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By J. Risk

The ground gave way, and half of her body disappeared into a hole. Tim reacted without pause and threw himself toward her. The impact of the uneven surface was going to leave a lot of bruises later. He reached for her hand, instinct telling him to keep his body weight spread out. The only part of her above the ground now was her head and shoulders. She had her arms out straight away from her body, trying to hold herself up. 

He was still too far away, so he rose and dove at her, his hand clamped around her wrist. Carefully getting to his knees, he pulled. He felt the ground shift under his body and had only a second to react. Grasping for the first thing his other hand encountered, he tried to prevent what was going to happen. 

Seconds later, he was hanging by one arm, with Fauna dangling from the other. His entire forearm burned, stinging like it was ripped open. The flash of heat right after that confirmed it was bleeding. Afraid that any sudden shift would have them free-falling, he turned his head in slow motion. There was a jagged rock an inch from his face. Tightening his hold on whatever was in his hand, he looked up. The top of the hole that had swallowed them was a good twenty feet above. Blowing out a breath, he looked down. Fauna was looking up at him and taking deep breaths. He could tell by the fear in her eyes that she was afraid even to speak. Forcing himself to look away from her, he looked passed her. It was dark, but the gap in the earth was letting enough light in that he could see they were too far from the bottom to drop down. The muscles in his shoulder started burning from the weight of her hanging from his wrist. His fingers grasping a jutting-out rock was the only thing keeping them from falling. There was no way of knowing what the terrain was like down there. If they hit rocks, neither may survive the fall. 
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Fauna opened the garage door and ran down the steps. “Moxy.” She knew this was where she was hiding; she could feel her fear. Moxy had been with her for so long. She was the first animal Fauna connected with completely. Her daily nightmare was that Moxy had outlived most domestic cats’ life expectancy, and now it seemed her mind might be going.  

Ava looked up from the bike and pointed. “She insisted she was coming with me,” she said, shrugging and going back to work.

Fauna heard her cry and went over to look under the bench. “What are you doing out here?” Reaching under, she scooped up the shaggy cat and hugged her. “You know, being out of the house terrifies you. Silly thing.” The frightened creature relaxed in her arms. “Let’s get you back inside.” Standing up, she turned to go back up the steps, and a mountain lion bounded by the open garage door.

Ava stood up and looked at her. “Did a...”

“I told you she was going to try it again.” Princess Kara ran by.

“With you.” Prince Rafael was running right behind her. “I didn’t think she would with me.”

Fauna hurried up the steps, opened the door, and set Moxy inside. Closing it, she turned to come back down when Princess Paisley ran in front of the garage. 

She stopped and then looked inside. “Tawny hitched a ride with Raf.” 

Ava grinned and then pointed to Fauna. “She is who you need.”

Paisley looked at her with hope on her face. 

Fauna ran down the stairs and out of the garage. “Is that the cat everyone talks about?”

“More like a brat,” Paisley said and then started running. “Which way did they go?” She skidded to a stop and looked down one alley and then the other. “There’s Kara.” She ran toward her.

Fauna slowed and focused on what was around her. It was hard because it was a mountain lion. She’d never had the opportunity to sense something like that before. Well, except that time at the zoo and with so many animals, it had been overwhelming—that and she’d been thirteen. 

By the time she reached the others, she didn’t have to ask where the feline had gone. She stopped beside them and then turned and looked up. Sitting on a metal fire escape was a beautiful young cat. Her sides were heaving from the run, but she sensed some fear as well. The city was no place for her. The sounds and stench of everything would have her radar and senses so mixed up. She guessed her age close to a year, but if she was domesticated, then it was sometimes hard to tell. Not having to survive seasons with sparse food made a big difference in growth.

“If I go up there, she’ll keep climbing until we’re on the roof,” Kara said.

Rafael nodded, trying to catch his breath. “I could go up on the roof and cut her off.” He looked at the door leading into the building.

“There’s no need.” Fauna smiled up at the animal. “Aren’t you beautiful?” She glanced at Kara. “What is her name?”

“Tawny.” Kara looked up at her. “You are in big trouble, missy.” She put her hands on her hips.

Fauna couldn’t help feeling amused. She walked over until she was at the bottom of the ladder and looked at it. “You’re quite the climber, Tawny.” She held out her hand and sent calming vibrations toward the animal. “You should come down. I would love to meet you.” She kept her voice steady and used as much of her ability as she could without calling every rodent in the neighborhood to her. Doing that once had been bad enough. Never again. 

Tawny pranced on the spot.

