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      In a world where magic is common, Breanna is among the rarest of her kind and highly sought after - by all the wrong men. With a roll of his dice, in steps the God of Chance, who sets her up on a quest to free the Realm from a powerful spell. There’s just one problem. Chance expects her to team up with a wizard – who is also a devilish rake.

       

      Her world is turned sideways when everything seems to happen at once - she meets her twin sister for the first time, keeps trying to avoid avid suitors - who don’t know how to take no for answer - and battles her attraction for the handsome wizard whom she just can’t shake. 

      

      It’s a race to save the world they know, but with magic gone wild, dangerous foes and pesky gods determined to meddle will they survive to complete their quest?
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      The God of Chance twiddled his thumbs and sighed heavily.

      Bored.

      I’m so bloody bored.

      Going out of my mind . . .

      Ripping out what few strands of hair I have left . . .

      Would pay anything for something new . . .

      Bored.

      And he wasn’t the only one.

      His numerous brothers and sisters, also gods with immortal lifespans, were bored out of their eternal minds too. Well, all that is except for the goddess of love–she always seemed to have fun, the annoying brat. Apparently meddling in the romantic lives of humans was a never ending source of amusement.

      However, Chance dealt in probability, coincidences, one in a million shots, of which there were tragically few now. But at least he wasn’t as screwed as his poor brother, Ares, the god of war who hadn’t enjoyed a good, full scale battle in over a century. The last troll uprising he’d tried to incite had been quickly quashed, to his chagrin.

      What was a poor god to do when ennui set in? Why, play with mortal lives of course. What else was there to do after all? Together or apart, he and his siblings would choose a few mortal players whom they nudged this way, omened that way–kind of like a game of chess–until ultimately one of them won. Or at least chased the boredom away for a moment or two.

      Being a Higher Power–another name for a god in the magical Realm–used to be such a power trip. People worshipping you. Temples erected in your name. Millions of lives to influence–a.k.a. play with. Now though, nothing exciting ever happened. The mortal council of wizards preferred the status quo. God–“Yes?”–forbid they should allow change.

      Too many people knew of his existence—and his habit of meddling—and because of that didn’t take any chances any more. Or at least not as much as he wanted them too. And that wouldn’t do at all.

      Sure he’d had a little bit of fun recently when he’d arranged to have that librarian rescue the cursed wizard, and again when he’d brought the hunter together with the mother of the dragonlings. The fun hadn’t lasted though, and now the tedium of his life dragged at his spirits.

      Ho-hum.

      Of course, if it weren’t for that stupid magical boundary separating the Realm from the Other Side—and yes he placed imaginary finger quotes around the forbidden playground—he’d have billions upon billions of new mortals to influence. It irked him to no end that he couldn’t move among those humans at will. Or play with them.

      He could catch glimpses of them praying for luck–“I’m here!” The power of coincidence and chance overflowed on the other side of the boundary, an untapped well of energy that he could bathe in for centuries, if not longer, if he played it right. Oodles of raw power and worshippers just waiting for his guiding hand—or nudge.

      Alas, it wasn’t an option. Unlucky him, he had to get stuck in the Realm. How tedious, not to mention way too predictable. Absolutely no fun. God–“Yes?”– his immortal life sucked.

      Stupid boundary! Bloody thing is ruining all my fun.

      A light bulb went off, which given his godly powers manifested in a much too bright one hundred watt monstrosity hanging over his head. He snapped his fingers to make it disappear before it discovered gravity and shattered on the floor. But the idea remained.

      What if the boundary separating magic from the rest of the mundane world came down? Anybody with any magical sense could see it showing signs of decay. Really, it was only just a matter of time before the whole thing collapsed. And The Thirteen–brilliant wizards way ahead of their time– who erected it, never intended it last forever. Why, it would only take a wee little poke and perhaps a tweak here and there to get things interesting again.

      And he held the key–literally. The key that would unlock the box holding the spell that created the boundary. It still made him giggle to think they’d entrusted him with it, but then again The Thirteen’s choices were limited. The gods of war and death couldn’t be trusted with it because their barbaric nature would have seen them letting it down much too quickly in the hope of causing some chaos. The goddess of love always had her head in a cloud, so that left her out. The god of the beasts and forests, well, he had no interest in mortal affairs. His brother–given the grand name of Poseidon by his worshippers, lucky jerk–cared little for those who walked the land, which left him–Heh! Heh!–in possession of the key.

