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            DEFINITIONS AND PRONUNCIATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      CHINESE

      
        
        Aiya (Eye-yah) = exclamation of dismay or surprise

      

      

      FIRST NATION/NATIVE AMERICAN

      
        
        Čanotila (chawn-oh-tee-lah) = a forest-dwelling creature similar to fairies from Lakota folklore

        Wechuge (Way-chu-gay) = Of varying descriptions. A man-eating monster of Dené or Athabaskan people folklore. In use here as a person who has been possessed or overwhelmed by the power of one of the ancient spirit animals.

      

      

      FRENCH

      
        
        Belle (Bell) = Beautiful

        Bonjour (Bohn-zhurh) = Hello

        Chambre (Shahmbr) = Bedroom

        En français (Ohn frhohn-say) = In French

        Madame (Mahd-ahm) = Mrs

        Mademoiselle (Mad-deh-mwoh-zelh) = Miss

        Merci (Merhe-si) = Thank you

        Mon amie (MohN Ah-me) = My friend

        Monsieur (Muss-yuh) = Mister; Sir

        Non (Noh) = No

        Oui (We) = Yes

        Romantique (Rhoh-man-teek) = Romantic

        Ton amie (TohN Ah-me) = Your friend

        Tout pour toi (Tooh-poorh-twah) = All for you

        Très bien (Trhey byen) = Very good

      

      

      NAMES

      
        
        Alejandro (Ah-lay-HAN-droh)

        Alexandru (Ahl-lick-SSAHN-droo)

        Amélie Roussel (Ah-may-lee Rhoo-sell)

        Buvons (Boo-vohn)

        Camila (Kah-ME-la)

        Capreanu (Kah-pREHA-noo)

        Chloé (Klow-ay)

        Chuthekii (CHOOT-key)

        Crina (Kree-nah)

        Delaforet (Della-forh-ay)

        Dumitru (Doo-mee-troo)

        Dzindo (TsEEN-doe)

        Grigore (Gree-gor-eh)

        Ion (EE-yohn)

        Jacques (Szahk)

        Langundo (LANE-gun-doo)

        Laurier (Loh-rhe-ay)

        Likinoak (LEEK-een-oak)

        Louis (Loo-ee)

        Marguerite Dubois (Mar-geh-rheet Do-bwah)

        Mariana (Mah-ree-ana)

        Mitica (Mee-tEE-kuh)

        Montmartre (Mohn-marh-trhuh)

        Piyiets (PIE-ee-yets)

        Pówahkai (POH-wah-Kai-ee)

        Testooklah (Tess-TOO-klah)

        Tsesikó (Tseh-TSEE-ko)

        Yejeták (YEH-jey-tak)

        Xi Lin (Shee Leen)

        Xi Wei (Shee Way-ee)

      

      

      ROMANIAN

      
        
        Balaur (Bah-lAH-oor) = A type of Romanian dragon

        Bou (bOW) = Asshole; Bull

        Bucuria mea (BOO-coo-re-ah Mheh) = My joy

        Bucurie (boo-COO-ree-eh) = Joy

        Ce? (che) = What?

        Crugul Pământului (KrOO-gool Pa-mUHN-too-loo-ee) = Where the hultan are trained 

        Da (dah) = Yes

        Dupǎ ploaie, vine soare (Doo-pUH plo-AH-ee-ey vEE-neh Ssoo-ah-ray) = After rain comes sunshine

        Ești frumoasa (Yesht froo-moh-AH-suh) = You’re beautiful

        Făt-Frumos (FUHT froo-mohs) = A Romanian hero of folklore akin to Prince Charming

        Hora (HKor-uh) = A circle dance

        Hultan (whOOl-tahn) = Romanian wizard, also known as Șolomonar 

        Iele (Yell-eh) = Type of Romanian fae

        Iti dau inima mea (its dOW ene-mah mheh) = I give you my heart

        Mamă (MAH-mah )= Mother

        Noapte buna (Nu-AHp-te bOO-nuh) = Goodnight

        Nu (noo) = No

        Pentru totdeauna (pent-rOO TOT-dyeha-una) = Forever

        Sânziene (SsUHN-zee-en-nay) = A festival in honor of the fairies

        Tărȃmul Celălalt (TUH-ruh-muhl CHEl-lal-alt) = Otherworld

        Tată (TA-tah) = Father

        Te iubesc (TAY you-besk ) = I love you

        Zȃnă (Zzuh-nuh) = A type of Romanian fae

        Zgrimties (Zgreem-tee-es) = In folklore, another name for a hultan. In this book, the governing council of hultan  

        Zmeu (Zzmeh-oo) = Romanian shapeshifting dragon

      

      

      SANSKRIT

      Dhyana mudra (Dee-ahn Muh-drah) = A hand position used in yoga and meditation

      SPANISH

      
        
        Canta Hermosa (Kahn-tah Ehr-MOH-sah) = You sing beautifully

        Con gusto (Kohn GOOS-toh) = With pleasure

        Fantastico (fahn-TAHS-tee-koh) = Fantastic

        Gracias (GRAH-syahs) = Thank you

        Hola (OH-lah) = Hello

        Por favor (Pohr Fah-bohr) = Please

        Señora (SEH-nyoh-rah) = Ma’am; Mrs.

        Sí (SEE) = Yes

        Usted también (oo-sted tahm-BYEHN) = You too

      

      

      WYBOKA

      
        
        Amȃwe (Ah-MAH-way) = Mother

        Azeohkwii (Ahz-ay-OH-qwe) = Sister-in-law

        Ni’aze (NEE-ahz-ay) = Older brother

        Ohkwii (OH-qwe) = Wife

        Seyko (SAY-koh) = Son

        Seyohkwii (SAY-OH-qwe) = Daughter-in-law

        Wic’aze (WEEK-ahz-ay) = Younger brother

        Wyboka (Why-BOW-ka) = A First Nation created for the purpose of this story
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      I ground my teeth, stomping toward my editor’s office. I didn’t bother with my usual courtesy knock as I pushed open the glass door.

      “What the Hell is this, Bill?” I demanded, waving tomorrow’s edition at him.

      He raised his eyebrows at my question, waiting for me to explain.

      “Why didn’t you print my article?”

      “It was unsubstantiated. Give me proof, and I’ll print it.” He leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers, peering over his glasses at me.

      “Unsubstantiated? Are you fucking kidding me? I have electronic account transfers and sources in the mayor’s office who swear he’s embezzling money from the widows and orphan’s fund to finance his re-election campaign.”

