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The crowd’s hush sends a shock wave of electric tension through the air as we round the first bend. The opening upright looms ahead, daring Beau to rush at it, but a lifetime of training has prepared us for this. There isn’t a course on Earth that could shatter our Olympic dreams. Beau stays in my hand, confidently cantering with his head high as I count the strides before takeoff.

I exhale as we safely land on the other side. 28 to go. 

My breaths match Beau’s cadence as his long strides eat away at the course, one jump at a time. The triple combination looked impossible from the ground when I walked the course earlier today, but my talented steed meets the challenge with exceptional skill and grace. Looking back would disrupt Beau’s balance and cost me this medal. I just have to trust that he left them up.

We bank to the right, setting our sights on the water jump. At nearly six feet across, it’s the widest spread we’ve faced and virtually unheard of in a three-day event challenge. Our team stands frozen by the fence just beyond it. I hate that they are braced with their hands out in front of them as if they could fathom holding the reins of a horse as powerful as Beau.

I earned my spot on this Olympic team with determination and talent. My subpar teammates probably paid their way. Although their horses are incredible, their lack of skill has forced me to carry this team to victory. Once we complete this round, they will hold their heads high with a medal around their neck because Beau and I have become an unbeatable force.

My horse tugs at his reins, asking for his head. After all these years competing together, I know when to let him take the lead. I remain poised over his back, ready to rise as he launches. Beau’s powerful form soars over the water without hesitation, clearly demonstrating his undying devotion to our partnership. His hooves crash to the ground with a deafening thud on the far side.

Leaping to their feet, the crowd erupts with cheers, but I can’t hear them over my raspy breaths. Each exhale matches the downbeat of my horse’s stride while we collect ourselves for the final fence. The hedge was a late addition. Five feet tall wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t an oxer with a four-foot spread.

After an exhausting course of 28 jumps, number 29 is a career killer. Every competitor today has failed its test. Many years of pain, sweat, and solitude have boiled down to this exact moment. One more cleared jump, and that gold medal is mine. 

Counting the final strides, I push the distracting thoughts and hatred for my worthless team to the back of my mind. Three, two—Beau takes off a stride too early. I latch onto his mane and attempt to pull myself up to meet him, but get left behind, slamming into the back of the saddle.

A blinding flash of light accompanies the explosion of Beau’s hooves colliding with the top rail. My fingers lose their grip on his mane, and I suddenly find myself alone, tumbling through a dark cloud of dust. My flailing arms can’t connect with anything until my back slams into the ground, knocking the wind out of me.

Beau’s scream in the distance sounds as though he’s fighting for his life. Another blast discharges nearby, making my ears ring. I clutch my chest and gasp for air, but smoke fills my lungs instead. My eyes burn and begin tearing up when I open them, causing my vision to blur.

My bedroom door crashes open. “Wake up, Ember!” Alice’s panicked voice pierces through the air. “Girl! Where are you?”

I rub my hands over the cool hardwood floor underneath me. My sheet is wrapped around my body, holding my legs in the air from when I’d fallen out of bed. I yank at it until I’m free and feel around for Alice.

“I’m down here,” I sputter through the smoke. “What’s going on? Is there a fire?”

I’m hauled off the floor and dragged across my room. Alice stops, but my momentum throws me into the wall.

“What are you doing?” I spout, trying to rub my shoulder despite her unrelenting grip on my arm.

Although I was too young to remember, I’ve heard the tale of how I came to be Alice’s charge many times. My family’s trusted ally placed me in her arms when I was just two months old and ordered her to keep me safe. She said it was my father’s will. I suppose Alice could’ve just told me she was my mother. Instead, she has always just referred to herself as my guardian and corrected any attempt to call her anything else.

“Shush, child,” Alice hisses urgently. “We need to hurry. They’ve found you. You’re not safe here anymore.” She pulls me down the hall to the stairs. “Come. Beau’s waiting.”