      If you asked him—“Hey, Chance?” “Yes.” “Want to open the box and get rid of the boundary?” “Hell yeah”—then the time had come to use it. A marvelous plan even if he had to raise the stakes and change some of the rules, something he excelled at.

      But the problem remained, how to get rid of the boundary? Sure, he and the other Higher Powers knew how to break the spell that had created it–find the box, open it. Simple really. Only one problem though, they couldn’t do it themselves, only a mortal could–stupid wizardly clause. Which meant he needed to find a mortal to play with.

      Sounded easy, but it wasn’t. In order to win, he’d need the right kind of mortal, actually mortals–it never paid to pin all your hopes on one individual. Who to choose though? He needed someone smart, brave, fun ...

      Hold on a second–hadn’t he recently come across an interesting pair in one of his latest games? Oh yes, a perfect duo with just the right qualities needed for a quest of this magnitude.

      Chance rubbed his hands in glee, his boredom forgotten. Time to put the game in motion and set his players on their path. This is going to be so much fun. Watch out world, here I come!

      And with a roll of his magical dice, he let the game begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “You will be mine,” asserted a voice from behind her–a hated, nasal voice who followed his words with a grab for her ass that she nimbly dodged. She’d had enough practice in the last few years. It still pissed her off though. All men are pigs!

      Breanna spun around, furious and unafraid to show it. “Get your filthy hands away from me, Cedric. For the hundredth time, I will never be yours. Go irritate someone with no taste.”

      Cedric, sporting his usual greasy hair and stained tunic, narrowed his eyes and sneered at her rebuke. It only served to make his unattractive, angular face even uglier.

      She didn’t even bother to control her shudder. Imagine waking up to that nasty face every morning. Never!

      “Who said you had a choice in the matter, Breanna? I’ve already spoken to my father; he’s willing to give your father a sizable dowry. It won’t matter what you want. If your father accepts, you will be my wife.”

      Breanna laughed, a throaty sound that sent more than one admiring male look her way. “My father has more sense in his baby finger than you and your father combined. He won’t be bought, so shop elsewhere for a bride. I’m not for sale. And now that we’ve ascertained that, go away. Can’t you see I’m busy?” She shooed him with an irritated sweep of her hands. I wonder if you can call browsing odd and ends looking for something interesting, busy? Still, it’s better than wasting breath talking to an idiot.

      “When we are married,” Cedric continued obstinately. “I will beat that sharp tongue out of you. Your father obviously did not do his duty by you and teach you the proper manners required of a woman. I’ll teach you how to act respectfully, and with great pleasure. It’s time you learned your place in the world–on your knees in front of me.” Cedric brayed in laughter at his own poor jest.

      Breanna just gaped at him in disbelief. The Higher Powers save her from stupid men, which in the last couple of years seemed to have multiplied along with her chest size, judging by the obscene number of pick-up lines she’d been subjected to.

      Lines like, “I’ve got a sausage you can chew on.” Or how about, “I'd like to wrap your legs around my head and wear you like a feed bag!” And finally the most common one, “I know you want it, so stop playing hard to get.” Eew! Seriously, do any of those actually work?

      What she also failed to understand was the subservient crap they all seemed to expect from her. If she ever did marry, which at this point seemed less and less likely, she’d want someone who would respect her as an equal. Just because she lacked something dangling between the legs did not make her stupid or weak.

      Unfortunately, although she kept pointing out this most obvious fact, her would-be suitors seemed deaf and persisted in their belief that she would eventually swoon at their crude attempts to coerce and bully her into marriage and their beds. Not bloody likely. She possessed more stubbornness than a gnome who refused to leave a garden.

      “Go away, Cedric. You’re boring me. I am not going to marry you. Why don’t you crawl back to the hole you came from?” Breanna knew she shouldn’t have said it. Her father always told her that her smart mouth would get her into trouble one day. But she’d had quite enough of Cedric, actually of all men in general.

      Of course being an idiot, he couldn’t grasp the idea that she just wasn’t interested and he latched an iron grip, stronger than she would have credited him with, around her wrist and started yanking her towards the alley between the shops.

      Oh come on, he can’t be that stupid. Breanna opened her mouth to give him a chance to let her go before she hurt him, when a deep voice spoke from behind her. “I believe the lady is unwilling.”