      Bill shook his balding head at me sadly and used that infuriatingly calm voice to try to soothe me. “Erin, I know your father was a Chicago police officer, and I understand you’re upset the department is getting fewer funds from the city, but that’s no reason to accuse the mayor.”

      “My father has nothing to do with this,” I growled, prying my clenched jaw apart.

      “I’m not printing your article. End of story.” He turned to his computer, dismissing me.

      I froze, having never been shut down by Bill without a proper explanation. My story is breaking news. My evidence is solid. Why won’t he print it? Unless… “No,” I whispered.

      Bill looked up at me.

      “Tell me it’s not true. Bill, are you…in the mayor’s pocket?”

      His face reddened in anger, but not before I saw his eyes flicker with guilt. “How dare⁠—”

      “How could you? My mentor, the man who taught me ethics in journalism…” My shock gave way to determination, and I steeled my gut. “This story is getting out. I’ll sell it to another paper. I’ll go to the Internet if I have to.”

      Bill stood slowly, his face pale as he removed his glasses. “Erin, listen to me. Don’t do that.”

      “Oh, it’s happening.”

      “You’re leaving me no choice. You’re fired.”

      My stomach rolled. “Fine! I can’t work for a dirty editor anyway. And guess what, Bill? The mayor is going down, and you’re going down with him.”

      I strode from his office, not heeding his angry protests.

      The office was too quiet as my heart raged. Most of my previous coworkers had left for the night, heading home to trick-or-treat with their kids.

      My limbs were tense and my movements jerky as I emptied the personal belongings from my desk. I couldn’t believe the last six years of my life at The Chicago Telegraph fit into one empty printer paper box.

      Pausing, I stared at that day’s edition and the last article I would ever write for the paper. “Black Moon Day Before Halloween” the headline announced on the bottom corner of page two.

      I closed my eyes when they started to burn. No crying. Not yet. Letting out a steadying sigh, I grabbed my belongings and went toward the elevator.

      As I tried to resituate my box to press the down button, another employee beat me to it.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled to him.

      “No problem.”

      The large elevator felt small as the two of us shuffled in. My box of shame, the signal that I’d been canned, made my self-consciousness take up most of the breathing room. With a bowed head, I peeked at the tall man with dark hair as he pressed the button for the first floor, then looked down at his smartphone. I don’t think I know him. He must be new. Working extra to get in good with the boss? Good luck with that. They will burn your soul and dance around the ashes.

      Outside, I paused on the sidewalk, breathing in the chilly autumn night. The streets of downtown Chicago were not nearly as busy at eight at night on a Sunday as they would have been on Friday or Saturday.

      With my box getting heavier by the minute, I considered hailing a taxi back to my apartment. I decided against it since I no longer had income. Besides, I might as well take advantage of my CTA card the paper pays for while I still can.

      I readjusted the weight and hunched my shoulders against the lake wind as it whipped my short, brown hair in front of my glasses. I blew up to clear my vision. When that didn’t work, I tilted my head back and shook the hair from my face.

      The sky is never truly dark in the city, light pollution makes sure of that. However, if it’s not cloudy, sometimes you can see the moon. Of course, that night was a new moon, so the clear sky was an empty void above the haze of city lights.

      What’s out there? I knew the stars and planets were there even if I couldn’t see them. I’d gone to the planetarium on a school trip once. Having lived in the city my entire life, I’d only ever truly been able to appreciate the night sky when I went to Wisconsin for sixth-grade camp.

      I remembered making a wish on every star I could see. There were a lot of them, but my wish was always the same.

      If I saw a star right now, what would I wish for? My job back? No. I know what I’m doing is right. The predicament I was in reminded me of the feeling from my favorite poem. I hadn’t read it since college, but I still knew it by heart:

      
        
        
        Were I away with my love fair,

        Her eyes are shining emeralds rare,

        Upon my breast she’d often lie,

        Before we had to say goodbye.

      

        

      
        I travel to the dragon’s lair,

        Cowardly and brave men, beware!

        I came here for wealth, not to die,

        Were I away.

      

        

      
        As I approach with cautious care,

        I find I miss my true love’s hair,

        I miss her laugh, I miss her sigh,

        I wish I would have kept her nigh,

        Were I away.

      

      

      

      The regret and longing from the poem made my heart ache as I stared into the cave-like sky. I can’t turn back now even if I wished to. I must move forward.

      I sighed, my resolve giving me strength, and readjusted the box again. I tried to look around it as I descended the stairs to the red line subway station, the feat making me slightly off balance.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I put my box down so I could dig my CTA pass out of my jacket pocket. Through the turnstile and down the escalator, I sat on a bench on the platform, placing the box on the ground between my Converse.

      A street musician played “Somewhere over the Rainbow” on his violin a few feet away. He played it in minor, giving it a sad, chilling quality I’m not sure Judy Garland would have approved of. I quite liked it. The longing that usually accompanied the tune was haunted by the feeling that over the rainbow was a place I would never see.

      I reached into the pocket of my skinny jeans and pulled out the change left over from my morning’s mocha frappuccino. The coins clinked together pleasantly as they fell into the velvet-lined violin case, and I smiled my appreciation at the musician.

      The clacking of a train echoed in the subway tunnel. I hefted my box into my arms and stood at the tactile paved, blue edge of the platform.

      As the clack, clack, clack got closer, the train’s headlights appeared. Passengers crowded the edge, preparing to board. Just as the train was about to pull into the station, I felt someone behind me.

      The hand that caressed my shoulder gave me a nudge. It wasn’t a hard shove, but it was full of purpose. I lost my balance, and my box and I fell onto the track.

      There wasn’t enough time for my short life to flash before my eyes. I only remember my heart screaming in fear, echoing the screech of the train’s brakes as it crashed into me…

      …I couldn’t move. All I felt was pain as my foggy consciousness resurfaced. My heart pounded in my ears, but I heard a distant chanting. I couldn’t understand the words the baritone sang, but I could feel the plea in his voice.

      I struggled to open my eyes. Through the haze of semi-consciousness and the dim, flickering light, I could only make out a flash of red before the void pulled me under again.
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      Thwack…thwack…thwack…What is that sound? Is Bryan doing something weird again?

      I strained my ears. Besides the repetitive sound, it was way too quiet. There were no car or train sounds. I couldn’t hear Mrs. McTim’s television upstairs or the college students, Chad and Mike, blaring their heavy metal next door.

      All at once, I remembered being pushed in front of a train. Am I in the hospital?