I hear my horse cry out again in the distance as if he knows we’re talking about him. I ride Beau to Olympic victory in my dreams every night and firmly believe that one day we will earn a record number of gold medals. Our bond as horse and rider is unbreakable, but I’m unsure why he would be waiting for me in any situation.

“Alice, I don’t understand,” I forcefully whisper, hoping she’ll answer me now that I’m not yelling. “Who has found me? And why were they looking for me?”

We stop at the bottom of the stairs. Brushing my hair from my face, my guardian cups my cheeks. “We have kept you safe since you were a baby,” Alice says, sounding rushed. “I will hold them back. Just get on Beau. He will take you to your grandfather.”

“My what?” I sputter just before a fiery ball crashes through our living room window behind Alice.

My guardian leans into me, creating a shield from the debris flying across the room. The splintering wood and shards of glass shower us for an impossibly long time. Alice leans back to inspect me in the blast’s remaining cloud of destruction. While checking for injuries, she turns my face, and my gaze travels through the hole in the front of the house.

I gasp at the sight before me. Beyond the front field, high atop the tree line, two large golden eyes stare so intensely at me that they could peer into my soul. The cat-like appearance makes me wonder what animal could be large enough to look over those towering trees. Time stands still until the eyes blink, and loud crashes and splintering wood surround us again.

Alice shoves me toward the front door and yanks it open. Beau paws at the ground just beyond the porch steps. When I reach him, he turns to the side, and Alice leans over to give me a leg up onto his back. I try to protest amidst the steady barrage of fireballs crashing around us, but the two seem to work together, and I’m suddenly astride my bay stallion.

“Go, Beau,” Alice shouts. “Guard her with your life!”

The horse’s muscles roll under me when he turns to face my guardian. She presses her forehead to his before stepping back to nod at me. I grab Beau’s mane as he spins away from her and darts toward the woods beside our farmhouse. His thundering hooves are nearly silent among the deafening blasts and crashes of a war raging behind us.

Images of the events and Alice’s words race through my mind for the rest of the evening. As the roaring fire bombs fade into the distance, Beau’s steady hoofbeats take over, giving me something less terrifying to focus on. The trees whip past in the darkness. I lay against Beau’s neck to escape the branches he isn’t avoiding.

I close my eyes and squeeze back the tears that want to leak in my panic. Alice is the only caretaker I’ve ever known. I’d asked about my parents, but she only told me they had done their best to keep me safe by placing me in her care. Although I’d tried to learn more about them, she always responded, “It was in the past, young one. We learn to move forward because looking back is dangerous.”

I understand why they would hide me from a gigantic creature that can devastate lives in a hail of firebombs.

Beau was my other constant. He’s been present since my earliest childhood memory. Alice told me that Beau would always take care of me, and he has. We spent countless days riding through the mountains around our Montana ranch. I never knew a moment of danger until today.

My fingers are stiff when Beau finally slows to walk into a stream. I open my eyes at the familiar splash of his hooves. My grip on his mane yanks me over his shoulder when he drops his head for a drink. Without being able to release his hair, I roll before landing on my already sore rear end in the water, ripping handfuls of mane from the crest of his neck.

“Great,” I huff, shaking the loose tufts from my fingers. “Hope you didn’t want that back.”

Beau shoves me with his nose before returning it to the rippling water. I look around in the meager light of dawn. We’ve been to this creek many times over the years. It marks the southern border of Alice’s ranch.

I join the horse, leaning to touch my lips to the water and pulling large gulps between breaths. It’s a cool mountain spring that has served as a boundary since I discovered it ten years ago, when I was seven. I’d fought with Alice about wanting to go to school with other children. Beau galloped dangerously at full speed upon my urging, but slammed on the brakes once reaching this creek.

Although I have tried to cross the water and see what is on the other side many times, Beau has consistently refused to go further. I considered going alone a few times, but the thought of leaving my handsome equine behind hurt my heart. I poke at the small fish swimming in the calm waters and quickly recall all the strange occurrences I’ve grown accustomed to over the past 17 years.

“You’re not a normal horse, are you?” I accuse Beau, sitting back on my heels. “What was that back there?”