      Cedric stopped pulling and addressed her would-be rescuer over her shoulder. “Mind your business, stranger. The lady will be willing once I get her skirts high enough. I mean to have her one way or another. Now go about your business before things go badly for you.” A knife appeared out of nowhere in Cedric’s free hand and Breanna gasped.

      Now this is going too far. She opened her mouth to stop this unfolding fiasco, but before she could say a word, her unseen savior chuckled in amusement and the deep throaty sound sent a shiver through her.

      Mmm, does the rest of him look as hot as he sounds? Breanna almost gasped aloud at the direction of her thoughts. Since when do I care what a man looks like?

      “Did your father never teach you to respect women? Or even better, give you warning about not threatening wizards?” Her would-be hero delivered his message in a menacing tone that somehow still managed to sound sexy and Breanna held back a giggle at the look on Cedric’s face, which turned quite green when he heard the word wizard.

      Breanna felt a tingle of power from behind her and the blade in Cedric’s hand turned cherry red as it heated. Cedric dropped it with a yelp and shoved his blistered fingers into his mouth.

      Nice trick, Breanna thought, but unfortunately resorting to magic probably meant her rescuer was going to be some pale, gangly youth with knobby knees. A real hero would have known how to disarm a poor excuse for a man like Cedric. Hell, another minute and I’d have had him crying for his mother.

      “Bloody wizard,” Cedric said, finally letting go of Breanna and backing away. “This is not over, Breanna,” he threatened, still unbelievably stupid given the situation, then he shape-shifted into the rat that he truly was and scurried away.

      She made a mental note of Cedric’s shifting animal for the next time–knowing there would be a next time. His pea-sized brain apparently couldn’t comprehend the word ‘No’. She looked forward to his next attempt for she knew a certain feline that would delight in pulling off his pink rat tail. Meow!

      Breanna whirled to thank her hero, even though she hadn’t really needed rescuing, and her eyes went wide when she beheld him.

      Wow, he most definitely does not have knobby knees.

      Tongue tied—a calendar moment her father would have documented—she could only gape, stunned by the looks of a man. And what a man!

      Towering over her was the epitome of masculinity. Over six feet with shoulders that must surely brush doorways, he possessed a lean body that tapered at the hips. Nothing weak looking here. His entire being oozed power from his snug breeches hugging his heavily muscled thighs to his square jawed, rugged face. Thick, wavy blond hair brushed his shoulders, so silky looking, that Breanna had to fight an urge to run her fingers through it to see if the texture would prove as soft as it looked. He had perfectly arched brows, and even though he was light haired, long dark lashes framed the most beautiful blue eyes she had ever seen. Wow.

      Breanna mentally shook herself. What the hell had come over her? Since when does the sight a man–even one this gorgeous–strike me dumb? And the tingles in my tummy … Must be hunger, never mind the fact she’d eaten lunch less than an hour ago.

      As those gorgeous eyes crinkled at her perusal, Breanna gathered her wits and said, “Thank you, sir wizard, for your timely intervention.” Although if he’d given me just another minute, I would have handled the situation myself. Just like a man to assume a woman needs saving.

      “It was my pleasure,” he drawled, the corner of his lips lifting in a half smile. “Perhaps you could thank me by joining me for a meal.”

      Men, they’re all the same, thought Breanna huffily. First, he saved her, now he wanted her to join him for food. What next, a roll in the hay? Although her tummy still tingled. Maybe a small bite …

      No! Had he cast a spell on her? A glamor spell that made him look tastier than a multi layered chocolate cake smothered in butter icing? No, because yummy as he looked–and probably tasted–she had no problem turning him down, harmless as his offer might sound.

      “Sorry, but I really must be going. My father is waiting for me and I daren’t be late.” Not quite true, but she didn’t really owe him an explanation. With a nod of her head and a smile at his flabbergasted expression–ha, not used to rejection are you–Breanna hurried up the road to escape her newest, would-be suitor.

      Sometimes it sucked being a woman. Bloody men always thinking they could do and take what they wanted. No one ever bothered to ask her what she wanted. Being left alone would be good for starters.

      Ever since she’d hit twenty and her secret had accidentally come out, she’d had shifters from all over the Realm decide they had to have her, willing or not.

      It wouldn’t be so bad if they actually had an interest in her as a person, but no, their one-track minds only seemed to perceive her as some sort of brood mare. She’d turned down several dozen proposals of marriage, evaded more inappropriate hands than she could count, escaped from four abductions, and well, the list of annoyances went on and on.

