younger woman sighed, shifted the sleeping toddler in her arms, and sat down next to her. Zenobia smiled at her young friend. 

“Analeigh, so good to see you! And this must be Castor, yes?” The little boy, born on Ostara in late March was twice the size of her son. His round, chubby face was framed by black curls and Castor held his mother’s shirt in a plump little fist. “My goodness, I fear I am underfeeding Conor, or waiting for a growth spurt that should happen any day now. Such a difference!”

“Oh, enjoy it while you can,” Analeigh laughed ruefully, “What I would give for Castor to be that small again!” She shifted the boy in her arms, and stretched gingerly. “He was born on Old Lammas, wasn’t he? That’s my birth day as well. It seems you will have someone to care for your fields before you know it.”

“You seem to forget where I live, my dear Ana,” Zenobia laughed. “The only thing to grow there are cacti and sagebrush. It is a barren place compared to this lush paradise.”

Conor shifted, his eyes opening, blinking in the filtered sunlight. He peered up at the tree above them, a small bit of drool dribbling from a lip. Several teeth had been fighting their way through in the past two weeks and he had been cranky all morning. 

“I was so sorry to hear about Greta,” Analeigh added, bouncing her son on her knee, “Such a terrible end. It is hard to believe she would have celebrated one hundred and twenty five years on Samhain.”

“Oh yes, it was horrid.” Zenobia leaned over Conor, her fingers threading in his fine baby hair, moving a lock of it from his eyes. 

“To tell you the truth, I have nearly fallen down those steps several times over the years, and Jacques very nearly did the other day as well.”

Analeigh’s eyes lit up, “Ah, Jacques is back so soon?” A smile danced over her lips.

Zenobia sighed, “You know how the Arbre Genealogic is. Marta hid her disappointment well, but insisted on sending Jacques to me on Ostara. We are nothing but breeding stock to them.”

Analeigh’s eyes tracked down to Zenobia’s stomach. She was showing, and Eryka, Greta’s daughter, was due at the estate any day now. She would verify what Zenobia already suspected.

“Do you know yet?” Analeigh asked, a hopeful look in her eyes.

“No, but I’m sure this one is a girl. And she will be born on Yule.” Zenobia allowed her lips to curve into a small smile, “The Arbre Genealogic will have the future Protectorate they are so insistent upon. And as for me? I will be left in peace.”

Analeigh laughed, “From what I have heard, Jacques isn’t that bad.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be one to kiss and tell.” The two women shared a laugh and held their young sons. Zenobia breathed a sigh of relief. Her secret was safe. Her son was alive. She felt the tiny girl inside her kick then. A flutter of fairy wings now, the next Protectorate of Fyrsta Heim. Her fingers smoothed her son’s dark hair and breathed in his clean baby smell.
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Monday, May 26th, 1997

The phone rang once, then twice. Sarah rushed from the hall into the study and answered it before it could ring again. 

“Hello?”

“Mrs. Aaronson?” A young woman’s voice sounded tinny in her ear.

“Yes, this is she.”

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Aaronson, this is Candy, from Highland Park Cemetery.”

Sarah closed her eyes. Finally, she could get to the bottom of this mystery. “Yes, Candy, I’ve been expecting your call.” She could hear the girl shuffling paper at the other end of the line. “What did you find out?”

Candy cleared her throat, sounding nervous. “Well, I’m sorry Mrs. Aaronson, but we have not been able to identify the origin of graves you were inquiring about in Lot 62.”

“What do you mean? You must have records of who is buried in your cemetery. I mean, don’t you?” Sarah asked.

“Well, yes ma’am, we have records and the cemetery has only been here for sixty or so years. It’s just that, well, our records don’t show any graves in that location.”

Sarah snorted, “Well, you must have missed something. There are four headstones there. And they all have my, well, the last name of Edmonds, which is my maiden name, on them. So there has to be a record somewhere.”

The poor girl sounded embarrassed. “I’m sorry ma’am, but we don’t know where those headstones came from. It is possible that they were placed there as an odd joke. I mean, people do the weirdest things in cemeteries! Why, just the other day...”

“Surely you have checked to see if there is anyone buried there.”

“Oh yes, well. My supervisor said something about removing the headstones and...”

