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Note from the Author


[image: image]


Thanks so much for joining me on the next part of Saff’s journey, meeting new characters along the way!

I want to offer another huge thank you to the beta readers, critique partners, and editors that have helped me get this story out there.

*

Consider signing up for my newsletter to get news on upcoming publications, promotions, and bonus content! (Including a FREE download of “Son & Soldier: A Seeder Short Story” at JHouserWrites.com

*
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Content Warning

As someone that personally struggles with darker themes in literature, I wanted to address some topics that come up in this book a little more intensely than in the first.

I love a good adventure and romance, but I also aim to bring up meaningful topics in a fantasy setting that could spark conversation and help readers feel less alone in their struggles.

That said, there are topics that some may find more difficult to read about, e.g. mental health, self-harm, assault, discrimination, etc.

I aim to tactfully include sensitive topics, and have had positive feedback from beta readers and editors about the way they’re approached here. My intention is never to glorify or justify harmful behavior, even if a fictional character doesn’t get it quite right. If you find yourself struggling with any of these issues in real life, please know you’re not alone, not past hope, and not beyond help from professionals, friends, and family.

~J. Houser  
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Pronunciation Guide
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People

Elonta: ee-LAWN-tuh

Guillen: GUY-en

Kaylah: KAY-luh

Lyza: LIZ-uh

Murial: MYUR-ee-ul

Nuren: NYUR-en

Saffrona: suh-FRONE-uh

(Saff: saff)

Thod: thawed 






Places & Things

Fortinda: for-TIN-da

Guenjalis: gwen-YAWL-iss

Unitas: OO-knee-tas
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The Green Lands
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Prologue
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THE GREEN LANDS WERE DIVIDED into two peoples—the Seeders and the Ivies. They once lived and associated with each other, free to share the land, nurturing growth and community. But something changed over two centuries ago; a rising regime put an end to that. Where there was once community and cooperation, there was now conflict and contempt.

Seeder communities embraced the differences amongst their people. They found joy in simple comforts, honest work, and most of all, nurturing families and being wise stewards of nature. Each village would elect leadership to coordinate with neighboring communities, but any sort of formalities and laws were minimal. A code of ethics was deeply ingrained into Seeder society; it was rare to have a truly bad seed.

The Ivies turned to centralized leadership; they rallied around those who flattered them most. Pride swept through their kind like a whisper in the dark. A monarchy was established in the far mountains; the subjects withdrew from shared communities to start anew in their own kingdom. They were not without their own talents and skills, but their disdain for Seeders—and all that they stood for—grew. The Ivies claimed their lands had been usurped, those very communities they had deserted in favor of relocating to start a new nation. Their leadership demanded the best, and would settle for no less than unwavering respect. It needn’t be earned when it could be taken.

***
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The Green Lands stretched from the majestic Ivy palace in the mountains to the humble, bustling streets of the Seeder lands, with a great divide between. The Ivy side of the Green Lands was much more barren and desolate, a wasteland. The Seeder side was lush, green, well cared for. In the middle were the Neutral Woods.

At the edge of the Seeder side of the woods was a tall thicket, the Outer Wall, a heavily patrolled line of defense. Just miles further in was the Inner Wall, a thicket three times as tall, and the final line of defense against invasion and attack.

***

Ben donned a crisp uniform, walking down a quiet path through his home village to report for duty. Most people were still sound asleep; few lightkeepers glowed behind the windowpanes he passed. Happy cottages lined the dirt lane, the gardens on each property loosely resembling a vibrant jungle. The air, as always, was fresh and invigorating. He confidently squared his shoulders as he approached his new assignment.

Walking further from the center of the village, he became more aware of the thump and crunch of his footsteps on gravel, dirt, and twigs, all the while taking in the beauty of the sun rising behind the Inner Wall in the distance. Approaching the temple depositories, he nodded at the few women he passed, as was polite. They would acknowledge with a nod and a quick flash of neon-green eyes; he in turn extended his purple hair tips. Such was protocol in the border zones, as proof of identity that you were, indeed, a Seeder. Of course, some males could flash green eyes too, but that was hardly polite, as it was an ability only a mated male could possess.

He stopped to admire one attractive short blonde in particular as she fulfilled her duties at the temple depository. She stood at the carved jade well, her hands grasping an emerging root system. Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply, her chest rising. Her hands glowed a soft yellow, transferring energy to the roots—the roots that led to the border walls. The walls were that much stronger, more capable of protecting their people from harm, thanks to her contribution.

When she opened her eyes, Heather must have noticed Ben’s gaze fixed on her—she blushed. She quickly finished, then walked toward her admirer, meeting him near the Inner Wall security point. She flashed green eyes; he responded with a wink.

He started the conversation with a smile. “Excuse me, ma’am. I must say that your eyes are absolutely stunning.”

“Oh please, that’s what all the guys say,” she replied in her usual slightly nasal voice.

They shared a laugh, and he offered his arms for a hug. She accepted, squeezing him tight.

“You know, I think I might just marry you someday,” he whispered into her ear.

“I might be okay with that. I’ll pencil you in,” she whispered back, still in his embrace.

Ben released her, they gave each other a knowing smile, and she snuck a quick kiss.

“I want to hear all about your day when you get back,” she said, before leaving to return to the village.

He watched her walk away with a grin on his face. She was the most beautiful girl he knew—heart, body, soul. Someday, she’d be the mother of his children. Remembering their short exchange wasn’t the reason he was there, and fully aware he had an audience, Ben shook his head and forced himself to focus on his responsibilities.

“Hey now, don’t let a pretty face like that distract you from your important new duties,” his colleague teased, standing by the large stone doorway at the security point.

“I don’t understand why any girl would go for this loser. She falls for him just because he spends a year on human detail?” another poked fun at him.

Ben went along with the razzing from his friends, tucking his hands in his pockets and cocking his head to the side. “I don’t know, guys, I got a girl and a promotion, and you’ve got what? Your sarcasm?”

“Ooooh, ouch!” one replied, while the other just laughed.

The friends playfully swung and blocked their blunted arm blades before letting him pass through.

