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Dedication


For my children, who spent a lot of time helping me look for fairies, elves and trolls when they were younger. Hope you had as much fun as I did.






A Debt Owed Description


Melody’s mum made a bargain with the Fae twenty years ago, but she’s the one who ends up paying for it. Somehow she has to survive nearly a year in the realms of the Fae, until her eighteenth birthday, without getting more entangled in their world and unable to ever leave it. The Fae can be vindictive, manipulative and retaliate at the smallest slight, often using your greatest fears against you. Melody needs to make sure they never learn how terrified she is of spiders, particularly when helping a Fae knight brings her to the attention of his enemies, the arachnid people. 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.






A Debt Owed Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Aderyn (ad-ur-en)
Brynn (brin)
Carden (car-den)
Dione (dee-own)
Elon (ee-lon)
Eolande (yoh-lahn-duh)
Fileas (fill-ee-as)
Pirro (peer-o)
Rhodri (rod-dree)
Seren (sair-wren)




A Debt Owed: Chapter One


Melody Atwood stubbed her toe on the kitchen bench, reaching for the tap to fill the glass she’d taken from the draining rack. There was no way she was going to turn the light on. It’d only wake her up and it had been hard enough to fall asleep in this heat, without making it any more difficult to return to sleep. It had been the worst time of all for the air conditioner to die. Brisbane in January without an air con wasn’t fun. At least tomorrow she’d be going to her dad’s place for the week. Hopefully the air con would be fixed before she came back to her mum’s in time to start year twelve. It didn’t seem possible that this was her last year of high school. 
Finished her drink, she sat the glass beside the sink and lifted her damp hair from the back of her neck, yawning. The house hadn’t been designed to survive summers without air-conditioning. With another yawn, she let go of her hair and headed towards the hallway.
Reaching it, Melody squinted her eyes against the soft glow of the nightlight that had been in the hallway for as long as she could remember. She wiped her damp hands against the oversized cotton t-shirt she wore to bed, reaching for the wall again as she stumbled in her half awake state. A couple more steps and she reached her bedroom. She froze, all traces of sleep vanishing.
A backwards step made her feel no better. Her heart raced, her eyes wide as she stared at the huntsman spider on her floor. Its eight hairy legs appeared ten times their actual size and she opened her mouth to call for her mum. Only a squeak escaped. She backed up more, hitting the hallway wall behind her. Inching along the hallway, the wall against her back, Melody was unable to take her gaze from the spider. It was nearly as big as a side plate.
She sent a glance towards the closed door of her mum’s study at the end of the hall, light shining under the gap. Her gaze was drawn back to the spider who still hadn’t moved. Did she have time to get her mum and return before the spider scuttled away? She’d never sleep if it disappeared somewhere in her room. But she couldn’t spend the entire night pressed up against the wall in the hallway. Her dad wouldn’t be impressed if she wasn’t ready when he arrived to pick her up at eight.
She blinked, hating the need that forced her to take her gaze off the creature for even a second. How was she going to cross the entire hallway to her mum’s study if she couldn’t even stand to take her gaze off the spider long enough to blink?
It was the city for crying out loud. The middle of Brisbane. You’d think spiders would be smaller here. Huntsman spiders belonged in the country. Not in the middle of the city.
Melody sighed. Who was she kidding? She’d still be frozen against the wall even if it was a daddy long legs spider. The huntsman chose that moment to scuttle towards her and, with a shriek, Melody dashed along the hall. She flung open the study door and slammed it shut behind her. Breathing hard, she tried to find the power of speech. She gestured to the closed door as her mum turned in her office chair to face her, the glow of the computer screen and a desk lamp the only light in the dimly lit room.
“Mum, there’s a-” Speech deserted her again when her gaze was drawn by movement from across the room.
A man rose to his feet from the armchair that was pushed between two towering and cluttered bookcases. He was several inches over six foot and almost painfully thin, his body all wiry muscle. He stalked towards Melody, his gaze raking over her, a vivid blue in his extremely pale skin, his long hair fair enough to be almost white. A slim hand reached out and tilted her head back with a gentle pressure on her chin. He smiled. “Where have you been keeping this delightful creature?”
