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Prologue

	1943

	IN A MAGICAL WORLD

	Merlin’s eyes passed over the village people who had gathered around the table. They were dressed in their best for him, their king.

	The castle never seemed more alive than when a banquet was held. From the large windows lining the wall, sunlight softly spilled in. Sounds of laughter and conversations around the long table filled the great hall. Lunch sat under food domes in front of each seat, and smoked lamb and fresh salad held a strong scent that made Merlin’s mouth water.

	He stood tall at the end of the table with confidence and a kind smile. He had a dark skin tone, and his dark brown hair was always neat no matter what time of day. He dressed fairly humble in a nice white shirt and a beautiful burgundy vest, along with cream trousers and shiny black boots. Maybe that was why the village people loved him so: he never acted as if he was better than them, and he treated everyone the same.

	****

	Looking around the room, he scanned the crowd one last time as everyone took their seats. She had promised not to be late this time, he thought with a sigh. He picked up his gold chalice that was filled with ale and tapped his wand against its side. Three taps was all it took for the room to fall silent.

	“I am truly enthusiastic that we can share this afternoon with each other,” Merlin said. “As usual, I have opened my doors to you, my people. Without you, this kingdom would not be what it is today. So, let us drink, eat, and enjoy our time together.”

	Every day, he held a banquet at the castle for his people. He always looked forward to it, planning meals with the cooks to make sure everything was perfect. For some banquets, he had a singer or a jester perform.

	“I want to—”

	His eyes moved to the large wooden doors as they opened halfway. The guards standing nearby turned to see who came in before moving aside. Zuly and Athena made their way into the room without a sound.

	Zuly slowly closed the door behind them. He was pale with a slick black man bun and always held himself with confidence. He was still a fairly young man even though he was the captain of the guards.

	Merlin smiled at Athena as she arrived at last. Her story had always broken his heart. While walking through the village’s outskirts with Zuly four years ago, many screams had filled the calm morning air. A home was burning at an alarming rate, and everyone had desperately tried to control the fire with their magic, but it was past the point of control. No one else had dared to go in to save those who were still inside. Without a second thought, Merlin had raced inside to find a young Athena choking on the smoke. Her parents had been lost in the flames, but he took her to safety.

	Quickly, Merlin’s and Zuly’s roles in her life had become something like a father and an older brother respectively. Merlin gave her a place to stay in one of his many rooms at the castle and gave her dresses like she was a princess. Mostly because he treated her like his own. Zuly gave her piggyback rides around the castle, her laughter filling the halls. In that first week, Merlin had noticed just how strong her powers were and started to train her. She became his loyal apprentice.

	Merlin’s smile faded as he saw mischievous grins on both Zuly’s and Athena’s faces. “One moment,” he said to the crowd as he set his chalice down. He walked over to his captain and his young apprentice.

	“Sorry she is late, my King,” Zuly said with a bow.

	Merlin brushed it off with a smile. “Not to worry. I am just glad you both made it. Do I dare ask what you both were up to?”

	“Zuly said it was okay,” Athena said, her right dimple showing. She smiled up at her master before rushing to her seat next to his.

	“Do not worry, Merlin,” Zuly added. “I did not let her do anything you would not want her to do. I just let her drop off water to Christopher, the new guard, with her magic.”

	The other man smiled. “I see no harm in that. It is a hot day out after all.”

	Zuly shook his head with a grin. “Well, I shall leave you to enjoy your meal. I will make sure everything is running well, my King.” He placed his fist across his chest and bowed.

	“Please, you can eat here with us tonight.”

	He gave his king a surprised look. “I am not sure how it would look if I was not doing my job. I—”

	“I do not care what they might think of such a thing. Come and have dinner with us, my good friend.” Merlin gestured to the empty seat across from Athena, who looked back at the two men.

	Zuly stayed where he was.

	“I know you must be hungry,” Merlin added as he rested his hand on his friend’s back.

	He smiled. “The food does smell great.”

	“Good. The guards can take care of themselves for one night.”

	They made their way to the empty seats. Zuly sat as Merlin picked up his chalice once more.