Much more alert to his surroundings, he made his way through the forested safety zone to the Outer Wall. The giant Inner Wall cut off any residual sound from the villages. Out here eerie silence persisted, only punctuated by the soft buzzing of a passing dragonfly, a chatterbird scolding him from an apple tree that he snagged a ripe snack from, and the rustle of his own shoes marching forward. Once closer to the Outer Wall, he tucked the apple in his pocket and found a familiar clearing in the trees—a good launching point. He shifted his Seeder energy to his calves, communing with the wind around him. Taking a couple of steps, he launched himself up and forward, somersaulting and balancing in the breeze as he shot toward the wall. Gaining speed, he angled up toward the top of the thicket. With another somersault to slow his descent and get sound footing, he landed on the large platform at the top of the thicket wall.

Taking a left on the narrow walkway, he headed for his commander’s platform station. “Reporting for duty,” he announced on his approach.

“Ben, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Murialson?”

“That’s the one.”

“You know your way around by now?” the commander asked. “Go relieve Caleb.”

“Yes, sir.”

Ben found Caleb, a soldier nine years his senior, who was more than happy to see him, ready to head home for some well-deserved sleep.

“Any news?” Ben asked.

“It doesn’t look good,” Caleb reported. “Several more vines have made their way across the Neutral Woods.” He shook his head, his frown conveying the severity of the problem. “I don’t know how they’re doing it. But these are just like the others. Fast-growing, thick, nearly impenetrable.”

Why do we even call them that—‘Neutral Woods’? Sure, they’d been named that after the old treaties were formed, around the time of the Great Division. But the Ivies had never respected those boundaries, constantly crossing them to ensure no Seeders could leave the confines of their own borders.

He stared at the massive bundle of vines below, which was easily six feet wide. A crew of a dozen men and women were hacking and sawing away at them, with minimal success. “You’ve got to give it to the leeches. These bastards know how to get creative,” Ben said.

“Yeah.” Caleb rubbed his chin and winced. “I might admire it more if I wasn’t so worried about how we’re going to stop it.”

The news of this never-before-seen tactic still hadn’t been widely shared throughout the Seeder nation. But that wouldn’t last forever. And neither would their border walls if they couldn’t find a solution. Ben’s gut twisted with dread.

There was trouble brewing in the Green Lands.
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Chapter 1
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SAFF WOKE TO THE SUN peeking through the open screened bedroom window. Cherry blossoms just outside perfumed the room. The pendulum clock in the corner quietly ticked away. Sometimes when she was exhausted, the clock woke her a little later, but after three years in the Green Lands, her body had become used to the energy shifts in the seasons, and even in the days. The sun was up, and so was she. But she stayed in her cozy, warm bed for a while longer, soaking up the peace and serenity of the morning.

She glanced at the intricate cream tatted curtains above the bed—a gift from one of many aunts. A wood dresser dominated the far wall, handcrafted by Devin’s grandfather. She smiled, basking in the love and community embodied by each item in their cottage, most of which were gifts from their wedding.

One item hanging on the wall in the bedroom hadn’t been gifted for their wedding—a painting Devin had insisted they keep. It was no Monet, but it was something he treasured—a seaside landscape she’d once painted for him in the human world, complete with creases from being folded in his pocket as he’d caught a breeze home.

Her gaze rested on Devin peacefully sleeping next to her. It wasn’t possible to be happier. After the chaos and rush of the time they’d shared in the human world, they’d taken things slower when he got back. He’d ended up staying in the human world to help protect his last two sisters, returning just shy of a year after Saff had left. That year had given her ample time to meet people, take courses, grow closer to her Seeder family, and really find herself. Despite her love of the Green Lands, there hadn’t been a day that went by that she hadn’t thought of Devin, worried about him, and waited for him.

But he’d come back to her. They’d taken their time touring Seeder territory together and getting to know each other on a whole new level. Marriages in Seeder culture were serious and permanent. Not that divorces never happened, but the Seeder mating bond was for life. They’d known in high school they wanted to be together, but had agreed to take their time to ensure they weren’t rushing into anything. Their wedding, just a few months prior—in the early spring—had been as simple as Seeder ceremonies got, and absolutely perfect.

Devin stirred in bed, opening his eyes with a gentle moan. Saff beamed and snuck a kiss.

Sliding his arms around her, he pulled her close. “Mmm, my favorite person.”

“Yeah?” She studied his face.

He nodded.

“Ditto.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You’re your favorite person, too?”

She rolled her eyes, grinning and wrapping a leg around him. “Maybe I am now, after a ridiculous joke like that.”

He frowned. “I thought it was a good joke. And if it didn’t earn me a laugh, I know another way to get one.” His smirk was mischievous.

Saff glared playfully as he inched his fingers to her sides, beginning his attack. She squirmed and giggled at his tickling. With the boost of energy that had accompanied her rooting in the Green Lands, and with three years of training under her belt, she could easily win this skirmish. But this time, she let him win. Devin pinned her down, getting lost in her eyes, sneaking a peck on the lips.

“I love you,” she said.

“Ditto.”

She bit her lip. “You love you, too?”

He busted out laughing, rolling off and snuggling up to her. “Touché.” He ever so gently moved the sleeve of her nightgown to expose her shoulder, placing a sweet kiss there. “How much time do we have?”

“Hmm. I don’t know.” She reached her hand up and ran her fingers through his bedhead of sandy blond hair. “I was thinking about baking some muffins before work.”

He wore a crooked, dimpled smile. “Liar. When was the last time you baked anything?”

She adopted a far-off look, as if calculating the days. “Baked? Or burned?”

Devin leaned forward, giving Saff a sweet, lingering kiss, the kind that always took her breath away. The clock chimed.

Lifting her head slightly, she pulled her strawberry blond hair to the side. She fixed her gaze on his dark brown eyes, now flickering with a hint of green. A neon, glowing green that he’d only had since their wedding. The warmth in her own blue eyes told her they were also shifting. The clock chimed once more. “I guess we have that much time.”

“Mmm. You don’t say. I can work with that.”

***

Saff stood at the front of her log-hut classroom, a board of slate mounted behind her scribbled with chalk bullet points for the day’s lesson. “Who can tell me why you have to be extra careful when playing sports with the humans?” she asked her classroom of two dozen eight-year-old boys.

