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Tessa


My knees tremble against the shaking ground as the stampede of elk-like creatures get closer. 
Between the pounding of my heart, the thundering rumble of their hooves against the firm ground, and the buzzing of the pixie swarm, I can’t hear whatever Neil and Naomi are saying to each other on our front lines.
“Tessa!” Kali calls from my hip. “We need to get this hippogriff up and moving fast if we are going to save her!”
I lick my lips as I glance over at my friend and new dryad acquaintance holding pressure to the hippogriff’s bloody back where her wing was once attached. I do a quick check of my center to confirm—I still don’t have enough power to do more than stop the current gushing of blood.
The salvia hasn’t had enough time. Definitely not enough to get the poor creature up and running.
“I’m still running on empty right now,” I remind her.
Pain squeezes my heart at leaving her behind though. Would the poor hippogriff become just another casualty in the war against the skáth?
“You can if you pull from the earth around you,” Kali urges.
I press my lips together, my eyebrows pinching as I peer up at the hippogriff’s face. Her eyes are closed, chest rising and falling faster than a panting puppy’s. Can I pull from the earth and not stumble down the path of corruption that Healer Jo warned me about?
“I will watch you,” Kali says, her voice strained and eyes begging, clearly knowing where my hesitation lies. “I can make sure you don’t let it go too far.”
With a quick jerk of my chin, I resign myself to trying. I’m not sure I could forgive myself if I didn’t do at least that much.
Kneeling in the sparse grass at the edge of the sandy beach where we had set up our camp, I press my hands into the dirt, looking for the connection I had found during class.
The vibration running up my arms from the nearing danger has my heart racing as I frantically search for the little magic still within my center. As soon as I find it, I push it through my hands into the earth to find a connection I can link to and draw from.
Sweat beads my upper lip as I grasp at the earth’s slippery magic.
“Come on…” I whisper.
Biting my lower lip, I attempt to link with the earth magic again, but my magic continues to slide against it instead of forming a connection.
“Slow your breathing, Tessa,” Kali says, her voice soothing to my scattered mind. “You need to be solid like a boulder to connect with earth.”
Nodding, I take a deep breath through my nose, count to four, then release it out my mouth, feeling the tension ease out with the air.
When I attempt to connect this time, the earth links with my magic almost instantly. Warmth floods my arms, pouring into my core. The pressure on my chest eases as my heart slows to a normal pace.
My mind stops its racing thoughts as it drifts on a gentle breeze. My skin hums, the magic filling each of my pores.
“That’s enough, Tessa.”
Kali’s stern voice and an abrupt shove from Azriel breaks my happy link to the earth. My shoulders droop, and some of the previous pressure settles back on my chest as I blink my eyes to see where I am.
“Heal quickly now,” Kali urges. “We need to move.”
“Yeah,” Diedre adds. “Like, as cool as I think you are and all…if you’re not done soon, I’m totally going to go hide in a tree over there.”
The hum of magic dancing just under my skin gets louder, drowning out whatever Diedre says next. My head fills with a haze of euphoria as I glimpse down at the panting hippogriff.
I have a job to do… Not that my body cares.
My taut muscles relax, as though I were at a spa instead of nearing a death by trampling if I don’t get moving.
I take a deep breath through my nose. Resting my hands outside Diedre and Kali’s bloody ones that are still applying pressure, I let the brilliant emerald glow seep from my skin into the creature’s brown fur.
The magic sweeps across the hippogriff’s side before pooling around the wound. The brilliant green pulses in time with the animal’s sprinting heart rate.
The pulse slows as more of the healing staunches the bleeding. A shiver rocks my core, a hair-raising sensation of skin melting back together sliding up my arms and down my back.
A shadow passes over my hands, briefly dimming the emerald glow before vanishing.
What was—
“Wow!” Diedre says. “I’ve never seen a healing like this before.”
“Me neither.”
The awe in Kali’s voice makes me glance up from the wound to the two ladies.
Their eyes are wide as they pull their hands away from the wound.
But it’s no longer a wound.
It’s the beginnings of a nub—not much different than Azriel’s had been when I first met him.
If I can heal that much already, what else can I do?
Allowing more magic to flow, I watch as the nub twitches and even extends another fraction of an inch.
“Stay away from the hippogriff!” A high pitched screech pierces my ears, making me wince at the stab to my eardrums.
A flash of green, followed by a streak of blue, crosses in front of me. Before I can process what I saw, a searing pain shoots from my arms to my chest, stealing my breath.
I fall back on my heels, breaking the connection with the hippogriff and the pull of magic.
“Ah! Stop!” Diedre cries. “You have it all wrong!”
“You’re going to get us all killed!” Kali says, batting at the pixies darting around her.
Half a dozen pixies are attacking the three of us. They must have made it past our Guardians and Leaths to reach us.
Neil! I snap my head to the other side of our campsite to see how our group is faring.
Fire, water, and air are still assaulting the swarm of about twenty more pixies. It doesn’t seem to slow the tiny creatures in the least. They dive and dodge with ease as they rip and shred fabric and skin alike.
Our defenders are looking more like a rag-tag team with blood trickling from numerous tiny wounds.
But at least they are still alive…for now.
Another bite that sears like a branding iron throbs in my thigh. I swat at the blue-winged creature, not much bigger than my hand.
It springboards against my oozing wound to get away before I can hit it.
