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Book 1 : The Fall
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Was it a dream? 

No, it couldn’t have been. I’m sure it really happened.

I can still feel the hot wind swirl over my skin as the once majestic kingdom of Centeria burned to the ground.

I can still remember how the mountains surrounding the kingdom shook violently with every step of the enemy coming closer.

I can still hear that voice assuring me that everything would be okay, telling me that he would never let anything happen to me...
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​​Chapter 1 - The Vision
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“Stop it! Stop it! I’m warning you!” I protested, laughing as I backed up.

Two blond five-year-old boys were chasing me around the yard with their plastic toy squirt guns. They were trying to hit each other but I supposed they found it more amusing to team up against the hired help.

Yes, it was Torture Tuesday.

It was a popular opinion that babysitting for my mom’s friend’s twin sons Timmy and Tommy Matthews qualified as torture.

But I was a pure soul with a kind heart. A saint, a martyr, a model daughter—

“Hey Sarah,” a male voice called from next door, across the white picket fence.

I jumped and looked over.

Derek Richards, every teenage girl’s dream guy, lived next door to the Matthews.

—who deserves every reward possible for her enormous sacrifices. I smiled back, waving casually at him. “Ow!” I squeaked as the twins tackled me to the ground.

Timmy or Tommy, one of them, squirted water at me as I fell back on the ground, while the other one ran circles around us, laughing and shooting water into the air like a fountain. It rained down on us.

“Oh, cripe—” I hissed under my breath before I was able to sit up. I shot Timmy—or Tommy, the squirting one, a warning look before lunging at him for the gun. Pinning him down, I squirted water back at him. “Like that, huh?” I tickled his stomach and he squealed with laughter.

A deeper laugh made me stop and turn around. 

I flushed red. I almost forgot about Derek. Clearing my throat, I shot him a playful, offhand grin. “Sorry ‘bout that.” 

The kid I’d knocked down jumped up, grabbed his gun from me, and tore off after his brother.

“Hey, Timmy—Tommy!” I called out. “Not too far, guys!” I shook my head as I straightened up, brushing off my jeans.

“Quite a handful?” Derek walked closer to the fence.

“Ohh yeah—” I looked down at myself and stopped in aghast. Way to look good for a guy. My jeans had mud and grass stains, my shirt had splotches of water, and my hair was damp and probably frizzy too.

Derek must’ve noticed my dismayed reaction to the sight of myself, he chuckled.

What was he laughing at? I furrowed my eyebrows back at him, trying to think of a snappy retort.

Smiling, he reached over to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “See you around, Sarah.” Then he walked back to his house.

I bit back a wide smile, stunned, and didn’t move for a second. Then I saw Timmy or Tommy dash across a yard—Mrs. Andrews’ yard, the one with the prized petunias, and I snapped to attention.

“Timmy—Tommy—whichever!” I waved them back.

I could go home now. Hell, I could very well die now.
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“And Pathetic Peters strikes again,” my friend Ena Johnson teased the following day as we walked back to her house. We were part of the local baseball league with some of the students from school and we’d often hang out at the dug-out in the afternoons on hot summer days.

I swung my bat around as we strolled along though I didn’t think Ena had been referring to my batting average.

“Why didn’t you ask him out? All the bases were open,” Ena suggested.

“Look at me, Ena.” I gestured down at myself in ridicule, muddy jeans and all. “This was me yesterday. You know that line they use in the movies? That ‘you clean up real nice’ line?” I laid it out flat. “Fact: I don’t.”

Ena rolled her eyes. “Hello? That’s the movies. Fiction? Pretend? This is the real world, Sarah. And this isn’t any of your made-up stories either.”

“Oh, don’t start.” I sighed. “You’re like Annette. You never get off my back.” I mimicked my obnoxious older sister with a high-pitched whiny voice. “‘When are you going to stop daydreaming and grow up?’ ‘All of Sarah’s friends are imaginary.’ ‘Why don’t you go outside and spend more time with the three-dimensional people instead of always burying your head in your little notebook?’ ” 

“Think of it as...motivational,” Ena phrased with a mischievous tone.

“Silent support would suffice, thanks.”

Ena chuckled. “How’s that all going anyway? I thought you’d given up on that hobby after your last writer’s block.”

Shrugging, I dragged my feet as we passed the rows of identical-looking houses in our quiet, little suburban neighborhood. “I’m waiting to get inspired, researching some things...”

“How? In those Japanese animated cartoons you’ve been watching lately?” Ena mocked. “Aren’t they kind of immature and...sort of cheesy? I mean, my brother watches some of them. They’re pretty weird.”

I shrugged again. “Hey, at least it’s something. I mean, my life pales in comparison. Nothing ever happens to me.”

“Again, let’s keep in mind, those are cartoons. They’re fiction. Imaginary.” Ena ticked off her fingers meaningfully. She shot me a look as we arrived at her front porch. “Besides, if you had asked Derek out when you had the faintest shadow of a chance, maybe things would start happening in your life and you can stop complaining.”

I paused at her house’s front walk to lament, “Blah blah blah...fear of striking out,” butchering the old saying before I turned to go.

“Whatever you say, sport.” Ena waved me away. “See you tomorrow!”

I waved back and started for home.

Oh yes, the story of my life. Always a dull moment rather than never.

Nothing interesting ever happened in our little suburb of Chicago. And since discovering that writing was a very effective means of escape, every night, I exchanged the boring humdrum of normal life for the always exciting, twisting, and turning fiction of thrills and adventure. I preferred it that way. Because over there, in the world I created, I could do anything.