      The worst part? She couldn’t even tell her father. Knowing him, he’d get all indignant and try to save her honor, when in truth she could defend herself better than her father ever could. Besides, she didn’t want him to get all frazzled; his culinary talents took a hit when that happened and she happened to enjoy a good home cooked meal. She’d keep taking care of the problem herself, and eventually maybe they’d stop hounding her. Or I could always get married, maybe to a big, handsome wizard. Treacherous mind!

      She felt rather than heard the hand coming at her. Not again. Enough of playing the lady. Breanna, with a simple thought shifted form, turning into a little mouse that could scurry quickly along the cobbled walk.

      Bad choice. Her newest would-be suitor shifted as well into a bloody hawk. Great, Derek is back. Guess his hand finally healed. Apparently needing a dozen or so stitches hadn’t deterred him from making her his wife either.

      Little rodent heart pounding, she ran on her four little feet as quickly as possible. Darting through the few pedestrian legs she encountered, hearing the beating of the hawk’s wings getting closer and closer, she had no time to shift into something else, it would leave her too vulnerable. Her only hope lay in evading him.

      The voluminous skirts of someone up ahead brushed the cobblestones and she darted under, emerging on the other side, whiskers twitching. She never saw the hand that picked her up making her squeak.

      Damn! Caught.
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      Breanna panted in the large hand, waiting to see which of her suitors had caught her. The only good news seemed to be that her capture scared off her aerial pursuer. The hawk let out an angry screech and broke from the chase. Pumping its large wings, it flew away.

      Now for her current dilemma. Breanna squeaked, “Thank you”—her father had raised her with manners after all—and to her surprise the large hand immediately set her down. Maybe it’s not another idiot out to kidnap me.

      Breanna shifted back to human shape out of politeness and bit back a scream of shock. Facing her with an equally surprised look was a well-dressed, auburn haired version of herself. What the hell? A doppelganger? It can’t be. According to father, they’re extinct.

      She and the stranger stood in frozen silence, eyes locked on the other. Talk about uncanny. It was like looking in a mirror, the stranger’s face identical with the only difference being the hair color.

      “Who are you?” Breanna asked, her question echoed by her eerie reflection. Yikes! Even their voices were uncannily alike.

      In a day that continued to get stranger, she noted that the man who had picked her up, looked an awful lot like her blonde hero from earlier—what is this, twin day? His face creased in confusion as he peered between them.

      Breanna wanted to speak, ask the woman who she was, is she related to me? But the words got caught in her throat. Impossible. No way is this just chance. Everyone knew there was no such thing in the Realm. Coincidences always had a meaning behind them, or involved a meddling god.

      It was the man who ended up speaking first, startling Breanna. “This is my wife, Samantha. She’s only recently come to the Realm from over the boundary.”

      What? The Other Side? No one comes from there. Actually, revised Breanna, nobody she’d ever heard of. Well, at least that meant this Samantha wasn’t a doppelganger, but it still didn’t explain just who the hell she was and why they looked so alike.

      “I’m Breanna,” she finally replied at their expectant look. “Breanna Jones from the northern part of the Realm.”

      “Oh my god!” exclaimed the woman named Samantha. “My mother’s name was Breanna Jones.” Her claim sent a shiver down Breanna’s spine. Someone just walked on my grave. What is going on here? This is more than coincidence.

      “Who are your parents?” asked the older women whose skirts Breanna had run through. She eyed them with a thoughtful expression.

      “My father is Samuel Jones. I never knew my mother, she left when I was a baby. My father named me after her,” Breanna answered, peering at Samantha with troubled eyes. “I think I need to have a talk with my father.” Do I ever. Either this is a coincidence of gigantic proportions or something really strange is afoot. Really, really strange even for the Realm. And with that thought and not another word, Breanna shifted into a small, dark haired fox and trotted away from this troubling trio, questions racing through her mind.

      Do I have a sister? Did father lie to me? Surely, he wouldn’t.

      Or would he?

      How many times had he evaded her questions about her mother? Changed the subject, distracted her. Now in her twenties, what did she really know about her absent mother?

      According to her father, she’d left before Breanna had even turned one and never looked back. End of story. No history, no family, nothing. It would seem her past had some secrets—skeletons that had now popped into the light.