	“Sorry about the wait,” he said, speaking to everyone. “I will make this shorter than I had planned. Thank you for coming. Bless tonight and this meal.”

	“Merlin the Great!” everyone called out, lifting their glasses before the room fell into conversation once more.

	Zuly looked across the table to see Athena lift the food dome wearily. “It is just lamb, Athena. You will be fine.”

	Merlin looked over, having forgotten that she disliked the meal. He picked up his wand and tapped her plate with it.

	“Thank you,” she said with grateful eyes as the lamb and salad turned into chicken and cold pasta.

	“How have you been, Zuly?” he asked, turning to his friend as he cut a large piece of meat. “I feel as if I had not seen you much of late.”

	Zuly looked down at his food. “I-I have been busy training the new men.”

	“I hope they are doing better than the last time I stopped by to see them,” Merlin said kindly.

	“Just a bit.” He shook his head. “They are messy, but I know they will be much better soon. I can only hope.”

	“You are training them. They will be fine.”

	After chewing a bit of chicken, Athena looked up at the two of them. “When do you believe they will be ready?”

	“Soon, I hope,” Zuly said.

	They ate in silence for a few minutes.

	“Merlin, did you see the jester when he came in?” Zuly asked, keeping his voice low.

	“No. What happened?” Merlin asked after taking a sip of ale.

	“When he came in through the main gate, some child told him that he was not funny.”

	Athena smiled.

	“Not again,” Merlin said lightly as he put his hand to his head.

	Zuly laughed. “It gets better. He yelled at the kid until he cried, declaring he was the funniest man in the land. It was sad to watch, but I cannot lie. I found it hard not to laugh.”

	Merlin shook his head. “Only you would find that funny. Making a poor child cry is not amusing.”

	“Oh, you should have seen it,” said Athena, obviously hiding her laughter. “I do not think he is that funny either.” She lowered her voice. “But I would never dream of saying that to his face.”

	Zuly reached across the table and took a piece of chicken from her plate. “For the next banquet, I think we should stick with music. At least a singer has never made anyone cry.”

	The three of them laughed, but Zuly stopped short and took a deep breath. Merlin watched, knowing that his friend could smell anything for miles.

	“Something is not right,” Zuly whispered.

	The castle shook hard, and the room fell quiet.

	“What was that?” Athena asked, looking wide-eyed from Merlin to Zuly.

	Merlin grabbed his wand. “I do not know. Zuly, come with me.” He cleaned his lips with his napkin as he stood. “Do not worry,” he told the crowd as they looked to him for reinsurance. “Enjoy your meal. We shall be back soon.” He moved over to Athena and spoke in a low tone. “I will come get you if I need your help.”

	Once out of the great hall, Merlin turned to Zuly. “Something is not right. I can feel it.”

	They both paused, waiting for the shaking to come back or for a strange sound.

	“What do you think it could be?” Zuly asked, resting his hand over the wand on his belt.

	The castle shook again.

	A guard ran over to them, seeming flushed. He bowed to Merlin before addressing his captain. “Sir, there is an intruder in the castle.”

	“What do you mean?” Merlin asked before Zuly could speak.

	“A man broke in. So far, we do not know how. He has killed anyone who has gotten in his way. He is going towards the gem.”

	“What?!” Merlin gasped, feeling faint. “Who is he?!”

	“I do not know, but he has strong magic.”

	He turned to Zuly, who looked much paler than normal. The gem was the reason everyone in this land had magic, some stronger than others. In the sunlight at the highest point of the castle, it had never moved in the history of the kingdom. If gone, magic would disappear, leaving everyone powerless.

	“Zuly, do whatever you can. I need to get Athena,” Merlin said.

	“What about the villagers?”

	Merlin looked at the guard. “Please advise them to teleport away from the castle immediately. Stay safe!”

	Both Zuly and the guard bowed before Zuly left, and the guard stayed. Merlin took a deep breath and opened the great hall’s door with the guard following close behind.

	Merlin and Athena made eye contact. He gestured for her to come.

	****

	The sun’s rays came in through the stained-glass window of Merlin’s office. It filled the room with various colors. Many books, wands, and other items that any magical person might need filled this large room. A light ink smell lingered in the heavy air. On a normal day, this room was filled with life and magic. Merlin could sit behind his large oak desk for hours, ignoring the world. This room was his favorite, the one place that was truly his.