Of course, Annette thought I took my ‘writing nonsense’ way too seriously. But I didn’t see what could be wrong with being drawn to fictional worlds, worlds where anything was possible, worlds where the only limit was my imagination.

I paused in mid-stride when I thought I saw something move out of the corner of my eye and I glanced over to the alley.

Trees swayed in the breeze. Leaves rustled along the street as the wind blew them around. Nobody else was outside. It must’ve been the heat. This year’s summer was a little hotter than usual and on a day like today, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

Starting to walk again, I wiped the perspiration off my forehead with my sleeve. The sun was beating down on the ground. I shielded my eyes from the sun’s rays.

All of a sudden, the sun changed colors—from bright yellow to fiery red. I stopped and looked back down. There in front of me was a wide field of fire... ruins of some sort... crumbling structures and... what looked like... robots...?

The heat seemed to emanate from the ground. I swallowed and squinted. What in the—?

There was a high-pitched cry behind me and I turned. My eyes widened as a big, fiery bird flew right past me with a loud whoosh. I tried to take a step back away from it when all of a sudden, the ground beneath me gave way and I started to fall...

I fell back on the concrete sidewalk with a thump. “Ow,” I groaned, snapping back to reality. I cursed, rubbing my rear as I pushed up to stand. Down the road, a red sports car zoomed away, tires screeching. Jerk must’ve knocked the wind right out of me. I shook my head to clear it before I continued walking home. 

That was the first time I felt that weird, creepy feeling.

​​
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Chapter 2 - Another World
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“Sarah, turn off the damn lights,” Annette mumbled, burrowing deeper under her covers.

I rolled my eyes and didn’t budge. I was finally on a roll in the middle of writing a story. Okay, well, in the middle of starting one. I’d gotten an idea to write an adventure story about a heroine who gets magically transported to another world, and I was at the part when she first meets the hero because, of course, he saves her from some bad guys and—

“Sarah, for god’s sake, I’m sleeping here!” Annette whined.

“Yeah, in a minute,” I said, exasperated. “This is my room too, you know?”

“Yeah? Well, it was my room first,” Annette reasoned stubbornly. “Now, knock it off or I’ll ask Mom to make you move into the garage.”

“Yeah, right.” I turned back to my notebook. “You’ll miss me when I’m gone, Annette.”

“Don’t count on it,” she grumbled before turning over in bed.

I shook my head. Where was I? I read my work over.

The mysterious stranger let out a breath as if fending off five sinister monsters was no more than a brisk walk in the park and he turned to face her.

Swallowing, she edged back against the wall, giving him a wary look.

Hmm... I paused in thought, my pen poised to write. 

Annette was still tossing around in bed, turning over several times, and I had to roll my eyes again. When I heard a fluttering noise, I thought it was just Annette falling off the bed. I frowned in annoyance and was going to yell at her when a strange breeze whispered across my skin—a dry, hot gust of air.

Except the windows were closed.

I looked up at the mirror right above my desk. Something was glowing. Something behind me. Blinking, I got that weird, creepy feeling in the pit of my stomach again, but I just figured it must’ve been that reheated turkey steak I ate at dinner. So I opted for the more realistic and more enjoyable option of turning on Annette.

“Annette, for the love of god—,” I started to say as I turned around. I nearly fell out of my seat, gasping in wide-eyed fright and backing up against my desk.

It was the bird I’d seen this afternoon in the street. It hovered in the middle of our bedroom, right above the aisle between the beds. The bird’s wings were spouting what looked like liquid fire, and when I met its gaze, its eyes gleamed so brightly that I had to shield mine. “What the—?” I blinked hard several times to check if I was hallucinating.

I was not.

I glanced over at Annette, peacefully sleeping in her bed, oblivious to anything that was going on. “Annette,” I hissed, loud enough to wake her up, but she didn’t even so much as groan to shut me up.

The bird let out a screech and I looked back at it in dread. I was frozen where I stood, waves of heat and wind undulating around me. “Annette...” I breathed heavily, my breath coming out in short gasps. Darting my gaze around the room, I looked for something I might use to whack the bird away.

But it must have read my mind or caught on as it let out a short defensive squawk, tilting its head to one side. It was preparing to attack.

“Oh shit.” I tried to summon a smile. “Nice birdie.”

Before I could blink, the big bird thing began to fly, or more accurately whoosh, straight at me. I couldn’t even move to scramble away. “Oh, shit—Annette!” I cried, squeezing my eyes shut to brace myself from being scorched in the fire.
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When I opened my eyes again, I was falling—from the sky.

“Oh shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit!”

“Ow!” I squeaked as I landed with a hard thump on the ground. Before I could wonder how I could have survived such a fall, something ran me over. “Ow—ow!” I yelped, tumbling in the dirt.

A few feet away, someone sprawled on the ground. He had been running and tripped over me.

“What in the—?” Hissing, he cast an annoyed look back at me then up over my shoulder at something and his eyes widened.

I followed his gaze, bracing myself again, and sighted an angry mob running toward us with a big cloud of dust. “Oh my g—” I scrambled up and started running.

The guy reappeared, running a few feet ahead of me, and when he ducked into an alley, so did I.

He grabbed me, covered my mouth, and pinned me against the wall.

My gasp cutting off, I squeezed my eyes shut again. Holy shit. What the hell was going on?