Beau lifts his head and drops a mouthful of water back into the creek. He stares at me for a moment before bopping a fly on his chest. The horse sinks his muzzle into the creek to splash water at me. I narrow my eyes, watching him cross the creek and stand proudly, his ears pricked toward the forbidden forest.

“Someone blows up our house, and suddenly it’s okay to cross the creek?”

The horse snorts and slings his head toward the unpleasantly dark forest.

Climbing to my feet, I quickly bounce through the shallow water. The chill of the mountain spring reaches my bones since there hadn’t been time for shoes during the fireball bombardment.

“Where to now, mighty protector?” I spout as I step beside him.

Beau turns west and steps toward the thickest section of trees. 

“I just ran away from a hailstorm of fireballs, found out I apparently have a grandfather, and now my horse is leading me into the darkest pit of a mountain forest,” I grumble, rolling my eyes. “I’m sure nothing horrible is waiting in there. What else could happen?”

Beau shoves me with his nose and paws at my heels until I have no choice but to push past the thick brush. The oppressive woods hit instantly with their concentrated darkness. The temperature around us drops at least ten degrees, and the air becomes so still that it creates a heaviness, exhausting my limbs.

Hoping to avoid a display of fear, I latch onto Beau’s mane and carefully pick my way through the dark woods. My grip on him is the only thing keeping me on my feet through my violent shivers. None of the warmth from the rising sun seems to touch this part of the forest. A heavy gloom fills the air, only sharpening the temperature’s bite.

“I think we should turn back,” I suggest after hours of unrelenting darkness. “Nothing about these woods seems to be welcoming, Beau. We shouldn’t be here. Alice was right to warn me about them.”

But Beau doesn’t stop. He continues to trudge deeper into the woods until it’s clear that the day is ending. Although it’s not much of a change, it’s obvious when the sun sets, as the small amount of light that made it through the canopy of leaves disappears.

At a slower pace, Beau remains on course to wherever he’s dragging me. I’ve had to rely on his eyes when we stayed out too late on cloudy nights. I’m stiffer than any of those occurrences, but I still easily recognize his cues as he moves me from side to side to avoid obstacles. My exhaustion is determined to get the best of me, though.

“Beau,” I whisper through chattering teeth, “I need to stop.” I stumble a bit before crashing to my knees. “Can’t we rest for the night?” The bay stallion tries to urge me forward, causing me to crawl until I collapse against a cold, damp boulder. “It’s too dark for anyone to find me here, Beau. Just a short break.”

I can barely make out his silhouette, but Beau’s muzzle is unmistakable when he rests it on my shoulder. His warm breath penetrates deeper than my skin and sends a sense of comfort through my muscles. My horse’s actions defy all reason, but this warmth is appreciated even as one of the most bizarre feelings I’ve ever experienced.

When my shivering ceases, I scratch his cheek. “What are you?” I half expect him to answer my question, but he just shoves my shoulder until I climb to my feet and push him away. “All right, we won’t stop in the forest of doom, but I was serious. I need to rest. How do we get out of here?”

Beau lies down and nudges me toward his back. This is how I used to get on him when I was little. Alice said she taught him to do it, but now it seems he figured this out on his own. I grew up on Beau’s back and trusted him with my life. However, my faith has led me into a dark pit of despair, and I’m not so sure I’ll survive the stifling hell he’s determined to stay within.

Beau shoves me again, and I glare at him from the corner of my eye. “If I die, I will haunt you until the end of time,” I hiss.

I swing my leg over Beau’s back and hang onto his mane as he lurches off the ground. He gives me a minute to situate myself on his back before resuming our journey through the darkness. The steadiness of Beau’s cadence soon allows my body to relax, and his warmth causes my eyelids to droop. I lie over his neck and lace my fingers into his mane for support.