      But no beeping monitors, sterile smells, or bright lights shining through my eyelids answered my fears. Just silence and the distant thwack…thwack.

      I took a tentative breath, expanding my lungs. It didn’t hurt as I’d expected. I twitched my fingers and toes. They seemed to work just fine. Finally, I squinted my eyes open.

      The ceiling was rustic wood and four empty coat hooks hung just above the headboard of the bed I was lying on.

      Seeing light from the corner of my eye, I turned my head toward it. The small room had another bed near the window, an iron stove in one corner, and a small table with two chairs in the other. The walls were made of the same rustic wood as the ceiling. Outside, the repetitive sound stopped. A few moments later, the door opened to reveal a man carrying an armful of wood.

      His scarlet coat and Stetson hat announced his profession.

      “What the shit? A Mountie?” I gaped, jolting upright. My joints ached, and my skin smarted as though I was covered in bruises.

      “I see you’re awake. How are you feeling?” the Mountie asked.

      “Who are you? Where am I? How did I get here?” My panicked voice sounded unfamiliar in my ears.

      He walked over to the corner and stacked the wood near the stove. “You must have hit your head pretty hard there. I’m Constable Delaforet. You’re in Farrloch. As for how you got here, I found you in the forest near the barracks, half-clothed, unconscious, and chilled to the bone. I carried you in here.”

      Farrloch? Alberta?

      I eyed the Mountie, squinting suspiciously, as he removed his hat and placed it on the table.

      His steady voice sounded as though he was trying to calm a frightened animal, and his light blue eyes were soft with pity. His brown hair was tousled from his hat, and his face was shadowed by what looked like two-day stubble. He seemed to be in his mid-twenties, around my age.

      I took in his strong, broad shoulders and solid frame, and I knew I wouldn’t make it past him if he tried to stop me.

      I was unconscious in a forest in Canada after I got hit by a train in Chicago? I looked under the blanket at what I was wearing. He said I was half-naked.

      I wore what seemed to me to be pajamas: white cotton capris with lace cuffs and a short-sleeved chemise. What the…? Okay, this obviously isn’t real. I must be in a coma somewhere.

      I nodded to myself before swinging my bare feet out of bed.

      “You should rest, Miss,” Constable Delaforet advised as I got to my feet. When the blanket fell away to reveal my pajamas, he cleared his throat and averted his eyes.

      “I’m fine,” I assured him. I mean, what can happen in a coma dream anyway? I marveled at how vivid everything was. It didn’t feel at all like a dream. Then again, I’d never been in a coma before, so maybe it was normal.

      I took a few steps toward the Mountie, amazed at the feeling of the cold floorboards under my feet. Delaforet instinctively reached out to steady me when I wobbled a little. His large hands were warm on my shoulders.

      “Miss, I really must insist you rest until you’re well. At the very least, you can’t go out in your undergarments.”

      Undergarments? What kind of coma dream is this? “Tell me, Dudley, what year is it in this coma-created world?”

      His eyebrows pulled together in concern. “Miss, this is very much the real world. We just celebrated the turn of a new century. It is 1900. Please, it’s clear you’re disoriented.”

      I allowed him to lead me back to bed. 1900, huh? My subconscious is amazing. Everything is so detailed.

      I stared at Delaforet’s profile as he tucked my legs under the blankets. Have I seen him somewhere before? I’ve heard that your brain never dreams faces it hasn’t seen. Where would I have seen such a hot guy? I feel like I’d remember that. A movie? Well, since this is a dream, I can do whatever I want. Right?

      I grinned mischievously and grabbed the front of Delaforet’s red tunic. He turned to me, eyes wide with surprise. I leaned up and kissed him full on the mouth. It had been a while since I’d kissed a man. I put all my pent-up passion into it. His lips were soft and warm. They sent a thrill through me, my body heating in an instant. He gently distanced himself from me.

      I breathed hard, my eyes wide as the blood drained from my face. There’s no way. It feels too real, and I’ve never been rejected in a dream before... But how is it possible?

      “Miss,” he said gently. “You’re distressed. You should rest.” If not kissing me back and pulling away hadn’t made his rejection clear, his unmoved mask as he called me crazy certainly did.

      How can I rest? I’m more than a century in the past in another country, and I just kissed a complete stranger. Calm down, Erin, calm down. This guy helped you, right? As he said, he brought me in here when I was in trouble. Even when I threw myself at him, he didn’t respond. He’s a Mountie for christsakes! He’s a police officer. I’m safe with him.

      I tried to swallow my panic and took a few slow, deep breaths.

      After watching me calm myself, Delaforet asked, “Do you know who you are?”

      I nodded, peeking over at him. “Erin Nichols,” I mumbled.

      “Do you know how you came to be in the woods, Miss Nichols?”

      “No.”

      “All right. Do you know where you’re from?”

      “Chicago.”

      “An American? Chicago is a long way from here. Do you know why you might be here?”

      I’d love to know that. Any ideas, Universe? I sighed. But I can’t tell him I’m from the twenty-first century. “I don’t remember,” I said.

      He nodded gently. “I’m sure it will all come back to you in time,” he soothed. “Can you tell me anything else about yourself? You remember your name and where you’re from. Do you have a family?”

      “Just my mother.” Mom is going to be distraught when she can’t find me. “And I guess Bryan will notice I’m gone eventually.”

      “Bryan is your brother or…?” he trailed off suggestively.

      Is he asking if Bryan is my boyfriend or husband? Of course, at my age in 1900, I would’ve been an old maid. Then again, I did just kiss him, which is definitely not proper even by modern standards…Maybe he thinks I’m a prostitute. Oh, jeez… The confidence I’d had while I’d thought this was a dream crumbled under the reality of the situation. My face and neck flushed in the fiercest blush of my entire life. I totally just kissed a complete stranger, likely the most attractive stranger I’ve ever met.

      “Bryan is my roommate,” I mumbled, averting my gaze and trying to not think about the kiss. Yeah Erin, good one. I’m sure it’s not suspicious that you’re living with a man.

      Delaforet nodded thoughtfully.

      “It’s difficult to afford housing in Chicago on a journalist’s pay. Bryan is a friend from college. He’s a…” software developer. “H-he’s a writer…of sorts,” I rambled.

      “You’re a journalist?”

      I nodded.

      “Perhaps you were sent by a newspaper to write a story?”

      “That would explain why I’m so far from home…” I mused, grabbing hold of the explanation.

      “Could you be a travel writer? Since the railroad was completed and the hotel opened, there have been quite a few newsmen who’ve come to town.”