The expression on his face caused Melody to take a hasty step backwards. The timber door prevented further retreat. If it wasn’t for the spider, she would have opened the door and left her mum to her unsettling visitor. He seemed strangely dressed, almost old fashioned with his tall leather boots, fitted trousers, brocade vest and a leather pouch on his belt.
The man twined a lock of her long hair around his fingers. “Lovely. Not as fair as your mother’s hair, but this golden colour has a beauty all of its own.” When Melody dragged the strands from him he smiled, capturing her chin between his fingers. “Not as fine a face as those of our race, but your eyes remind me of a forest. A blend of shadowy greens. You’d make a lovely addition to the court.”
Again Melody pulled from his grip. Who did he think he was?
Sherry rose to her feet, walking towards her daughter. “Excuse me a moment and then we can return to our business.” She reached for the door handle.
“I believe we have other business to deal with now.”
Melody wished the man would stop looking at her. It was making her extremely uncomfortable. Like she was some sort of exhibition in a freak show.
Sherry let her arm fall back to her side as she slowly turned to face the man. “What business?”
“A debt owed.”
Sherry shook her head. “You can’t be serious. I was too young to understand exactly what I was agreeing to. And grieving. My mother had just died.”
Melody struggled to figure out what was going on. Her mum had known this man twenty years ago? Her grandmother had died three years before she’d been born. Why had she never met him? He would have been a toddler twenty years ago. Or a young child. What sort of deal would her mum have made with a kid?
“You’re obligated to give me what I ask for.”
Sherry continued to shake her head. “No, Elon. Please. Don’t do this to me. Ask for something else.”
Elon laughed. “You said anything. Haven’t I kept my end of the bargain? Aren’t you famous? Don’t your tales of the Fae sell to millions? Didn’t I help prevent you from being a one hit wonder?”
“Please. You can’t have her.”
“Mum?” Melody looked uncertainly between the two, wondering if it wouldn’t be better to face the huntsman after all. “What’s going on?” Surely Elon couldn’t have had anything to do with her mum’s books. At the most he was in his mid twenties.
Sherry continued to stare at Elon. “Go to your room, Melody.”
Elon shook his head. “Do you really want to do that? I can destroy what I’ve given you and still end up with her. Don’t fight me on this and no harm will come to her from me.”
“Mum?” This time the word was a whisper. Surely her mum wouldn’t make her go with Elon. This was crazy.
“Will you protect her from all others?”
Melody stared at the back of her mum. Had she heard right? She stepped to the side so she could see her mum’s expression. It didn’t help. She had no idea what her mum was thinking.
“You have nothing else to bargain with.”
“I’ll give you anything. Whatever you want, it’s yours.”
Elon chuckled. “Didn’t we have this exact conversation twenty years ago? Although you sound more desperate now than you did back then. The toast of the literary world, at nineteen, with your bestseller. Yet not even the glimmer of a story three years later when I met you. You made your bargain back then, now you must abide by it.”
Melody didn’t want to hear another word. She reached for the door handle and tried to open it enough to slip through. Her mum was in the way. Even when she pressed the door against her mum’s back, she didn’t move.
“Don’t even think about it.”
The tone in Elon’s voice had Melody looking over her shoulder at him. A shiver went through her at his piercing gaze. She wanted to argue with him, but fear had her remaining silent. Her mum couldn’t let her go with Elon. Her mum hadn’t let her attend a party this week because there hadn’t been adult supervision. She’d turned seventeen at the start of last month and didn’t need a babysitter. Especially not at a party.
Sherry put an arm around Melody and drew her close. “She’s not a piece of property to give away at will.”
“She’s a child and as such belongs to you according to our laws. Don’t fight me on this, Sherry. You won’t like what happens.”
“Do you think I’ll like this any better?” Sherry’s arm tightened around Melody.
At any other time, Melody would have pulled away. At five foot six she was as tall as her mum, but right this moment she wished she was short enough to hide behind her.
“Let go of the child and give her to me. You’re starting to bore me and I did tell you if that was to ever happen there’d be no more stories. Including not finishing the one we’ve been working on tonight.”