As my eyes close, I notice Beau’s hooves aren’t making any sound as he continues forward. His shoes had been clinking on stones all night, but now they are silent. He’s moving steadily forward without turning or sidestepping to avoid any debris on the forest floor. Only the sound of our matched breathing reaches my ears before I drift off to sleep.
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I can’t remember the last time I slept without dreaming. I’ve always enjoyed my dreams, having never had a nightmare. Beau is in most of them, so I pretend I’m still asleep when I wake to his muscles rhythmically moving under me. I could stay in a dream where we left the fiery bombs and splintering wood behind. There is no place within my reality for those large eyes that loomed over the tops of trees.

Beau’s breathing is the only sound that continues to echo through the silence. It’s labored but slow as it filters over the blood pulsing in my ears. When Beau stops, I push against his neck to sit upright. Looking around, I squint through the trees as if I could ever get my bearings.

Although the stifling darkness of the thick forest still surrounds us, the air seems lighter. Beau lowers his head and splashes some water with his nose before drinking. I slide from his back and feel along his neck until my hands reach the refreshing pool he’d found. I bring the chilly water to my lips with cupped hands, pulling large gulps to quench my thirst.

“Do you know where we’re going?” I ask, sliding my hand over Beau’s cheek.

My horse leaves his mouth in the water and ignores me. I sit back on my heels and replay the sights and sounds of the attack. All I saw was smoke until we reached the bottom of the stairs. Alice was holding my jaw, and I was facing the large bay window that looked out over the front of the ranch before the fireball erased its existence.

Beyond it, to the west, is a line of trees that curves with the driveway, which remained untouched by the flames. Focusing above the trees across that front field, I watch the large golden eyes again. Until they blink, they nearly resemble a painting or photograph. I can’t recall any reaction or movement, even when the next ball of fire was hurled in our direction. There is no emotion in them at all.

“Someone was there,” I growl, standing. “Alice said they found me. Who is after me?” I stare at Beau, unsure if he would have any way to answer me. “Whatever was out there was large enough to see over the trees. Nothing’s that big. A dinosaur, maybe.”

Instead of acknowledging my confusion, Beau shoves me with his nose until I stand up. He pushes me with his shoulder, and I find myself absentmindedly walking beside him, my eyes narrowed in thought.

“I saw a cat with gold eyes once,” I murmur.

The eyes remain before me as if part of the foliage slapping at us as we make our way through the humid forest. They are calm, almost curious. Time remains still, allowing them to study me uninterrupted. My chest hurts from the amount of air I pull as I allow my imagination to run wild. The different creatures I picture beyond the trees that may own the eyes become incredibly strange.

“Do you think it saw me?”

Beau stops beside me and turns his head to block my path. When I allow my eyes to focus on our surroundings, it’s clear that the sun has begun to rise. The forest isn’t any more inviting, but the treetops allow some light to filter through. Although I may not feel the same impending doom, there is still a sense that caution must be taken, almost as if we are being watched.

I reach for my horse’s head, but he moves away, revealing that he’d stopped before a large wall of vines. “Where are we?” I whisper.

Beau nudges his nose toward the vines, so I move forward and reach for the leaves. I snatch my hand back as they move away from me. They fall quietly into place upon my retreat as if they’d never been disturbed. 

“What the hell?” I mumble, my eyes widening.

I rub my thumb over my fingertips while twisting my other fingers into Beau’s mane before reaching for the plants again. The vines move away, and the closer I get to them, the wider the opening becomes. I move my hand from side to side and watch the vines swing erratically, attempting not to touch me.

“Beau, what is this?” I ask, smiling at the dancing plants.

My horse snorts and shoves me into the vines. They part in a flourish to reveal a grand archway. Beau continues to push me forward into the tunnel until its darkness engulfs us. The air is cool and smells of damp earth. Beau propels me through the abyss, filling the stillness with heavy breaths and the soft thuds of his hooves on loose soil. My arms stay stretched out before me until bright lights suddenly blind us.

I try to stop, but Beau presses his head to my back and forces me forward while I shield my eyes. My feet slide along the ground, feeling only damp grass and soft dirt. I drop my hands from my face and reach out to my side when Beau stops pushing me. My fingers tangle into his mane, giving me the confidence to continue forward blindly.