My skin still buzzes with energy. Taking advantage of the extra store, I let it wash over my arm and leg wounds. The wounds close up and the pain eases as I prepare to swat at the pixie duo dive bombing me again.
Left hand swipe. Right hand swipe.
The pair cross paths and circle back for a fresh attack.
The ground rumbles under my feet louder. The herd stampeding toward us are not as similar to elk as I had imagined. Their bodies are twice as big, with tails that resemble the Stegasaurus. Heads held high with the whites of their eyes bulging, they bugle their advance.
Our time is up.
“We’ve got to move!” I scream, hoping even the Guardians and Princess hear my call.
Are you okay, my Tessa? Azriel’s worried voice wraps around my mind.
For now. I eye our precarious situation.
I will come get you out of here, mine. His words have a sense of finality to them that has my independent side rebelling.
Don’t you dare, I warn. That would only put you in the line of fire, since I need to get this hippogriff out of the way before all of my healing proves useless. You help them keep the pixies from devouring us one chunk at a time.
His frustration has a stranglehold on my mind for a moment before fading back to our normal bond.
Kali and Diedre are already trying to lift the hippogriff’s eagle-esque head between swats at the attacking pixies, but the beast is dead asleep.
I try to help by pushing against the barrel of the equine portion of the creature.
“Come on…” I mutter under my breath, watching for any sign that the animal will stir.
“Tessa!” Neil’s voice cuts over the din. “You all need to get out of there!”
He races through our campsite toward us, shooting occasional blasts of fire and air behind him to fend off the pixie onslaught. I shoot a glare at Azriel’s rump. Did he send Neil our way?
“Move!” he yells.
I glance at Kali and Diedre before darting my gaze to the sleeping animal and up to the stampede. There’s no time to argue with Az if he did now, anyway.
Can I really just leave this defenseless creature? Maybe the herd would just go around it?
I worry my lower lip when a sharp pain lances my leg.
The sneaky pixie tore a hole in my pants—straight to my calf.
“I’m out!” Diedre says.
She takes off toward the woods, leaving Kali still standing at the hippogriff’s head trying to fend off her pixies.
Diedre’s pair of attacking pixies abandon their pursuit as soon as she is a dozen feet away at the small grove of trees.
Another bugle sounds from the incoming stampede, reminding us just how close we’re cutting it.
“Stubborn human. Why do you never run?” Neil growls.
Clenching my fist, I open my mouth to snap back.
He sends a blast of fire toward the hippogriff’s head before I can get the words out. The breeze from the flames flaring so close it makes the white feathers dance. A couple of the longer ones singe from the heat.
“Sqwawk!” The hippogriff leaps up, front talons slashing the air in front of it.
Kali jumps back, my sight of her now blocked by the panicking creature.
“It is up and can run on its own. Run!” Neil waves his hands, ushering our group out of the stampede’s track.
“Come on, hippogriff!” I call up to the creature. “We need to get out of the animals’ way!”
I hurry around the hippogriff so I’m on the same side as Kali and now Neil.
Kali is standing on one of the stumps we had been using as chairs to give her more height in her efforts to grab the terrified beast’s attention.
“Come on, big girl,” Kali calls. “Let’s go!”
All three of us wave our arms and jump in an attempt to herd the animal away from the danger zone as well as continue to swipe away our tiny attackers.
Another pixie manages to take a chunk out of my back.
“Can’t you just blow the buggers away?” I ask through gritted teeth.
“My magic is nearing depletion. Much more and I risk breaking.”
Neil pulls his sword from the sheath and waves it side to side at the hippogriff's eye level.
Finally, she stops her rearing and gallops a few strides toward the trees Diedre just hid within—and out of the stampede path.
Just in time for the first of the new creatures to race between us and her.
I slide closer to Kali, holding my arm out wide. I crouch, my legs split and ready to run as soon as there’s a break in the stampede.
Kali catches my drift, wrapping one arm around my neck so I can scoop her against me.
Neil grabs my other hand, warmth flooding my body at the simple touch. His sword is already back in his sheath as he watches the herd for a break—some kind of opening we can escape through.
On the plus side, the pixies are no longer attacking us. The down side? One errant wild beast not deterred by a stump and three humanoid creatures is all it will take to kill all three of us.
Neil’s lips are pressed in a grim line, his hand tightening around mine.
“No more hesitations,” he says, his words barely audible over the thundering of hooves.
Nodding my head, I watch for an opening as well. A dozen creatures have already passed us. How many could be in one herd?
There… A gap in the line closes in on us. All we have to do is dive through that space before the next creature reaches us.
Neil yanks on my hand before I’m ready, propelling me forward. Kali clings to my neck as I use the strength of his pull to break through the line.
I make it half-a-dozen stumbling steps from the stampede when a deep, warning bugle erupts from one of the creatures.
“Ah!” Neil cries.
A quick glance over my shoulder shows Neil sprawled out on the grassy sand. A young one of those creatures dances in place next to him. The small creature rips its spiny tail from Neil’s leg, spraying blood in its wake.
Are you okay, mine? Azriel’s worried voice only manages to speed up the abusive butterflies in my gut. Tell me you’re not still trapped in the stampede!
I’m fine…but Neil…
“Neil! Look out!” I yell.
One of the adult creatures is charging toward Neil. Its huge, ten-point rack lowers in his direction, as if it thinks Neil were a threat to the baby.
Setting Kali down, I glance from the creature to Neil and back. 