“Give me the terms. There must be some way she can end this bargain. In less than a year she’ll be considered an adult. Does that mean she can leave once she turns eighteen?”
Elon laughed. “Do you honestly believe she could last nearly an entire year in my world without becoming indebted to someone else? She is human.”
The way he spoke the word human had Melody wanting to ask him that if he thought so little of humans, why would he want her to go with him? None of this made sense. For the smallest moment she wondered if she was having a nightmare, but her dreams were never this real. And her nightmares never contained spiders the size of the one that had been in her room. They were always as large as her.
“If she makes it to her eighteenth birthday, when I celebrate it in this world, she’s free of all obligations to you,” Sherry said.
“This could be entertaining.” Elon nodded thoughtfully. “I won’t return her though. She’ll have to find her own way back. Nor will I offer her any advice or protect her from others.”
“But you won’t harm her.”
“I’ve already agreed to that. Do we have a bargain?”
“Yes. Give me half an hour to pack her things and say goodbye.”
The scent of old rainforests filled the room, going as quickly as it came. “You can have half that time.” Elon looked from one to the other. “Do not keep me waiting.” He strode back to the armchair and dropped in it.
Melody stared at him. Her mum was going to make her leave with a stranger? Before she could protest, Sherry was drawing her from the room, closing the door behind them.
“We don’t have much time,” Sherry whispered.
Melody started to argue, stopping when she saw the spider in the hallway across from her door. She pointed towards it. “Mum, I can’t-”
Sherry clamped a hand over her mouth. “Don’t say it. Whatever you do, never let them know.” She dragged Melody towards her room, pushing her through the doorway.
Melody stumbled as she tried to keep an eye on the spider and at the same time pull away from her mum. “What’s going on?”
“They’re all true. Every single book I’ve ever written, other than the first.”
“But they’re stories. About made up people.” Melody eyed her mum. “Are you okay? Should I ring someone for you?”
“We don’t have much time. You have to go with Elon. We don’t have a choice. He’d take you anyway, but this way you have a chance of eventually returning home.” As she spoke, Sherry grabbed a medium sized cloth backpack and started shoving clothes in it. “You have to remember everything I’ve ever written about the Fae. Your life could depend on it.”
“I’m not going with him.” There was no way her mum could make her. Besides, she could always move in with her dad.
Sherry shoved the backpack at Melody. She slipped off the gold charm bracelet she wore and held it out. “They love gold so each one of these charms will be valuable to them. Don’t put yourself in anyone’s debt. Go on, take it.”




A Debt Owed: Chapter Two


Melody stared at the twenty-two charms attached to the links of the bracelet. Her mum never took it off. The charms had been a gift from her own mother, every birthday until she’d died. Everything all became frighteningly real. “There’s an Elon in your books.” 
Sherry nodded.
“You can’t make me go with him. If everything in your books is real, you can’t make me go with him. I won’t survive.” Her voice broke on the last word.
Sherry slipped the bracelet over Melody’s wrist and wrapped her arms around her. “I’m sorry. I was young and desperate. Don’t you do anything so stupid. I didn’t know what they were like, but you do. You’ve read all my books. Several times.”
“I can’t go.” She’d rather face a room full of spiders. Well, maybe not quite that many.
“Get dressed. Quickly. We need to pack some food for you to take. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” Sherry let her go and strode across the room to fling the door open before striding down the hallway.
Melody grabbed jeans and a t-shirt, pulling them on before slipping her feet into a pair of sneakers. She crept towards her doorway, looking for the spider. It was gone. She ran after her mum, not wanting to be left alone in an area where a spider was hiding. “Did you hear me before? I can’t go.”
Sherry had turned on the kitchen light and was rummaging in the pantry. “Bring your backpack over here.”
“Mum.” She moved to stand beside her mum and watched as food was jammed inside the bag. Crackers, trail mix, chocolate bars, a packet of sweet biscuits, muesli bars, dried fruit, three tins of spaghetti and two one-litre bottles of water. The bag looked lumpy and strained at the seams.
“I’m sorry I don’t have more to give you. I know it won’t last long, but whatever you do, don’t eat their food without taking the right precautions.”