Fauna looked around at the others. “Roll that bin this way,” she said, pointing to the large garbage dumpster. If the animal were any bigger, she wouldn’t have suggested it, but she wasn’t large enough to leap right to the ground. She narrowed her eyes and looked at the bin. The lid would cushion her landing. Hopefully, she didn’t bend the thick plastic in half. Then they’d have a rubbish-scented cat to take home.

She looked back up at her and heard the bin moving. “You’re going to have to hit that, girl. We don’t want any injuries from taking too big of a jump.” She checked it was placed close enough. “Okay, Tawny, come down and meet me.” She backed up until she could smell she was near the dumpster. Turning, she patted the top of it and then held her hand out to the animal. “Let’s go.” She sent a quick burst of urgency to her. Not enough to panic her to run all over again, just enough to get her down. 

Tawny pranced for a second and then pushed off with her powerful back legs. She looked so graceful flying through the air. The dumpster slid when she landed, but Fauna had been prepared for that and moved right alongside it. Tawny touched her nose against the lid and then pulled it back in disgust.

“Not very nice smelling, is it?” Fauna smiled. “The city is no place for you, girl.” She stepped back. “Come on. Come here.”

Tawny jumped down and then bound over to Fauna and almost knocked her over, rubbing into her. Fauna bent down and rubbed her hands along her back. “That’s a good girl.” She squatted down, held the animal’s face, and looked into her eyes. She could sense emotions without touching a creature, but like this, she could feel them. “Oh, poor girl.” She rubbed her face along the animal’s jaw and then looked over at Kara and her mate. “She’s lonely, that’s why she followed you.”

Rafael sighed. “We’re out of places to leave her when we have to go, which is all the time lately.”

Kara looked like she wanted to cry. She came over and dropped to her knees beside Tawny. “What am I going to do with you?” She glanced at Fauna. “I know she gets lonely and bored, but it’s not like I can go into a pet store and buy a kitten. She’d probably eat it.” She rubbed the cat’s face, and Tawny collapsed, half on Kara’s legs. “The bunnies near the palace hide now.”

Fauna smiled—the palace. Oh, to have such problems, she thought. “What about a dog, she looked at Tawny, a big dog.”

Kara shook her head. “She seems prejudiced toward canines.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do.”

“We could get her another abandoned animal for a friend,” Rafael suggested. “I just don’t know when I’ll have time to go trekking in the mountains to find one.”

Fauna gave him a long look. “The mountains?”

He nodded. “Leone and I used to go to them to hunt—” He grinned. “—mostly when we were young. It was a great way to get away from our brothers.”

Fauna shrugged. “I can go along and find any strays.” She rubbed her hand along the animal’s jaw. “Do you want a girlfriend or a boyfriend?”

“Oh god. No boys.” Rafael shook his head. “Then we’d have more of them trampling everything around the palace.”

Fauna nodded. “Okay.” She nudged the cat’s face with her nose. “No boys for you.”

“I’ll take her home. I’ll get someone to run interference and port back here.” Rafael came over and squatted down beside Tawny. She rubbed her head into him. “Step back.” He gave Fauna a lop-sided smile. “Unless you want to visit Alterealm.”

“Oh.” Fauna got up and backed up a few feet. The prince and mountain lion vanished. “I will never get used to that.” She said quietly.

Kara chuckled. “You actually do after a while.” She touched her arm. “You’re really willing to go find her a friend? In a mountain?”

Fauna nodded. “Yeah. I’ll have to see if one of the girls will come with me because of the ‘no going anywhere alone’ rule, but I’d love some fresh air and wildlife.”

Kara shook her head. “I had enough of that when I found her.”

“How did you find her?” Fauna put her hand to her face and sniffed it. Moxy was going to be one upset kitty when she smelled that.

“Well—an evil mage banished me to Canada in the middle of the snow. I saw blood and found her covered in blood and freezing—” She looked like she wanted to cry as she spoke. “I found a place for us to hide until Rafael found us.” She nodded. “And I wasn’t leaving her behind.”

“She was little in the middle of winter. That’s not normal.” Fauna didn’t have to ask because she already knew that some jerk had killed her parents so they could have a cool-looking rug. “She loves you to bits. She just needs a friend.”

Kara sighed. “If you could find something smaller than she’s going to be when she’s fully grown, that would be great.” She bit her lip. “I don’t see Mitz being happy about two her size tearing through the palace and breaking things.”

Fauna winced. She’d never been in a palace, of course, but had to figure that anything in one wasn’t cheap. “I’ll try.”