“Don’t you dare…” Kali warns, grabbing my wrist in both hands, solidifying her stance to lock me in place. “I see that look. There’s not enough time.”
I’m coming, my Tessa.
At my pegasus’s call, I turn back to the insanity before me. The white in his dappled coat shines in the moonlight as he leaps over the stampede. Two sweeping flaps of his wings and he is over the last of the racing creatures.
He dives beside Neil, bites down on the collar of his shirt before leaping back up with my yelling guardian.
The creature, no longer having Neil in its sights, turns to the young one and joins the back of the stampede.
“We are out of the way now! Put me down!” Neil yells, his feet kicking freely in the air as Azriel brings him the last few feet.
Az drops Neil in a heap before landing gracefully beside me. He shoves his muzzle into my chest, snuffling and snorting as he makes sure I really am okay.
I told you I was fine, I remind him, scratching under his chin. But I do appreciate you getting Neil out of there. Even if he is being a bit dramatic about it.
I take my first deep breath in way too long.
How’s the rest of our gr—
Ezra screeches on her approach. Her wings beat wildly as she gets closer.
“Fight is not over,” Neil warns, getting back to his one good leg.
“What are you doing?” I ask, wide-eyed. “You’re in no position to fight! And you said your magic is about tapped.”
Naomi, Nerissa, and their Leaths are racing our way, just behind the flood of pixies. No more magic is being directed at them.
Which means we’re all in trouble.
The high-pitched chittering coming from them sounds even more agitated than it had been when I first saw them. If they are more upset and we have that much less power to fight…
I search around us for Kali.
When I don’t see her right away, my breath catches.
Where could she have—
The hippogriff found the large tree at the front of the small grove and is lying down against it. Kali is running her hands over the beast’s body as if looking for more wounds.
“Don’t get yourself killed over your pride,” I warn Neil. “I’m going back with Kali and the hippogriff. I want it to be able to get away before the pixies go after the poor creature as well.”
Can you stay with him so he doesn’t fall over if it gets too bad, Az? I ask, as I jog the dozen feet back to Kali.
Neil grumbles something, but the only words I hear are ‘Guardian’ and ‘job.’
Of course, my Tessa. This position is, at least, much closer to you if anything goes wrong.
“How’s our patient?” I ask Kali once I’m close enough.
“From what I can tell, you were able to close up most of the wounds and restarted wings from the gashes.” Kali’s hands stroke the chestnut fur. “She’s likely tired from the healing is all.”
With a frown, I feel down her feathered neck, confirming Kali’s assessment—out of curiosity rather than doubt of my friend, since the hippogriff seems to be tolerating our touch easily right now.
We can’t hold them, mine! Azriel’s sharp voice cuts through any admiration I have for the beautiful creature in front of me.
“Grab your slingshot!” I tell Kali, grabbing a loose stick nearby.
If only I had my sword!
Scanning around us for anything I can use, I grab a fistful of sand and throw it at the incoming hoard in hopes of slowing them down while I snag a nearby broken tree branch.
But it only seems to piss them off more… The small swarm of six pixies dive at our small trio.
The leader bares his teeth before yelling, “How dare you do that to the hippogriff!”
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Neil


Blood mats the hippogriff’s fur and feathers as she nudges Tessa with her beak. 
Tessa glances over her shoulder, looking like she might be sick—like the blood on the hippogriff is somehow her fault.
“Are you accusing us of hurting her?” Tessa’s face flushes as she smacks her hand onto her chest then points at the hippogriff.
Pixies shriek overhead, just out of reach of my sword since they circled back to escape her swinging stick. 
Ezra is able to grab a few in her talons and throw them at the ground, but the little buggers are fast and can maneuver around her before she can grab any more.
“Hurt her!” the tiny leader hollers. “I know you aren’t blind to the blood that soaks her fur—to the gashes where her wings used to be!”
Tessa swings a puny stick in front of her to keep the pixie from getting too close. One of Kali’s stones manages to hit one of the pixies and two others swoop down to catch their comrade before she hits the ground.
“I would never,” Tessa says, her eyebrows shooting up. “I healed her!”
Clenching my jaw as I limp closer to Tessa, I open my free hand to aim my wind at the creatures—not wanting my flames to get too close to our own group. My injured leg throbs in agony with each step, but I need to get closer to help.
The gut punch of nausea warning of my low magical stores has me grinding my teeth together. There is no point in holding back if it means we will not survive this encounter anyway.
“Did she blind you with that sand?” Kali yells, another stone ready within the sling. “Or are you a bigot just because she’s bigger than you?”
The leader practically glows red, tiny fists clenched and shaking as he drifts higher from the rapid beating of his tiny wings.
Tightening my grip on my sword, I prepare for the pixie to challenge her once again.
Tessa heaves a sigh as she tilts her head to the sky. She lowers the stick and stares back at the leader.
“Tessa…” I warn, eyeing the growing restlessness of the pixie swarm.
I brace on my good leg and lift my hand to attack if the pixie so much as raises a finger to strike again.
She gives an imperceptible shake of her head before talking.
“As I said… I healed what I could of her for now.” Her voice is strong and steady. “I don’t have enough magic to finish yet. But I would never hurt an innocent creature. I need to put my hands on whomever I am healing, which is why this hippogriff’s blood is on my hands and shirt.” 
The air thickens as the pixie rubs his chin.
Ezra swoops down, landing on my right shoulder to avoid throwing my balance off by sitting over my injured leg.