	A room filled with wonder that was now empty.

	It stayed calm until the heavy wooden door opened with a loud creek, and Merlin ran in. “Hurry!” His heart beat fast in his chest. “We do not have much time!”

	His apprentice ran in after him, her face a light color of red from trying to keep up. “Yes, master!” She bent over, resting her hands on her knees, as she breathed heavy.

	He looked around the room, his hands pushing objects all over. He searched for anything that could help them. His mind rushed as he looked through the mess of books and papers on his desk.

	The castle shook once again, throwing them off-balance. Dust and pebbles fell from the ceiling and landed on Merlin and Athena as they shared a look of panic.

	“What do we do, Merlin?” she asked.

	He pulled a wand out from a bag by the window before turning to look through a spell book. He noticed how both of her hands fidgeted with her dress’ hem. Her green eyes darted everywhere.

	Never in all his life had someone broken into the castle with such bad intentions. But he could not let fear take over his young apprentice. “Athena,” he said, “we are going to be fine!”

	She released the hem, letting it drop back down, she moved her hands to her long, light orange hair that was done into a neat braid. She nodded to him.

	Before he could tell her anything more, the castle shook again, much stronger this time. It knocked her off her feet. She landed on her side, catching herself with her hands. He grabbed onto the desk, making himself sturdy as everything shook around him. More dust and small stones fell. Athena coughed.

	Merlin needed to do something fast. Once the shaking was not as bad, he let go of the desk and helped her back to her feet.

	“Are you all right?” she asked with a shaky voice.

	“Athena, we cannot let that man take the gem. We must do whatever it takes to keep it out of his hands.”

	She nodded as he handed her a wand. The shaking stopped, but the great wizard knew it was only temporary.

	“What spell are we to do?” she asked.

	“We should try Hucabufs and see if that one works. Stay close to me!” he said, hoping she would listen. She had never disobeyed him before, but he wanted her to understand that she must do as he said.

	She nodded.

	Zuly ran to the doorway, out of breath. “Your Highness!”

	Merlin and Athena turned to look at him. His uniform that had been so neat a few minutes ago was now in disarray. The front metals had flipped over, his dark brown boots were scuffed, and his hair stuck to his forehead with sweat.

	“The intruder has killed all my men! He made it to the gem!”

	Merlin’s eyes went wide. “What?!” he yelled out, not daring to believe it. How can that be? They were trained by the best!

	“If you are going to do something, I think it should be now.”

	Merlin closed his eyes. The time of action was now; he only wished that no one had died. He met Zuly’s panicked eyes, a rare emotion from him. “We are going now!” he said, taking Athena by the shoulder. “If things get bad, I will teleport you away from the danger.”

	“No! I want to stay with you!” she protested, holding her wand tightly.

	“No, you must not! Athena, you will do as I ask. You must stay away till I come and get you,” he said, meeting her eyes before looking up to Zuly. “If needed, Zuly will get you. You will not be alone again. I promise.” He guided her out the door, passing their captain as they made their way up to the tower.

	“Your Highness,” Zuly called, making the pair pause to look back at him. “I will take this man by surprise. Distract him, so I can come in when he least expects it.”

	Merlin nodded. “Good plan, my friend.”

	“Stay safe, you two,” he said, looking from Athena to Merlin.

	“You as well!” she said, smiling at him before Merlin put his heavy hand on her shoulder once again.

	“Stay safe, Zuly. I will see you after,” he said, and they turned to head up to the gem.

	Once they traveled up the tower, they found the man they were looking for. But the strong winds seemed like they might just knock them off the side if they were careless.

	“There he is! The great wizard and his pet!” the man said over the wind as he turned around to face them. A white mask covered his face. “I thought you were just going to let me take the gem, but I see you do want to fight me for it. The great king of this land…” He raised his eyebrow, it peeking over the mask. “Should I feel honored you graced me with your presence?”

	Merlin gripped his wand as he stared at this man. Athena looked up and copied her master, standing the same way he did.