The commotion rushed by and was a distant fog in the din before I dared to open my eyes.

The guy kept my mouth clamped. He checked around the corner, and when he saw the coast was clear, he shot me an irritated look and pushed me away. “Where the hell did you come from?”

I shot him an equally irritated look, after I regained my balance, that was. “What? Who the hell are you?” I retorted. “Where in the hell am I? How in the hell did I get here?”

The dim light made it difficult to focus. We were in some type of grungy town alley. Laundry hung on wires across windows above us. Barrels of an oozy substance leaking from them were stacked in a corner. Rats scurried alongside the back wall. Ew gross... I made a face in distaste.

The guy shot me a dark, suspicious look. He was wearing torn, grimy clothes and some sort of weird cape. His hair looked like a tornado had run through it, his face dirty, his jaw set.

There was only one explanation.

“Ohh okay... I get it.” I nodded at my epiphany. “This is a dream! I’m having a totally vivid, totally screwed up dream.” I backed up, looking around. “I was just writing about another world and then I dream about it—okay, okay, makes sense.” I laughed. “Although this whole dark alley thing is sooo cliché. And you—” I pointed at him, still laughing. “Yeah, I’m ready to wake up now, Chief.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” His expression didn’t change.

“I’m ready to wake up,” I told him pointedly, fighting the inklings of panic and dread. “Come on. I have to get out of here and wake up now. You know, snap your fingers or something.”

“I don’t have time for this.” He turned away, but just as he did, his cape flew up a little and I saw a familiar marking.

A fiery bird.

That goddamn annoying bird.

My eyes widened. “Oh, no, no, no, wait.” I went after him. “You have to help me, please.”

He paused gruffly, giving me a scrutinizing look. “Oh, all right.” He sighed. “How much do you need?”

A nerve in my neck stiffened. “What?” I asked in a skeptical, quick-short-burst-of-a-word, my voice shifting to a higher pitch.

He shot me a plain look. “How much do you charge?”

It was a knee-jerk reaction. My hand flew to his face. “You pig!”

His head flicked back at the force. He stopped before slowly looking over, his smoldering gaze met mine.

“Just because a girl says she needs help doesn’t mean she’s for sale,” I informed him, heaving.

He crossed his arms over his head nonchalantly. “Well, excuse me,” he drawled. “My mistake. You are dressed like that in a place like this.”

I gritted my teeth. What was he expecting me to be wearing—a ball gown? I was about to go to sleep before all this! “Never mind,” I dismissed crisply, turning to stalk off. “I guess I’ll just have to go and find that stupid firebird on my own then, won’t I?”

He was blocking my way within a split second. “What did you just say?”

I shot him a suffering look. “That weird bird thingy on your cape, which by the way, is so dated.” I rolled my eyes as I started to walk away again.

He grabbed my arm. “How do you know about the phoenix?”

“Ow,” I said pointedly, loudly, and he dropped his hand. I gave him a fake gracious look. “Well, your stupid ‘phoenix’,” I relayed, mocking quotation marks with my fingers, “appeared in my bedroom, and the next thing I knew, I was here. You do the math.”

“The stupid phoenix,” he echoed in offense, “is the insignia of my country.”

“What country? Thailand?”

“Centeria.”

“What?” I sucked at geography but I was pretty sure I’d never heard of such a grandiose-sounding name for a country. “Where in the hell is that?”

“You have to come with me.” He pulled me along behind him.

“Ow—stop grabbing me.” I shrugged him off in exasperation. “I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers here.”

He had started to groan when he paused, his gaze halfway to the sky. “I have a feeling you’ll be changing your mind.”

I shot him a wry look. “Yeah, sure.”

The sudden explosion behind me made me flinch. I turned to see a huge black and indigo robot crash through two building structures. The ground shook and I held on to the wall for support. “What the—?” My jaw dropped as I recognized the robot from the vision I’d seen this afternoon on the street, just as the thing seemed to look over and point that mechanical arm weapon in our direction—in my direction.

The shot it fired obliterated the top of the structure above us, making debris tumble down. I jumped aside and to the ground. “—the hell?” I gawked up at the thing.

“Change your mind yet?”

With no time to answer, I scrambled up and started running down the street again. I looked around, baffled. I’d watched enough television to figure out that robots were supposed to fight other robots. But these ones seemed to be chasing us—not anyone or anything else. This has to be the stupidest dream in the entire world! I noted just as another robot wove into view right up in front and this one wasn’t looking any friendlier either.

I skidded to a stop. “Oh shit.”

The guy stopped as well, took two furtive glances left and right, and the next thing I knew, he’d scooped me up and we were—rather, he was running faster than the wind.

The landscape blurred past us and I closed my eyes, my chest heaving. Oh god, if this is a dream, wake up, Sarah. Wake up! Wake up!

After a few moments, with a sudden rush of wind, we stopped again. Opening my eyes to take a peek, the view of the top of a cliff was before me, but the robots were nowhere to be seen. When I met the guy’s gaze, he took it as a cue to drop me.

Luckily, I landed on my feet. “Ow, thanks a lot.” 

He shot me a disapproving look before turning his back. But he didn’t leave. Instead, he took off his cape and tossed it at me.

Surprised at his gesture, I shrugged. “Thanks.” I put the cloak on over my shoulders, pulling it closed in front of me. The fabric was warm around me. I hadn’t even realized I was cold. I frowned at the ground. These sensations were too vivid for this to all be a screwy dream. And after almost being crushed by those idiotic robots, if I’d had any hope left that I would simply wake up soon, it was so gone now.