She heals more than the physical, m’anam. 
The flickering flames around Ezra’s head warm my face as she rubs against my cheek. When she starts working her beak through my curls, I can tell she has seen a tension break that I missed.
What do you mea—
“Why did they stop?” Naomi asks.
Nerissa is right next to Naomi with Storm on her far side. Sanji circles overhead, likely waiting to strike if things shift for the worst.
“Tessa asked nicely,” I say with a wry grin, not letting my eyes waver from the pixie leader.
One day I will stop underestimating our Chosen One.
“Sounds about right…” Naomi says.
Her eyes sparkle as she watches the silent exchange between Tessa and the pixie. Naomi’s sword is still in her hand, but she is not poised to attack like I am. Her ability to have faith in others as quickly as she does has always been something I admired.
She is not as fast as Tessa, but much more than any other fae I know—other than Father when he was still a Guardian.
“If you are a healer,” the pixie says, his voice slicing through the dense silence, “prove it.”
Tessa frowns. “I just told you that I don’t have enough magic to heal right now. I need to recover my stores.”
“In that case…”
The pixie leans forward to attack. The swarm does the same behind him.
I lift my sword, forcing Ezra to leap off my shoulder to the sky.
“Wait!” Tessa puts both of her open hands up, dropping the stick to the ground. “I will show you I’m a healer! No more fighting. None of us want any more fighting.”
The pixie leader leans back, crossing his arms, and the swarm mirrors his movements. The world sighs around us, relief that the fight has subsided temporarily is palpable.
With a deep sigh, Tessa closes her eyes and points her palms to the ground. Slow and steady she continues the deep breaths. Her arms and hands glow—light green at first, and slowly building to a brighter emerald starting at her fingertips and climbing up her chest.
Her face relaxes with a soft smile, the creases gone from her forehead. A soft moan escapes her lips, not too different from the building moans she had for me when we were together. The radiance of the magic coats more of her flesh, pulsing brighter with each of her inhales.
I had heard of earth fae being able to restore their magic like this, but had never seen it in action. It is breathtaking to see her flourish like this.
The sparse grass around her feet withers to shriveled black blades, as if burnt in a fire. The circle of decay grows wider, one piece at a time.
On her next inhale, an ashen shadow sweeps across her form. Her green glow wavers in that instant, before being replaced by the brilliant shine once again.
Was that—
Ezra shrieks and Azriel races over to Tessa. The pegasus shoves his bonded with a sharp nudge.
She takes a stumbling step to the side. I have taken a large stride toward her, hand out to catch her, before she catches herself. The movement seems to have shaken her out of whatever trance she had been in.
Though, even out of the trance, her skin retains its magical brilliance. Her smile is still as wistful as it had been while she was absorbing the magic, as well.
Is this a normal reaction to drawing more magic into yourself? I ask Ezra.
The push and pull of my muscles leave me locked in place. Do I go to her side? Does she need help? Or is she okay, and the action would only make her appear weak in front of our foe?
Eyes blazing emerald from the magic threatening to burst from within her, Tessa turns and puts one hand on the hippogriff’s shoulder.
“See?” she asks, her voice breathy. “Healer.”
The glow of her magic seeps from her fingertips into the hippograff’s fur, flowing like vines toward the wing scar. The streams wrap around the scar and build on themselves. As the magic gets taller, so does the nub of scar tissue.
My eyes bulge. What had taken her days to accomplish for Azriel only takes a few breaths of time now. I knew she was practicing and building strength with her healing, but had no idea that she could work so efficiently when she pulled directly from earth.
By the time she is done, the nub is a solid hand-width deep. When she glances back at me, her smile is as bright as her luminous gaze.
How much power did she pull? I return her smile with a tight one of my own, not wanting her to realize how worried I am after that display.
There’s no way to know for sure, m’anam, but there was a moment where I thought it might overwhelm her. 
A soft chatter breaks out amongst the pixies, making the air hum around us. One of the pixies whispers something to their leader.
You saw the shadow, too? I ask.
Yes. And for a moment, her power felt…different. Ezra turns in a tight circle overhead a couple times before allowing her flight to relax again. I can’t figure out a better way to describe it right now.
With a sharp nod, the leader clears his throat, bringing all of our attention back to him..
“You are indeed the most skilled healer we have ever seen. Would you consider helping us get this hippogriff back to our village and possibly healing others in a similar condition?”
“Absolutely,” Tessa replies, without hesitation. “How far away is your village?”
With a sigh, I re-sheath my sword. Of course she jumps on another chance to help another race that her sweet words have managed to woo.
Once again, her strength and ability to connect with strangers leaves me in awe.
But this is not a quest that brings us any closer to finishing this prophecy. And for us to be able to further explore our own connection, we need the prophecy to be done.
The skáth are problematic enough, but if the fae catch wind of my newfound feelings toward her…
I shake my head, my curls tickling my forehead and helping to bring me back to what is happening right in front of me.
“...we just need to heal our people and clean up our campsite before leaving,” Tessa finishes saying to the pixie.
What did she agree to now? I bemoan.
Nothing more, m’anam. The pixie just let her know their village is only a couple degrees from here, and they have lodging we can utilize in apology for attacking before asking.
My shoulders sag, and my leg’s throbbing grows more agonizing with each passing breath. How I am going to make it a couple degrees of walking will be challenging, to say the least. And there is no way I can ask Tessa to heal me after she just healed a decent amount of the hippogriff’s wing.