      I nodded. It’s as good a cover story as any. “That sounds familiar. I think you’re right.”

      “Of course, that doesn’t explain how you came to be in the forest in such a state. You could be the victim of foul play.” He eyed me gently. “I think perhaps you should stay in the barracks until you’re well enough to remember. Since the railroad was finished, I’m the only Mountie stationed here, so you need not fret over inconveniencing anyone.”

      It’s not like I have anywhere else to go, and he seems safe enough. I smiled sheepishly and nodded. “Thank you very much.”

      After we’d agreed I would stay with Delaforet, he left to go get breakfast for us. He’d told me to stay in bed, but I ignored that directive entirely. I slipped out from under the blanket and moved toward the window. As I passed a pitcher and washbasin on a cabinet, a light flashed off a small shaving mirror.

      When I saw my reflection, I cried out and rushed toward the mirror.

      “What the Hell?” I demanded of the blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman in the mirror. I blinked hard a few times, hoping my green eyes would appear.

      Bringing my shaking fingertips to my cheeks, I caressed my new face. My hair was long, much longer than I ever would have bothered with. It was blonde where it should have been brown. My face seemed a few years younger, and my usually warm skin seemed paler. I hadn’t noticed before that I wasn’t wearing any glasses, but I could see perfectly without them. I looked down at my new body. I was slightly thinner than before, having none of my city-walking leg muscles. I was also a few inches taller. I grabbed my breasts and found they were smaller.

      “Jesus Christ,” I cursed in a voice not my own. I’d noticed I sounded strange before, but I’d thought it was panic that had made my voice higher. “What the fuck is happening to me?”

      I looked away from the mirror, my stomach flopping and my head spinning. Closing my eyes and bracing my hands against the cabinet, I took long, steadying breaths.

      After the feeling had passed, I continued to the window, determinedly avoiding my reflection. I knew I was in Alberta, so I’d expected to see mountains. But nothing had prepared me for the breath-taking sight that lay before me.

      The snow-topped mountains towered over a clear, frozen lake. The rounded rocks on the shore had small patches of snow between them. Evergreens flanked the sides of the lake, dwarfed by the surrounding peaks. The clear sky dyed everything blue.

      “Wow” was the only exclamation my brain could come up with. I couldn’t pry myself away from the view, not even when Constable Delaforet returned with a basket of food. He frowned at my complete disregard for his orders but set the basket on the table.

      “I brought chicken and dumplings,” he informed, unpacking a pot, bowls, and spoons.

      I reluctantly left the window and went to the table.

      Deliberately averting his eyes, he said, “We need to find you some clothes if you’re going to be out of bed. We can go down to the church to see if they have any extra dresses they can spare, but for now…” he crossed to the foot of the bed I’d been lying in and opened a trunk. Rummaging around, he continued. “I believe Subconstable Taylor left some things behind. They will likely be too big, but ah, here they are.”

      He pulled out a buckskin pair of pants, a buttoned shirt, and a coat. “I’m sorry to ask a lady to wear men’s clothes, but it’s far better than you freezing.”

      I took the clothes from him, and he went toward the door. “I’ll get more wood for the stove,” he said delicately.

      After he’d left, I pulled on the clothes over my undergarments. I would’ve just removed them, but the pants wouldn’t have stayed up without the extra layers and the shirt tucked in. The clothes were comfortable and would certainly keep me warm. I vowed to fight the Mountie on exchanging them for a dress. Beside the bed was a pair of impractical women’s boots. Whoever’s body I’m in, she didn’t seem to walk around outside much.

      I dug through the trunk for alternatives and found a pair of moccasins. They were too big, but they would have to do. Being soft and flexible, it shouldn’t be too difficult to walk in them even if they are too big.

      By the time Delaforet returned, I was dressed and dishing the meal into our bowls. The soup was warming and pleasant, and I told him as much.

      “No one makes food like Mellie,” he commented.

      I raised my eyebrows at his compliment. “Is Mellie your sweetheart then?”

      He nearly choked, and it took him a moment to settle his coughing. “No, Mellie operates the best restaurant in town.” He paused before continuing. “I don’t have a sweetheart.”

      I smiled to myself as my stomach twanged with unwarranted satisfaction. “So what exactly does a Mountie do besides keep the peace?”

      “Well, being that this is a tourist town, or aims to be since the railroad was finished, Ottawa stationed me here to make visitors feel safe. I do keep the peace, but I also patrol the area for criminals, deliver mail to settlements farther out, and work with the Indian agent when need be.”

      “The Indian agent? Is there a First Nation around here?”

      He tilted his head at my question. Oh, I guess they aren’t called that yet. “There’s a reserve near Farrloch?” I rephrased.

      He nodded. “The Wyboka Reserve is very near here.”

      “How long have you been stationed here?”

      “Nearly half a year. I was posted in the Yukon before this.”

      Oh, that’s right. There was a gold rush there around this time, wasn’t there? I nodded to show I’d heard him and the conversation lapsed. What am I doing here? I’ve no place in 1900 western Canada. I need to figure out how to get home. Well, I suppose all I can do at the moment is get my bearings.

      Before we’d even finished our food, a man burst through the door. His eyes widened when he saw me. “I’m sorry to interrupt Constable, but they found another one.”

      Delaforet sighed and shook his head. He grabbed his hat as he headed for the door. “Stay here,” he told me before leaving.

      “Pfft, yeah right,” I said to the empty room.

      I opened the door quietly, and a large, brown horse watched me sneak toward a nearby stable. I listened to the two men talk as Delaforet saddled a black horse.

      “Who was it this time?” Delaforet asked.

      “A boy around fifteen. His name was Testooklah,” the other man responded.

      “This is the third Wyboka found dead in as many weeks.”

      “And this time it was a kid. I know.”

      “How are the elders taking it?”

      “As one would expect. Some are scared, and some are on the warpath. We need to figure out what is going on before we have an uprising on our hands.”

      “I intend to,” Delaforet declared, his tone shifting as he climbed into the saddle.

      I ran to hide behind the stable so he wouldn’t discover me. As I watched the two men ride away, I wished I had the means to follow them.

      “Damn.” The cold wind off the lake carried my curse after them.

      I knew I should probably listen to Delaforet and rest, and had his steady, blue gaze been on me at that moment, I know he could have persuaded me. But what’s a journalist without an unhealthy sense of curiosity?