I rubbed my bruised arm at the very real pain. “So, what the hell were those?” 

He was gazing out to the horizon or somewhere. “Relics. Robot spies from Malken.”

“Riiiight...” I replied blankly. “And a Malken would be?”

“It’s a kingdom due south.”

“South of what?”

“Here.”

“Here where?”

Unable to restrain his irritation, he whirled around. “Who are you? Where did you come from? What are you doing here and—how do you know about the phoenix?” He shot out one question after the other.

I winced at him. “Jeez! Does everyone in this world have no manners?”

“This world?” he repeated. “Are you telling me you come from another one?”

I threw up my hands. “I don’t know! I don’t know where I am!”

“How do you know about the phoenix?” he demanded again.

“I told you,” I relayed, exasperated. “It appeared in my room and the next thing I knew, poof! I was here—wherever here is.”

“Nobody has seen the phoenix.” His tone carried a stubborn conviction. “It is a mission for the people of my kingdom to seek it out, to save Centeria from its enemies.”

“Really? Oooohh...” I mocked sounding impressed. He scowled and I rolled my eyes. “All right, all right, I’m sorry,” I said, not really sorry. “So look, if nobody’s supposed to have seen this phoenix thingy then what the hell was it doing in my bedroom?”

He looked away. “I don’t know.”

“Great—this is just—great! This is perfect.” Pacing, I mocked a laugh at myself. “This-this is all my fault. When I said I wanted adventure, I meant to write one!” I yelled at the sky.

He was watching me like I was crazy, which I figured wasn’t a far-off diagnosis. 

“So, okay...” I rubbed the bridge of my nose, trying to make sense of things as much as I could. “Why were those people chasing you?”

“I knocked over a couple of stands in the market.”

“While shopping?” I asked in incredulity.

“Evading the relics.”

“And why were those chasing you?”

“They know I’m from Centeria.”

I huffed. “They can smell that, huh? You must be pretty popular in your kingdom.”

He didn’t respond.

“So, what’s your name?”

“Gradd.”

I feigned a shiver. “Ooh, creepy.”

He shot me another dark look.

I took a deep breath, having relatively calmed down. “Well, I’m sorry I slapped you earlier, Gradd,” I apologized. “My name’s Sarah. Sarah Peters.”

“Sarah...?”

The way he said my name sent real shivers down my spine and I made a face. “Right. Whatever.” I shook my head and turned away.

“We have to go. You’re coming with me,” he announced.

“Am I?” I prompted in ridicule. “Where?”

​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 - The Legend of Centeria
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After the cursory weighing of my options—none of which were at all promising, and most of which ludicrous and terrifying, I found myself hitching a ride on the next hay bale cart that we had come across. 

I was trying to get some sleep, but the hard surface of the back of the cart was purpose-built for grass, not naps. Every bump along the mountainside trail didn’t make the trip any more bearable either.

I happened to glance up by the edge of the cart where the guy from earlier was leaning against the railing, his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes darting furtively around—probably still watching out for more robots. He hadn’t slept a wink, hadn’t moved an inch.

His eyes darted up to glare at me.

I met his gaze somberly for a second and just pulled his cloak closer around me before looking away.

The landscape around us had noticeably changed, from the desert mountain areas to the green lowlands and valleys we were passing now. And on the path that had been deserted most of the way, appeared people walking alongside the roads of what must have been a town, first a few handfuls, then more.

Narrowing my eyes, I observed the natives.

They were strange-looking people, with subtle animal features—horns, big ears, whiskers, all walking by the side of the cart in clumps, or scurrying around, carrying sacks, and crates, going about their business. I only then realized that the cart driver himself looked like an anthropomorphized big, old wolfman.

I craned my neck around in marvel. Well shit, I’m definitely not in Kansas anymore. I tried to shake out my nerves. Either way, these people gave me the creeps. This whole place gave me the creeps.

After hours of possibly pretending he was a statue, Gradd finally turned. To look at something.

I had to stand to follow his gaze. Over the horizon, a great structure was materializing against the sunrise. A majestic stone castle with high walls and a quaint wood and metal drawbridge was set upon rolling green hills, dotted with quite a colorful crowd.

Then I saw it. High above the castle, waving on a pole, there was a flag with a big, red crest, standing out against the orange sky of sunrise. A Phoenix. The wind blowing through it made it seem like the image, the bird, was actually flying.

“Wow,” I breathed in wonder.

Gradd heard me. The expression on his face was as much pride as he could probably muster.

He was home.

As the cart drove into the castle’s stone-walled gates, clusters of people swallowed it up. I looked around at all the people, who seemed to be in celebration. 

I furrowed my eyebrows in puzzlement. Was the circus in town or something?

Several older men were waiting in a row, right up front in the middle of a wide courtyard, clad in armor and formal-looking garb, long thick velvet capes, similar to the one I was wearing. They watched as the cart pulled closer. Grimacing in near panic, I wondered if maybe we were being arrested for something.

I glanced over at Gradd. He didn’t look scared. Of course, I was assuming that he was capable of any emotion at all. He merely nodded regally at the men in armor, as if in greeting. 

Boy, when he said popular, he meant it, I thought in amazement. He was probably some kind of a head soldier, or a knight, or something.

