

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-one

Chapter Forty-two

Chapter Forty-three

Chapter Forty-four

Chapter Forty-five

Chapter Forty-six

Chapter Forty-seven

Chapter Forty-eight

Chapter Forty-nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-one

Chapter Fifty-two

Chapter Fifty-three

Chapter Fifty-four

Chapter Fifty-five

Chapter Fifty-six

About The Author

Books by Rebecca Shelley


 

 

Mist

 

Warriors

 

Rebecca Shelley

 

 

  

  

  

  

Wonder Realms Books




 

 

 

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any print or electronic form without permission. All characters, places, and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual places or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 

ISBN-13: 978-1463507114

ISBN-10: 1463507119

 

Copyright © 2011 Rebecca Shelley

Cover Art © Ruslan Solntsev | Dreamstime.com

Interior Art © Irina Shishkina | Dreamstime.com

 

 

Published by Wonder Realms Books

 




 

 

For Kimberly

 and all her imaginary friends




 


Chapter One

Robby's rollerblades clicked against the cracks in the damp sidewalk as he raced along the dark street far behind his older sister, Ellen. Mist swirled around him, chilling his skin and carrying the scent of the wet pine trees that lined the road. Ellen flitted ghost-like in and out of the swirling patches of mist illuminated by the streetlights.

Robby tried to keep his skates quiet, so Ellen wouldn't notice her younger brother behind her.

Spying.

For the third morning in a row Ellen had gotten up before sunrise, strapped on her purple rollerblades and skated off into the mist without telling anyone. Robby and Ellen usually skated together since they'd moved from Los Angeles to Lake Tahoe and left all their friends behind.

Frowning, Robby followed Ellen as she sped down the steep hill toward the waterfront. She had skated off without him, and he wanted to know why. A pale glow from the streetlight glimmered off a white bandage on her hand and the smooth face of the cell phone clipped to her belt.

Robby pushed himself to keep her in sight.

The sidewalk flashed past beneath his speeding feet. He shivered, and his heart beat hard in his chest. The dark mists made him nervous, not to mention his sister's odd behavior. He swallowed a lump in his throat. Everything felt wrong this morning like a spinning top, tilting to one side before the final crash.

Ellen skated down Village Boulevard to the beach where Lake Tahoe lapped against the wooden pier that stretched out into the dark water.

Robby stopped at the playground and ducked behind the slide, panting to catch his breath.

Ellen took off her skates, walked across the play-ground sand, and onto the pier. Thick mist swirled around her, coming off the lake. She stood silent and alone, staring across the water.

Minutes ticked by. 

Robby wondered what she was doing. Usually when he came down to the lake, he brought his fishing pole. But Ellen hated fishing. She thought it was cruel to the fish. Not Robby. His hands twitched for his pole, but he'd left it home, and for some reason even the thought of fishing in the mist filled him with dread.

Ellen just stood there waiting as fingers of clouds wrapped around her while the first faint glow of sunlight turned the mist ghostly white.

She stood silent and alone for so long that Robby's feet fell asleep and started to prickle. He leaned down to take off his skates, wiggled his toes around so blood would get to them, then put the skates back on.

"What are you doing here?" Ellen's voice made him jump.

Robby looked up in shock. Ellen had come back from the pier and stood a few feet away, glaring at him through the dim half-dawn light. Robby got a hold of himself and glared back. Ellen was seventeen and he only fifteen, but what he lacked in age he made up for in size. Last time they'd measured against each other, he was three inches taller.

Not wanting to admit he'd been spying, Robby pushed back from the slide and sped away. "Race you home," he cried.

Ellen came after him.

Skating down the slope to the beach had been easy. Going uphill was a different matter. Fire burned in Robby's legs as he pumped faster and faster. He gasped for breath, hearing her close behind him.

"Robby, you brat," Ellen said. Her fingers swiped the back of his shirt.

Robby put on a burst of speed, zipped onto Lakeside Boulevard, and up to their home behind a rustic old church.

Ellen came up beside him breathless. "You followed me."

"Sure." Robby leaned over, waiting for his muscles to stop burning and trying to catch his breath. "What were you doing on the pier at this time of morning? It's creepy out there."