      That’s it, Breanna vowed to herself. Time for me to sit down with father and have a talk about the truth of my past. All of it. I need to know. Do I have a sister? A mother? Other family?

      And most saddening of all, had her father lied to her this entire time?
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      Breanna ran in fox form for several leagues, her shifted body well suited for the kind of scampering required to take the short cut through the woods that led to her home with her father.

      When she broke through the foliage into a clearing where the dilapidated tower they resided in sat, she shifted back to human form. Smoothing back her hair and catching her breath, she braced herself to confront her father.

      Breanna opened the weather beaten oaken door that gave entrance to the crumbling tower, ignoring the jumbled mess of her home, looking for her father. She found him in his workshop talking animatedly to a rounded peddler who bore a disturbingly wide smile.

      Rudeness wasn’t usually in her nature, but given what had happened to her earlier, she fair risked bursting if she didn’t speak. So, despite their guest, she interrupted.

      “Father! The most extraordinary thing has happened!” she started, but stopped as her father pinned her with a frown.

      “Breanna, mind your manners. About time you returned. We’ve been waiting. This traveler says he’s got something for you.”

      “But the most extraordinary thing happened.”

      “Breanna,” said her father sharply. Breanna clamped her lips, stunned. Her father rarely rebuked her. “Your news can surely wait. Our guest has been waiting all morning for you.”

      So what? And since when are peddlers guests? Sighing, Breanna held her tongue, not an easy task for her.

      “I’ll just take but a moment of your time, sweet girl. I’ve brought you a gift.” The beaming peddler held out an object and she reached out to grab it.

      As soon as it made contact with her palm, Breanna felt a shock run through her, a jolt strong enough that she almost dropped the gift. What kind of magic is this?

      Uncurling her fingers, she looked down to see he’d given her a large ornate black key. Indecipherable runes were inscribed up and down its length and it vibrated lightly in her hand.

      Ooh, a key, albeit an odd one. And this is supposed to be more important than my news? Not. Although a curious part of her did wonder what in the Realm did the key open?

      “Um, this is a very nice key, I’m sure, but shouldn’t it have a lock to go with it?” She couldn’t resist the edge of sarcasm.

      The balding peddler grinned even wider, not bothered at all by her remark. “Indeed it does have a lock. A very special one. And lucky you, you’ll have to find it.”

      She blinked as his words penetrated. Seriously? Did he expect her to carry the key around trying out locks until she found the right one? That was so not happening.

      Perhaps the peddler was simple. Or maybe he’d escaped from the tower someone had locked him in since he obviously wasn’t all there. “What do you mean, find the lock? Don’t you know what the key is for?” she asked.

      “Oh, I know exactly what the key is for. A large box made of onyx and silver. It is carved with runes similar to those on the key.”

      “So where’s the box?” This time she didn’t hide her irritation.

      Her father finally spoke up. “Breanna, stop with all the questions. Can’t you just be gracious and thank the man for this gift? I’m sure if the Higher Powers will it, that all will become clear.”

      Father and his dratted Higher Powers. “No way am I taking possession of a magical artifact without some kind of background information or instructions.” It would be just like the Higher Powers, known as The Gods of the Realm, to meddle and throw another knot in the current mess known as her life. As if she didn’t have enough to do fighting off can’t-take-no-for-an-answer suitors, now it looked like she was being placed on some kind of stupid quest.

      “Oh, I don’t mind the questions,” said the cheery peddler, still smiling. See, she knew he was simple, anybody else would have been frowning at her by now. Her father certainly was. “She has a right to know since she is the one, along with one other, fated to find it. The box is lost. It has been for quite some time. You’ll have to look for it. It’s very important to all in the Realm that you find it and open it. Why, one might even say the fate of the Realm hangs in the balance.” The mischievous twinkle in his eye somehow lessened the severity of his stark pronouncement.

      Breanna wanted to laugh, and did. “Ha! Ha! Fate of the Realm. That’s good, next you’ll be telling me that you’re some kind of a god in disguise. Wait, let me guess. God of Love? No, last I heard that was a woman. Wait, wait, the God of Thieves. You want me to steal the box?”

      The peddler shook his head smiling at her. Would nothing break his composure? At this point Breanna had stopped trying to be polite. She found it much more entertaining seeing how far she could push the peddler before he lost his smile. So far, he was winning.

      Her poor father stood in the corner, hands over his face. She could just hear him muttering. “Why does she do this to me? What have I done to deserve this?” It wouldn’t be the first time. Breanna really couldn’t help herself.