Gradd jumped off the cart and straight toward the row of distinguished-looking men, right to the one in the very center, to give him a hug—the kind men do, with resounding pats on the back, as if Gradd were his long lost—

“Oh.” I blinked as I got it. “Huh.” Well, that explains the hot air. But before I could think any more, Gradd leaned over to say something to his father and they both looked up at me.

I swallowed hard.

Uh-oh.
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“This is just perfect,” I muttered as I paced. “Ungracious behavior toward a member of the royal family. Uncouth, uncultured, disrespectful, damn straight insolence, and reckless endangerment to the prince. The prince—of all people!”

I’d been locked up in the ‘quarters’ I had been led to once we’d gotten off the cart. I mulled over what my punishment might be. “Possibly thrown in the dungeon,” I guessed, shaking my head. “Maybe life imprisonment. Skinned at dawn. The guillotine. Ugh,” I groaned as I fell back on the bed.

Trying to look on the bright side wasn’t making me feel any better either. 

Sure, I was alive, except I didn’t know where I was alive at. I was pretty certain that I was most definitely no longer on my Earth. I was alone. I had no idea how I got here. I had no idea how I was going to get back. And who even knew if these people were more likely inclined to lock me up forever or outright kill me for trespassing into their realm?

“Jeez, what is going on here anyway?” I whined. It wasn’t fair. I had always been led to believe that knights in shining armor saved people. So far, the arrogant “prince” I met hadn’t saved me from the bad guys or anything. He, in fact, had put me in danger with all those stupid robot relics.

And now that I was thinking about it, those robots were chasing him, weren’t they? Why didn’t I just get out of the damn way? “God Sarah! You are so dense!” I let out a haggard sigh.

I shifted on the bed as something bulky was against my hip. I reached down, remembering what it was, and sat up with a frown, pulling the cape out from under me. It was a heavy thing. I wrinkled my nose, trying to hold it up to see, but it was way too wide, so I stood up and laid the cape out on the bed.

I frowned at the hand-stitched pattern.

It was that damn phoenix again.

A chill ran up my spine as I looked into its eyes and I quickly tossed the cape to fold closed.

“Lady Sarah?” A voice accompanied the tentative knock on the door and I whirled around.

Lady what now?

Two girls dressed in what looked to me like gypsy renaissance fair costumes were at the door carrying a pile of clothes. They both gave me curious stares.

I stared back at them.

One of them, in the pink gown, put the clothes on the side of the bed. “His highness sent these for my lady’s needs,” she said, curtsying a little.

I raised my eyebrows. “You’re kidding, right?”

The two girls looked at each other in confusion.

“I’m sorry. You must be mistaken,” I amended, shaking my head. “My name is Sarah Peters. I’m kinda new here, so I’m pretty sure you must have the wrong room.”

The other one with the long green hair nodded. “Yes, Lord Gradd gave instructions to bring the new lady guest something appropriate to wear.”

“Appropriate? Well, but—” I looked from one to the other then dismissed my protest. “Oh, forget it,” I said. “Thanks anyways.”

They both curtsied again and bade me, “M’lady,” before scurrying away.

I examined the pile of clothes up close. Lady Sarah. I almost gagged.
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I was ‘sent for’ a few hours later. A pair of bison guards escorted me down the hall to the main court. The large chamber was decorated with high ceilings, and tapestries, the entire room was filled with phoenix paintings and murals.

Making a face, I fidgeted in my dress as I followed the guards. The abomination they had given me to wear was a real pain, and as it was, I rarely wore dresses. Nobody seemed to care that I had put the dress on over my own clothes, then again the dress itself seemed stiff enough to stand on its own.

As I entered the room, Gradd and the ‘King’ were seated at the dais at the head of the room, their heads together in deep discussion. They both looked up when I was announced.

I cringed at the term ‘Lady Sarah’ again and considered hiding behind the ostrich herald but he’d already stepped away.

The King looked me up and down.

I forced a sheepish smile onto my face but everyone in the room was intently watching me, as though expecting me to do something.

After a few moments, Gradd must have realized I wasn’t going to budge and his eyes narrowed.

“Curtsy,” someone hissed at me from the sidelines.

Curtsy! Oh, of course! I flinched in realization. But I could already barely walk in the damn dress, let alone curtsy properly. I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of the royal family any more than I already had. Still, I figured I had better try, no matter how awkward, in case that was considered a hangable offense. Hoping I didn’t end up sprawled face-down on the marble floor, I struggled to grab the sides of my big, floofy dress.

Except Mr. Prince decided to get impatient.

Gradd shot me a stern look. “You’re supposed to curtsy in front of royalty,” he declared so loud everyone startled as though he was yelling at them.

I shot him a look with daggers in it. He may have been a Prince, but he wasn’t my Prince. Besides, who did they think I was? I wasn’t one of their royal subjects. I wasn’t even from this world! I huffed in indignation. “This dress weighs a ton. I’ll fall over if I try to sit, much less curtsy.” Audible gasps from the room made me flinch again. “...uh, your highness,” I added in an attempt to recover from my aggressive auto-response.

Oh, jeez, don’t antagonize the natives! 

My stomach was churning in dread but instead of giving a royal rebuke, the elderly King laughed

Gradd shot his father a skeptical look.

“Lady Sarah,” the King began.

I blinked, snapping to attention. “Oh, Sarah, please,” I cut in on instinct, belatedly realizing I probably shouldn’t interrupt the King when he was speaking.

But he didn’t seem offended. “Very well. Sarah.” He smiled warmly at me. “My son tells me you’ve had a vision of the Phoenix?”