“Wait!” Sarah felt a sharp panic rise in her, “You can’t do that.”

“I’m sorry?”

“You can’t do it. You don’t understand, I think my dad is buried there and his family that died in 1962.” 

She stopped, realizing how bizarre she sounded. “Look, you just, you can’t do that.”

There was a long silence from the other end of the line. “Mrs. Aaronson, your father was Dean Edmonds, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And he passed away,” she paused and Sarah could hear papers shuffling, “the 13th of May, right?”

“Yes.”

The girl said nothing for a moment and the silence stretched out over the telephone line. When she spoke again, she seemed to choose her words with care. “But my records show your father interred next to Mrs. June Edmonds, in Lot 580.”

Sarah willed away the urge to scream with an effort, “Yes, I know where he is. Look, it’s a long story; could I please speak with Mr. Wilkins?”

“He’s currently in a meeting, ma’am.” Candy said it with practiced ease. Sure he is in a meeting. Right. He’s probably standing over you right now pantomiming hanging up the phone, desperate for you to get rid of the crazy lady.

“Well could you have him call me when he gets out of the meeting?

“Of course, Mrs. Aaronson.” Candy’s voice held that artificial cheer that conveyed in the most clearest of terms that there would be no call back.

“Well please do that. And...” Sarah took a deep breath, “Don’t do anything to those headstones, please.” 

Sarah hung up the phone. None of this made sense. None of it. She closed her eyes, trying to will away the headache that was forming. Ever since Betty had told her the story, she had struggled to quantify it, to find a reasonable explanation for it all. But she couldn’t.

After they laid Dad to rest, after the private ceremony and very public reception, as they had washed dishes and the men had disappeared out back with bags of trash to drink beers - Betty had told her a story filled with different lives and impossible things. It had made Sarah’s head hurt as she tried to keep track. What made it worse were Betty’s spotty memories from that time. Which wasn’t surprising, she had only been four years old, and Sarah hadn’t even been born. 

Danny would have remembered. He had been six at the time, but Danny was gone. He had died in Khe Sanh, on Valentine’s Day 1968, just two months past his 22nd birthday.

Sarah brushed away the tears that formed in her eyes. She missed her mom, and even more, she missed Dad. They had all known where it was headed with Mom and there had time to prepare for the inevitable. But with Daddy, it had been so quick, so final. None of them had the chance to say goodbye. And where he was found, there in the graveyard, in front of those four headstones. Sarah shook her head, it didn’t make any sense at all.

Theo knocked on the door frame and walked into the room. “Is everything okay, sweetheart?” After more than twenty years of marriage his light brown hair was heavily sprinkled with gray. The laugh lines made him even more attractive. 

Sarah tried to muster a halfhearted smile, failed, and then shook her head. “I just don’t know what to think. The copy of those half-filled out commitment papers in Mom’s files. That crazy story Betty told me, and Daddy gone.” She choked back a sob, “I miss him so.” 

Theo pulled Sarah into his arms, and stroked her hair. “I do too. Both of them were so good to me, but especially your dad.” Theo sighed heavily, “Your dad was the best. He treated me like a son.” 

Sarah kissed her husband’s shoulder and nestled against him, “He thought of you as a son. He really loved you, Theo.”

“So was that was the cemetery on the phone?”

“Yes. They say they can’t find any records of those gravestones. How insane is that?”

Theo continued to stroke her hair and his warmth soothed her like it always had. From the moment they had met in Psych 101, Theo had remained a constant, reassuring presence in her life. Safe in his arms, Sarah thought about her girlfriends and their endless struggles to make relationships work. She didn’t know a single one who wasn’t on their second, sometimes third marriage. Theo and she may have started out young, but despite her mother’s initial disapproval, it had worked out. He had won them over quickly, showing his commitment to her and his new role as a father just six months later.

It was Theo’s love for her that made the loss of both of her parents within days of each other bearable. He spoke then, his warm breath tickling her neck.

“This might not be the best time to have dinner with Michael then.”

Sarah pulled back, “What do you mean?” Michael had graduated with his Bachelor's, returning home in time to hold his grandmother’s hand and say goodbye to her. And he had stayed by her side during both funerals.

“Why wouldn’t it be all right?” she asked.