Prince Rafael reappeared. “Tim and Felix are tossing balls for her to chase.” He smiled at his mate. “Not ones she’ll try eating this time.”

“Good.” Kara nodded. “Fauna is going to the mountains to find Tawny, a smaller friend.”

Rafael looked at her. “Not alone.” He pointed to the fire escape. “You have some kind of power, and that makes it dangerous to...”

“I know,” Fauna shrugged. “I don’t know what my ability would be good for someone trying to take over and end realms, though. I can only communicate with creatures.”

“With our luck, they’d call herds of rhinoceros to run over our ass.” He shook his head. “We’ll find you someone to go with you.” He looked at his mate. “Any of the guards into the outdoors?”

“Crash.” Fauna waited until the prince looked back at her. “Rhinos aren’t a herd. They’re a called a crash.”

He snorted. “Which just makes me more determined to make sure no one gets their hands on your ability.” He pulled out his phone. “A crash.” He mumbled and dialed it while walking away.

Fauna smiled at Kara. “I’m going to go back and tell Capri what is happening.” She looked at Rafael, waving his hand around while he was talking. “When do you think we’ll be going? I’ll need supplies.”

“Don’t worry about anything. We’ll make sure you have what you need.” She waved her hand at her mate. He lowered the phone. “Get her a porter bracelet with a tracker and programmed for her place.” He nodded and put the phone back to his ear. She gave Fauna an awkward smile. “If you have any trouble, it will bring you home in a blink.”

Fauna really had to tell everyone now. “Just let me know. I’ll be at home.” She walked away quickly, going into the mountains, where there was real wildlife and fresh air. “Just a little bit of heaven.” She whispered.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2


[image: image]


Felix walked by Tim. He was humming. It seemed like he was always doing that now. Being the guard of the realm’s unofficial DJ had changed him. 

After he escorted the prisoner to the new cell, Felix did a little dance step and turned around. 

Tim stood there, his arms crossed over his chest, and waited for his friend to turn and notice him. When he did, Felix froze mid-dance and slowly straightened. 

“Have a song stuck in your head?” Tim grinned.

Felix smiled back. “Forced into my head is more like it, and now it won’t go away.” He shrugged. “The princess listened to it at least ten times yesterday while she was going through those camera videos.”

“Find anything?” Tim glanced to see the huntress walking toward him. Right behind her was Captain Rafael. Did he dare to hope for a new task? He didn’t mind helping in the cells, but today wasn’t the usual tasks. The science people were making changes to four of the main cells. Now that Alterealm was back to policing all the realms, they needed holding cells for any not from here until their realms were contacted. That meant some serious stabilizing and acclimation for those from Solrelm. Humidity was a must for Veiltide residents. They had to add the option of more heat for any from Aridon. Magic blockers were amped up for any that belonged in FaTerra—which he personally hoped to never have to deal with. Right now, humans and Alterealm criminals were the most boring yet safest to apprehend. 

The huntress smiled at him and then turned around to speak to her brother-in-law. At that same moment, a cell opened for the next transfer. A man stepped out, spotted the huntress, and headed for her. Tim didn’t waste the energy to glare at the guard who was supposed to be escorting him. Instead, he hurried toward the man and grabbed the back of his neck. Squeezing hard, the prisoner had no choice but to stop. “Not a good plan,” Tim told him. Stepping in front of him, he pinned him to the spot with an unfriendly look. “The instructions were to step out and wait for your guard.”

The man looked up at him, disdain very clear in his expression.

Tim released his neck. “Turn around and go with the guard.” He watched the man rushing up behind him. He didn’t know that guard, only that he had recently joined the cell detail. He’d be speaking with Ira about further training for that one.

“See, he’s my blocker all the time.”

When the prisoner was walking away, Tim turned and bowed his head very slightly to the royals. If it were too long and appeared like he was actually bowing, Daxx would chew him out. She hated all of the pomp that went with her position. Tim adored her because of that. He smiled at her. “Cheeky prisoner.”

Daxx snorted. “Cheeky? Looked more like he was an asshole.”

Tim shrugged. “Did you need me?”

Daxx looked at her brother-in-law. “No, but Raf says he needs a volunteer.”

“Volunteers?” Felix came over to them. “A battle?”

Captain Rafael grinned. “Hopefully not.” He sighed. “Tawny joined me when I ported to Interealm this morning.”

Tim tried not to smile but failed. “I think she likes it over there.”  One of his favorite things was going to the palace to hang out with the cat.

Daxx scoffed. “I think she likes it anywhere she’s not stuck behind a stone wall.”