A dark-haired boy named Dennis shot his hand up. “Because you can accidentally cut someone with your blades, or hurt them with your strength.”

“Yes.” She lifted her chin. “Any other reasons?”

Skyler, one of the shyer ones, raised his hand. “Because a human or Ivy might notice that you’re too strong, or that you’ve transformed.”

“Good job.” She smiled, sitting on the edge of her wooden desk. “We have to be safe, and we have to be careful about detection over there. And,” she held up a finger, “it’s really not fair to use your powers when matching up against a human. We want good sportsmanship in either world.”

“Not like Christopher in afternoon sparring yesterday,” another boy chided.

Christopher glared at the other boy while several of their peers snickered. Movement at the open door caught Saff’s attention. Devin stood there, lunch basket in hand. Saff glanced at the clock; he was ten minutes early.

“Hey! Your husband’s here!” One of her boys had apparently also noticed. “That means lunch!”

“Nope.” She slightly narrowed her eyes at Devin and he flashed a guilty frown. “Speaking of entertainment and games today, guys,” she continued. “Let’s revisit our discussion from earlier this morning—board games. I wouldn’t want you to give away your lack of knowledge about something like that.”

Devin let out a short laugh, then tried to disguise it as a cough. They shared a grin, knowing that was one of the things he hadn’t been as well-versed on when he’d been trying to blend in as a human, back when he’d been one of her protectors.

“Someone asks you what your favorite board or card game is,” she said. “I want to hear what you’d say if you forgot the names of the ones we’ve talked about.”

“I think they’re boring. I prefer video games!” one boy said.

“Very good. And believable. Any other ideas?”

“I can’t pick a favorite. What’s yours?” another boy offered.

She beamed. While she disliked lies, these would be the kind of lies that saved lives. “Brilliant deflection. Best when said with full confidence.”

Devin winked at her.

Her stomach growled, and she decided to give in. “Alright. While at lunch, I want you to discuss what you’ve learned about games from your moms and aunts and uncles, okay? Board, card, video—all of them.”

They all sat on the edge of their seats, barely listening anymore.

“Dismissed.”

Devin backed away as the room erupted into a storm of little boys snatching their lunch satchels and bolting out the door.

Saff sighed and sauntered up to Devin, taking his free hand. “You are such a troublemaker. You know that?”

He squeezed her hand and pulled her outside. “I thought you liked that about me.”

She chuckled as they walked across the grass to their usual path. One of Devin’s sisters caught their attention from a nearby sparring field and waved. They returned the wave.

“Roasting me like that, though, ouch!” Devin continued.

Saff grinned. “Serves you right for barging into my classroom.”

“Fair enough.”

“Want to know what we’re going to discuss next week in our unit on foods?” she asked as they turned onto a gravel path, waving at her brother Kyle.

“I’m scared to ask now.” Devin arched an eyebrow, his tone playful.

She considered the other deficiencies in his Seeder network training before his assignment in the human world. “Road-trip snacks and elephant ears.”

He let out a breathy laugh. “Alright. I need to see the list of all my shortcomings and deep, dark secrets that you’re sharing with these boys. I thought I was a decent covert ops agent.”

Releasing his hand, Saff wrapped her arm around his waist. “You were fantastic, love.”

Ten minutes later, they sat on their favorite park bench, unpacking their lunch. Just yards away rested a peaceful little pond surrounded by cattails. Bright red-and-white butterflies danced from flower to flower. They made Saff think of her Seeder mom, Murial. She and Murial had spent countless outings painting nature scenes together, and Murial would always happily point out which plants and wildlife were unique to the Green Lands. These particular butterflies were also found in the human world, though the flowers they hovered between were a Green Lands exclusive.

Devin handed Saff a cloth napkin.

“So how has your day been?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Good. Like most days.”

Devin worked mostly with the teens and preteens, with particular focus on covert operations—the kind he’d been part of, working protection detail for Saff and his sisters when they were in high school.

She took a sip of juice and smiled. “I’m glad you’re back. And thanks for the letters.”

He grinned. “Happy to do it.”

His teaching position afforded him the special privilege of occasionally being chosen to deliver deep-cover boys to their fathers. Seeder families trained up their boys at an early age, selecting the most promising one of each family to leave as young as possible. Devin described escorting the boys as one of the most touching things he’d ever experienced, a great honor to be a part of. The journey was so difficult for each little boy, but the payoff was equally rewarding. Seeder fathers and husbands had been in the human world for years—working on their covers, keeping their distance while coordinating their daughters, and missing their wives and the sons they’d yet to meet.

That meeting—the first time a Seeder father got to meet one of his children, and they knew him for who he really was—was tender. From that point on, he placed them under the care of someone trusted, and continued their training in secret.

“They looked like they’re doing alright?” Saff frowned, thinking of her human parents, Pam and George.

“Yeah. They’re doing great.”

It was a complicated subject, that Devin was physically able to go between the worlds more easily, more often. But he only did it for work and for the week each spring he joined Saff for her visit. She’d accepted the limitation as best she could. Whenever possible, if the boy he was dropping off was within a reasonable distance of her parents’ current location, he’d take a letter from Saff to swap with her parents. She appreciated that extra line of connection, as rare as it was.

Three years prior, it had been a rude awakening to learn of her true nature and the dangers and limitations that came with being a Seeder. But to be a botanical being, having powers and abilities no human could fathom, enriched her life beyond compare and validated her decision to leave behind the world she was raised in.

While she never lacked for company, having twenty-three siblings, and having gained twenty-three siblings-in-law when she and Devin had married, she’d still exerted the effort to make the grueling journey back the last three springs to see her human host parents. She cherished the short amount of time she could spend with them. And with only a few years left where she would be able to make that journey, she vowed to not waste a moment, and never miss the opportunity when it arose. Seeder women generally only had ten years between their initial rooting and becoming fully-rooted, making them incapable of leaving the Green Lands.

“And thanks for Zach’s letter.” She smiled again, thinking of her human best friend. She’d only been able to coordinate seeing him once since she’d left, but he sometimes sent letters to her parents to pass along.

Devin popped a raspberry in his mouth. “No prob. How’s he doing?”

“He’s good. Questioning his major. Dating a new girl.”