“Are you listening to me, Mum? I can’t go with him.”
“You don’t have a choice. We don’t have a choice. This way you have a chance of surviving and getting away. Fight him on it and he might never let you go. The Fae like a challenge.” She reached out to rest a hand against Melody’s cheek. “I didn’t want this part of my life to ever touch yours. I did everything possible to keep you from meeting Elon. You should have been asleep. It’s well after midnight and you’ve got an early morning. I’d thought it was safe to call him so we could continue to work on our latest story.”
“It was too hot. I got up for a drink. And then there was a spider-”
Sherry covered her mouth again, glancing over her shoulder. “No, don’t even speak of them. Never, ever show the Fae any fear. They’ll use it against you. Never give them an advantage.”
She drew away from her mum, alternating between accepting it was real and not believing a single word. “What about dad? What are you going to tell him?”
“I have no idea. He’ll probably call the police.” Sherry took her hand. “Come on. Before Elon comes looking for us.”
She wanted to argue, but let her mum lead her back to the study, her mind full of the stories she’d grown up on. If even half of them were real, she didn’t stand a chance. She even forgot the spider that had disappeared until they stepped into the study. A glance around showed it wasn’t in here. At least not anywhere she could see.
Elon rose to his feet. “Are you ready now?”
“Yes,” Sherry said.
At the same time, Melody shook her head.
“Didn’t your mother explain? You have no choice in this,” Elon said. “The bargain has been made.”
“No, I mean yes, she did explain, but that’s not what this is about.” Still clutching the bulging backpack, she strode to the desk. “I have to leave my dad a note. Well, actually both my parents.”
“Why would you need to leave your mother a note when she’s standing right here?” Elon asked.
Melody didn’t bother to explain. Instead she wrote a note to her parents telling them that going to year twelve was a waste of time when she didn’t even know what she wanted to do with her life, other than travel. She didn’t need to finish school to do that. She’d be in touch down the track. Behind her she heard her mum start to cry and she rose to her feet to wrap an arm around her. “I couldn’t let him blame you or call the police.”
“You believe me?”
How could she not? Her mum had given her the only possession she still had from her childhood. She drew back, staring at her mum’s tearstained face. “Yes.” The only other time she’d seen her mum cry was when she’d spoken of returning home twenty years ago to find smoke and flames billowing from her family home, as firemen tried to put it out. She hadn’t realised straight away that her mother had died in the fire, not until one of the neighbours had broken the news to her. “I’ll see you on the seventh of December.”
“Their time doesn’t run the same as ours.”
“I know.”
Elon stepped forward and grabbed Melody’s arm. “This is all very touching, but also extremely tedious.” He looked towards Sherry. “Don’t bother calling me to finish the story until after this bargain has ended.” He turned to Melody. “Time to go.” He drew a crumpled leaf from his pocket and tossed it on the ground. Still holding onto her arm, he stepped forward onto the leaf, drawing her with him.
The world shimmered around her, reforming to become a forest clearing, a white horse tethered nearby. It was early morning and as much as Melody wanted to draw away from Elon, she was worried he might leave her here in the middle of nowhere. Other than trees, shrubs and the horse, there was nothing else in sight.
Elon strode towards the horse, pulling her with him. “Can you ride?”
She shook her head.
Elon smiled. “This is going to be fascinating. I give you a week before you’re so caught in my world you’ll never have a chance to return to your own.”
“What has riding got to do with anything?”
“That’s the main form of transport here.”
She wanted to disagree with him. Not being able to ride wouldn’t stop her from surviving. She’d walk if necessary. Instead of arguing, she thought of her mum’s stories. She had to be smart if she wanted to return home. “What do you bet that I’ll last more than a week?”
“You have nothing to bet in return.”
She raised her arm so the charms dangled from the bracelet. “One of these. What do you offer in return?”
Elon’s gaze remained on her arm for a moment before he met hers. “What did you want?”
“Riding lessons. I want to learn how to ride.”
He laughed, throwing his head back. When he eventually stopped, he stared at her, a smile remaining. “Seven days of my time.”