“As if the walls stop her,” Rafael mumbled. “One of the Gemini women who—” He looked at Daxx. “—can communicate with Tawny—” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Says she’s lonely and needs company.”

“Oh.” Felix stepped back. “I don’t think I’m cut out to cat sit a mountain lion.”

Rafael smiled. “I need someone to go with Fauna to the mountains and see if there are any orphaned animals to bring back.” He frowned. “Something young enough we can raise it to be people-friendly, but that won’t be the size of a horse when it’s grown.”

“I’ll go.” Felix nodded.

Tim looked at him and then his hair. The guy spent thirty minutes each morning to make his two-inch long hair look that way. Not Tim. He pulled his back, tied it behind his head, and was ready to go. “You don’t even like being outside without climate control and a television.”

Felix shrugged. “I could do it.”

Tim turned back to the captain. “Mountains in Interealm or here?”

Rafael looked at Daxx for a second. “Probably best with Interealm. We have a tight control over poachers and hunters here.”

Tim nodded. “Yeah. Less chance of any abandoned cubs and young critters.”

“Critters?” Felix cringed. “Maybe I’ll just stay and help the Warden.” He nodded.

Daxx looked at Tim. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

“Tracking down orphans shouldn’t take more than a day. You just have to find where there are the most predators and locate bloody carcasses.”

Her eyes rounded. “Images I didn’t need.”

Rafael chuckled. “I’ll talk to Ira and get him to round up what you might need.”

Tim nodded. “Okay. When are we going?”

“I think tomorrow.” Rafael glanced at Arius as he approached them. He looked unhappy, and the warden’s being unhappy was never a good thing. 

“Ellis just called. They had a brawl at the new facility.”

“And we missed it.” Daxx’s comment had Tim pressing his lips together so he wouldn’t grin. There was no dancing and music with his Queen. She was all about the action, and most days, he was thankful for that. She looked at him. “My blocker and I are going to go check it out. See if any heads need to be bashed together.”

Arius’ mouth twitched, but he didn’t smile. “All right. You can come with me in case I need a hand.”

Tim wanted to laugh as if the Warden needed assistance with that.

“I’ll stay and keep an eye on the progress here.” Rafael pulled his phone out. “I just want to let Kara know we have Fauna’s escort.” He jerked his chin toward Tim. “She’s going back over later. You should go with her and meet Fauna.”

Tim nodded. He’d heard about the Gemini women. Most of them scared him but in a good, glad-you’re-on-our-side way. He’d seen some of them and wondered which one was Fauna. He also wondered if they chose their names because a few of them were a little too different. Vex, Fade, and Sparx just didn’t seem like a name a sane mother would give their child. Not that any of that mattered. He was going to the mountains. Fresh air and mother nature were better than a vacation. Since being assigned to guard the huntress, he’d been stuck indoors too much. 
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Fauna crawled along in front of the couch and looked underneath it. 

“Moxy M.I.A again?”

She looked over her shoulder and saw Sparx standing there. “Yes. I don’t know what’s going on with her lately.”

Sparx scoffed. “If you don’t, no one does.”

Getting up, Fauna put her hands on her knees and debated whether to go upstairs again or search the kitchen. Last week, she had gotten stuck behind the fridge. 

“Ava took off out to the garage a few minutes ago. Karma called and said there was an issue with Tera’s bike, and they’d need her outside when they got here.” Sparx pointed to the door. “I’m going to go see what happened.”

Fauna bit her bottom lip. “Did she say what kind of problem?”  She understood how urgent it was if something went wrong with your bike. She’d had a fuel issue last year, and it had felt like the machine hopped the last few blocks home. 

“Something about driving where they shouldn’t.” Sparx cocked her head to the side and then grinned and turned to go out to the garage. 

Fauna looked at the stairs. 

“Fauna. The door is open.” Sparx called out.

Fauna sighed and made an about-face. “Silly creature hates it outside but keeps going out there.” She grabbed her jacket off the chair on the way by. 

Fauna ran down the steps into the garage. Ava stood outside the door, watching down the alley. She heard Sparx talking to someone and went toward the door. “Have any of you...”

A large man stepped in front of the open door. He was well over six feet tall because he looked huge to Fauna, and she wasn’t a short person. He had dark hair and a few days of growth on his face, and honestly, if he had an earring and eye patch, he could have been a pirate like in the movies. She stopped and stared. In his arms, she’d barely noticed because those were some large arms, was Moxy. She wasn’t freaking out but sitting there contently, letting him rub the top of her head.