Devin grabbed a handful of grape tomatoes. “Hmm. Indecisive. Not the same girl as this spring?”

“Nope.” She picked out a couple of tomatoes for herself. “But he sounds happy.”

Devin wore a warm smile. “Good.”

She pulled a fork and a glass jar of carrot slaw from the basket. While happily munching in silence, she mentally planned the rest of her day. Just one more hour with the little boys, then she had three hours at the healing station of their learning institution.

After they finished up their food, Saff leaned against Devin as he wrapped his arms around her. He planted a kiss on her cheek. “So... Are you nervous? Or excited? About next week.”

She blushed. “Yes.”

She’d accepted a new position at the school. She would miss working with the boys, and also helping at the healing station, but she was moving on to something she wanted even more.

“You’ll be amazing.” He nuzzled her neck.

She beamed, sneaking a kiss. “We don’t make a horrible team.”

He narrowed his eyes, stealing a peck on the lips in return. “Not at all.”

She blew out a puff of air. “We’d better head back. Last time I took a longer lunch than my class, it was a madhouse when I got there.”

He chuckled as they stood up. “Isn’t it a fun glimpse into my childhood?”

They started to walk the weeping-willow-lined trail back to the school, hand in hand. Devin swung the woven basket in his free hand.

“Heather and Ben are still coming over for dinner tonight, right?” Saff said.

“Yes, ma’am. But Ben and I might be a little late.”

She scrunched her eyebrows.

Devin shrugged. “I don’t know. He asked me to drop by his station after work.”

“Okay... Well, I guess I’ll see you then. Love you.”

Just short of being in sight of the school, he stopped her, giving her a hug. “I love you, too.”

***
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Saff made it home to their cottage first, as expected. The tiny little thing was the perfect size for a married couple like Saff and Devin, too young to have a clutch yet, or for those who’d decided not to. It was as quaint as any of the cottages in this part of the village. The thatched roof sat atop a sturdy frame of raw wood with a charming pattern to it. Before opening the front door, she snapped off a handful of fresh pea pods from the front garden box.

Once inside, she set out a few juicy peaches on the round wooden dining table, then surveyed the living area to make sure it was all tidy. Their small kitchen and dining area connected to the living room. A wood-and-cotton sofa accompanied matching chairs. On the wall hung several pictures. Saff walked up to them, smiling wide. This wall of pictures was something she treasured as much as her own wedding ring or jade necklace—photos from her childhood and from visits to the human world. She lifted a hand, rubbing the bend from one photo. She’d always loved that one—Devin, Zach, Ben, and Heather on a roller coaster in the human world after she’d left. Devin wore a goofy expression for the camera, just for Saff. He’d said it was fun, but hadn’t really seemed that impressed—he could fly, after all, so a little roller coaster plunge hadn’t been that remarkable. Cotton candy and elephant ears had been the highlight of that day for him. Next to that photo, a small glow-in-the-dark star clung to the wall, a little piece of her first home.

A knock sounded on the door and Saff opened it, happy to see her sister-in-law, Heather.

After a big hug and swapping a jar of honey from Heather for a basket of peaches, they settled down for a chat.

“So, have you guys been looking for a place of your own?” Saff asked.

Heather sighed with a frown. “I wish. I’m afraid we might have to push back the wedding.”

Saff matched her frown. “Why?”

Heather shrugged. “He’s going to be so busy with his promotion. I don’t know... Maybe I’m just overthinking things.”

Saff gave her a reassuring smile. “We might have simpler ceremonies than some humans, but we sure have a lot more family to coordinate, don’t we?”

Heather laughed. “Yep!”

“Either way, it’ll be perfect.” Saff mused about her wedding day. Her heart had swelled, not only at marrying Devin, but at all the family support they’d enjoyed. The exact same family members would be attending Heather and Ben’s wedding, seeing as Heather was Devin’s sister, and Ben, Saff’s brother.

Saff had returned to the Green Lands filled with both curiosity and fear of the drastic changes that faced her upon leaving the human world. But this huge family, all of these built-in friendships, had made all the difference in the world. The energy of the realm was almost addictive, but more than anything, the people here made it home. Giving up the internet and a lot of modern comforts had been a token sacrifice for the free time and community she’d gained here.

“Did you hear Tabatha went out with Greg again?” Heather grinned.

“What?! I just talked to her a couple days ago. She didn’t tell me that.”

“Yeah.” Heather fidgeted with a loose thread on her shirt. “I think she doesn’t want people judging her and assuming he’s the reason she’s changing positions.”

“Hmm...” Tabatha had recently stopped taking optional courses provided by the community, instead moving to full-time work at a local grain mill. The mill where this guy, Greg, worked. It was hard for Saff to keep up with all of her family, but Tabatha wasn’t only her sister, she had also been one of her best friends back in the human world. “Well, I’ll try my best to not draw that conclusion.” Saff snickered. “Are you still going to join me for more classes?”

Heather wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know.”

Saff frowned again. They’d taken a lot of classes together, having returned from the human world within a few months of each other. There were mandatory classes upon Seeder girls’ returns—courses on mastering their powers, basic history and cultural lessons. But several more courses were offered as optional. Having been a nearly straight-A student in human high school, and being enthralled with her home realm, Saff was trying to take them all.

“I get it. Not everyone’s thrilled with the idea of school when it’s not mandatory.”

Heather fidgeted with her engagement ring. “Well... Maybe it’s hypocritical of me to mention Tabatha ... but if Ben’s going to be so busy with work soon...”

Saff raised her eyebrows.

“Well,” Heather continued with rosy cheeks. “I’ve applied to work at a healing station just inside the Inner Wall.”

“Gotcha. And I really don’t judge you for it. Devin and I both love our work, and it’s an awesome perk to work so close to each other. Ben’s a great soldier. You’re a great healer. It makes sense.” Both of Heather’s human parents were nurses.