With his guidance, I slowly open my eyes, allowing them to become accustomed to the brightness. Blinking repeatedly, I use my hand to block out most of the light until my vision clears. We’re in a bright green meadow with stone walls separating crops from grazing fields. In the distance, several trees and a small pond are visible, with large white birds floating peacefully through the reeds.

I release Beau’s mane and cup a long, dew-covered leaf of a fern bush with tiny red berries, captivated by the peaceful scene. Beyond it, sitting high atop a hill, is a small cottage with a thatched roof. The smoke streaming from its chimney swirls as if dancing to a merry tune. The tiny moving specks beside it could be goats or sheep, and a cow bell is ringing from somewhere in their direction.

“Where are we?” I whisper, my curiosity piqued as I step around the berry bush to move closer to the cottage.

A flurry of flapping and whooshing noises erupts behind me. I turn back to Beau as an enormous pair of wings stretches from his shoulders. My beautiful bay horse rears onto his hind legs and flaps his wings forward, cupping the air with their feathers. A thundering clap rings in my ears just before the wind knocks me flat on my back and forces the air from my lungs as if he’d thrown a brick wall at me.

I stare at Beau from the ground, clutching my chest and gasping for air. He’s still my stunning horse and best friend, but I’m unsure how to react as he folds his wings and steps toward me. He pauses just out of reach and allows me another moment to collect myself.

“What are you doing here?” a voice barks behind me.

Snorting, Beau throws his head as I scramble to my feet. He steps closer, and I latch onto his mane to face the newcomer. Beau curls to shield me, but I can still see the man dressed in leather armor stomping toward us. The long sword hanging from his belt clinks against the buckles on his tall boots. His brown beard and hair are thick and neatly trimmed.

“Well, there’s no hiding her now,” he grumbles, stopping before us. His blue eyes are soft as they scan me and then flick over to Beau. “Been a long time, old friend.”

Beau nods and shoves the man with his nose.

“Still an ass, I see,” the man snaps, turning to me. “I’m Kalstrop, keeper of the gate. You must be Ember.” He reaches toward me with his palm facing upward, as if to take my hand, not shake it. I stare uncomfortably at it until he retreats. “Okay,” he starts, raising his eyebrow, confused. “You’re awkward.”

Scoffing, I narrow my eyes. “And you’re just the picture of grace?” I spout.

I turn my attention back to Beau. His wings tuck neatly against his body but ripple with his muscles as he follows my movements. The feathers appear to be made of leather and glisten in the light as if they are wet. I reach gingerly for the edges of the left wing, and my breath catches at the silky sensation.

“You are so beautiful,” I whisper, not wanting the strange man to hear. I move further along his body and run my hand over the top of his wing. They are larger, but still feel like those of the turkeys and pheasants I’ve shot while hunting. “Can you fly?”

Beau curls around to rub his nose over my cheek, making me smile.

“Does this mean unicorns are real, too?”

“I don’t know what the hell a unicorn is, but it’s against the law to fly,” the armored man barks as if I were speaking to him. “Come on. We have a long way to go, and the old man still hates you for tearing up his fields when you left, Beau. We gotta go around the farm.”

Beau rolls his eyes and shakes out his mane.

“I thought you were the keeper of that gate,” I say as he walks away. “Don’t you have to stay here and, I don’t know, keep the gate?”

Kalstrop stops and turns around. His crooked grin and lifted eyebrow give him an almost friendly appearance. “Hmm,” he hums, waiting for us to catch up. “These orders come from a little higher up than those.”

Unsure what he means, I stop and watch the armored man turn to resume his journey along a dirt path. Chewing on my lip, I turn to my horse and furrow my brow. Beau nudges my arm, but I don’t move fast enough, so he roughly shoves me with his head against my back, forcing me to follow the quirky man.

“How do you two know each other?” I ask, jogging to catch up. “Do you know what he’s saying? Can you hear him?”

“Beau and I go way back,” Kalstrop answers. “Spent a lot of time together in the guard. He moved up the ranks faster than I did, though. I was sent to train a new unit in the mountains, and when I returned, he wasn’t interested in mingling with us commoners.”