I take one last heaving breath and start limping back to camp.
“Let me help with that,” Tessa says, sneaking up behind me.
Fire burns beneath my skin where her fingers touch as she runs them down my injured left side.
I brush her hand aside with a shake of my head. “You have done enough healing. I cannot be a drain on you as well. You need your strength for the upcoming trek.”
“Stop being stubborn,” she says, smacking my arm with the back of her hand. “If I was too drained, I wouldn’t have offered. Not to mention, I can always ride Az if I need to. Is Ezra going to start flying you around if you can’t walk any farther?”
I glower at her, doing my best to hide most of my limp. I have seen her come close to draining herself too far on too many occasions to fully believe she still has enough for a leg wound like mine.
But she has a valid point about the walk. If I cannot walk the whole way, would Azriel consider carrying me again? He has in the past—no doubt at Tessa’s behest—but a couple degrees is much longer than he did before, and the pegasus had been so tense under me for the short ride out of the human zoo.
“For the sake of the trip,” I give in.
Her smile is back as she runs her warm hands down my thigh to just above my knee. I swallow hard, fighting the ache in my groin. The pulse of my cock begs her to touch more of me. To touch all of me.
Even after her hand stops, the warmth radiates down my leg. Where it reaches the pulsing pain, the energy turns cool, easing the agony I had been attempting to ignore.
In no time at all, my calf is as good as new. I scrunch my toes in my boot and roll my ankle to be sure. When there is no sharp pain lancing my leg, I apply all of my weight to it.
Nothing. It is not healed just enough to keep me walking. It is as if the injury never happened.
“Thank you, m’eudail.” After a quick glance around us, I pick up her hand from my leg and brush my lips against her knuckles. “Now let us get to this village.”
“Yes,” Tessa says, her cheeks turning that gorgeous shade of pink as she glances up at me. “But first, let me go let Diedre know that she’s safe to come out now.”
We are already working on cleaning up our supplies when Tessa and Diedre join us. Our group has become quite efficient at tearing down our camps, so it is only about half a degree before we are ready to get on the road.
“Should I ask why you and Tessa came back half dressed from the woods before the chaos ensued?” Naomi asks with her irritating knowing grin.
“I doubt I need to tell you anything,” I grumble, watching our group from the back to make sure everyone stays together. “You seem to have a frustrating sixth sense about my personal life, even when all clothes remain intact.”
“I think it’s sweet,” she says with a playful shove to my shoulder. “I love knowing you can actually let your walls down enough to let someone else in. After the arrangement, it was like you put up walls to everyone but me. This mission is the best thing that could have happened to you.”
I glance over at her with a raised eyebrow. This wall drop may also be the literal death of me if Court finds out before I finish this prophecy. And even then, they may say that such ties are a threat to my allegiance to them.
And from what I saw on our last couple of visits, they would be right.
“While I agree that I am glad I met Tessa, I may also be putting all of us at undo risk. We will need to be extra vigilant,” I remind her.
“On that note,” she says, an extra bounce in her step. “I think it’s time I continue wooing my own lady…and watch the front of the line, of course.”
Naomi gives me a one-armed side hug before jogging to the front of our group to walk next to Nerissa and Storm. Nerissa turns from her conversation with one of the pixies to include Naomi once she arrives.
And then Naomi slides her hand into Nerissa’s. The smile the merfae gives my sister is easy to read—even for a male who shields himself from most emotions. Those two have a connection that will make any of the other Guardians jealous, knowing that Naomi is unavailable.
Which means I may not be the only one Court will go after if we are discovered. The Lady does not share her fae well. And she has made it clear that her warriors are hers alone while in service.
Tessa walks between Diedre and Kali with Azriel on Kali’s other side so the women can chit chat.
It is fitting that she walks in the complete center of our group. The longer we are on the journey, the more I see how others gravitate to and around her.
Just this group alone is an anomaly. Fae, small folk, merfae, pixies, dryad. Four races that have spent at least decades, if not centuries, at odds and separated from each other.
And yet, here we are. Walking together as if it is the most natural thing.
Ezra’s quiet and steadfast support while my mind struggles with all of the changes that have been happening gives me a needed place to lean.
The walk is blessedly quiet from any stampedes, quells, or other chaos. A reprieve we have needed for a long time.
Eyeing the pixies as we approach the second full degree of walking, I do another sweep of our surroundings. Maybe it has been too quiet?
Was the pixie leader being honest when he said they had other creatures that need healing? Or are they leading us into a trap? Pixies in general have been known for causing trouble in the past.
A faint silvery mist hangs in the air not far from the front of our group.
Ezra?
I’ll check, m’anam.
She shoots forward to Sanji’s side before they both slip behind the curtain.
My chest tingles. Nothing painful. Like a tickle in the back of my throat that I cannot quite clear.
The sensation clears as soon as the pair of phoenixes break back through the mist to join us.
It appears to be a shield around a village, m’anam. And it may be the oddest village we have ever seen.
Odd how? Is this how they survive? Hiding from the world behind a veil?
You’ll have to see for yourself, m’anam. I do not think my words will do it justice.
As soon as we walk through the veil, the scenery changes. In front of us, there is a break in the trees that was not visible from the other side.
I pull my sword from its sheath, my head on a swivel. The others of our group tense, ready to fight as well, while we walk through the opening and see the magical village ahead.
