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“Don’t they ever stop coming?” Josh called out.

We were running in the forest again, being chased by a swarm of Tangler hornets.

“If you toss them the relic, they might,” I suggested between pants.

“Yeah sure,” he quipped as we ducked under a fallen log.

“Remember, these creatures are merely attracted to the energy it’s been giving off ever since—”

“I know, I know,” he cut me off. “At least it’s not as bad as almost getting mauled by that Dreadtaur last week, right?”

I grimaced, now reluctant to inform him that a Tangler hornet’s sting was notoriously toxic and could kill a person almost instantly. “Uh, sure.”

I pushed past the brush, hissing in pain as more branches grazed my shoulder, though it was nothing like how my feet hurt from all the running.

“Couldn’t you just conjure up some kind of thing to make them explode or go away or something?” His breathless question carried a hint of exasperation in it.

I pursed my lips. Even if I was that confident in my abilities at present, I wouldn’t want to waste what little energy I had left on Tangler hornets. “Not really.”

He shot me a suspicious look. “You’re a three-thousand-year-old magical fairy. You’re the guardian to the legendary relic. I’ve already seen you in action. Are you sure?”

I narrowed my eyes even as I tried to keep up with his pace. I was sure he already knew I kept things from him. His doubt shouldn’t have been anything new.

But somehow, it felt different this time. As though even he wasn’t sure that I knew what I was trying to hide from him myself. I had been sensing his reservations for a while now.

Ever since the Wraith... My stomach churned in uneasiness at the recall.

But he didn’t press the point. Instead, he prompted, “Well, what else do you know about these bugs?”

“Well, they’re not waterproof,” I remembered after a moment’s thought.

Josh’s eyes lit up. “Great,” he said and led us sharply to the right through the woods.

I followed in his wake, having a hard time keeping up. “Where are we going?” I asked after a while as we kept going through thickets of more trees. I sighted a clearing up ahead and my eyes widened in anticipation.

Then I saw the end of the forest, overlooking the clearing. We were headed toward a cliff.

“Hey—” I’d started to ask just as we reached the cliff and Josh grabbed my hand to tug me along with him—to jump off the edge.

“Aaaahhhh!” I cried as we coasted through the air and landed with a splash into the river below.

I sank into the water, struggling to blink to see, my hair being everywhere making the task nearly impossible. I twisted around trying to grasp something I could push off to float myself up. I didn’t have a chance to suck in any air beforehand and I was desperate to breathe in. My nose felt raw. I was about to inhale the freezing cold water—

Yes, my near-immortal life had never been quite this eventful since a wayward human from another world had stolen the most powerful object in Arcadia right from under my nose.
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Several days ago...

Josh glanced up at my question over the breakfast table, his mouth full of food. “You mean the Sallows?”

I threw up my hands. “Whatever you call those creatures that Dreadtaur was hunting last night.”

“I noticed it the last time I came through this area. Dusk is when they feed so I knew they would come.” He moved to take a couple of pieces of bread to wrap it up. “Lucky too, I just kind of remembered it,” he added, tossing the parcel onto his bed to save for later.

We had secured accommodation in the village at an inn owned by some people Josh knew, retracing his steps through some villages he’d journeyed through on his way to reach the Southern Forest where he found me. And as resourceful as ever, it seemed Josh had then made arrangements and left supplies in case he passed through again on his return.

“Lucky,” I repeated in disbelief.

I was still reeling from the events of the previous night, marveling at how I actually managed to repel the beast, managed to not get the entire village flattened.

I crossed my arms over my head, leaning back against the bed frame as I chewed my food. I was still resting up to regain my strength after the “lights show” as Josh called it.

“You figured the creatures would chew on the ropes suspending the cages we were trapped in because you rubbed some tree sap onto it,” I mused almost to myself. “I could’ve thought of that—if I had known about it.” I glanced over at him. “What about back at the dungeon in Cephiron? How did you manage to escape? Did you use some of the objects from your world?”

“Not exactly. Though I suppose the same strategy could have also worked on Earth—I mean, Gaea.” Josh cracked a wry smile. “The guard fell asleep. Getting the keys was a cinch.”

My eyebrows rose in derision even as I reached over to grab a dumpling from the table, aiming it straight into my mouth.

Josh seemed to have a knack for finding solutions to everything. Then again, only a severely clever and resourceful being could ever have overcome the rigorous protections surrounding the relic to manage to steal it.