      I left the barracks and the lake behind me as I hiked down the hill toward what I’d rightfully assumed was town. The temperature seemed to be in the upper forties, and I was grateful for my long hair, which I used to cover my chilled ears in lieu of a hat. The ground was still frozen, but there was an unmistakable promise of warmth to come. Early spring birds called to one another. My body hummed with every step, the fresh mountain air invigorating me.

      As buildings started to flank the main dirt road, I read their signs. There was a blacksmith—whose hammering echoed from inside his forge—a laundry, a trading post and dry goods store, Mellie’s Restaurant, a recreational outfitter, a tavern and brothel, and a bank.

      There weren’t many people about, but there were enough that I got the distinct impression I was being stared at. I wonder whose body I’m in. Do any of these people recognize me? Or does this body not belong to someone else? Perhaps it was just created as I showed up. I don’t know! Stupid time travel.

      At the other end of town, there was a train station. I considered asking people if they knew me but thought better of it. If I did steal someone’s body, I’m sure their loved ones will come to Delaforet to report a missing person. Where do people in 1900 get information? God, I miss the Internet.

      After walking to the train station ticket booth, I whistled at the clerk through the bars to get his attention.

      “The next train isn’t for a couple of days,” he answered before I’d asked anything.

      “All right.” I nodded. “Does this town have a library or bookstore?”

      He shook his head. “City records are kept at the mayor’s office, the local newspaper keeps an archive, but if you’re looking for books, the only library is up at the hotel. It’s only open to guests and those who have Mr. Broadstone’s permission.”

      I nodded my thanks. A high-class hotel may have books on the occult. I mean, snobby twentieth-century toffs love that stuff, right? I looked down at my borrowed clothes. There’s no way those types would even let me in the door. I bet Delaforet has access though. Maybe he would borrow a book for me, or better yet get me access.

      Not knowing when he would return, I thought it best to head back to the barracks. Hiking up the hill was more tiring than I’d expected. Woman has no leg muscles.

      I ate the rest of my cold soup and took a nap.
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      Constable Delaforet didn’t return until late in the afternoon, but he brought food with him. I awoke with a start as the door creaked open when he entered. Upon seeing it was only him, I took a deep breath through my nose and stretched my stiff limbs before sitting up in bed.

      “How are you feeling?” he inquired as he set down the basket and removed his hat.

      “Better,” I lied, making my voice light. I knew if this was going to work, he had to believe it.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Did you remember something?”

      “Bits and pieces,” I said, sitting across from him at the table. “I do remember my editor sending me here, and it did have to do with Farrloch being a tourist town in a way.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, I’m supposed to write about the mysterious deaths of the nearby natives.”

      I watched his reaction closely. He gave nothing away.

      “You know how tourists love mystery,” I continued.

      He frowned. “People are dying, and you want to use it for entertainment?”

      My stomach clenched at his disapproval. “Of course not. A journalist’s job is to report the truth. I never sensationalize. I’m only pointing out that the story would probably bring curious tourists. I was explaining how my being here had to do with tourism. You suggested I might be a travel writer, remember?”

      He nodded, his eyes still guarded.

      “Well, people dying mysteriously is always newsworthy, but especially so in a tourist town. I was sent to find out what’s going on. So, Constable, do you have anything to say on the subject?”

      “No comment.”

      “Aw come on, Dudley,” I prodded. “I’m just going to make a nuisance of myself if you don’t tell me.”

      He slowly chewed his food, never taking his eyes off my face. I resisted the urge to squirm, hiding behind an innocent smile.

      He sighed. “Three Wyboka died in as many weeks.”

      I nodded slightly, encouraging him to continue.

      “We do not yet know the cause.”

      “But you’re investigating?”

      “At the Wyboka’s request, yes. And I will discover what happened.”

      “Will you take me with you during your investigation?”

      “Absolutely not,” he said firmly, shaking his head for emphasis.

      Undeterred by his expected response, I continued. “You said you found me roughed up in the forest, right?”

      “Yes...”

      “You suggested it could have been foul play.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “So perhaps, while I was investigating this matter for my story, I uncovered something I wasn’t meant to know.”

      “That’s a reasonable assumption.”

      “Well if that’s the case, then it would stand to reason that whoever hurt me before could come after me again. If that happens, then the safest place for me is with you.” Despite the long lie I was weaving, my words felt accurate, their truth echoing through me like the reverberated hum from a bell strike.

      He frowned, realizing I’d led him right where I wanted him.

      “You would also be safe if you stayed in the barracks all the time. No one is going to harm you here.”

      “Perhaps. However, if I join your investigation, I might recall what happened to me and why I was a target in the first place. I can’t stay here forever.”

      He paused, his features neutral, and I could only hope that he was considering my words.

      “Besides,” I added quickly before he could make a decision, “I’m a journalist. I may help with your investigation. I have my own set of detecting skills, and sometimes people are more willing to talk to the press than the police.”

      His distant eyes drifted back to me, locking with mine. I stilled, hoping the warmth that spread through me wasn’t showing on my face.

      “Any story you write will have to pass through me before you send it on to Chicago.”

      Normally, I wouldn’t have agreed to the police editing my article. But since I knew I wasn’t even writing a story, I beamed and held my hand out to shake on the deal.

      His sturdy hand enveloped mine, and I shook it firmly. His eyes widened ever so slightly.

      “So tell me about the case,” I pressed.

      Delaforet explained that the three Wyboka who had died were all found in a sacred hot spring on the reserve. He knew about the first two deaths but was not permitted to investigate the matter. With the third death, the Wyboka had asked for his help. He’d examined the most recent body and could not determine the cause of death. There didn’t appear to be any signs of foul play. He’d requested to view the site but had not yet been given access. The elders were to convene the following day to discuss allowing him into their sacred space.

      After I’d been caught up and we’d finished eating, I asked the question I’d been dreading since I awoke that morning. Delaforet pointed me to an outhouse about a hundred feet from the stables. It was not a pleasant experience. I swore to myself that if I ever made it back to the twenty-first century, I would never complain about gas station bathrooms or their tissue paper again.

      When I’d returned, Delaforet had put on his hat and held a basket in each hand.

      “Are you returning those to Mellie?” I asked.

      “Yes, would you like to accompany me?”

      I blinked, surprised he hadn’t told me to stay put.

      “If you’re feeling well enough that is,” he added, concerned.

      “I think I will join you.” I smiled. I have to show him I’m well enough, or he won’t let me go with him when he investigates tomorrow.

      “Very well. Then shall we stop at the church and see about getting you more appropriate attire?”

      “No, I won’t be wearing a dress unless Subconstable Taylor comes and removes these clothes from me himself.”