“It’s late,” the lead pixie says when the tail end of our group joins the rest at the treeline. “You can put down your weapons, and I’ll find you a place to sleep for the night so you can talk to our leader in the morning.”
Nodding, I cannot help but stare. This was not what I was expecting at all.
There are a decent number of villagers still up and moving around—even this late in the evening.
It is a village but… with a bunch of different races… Living peacefully together?
It is like no one taught them we are supposed to hate each other…






  
  Tessa


Why is my whole body on fire? 
Moaning, I blink repeatedly to get the sleep from my eyes and adjust my aching head to the sunlight streaming through the window.
Window? Where—? I close my eyes again. Right. The pixie village with fae-sized housing and visitors. Or did those other fae-like creatures live here, too?
Pushing my palm against the throbbing of my head, I sit, leaning my elbow against one knee to prop me up. With a quick check of my center, I’m relieved to see some of my magic has been replenished.
It isn’t quite as much as I would have expected, but it’s enough to help with the pulsing migraine.
I give the magic a gentle pull. Instant regret. A whip-like strike cracks against my skull, producing a white flash of agony before fading.
“Are you okay?” Kali asks from beside me.
“I will be…as soon as this headache subsides. It appears my magic is feeling a bit rebellious this morning.” I quirk a wry smile, squinting so I can see a blurry vision of her.
“You definitely overextended yourself last night,” she says, with a shake of her head. “I will see if I can find any herbs for a good brew for you in our med bag.”
“Thank you,” I say, hoping my scrunched face shows my undying gratitude for her trying.
I didn’t realize how much I had come to rely on being able to heal small ailments before, but this is one of those moments that I can really appreciate what it has done for me in hindsight.
Each heartbeat drumming against my skull makes it impossible to do more to assess my surroundings. And I was so tired last night, I passed out as soon as I found a place to lie down.
“It’s not the strongest since I don’t have hot water right now,” Kali says, as she presses a cup into my hands, “but if you chew the plants with the water, it should have the same effect.”
I give a slow nod before taking my first sip. The flavor is almost nonexistent, but as soon as I chew the leaf that slips into my mouth with the swig, the floral flavor blasts my taste buds.
A few more swallows and a sweet coolness spreads from my stomach to my head, taking the sharp edge off the migraine.
“Better?” Kali presses her hand to my forehead as if feeling for a temperature.
“Much.” My shoulders sag as the muscles in my neck release from the relief.
Finally, I can open my eyes without the searing pain.
The house we are in is quaint. A small kitchen sits to one side, with a bathroom next to it and an open door to what may be a bedroom beyond. Our group is spread out around what would be a living room.
When my gaze catches on Neil, he’s rubbing his neck—stretching and rotating his head a few times. His mussed hair makes me want to rake my fingers through it and pull him in for a kiss.
If only my body wasn’t rebelling at the idea of even existing right now…and we weren’t sharing the small home with our entire party.
The sun is well above the tops of the trees as our group continues to stir and rise, still rumpled in our clothes from last night.
Glancing down, I groan. A few spots of the hippogriff’s blood are still sprinkled up my arm. I must have missed them during the quick wash-up before bed last night…or more appropriately, this morning.
Thankfully, I changed my bra and added a shirt before our hike last night, so I’m not a total mess.
“What do you think?” I ask Neil, as I use my fingers to tame my own sleep-knotted hair. “Have you ever heard of this place before?”
“Never.”
The deep rumble of his early morning voice has me biting my lower lip to keep my libido at bay. Considering the start to our evening last night, my whole body aches for an encore.
After everything else that happened since, our short escapade seems like a lifetime ago.
“I need to see more before I can form an opinion,” he says. “From the little we saw last night, it is more different than I would have imagined possible for a village in Aurellia.”
“Guess we should get started on that then,” I say, setting the now empty glass onto the floor beside my skimpy pile of belongings.
My muscles still ache as though I had tossed an entire hay delivery into the loft by myself yesterday, but at least it’s no longer like I had been hit by a truck.
“Aren’t you all ready to go yet?” Diedre’s chipper voice has me cringing.
My head is still in recovery mode, and that much loud, bubbly energy can easily send it spiraling back in the wrong direction.
“I’m pretty sure you missed breakfast,” she continues, oblivious to our dramatically slower movements as she walks from the door to a chair at the kitchen’s island counter. “It was delicious, but, like, they should be getting lunch ready soon.”
“Thanks, Diedre,” I say, holding one hand up. “I think we all needed the extra rest. I’m glad you’re feeling good, though. Have you seen the pixies yet this morning?”
“Oh, yes.” She shrugs. “The main one from last night said the leader of the village would be over in a little bit to meet their guests.”
Leader of the village? The pixie isn’t the leader?
I exchange a glance with Neil, and his lifted eyebrow tells me he probably has the same question as I do.
Even Naomi and Nerissa, who have been chatting quietly in their corner, shift their glances at us, a grim set to their faces.
“Well, I think meeting this leader will be a good start to understanding this place better,” Neil says, heading to the door. “Everyone good to go?”
A murmuring agreement from the rest of us gets our group out the door. Our Leaths finally rejoin us from their space right outside the thatched house.
Do you need to ride, my Tessa? Azriel nuzzles my chest in greeting. You should rest today.
I’m just sore right now, I tell him, with a firm scratch of his throat latch and between his ears. Thanks to Kali’s brew this morning, it’s nothing I can’t handle.