	“I do not know who you are, but I know what you want!” Merlin said in a stern voice, his eyebrows drawn. “I cannot let you have it!”

	The man laughed, giving Merlin chills. “You will not let me?” he asked, mocking Merlin’s voice. “Let me tell you something.” He stepped closer to the gem that sat between them. The gem was large, the size of a nightstand. “When I, Achilles Remis, want something, I always get it.”

	“Back away from the gem!” Merlin called out sternly as anger filled his body. He did not want to talk to this man any longer than he needed to. His wand pointed at him.

	Achilles brought out his own wand. “I’m not leaving here without this gem.” He lifted it and shot a strong power toward Merlin.

	Merlin launched in front of Athena and flicked his wand back toward the man.

	Achilles laughed as he flicked his wand, moving the spell away. “Be careful, King. Or your pet might get a boo-boo.”

	Merlin shot a strong lightning spell toward the man. It hit his arm. With a yell, Merlin created a strong wind that sent Achilles back a few feet. Achilles flicked his wand, making Merlin lose his footing. He tumbled back till the back of his feet touched the air, having no more flooring to stand on.

	“Merlin!” Athena yelled as he disappeared over the edge.

	Merlin held onto the tower’s edge with his fingertips. His wand dug into his palm. He was getting ready to teleport back up when Athena’s head popped up from above him. She lay on her belly, reaching her left arm toward him.

	“Merlin!” she yelled as she reached her arm farther down.

	“Athena, you need to teleport out of here!” he yelled, fearing for her safety.

	“No! I will not leave you!”

	“Athena!” he yelled as she grabbed his hand. He saw the man in the mask come up behind her. “Athena, look out!”

	She let go of Merlin, standing to face Achilles. “Stay away from me!” She used her wand to lift herself into the air and shot her powers down to him.

	Since Achilles was busy fighting her, Merlin let go of the edge and used his wand to teleport. Pushing away his frustration, he stood back in the tower as she lowered herself down next to him.

	Achilles laughed as he looked at the pair. “For such a powerful wizard, you sure let this child fight your battles for you.”

	Merlin knew that he was trying to get under his skin, but he was not going to let him. He and Athena were a team. He flicked his wand toward him, making him jump out of the way and move next to the tower’s stairs. Away from the gem. Just like he wanted.

	“Sorry, old man, but the powers of this land are mine!” Achilles hissed.

	Merlin could tell that Achilles was getting blinded by his own anger, which he could use to his advantage. He stood between the man and the gem, and Athena followed him, not pointing her wand away from Achilles. Merlin hit the man again with pure power.

	At the same time, Zuly came up the steps with his body low. He held his sword in one hand and his wand in the other. They made eye contact before Merlin looked back at Achilles, not wanting him to know that Zuly would attack from behind. He noticed Zuly’s stare and poked Athena’s back with his finger, so she’d look away from Zuly.

	“Ready to die?” Achilles asked as he looked at the pair in front of him.

	Merlin held his breath, waiting for Zuly to make the final blow. Zuly’s eyes were set, but something on his face looked off to Merlin. Like he was overthinking it. Do it! He seemed like he was frozen with his sword up, ready to run it through the other man.

	But then he lowered his sword and brought his wand up, pointing it away from the man’s back. He turned to where Athena stood. Her eyes went wide. A second later, his spell flew toward her so fast that she did not have time to move or fight back. Merlin watched in horror as the spell hit the middle of her chest, making her scream. A scream he would never forget.

	She dropped to the stone floor like a lifeless doll, one hand over her chest and the other reaching for him. Her eyes weakly opened as she looked toward him. She lifted her outstretched arm before her eyes closed again, and her arm dropped back down to the ground. Her wand rolled out of her hand.

	“NO!” Merlin yelled, dropping to her lifeless side. His heart sank. He took her small hand in his while running his other hand down her innocent pale face. “Zuly, how could you?!”

	Achilles and Zuly now stood next to each other, side by side.

	Zuly’s face had no remorse. “I let him into this world!” he said with pride, holding his wand tightly.

	Merlin felt like an ice dagger stabbed his heart.