“He said he was bringing a friend.” Theo pulled back and looked at her red, puffy eyes. “I could ask him to reschedule. It will be several weeks before he goes out to New York to visit that girlfriend of his.”

Sarah shook her head, “No, no, I want to see him. I’ll suck it up.” She managed a small smile. “We hardly see him as it is. And I don’t know about you, but any chance I get, I’m taking it.”

Theo smiled at her and lifted her chin with a finger. “Red, puffy eyes and all, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever married. Honestly, you are my favorite wife.”

“Silly,” she said, giving him a playful smack, “I’m your only wife.”

He didn’t miss a beat, “That is beside the point.”

“Help me with dinner?” Sarah asked. 

“Of course.” He chopped the broccoli and then the chicken. They danced around each other in the small kitchen. Theo took advantage of the close quarters to pull her close and steal a kiss once they were done. Sarah felt a current of desire run through her and smiled. After more than twenty years, we still have the chemistry.

“Mm...” Theo’s mouth grazed her neck, his five o’clock shadow tickling her skin. She squirmed and laughed, pushing him away.

“We have time for a quickie.”

“Oh no we don’t!” Sarah said, holding her husband away, “You need to run to Gomer’s and get us a bottle of wine!”

Theo pulled her close. “Five minutes. You know I can’t resist it when you wear that perfume.”

Fifteen minutes later Theo whistled as he walked out the front door. Sarah tucked her hair back behind her ears and straightened her skirt. Michael would be here soon.

The sun’s rays sent bright sunlight through the kitchen window. A breeze blew the curtains. The beautiful spring weather was holding for now, but soon it would be time to close up the windows and doors and turn on the air conditioning. Summer was just around the corner. 

Michael’s favorite dinner was cooking in the oven and Sarah mixed together a fruit cobbler for dessert. She heard the front screen door open. 

“Hey, Mom! Dad? We’re here!” Michael’s voice called out. “Oh man, it smells amazing in here. What’s for dinner?”

Sarah turned the corner wiping her hands on her apron, “Chicken broccoli bake, of course. It’s still your favorite, right?”

He grinned, “With the crunchy onion bits on top?”

“Of course.”

“Still my favorite!” His lanky arms enveloped her in a big hug and Sarah leaned into it gratefully. Michael had always known when she needed a hug. He was gentle and sweet like that. A young woman stood behind him. She hung back, looking nervous.

“Mom, this is Julie.”

Sarah beamed, “Julie, I had no idea you were in town! I have heard so much about you, my dear!”

“Hi, Mrs. Aaronson, it’s nice to finally meet you.” The girl was tall and slender. Her blond hair fell in curling waves and Sarah could sense a kindred spirit behind the girl’s stunning crayon-blue eyes. Sarah hugged her and took Julie’s hands in hers.

“You are absolutely beautiful, just as Michael described you.” She felt smooth metal under her right fingers, and looked down, her eyes widening. There was a simple gold band encircling Julie’s ring finger, a small round diamond at its center. She looked back at Julie and then Michael, her mouth forming a small “o” of surprise.

“Damn it, Mom, you ruined the surprise!” Michael said, shaking his head. He turned to Julie, “I should have known she would beat us to the grand announcement. It was impossible to pull anything over on her when I was a teenager. I swear, I just gave up and toed the line. It was far easier that way.”

Julie laughed ruefully, “So much for your grand speech.” She turned back to Sarah, “He was practicing it all the way here.”

Sarah hugged Julie again, harder this time, and then wrapped her arms around her son. Tears shone in her eyes. “Daddy always said nothing got past me. He said I had the mind of a writer. That I watched everything, noticed the details.”

“High praise, indeed, Mrs. Aaronson. I’ve read several of Mr. Edmond’s books, ‘Touched by Light’ was my favorite,” Julie enthused.

“Mine as well, right next to ‘A Life Relived.’” Sarah dabbed at her eyes, “Oh my goodness, I just can’t get over it. I knew it was serious when he went to New York for Christmas.” She laughed then. “Your dad and I were guessing it wouldn’t be long. But when in the world did this happen?”

Michael glanced at Julie, who smiled and blushed. 

“Last night. I had been planning it for months, but then with Grandma and then Grandpa.” He looked down at the ground, “I wasn’t sure if now was even the right time to tell you. Dad said you were still trying to get answers from Highland Park, and...” 

