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There once was a time when man did not rule this land. All of Tessagonia was a single kingdom, and Bentos and Delwyn lived among the people. The Sun God and Moon Goddess dwelt in a keep at the foot of the mountains, overlooking the Sea of Mystery. Here they raised their young daughters, encouraging them to explore their hobbies and desires as they discovered the facets that would someday define them as muses. 
But all was not paradise on earth. As the eldest, Tesni, was on the cusp of adulthood, all seven sisters fell ill. The gods are not all-seeing, and alone could not discover the source of their daughters’ condition. Thus Bentos sent out a proclamation, his voice booming across the land, echoing over mountain and vale, and rippling across the Sea of Mystery: Whosoever could save the seven girls, would gain the God’s gratitude and receive a boon. Many came and failed to find cause or cure—scholars, warriors, and healers alike. To make matters worse, some of those investigating disappeared in the night. Did they flee from fear of retribution at their failure, or fall to a worse fate?

      [image: image-placeholder]A modest incense farm rested in the keep’s shadow. Close enough for Michael to hear Bentos bellow and banish those who tried and failed, and Delwyn wail as her daughters grew weaker. The sun continued to rise each day, but it felt hot and angry. Michael worried for the sake of his gardens and groves, but if men greater than him could not help, he knew not what an incense maker such as himself could do. As the days grew hotter and the nights colder, Michael hiked to the bank of the Sea of Mystery. He approached at twilight, the sky rich in purples, the air just cooling but still comfortable. Michael found a high rock to perch on and watch the churning water. He was hoping to create an irrigation system. His dull brown hair fell into his eyes as he speculated. Rumor was the water was enchanted. He had swum in the water just fine, but had never dared drink it. What would the water do to his crops? Perhaps it would be better to dig another well. 
With the water hitting the rocks, he almost missed a secondary splashing. A dark shape twisted, coming closer to shore. Did something live in these waters? An arm broke through the surface, and another, a brief glimpse of a head, then flailing for a bit before disappearing again. Was someone drowning? Michael tugged off his boots and loose tunic, then dove into the water below. He swam out to the figure and put his arms around the slim body, pulling them both to shore. In the light of the full moon he could see it was a woman, hair and dress dark and drenched. He laid her on the rocky shore and leaned to check her breath. She coughed out water and sat up so abruptly that she hit her head on his. 
Michael fell back, stars in his eyes. “Ouch. Sorry.” He shook his head to clear it and looked closer at the woman. She was small, but mature. Possibly around his own age of twenty. Her eyes were pale, a silvery blue reflecting the light of the moon. “I… Are you well?”
She shook her head, leaned off to the side, and threw up; more than just water this time. After a bout of coughing, she raised a hand. “I think I’m good now. Thank you.” Her voice was rough, though he couldn’t tell if that was natural or from all the water she had coughed up. “I don’t suppose you have something better than sea water to drink?”
Her face was angular and alluring. Her skin was pale, nearly to the point of translucence. Though, again, that could be due to nearly drowning. Michael caught himself and stood up, offering his hand. “I have tea back at the house. It’s about a half-hour walk if you’re up for it.”
She took his hand and allowed him to help her to her feet. Which were dainty and bare. “I can manage that. Thank you.” 
He quickly fetched his shirt and put it on, grabbed his boots… “Did you want to wear my boots?”
“No, I’m used to the soil beneath my feet. Lead on.”
Micheal shrugged, pulled on his boots, and led her back to his home.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Kether cottage was a four-room house of sturdy sandalwood, built by Michael’s father. His mother had started the gardens that surrounded it—one for flowers, one herb, and one vegetable. The sandalwood grove had been there for generations, but Michael was finding his own uses for the trees. Michael opened the door quietly, hoping not to wake his sisters. 
The main room centered on the hearth, both kitchen and gathering space. The fire was down to embers. Michael gestured to the sitting area, and the woman chose a pile of pillows to collapse upon. Michael took a blanket from the rocking chair and tucked it around her shoulders. 
After stoking the fire and heating some water, Michael also lit a sandalwood incense stick. He hoped the jasmine tea and the incense would calm her.
The tea he poured into clay mugs for both of them. The woman took hers and curled her whole body around it as she breathed it in before taking a sip. She let out a long sigh. “It’s warm and sweet. I feel like I’m still outdoors. Thank you.”
Michael gave her a moment to savor and warm herself before his curiosity got the better of him. “What happened tonight? Why were you in the water?”
She cringed. Perhaps he had overstepped. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t pry.”
“No, it’s fine. You have shown me much kindness this night. I lost someone close to me. And I ran away from home. I prefer to feel the earth beneath my feet, not to be suspended in water, but the path by water was less watched, so I tried to swim. So much water. Surrounding me. I am not a strong swimmer, and it felt as if the water wanted to hold me back. So, thank you. For saving me.”
A door down the hall creaked, and they both turned toward the sound. “Mikey? Are you still up?” A small girl in a faded blue nightgown came into the room. Her blonde hair was mostly out of its braid.
Michael scooped her into his arms. “Did you have another bad dream?”
She nodded.
“Sit with us by the fire and share my tea.” 
“Us?” 
Michael turned so the girl could see their company. “I realize we haven’t shared introductions. I am Michael. This is my youngest sister, Daphne.”
The woman waved. “Lovely to meet you, Daphne. My name is Halenka.”
Daphne squirmed out of Michael’s arms and scurried to sit in front of Halenka. “Would you fix my braid? My sisters are all sleeping, and Michael takes foreeever.” 