Okay, my Tessa. With a last whoof and nuzzle against my chest, he joins us in waiting for the rest of the group to get their morning hellos in.
“So, the kitchens are, like, over there.” Diedre points to the left where the village becomes more dense with both buildings and villagers.
And the villagers are all different shapes and sizes. From the tiniest pixie, to creatures resembling Fantastic Four’s Thing, made of pure rock and easily seven feet tall.
“Well, at least they shouldn’t notice our mismatched group too much,” I mutter to Kali.
“Yep. I would say we fit in like shrooms in a salad,” she says, her eyes still wide as she takes in the crowd.
“Ah! You must be the visitors to our quaint village,” a light-hearted male voice says from behind us. “May the Moon bless you, as you do her.”
I jump along with our whole group. Whipping around, I scan the area for the speaker.
When my eyes land on him, though, every cell in my being freezes.
My eyes lock on an almost mirror image of myself.
His irises are the same emerald green that I was complimented for my whole life—they were considered unique in their vibrancy. His high cheekbones, strong jaw, even his lips, are the same shape as mine as he stands there, slack-jawed and staring.
Numbness floods my mind, leaving me unable to do anything beyond stare at the fae before me.
He couldn’t be…could he?
“Wow!” Diedre exclaims. “You two look a lot alike! Well, except for the ears, of course. It’s almost like you’re related.”
The fae gathers his wits much quicker than I do. A casual smile replaces the rounded ‘o’ of his mouth as he shoves one hand into his pocket and rests the other on a three-headed dog’s head.
“Almost,” he says with a chuckle. “But, alas, it would be impossible. There was only one I would have considered having children with. And the chances of th—”
“Are you Carson? Carson Crane?” Neil asks, interrupting the fae’s denial.
While the smile stays, the sparkle in the male’s eyes dim. “Depends on who’s asking. You’re a Guardian of Court, right?”
Neil hesitates, his jaw clenching before he answers.
“I was trained as a Guardian for most of my life,” he replies, the muscles in his shoulders tensing.
I glance between the two men. Could Neil’s hunch be right? With the similarities, it seems possible. And if he is, then I understand the fae’s hesitancy to answer before knowing if any of us are part of the Court.
“We are asking,” I state, trying to ignore the sloshing in my gut as I allow the words to tumble from my lips. “And we don’t know if the Court even exists anymore after a recent skáth attack, so whether or not anyone is from Court is a moot point. So, is your name Carson Crane?”
My chest is tight, making me work for each breath as I wait for the fae to answer. He peers at each member of our group before pausing on Kali.
“Are you here by choice? Or as part of whatever mission they are on?” he asks coolly, not letting his gaze waver from my friend.
“Both,” Kali says, a firm statement of conviction. “They saved me and many of my people when we first met. It was an easy choice to join them so I can help save the rest of the realm as well.”
After watching her for a couple more heartbeats, the light comes back to the fae’s gaze as the muscles in his face—the only real indicator of his distrust—relax.
“That’s good to hear. Yes, I’m the famously infamous Carson Crane,” he says, throwing his arms wide as if on show. “Though, I must know—why do you ask, if it isn’t to bring me back to Court?”
I swallow hard, feeling Neil’s gaze lingering on me, as if waiting to see what I want to say. Do I want to confirm him as my ghost of a father? Would that make my heart feel better or worse? Or do I just let it go and get to know more about him first?
“Because…” I start, licking my parched lips.
Years of wondering, curiosity and hurt bubble in my chest. I may finally understand. But what if I don’t like the answer? What if the one female he just mentioned isn’t Mom? That the child he might have wanted isn’t me?
“Was Meredith Anderson that one female?” I ask, rushing the statement enough that I nearly stumble over her name. “Or was it another who stole your heart?”
His eyes go wide as his arms rest back at his side. “How would you—? No. But that isn’t possible…for a fae and a human—”
“I thought the same thing when I met her,” Neil interjects. “But I can promise you she is fae and human… as well as so much more.”
Neil rests a steadying hand on my shoulder, the heat from his palm burning through the thin material.
My breath catches in my throat as Carson stares back at me, our gazes locked while the gears turn in his mind.
With a slow, deliberate nod of his head, his lips spread into a radiant smile.
“You’re…you’re Merry’s daughter?” he asks, his voice breathy. “And m-my daughter?”
I nod, not able to speak yet.
A watery sheen coats his eyes. One moment he is staring in wonder—the next, his arms are strangling the life out of me with a bear hug that would make Pops jealous.
“I never thought… I didn’t know…”
My muscles relax and melt into the heat and strength of his embrace. He did want me. I’m no longer the bastard child I grew up believing—no matter how many times Mom would tell me otherwise.
“I’m so sorry. If I had known…” He takes a shuddering breath. “I would have figured something out…somehow. I’m sorry. Will you ever forgive me? Can you?”
Wheezing in a breath, I wrap my arms around him and rest my head on his shoulder. Tears well in my eyes, though I do my best to blink them away.
A canine whimper beside us has Carson loosening his grip and taking a step back.
I inhale deeply and peer up at the fae who is apparently my father. My mind is spinning so fast, I can’t lock onto any one thought long enough to figure out what to say. Pressure on my hip makes me glance down.
Kali has her hand pressed against me, an eyebrow lifted. I give her a weak smile, resting my hand on hers in thanks. A glance at Neil and the other two women shows everyone watching me for my response.