He looked up and shrugged his shoulders, his eyes a stormy gray of worry, betraying the calm exterior, “Surprise?”

Sarah could see how important her approval was to her son. “Oh honey,” Sarah’s eyes filled again, and she hugged Michael close before reaching out a hand and pulling Julie in as well, “Welcome to the family, Julie. I can’t wait to learn more about you.”
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Friday, March 18th, 1949

“She’s not for you, Conor.” Zenobia stood in front of her son on the brick path near the campus cafeteria.

He blinked at the impossibility of it. Mother was in California. She never traveled. At least, she never traveled in this world. How could she be here, in New York, when her post was in Los Angeles?

Her appearance was normal. She had exchanged the customary robes for a knee-length dress that peeked out of a gray wool coat. The shoulders of the coat squared. There were two rows of buttons which ran down the length of it beneath the sharp, pointed lapels. Her raven-black hair pulled back in a severe bun.

“Mother...I...what...” Conor searched for the words, unsure what to say. Had Mother been watching them? Had she overheard them talking?

The promises he had uttered just moments before, rose in his mind. What had Mother heard?

His eyes scanned the quad. Maggie was already gone, having disappeared in the distance. She was no longer visible. Her thin form had blended into a scattering of students at the far end of the campus square. She had been hurrying because she was late for her class. Maggie hated to be late, yet she had risked it to meet with him. And she had finally told him why she had been so quiet recently, so reserved.

Conor had seen it in her eyes. She had been so scared, afraid he would reject her. But he hadn’t. How could he? He was in love with her.

“It’s time to come home, Conor.” His mother added, her sharp green eyes boring into him.

“You said I still had time.” He protested; panic sending icy tendrils down his spine. “I have another three years. Why are you here?”

“A child, Conor, you made one with that slip of a girl.” Zenobia looked at him, her brilliant green eyes dark with fury, “We do not mate with humans. You know this, yet still you disobeyed.”

“Mother, why would you say that?” he asked, stalling for time. Perhaps he could run. Perhaps he could slip away, get to Maggie, and just keep running.

“You would deny it, Conor?” She snapped, “Stand there and lie to me, will you? Do they teach you to lie here? If so, you are a terrible student. Your face shows your deception.”

“She just told me. Just now. How could you know already? I didn’t even know!”

“I could see it, the child growing inside of her. It is obvious.” She shook her head.

Conor broke eye contact with his mother, casting about, his mind churning. It was just a few hundred steps to Maggie. 

They could go to New York, lose themselves in the millions of people who lived and worked there. Or even catch a train to Kansas City. No, not Kansas City. Definitely New York. There the human population could hide them well.

Her eyes watched him as he took a step backward. Her mouth crimped into a flat hard line, noticing his small movement. He stilled, and her eyes cut into him.

“Conor Saronica, I bind thee to me.” Zenobia’s voice was hard and full of power. Behind the voice, under it, ran a river of magic, full of energy he wished that he had at his disposal now. But he would not see his manifest until his twenty-first birthday. At the hour and moment of his birth, his power would surge. And that was more than two years from now.

Conor could feel his legs and body stiffen in response. 

“Please Mother. I love her. I want to marry her! We could take her there, you know we could. Humans are there, as well as here. Please...”

Zenobia moved a finger, muttered something under her breath and his tongue fell silent. He stared at her, hurt beyond words. How could she do this to me, ME, her only son? Mother had never treated him this way before. In his entire existence she had never once used her considerable powers against him.

“You will follow me now.”

Conor wished he could scream, but no sound escaped his lips. He raged in silence, impotent, and helpless as his limbs moved of their own accord. He fell in beside Zenobia and the two of them walked along the sidewalk, a thin layer of ice crunching under their feet. Conor felt his feet moving and his body turned in unison with his mother’s, heading for his dormitory. 

Around them, students walked, passing the mother and son, oblivious to Conor’s inner struggle. He continued to resist, a tiny drop of sweat beading on his brow despite the chill in the air. If only he could break his mother’s control. No one noticed the two of them; no eyes fell upon them and stuck. Nothing he tried made a difference. He couldn’t so much as twitch a finger without her consent. There was a brief moment of hope when Fred Gathers, nodded and waved at him. They were in the same Biology class.