Ellen cleared her throat and pursed her lips. For a second he thought she might tell him, but then she pushed off on her skates.

"Race you around the church," she called.

She vanished into the mist.

"Cheater!" he yelled. "You better say what you were doing at the lake, or I'll tell mom and dad you snuck out." Robby sped after her, taking the shorter route around the other side of the church.

He wove past the pine trees, slapped the wooden corner of the church as he went around it, and skated into the parking lot, expecting Ellen to get there at the same moment.

She never arrived.

Robby ground his teeth. The mist had grown so thick it hid the walls of the church behind him.

"Ellen?" he called.

Only the dull throb of a car engine, motoring along Lakeside Boulevard, answered him.

"Ellen?" Robby skated closer to the church to see if she was hiding against one of the walls. A low wind moaned through the pine trees. Robby shivered.

The church walls stood empty.

"Ellen," Robby called. "Ellen."

Silence.





Chapter Two

Six weeks later Robby crept out into the morning mist, and a shiver ran down his spine. Not wanting to wake his parents, he eased the front door closed behind him. 

They'd forbidden him to go out alone since Ellen's disappearance. When she'd first vanished, he'd thought she had just ditched him. He had been hurt and angry, but hadn't ratted on her to his parents. He regretted that.

Ellen had never returned.

Robby mounted his bike and retraced his path around the church like he had every morning since he lost her. Silence closed in on him. The damp air stifled his shallow breaths. Fear pulsed through him as the fingers of mist wrapped around his bare neck and brushed his face.

On the far side of the church, he found the parking lot empty. Again. No Ellen.

Hating himself, he left the church and rode down the slope toward Lake Tahoe. He couldn't get Ellen's last morning out of his mind. She'd gone to the beach, walked onto the pier and stood there waiting.

For what? He didn't know.

He should have told his parents the moment she'd disappeared. They could have called the police. Maybe they would have found her if Robby had told them sooner that she'd gone.

Robby skidded to a stop in the sand and glared at the mist-shrouded water. He shouldn't be out here. He knew that. His fear of the swirling clouds that had claimed his sister made his gut ache. But he'd let her go into that mist; he had to find her. Guilt filled his mouth with a sour taste.

He picked up a rock and hurled it out over the water. It vanished into the mist. A dull splash wafted back to him.

Something in Robby's gut told him whatever she'd been waiting for was connected somehow to her disappearance. Fear of what horrible things might have happened to her clawed his mind.

The police, family, friends and neighbors had scoured Lakeside Village for weeks, looking for Ellen and not found her.

Robby pulled a wrinkled paper from his pocket. The police had given out hundreds of them in the search for Ellen. It showed her with her arms wrapped around a man in his early twenties. Robby's mother had found the picture in Ellen's room. Robby's skin crawled. He and Ellen were close, but she'd never mentioned the man, and Robby had never seen him before. 

The police found and arrested the guy. His name was Warren Gray. He claimed to be Ellen's fiancé and insisted he didn't know what happened to her.

Robby gritted his teeth and glared at the paper. Warren didn't seem like Ellen's type. Dressed in black leather, with his hair long and braided, he looked like some gang member. Robby had always teased Ellen that she was such a prissy princess, if she ever married it would be to some kind of handsome prince.

Ellen had always smiled when he said that.

Now Ellen had vanished, and the police thought this man had killed her. Robby shuddered. Heavy pine scent mixed with the smell of the cold mist. Water lapped at the shore. He refused to believe it. He told himself if he just kept looking, someday he'd find her safe and sound.

Besides, if Warren were responsible, how come three others had disappeared since his arrest?

Mr. Rope who owned the rowboat rental at the dock had left his wife one morning to go to the lake and had never come back.

Brian, a three-year-old who lived up on Crest Lane, had followed his father out into the mist-filled yard. His mother had run right out to grab him only seconds later, but couldn't find him.

Mrs. Candle, the ancient librarian who had glared at Robby every time he entered the library, had set out to get an espresso to start her day and had never been seen again.

The police were baffled. They claimed the disap-pearances were not related. Robby knew one thing for sure. All of the missing people had gone out into the morning mist and vanished.