Halenka smiled. “Only if you’ll do mine after.” Michael handed Daphne the rest of his tea while he fetched a brush and some ribbons. 
Daphne delighted in braiding Halenka’s hair. Her technique was sloppy, but Halenka didn’t seem to mind. As Daphne pulled back the rich brown strands, she gasped. “Your ears!”
Halenka’s hand went up to one. “Are they hurt? Is something wrong with them?”
“No.” Daphne pushed Halenka’s hand back down. “They’re pointy!”
Sure enough, her ears curved up into points.
“Oh, that.” Halenka laughed. “That’s because I’m a fae, silly.”
Daphne’s eyes went wide. “You mean you’re… magic??” the last word whispered in awe. Faes were of the old tales told at bedtime. You certainly didn’t expect one to wash up on your doorstep. 
Halenka got a mischievous look and held up her palm. “Watch this.” Tiny lights appeared above her fingers in myriad colors—yellow, blue, green, pink—which then fanned out to fill the room, some landing on Daphne’s hair like a crown, making her giggle. They looked like tiny fireflies dancing through the air.
“What else can you do?”
“I can see auras.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s a light that glows around a person or creature. Shows their true nature.”
“What color is mine?”
Her head tilted as she examined Daphne for a moment, seeing what the others couldn’t. “Pink. That means you are happy and kind. Which you have certainly been to me.”
“Do Michael next!”
Halenka turned toward him. He could feel the intensity and energy radiating from her. “Blue. A protector of those around him.”
She saw right through him, to the heart of things.
Halenka finally broke eye contact and poked Daphne. “I bet he takes good care of you.”
Daphne giggled again. It warmed Michael to see her smile. He often wondered if he did a good enough job raising his younger sisters after their parents died. Halenka didn’t know him well, or at all really, yet her validation mattered. 
Daphne yawned. She shouldn’t be up this late.
Michael scolded her. “Finish that braid so you can get back to bed.”
The young girl caressed Halenka’s locks. “Will you tell me a bedtime story? Michael never has any new ones, and I’ve never heard a real fae tale before.”
Halenka glanced at Michael, who shook his head. “Not tonight,” she said. Daphne drooped visibly. “I’ll tell you one tomorrow.”
The girl brightened back up. “You’ll still be here in the morning?”
“I promise.”
Daphne finished her rough braid of Halenka’s hair, then insisted on the fae putting her to bed. Michael quietly showed her to the girls’ bedroom. A bunk bed was built into each side wall. Nestled between them on the far wall was an enormous wardrobe. 
While Halenka tucked Daphne into the empty bed, Michael rummaged through the wardrobe for a nightgown that should fit the fae. 
Back in the kitchen, Michael handed Halenka the nightgown. “Something dry and warm for tonight.” He refilled their mugs. “You’re good with kids. Daphne already loves you.”
“She is a gem. The feeling is mutual.”
“If you’re tired, you can sleep in my bed. We used to have a third bedroom, when my parents… Anyway, I converted it into a workshop. It’s where I do my incense work.”
“And where will you sleep?”
“On the floor in the workshop. I insist.”
They both sat quietly for a bit, finishing their tea as the sparkling lights slowly dropped and faded. One last ember alighted on Halenka’s cheek. Michael reached out and gently brushed it away. The light had little weight, floating away like a dandelion seed. Halenka’s skin was soft and he let his fingers linger a moment longer. She flushed, and he pulled his hand away. “We should probably get some sleep.”
She merely nodded.

      [image: image-placeholder]Despite the late hour, Michael slept little, and was the first one up. He stoked the fire and made porridge for breakfast. His sisters shuffled in at various stages of awareness. Alissa, the eldest at sixteen, took after their mother the most with her red hair and green eyes. Saida and Amber got their father’s dark looks. Six-year-old Daphne was the odd one, with her blonde hair and blue eyes.
Daphne’s first course of action was to inquire after Halenka. Michael assured her she was here, but still sleeping. Daphne rambled throughout breakfast, telling her sisters about their fae guest. The older girls laughed and teased her, not believing her fantastical tale. A guest was rare enough; a magical one was inconceivable. Michael smiled to himself. They would meet her soon enough. The table took up half of the kitchen, still with empty chairs for their parents. It had been four years, but Michael still couldn’t bear removing them.
Halenka wandered in as they were cleaning up their dishes. She looked like a ghost in her white nightgown, with her pale skin and eyes. She looked rested, at least. 
“A story! You promised a story!” Daphne jumped up and down.
Michael pushed her back. “Why don’t you all get dressed and ready for the day while our guest gets some food. Then we’ll see about a story.”
Daphne dashed down the hall. “And don’t forget to brush your teeth!” Michael hollered after her. Michael introduced the other girls to Halenka as each passed her by returning to their room. They looked at her with curiosity, but Michael shooed them off. 
Halenka took the bowl of porridge without complaint and sat at the table. “What happened to your parents?”
“Father died after a logging accident four years ago. My mother struggled to care for us without him, and she slowly wasted away. She practically stopped eating, prioritizing her children over herself. We had an unusually cold winter that year, and she didn’t survive it.”
“So, you raise these girls on your own?”
He nodded. “I do the best I can. I’ve grown my incense business, and we sell extra produce from the garden. But this summer has been hard on the crops. Bentos’ rage at the plight of his daughters has caused a drought. I was considering irrigating with sea water when I saw
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