Or perhaps a severely desperate one.

He would’ve stopped at nothing to gain the only object powerful enough to be able to send him back home.

He shot me a suspicious look. “So tell me, did you really need the relic to pull that off last night?” he asked, a hint of accusation in his tone. He was well aware I had been on the lookout for any opportunity to be able to get my hands on the relic to take it back.

I met his gaze full-on for a moment to mask my uncertainty. I wasn’t about to let him know that my own powers had been unstable, short of gone, since my exile.

“Of course,” I replied before looking away. “It’s been centuries since I’ve even tried materializing whole protective sphere barriers, especially ones the size of an entire village.”

He chuckled, shaking his head as he could tell I wasn’t being completely honest. But he merely continued to wolf down his food. “How did you do that anyway? I thought you said nobody—not even you—could use the relic? I mean the dang thing’s still sealed.”

I shifted in my seat. That was what I had thought. Only I was beginning to realize how little I actually knew about the object I had been guarding for millennia.

What we had witnessed last night, already impressive as it was, had to be only a hint at the true enormity of the relic’s capabilities.

It also meant that it was even more dangerous if the relic fell into the wrong hands.

That was if even I could unlock some of its power, no doubt, any trained mage with any measure of ability might be able to as well.

This was all new territory. To me. To everyone.

But I didn’t want Josh to sense my unease.

I merely gave him a pointed look. “In case you forgot, I’m a fricking awesome ancient fairy.”

Josh laughed. “Of course.”

I bit back a grin, simply gesturing a careless wave. “I’m just glad I pulled it off. I mean, considering everything I’ve come up against in the past—deadly giants, monsters, wizards, dwarfs, other sorcerers, tall ones, short ones, you name it. Last night’s spell was nothing. I kind of miss those days,” I finished with a kind of wistful sigh.

He furrowed his eyebrows. “I thought you didn’t want anyone to get the relic? Why would you miss those days when everyone was trying to steal it?”

“No, I meant I miss it because, in those days, I would not have hesitated for a moment. I would have been absolutely confident that I could overcome any threat to the relic. But now, well...” I trailed off.

He scraped some crumbs off his plate, looking distracted, and I noticed his grimace as he shifted in his seat. I figured that the pain of falling from a great height within a wooden cage was finally catching up to him.

“Are you okay?” I gave him a critical look. “You took quite a fall last night too.”

He was still grimacing but this time I got the sense that it was more from confusion, rather than pain. “It’s just weird. I swear I felt like I had broken every bone in my body when I fell. And I know it should be worse,” he rationalized. “But this morning, except for my back aching a little, I feel like everything’s already healed somehow.”

I nodded in affirmation. “It’s the relic. It has granted you faster healing, as well as increased physical abilities. Don’t you remember you outran a beast half as tall as a tree last night?” I reminded him.

Josh blinked as if taking this all in. He groaned, raking his hand through his hair. “Isn’t there some kind of manual that says all these things, like exactly what the relic does and how to use it? There should be, you know.”

“Even I am not aware of the full capabilities of the relic. Nobody has—”

“Yeah, yeah, nobody’s ever used it before.” He rolled his eyes, sounding tired of hearing it.

I pursed my lips and simply swiped another dumpling off the tray.

Josh was quiet for a while then he spoke up to ask, “So...what’s that?” He pointed to the worn, yellowed scrolls beside me on the bed.

The village bandits that had captured us had made off with several things of Josh’s. But aside from the all-important relic, I found that he had also saved a few of my scrolls for me as we escaped the camp.

I cast the rolled-up sheets of paper in a dismissive nothing-to-see-here manner. “Nothing.”

Josh was studying my expression. “Must be some pretty important nothings to make you have to stop and make sure you brought them when we were escaping from Cephiron. Not to mention to stop and collect them again last night and risk getting eaten by the Dreadtaur in the process.”

“Yeah, sure,” I answered vaguely, still not looking up.

“Who’s Dantilian?”

His question was so abrupt, I almost choked on my food. “Huh?” I prompted, my eyes still stinging.

He met my gaze. “You said his name in your sleep. And when I tried to get Mr. Tenouko to translate your scrolls, he could only recognize one word.”

I cleared my throat after a pause, too on edge to even be upset about the discovery that he had touched my stuff.