Heather smiled. Saff swallowed hard, trying to stay positive. Ben really was a great soldier. He’d saved her life back in her human high school. But it still gave her a lot to worry about, having him positioned at the Outer Wall. That wall hadn’t come close to falling from Ivy attacks in decades. But that didn’t mean casualties didn’t happen. Their border walls were charged by a massive root system running the length of the entire Seeder territory. Any regular thicket would be relatively useless as a defense, but this one was not only massive, it harnessed the energy given by Seeder women, making it near impervious, and every village contributed. The energy imparted to the thicket made it fire- and cut-resistant. Resistant, not proof. The Ivy Kingdom only seemed to care about one thing—Seeder annihilation. Seeders still had to patrol the border walls to stop Ivies from converging on a single point to weaken it and break through. If it wasn’t the Ivy assassins sent after her kind in the human world, it was their soldiers constantly patrolling Seeder borders.

After another half hour of chatting, Devin and Ben arrived. Ben settled down on an armchair and wrapped his arms tight around Heather as she sat on his lap. Devin claimed a spot next to Saff on the sofa.

“So, what made you two late?” Saff asked.

Devin and Ben passed a look between one another, frowning. “Well, um...” Devin started.

“I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” Ben chimed in. “Just the leeches, as usual. But their approach is ... not usual.” He cleared his throat, shifting in his seat. “Don’t worry about it. The elders are saying they don’t remember hearing about this tactic, but they’re searching the archives.”

Anxiety settled into the pit of Saff’s stomach. She loved her life here. Nearly every part of it. The uncertainty of a new kind of attack reminded her of something she’d struggled to put behind her—the fact that they never figured out how the attacks on her and her family in the human world were connected to Ivy royalty. Attacks that had left ten Ivies dead at her childhood home. Attacks that had something to do with an Ivy royal named Nuren.
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Chapter 2
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SAMANTHA GREW UP WITH A cousin her same age next door. They were like two peas in a pod. That is, until Samantha’s cousin, Lyza, turned seventeen. Lyza became distant, too busy to spend time with Samantha; and then she left. Lyza, as it turns out, wasn’t human.

As much as she missed her best friend, Samantha looked forward to the few moments she would spend with her cousin during spring break each year. The last year Lyza would ever be able to visit her in the human world, she asked Samantha for a favor. Samantha happily accepted the request. She was unmarried, but willing to take on the challenge of adopting a little girl. Lyza’s little girl. Or at least one of them. The day after Samantha received her cousin’s daughter, the sweet baby molted her birth wisps, transforming into a tiny little human. Promising to do everything in her power to make this child happy and safe, she gave her a human name for the time she would be hers. She would be known as Rachel.

***

Rachel lay in bed, snuggling the teddy bear she figured she was probably too old for, but she didn’t really care. She stared at her bedside table, eyes fixed on a folded letter.

She knew, statistically, that she was loved. Being confident about that, however, wasn’t always easy. Rachel grew up with three father figures in her life. She was aware from a young age that she was adopted. As it was a partially open adoption, her birth father—father-figure number one—would sometimes send her letters. Usually on birthdays, but sometimes for holidays, or at random. This letter was from father-figure number one, Garrett. He’d sent her a letter to wish her a good school year. It wasn’t that her mom wasn’t enough, or that Garrett wasn’t caring in his letters, but Rachel always asked herself why he even tried to maintain a relationship with her after all these years, if he had been willing to give her up when she was a baby.

Rachel sighed, squeezing the bear tighter. That wasn’t fair. Parents gave up their kids for a large variety of reasons, and she knew it was usually in the best interest of the children.

She frowned a little, thinking of father-figure number two, Brad. Brad had given this stuffed animal to her when he adopted her. He’d come into her life when she was five years old. He was kind and loving to both Rachel and her mom. They were husband, wife, and daughter—the whole package. But then Brad only stayed for two years. Like many children, Rachel was assured his decision to leave had nothing to do with her, but it didn’t make it any easier. He never even said goodbye. He never once visited or reached out after leaving. It had been devastating for both Rachel and her mom.

But her mom had learned to love again. Less than a year later, a new man came into their lives—Rob. He took to Rachel quickly and treated her like his own. And he treated her mom right. Despite the pain of previous rejection, Rachel was grateful to have a good man in their lives. But she’d never been able to call her mom’s new husband ‘Dad.’ It hurt too much to use that title again. And the older she became, the more she appreciated her mom and stepdad for not pushing that on her.

The shower turning off downstairs announced she had to stop dawdling. Rob was up, and that meant Rachel needed to get ready for school. She groaned, throwing off the covers. After a quick shower of her own, she blow-dried her hair and put on a full face of makeup. She pulled out her favorite pair of jeans and a cute button-up shirt. Smirking, she left one more button open than she normally would have.

Downstairs, she poured a bowl of sweetened puffed rice cereal. After eating in solitude and leaving the bowl in the sink, she grabbed her backpack, slinging it over her shoulder. Her mom, a curly-haired brunette of medium build, came down the hallway, offering a bright smile and a hug.

“Are you ready for today?” Her mom squeezed tighter.

Rachel smiled. “You’re not getting too sentimental, are you?”

Her mom pulled back, holding Rachel’s shoulders. “It comes with old age.” She winked.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Not old. Aged.”

Chuckling, her mom reached over and buttoned up a couple of Rachel’s buttons. “Aged sounds so much worse. Unless you’re wine or cheese, and I am neither.”

Rachel shrugged. “I tried.” She gave her mom another quick hug before heading out the front door, undoing the buttons her mom had just done up.

***
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“Dang! Why do you look so sexy now that you’re a senior?” David greeted Rachel from his shiny red car, picking her up for school. She often felt a little plain with her brown hair and brown eyes, but he never failed to remind her exactly how much he liked everything about her.

“You don’t say.” She grinned, throwing her backpack in the back seat and getting in. “That much difference between the summer-me of yesterday and the senior-me of today, huh?”

“You’ve definitely matured.” He looked her over from top to bottom. “Yep, I’d definitely say you’ve matured.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

Rachel squinted. He was tall, in great shape, and had dark brown hair and stunning green eyes. “Hmm...” She shook her head. “Nope, don’t think I see it in you. That’s too bad.”

His jaw dropped. “You did not just say that.”

She winked at him, and he stretched over the center console to greet her with a kiss. And it was not a little peck on the cheek.

“Ahem.” Someone clearing their throat broke them from their mini make-out session.

David wore an awkward smile. “Hi, Mr. Samuels.”