Frowning, Robby wiped his hands on his jeans. He'd looked everywhere for Ellen. Each time his search brought him back here to the lake. But the pier sat empty. Mist hung over the deserted beach. No sign of Ellen. Time to go home before his mother woke and found Robby gone too.

He lifted his bike from the sand and brushed the seat off. A movement out of the corner of his eye stopped him from mounting and riding away. The mist over the narrow wooden pier grew darker and denser.

Robby blinked.

A kid stood there.

To get to the pier, he would have had to walk right past Robby, yet Robby had not seen him before.

In the thick fog, the kid seemed to be wearing tan leather armor with green swirls on it and a sword hanging at his side. His long blond hair hung to his shoulders. He looked for all the world like a fantasy warrior from one of the computer games Robby's father had created.

Robby rubbed his eyes and squinted through the mist to get a better look.

The kid walked along the pier to the beach. The thick mist followed him. He stepped onto the sand and almost collided with Robby who stood frozen, clutching his bike.

"Hey, watch where you're going," Robby said.

Up close Robby saw that what he'd taken for leather armor was no more than a black leather jacket with silver studs. Despite the kid's long hair, he didn't look any older than Robby.

The black-leather kid dropped into a fighting stance and pulled a fishing knife from his belt.

Robby tensed as the mist licked the wicked blade. He'd used a knife like that often enough to gut fish, but in this boys hands it seemed a lot more menacing. Robby might have expected to get mugged back on the streets of L.A.—before his father made his first million writing that computer game program—not at a resort village in Tahoe.

But people had disappeared, and Robby had felt the evil lurking in the mist. Now he'd come face to face with it. Robby glared at the kid and held his ground. "You going to stab me with that?" If this kid had hurt Ellen, Robby would make him very sorry.

"Who are you?" The kid tried to make his voice sound low and menacing, but it cracked on the last question.

"My name is Robby Chylde. Who are you?" Robby swept the ground with his fingers, grabbing a handful of sand to throw in the kid's eyes if he attacked.

"Greenleaf," the kid snapped. "What are you doing here? What did you see?"

Keeping his eye on the knife, Robby answered. "I'm looking for my sister, and the only thing I've seen today is you. You wouldn't know anything about anyone disappearing, would you?"

Greenleaf took a step back, a look of confusion on his face. "I . . . my brother is gone. Vanished. I came here to look for him."

Robby choked. Not another person lost to the mist.

Greenleaf pointed the knife at Robby. "What have you done with him?"





Chapter Three

"What have I done?" Robby said, edging away from the sharp blade. "I don't even know your brother."

Greenleaf's face flushed. "You. Your people. I know he was mixed up with you."

Robby's heart beat hard, but he knew he couldn't let Greenleaf see fear in his eyes. "I'm not a part of no gang." Any gang, Robby darling, his mother's voice echoed in his mind. He shoved it aside, needing to sound tough.

"Gang?" Greenleaf rolled the word on his tongue like he'd never heard it before. He had a strange accent that Robby couldn't place.

Robby narrowed his eyes and said, "You're nuts." Keeping his face toward the knife-wielding boy, he wheeled his bike back toward the picnic tables and playground.

Greenleaf leaped around Robby in a fluid motion, blocking Robby's way. "Where is he?" he said, waving the knife in Robby's face more desperate than menacing.

"I don't know what happened to your brother," Robby said. "My sister's missing too. I told you that. If I knew who took her, do you think I'd be hanging around this beach? No way. I'd do whatever it took to get her back."

Greenleaf's face pinched with fear. "No, he has to be here. My brother said he was going into the human world and not to follow him. But he never came back. If humans are vanishing too then . . . " Greenleaf glanced toward the pier where the morning mist started to thin.

He ran back the way he'd come.

Human world? Robby puzzled over that for a split second then bolted after the crazy kid. The sand gave way beneath his feet, slowing him.

Greenleaf reached the pier, and his feet thumped across the wood. The mist along the beach came to swirl and condense around him.

Robby thundered onto the wooden planks after him. The mist grew thick and cold. Greenleaf was almost to the edge. Robby could barely make him out in the thickening mist.

"Wait," Robby called.

Greenleaf muttered something and kept running toward the water as if he planned to run right off the edge of the pier.

Robby dived for him and caught hold of the back of his jacket just as he stepped off the pier.