	“Now, I serve him and only him. I do not listen to your orders anymore!”

	“How could you?!” Merlin yelled, letting go of her hand as he stood. He did not want to leave her, but his anger pushed him. He and Zuly had been there for each other many times. How could he just turn on him so easily? How long had his trusted friend wanted this to happen? “Zuly,” he muttered, “I trusted you. She trusted you.” He pointed at Athena, but Zuly’s face stayed hard like a stone.

	“I have been planning this for longer than you could ever know. You were wrong to trust me.”

	Before any other words could be shared, Achilles flicked his wand, hitting Merlin with a spell that pushed him back hard. He fell out of the tower once more. He tried to grab the edge again, but this time, he missed.

	His nails felt like they were ripping off as they clawed at the tower’s side. While in the air, he used his magic to slow his fall before landing on the ground below. He landed harder than he would have liked, and pain shot through his body.

	Everything had happened so fast that his mind still tried to take it all in.

	The worst pain in his life swelled inside as his powers drained. It felt like his life force was being pulled from his soul. His whole body weakened. He dropped to the ground, resting his forehead on the cold stone and finding no strength to keep his head up. He breathed in heavy, knowing Achilles had just removed the gem.

	“My kingdom!” he cried, looking to his land that no longer had the bright colors it used to moments ago.

	In a matter of seconds, the land had turned into a nightmare. The trees’ green leaves changed to the darkest grays, browns, and blacks. The grass around him also became a dark brown color. The sky darkened along with the clouds. The moat around the castle turned black like tar. It looked like something right out of his darkest nightmares.

	“No,” he whispered. “What have I done?”

	His mind went back to Athena. Her endless joy and contagious smile were now gone forever. He would mourn her till his last breath!

	But it was also no longer safe. He would continue the fight—to get the gem back—but his body seemed as if it would give up on him. He had to get off the castle grounds.

	He grabbed his wand that he had dropped and hoped it had one more spell left in it. “Teleportsheam.” It took everything in him, but he removed himself from his castle and landed in the middle of the woods.

	He dropped to the ground with a rushing mind and a broken heart as he let out a sob.

	 

	


Chapter 1

	1954

	Night was falling on the small, peaceful town of Duck, North Carolina. The warm sun had shone on the town all day, but now it lowered as the moon rose in the cool air. As the pink sunset turned into a night sky full of bright stars, lights from each shop and house turned on. Behind each light was a life, someone with their own story. It was always such a lovely sight to take in, something so peaceful.

	But for fifteen-year-old Caroline Smith, these lights meant she was late. Extremely late. She had promised her grandmother to be home before the town lights turned on and long before the sun went down. But here she was, biking through town with Sal by her side. He tried to keep up with her fast pace on his own bike.

	Tonight, she had to be home for dinner. It would be a late dinner, but Jewel, her grandmother, had insisted that they have a grand meal to celebrate. Today marked the one-year anniversary of when Caroline had moved in with her grandmother and her whole magical journey had started. The path was a hard one, but she wouldn’t give it up for anything. Learning magic was a gift she held dearly to her heart. She loved the family she had found in Duck.

	As she biked faster, her legs burned, and she took a deep breath, breathing in the salty air. Her brown hair flowed behind her in a low ponytail. Sal now trailed her, breathing heavy. He had started out as her friend when she got to Duck but had soon become so much more.

	“Keep up!” she called, looking back as he started to fall behind.

	“Why…can’t…we…just…teleport?!”

	“Because,” she called back, “I get to spend more time with you this way!”

	The house she called home was in the back of the neighborhood with the big blue ocean in front. Throughout the whole day, she could hear the waves breaking on the shore. It was one of the many things she loved about the house. She didn’t even know if she could sleep without the sounds of the waves anymore.

	Once she made it home, she put her bike away. Sal stood next to his bike, looking at her. She looked back as she fixed her ponytail. His hair was surprisingly neat, and his face was a light shade of pink from the bike ride.

	She smiled. “What?” she asked as he smiled back at her.

	“Oh, nothing. It’s just that you’ve never biked that fast before.” He put his bike’s kickstand down and walked up to her.

	She laughed, taking his hand in hers. “I told you I was late.”