Rachel sheepishly wiped off her lips. “Have a good day at work, Rob.”

“I intend to, thanks. One small problem—Romeo here is blocking my car.” Rob furrowed his brow, holding a coffee cup with his company’s logo on it. He had a kind face, but knew how to show when he meant business. Right now, he was somewhere in the middle, though his trimmed beard had a way of pushing it more toward the intimidating side.

“Sorry, sir,” David said. “I’ll make sure to pull forward more next time.”

“I’d appreciate that. And perhaps you can save some of that energy and concentration for school and driving, instead of expending it all on my girl.”

Rachel pressed her lips together, turning beet red. “K, bye, Rob!” She gave David a look begging him to floor it. Not that she disliked Rob; he really was a nice stepdad. And he obviously cared for her well-being. And Rob generally liked David, but ... getting handsy with his stepdaughter was not on his list of approved activities.

David and Rachel had been an item for two years now. He enjoyed basketball and his time with the guys, but he always carved out time for what mattered to her. He came to most of her volleyball games and made a point of having special date nights.

After a short drive to school and the nightmare of finding parking, they walked hand in hand to the benches near the front entrance. Sliding onto a metal bench, they waited for their friends.

They didn’t have to wait long; her best friend Meg strolled up with her boyfriend, Eric.

Rachel had met Meg the summer after her dad had left them. Meg had moved in down the street and they became instant friends. They always had each other’s backs, no matter what. They’d enjoyed countless slumber parties and hiking adventures over the years. Rachel’s mom had tried to teach her how to wear makeup when she’d wanted to learn, but Meg had been the real teacher—she could nail a winged eyeliner better than a winged bird could fly.

Unlike Rachel, Meg never struggled with self-confidence. Rachel was cute, but Meg was a bombshell, and had the kindest heart of anyone Rachel knew. But there wasn’t any jealousy or rivalry between them. If anything, they were practically sisters. Meg was the one who had helped Rachel build up the courage to ask David on a date in the first place; Rachel had been drooling over him for weeks.

Meg’s messy bun of jet-black hair bounced as she and Eric approached Rachel and David. She was wearing bright-red lipstick and an adorable top she’d bought when she and Rachel last went shopping. Her jeans hugged her curves in the right places, and Eric smiled with his arm around her.

Eric was a newer addition to their posse; he and Meg had just started dating over the summer. But he fit in well. He and Meg made a great pair; just like her, he was easy on the eyes and had a huge heart. He dressed sharp for the first day of school—he’d have fit right in on the cover of a magazine, or in a country club. Paired with his outfit, his blond hair and strong jawline made it easy for people to misjudge him as a stuck-up preppy kid. But the way he’d met Meg in the first place—at an animal shelter—was so sickeningly sweet, and so absolutely them.

Meg held two coffee cups and Eric had another in his hand. Rachel moved onto David’s lap to make more room on the bench, but their friends stayed standing.

“I bring good beverage for good luck,” Meg announced while handing one of her cups to Rachel.

Rachel savored the warmth in her hands, taking a swig. The piping hot liquid had a hint of hazelnut and French vanilla. “Mmm. Have I told you how much I love that you’re a barista? Crappy hours, great perks.”

“I can’t help but notice you forgot one for yours truly,” David said, eyebrows raised. “You know, they do make drink holders for four cups, right?”

“Yeah. I mean, I considered it. But,” Meg pointed to Eric, “boyfriend,” she then pointed to Rachel, “best friend.” She shrugged. “And you’re just ... David.”

“You wound me,” he replied wryly.

“It is okay. I shall share my spoils with you,” Rachel said, taking another sip before handing it to him.

“So, Meg, how was your fun adventure this summer?” David asked before taking a drink.

“Paris is not overrated. Nor are the hot French guys.” She winked at Rachel.

“Hey! Right here,” Eric complained lightheartedly.

“I kid. I only have eyes for you!” Meg nudged him. “I mean, you’re lucky we met before my trip, ’cause...”

Eric challenged her with a smirk, clearly knowing she was joking just to get a rise out of him. “If you need some time alone with your fantasies, I can head inside now.” He pointed to the front doors of their high school.

She chuckled and gently rubbed noses with him.

Rachel extricated her drink from David’s hands, taking another swig. She lifted the mostly full cup of coffee over her head, looking to see the bottom where Meg made a habit of writing her a little message each time she brought her a drink from work.

“Seriously?” David snatched it from her hands.

“Hey! I was looking at my love note,” Rachel protested with a slight pout. “It’s like a fortune cookie—it may be vital for a good start to my day.”

“Yeah, well, fortune cookies don’t give you second-degree burns. I like your face the way it is,” he chided. “And mine as well, thank you very much.”

She rolled her eyes. “I was being careful.”

He gave her a disapproving look.

“Fine, whatever. Maybe you need the caffeine more than me if you’re going to be grumpy.” She got off of his lap, moving back onto the bench next to him.

Meg and Eric glanced at each other with wide eyes. “Yeah, we’re going to head inside. We’ll see you guys later.” Eric wrapped his arm around her again, and they left.

Rachel let out a sigh, taking her coffee back. “Wait to read the bottom until the scalding hot liquid is all gone—noted.”

“Thank you.”

She sipped her coffee with a scowl.

David’s lips formed a mischievous grin. “I know how we can make that coffee better.”

She waited a moment, then took the olive branch. “How’s that?”

“It’s a little black for my liking, maybe it needs some more sugar.” He winked.

She laughed. “You think you can sweeten things up for me, do you?”

“It’s my forte.” He leaned in for a kiss.

Rachel recoiled after a small peck. “Ouch!”

“What?” He scanned her face with concern.

“My boyfriend warned me about being burned, and you’re pretty hot.” She smirked.

Rolling his eyes, David stood, offering his hand. “Let’s get to class, dork.”
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Chapter 3

[image: image]


SAFF SAT ON THE GROUND, weeding in their garden, lost in thought. She’d recently started working as a welcoming apprentice. Once Seeder girls returned to their homeland, they still had so much to learn. They received minimal training in the human world to keep them safe and get them home to the Green Lands, but their education was far from over once they rooted in their ancestral lands.