Greenleaf's momentum dragged both of them over the edge toward the water below. Robby gritted his teeth against the pending impact, but the fall lasted longer than he expected. Down and down he went, with thick gray mist all around him. Greenleaf's jacket turned from black to tan under his hands.

They splashed into a soggy swamp with long brown grasses shrouded in the dark mist.

Greenleaf screamed in rage, rolled out of Robby's grasp, and jumped to his feet. In his hand where the knife had been, he held a sharp sword. The studded black leather was gone, replaced by the fancy armor Greenleaf had been wearing when he first appeared in the mist. Greenleaf glanced around them in a state of utter panic. "You fool," he screamed at Robby. "Look what you've done." He took a step in the direction that should have been toward shore.

The mist thinned, though the air still hung in a strange half-light. Above him, all Robby could see was gray haze. A swamp spread around him with twisted brown trees. Eerie, glowing moss hung from their branches.

Greenleaf lifted his feet, and the swamp ooze sucked and smacked with each step. After several steps, he whirled and struggled back the way he'd been running when Robby tackled him.

Robby followed, his heart sinking. The end of the pier should have dropped them into Lake Tahoe's cold, clear waters. It was an easy swim from there to shore. But this swamp couldn't be the lake. They'd gone somewhere else, somehow. Robby's mind screamed that it couldn't be true. This had to be a dream.

His senses disagreed. The decaying smell of the swamp and the feel of the cold air against Robby's face made it all too real. He had fallen into a different world. Greenleaf was trying to get back, but failing. The farther they went, the deeper the swamp became.

When the muck reached their knees, Greenleaf stopped and filled the air with a ragged cry of despair. His despair turned to anger, and he rounded on Robby.

"You idiot," he cried. "I should kill you. Because of you, we're stuck here." He raised his sword.

Robby's muscles tensed, ready to dodge the blow. Then he noticed Greenleaf's hand shook so much he almost dropped the sword. Robby reached up and lifted it from Greenleaf's cold fingers. "I think it would help if you told me where we are," Robby said, "and what you are, if not human."





Chapter Four

Robby waited for Greenleaf to answer. The cold mud plastered his pants to his legs. He wanted to plug his nose from the stench of the swamp, but couldn't with Green-leaf's sword in his hands. The twisted trees with their glowing moss loomed around him like ancient monsters.

Greenleaf took a deep breath. His hair hung wet and muddy from landing facedown in the swamp when Robby tackled him. He smoothed it back with slender fingers. The tip of a pointed ear appeared for a moment between the fine strands of hair before hiding again beneath it.

"We're somewhere in between," Greenleaf said. His voice shook. He was as tall as Robby and looked as old, but his voice sounded younger.

"In between what?" Robby said, his arm growing tired from holding the sword. He considered returning it to the sheath that hung at Greenleaf's waist.

The sheath, like the rest of Greenleaf's armor, looked a couple of notches too big for him. With as scared as Greenleaf seemed to be, Robby decided it would be best to keep the sword.

"In between my world and yours," Greenleaf an-swered. "I could have made it back through the mist in time, if you hadn't grabbed me."

A dozen questions popped into Robby's head. "Are you saying the mist is some kind of portal between worlds?" Robby asked.

Greenleaf nodded.

Robby looked around at the desolate swamp. It was all brown and black, empty and silent. Only the glimmering moss seemed alive. The mist had vanished.

"When the mist returns, will we be able to go through it back the way we came?" Robby asked.

He thought of his bike, abandoned on the beach, and his parents devastated at losing another child. He knew he should be afraid, but a strange excitement flooded him. He'd been right about the mist, and if he'd gone through it to some other world, than perhaps Ellen had too. She might not be dead after all. If he could find her and take her back, his parents might forgive him.

"I hope we can get back through the mist," Greenleaf said, sounding small and scared.

"How long until it returns?" Robby asked.

"I don't know." Greenleaf cast a frightened glance at the swamp around them.

Robby followed his gaze. Other than being stuck in a desolate swamp, he couldn't see anything that looked dangerous. Sure, the trees were spooky, but what could a tree do after all? He wondered why Greenleaf seemed so scared.

"How old are you?" Robby asked.