“See you at the library tonight, Conor!”
Conor felt his hand come up and wave as they passed, his head bobbed in a nod towards Fred, a grin creeping over his face. All under his mother’s control.
“I’m disappointed in you, Conor.” Zenobia spoke in a low voice, pitched so that only her son could hear her. “You knew the rules. You know them now. Yet you broke them. You consorted with a human girl and you are fighting me even as I speak.” Her voice was tight, full of anger. “I should never have allowed you to leave. Such a risk! And especially with you being who you are. What was I thinking?”

They approached the stairs of his dormitory taking the steps in unison. Inside of the main doors, the large entry hall stood. Next, it was up two more flights of stairs, again without so much as a step out of turn. 

“You are in room 305, yes?” 

Conor’s head nodded and at the top of the second flight of stairs they turned left. The hallway was empty and Zenobia muttered again as they approached Conor’s dorm room. The door swung open.

His roommate Castor, psychology textbooks strewn about him, was absorbed in his studies. “Did you forget your History book ag...”

Castor froze in mid-sentence, his eyes widening. He stood, books clattering to the floor in his haste. Zenobia and Conor entered the room. The door clicked shut behind them.

“Protectorate Saronica, you honor us with your presence.” He bowed to Zenobia, his eyes meeting Conor’s. His face filled with concern and no small amount of fear.

Conor felt his mother’s power ebb from his body. His limbs were his again, his mouth, his tongue free from his mother’s power. He glared at his friend. 

“You told her, didn’t you?”

Castor’s eyes glanced away, towards Zenobia, then back to Conor. 

“I had to. You know the law.”

“The law? The law?” Conor spat. “I trusted you, Castor. It isn’t as if you haven’t dallied yourself.”

“Dalliances are one thing,” Castor began.

“Shut up!” 

Conor put one foot forward, a fist clenched. He could feel a flush of heat in his cheeks and the fury rising inside him. In that moment, he felt capable of true violence. He stared at his friend and imagined hitting him, again and again. In his mind, he longed to see the blood spurt and hear the crunch of bones beneath his fist. Castor had been his companion, and his friend, for longer than he could remember. But this betrayal, it was unforgivable.

“Conor, I am warning you.” Zenobia’s tongue dripped icy cold threat. He could feel her power, centered on his spine. It curled there, threatening a repeat of the indignities he had just experienced.

A wave of despair washed over him. Mother was here to take him home. And home was over three thousand miles away. Maggie would come by tomorrow to see him, and he wouldn’t be here.

“Mother, please, let me talk to her. I could explain.”

“What exactly would you explain, Conor? There is nothing more to say.” She looked around the room. “Castor, you will pack up Conor’s things and send them back to Los Angeles for me. You are to stay until the school breaks for spring. At that time you will return to your family.”

Castor’s shoulders sagged. He nodded, his eyes still on Conor. “Yes, Protectorate, I am yours to command.”

“Mother, please!”

“This experiment is over Conor. I will see that the girl and her child are both cared for. I promise you that.”

“Mother, if you would just let me see her.”

“No more, Conor, no more. It is time to leave.” Zenobia turned on her heel. The dormitory door sprang open at her command and she strode through it.

Conor had one brief second to contemplate escape and then her influence fell over him again. He managed a single look of loathing directed over his shoulder at Castor. Then Conor found himself marched out of the dormitory. He fought, to no avail, as they left behind the college, New York, Maggie, and his unborn child. The door slammed shut behind them.

The following day, Conor and Zenobia exited the sleek silver jet. Here in Los Angeles, the weather was already warm and inviting. There was no hint of the icy cold or late winter storm that had enveloped the coast as they left. It was a clear day, cloudless, and there was a slight breeze.

It should have been reassuring, even welcoming, but it was not. Here in the city that he had called home his entire life, something felt wrong. Conor’s mind was working away, wondering what Zenobia had in store for him. 

Did she think he would agree and accept his fate? Could he expect she would become complacent and then he could make his escape? 

He wondered how to go about it. There were cars at the compound, any of which he could use to escape. It would have to be at night, so he could get a decent head start.

He looked up and saw his mother watching him. Perhaps he had given himself away already. Perhaps she was assessing the threat that he had become
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