Saff had an undeniable natural aptitude and strength when it came to harnessing Seeder energy. Devin had told her it was because she was stubborn and determined, and just naturally gifted. But Saff sometimes wondered if it was something else. There had to be an explanation for her ability to harness nearly as much energy as a fully-rooted matriarch. Before the Great Poisoning, Seeder women had actually been more powerful, but the lingering Ivy poison in their soil must have affected them, even if it didn’t kill them like it did their young daughters before their powers came in. Saff must be immune—no one could offer a different explanation for why she could harness more energy than other girls her age.

She dug deep into the soil, trying to get to the bottom of the bindweed root system attempting to choke out their beets. This had been a recent discovery for Saff, that she might be immune to the poison that had forced her to grow up in the human world. She hadn’t met anyone else immune, not that they made it a practice of testing those waters. Seeder girls were swept away to the human world the same morning they sprouted. Taking a risk to see if one was immune wasn’t something any caring parent would do—it meant certain death if they weren’t. From unfortunate and rare experiences, Seeders knew their lands were still poisoned; daughters who weren’t taken away at the seedling reveals always died. Always. Saff couldn’t imagine her Seeder parents gambling the lives of their twelve daughters to discover one of them held an immunity no one else had heard of.

Either way, the reason for Saff’s extra capacity to wield energy didn’t matter—she was still embarrassed by the attention. It had taken her some time to accept the offer to apprentice in a welcoming position, but she found it immensely rewarding. Girls were often confused, unsure, and even overwhelmed when they first returned.

It gave Saff a deep sense of fulfillment, being able to guide girls just like her in the wonder of their abilities. Equally rewarding was helping in the more emotional aspects of their transition to a new way of life.

As she finished weeding a row in the garden, a pair of hands slid onto her shoulders. “Mmm, that feels nice.” She moaned as the hands worked on her knots. “But we need to be careful, my husband will be home any time now.”

Her masseuse crouched down and whispered in her ear, “Mi amor, take me now before we’re caught!”

She giggled like a giddy schoolgirl. “Hey, you, how was your visit?”

Devin ruffled his hair, sitting down next to her. “It was ... a visit.”

“Hmm... That good, huh?”

“Not as good as this part of my day.” He smiled warmly, giving her a peck on the cheek.

She let out a frustrated sigh, surveying the garden. The row of beets she’d just finished with had been planted wonky from the start. “You know, for being green folk, in the Green Lands, I really don’t have much of a green thumb.”

He scrunched his face, shaking his head. “Yeah, I guess there’s a reason we take our parents up on their offers for Sunday dinners.”

“Rude!” she protested, her jaw dropping.

“I’m kidding, you know that.” He held out his hand for the trowel she’d been using. “I’ve always said we’re better together, right?” He nudged her arm.

After some time working in the garden together, they stood and put the hand tools away for the day. Devin reached over and wiped at a smudge of dirt on Saff’s forehead.

“Dirty work,” she commented, dusting herself off.

“I like you when you’re dirty.” He puckered his lips.

“That’s a shame, I was going to hit the shower.” She raised her eyebrows and flashed neon-green eyes before heading into their cottage.

“Well, I mean, I like dirty. Or showers. Or being dirty in showers.” He followed after her. “I’m not picky.”

***

“So, tell me about the meeting,” Saff said while brushing out her wet hair. “What’s the bad news? I saw Ben’s face earlier. It can’t be good.”

“Yeah, it’s not great.” Devin frowned. “There’s been another surge. They breached the Outer Wall again last night.”

Saff stopped, swallowing hard. “That’s ... really not good.” She hoped she was overreacting, but that hadn’t happened even in her parents’ lifetimes. “We still don’t know how they’re doing it?”

“There’s ... a theory.” He shook his head in despair. “It’s probably unrelated. We’re just kinda grasping at straws at this point. But, if it’s what the neighboring council suspects...” His voice trailed off. “It’s unimaginable,” he whispered.

She put the brush down and wrapped her arms around him. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Yeah.” He failed at sounding as though he believed her assertion. “Either way, I’m taking my class to the Inner Wall tomorrow; they’re going to get a hands-on lesson in defense.”

Saff nodded, sick to her stomach. Word had crossed the entire nation, from village to village on the borders, and even in the back territories. No one could explain what the Ivies were doing, or how they were accomplishing it. Elders had been consulted, as had old archives. But Saff had known from the start that the archives would be useless, or at least she’d feared they would be.

Devin had been right all those years ago when he’d first explained the threat to her. Ivies were clever liars, thieves, and murderers. Something they’d stolen in their exodus during the ‘years of parting’ and in raids during the following years of escalated fighting, were books packed with knowledge of their history. Barely any books remained in Seeder possession about the Ivies. Elders swore up and down that the Ivies had taken even more than that.

Very few Seeders were assigned to spy duty, which involved quick flybys to check on the state of the Ivy Kingdom. But they still did it from time to time. This new form of attack at first sounded like something the elders had called the ‘Mother Vines,’ and they’d wondered if the Mother Vines had mutated. But this was different, something altogether new. Something that crossed the Neutral Woods and led right to the Ivy palace.
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Chapter 4
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RACHEL AND MEG LOVED DOUBLE dates with their men, but the guys didn’t much care for the idea. Eric and David got along fine, but they didn’t exactly have a blossoming bromance. The four of them would hang out on occasion; usually a movie or game night a couple of times a month.

Three weeks into school, they gathered for a movie night at Rachel’s place. They’d planned to stream a much-anticipated new release and Rachel’s place was always the go-to location. Her mom and stepdad weren’t helicopter parents, but they understood how teenagers worked. Their door was always open, and Rob’s income as a regional sales director gave them a nice house with an amazing theater room.

Meg was cuddled up next to Eric on the love seat, chatting away. Rachel and David arrived with fresh popcorn and licorice. After setting the popcorn down on the coffee table, Rachel crawled into his lap on the leather sofa.

“You know, I think I’m going to try out for the hockey team this year,” David said while yanking off a piece of licorice with his teeth.

Meg lifted one eyebrow in disbelief. “We don’t have a hockey team.”

“What?” David furrowed his brow. “But I love hockey.”