Such a monumental moment in my life, and I can’t get my brain to come up with anything to say.
“I know, Cerenia,” he mutters to his Leath before turning back to me. “Sorry if I was a little overly enthusiastic. I never imagined my time with Merry…well, I am glad you found me. You seem to know my name already, and my cerberus here is Cerenia. May I ask yours?”
He scratches behind one of Cerenia’s ears, like I scratch Azriel when I need the added comfort, an affectionate smile never leaving his face.
“It’s nice to finally meet you,” I say. “I’m Tessa, and the pegasus is my Leath, Azriel. Neil and his phoenix, Ezra. His sister Naomi and her phoenix, Sanji. Kali, who was my first friend in this realm. Nerissa and her kelpie, Storm. And then Diedre recently joined us.”
I still have so many questions. Has he been here the whole time? Why did he never come back to visit? Does he have someone else now? Or did he stay solo like Mom did? Is it safe to talk to him about everything going on right now?
It’s a little comforting to know that he seems to have truly known nothing of my existence before he left. That I wasn’t the reason for his leaving.
“Would you like to see the village? I have a few friends I would love to introduce you to,” Carson says, sweeping an arm in the direction of the other villagers and buildings. “And I’d love to know how you ended up in Aurellia, to be honest. I didn’t think your mother would remember this place. How is she, by the way?”
Clearly, your sire has as many questions for you as you do for him, my Tessa, Azriel says, nuzzling my back. Maybe we will have enough time here to allow you to get them answered.
You may be right. If I’m supposed to help with healing here, I’m pretty sure it will be a day or two before I can even try.
“A tour of the village would be great,” Neil answers for us, resting a hand on my shoulder.
Carson shoots a look at Neil, as if he forgot the towering male next to me was here. His smile recovers quickly as he waves our group forward.
“Of course! Now Tessa, I must know…how is Merry?”
He walks slow enough for me to walk comfortably beside him. With a final pat, Kali dips back and joins the rest of our group, leaving me sandwiched between my long-lost father and my Guardian.
“She’s…okay,” I hedge, unsure how much I want to divulge to this man who is still a stranger.
The reminder that she’s hopefully at home, waiting for me to finish healing her is like a punch to the gut.
Considering how much I was able to accomplish with the hippogriff last night, am I strong enough now to heal her completely?
I think it may be possible, my Tessa, Azriel replies to my racing thoughts. What you managed to do was nothing short of amazing last night. But I would say you need to be well rested before attempting such a draw again.
True. That, and I don’t want to draw extra power too often. Don’t forget what Healer Jo had said about the power corrupting those who do it too much. I’m chewing my bottom lip, trying to figure out how soon we can go back, when I realize Carson has asked another question.
“Sorry, what did you ask?” My cheeks heat at my obviously distracted state.
His laugh is deep and joyful as he tilts his head back.
“Oh, you and your mother are so similar. She would get lost in her thoughts like that whenever we were doing chores or preparing for a lesson with one of those equines.”
His smile is infectious, tugging at the corners of my own mouth. Over twenty-eight years later, and he remembers little details about her like that?
“I was wondering if she was able to find someone to settle down with?” His voice softens and gaze shifts to the dirt road we are heading down. “Is she working the ranch with her parents like she was planning?”
“It has been Mom and I running the ranch by ourselves for a little while now,” I reply, my gut knotting again. “Actually, I need to get back to her so I can help again. Which means we do need to finish this mission as soon as possible. I can stay and do some healing, but then we need to figure out how to find the unicorns and stop the skáth so I can go back home.”
Carson stops dead in his tracks to stare at me, making the rest of us skid to a halt, as well.
“Wait. You’re the one that’s supposed to fulfill the prophecy?” He crosses his arms, eyebrows rising to his hairline as he looks over me once again. “I hope you don’t take this in the wrong way, but…why you?”
“Great question.” I shrink in on myself under his intense stare. “I have asked that a lot.”
Neil moves behind me and places his hands on my shoulders, allowing me to lean into his solid strength. “She is the miracle no fae knew we needed.” 
My heart races at his compliment, heat creeping up my cheeks again.
“Consider the group she has gathered around her,” he continues. “Before arriving here, I thought it was impossible for fae to work with other races. Add her immense connection to not only earth, but water, she is stronger than most. The prophecy also mentions the healer with an equine Leath, which has not happened in decades.”
“You also have a water connection?” Carson asks me. “Can I see it?”
“Well, I’m connected, yes…” I rub my thumb against my opposing thumb. Do I try to show him my shaky control? “But I’m still figuring out how to use it…”
“She is connected to water like a naiad,” Nerissa says. “Do you know of any naiads in your lineage?”
“My mother was half-naiad,” Carson says, his brows furrowed in thought. “She was adopted at birth, though, so I don’t know much more than that. I didn’t get any of that gift, unfortunately, so I can’t help with that.”
“There you go, Tessa,” Nerissa says, cheerfully. “At least you have some confirmation about that part of your powers. My assumption was right about how you tap into that gift. So you should be able to get a lot stronger in it if we can find you a naiad to learn with.”
I nod, my head still swirling.
“That’s amazing,” Carson says, running a hand through his mousey-brown hair. “I can see why they have chosen you, Tessa.”
He looks around my group, his gaze shifting quickly from one person to another before he wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close, turning in a half circle.
“I do think I have a way to find the unicorns. But…have you met the fae at Court?” he asks, his voice barely above a
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