      His mouth hung open, his eyes following me as I closed the door behind us.

      “It’s just an expression,” I waved my hand dismissively at his shocked sensibilities.

      “They seem to have many strange expressions in Chicago,” he commented.

      “Oh Dudley, you have no idea how differently we speak where I’m from.”

      “Miss Nichols, why do you keep addressing me as Dudley?”

      I giggled. “He’s a famous Mountie. Haven’t you heard of him?”

      “I have not.”

      “Well, I’m not fond of honorifics, and you haven’t told me your first name.”

      “We have not yet known each other a day, Miss Nichols.”

      “And yet, you’ve carried me in your arms, saw me in my undergarments, and I kissed you. I’d say all that puts us on a first-name basis.” I flushed despite my flippant demeanor.

      He tilted his head, using the brim of his hat to hide his face from me. I liked to think I’d made him blush too, but I couldn’t picture it.

      “Very well, Miss Nichols.”

      “Erin.”

      “All right, Erin. You may call me Wynn.”

      I bent forward so I could look at his face below his hat. “That wasn’t so hard. Was it, Wynn?”

      I grinned at him, and he rewarded me with a gentle smile in return. My breath hitched as my heart skipped a beat. I averted my gaze to the trees lining the road, crinkling my brow at my reaction. I never thought I was the swooning type.

      The walk into town was much the same as it had been earlier in the day.

      Mellie’s was what I imagined high tea at a Cracker Barrel would be like. The rural sturdiness of wood and iron were juxtaposed by white tablecloths and delicate tea services. It was both functional and pleasant in its contrast.

      A young woman with big, brown eyes in a blue dress and a frilly apron came out from a back room when she’d heard us enter.

      “Back already?” she smiled at Wynn, giving him sheep eyes.

      I smiled just as brightly and stepped forward. “Hi there. Erin Nichols. It’s nice to meet you.”

      She shook my hand with a delicate grasp. “Mellie Barker,” she answered, a little hesitant at my overfriendliness.

      “Mellie from the sign. Your food was excellent.”

      This compliment turned her hesitant smile genuine. “Well, thank you. I was wondering why Constable Delaforet had asked for double portions. How do you two know each other? Relatives?”

      You wish.

      “Miss Nichols is a journalist from Chicago. She’s here to write about our town,” Wynn informed.

      “Oh? Wonderful. I do hope you will mention my little restaurant.”

      “Of course.”

      “How nice of you to welcome her, Constable Delaforet. Are you staying at the hotel then, Miss Nichols?”

      I looked over at the Mountie, wondering if I should lie. He just stood there, all tall and honest.

      He cleared his throat. “No, she’s⁠—”

      “Made other arrangements,” I interrupted. “I have a friend in the area, you see.” There’s no need to potentially tarnish this man’s reputation when he’s helped me so much.

      None the wiser, Mellie smiled. “That’s well then.”

      “Miss Nichols will be eating with me quite a lot as I show her around, so please keep making double portions.”

      “Oh.” Mellie’s frown made her large eyes puppylike. “All right then.”

      “Thanks, Mellie.” Wynn handed her the baskets and touched the brim of his hat at her.

      Her cheeks flushed.

      “Yeah, thanks so much, Mellie,” I chipped in. Her smile twitched as we turned away to leave.

      “Mellie is very pretty,” I commented as we walked back to the barracks. “Is she married? I didn’t see a ring.”

      “She’s a widow.”

      I feel a little bad for poking at her now. “That sucks. And she’s so young.”

      He eyed me.

      “I mean, how unfortunate,” I amended.

      He dipped his head in agreement.

      “Still, she’s done well for herself,” I continued, hoping to get any little bit of information from him.

      He didn’t respond.

      “Oh, come on, Wynn. You’re telling me you can’t see that girl wants you?” I demanded, taking the direct approach.

      He sighed. “Are all journalists as nosy as you?”

      “Uh yeah. They can’t be very good if they aren’t.” I smiled at having finally gotten a reaction from him. “Hmmm?” I pushed harder when he still hadn’t answered.

      “I am aware of Mellie’s affections, and I cannot return them.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I just don’t feel that way.”

      “Have you told her that?”

      “She has not verbally expressed her interest, so no. I do not wish to embarrass her.”

      “You think you’re being kind,” I murmured.

      He didn’t say anything.

      “Well, you aren’t. She’ll be more hurt the longer she gets her hopes up.”

      He remained silent for a while. “You seem to know a lot about the subject,” he said finally.

      “How perceptive of you, Constable Delaforet. I’ve had my share of heartbreak. I mean, just this morning I was rejected when I kissed this guy. It was so embarrassing. You should have seen it, but I’m glad you didn’t. It might have tarnished your image of me.” I laughed at myself, humor having always been my way of coping with uncomfortable situations.

      “And this broke your heart, did it?”

      I smirked as he played along. “Well, it was mortifying to be sure, but I wouldn’t say I’m heartbroken about it. The whole thing sort of endeared him to me in a way.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, I was in a vulnerable situation, and he didn’t take advantage of me. He’s quite admirable. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “Of course, there’s always a chance he found me unappealing.”

      He paused so long, I thought he would again opt for silence. “I can’t imagine that to be the case,” he said finally.

      My heart skipped a beat, and my face flushed. I looked at my moccasins, thinking I was silly for being embarrassed when I’d instigated the conversation. “That’s nice of you to say, Wynn,” I murmured, smiling to myself. Then I took a deep breath. “But I’d still like to apologize for my behavior.”

      He nodded, acknowledging my apology. “I am curious though,” he said, his eyes momentarily meeting mine in a sidelong glance before he directed them forward once more. “Why would you suddenly kiss a man you had just met?”

      I laughed self-consciously. “An excellent question. To be honest, I’d thought I was dreaming. I mean, an attractive Mountie shows up in your dream. The only logical thing to do is kiss him, right? Isn’t that what you would do?”

      “I can’t say I would.”

      I laughed sincerely. “Your loss.”

      I peeked sideways at Wynn as we walked. The shadow of a smile curved the edge of his lips. I’ll get him to laugh yet.

      As we reached the barracks, Wynn stepped on a letter that had been shoved under the door. He picked it up and read it.

      “What is it?” I asked, noting his frown.

      “Mr. Broadstone has requested my presence at the hotel. Why don’t you stay here? You must be tired from the walk.”

      I hated to admit I was. “All right. Oh, I forgot to ask you. Do you have access to the hotel’s library?”

      He nodded.

      “Do you think you could request access for me? I want to do some research for my article.”