She nodded, taking the hand he offered her, smelling the scent of old rainforests again. She could do this. There was no way that she wanted to spend the rest of her life here. The Fae didn’t think very much of humans. Remembering her first thought had been that she wouldn’t survive, the second that she didn’t stand a chance, she pushed those thoughts from her. Somehow she had to figure it out so she did. If Elon thought it was important for her to be able to ride, then she needed to learn. When he let go of her hand and stared at her, she remained silent, worried she’d say something that would get her caught up in this world and unable to leave it.
Eventually Elon turned away and gathered the reins of the horse, swinging into the saddle. He held out a hand to her and when she took it, seated her behind him. Still clutching her backpack, she held onto Elon as he rode through the forest.
She hoped he knew where he was going because everything looked the same to her. When they came out of the forest to see open meadows leading towards a castle, set in landscaped gardens, she guessed he must have known the way. As much as she wanted to ask him more about the castle, she didn’t dare say a word. Her mum’s stories were full of humans, and even Fae, tricked into making promises they’d rather not keep. When Elon helped her dismount at the front of the castle, she fleetingly wondered if her mum would write this into a story. She guessed that would only be possible if she escaped.
Elon handed the reins of his horse to a human, who came forward with gaze lowered. “Put him in the stable.” He barely spared Melody a glance. “Don’t get lost.” He strode towards the open castle doors and inside.
Melody struggled to keep up. The last thing she wanted to do was get lost. The only person she could trust not to harm her was Elon, but there was no one she could trust to protect her. Somehow she’d have to manage that on her own. It was a struggle to keep up with Elon’s long stride. She barely had time to take notice of her surroundings.
They passed other tall, slim, pale skinned people, some with their hair drawn back from their faces so she could see the slight point to the tips of their ears. There were humans amongst them. Mostly servants, some dressed up and treated like ornaments, one even on a leash held by an elaborately dressed woman. They travelled down corridors, twisting and turning through the building until they stepped into a crowded room.
Melody heard snippets of conversations as they made their way through the well-dressed crowd. “What can you expect? His mother was dark Fae.” A man nodded knowingly. They moved on before Melody could find out who they were speaking about. The next full sentence she heard was, “He won’t last much longer. It’s been three days already.” A man replied, “He should have known better than to mess with the arachnid people.”
The word arachnid made her shudder and she looked over her shoulder at the two men who were speaking, wondering if they spoke of the same person as the last couple. When she looked forward again, it was in time to reach the front of the crowd. She came to a stumbling stop, her gaze drawn to the woman talking to the crowned man sitting on a throne, an empty one to the right of him. The woman reminded her of a centaur. Where a centaur had the lower half of a horse, the woman was part arachnid. Her eight hairy legs were topped by the upper body of a woman with dusky coloured skin, thick black hair piled atop her head, and a bodice that looked like it was made from spider’s web.
If the sight of the woman hadn’t frozen her to the spot, Melody would have run from the throne room. As it was, she couldn’t take her gaze from the woman and it took several minutes for the angry words she yelled at the king, to make sense.
“Enough, Dione.” The king rose to his feet.
Melody struggled to think of his name. Why hadn’t her mum written about the spider woman? If she had, there was no way she’d have entered the castle.
“I want him. He killed one of mine. I deserve to have him.” Dione pointed to the left of the throne.
Melody glanced in that direction, then looked again. A young man stood in the corner, unable to leave it because of the chain on his leg. He looked to be shorter than Elon, about six foot, and had long dark hair and a more muscular build. He was still fairly slim, but not to the point that Elon and the rest of the fair haired Fae were. His arms were crossed over his bare chest and he wore only fitted trousers, his feet also bare. His expression was neutral, but he couldn’t keep the anger from his brown eyes. A sheathed sword lay on the floor out of his reach.
“Brynn tells a different story,” the king said.
“He lies,” Dione snarled.
The king walked closer to Brynn, stopping near the sword. “Do you lie? Did you kill Dione’s man for sport?”
“He attacked a human in the forest,” Brynn said.
“The human came onto my lands.” Dione pointed at Brynn. “You lie. You killed my knight for sport.” She turned to the king. “I demand him for my own. His life in payment for the one he stole.”