“Are you looking for her? She bolted out of here, got thirty feet, and froze.” He leaned down and rubbed his jaw against her fur. 

Fauna blinked. Moxy hated strangers and, more than that, hissed whenever a man was nearby. “She keeps thinking she wants to come out, but then gets here and changes her mind.”

He smiled at her as he ran his hand down Moxy’s back. There were no rotted pirate teeth for him, she thought. “Maybe it’s a smell she doesn’t like.” He walked toward her. “I had a pup once that wouldn’t come in the house if my mother was cooking anything with potent aromas.”

Fauna glanced at Sparx, who raised an eyebrow. “Flora’s been making incense.” She sighed. “I never thought of that.” She went over to him and looked at the animal. “I’m sorry, girl. I guess I’ve been distracted with everything going on.” She rubbed under Moxy’s chin and then glanced at him. “Thanks for rescuing her.” She scooped the cat into her arms. 

“No problem. I hate to see an animal stressed.” 

Fauna snuggled Moxy against her chest. “Same.”

“Fauna.” Princess Kara smiled at her. “Tim is going to be going to the mountains with you tomorrow to find Tawny a friend.” She smiled. 

Fauna looked at him. “Great.” She said the word, but she didn’t mean it completely. He made her feel—she didn’t know what the word was. “I’m hoping we come across an orphan.”

He nodded. “It’s getting close to the weather changing, so predators will be out in full force before winter hits.” He shrugged. “There’s always a few little ones left behind.”

Fauna nodded. “That wouldn’t...” The sound of two bikes had all of them turning. Tera drove in front, with Karma following. 

Ava walked toward them as they slowed and shook her head. 

Fauna hurried to the stairs and put Moxy in the house. “We’ll talk about this later, missy.” She put her down and closed the door.

The bikes were shut off. Karma was off hers and standing beside Tera’s.

“Where did you guys’ ride?”

“We went to check out that circle of stones place.” Karma put her gloves into her helmet and tucked it under her arm. “Tera got hung up on some branches.”

Tera sat on the bike still, her helmet on the ground beside her. “I didn’t see the hole until I was in it.” She leaned over and looked at the other side of the bike. “Can you fix it?”

Ava was on the ground now. “You gouged your chrome good.” She scoffed. “Your kickstand is mutilated.”

“Yeah. I think that’s what got hung up, but once I got it moving, I wasn’t stopping until I was freed.” 

Sparx went over and picked up her helmet. “You want the stand set up, Ava?”

Ava nodded still had her face to the concrete, looking under the bike. “It’s going to be a special order. Shops don’t stock Guzzi parts, Tera.”

Tera sighed. “I know. I have royalties coming in this month.” 

“Royalties?” Kara looked from her to Sparx.

Sparx came back out of the garage. “Tera writes books about bugs and stuff related to bugs.”

“Oh.”

Ava got up. “I’ll talk to Jim. He’ll give me a discount.” She wiped her hands on her jeans. “But that chrome is a mess.” She turned around and looked at Tim. “Those big arms useful or just for show?”

He gave her a lopsided grin. “What do you need?”

She motioned to the bike. “This lifted so I can get the stand under it, but everything you touch is going to be hot.”

Tim went over and looked closer. “I can lift from the back. Will that help?”

Ava nodded and waved her hand at Tera. “Hop off, let’s get it inside.” She motioned to the garage. “Grab the wheel chock stand, too, Sparx. I’ll put it on the front and just lift the back until I see what has to happen with it.”

Fauna went over and took the other side of the bike to help Tera push it into the garage. “Why were you at the circle place?” She glanced at Ava. “I thought you couldn’t go inside or see it or something.” She didn’t completely understand everything they’d been told when Jeri, Espy, Ava, and Capri had come back from the big meeting there. All she knew was they had their work cut out for them.

“I blame Espy. She came back talking about vibrations and the way it felt there.” Tera shook her head. “We didn’t even reach it before this happened.”

Fauna glanced at Ava as she moved the stand where she needed it. “Did you feel that way when you were there, too?”

Ava snorted. “I felt things.” She scoffed. “And then I met my grandmother and forgot about everything else.”

Kara moved out of the way. “There’s a meeting in a few days to discuss the search grids,” she said, looking at Tim. “Which isn’t going to be fun, I’m sure.”

He nodded. “Like everything else. They had to know we’d figure it out and look, so I expect traps, ambushes, and all the other fun things.” He walked behind the bike.

Ava held up her hand. “That’s good. Let me get this chock on first, and then we’ll deal with the back end.” 