Gasps and murmurs arose in the crowd once more, the King had to hold up his hand for attention and the crowd hushed.

I cast a wary look around the room before meeting the King’s gaze again with a nod. “Uh, yeah, in my bedroom, but I don’t really—”

Too eager to let me finish, the King went on, “Are you aware how important the Phoenix is to our kingdom?”

Blinking again, I surveyed the room once more. There was not a spot in the entire hall without an image of the phoenix. The paintings, the carpets, the flags all over the place, not to mention everyone’s clothing. “Uh, yeah, I think I have a vague idea.”

The King leaned forward. “Has my son told you of the Legend of the Phoenix?”

“Well...” I fidgeted in my stance. “He said something about a mission to look for it to save the kingdom from its enemies or something.”

“Yes, but there is another part,” He added with an enigmatic nod. “The legend foretells of such a time as when the kingdom is faced with grave danger that a savior will come...a person who will save Centeria.”

“Oh, really? That’s pretty cool.” Then his full meaning struck me and my eyes popped out. “Ohh no.” I shook my head, backing up. “No, no, no, no, no. You don’t mean me. You can’t mean me. I don’t know anything about fighting wars, much less saving countries.”

“But you are exactly as the legend says.” The King gestured to me. “A strange person from another world.”

I broke a frown at being called ‘strange’ but didn’t get a chance to respond.

“I knew it!” Gradd burst out. “This is complete nonsense! You can’t expect us to believe that this girl will defeat the Malkens. She couldn’t even defend herself from two relic spies. How do you expect her to defeat a whole army?” 

“Hey!” I piped up in annoyance. “Those robots were after you, wise guy. And if you had just left me out of it, I wouldn’t even be in this mess!”

“Well, maybe if you hadn’t gotten in the way, I wouldn’t have had to save you from them,” he countered, “which by the way, you haven’t thanked me for yet.”

“Thank—” A nerve ticked under my eye. “Thank you? What am I supposed to be thanking you for? For dragging me into this? For running me over? For almost getting me killed? Oh, of course, this is another world!” I threw up my hands in anger. “You’re supposed to thank people who put you in danger, silly me—” I stopped short as a brilliant red light flashed from beneath me. What the hell—?

The people in the room began to whisper among themselves and jostled around to have a closer look.

The King stood up in alert.

Gradd looked taken aback.

I didn’t understand what was going on. Despite the heavy dress, my feet lifted off the floor, and the next thing I knew, I was floating away. The crowded royal chamber before me fizzled out and I was instantly somewhere else.

“Ball one! Strike two!” Jamie Carter called from home plate. The sun beat down. A hot haze rose from the ground.

Matt Owens, the pitcher, set up.

“Come on, Peters!” Ena hollered from third base. “Bring me home!”

“Sarah, grow up. I’m sleeping here,” Annette whined from out of nowhere.

“See you around, Sarah.” Derek smiled.

The brightness of his smile grew in intensity until the stark whiteness overwhelmed my eyes.

In another blink, everything turned pitch black.

I swallowed from the creepy feeling in my stomach again.

With a scrape of a matchstick, a small light appeared up ahead. And then voices...

“They’ve found the girl,” a man’s voice said. “Relics spotted her with the prince.”

“It doesn’t matter,” a deeper voice dismissed. “A little girl can’t stop an army of relics.”

Were they talking about me? My pulse raced. I struggled to focus my eyesight but it was like I was floating in a cave or a dungeon.

“What about the legend? What if she’s the one?” the first voice prompted.

“She can’t very well fulfill a legend if she’s dead, can she?”

I gasped and then I was falling through a black void again. I couldn’t hear myself scream.

Someone’s strong arms caught me. When I opened my eyes, I was back in the main hall of that kingdom—Centeria. Looking up in a daze, I saw a prince.

He yelled out, “She’s fainted, get some water.”

​​
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Chapter 4 - Battle Stations
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The sky was red.

The fierce wind was on my face when I woke up. What the—? 

My pulse raced again as I was hurled up into the sky and then somehow whooshed back down. Cold metal pressed against my skin, constricting me. One of the big metal robots, like the ones from the marketplace earlier, had me in its tight grip.

Chest heaving, I tried to scream but there was a lump in my throat. I pushed at the hard vise that enclosed me but my human arms were no match for a robot monster.

It was taking me away from the castle—the castle! I gasped as I craned my neck back to see.

The castle was on fire. People ran amok, in panic, in the courtyard, on the hills, and all over town. People were screaming in anguish. Large structures crumbled down as more giant relics tangled together in battle. A large crash perked up my ears, and when I glanced over, part of the castle collapsed from a powerful blast of some sort. 

Centeria was falling!

The majestic flag bearing the golden phoenix crest on top of the castle had caught on fire.

Oh no! I panicked and tried again to free myself from the monster’s claws to no avail.

The giant mech slowed down and I noticed we had arrived at the edge of the forest surrounding the kingdom. To my surprise, the metal monster extended its arm to set me down gently on the grass.

I straightened up, confused. From the ground, I studied the robot more closely. This one did look like the relics in the marketplace, except it was a different color. Olive green and brown, not indigo and black.

A whoosh saw the relic’s faceplate open. I only needed to squint for a moment to recognize him.

It was the King.

“Stay hidden, Lady Sarah,” the King bade, his hoarse voice urgent as he called down to me. Then his faceplate closed again and the giant robot turned to head back toward the fighting.