      “Ooh, I’ve got it, the God of Luck. Isn’t he the one who likes to play games?”

      “Actually, I prefer the name Chance,” said the peddler, his smile getting even bigger, and suddenly as Breanna looked at him, he seemed somehow larger and brighter. A light shone from within his body, surrounding him in a golden nimbus.

      Breanna’s jaw dropped. Well, bloody hell, maybe he is a god. Or a very good actor.

      Breanna felt a push of power rock her, strong magical power, thick and static enough to make her hair stand in a halo around her head. Her father sat huddled, face in his hands, seemingly unaware of the supernatural weirdness going on in his workshop.

      Then as quickly as it happened, it stopped. The peddler once again appeared as a harmless chubby fellow with a lack of hair on his shiny head.

      Breanna swallowed. I think I’ve perhaps mouthed off enough. “So, I’m looking for a big box, eh? Well, I’ll be sure to keep an eye out for it.” The last came out a little higher pitched than she would have liked. Surely having a god in her house hadn’t rattled her? Maybe a little, not that she’d ever admit it. She did have a reputation to maintain. But she also had to admit, at least to herself, to being intrigued—and a little cowed.

      “Splendid,” beamed the peddler, looking as harmless as a housefly. “Never fear though, you will have help with your quest. I’m actually off to see the gentleman in question who’ll be assisting you in locating the box. Oh such a surprise awaits you both when you succeed.”

      “Wait a second, what’s this about a man helping me?” That was all she needed, another lecher following her around. “I don’t want the help of any man. He’ll only get in my way. I’m sure I won’t require any help.”

      “My dear, I’m not sending him with you for help. It’s the entertainment of seeing you clash that I look forward to.” Then the peddler actually winked at her and headed out the workroom door.

      Excuse me? Entertainment! “Wait,” she cried as she grabbed her skirts and darted after him. “What is that supposed to mean?” The peddler just ignored her and kept walking to the front door.

      Breanna still had questions though, starting with, “Where do I start looking for this box?”

      Her query halted him and he turned back to her with eyebrows raised. “Why, the library of course—you know the place with all the books that you can use to do research. And because I like your spirit, I’m going to give you a hint. It has to do with The Thirteen.”

      “Thirteen?” she said, puzzled. What kind of clue was that? Wait a second. He couldn’t possibly be referring to …

      “You don’t mean The Thirteen do you?” she asked, eyes round as saucers. A legend among all in the Realm The Thirteen were the most powerful wizards that had ever existed. And he was sending her on a quest that had something to do with them?

      But the peddler was done talking. With a jaunty step, he went out the door. Breanna flew across the floor after him, determined to stop him and ask some more questions, Higher Power or not, but when she reached the door and peeked out, he’d disappeared. Vanished into thin air.

      Dammit! She’d just been made into a pawn by a Higher Power. If she’d thought her life complicated before, she’d wager—ooh the God of Chance would like that wouldn’t he—it was about to become even more so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Breanna stood in the doorway and stomped her foot, mumbling under her breath about riddle talking gods when her father came up behind her.

      “Has our guest left?” he asked, peering around.

      “He’s gone.” Vanished into thin air leaving behind questions—and a stirring excitement.

      “Odd fellow, but how exciting. A quest for my little girl.”

      A quest for a mystery box could wait. Breanna had a more pressing question for him. “Why did you not tell me I had a sister?”

      Forget denial. The truth was clear to see on his ashen face. He chuckled nervously. “Whatever makes you ask that? A sister? How silly? I’ve never remarried, nor begat any other children.”

      “Really? Are you sure, because I think I met my sister today in the marketplace. So either she’s a doppelganger or you’re lying to me. Her name is Samantha, Samantha Jones and she says her mother’s name was Breanna.”

      “A coincidence I’m sure,” said her father, turning from her to putter around the room straightening things no one had touched in years. The dust clouds he raised tickled her nose.

      She eyed him for a moment, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. A shrill and ugly laugh rattled from her. It went well with the brittle edge in her tone. “Weren’t you the one who taught me there are no such things as coincidences? I believe your exact words were that ‘coincidences are merely the God of Chance’s way of amusing himself.’”

      “I, um …”

      “Enough lying, Father. I have a right to know. My mother never left did she, and Samantha is my sister?”