Fauna held her side of the handlebars to help Ava guide it. “Traps?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at Tim.

He shrugged. “There have been some good ones.”

Kara hissed out a breath. “Don’t remind me. The memory of almost drowning in that cave still haunts me.”

Fauna and Tera exchanged glances. Before they started the search, they would have to get a lot more details on what could happen.

“All right, big guy. Give me some lift.” Ava moved around and shoved the stand closer. Fauna stepped out of the way. 

Tim walked up behind it and shoved his hands beneath the rubber of the tire. His fingers went between the spokes, and Fauna held her breath. If he got too close to the brake disc and caliper, he was going to have some burnt fingers. He lifted it like it weighed nothing. Moving just her eyes, she looked at Sparx and then Karma. They looked impressed and amused at the same time. 

Ava cursed under her breath for a minute while she found a good place to put the stand. “Okay. Lower it, but don’t go far. I don’t know how well it’s going to balance there.” Her face was almost under the bike as Tim set it on the stand. “I’m probably going to have to take the shocks and back wheel assembly completely off.” She leaned back from it and straightened up. Putting her hands on the seat, she pushed against it. “Seems solid enough.” She nodded to Tim. “Thanks.”

Tim bobbed his head and stepped back. “Happy to help.”

“So, Tim—” Karma looked him up and down. “You’re one of the guards. I remember seeing you at that meeting.”

He wiped his hands together and nodded. “I am the Huntress’ guard.”

Kara looked at Karma. “Daxx.”

“The Huntress?” Karma looked amused. “Is that her title?”

“Oh, no.” Kara shook her head. “Her title is queen, but we’re afraid she’ll stab one of us if we call her that.”

Tim grinned but did not comment.

Karma gave Fauna a big grin. “You’re going to the mountains with Fauna to find an orphan animal?”

Fauna watched him nod. “Yes. Tawny needs a friend.” 

“It’s either that or we build her a really, really big cage, and I don’t want to do that.” Kara sighed. 

“Right.” Karma looked at Tim again and then at Fauna. “And you’re okay going into the wilderness with him?”

Tim’s brows creased. 

Fauna nodded. “Sure. If anything chases us, he’s a really big target, so I can escape while he distracts them.”

Tim gave her a shocked look. “If anything is chasing us, we got too close to somewhere we shouldn’t be.”

Fauna smiled and looked back at Karma. “He seems to understand nature, so yes, I’m okay going into the wilderness with him.”

Tera looked from one to the other. “That’s...”

Fauna shook her head. “No, we will not have time for bug hunting.”

Tera exhaled. “Fine. But I’m sending you some pictures, and if you see any of them, you bring them back to me.”

Tim looked confused. “You want us to bring you back bugs?”

Tera nodded. “Alive, preferably. There are a few species of beetle I’m looking for.”

Tim scrunched up his nose. “I don’t know anything about bug collecting. I just know how to avoid them.”

Fauna laughed. “Careful, or she’s going to take you on her next bug trip.”

Ava brought over a small toolbox and got down on the floor and looked under the bike. 

Tim shrugged. “I’m always up for learning something new.”

Kara snorted. “You need to talk to the royal brothers; all we’ve heard lately is that might be dangerous.”

Tim opened his mouth and then closed it and shrugged. “You ladies do get yourselves into some interesting situations.”

Kara scoffed and pulled out her phone.

“What did you do before you were a queen’s guard?” Sparx asked him as she handed Ava a tool. 

“I guarded a door that only the royals or their guards could use.”

Sparx cringed. “No wonder the guy is up for bug-hunting lessons.” She laughed. 

“We need to get back.” Kara looked at Tim. “Paisley found some places on those videos.”

Ava paused and looked at them. “Places?”

Kara nodded. “Places Arwan and company were watching.”

“In this realm?” Kara nodded. Ava looked at Sparx and then back to her. “Give us a shout if you need help.”

“Thanks, we will.”  Kara waited for Tim to come over closer. He placed his hand on her shoulder, and then they disappeared.

“Anyone think that looks cool to do?”

Ava looked over at Sparx. “It’s all right.”

Sparx rolled her eyes. “Some of us mere mortals haven’t had the adventures you have,” she said, shaking her head, and went up the stairs. 

“You sure you’re good going in the mountains with him?” Karma was serious this time.

Fauna looked to where Tim and the princess had been before they vanished. “He’s the size of a bear, and the royal family trusts him with one of their queens.” She looked back at Karma. “If I can’t trust him, then I don’t know who else I could.” She shrugged. “Besides, he understands about nature. Not many do now. They watch YouTube and think they know it all, but it’s a...”