“Wait!” I whirled around. “Wait a minute!” But he was too far away to hear me. 

I stood at the edge of the cliff, the edge of the valley, and watched helplessly as a wildfire spread across the dozens of thatched houses in the surrounding villages, the fire engulfing more structures and temples. Meanwhile, more green robots continued to fall.

I swallowed hard as I recognized the vision I’d seen from the street walking home the other day. “No.” I froze in dread. This couldn’t really be happening. 

The ground shook and I steadied my knees to keep my balance but I couldn’t stop staring at the utter destruction before me. This had to be some kind of huge coincidence.

Another loud crash caught my attention.

The King’s relic was across the valley. It had fallen on his back and somehow was bursting apart as if something was tearing it to pieces. I frowned. For some reason, I couldn’t see what was attacking him.

“Oh no, somebody help him.” I searched the field for any other green relic but the ravaged landscape offered no glimpse of any other giants, except for the ones likewise beaten, collapsed on the ground.

A keening noise and an echo of a loud bang saw the King’s relic explode and shatter.

“No.” I clenched my jaw to steady my trembling chin, my heart pounding in my ears. I squeezed my eyes shut. “No!” I screamed again and collapsed on the ground.
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It took a while for the pounding in my head to stop, for the fire that ravaged the Kingdom to die down to a low crackling. The wind still blew hot but it was over.

Centeria was gone.

Lying on my side, I picked at the grass in front of my face. What the hell was I supposed to do now?

So much for their legend. Some savior I turned out to be.

The ground trembled for a second and I sat up in alert. After another moment, it came again. The trees swayed in the wind and disturbed birds flew up as something appeared from behind the tall trees.

My gasp caught in my throat. Another relic! It paused when it saw me. My eyes widened in dread. Uh-oh. I’d scrambled up and gotten ready to bolt when the robot’s faceplate opened and there was a vaguely familiar voice.

“Sarah!”

I whirled around. Looking up, I was a bit relieved to see that this robot was green. “Who’s there?” 

“It’s me.” Something landed in front of me with a hard thud.

I jumped back in surprise but then I met his sharp green gaze. Gradd! I was half-relieved and almost glad to see him. “Oh, you’re hurt.” I winced, noting his bleeding forehead.

Gradd reached up as if only realizing he was wounded but then dismissed it. “You have to come with me now.” He grabbed my arm.

“Ow!” I shrugged him off. “Jeez! I’m not a goddamned piece of furniture you move around! If you want to take me somewhere, how about try asking?”

Gradd shot me an incredulous look. “Is everyone from your world like you?”

“Like what?”

“Incredibly annoying.”

“Haha, that’s so funny.” I gave him a suffering look.

He turned away and headed for his relic. “Just come on.”

“Where are you going?”

“I have to take the relic into the forest. The Malkens will easily spot one lying around in the open.” Glancing back, he raised an eyebrow. “Why? You want me to leave you here?”

“No, but—”

“Then come on.”

I frowned. “Do you have to be so rude?”

“Oh, hold on and let me candy-coat all this, especially for you.” Sarcasm dripped from his words. “Harden up.”

I feigned a retch. “Arrogant pig,” I mumbled.

He must’ve heard me because he sighed in annoyance. “Look, my father left specific instructions about making sure you were brought along to Thorb when we regroup. Since you’re obviously still here, I guess the dirty work is mine.” He ran his fingers through his hair in clear frustration. “My father thinks you’re the one from the legend. He thinks you’re important.”

“But Centeria’s...” I trailed off, gesturing to the ashy ruins. “I mean, I’m not saying I’m buying into the whole thing, but even if I was the one in your legend, what exactly would be left to save?”

Gradd shot me a look. “Do not underestimate the people of my kingdom. The phoenix stands for exactly that. Centeria will rise again,” he declared.

“Huh.” I nodded in approval. “Okay, I suppose that’s pretty cool.”

“Tch,” he huffed in derision. “Anyway, come on.” He waved me over. “We have to go meet my father at Thorb.”

I paused at the evenness of his tone. He seemed a little less in mourning than I would have expected. Then it occurred to me that maybe I had just seen wrong. Perhaps it wasn’t the King’s relic I had seen explode into a million pieces.

“Uh, when did your father last speak to you?” I tried to ask, all casual.

“At the castle,” he replied, not breaking his gait. “Just after the Malkens attacked. I went out with the first wave of relics. He told me that if things went south, we needed to make sure you were safe.”

He didn’t know, I realized with a sinking sensation in my stomach. “Your father was really nice—is really nice,” I amended quickly.

He shot me another already annoyed look. “Look, if you’re going to go off on a tangent about how different my father and I are, keep in mind that I don’t like this situation any better than you do. If my father didn’t believe in you so much, I couldn’t care less where you go. In fact, I wouldn’t care if the Malken relics get you either ‘cause it really doesn’t matter to me, okay?”

I frowned again at his outburst. I had wanted to tell him about what I had seen happen to his father. I was planning to be sympathetic to his loss. But if he was going to be a jackass about it, I wasn’t going to do him any favors.

“Oh, yeah? How about you keep in mind one very important detail here,” I proposed, crossing my arms over my chest. “I actually don’t have to go anywhere with you. But because of some stupid legend that your father is so dedicated to—which by the way I don’t believe for one second, you’re the one who needs me. I’m the one making the big sacrifice here and you should be grateful.”