“Still, it must have been nice to grow up together,” I murmur, looking over the guard. He doesn’t look much older than me. It’s hard to imagine he’d have any rank 17 years ago.

Kalstrop scoffs and narrows his eyes. “Not really,” he grumbles. “Beau’s just a kid. I grew up long ago. He’s spent his whole life trying to catch up to me. Haven’t you, you ole nag?”

Beau spins to kick at Kalstrop in response.

“Bah,” the armored man scoffs. “Nobody asked you.” He shoves Beau away and lifts his arm out to me. “Why are you here anyway?”

I allow Kalstrop to link our arms as my face twists in thought. “We were attacked... I think,” I start. My eyes stay locked on the path as we continue our journey, but I’m not really seeing it. I replay the events on the ranch, trying to make sense of them. “There was a lot of noise and smoke. Someone was bombing us with huge balls of fire.”

“You didn’t see who it was?”

I watch the eyes over the trees again. They were so still. I can’t decide if their gaze was calm or if they were frozen in shock. 

“No,” I answer, recalling Alice’s attempts to comfort me and how she ordered Beau to take me away. “It all happened so fast. My guardian said someone had found me and that I wasn’t safe anymore. She said she would hold them off. Do you think she’s okay?”

Kalstrop licks his lips and takes a deep breath as he narrows his eyes at the patch of trees ahead of us. “Yeah, kid,” he replies quietly. “I’m sure she’s fine.” He rubs his fingers over mine before squeezing them and smiling down at me. “I bet she was glad to get rid of you. You look like you’d be a pain in the ass.”

“Well, you’re no walk in the park either,” I grumble. “Where are we anyway?”

“We’re in the northern highlands,” Kalstrop answers. “Bad news travels fast around here, and it won’t be long before trouble finds us. You don’t happen to know your way around a sword, do you?”

“A sword?” I spout, laughing at his question. “Did we just step into the Dark Ages? Why would I need a sword?”

“The Dark Ages?” Kalstrop scoffs. “Kid, you’re in Calisbrya. If you can’t wield a sword, you’re bloody worthless.” He glances at Beau, who’s been following closely. “Didn’t you teach this kid anything?”

“I am not a kid,” I bark, pulling my arm away from his. “How would Beau teach me to use a sword?” I kick at the soft dirt with my bare foot. “Alice and I have gone hunting for years. I’m pretty good with a crossbow and a rifle.”

“Yeah, we don’t have those here,” the armored man snaps. He stops and scans me critically, making me feel incredibly uncomfortable. “There’s not much to you. I don’t have time to make you strong enough to swing a sword, but there’s a bow over in the old armory. I can make you some arrows. It’s better than nothing.”

“Kalstrop,” I start quietly, holding my arm out to the man. “Why do I need a weapon?”

Linking our arms, the strange man resumes our journey. “Because up until just a short time ago, you were dead, Ember,” he answers, pulling me along and ignoring my stumble at his response. “If I’m going to get you to your grandfather alive, I’m gonna need help.”

Kalstrop stops and waits for Beau to move beside us. After eyeing the armored man, my old friend lifts his left wing away from his body.

“Come on,” Kalstrop urges softly. “Up you go. We need to reach the armory before dark. We can spend the night there.”
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I’m still exhausted when I wake in the dirt beside a fire pit the next morning. It turns out that the armory is just a cave well-stocked with knives, swords, and armor. Kalstrop said he would stand guard, but now he sits with his eyes closed, leaning against the wall on the opposite side of the flames. He could only find one blanket, which Beau tore with his teeth when he pulled it from his hands before throwing it over me.

Yawning, I roll onto my back and am greeted by Beau’s affectionate nuzzle. “Good morning,” I murmur, scratching his cheek fondly.

Over the years, we’ve often napped in the afternoon sunshine after starting our days early on the ranch. Beau would normally stretch his legs and allow me to use his neck as a pillow. I don’t remember him lying down last night, but it doesn’t appear that he moved from where he dropped to the ground with his legs tucked closely to his body.