“Languages evolve every half-millennium or so,” I relayed, sidestepping the question. “Those scrolls were written centuries ago. If some words remain the same, it must be because their meaning does not change. The word must be universal.”

“The word was ‘love’,” Josh supplied.

I almost choked again. “Ow.” I coughed for quite a while to get a hold of myself. “Really...” I remarked, still not giving in to his inquiries.

Josh watched me for a long moment. When I didn’t move to respond any further, he opened his mouth as if to pursue the matter further but just then, a knock came on the door and we both snapped to attention and looked over.

It was Mr. Tenouko, the owner of the inn. Josh walked over to speak to him right by our door.

I blew out a breath in relief as I looked over at the scrolls again. 

There was possibly eight-hundred years’ worth of stories regarding the origins of the scrolls and how I had quite incidentally found its owner’s ancestry and the meticulously kept records of the enchanting beginning of meeting the man who had, for all intents and purposes, named me, all the way through to the tale’s bitter end.

Should I have told Josh? I considered, though my query was easily resolved. 

No way. Dantilian was my secret. And my secrets were not Josh’s business. Neither were any of his, mine.

I watched the two men through the gap in the door and I couldn’t help but notice how cool Josh’s attitude was toward Mr. Tenouko compared to old Nona back at Arcain.

Now, Josh seemed formal and impersonal, all business.

I was guessing it was because Mr. Tenouko didn’t have a lovely daughter like Naomi.

Then I noticed Mr. Tenouko peer in at me, unsmiling.

I averted my gaze.

Or perhaps it was Mr. Tenouko himself. He sure wasn’t any kind of nice or polite to me, even bordering on snobbish.

Despite strict instructions from Josh, I got up off the bed and made my way toward the window.

I was curious about the village we were in. On the surface, it looked very much like Arcain, with wooden huts along dirt roads, except there weren’t any people doing business on the main thoroughfare. I only noticed villagers rushing in and out of doors, scurrying into their homes.

Even as I looked out the window, all I could see was a handful of children playing in the empty alley downstairs.

Some of them spotted me and waved up with big smiles on their face.

I couldn’t help but smile back at them as they continued to play. In contrast to their environment, the children looked quite cheerful.

“What are you talking about? We’ve already discussed this.” Josh’s voice took on a different, almost angry tone and I checked in time to see Josh dart a glance back at me then step fully out the door, closing it behind him so that I wouldn’t overhear their conversation.

I furrowed my eyebrows. Were they arguing? What could there be to argue about?

But I dismissed my query. I knew humans were easily consumed by petty things.

In any case, I was sure it had nothing to do with me so I refocused out the window to watch the children happily run around.

Josh spun back inside, shutting the door in his face with a little more force than he needed before he let out an exasperated groan.

I watched the back of his head in expectation, already a bit eager about my great idea that I didn’t notice that anything was off right away.

When he finally turned, I started, “Hey, do you think I could—”

“No!” Josh snapped.

I winced, taken aback.

There was a dark glower on his face. “What are you doing out of bed?” he barked. 

I jumped again in surprise and actual indignation, shooting him a who-the-hell-do-you-think-you-are-to-be-talking-to-me-like-that-inferior-human look.

But his scowl didn’t waver. I could feel barbs of infuriation and rage emanating from him. I had never felt such animosity coming from Josh before.

I swallowed hard, inching back toward the bed to sit down.

Anger in humans, I’d learned, was fairly volatile, very easily provoked. And no matter how harmless Josh appeared to be, there was no telling what he was capable of, especially with the all-powerful relic in his possession.

After a long moment, the bed dipped as Josh sat down on the edge of it.

I glanced up cautiously but he just sighed, the darkness on his face gone.

“I’m sorry. This village is just...” He hesitated. “And the people here are...” He shook his head before starting over. His expression neutralized as he peered at my face. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

I started to shake my head, muttering out, “I was just wondering if I could...I don’t know, maybe go outside or something. It’s fine though if it’s not okay. Whatever.” I shrugged my retreat carefully, trying to avoid fueling his anger.

He didn’t answer for a while. Then he prompted, “Are you feeling better?”

My eyes widened as I met his gaze, quickly nodding.

He looked away with a silent chuckle, probably at the desperate relief in my eyes. “Alright then. It’s just that you have to...” He hesitated again. “Cover up a few things before you can be seen outside.”

I looked down at myself. “Like what?”
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