“Look, I don’t need you any more than my father needs you,” he countered. “And for the record, I didn’t believe in that legend either. Legends don’t save kingdoms. Anyone who believes differently is delusional or bewitched. By the way, that little magic trick you pulled off in the castle was a pretty convincing hoax.”

“Magic trick?” I made a face.

Gradd rolled his eyes. “The big lights show you did at court where it looked like you were fading away? Oh, and pretending to faint was a nice touch.”

I narrowed my eyes in deep thought. Was that when I had seen that new vision?

She can’t very well fulfill a legend if she’s dead, can she?

Recalling the strange voice, my heart thumped in my chest as the realization hit me. “The Malkens...” The Malkens had attacked Centeria to kill me. The attack, the fire, the relics—they had all been meant for me. 

I was the reason Centeria had burned to the ground. I was the reason Gradd’s father, the King, had been killed. They had all died saving me.

My stomach turned over. I clamped my hand over my mouth to tamp down my nausea.

Gradd shot me a wary look. “Now what? What kind of trick are you doing now?”

Dropping my hand, I shot him a dark glare. Insensitive jerk. He didn’t even seem at all sad about his kingdom that lay in ashes behind us. He wasn’t worried about his father. He wouldn’t give me a chance.

He leered. “You’re trying to cast a spell on me, aren’t you?” 

In a hot flash of anger, I slapped his face. It was the second time in two days and I had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last one.

I spun on my heel and stalked off into the woods.

Gradd didn’t follow. He didn’t move. He stared in shock.
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By nightfall, I was still in the woods. I had given up the thought of going back for him. I had given up trying to see if he was somewhere behind me. I didn’t have to save anything or help anyone.

I just had to get home.

You’ll miss me when I’m gone, Annette, I remembered with a shake of my head.

I frowned as I inspected my arms and legs, getting all scratched from the forest’s shrubs and weeds. That dumb, heavy dress was slowing me down so I had left it behind. It would probably be some animal’s nest come morning. My only relief was that I hadn’t worn my usual, ratty, holey clothing to bed the other night. Not that a tank top and shorts were suitable clothes for hiking in the woods at night.

Wondering about the seasons in this world and hoping winter was far, far away, I made my way through the thick, dark forest. 

I didn’t have the first clue what to do if I had to stop to camp out for the night. I rubbed my hands over my arms but it wasn’t so much the cold as it was dread. I didn’t even know where I was going. 

I cursed aloud when I snagged my arm on another branch. “Oh dammit,” I muttered, examining my arm as I kept on.

There was a snap and the next thing I knew, my legs slipped out from under me, and I was hoisted up into a big tree, ensnared in a net. “Whoa—Ow!” I cried though it was more of annoyance than pain.

The rough rope scratched my skin. I was quite high off the ground. “Oh, man—” I groaned aloud and tried to struggle free from the net but it only made my position even more awkward as I dangled in mid-air. 

I groaned again, squinting in the dark if there was anyone that might be able to help me, but the forest was eerily quiet. Perhaps this trap had been laid out for a bear or something. Perhaps poachers were camping in the woods. Then again, this was a whole other world. Who knew what manner of terrifying creatures lurked in the area? Perhaps one of them was getting ready to eat me or something.

I tensed up when another twig snapped in the darkness. Are those the monsters now? 

Two shadows approached underneath my net.

“Hello? Who’s down there?” I tried to make out their form.

They looked like people but they didn’t reply. Several others like them came.

My stomach churned in caution. Perhaps not a good sign.

“Uh, hi guys!” I greeted them with an artificial cheer. “Could you like, help me down, or something?”

They still didn’t respond.

I frowned. “Come on, guys.” I eyed the strange people as they circled under me. I sincerely hoped it wasn’t a prelude to some gruesome ritual sacrifice, wherein I was the sacrifice. I swallowed hard as one of them raised a sharp, pointy thing. “Hey—uh—let’s not be too hast-eeee!” I cried as, with one swoosh, the net holding me up fell to the ground with a loud thump.

“Ow, I think I broke my back.” I moaned, even as I managed to sit up, still tangled in the net. Upon closer inspection, the strange people looked like a lost jungle tribe, their clothing made of animal skins and bones, their faces painted.

One of them poked me with a sharp stick.

“Ow,” I said again, still trying to wrestle my way out of the net. “Look, there’s obviously been—ow—some mistake here. I am not—ow—food, and if you could just let me go—ow—then maybe we could—” I struggled to try to stand.

“Hey!” A familiar voice from behind made me turn to look.

It was Gradd, his sword drawn.

The tribal people sensing danger sprung to action, several of them letting out battle howls as they jumped toward Gradd—and left me alone.

I stared at them. “Uh, hello?”

Although Gradd was doing well, fighting off half a dozen armed locals, I wasn’t watching because nobody had thought to help me out of the stupid net first. Damn! Every girl for herself!

When I finally managed to crawl free of the rope, I blew out an exasperated sigh.

Gradd was facing only two of the tribal people left standing. The rest of them were lying on the ground but I could tell they were still alive, merely subdued.

Gradd lunged at the two guys with his sword as if taking on two at a time made no difference to him. 

He was probably fine on his own, but his haggard expression seemed near his limit, so I moved forward to help. But just as I’d bent down to pick up a fallen tree branch with which to defend myself, another loud snap saw Gradd fly up into the air—right into another net trap.

“Oh sh—” I straightened up and jumped at the blunt end of a wooden stick weapon against my back. “Oh great,” I muttered as I dropped the branch and raised my hands in surrender.​​
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