      “I will inquire.”

      “Thanks.”

      Once Wynn had left, I didn’t know what to do with myself. If I were home, I probably would have watched Netflix or spent a few hours on social media. As it was, I was too exhausted to do anything useful. Having slept that afternoon, I wasn’t tired enough to take another nap. I decided to sit by the window and soak in the views nature had provided.

      After a while, I found myself humming to fill the silence. Then I began to sing. I had been in choir in school and had performed in talent shows and competitions though I’d never won first place. Singing had been such a big part of my everyday life for a long time, and I couldn’t remember when I’d stopped. I sang the tunes I’d always enjoyed and realized this body’s range was different from my own. I could hit high notes I’d never dreamed of as an alto.

      Eventually, Wynn returned. At the creak of the door, I cut my song mid-note, biting my lip. My face heated at the thought he may have heard me belting out with reckless abandon, but he didn’t give anything away as he removed his hat and put the basket with our dinner on the table.

      As we ate, I asked him why Mr. Broadstone had wanted to see him.

      “He heard about Testooklah, and he was concerned. He wanted to ensure I was looking into it.”

      “What does he think? I mean, you’re a Mountie. How could you not?” I defended.

      “He wanted me to know that I have support should I need anything.”

      I pursed my lips. “Rich people…” I muttered, not entirely ready to let go of my protective stand. “Did you ask him about the library?”

      Wynn nodded. “He said you can have access whenever you need. Your name was left with the front desk.”

      “Great. Thank you.”

      He inclined his head in acknowledgment.
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      I fell asleep immediately that night though it wasn’t terribly restful as I had a recurring nightmare, reliving memories I would have preferred stayed in the past.
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      I snuck away from the group of students singing silly songs around the campfire.

      My arms and shoulders were already sore from having paddled a canoe all afternoon.

      I strolled down the wooded trail to the lake and sat on the edge of the dock. It was a relief to be alone, to not have to smile and pretend everything was all right.

      The grief counselor my mom and I went to kept telling me that what I felt was normal, but I knew my friends were burdened because they didn’t know how to act around me. So I tried to be the same old Erin even if she no longer existed.

      I shifted my gaze from the calm lake to the night sky. The waning half-moon peeked out just above the surrounding trees. I stared up at the star-speckled sky and remembered cuddling up on the couch with my dad watching sci-fi movies.

      Every Saturday night, we would watch space movies while eating popcorn and Raisinets. I’d probably seen Star Wars over a hundred times. We’d recite the lines along with the film, and sometimes we would have lightsaber battles with cheap extendable toys. The stars blurred as a sob rose in my throat.

      I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths.

      My dad used to tell me we were all made of stardust. As I gazed up at my first view of a night sky full of stars, I hoped it was true. Because if it was true, it meant we were all connected. And if we were all connected, maybe the stars had some power to bring my dad back.

      I made a wish on every star I could see. I wished things could go back to the way they were. I wished I could have stopped my dad from going to work that night. I wished we would have gotten to go to the Cubs game as he’d promised. But all of my wishes really came down to the same desire: I wished my dad was still alive.
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      I awoke from my dream with a lump in my throat, afraid to go back to sleep, afraid to be pulled back into that same time and place.  I rolled over and whispered into the completely dark room. “Wynn, are you awake?”

      His silence answered me.

      I slipped out of bed and pulled on my clothes and moccasins. Feeling my way, I crept out into the night. I followed the path and stood at the edge of the frozen lake.

      With a sharp intake of breath, I stared up at the sky. I’d been fooling myself into thinking I’d seen stars in Wisconsin, but nothing could have been further from the truth. The night sky I stood under by the lake seemed to belong to a different planet. It appeared to me that there were more stars than sky. They clustered together in bright smatterings as if someone had accidentally pressed the tab on a white spray paint can.

      My breath came out in a long, frosted sigh as ribbons of murky light tinged with green rippled across the sliver of moon. I’d seen pictures of the aurora borealis. And though it wasn’t nearly as bright as it appeared through the camera lens, it was breathtaking all the same to see it in real life. The entire spectacle was reflected in the clear, frozen water of the lake. I marveled at the mirror-like surface.

      This was the sort of thing I would have shown Bryan on the Internet; I smiled at the thought. In fact, it was probably around the time of night I would have dragged him from his computer and told him it was time to sleep. No one is there to look out for him now. He will just program all night, drinking meal replacement shakes instead of eating real food. How long will it take for him to notice I’m gone? Will he remember what day it is in time to pay the rent?

      Just as homesickness squeezed my chest, a shadow moved across the lake. My heart hammered, and I looked up. The dark form had large wings, and a shining yellow light on its forehead illuminated its reptilian face.

      “D-d-dragon…Holy fuck. That’s a dragon.” My strangled scream came out an airy, high-pitched squeak.

      The dragon landed on the shore of the lake near the edge of the forest. In the glow from its forehead, a man climbed down from its back. Then he and the dragon disappeared amongst the trees.

      I was frozen in place, not daring to move. That can’t be right. No way. Dragons aren’t real. I must have misinterpreted something else.

      Then I heard a song on the wind. The mellow baritone seemed familiar in a way I couldn’t place. Following after the man and the maybe-dragon felt like the stupidest thing I’d ever done, but that was the direction the song beckoned me, and I wasn’t about to quell the curiosity that crept over me.

      At the edge of the tree line, I momentarily worried if there were bears. I laughed at myself, shaking my head in disbelief of my own thoughts. Really, Erin? You’re walking toward a dragon, and you’re worried about bears?

      As I got closer, I realized the song was in a language I didn’t understand. Eventually, I came upon two men sitting by a fire. The dragon was nowhere in sight. I knew I wasn’t seeing right.

      The man with crimson hair stopped singing and I froze; my mouth hung open when they both looked up at me. They were devastatingly gorgeous. Otherworldly. Ethereal. The kind of beauty no man had a right to. I blinked stupidly at them.

      The man with raven-black hair and eyes that glinted gold in the firelight moved toward me and took my hand. I shivered as he kissed my fingers. And when he stared into my eyes, his eyes glowed the same color that the dragon’s forehead had. His gaze surrounded me, penetrated me, engulfed me. As he smiled seductively, I started to lose myself in his presence. The world around me blurred, and everything but him drifted from my mind.

      “Grigore, that is enough,” the other man chided in an eastern European accent.

      Grigore clicked his tongue and moved away from me.

      “I am glad to see you well,” the man with the crimson hair told me.