	“I told you we could have gone to see the lighthouse another day.”

	“I know, but I’ve been here for a year, and I hadn’t seen one up close yet,” she said, recalling the view from the lighthouse. She had felt as if she was on top of the world.

	“Well, go eat your dinner. I don’t want Jewel to get mad that I kept you.” He slowly approached her and kissed her lips. They shared a smile as he kissed her hand. He turned to get back on his bike.

	“Good night,” she said as she watched him leave, smiling the whole time. Gosh, he’s so handsome. She looked down at where he had kissed her hand.

	She took a second to look at the beach and hear the waves crashing on the shore. Though it was late, a few families were still out on the beach, talking and laughing. She looked up to see all the stars appearing one by one in the darkening sky before closing her eyes to take in the waves’ crashes one more time.

	One newer sound that had become present was gleeful screams as little crabs came out from the sand for the night. The long winter had seemed so quiet without that sound. This year already seemed to have more crabs than the year before. Those who visited Duck stayed out a bit later to watch them crawl out. Dutch tried to stay off the beach instead since he hated the idea of crabs crawling around him.

	She walked up the few steps to the front door. Lights were on in the living room, along with lights in the kitchen where Jewel had been cooking for what seemed like an entire day. She had started when Caroline had woken up at seven a.m. and had insisted that she wanted no help. But she only knew how to cook with her magic. She would use her wand to make amazing meals in seconds. Without magic, it took her twice as long and was twice as messy.

	Caroline opened the door. “I’m home!” As she walked in, she heard the radio. A smell filled her nose, but she couldn’t tell what it was or if it was good.

	Jewel popped her head around the corner. She had a big smile on her face along with what looked like mashed potato on her right cheek and a green bean stuck in her brown curly hair.

	“You have a green bean in your hair,” Caroline pointed out as she walked past her and into the kitchen.

	Jewel stopped smiling and patted her head. “Oh boy.” She pulled out the green bean and threw it into the trash.

	“Do you need help, Grandma?” Caroline asked as she saw the mess. More mashed potatoes lay out of the pot than in it. A mess of seasoning bottles were on the counter, some open and spilling out onto the floor. She looked down and noticed that some bottles had rolled off the counter. She picked them up, not wanting Jewel to fall over them.

	“I’m almost done cooking,” Jewel said, walking back over to the stove and pulling a wooden spoon out from the mash potatoes. She pulled with force since the potatoes acted like a sticky paste.

	“You made my favorite?” Caroline asked as she saw what looked like meatloaf on the table.

	“Yep!” Jewel said. “That’s why I made it today.” As she spoke, she never looked up from what she was doing. She stayed focused as she put butter in the pot with her tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth.

	“Hey, youngin!” Dutch called out from behind Caroline, making her turn to see him sitting where he sat every night at the table for dinner.

	“Hi, oldie,” she said.

	He had lived next door long before Caroline was even born. Jewel and Dutch had been friends for even longer, but this past year, their friendship had become something more, something sweeter. Jewel liked to say they were sweethearts, but Caroline knew they would get married one day. When he looked at Jewel, Caroline saw love in his eyes. It was beautiful to see, and she hoped that she and Sal would have that type of love for each other one day.

	“What did you do today?” he asked, pulling out a chair for her to sit next to him.

	She took the seat, folding her hands on the table. “Well, Sal wanted to do something fun today, so he took me to see a lighthouse.”

	Jewel turned back and smiled. “Was this the lighthouse you had been asking me to take you to?”

	“Yes. We should go together one day. The view was amazing.” A part of her was glad that it had been Sal who took her. The thought of them holding hands at the lighthouse had been lovely. “Do you need help, Grandma?”

	“No, sweetie. I’m done,” Jewel said, cleaning her hands. “But you can help me set the table.”

	The dinner was better than Caroline had thought it would be. Jewel even looked surprised by how good it tasted. The only thing Caroline didn’t like was the mashed potatoes; they were gummy somehow and tasted like school glue. Though no one dared to say it, it was clear that no one liked them because they were the only things that remained on their plates.