      Her father sat down heavily and put his face in his hands. “You don’t understand,” he said, his voice thick and low.

      “Then help me to understand.” She knelt beside him and placed a hand on his arm. She hated to push, especially given his obvious discomfort, but she had a right to the truth.

      With a deep sigh and shudder that shook his frail frame, he began to speak.

      “Your mother’s name was Breanna. We named you after her. She and I met when we were about your age. And I don’t care what skeptics say, it was love at first sight. I still remember how beautiful she looked, dancing in the sunshine like some wild, untamed, wood nymph. I swear my heart just about burst when she looked at me and smiled.” He raised his head and his lips curved into a fond smile. “You know you’re the spitting image of her. The only difference is the hair, hers was auburn.”

      “Just like my sister,” whispered Breanna, remembering her twin’s auburn locks.

      Her father’s eyes grew sad. “Yes, just like Samantha. We married against the wishes of our families. I was the third son of a noble family, the only one to not inherit a power, unless you call my gift for languages and knowledge a power. Your mother, as you might have guessed, was a shapeshifter, but of a rare variety. She was a true Were, shifting without a choice every full moon with no control over her beast or the change. But we didn’t care, we were in love. We thought love would help us overcome all obstacles. We ran away and got married. We built ourselves a home far from both of our families. Bree got pregnant. We were ecstatic. Then heartbroken. See, we lost the baby after the first full moon. The forced change was just too violent for the fetus to survive. We tried again with the help of healers and wizards, but poor Bree kept losing the babies. Your mother grew despondent. She so desperately wanted a child. I told her it was okay, that we could adopt. But she went into a depression. She said she felt like she wasn’t truly a woman. She talked about killing herself to free me from the burden of having a barren wife.”

      Breanna sat still as she listened, tears glistening in her eyes at the tragedy she could hear coming in her father’s tale. Her mother had been a true Were, almost as rare as Breanna’s condition, but a lot more tragic. Breanna had heard stories of other Weres—the miscarriages were only part of the problem. Instead of having one animal to shift into, the true Weres shifted on every full moon into the last creature they’d come into contact with. And sometimes they never shifted back. Eventually the moon madness became too much for them to fight and they stayed in their animal form, running off, never to be seen again. Or in worse cases, they went berserk, killing loved ones on a rampage, a menace that only had one solution; death.

      One thing didn’t add up though, in her father’s tale. True Weres couldn’t have human babies, the moon made it physically impossible, so how had she managed to birth not one, but two children? Breanna had to know. “You obviously found a way around the Were curse of being childless. I mean how else did she manage to birth my sister and I?

      “I’m getting to that. We searched high and low for help. Following legends and rumors. We tried remedies and potions and all kinds of awful concoctions. Nothing worked. Until finally we ran into someone who told us about a case similar to ours, albeit a hundred or so years back. They told us of a couple where the wife was also a true Were. Like us, they’d tried everything to stay pregnant, nothing worked until they went over the boundary to the Other Side.”

      A gasp escaped her. The Other Side, a place of myth for Realm children. A world separated from their own by a boundary, a boundary that allowed magic to flourish in the Realm, but left the Other Side magic-less.

      Her father continued his tale, “The lack of magic meant her shapeshifting powers would be suppressed. If she didn’t change on a full moon she could carry a child to term. Determined to make her happy, I agreed to give it a try.”

      “How did you get through the boundary?”

      “A portal, of course,” said her father. “We pled our case to the portal guardian and to our surprise, it agreed to let us through.”

      Surprise is right. Portal guardians were known to be extremely strict on who they allowed to pass through. Actually, Breanna had never heard of anyone who had. But the tale was obviously not yet done.

      “You crossed the boundary and then what happened?”

      “After we crossed, your mother and I tried to assimilate ourselves into the mundane world. It was hard, I tell you. None of the work I did in the Realm was valid over there. I found a job as a laborer, your mother as a seamstress. In short order she found herself pregnant with not one, but two babies. The first full moon we spent in anxiety, but it passed without your mother changing. She was so happy.” Her father stared off into his space, a smile curving his lips in remembrance.

      “When you and your sister were born, I immediately made preparations for our return to the Realm. Your mother delayed it saying you were both too young for such an arduous journey and I went along with it. A month

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/chances-game_300dpi.jpg





OEBPS/images/realm_series.jpg






OEBPS/images/el_logo_05.jpg
G
0

EVELANGLAIS.COM