Karma held up her hand. “I know. You have to be there and feel it to get it.” She grinned. “I’m going to go be in the kitchen and deal with these hunger pains I’m feeling.” She saluted her and went into the house.

“Firo says the Alterealm royal guards are some of the most loyal men he’s ever met,” Ava said quietly. “And—” She raised onto her knees so she could look right at Fauna. “—if you have issues, you’ll have one of those porter things to vanish in a second.”

Fauna nodded. “I might use it just to see how that works.”

Ava grinned. “Don’t tell Em. She’s still worried about molecular something-er-other.”

Tera laughed and then suddenly stopped. “Guys, do you think the other realms have bugs unique to their realm only?”

Ava moaned. “No, we are not going on any bug-finding trips to other realms.” She motioned to the bike. “Right now, I have to figure out how broken your ride is.”

The excitement on Tera’s face faded. 

“I’m going to go dig out my hiking clothes.” She turned to go up the stairs. “Let me know if you need help with funds until your royalties come in. I could grab some shifts at the animal shelter.”

Ava’s head popped up. “Capri says no shifts anywhere for any of us unless we can take someone with us.”

Fauna sighed. “Right. No going anywhere alone.” She hissed out a breath. This trip was going to help with the stress that her mind had created with all the things that could go wrong with this born to save the planet stuff. She turned and ran up the steps. Not planet, she thought as she went into the house. Realms. Six of them. She shook her head. The mountains and simplicity were sounding better and better with the more she thought about it. 
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Chapter 4
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Tim put on the new porter and handed the old one to Sith. “Just set it in my room,” he said.

Sith nodded and put it in his pocket. “I have to go over and see Vex, so I’ll tag along and then take it there when I get back.”

Kara handed him a smaller porter. “This is for Fauna. It takes her to their building.”

He put it in his pocket. “All our gear is there?”

She nodded. “Leone and Rafael are over there now. They took over two ATVs so you can go up to the cabin they used to go to.”

Tim nodded and went over, picking up his sword and tucking it into the case. Inside were a few extra blades because you never knew when you would need them.

“Oh, good you haven’t left.” Crissy came racing into the landing room. She slid to a stop and held up a backpack. “You have to take this with you.”

Tim took it and glanced at Kara. 

“What’s in it, Criss?” Kara didn’t seem phased by her sisters-in-law’s fast entrance.

“Food.” Crissy nodded. “Water. There’s water, too.” She looked at Tim, and he always wanted to hunch down to be closer to her level. “Take it with you everywhere.” She nodded.

Tim exchanged glances with Sith. If there was one thing they knew without a doubt, it was that when the little seer said something, you listened.

“Is something going to happen, Criss?”

Crissy was digging in her backpack. “Always. There is always something happening.” She jerked her head up. “Even when there isn’t, there is because doing nothing is still something, right?” She nodded and looked very happy with her answer.

“So, they just need to take food because?”

Crissy scoffed. “Everyone eats,” she said, looking up at him. “You eat, don’t you?”

Tim nodded but still had a heavy feeling in his gut,

“I have to go.” Crissy raced out of the room.

All three of them looked at the doorway for a moment.

“Food is good.” Kara shrugged. “I doubt the guys took much. They were more interested in getting the ATVs...”

Rafael and Leone appeared on the other side of the room. Leone’s face and whole body were covered in mud.

Rafael grinned like he used to when he was a boy, when he had done something he probably shouldn’t have.

“What happened?” Kara started over and then stopped and looked her mate up and down. Only his boots were covered in mud.

“Well—” Rafael looked at Leone. “We now understand why Victor and Quint always told us that porting while in motion can get messy.” He started laughing. “He—” He pointed to Leone. “He gunned the ATV as we ported and came out on the other side on the top of a knoll and went flying down it into a half-dried-up pond.” Rafael laughed and bent over, holding his stomach.

“Shut up.” Leone wiped at his face. “You said you were going to do it too.”

Rafael laughed harder. “I know. I lied.” Shaking his head, he looked at Tim and cleared his throat. “The gear and ATVs are at the base of the mountain. The trail looked pretty rough, but if you head straight up, you’ll see the cabin in a little clearing after about ten minutes.” He glanced at Leone and chuckled. “I’ve seen Fauna on her bike, so you won’t have to wait for her on the ATV.”

Tim nodded.  He would have liked to see Prince Leone’s descent into that pond. The first thing they told you when you started porting was to be stationary.