My eyes move to his wing, which spreads just enough to cover his hooves. “Can I see your wing, Beau?” I ask quietly, lifting my arm from the blanket.

He gently opens it to lay it over my body. Even in the fading fire’s dim light, it’s beautiful. I feel along the edge of a few feathers, lifting them away from the rest just enough to slide my finger under them. Underneath the long, leather-looking feathers are short, fluffier ones that appear to provide an insulation layer.

“These would’ve come in handy if we ever made it to the Olympics,” I murmur, smiling. I smooth the top feathers and marvel at their silky feel. “That seems like such a stupid dream now,” I add sadly, turning toward the sleeping keeper of the gate. “I wish these wings came with a voice. I’m scared, and he’s not much help.”

Beau rests his nose on the blanket against my neck, blowing a deep sigh. Although I wish he could speak, my old friend’s presence offers more comfort than I could describe. In his silence, I’m able to consider all the information thrown at me over the past few days. Each new detail only confuses me more, and asking questions isn’t getting me any answers.

“Alice knew about you,” I say softly, leaning against Beau’s nose. “She knew you were something special.” I smile as a distant memory pops into my head. “Do you remember when she tried to convince me mounted archery was better than jumping?”

Beau lifts his head to nod.

“I should’ve listened,” I say, scowling. “If you’d have shown me your wings back then, maybe I would’ve.”

My horse huffs loudly and looks down at me, making me giggle.

“You’re right,” I say, pretending we’re actually having a conversation. “I would’ve wanted to fly.”

“What are you? 12?” Kalstrop grumbles from across the fire. “Or is this a mental breakdown? I always heard royals were crazy.”

“What are you talking about?” I snap, turning away from Beau.

“Why are you talking to a horse?” the guard scoffs. He sits up and scratches his beard. “He can’t answer you.”

“But he’s not a horse, is he?” I remark, twisting my face in thought. “A winged horse is a pegasus, right?”

Beau huffs and shoves me with his nose.

“Pegasus was the name of some God’s winged horse,” Kalstrop responds, annoyed. “That’s not what he was. It was his name. Your name is Ember, but I don’t see you burning anything. Besides, Pegasus couldn’t change into a man. Beau can.”

Frowning, I reach for Beau’s nose. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I feel like I offended you.”

“He’s a tragae,” Kalstrop informs me. “They used to fly with the birds. It was something to see.” Beau stretches his wing out to its fullest to show off his beauty. “That was before he was born. Maybe we’ll see real change soon, and he can learn to take to the sky like his ancestors.”

“My guardian made me sit through lessons every day,” I start. “Geography and history were her favorite subjects. I’ve never heard of Calisbrya.”

Kalstrop winces before he lifts an arrow from the dirt. “Well, you wouldn’t, would you?” he replies, scraping a stone over the metal tip of the arrow. “You were in the human world. They think we’re just fantasy, and we like it that way.”

“But we’re just across the woods,” I spout, confused.

The guard stares at me for a moment before erupting into hysterics. “Across the woods?” he sputters, gasping for air. I scowl at him until he catches his breath. “Kid, you left that world behind when you went through the gate. You’re in a whole new realm and, baby, we don’t play by the same rules.”

Something about Kalstrop’s nonchalant attitude infuriates me. “Don’t call me that,” I snap, sitting up. “I’m not a kid, and I’m sure as hell not your ‘baby.’ I’m just trying to understand what has happened. I was attacked. My horse brought me to a land far, far away, and suddenly has wings. I think I have a right to ask questions!”

Although I’m nearly shouting at him, Kalstrop stares at me with complete indifference. His eyes shift from me to Beau before they roll. “Fine,” he grumbles. “Ask your questions.”

From the little I know of Kalstrop, I assume I’ll only get to ask a few questions before I annoy him into silence. There are so many things I want to know. Very little has made sense since I woke to find myself on the floor surrounded by smoke from firebombs. I narrow my eyes, recalling that Kalstrop said I was dead until I came through a mysterious portal that
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