Greenleaf bit his lip. "Twenty-nine."

Robby snorted. "You're not twenty-nine."

Greenleaf's face wrinkled into a petulant frown. "I suppose that makes me almost eleven in human years. But I'm not a child anymore." He puffed up. "I can take care of myself."

Twenty-nine? Robby mulled it over. "Are you an elf or something?"

"No. Do I look short enough to be an elf?" Greenleaf said.

Robby frowned. "How tall are elves?"

Greenleaf held his hand up what would have been knee high except they were sunk to their knees in the muck.

"Aren't those leprechauns?" Robby said.

"Ha, no," Greenleaf said. "An elf wouldn't be caught dead with a leprechaun, though they are similar in size."

"So what are you?" Robby asked.

"A faerie," Greenleaf said.

Robby laughed. "I thought faeries were tiny creatures with wings."

"Those are pixies," Greenleaf said, sounding exasperated. "Are all humans this stupid?"

"Never mind," Robby said. The cold goo had soaked through his shoes and sucked up between his toes. The swamp stank like a pair of sweaty socks.

This place wherever it was, had all the makings of a fantasy computer game—elves, magic mist, swords. Greenleaf was just the kind of name used by thousands of players that wasted hours in front of a computer playing games created by Robby's father.

Robby kicked at the mud. He couldn't understand the time his father spent on the computer instead of taking Robby out camping or fishing like other kid's dads. What was the point of moving to Tahoe if his dad never intended to enjoy it?

"Sorry," Greenleaf said. "I didn't mean to insult you. I suppose you're not stupid. My brother says humans don't believe in the Faerie Kingdom." He edged closer to Robby as if Robby could protect him.

"Right," Robby said. "So you're a faerie, and this is the Faerie Kingdom?"

"No." Greenleaf shook his head. "This is not Faerie. I told you. We're somewhere in between, and King Whitecloud will kill me when he finds out I'm gone."

"Whitecloud?" Robby said, fingering the sword.

"My adopted father, the king of Faerie."

Great, an adopted prince. Robby gritted his teeth and clutched the sword hilt until it bit into his palm. From the sound of it, he'd stepped into some kind of fairy tale that was a lot more real than his father's games.

"Hello, is someone there?" A feminine voice wafted to them across the swamp.

Greenleaf stiffened and laid a warning hand on Robby's arm.

"Ellen?" Robby called and slogged toward the sound.

"No, don't," Greenleaf said.

"Help," the voice called. "Help me." It didn't sound like Ellen, but it was a girl, and she was in trouble.

"This is a bad idea," Greenleaf said, following Robby as he made his way toward the girl. Robby ignored him. Ellen had vanished into the mist, and Greenleaf had just told him the mist was a portal between worlds. Ellen had to be there somewhere. Perhaps the girl knew where.

The voice led him to a twisted tree that looked like a sinister dragon, looming over the swampy ground. A thick vine held a young woman bound to the trunk. She wore a flowing red-velvet dress and a sparkling gold belt. The bright colors stood out like a beacon in the desolate landscape.

"Help me," the girl cried, tugging at her bonds.

Robby splashed over to her and used the sword to chop at the vines.

Greenleaf grabbed his arm and dragged him back.

Robby tried to shake Greenleaf off, but Greenleaf held fast. Sheer terror replaced the fear in his eyes.

Robby looked from him to the girl. Her petite face was white, and tears sparkled in her eyes, reflecting the red from her dress.

Robby balled his free hand into a fist and slugged Greenleaf in the stomach.

Greenleaf doubled over, releasing his grip on Robby.

"Don't worry, I'll get you free," Robby said. He hacked at the vine until it snapped loose.

The girl stepped away from the tree, smoothed her dress and smiled. "Thank you," she said in a gravelly voice. "For your gallant deed, I'll repay you by killing you swiftly before I devour you."

Greenleaf let out a pitiful moan.

Robby stared at her in disbelief. The beautiful girl twisted into a monster. Her skin turned leathery brown with motley warts, claws stretched from her fingers, her face broadened, and a terrible maw full of sharp teeth snapped at him. A lumpy tail grew from her rear, and her eyes burned red.

She sprang at Robby, saliva dripping from her mouth.
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