“Criss came running in, gave Tim a pack of food, and told him to take it with him everywhere.” Kara glanced at Leone and shook her head.

“Oh? Did she say why?” Rafael wiped a small spot of mud off his leg and grinned at his brother.

“Not in any way we understood.” Kara shrugged.

Rafael turned back to Tim. “Keep the food with you, I guess.”

“I will.” He looked at Sith. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Keep in touch,” Kara said. “And nothing huge.”

Tim smiled. “We’ll see what we find.”

She opened her mouth and then closed it and nodded. 

Tim watched the captain give her a look. If he understood the dynamic between them, he was telling her no, and she hadn’t even spoken.

“Let’s go.” Sith motioned to the bag with his weapons in it. “I want to be here in case my queen comes back.”

“I’m surprised Chase has stayed away this long.” Rafael shrugged. 

“Alona’s health is more important than playing in the mud.” She looked at Leone. “Are you going to go get washed?”

He looked down. “I’m trying to figure out how to port to our room without making a mess.”

Rafael laughed. “That ship has sailed, brother. Beth is going to smack you no matter what you do.”

Leone sighed. “Yeah.” He disappeared.

Tim put his hand on Sith’s shoulder and nodded. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 5
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Fauna opened her eyes, and she was at the bottom of a mountain. She looked around. It was all trees and nature, with not a single building in sight.

“I guess I’ll take the muddy one.”

She turned around and looked to see him standing beside one of the ATVs. One of them looked like it had been dipped in mud.

He glanced to their left. “Prince Leone went down the hill by mistake and landed in a pond.”

Fauna looked at the amount of mud and then in the direction he was looking. “Are we going that way?” She was just a little bit excited about driving one of those. With four wheels, she wouldn’t even have to think about balance or turning. It was going to be fun. “Where’s the cabin?”

He turned around and looked up the incline. “Up there. The prince said it was about a ten-minute ride through the trees.”

Fauna looked in the direction he pointed. “What’s the plan? Go up, park these, and go wander around.”

He shrugged. “More or less.” He pointed to the ATV beside her. “I’m sure I don’t have to explain how to drive that.”

She smiled. “I’m sure I’ll manage.”

He wiped the rack off on the back and then secured his bags.

Fauna put on her backpack and climbed on. There was no helmet, but that was fine with her. “Straight up?” She glanced at him. He was eying the machine as he climbed on, probably trying not to sit in the muddiest part.

“That’s what he said.”

She smiled. “Okay. I’ll see you up there.”

~
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When Tim finally caught up to her, they were close to the top. He glanced left and spotted what he thought was a building. If she didn’t accelerate, he might catch her. The captain wasn’t kidding when he said worrying about her on that machine wouldn’t be an issue. If anything, he had to slow down a few times, or he would have hit a tree or two watching the way she maneuvered it.

He accelerated and dodged a tree. She glanced back, and he pointed, then almost lost control of the machine again. Slowing, he watched her turn and head in the direction he’d pointed. For a while, he wondered about riding on one of the Gemini’s bikes, but now he decided that was something he didn’t need to experience after all, at least not with any of them watching him. 

She definitely had the advantage and knew exactly how to use her body weight to get the machine to turn fast. He was afraid his size was going to tip it right over. Now, he didn’t find it as amusing that Prince Leone had landed in the pond. Tim was just as big as he was and doubted he’d have managed to avoid it, either.

When he got to the cabin, she was already off the ATV and opening the door. Panic hit him. She was just like the princesses and queens. They would do that too, just open a door and not think of what could be on the other side. Turning it off, he quickly grabbed his bag with his sword and had it out of the bag by the time he reached the door. 

“You brought a sword?” 

He stepped inside and looked at her on the other side of the small space. “Yes. Always.”

She gave him a strange look. “Well, unless you need to defend us from a few spiders, I think you can put that away.”

He held it beside his leg and looked around. There were two cots, a wood stove that he doubted should have been lit after years of sitting, a table, two chairs, and a cupboard.

“What did they use this for?”

He almost said hunting and then shrugged. “To get away. Life as a royal can be taxing.”

She scoffed. “Oh, I’m sure.”

He supposed to most the image of royal life was much different, but he knew how his royals were, and they worked more than anyone he knew. There was no sitting in gilded chairs getting plump for them. “Having so many brothers is hard, I imagine.”

“Do you have brothers?” She opened the cupboard and then closed it. 

“I did. I had one.”

“Had?”

He nodded. “He died a long time ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

Tim
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