	Once they finished eating and cleaning up, Dutch suggested they play charades together. He and Jewel moved the coffee table out of the living room, so they had more room to play. Caroline turned on the record player, putting Nat King Cole on low. The music lightly filled their ears.

	Jewel pulled out the cards, holding them facedown. “All right. Who wants to go first?” she asked, sitting on the sofa.

	“I think the girl who changed our lives a year ago should go first,” Dutch said as he winked at Caroline with his light blue eyes.

	Caroline smiled and took one of the cards from Jewel’s hand. It read seagull! She knew this card would be easy since she had seen them fly every day. She stood in the middle of the room, facing Jewel and Dutch. She flapped her arms up and down as if she was flying. She thought it was clear, but it was not.

	“Plane! Fanning a fire! Flaring!” he called out loudly.

	Caroline jumped, flaring her wrists hard. She tucked her arms in like a bird on land, walking around the way she had seen them on the beach. She even bobbed her head as she moved.

	“Kid, what the heck are you?” he asked as Jewel laughed.

	“Caroline, stop,” she said. “You’re going to hurt yourself. Time is up.”

	Caroline stopped and looked at Dutch. “How did you not know what I was?” she asked, sounding a bit irritated.

	“How could I?”

	“It was a seagull!”

	Jewel laughed even harder. “No, it was not!”

	Caroline made her way to the sofa with her arms crossed. “Whatever. Whose turn is it?”

	As they played for a bit longer, no one really kept points. They were all just having fun and learning that Caroline was no good at this game, which frustrated her. She sat on the sofa with her arms crossed as Dutch picked up the last card.

	He smiled. “Okay. Here we go,” he said as he put it back. He moved to stand right in front of Jewel as he reached into his back pocket, pulling out a small box. “Jewel,” he said as he got down on one knee, “will you marry me?”

	“What…” Jewel muttered as she put her hand to her chest. A smile grew on her lips. She covered her mouth with her hands as the diamond sparkled back at her. “Dutch…”

	Caroline smiled as she looked between Dutch and Jewel. She knew he had wanted to ask Jewel this question for what had felt like the longest time. A few months ago, he had told her all about the idea after he had picked her up from school. He had wasted no time to ask her if she was fine with it.

	She had stopped walking and looked up at him with the biggest smile. “Are you kidding me?! Of course!” She gave him a hug. “Oh, I am so happy for you both! When are you going to ask her?”

	“I’m happy too. One reason I wanted to pick you up today was because I want you to help me pick the ring,” he had said as they started walking to the car again.

	“This is so exciting! You’re going to be my grandpa!” She could not stop smiling. “When can I start calling you grandpa?!”

	Dutch smiled as he opened the door to his Bristol 401 for her. “I would like that but not until I ask your grandma. I don’t want her to have any idea it’s coming.”

	Each day that went by, Caroline had waited for him to ask Jewel the big question. She would look across the table at them and wonder if today was the day. And at last, the day had come!

	As she watched the pair, excitement coursed through her. She looked at her grandmother and waited for her answer.

	“I’m sorry, Dutch,” Jewel said shyly.

	Caroline froze. What?

	Dutch’s smile fell. “Jewel?” he whispered.

	“Dutch, we have only been going steady for almost a year.”

	Hurt was written all over his face. “But we’ve known each other for years, longer than I even know.”

	“I know, but—”

	He stopped her, raising his hand. “I-I don’t get it.” He stood. “I love you, and I’ve stayed by your side when you needed me the most. So what if it’s only been a year? We have been through more than anyone has.”

	She sighed, looking away from him.

	Caroline no longer smiled as she looked back at Jewel. She had thought Jewel would be jumping and hugging him. Not this.

	“Dutch, it’s too soon.”

	“I don’t understand why—”

	Jewel raised her hand to stop him, making both him and Caroline look at her in shock. “I think you should go home.”

	Caroline’s body went numb.

	Dutch looked as if his heart had been broken into two pieces. “What? Jewel…”

	Jewel walked away and then slowly turned back to him. “Please go.”

	His arms dropped to his sides.

	“Grandma?” Caroline called softly.

	But she left the room and headed up the stairs.

	“Good night, Caroline,” he muttered before turning toward the front
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