Rachel shook her head in confusion. “Do you even know how to play hockey?”

He grinned. “I think I’m pretty good at the tonsil variety.”

She let out an exasperated sigh.

“Dude, get a room,” Eric said. He was never afraid of sharing his opinions, especially when annoyed.

“That’s what I keep suggesting.” David shrugged.

Rachel punched him hard in the arm. “That’s not funny!”

“TMI.” Eric rolled his eyes.

Meg covered her ears with her hands. “Nah-nah-nah-nah. I’m not hearing this.”

“Can we just get the movie started?” Eric asked, clearly irritated.

“We’re actually waiting for someone else,” Rachel announced with a forced smile.

Meg and Eric were visibly surprised, but David looked rather put out, having already heard the news.

“Jeff is coming over to watch,” Rachel said.

Meg frowned, reaching for a drink on a side table. “The junior that comes over for piano lessons with your mom?”

“That’s the one,” David said, gnawing off another piece of licorice.

“Why?” Meg asked.

Rachel sighed again. “My parents think it would be good for him. I guess he’s had a hard time adjusting after moving here over the summer.”

“Yeah, that’s ’cause he’s awkward,” Eric added, adjusting in his seat before taking Meg’s hand again.

“And he’s already over here all the time,” David complained. “I swear he’s been over here every other day since school started, doing one thing or another.”

Rachel glared at David. “Don’t be a jerk. He needs money to save up for college. Rob’s happy to give him some yardwork to do.” She stood, grabbing the bowl of popcorn, then sat on the opposite end of the couch. “Speaking of not being rude, I don’t want to make him feel like a fifth wheel.” She munched on popcorn, making it clear with her gaze that the distance between herself and David was intentional.

He tilted his head to the side. “I don’t see why this charity case means I have to suffer.”

Rachel scowled. “Don’t be a dick. Go take a cold shower or something.”

He winked. “I’ll take any temperature of shower, if you’ll join me.”

Rachel’s face didn’t budge. She could admit she was flattered by how much he flirted. But sometimes, he took things too far, and she didn’t always speak up.

“David,” Meg said in warning.

David sighed. “Fine. I can play nice.” He placed a hand over his heart. “I will be on my side of the couch. Contemplating a sad, lonely existence.” He melodramatically sniffled while wiping away a fake tear.

Rachel grinned. “You’re so giving.” Sarcasm was one of their love languages.

The doorbell rang and Rachel stood to go get it. Leaning down as she passed David, she whispered in his ear, “If you can behave, I can make it up to you.”

“I will be an A-plus student,” he hollered down the hall as she walked away.

Jeff joined them and quietly watched the movie from the comfort of a recliner. Rachel and Meg tried their best to make him feel included in the conversation after the movie, but he ended up leaving before everyone else; it was still awkward. The poor guy was an underclassman, had just moved to a new area, and was ... not ugly, but also not the kind of guy girls were swooning over. Rachel couldn’t help but feel bad for him. He was physically fit, but his hair was a bit unruly, and his parents obviously couldn’t afford as nice of clothing as hers could. And like Eric had said, he was just ... awkward. He’d sometimes make odd references, or would be confused by normal ones. And he had very little filter. While she wouldn’t have chosen to do it on her own, Rachel had agreed to her parents’ request to try and incorporate him into their group activities until he found his place in school.

***

Not long after Jeff had left, Rachel ended up sending everyone else home, too. Meg had wanted to hang out longer, and David would have been more than happy to spend some time alone with Rachel making out, but Rachel had started to feel under the weather.

Nauseous and tired, Rachel took some antacids and went to bed early. But she was restless the entire night—tossing and turning, overheating, then shivering. Eventually she found sleep, only to be woken by a text from David. She cancelled their plans for the day.

Too drained to get out of bed, she pulled the covers over her head to block out the sunlight shining through her window. The next thing to wake her was a knock on her bedroom door.

“Come in,” she muttered, forcing herself to raise her voice.

The door clicked open. “You okay?” her mom asked.

Rachel pulled back the covers and scratched her arm where it tingled—between her wrist and elbow. “Just feeling like crap.”

Her mom surveyed her with slightly narrowed eyes. “Yeah? What’s wrong?”

It was probably just a twenty-four-hour flu, but Rachel shared her symptoms.

Nodding, her mom stayed silent for a moment. “Well, rest up. We’ll see how you feel in a little while? Want me to bring you something to eat?”

Rachel declined breakfast but guzzled the water her mom brought her. The water at least seemed to help.

A couple of hours later, her mom came back to check on her. “Alright, you and me. Movie and chicken noodle soup.” She wore a forced smile.

After significant coaxing, Rachel finally rolled out of bed, throwing her hair into a messy bun and planting herself on the couch of the theater room. The soup was perfectly salty, with the right mix of egg noodles, chicken, and vegetables. It was one of her mom’s few signature dishes, and it always helped in one way or another.

As they slurped down their soup, they watched an old DVD of The Inn of the Sixth Happiness. That had always been one of the classics they watched together when one of them was sick. Sometimes it was Dancing in the Rain or The Sound of Music—Rachel’s mom loved the older stuff.

Without fail, Rachel cried when the older lady died in the movie. While trying to inconspicuously wipe away tears, she noticed her mom watching her.

“What?” Rachel chuckled. “You always cry in this one, too.”

“Yeah,” her mom whispered, frowning and turning to look at the screen.

For the rest of the movie, Rachel kept feeling her mom’s eyes on her, but every time she looked, her mom would get up to grab something else to drink or snack on, or turn to watch the screen again.

By the time the end credits were rolling, Rachel was ready for a nap. If anything, she was feeling worse. Her mom grabbed her a blanket as Rachel lay down on the couch.

“Are you getting sick, too?” Rachel asked, her brow furrowed. Her mom’s agitation was plastered on her face and spelled out in every action. She often doted on Rachel when she was sick, but not normally to this extent.

“No, I’m fine.” Her hesitant smile and tone were far from matching her words. “And you’ll feel better in no time.” She kissed Rachel on the forehead and turned off the lights, heading out of the room.

Hours later, Rachel joined her mom for dinner and then in the living room once Rob got home from work.

“We need to tell you something, sweetheart,” her mom said, sitting
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