      “Do I know you?” I whispered, my mind slowly gaining traction.

      “We have met in a way. I saved you last night.”

      “Wynn saved me,” I contradicted automatically.

      He nodded. “Da, but I brought you to him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Did he tell you he found you in the forest?”

      I nodded slowly.

      “When I found you, you were near death. Your body lay broken near the railroad tracks. I healed you and brought you here.”

      I didn’t want to argue with someone I’d just met, especially not someone who I could just sit and look at for days on end, but I couldn’t let the obvious lie go. “That can’t be true. There’s no way you could have healed severe injuries so fast.”

      He stared at me silently for a while, his eyes analyzing me. But I stood determinedly by my statement despite the blush growing hotter the longer his gaze was on me.

      “Anyone ever tell you it’s rude to stare?” I asked, more self-conscious than offended.

      He took a step closer to me as if drawn in. I lowered my head a little but stood my ground.

      “There is something different about you,” he said uncertainly, squinting as if trying to figure me out.

      “Okay…”

      His blue eyes stared deep into mine, and I couldn’t look away.

      “You are…dissonant.”

      I frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

      “You do not belong here.”

      You’re right. I don’t. Even with that thought, my stomach dropped as if I’d been scolded.

      “Could it be…?” He murmured to himself. After another contemplative pause, he asked, “Do you believe in magic?”

      A week prior, I would’ve answered I was an agnostic and all-around skeptic. But in light of the circumstances, I’d become a believer in the impossible. Well, time-travel at least.

      “I suppose…” I answered hesitantly as if tasting a new dish I wasn’t sure I was going to like.

      “It was through magic that I was able to heal you.”

      “Uh-huh,” I grunted sarcastically, my conditioned reaction coming through though it wasn’t like I had a better explanation for everything that had happened to me.

      “You need more proof that magic is real?”

      “That would be…helpful.”

      “Grigore, show her.”

      Grigore stood and walked a few feet away, grumbling under his breath the whole time. When he’d stopped, his eyes glowed bright yellow. The light engulfed his body, and he turned into the dragon with a shining yellow gem on its forehead.

      “Holy fuck!” I cursed, leaping toward the crimson-haired man.

      Grigore didn’t look quite like the dragons from the fantasy movies I’d seen. He was more humanoid, with longer limbs and clawed hands, though he didn’t stand completely upright like a person.

      “There’s no need to be alarmed.” The man held his hands up in a soothing gesture. “Grigore is under a spell that binds him to me. I can stop him if he does anything to harm you or anyone else.”

      “What he means to say is: I am his slave,” Grigore mourned, his accent the same as the man’s.

      “If you were not bound to me, you would be out there burning, raping, and causing chaos.”

      “I take issue with the word rape. I seduce women.”

      “It is rape if you use magic to seduce them.”

      I could tell this conversation could go on for a while. “Let me get this straight: you magically enslaved a dragon?”

      “He is a zmeu. To keep him from harming people, yes.”

      “And you’re a…what?”

      “I am the product of a hultan and an iele.”

      “What’s that?”

      He frowned, searching for the right words. “I suppose you would call a hultan a wizard and an iele a fae.”

      “A fae? Like a fairy?”

      “A soul born of the wild.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Fae are magical beings whose magic comes from their souls’ connections with wild nature.”

      I didn’t say anything but stepped closer to the crimson-haired man, searching his eyes. He had a similar build to Wynn: tall with broad shoulders. “What’s your name?”

      “You can call me Mitica.”

      I nodded, eyes still locked on his. There was something in his gaze, something that said I could trust him. I made a decision. “I’m Erin Nichols, and I think I’m in trouble, Mitica.”

      “You are in danger?”

      “I’m not sure. But if I tell you something crazy, will you believe me?”

      “I will consider your words carefully.”

      I bit my lip. I mean, it can’t be crazier than fae and dragons, right? “Mitica, I’m from the future.”

      His gaze didn’t look away from me as he searched my eyes. “That is not possible.”

      “Hey! Consider more carefully,” I said defensively. “I’m telling you: yesterday I was in 2016, and now I’m in 1900.”

      His eyebrows pulled together in thought. Finally, he said, “I think we need to ask someone with more knowledge of spirit travel. I know a woman who may be able to understand what has happened to you. Will you go with me to meet her?”

      “Right now?”

      “No, I need to talk with her first. Tomorrow night.”

      I nodded. “Okay, if you think she can help.”

      He placed his hand gently on my shoulder and smiled in a soothing manner. “Do not be afraid. I will help you.”

      I felt the anxiety I’d been carrying around since I awoke that morning slip from my body as the calming warmth of Mitica’s hand seeped into me. I shivered in relief as my eyes unwittingly filled with tears. I smiled up into Mitica’s kind face as the tears leaked down my cheeks. “Thank you for believing me, and thank you for saving my life.”

      He slowly lifted his hand and caught a tear with a bent finger, his blue eyes softening with compassion. My chest ached from either my impossible situation or the heartbreaking look in Mitica’s eyes. I wasn’t sure which. I took a deep breath to fortify myself.

      “Until tomorrow,” I whispered before stepping away and leaving the ring of firelight.

      As I departed, I heard Grigore say, “I think I like her.”

      “No, Grigore,” Mitica said firmly.

      “You never let me have any fun.”

      “Because your idea of fun is destruction and mayhem.”

      I smirked at their exchange and snuck toward my empty bed in the barracks.
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      The next morning, Wynn told me he’d arranged transportation for me while he was in town fetching breakfast. I couldn’t hide my surprise when he led a tan horse from the stables.

      “You expect me to ride that?” I asked doubtfully as the horse stared back at me.

      Wynn stroked the horse between the eyes. “His name is Langundo, and he is quite gentle.”

      “That may be true, but I’m still not getting on his back.”

      “How are you going to get to the reserve then?”

      “Wynn, I’ve never ridden a horse before. I wouldn’t know the first thing about it.”

      He looked at Langundo and frowned. “You’ve never been on a horse at all?”

      I’ve never even been this close to a horse before, or any animal this massive. I’ve only ever seen them in real life at a distance as they drive tourists around in carriages. “Never,” I answered.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, you’re going to need a way to get around, and this is the easiest way. Are you open to learning? I can teach you.”

      I bit my lower lip. If I don’t learn, I’m going to get left behind. “Will you take it slow?” I asked nervously.

      He smiled at me kindly. “I won’t do anything you’re uncomfortable with.”

      I lowered my head but met his eyes, nodding my agreement.

      “Come here.” He beckoned me to him and
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