A tall woman joined them. A jewelled crown nestled in her long fair hair that was piled upon her head to show her pointed ears. She took a sip from the goblet she held and smiled at Dione. “You aren’t still harping over this matter, are you? He’s being punished for taking up arms against your knight. Surely you can lay the matter to rest now.”
Seeing the two rulers together, Melody remembered their names. Queen Eolande and King Rhodri. But she’d never heard of Brynn. How many others hadn’t her mum written about? Was that her choice or had it been because Elon hadn’t mentioned them? She’d thought she’d have an advantage from all she’d read. She was beginning to think she didn’t. That there was far too much she didn’t know about the Fae.
“Wouldn’t you avenge the death of one of your knights?” Dione demanded.
Eolande moved closer to Brynn. “Do you feel punished?”
“I’ve done nothing wrong, Your Majesty,” Brynn said.
“Are you trying to tell me you’re happy with being left chained without food or drink?” Eolande moved even closer, stopping so that the toes of her shoes almost touched the sword.
“No, Your Majesty.”
“Are you saying you would like a drink?” She held out her goblet. “Are you thirsty, Brynn?”
He didn’t speak, only held Eolande’s gaze.
She laughed. “Maybe you’ll stay out of what doesn’t concern you in the future.” She placed her goblet on the floor, near the sword. “Humans aren’t worth your trouble.” She turned away from him and stepped close to Rhodri, holding out her hand. “Ride with me this morning?”
Rhodri took her hand, walking with her from the throne room. The Fae followed, including Dione. Melody stared after them, unable to bring herself to follow as she watched Dione walk from the room, the movement of the eight legs sending a shiver through her.




A Debt Owed: Chapter Three


By the time Melody could bring herself to move, the throne room was nearly empty. There was a handful of Fae standing around in clusters gossiping, a couple of humans and Brynn. Her gaze was drawn to him chained in the corner. He now sat down, his back against the wall, and as if he could feel her gaze on him, he looked in her direction. 
“I wouldn’t if I was you.”
She turned to see who’d spoken to her, finding a human at her shoulder. He was only a little taller than her, had a scattering of freckles, sandy brown hair and dark blue eyes. “Wouldn’t what?”
“Whatever you were planning. Don’t feel sympathy for him. He killed one of Dione’s knights. If you help him, you won’t end up chained next to him. You’ll be dead. They’ve got no reason to keep a human alive.”
“I hadn’t planned to do anything.” She’d been too busy trying to get past the idea of a spider as large as Dione.
“I’m Noah.” He held up a violin. “A violinist. What had them inviting you here?”
“I’m Melody.” She certainly wasn’t going to explain how she’d been forced to repay her mum’s debt.
Noah laughed. “Really?”
It took her a second to realise he was talking about her name. She nodded. “Yeah.”
“That’s cool. Can you sing?”
She shook her head.
“Can you ride?” He gestured in the direction the Fae had taken.
Again she shook her head.
“Pity. No one will teach me. You’ve got to stay close to the king and queen. That’s where everything is happening. If you gain their notice and keep it, no one will bother you. Unless of course the king and queen notices you for the wrong reasons.” He glanced towards Brynn.
Remembering Noah’s earlier question, Melody asked, “What had them inviting you here?”
“Someone heard me playing at a concert and asked me if I wanted to play for the Queen of the light Fae. I thought she was joking at first, but when she showed me, I knew this is where I belonged. The Fae worship beauty in all its forms.” Again he glanced towards Brynn. “But they’re also vindictive, so be careful. You don’t want to do anything to anger them.”
“Thanks.” She’d already known a lot of what he’d said, but it was nice to hear it from someone else. Although she would have preferred to learn that all the stories Elon had told her mum had been lies. “What do you do here?”
“Play my music for the queen.”
She felt like rolling her eyes. That much had been obvious. “What else?” There had to be something to do around here other than follow the Fae around. She noticed most of them had left while they’d been talking. There were only two by the door, speaking softly. And Brynn, who was unable to leave.
Noah shrugged. “Join the feasts they have every night.”
That was the last thing she wanted to do. The less time she spent with the Fae the safer she’d be. It was going to be a very long time until she was free of the Fae if there was nothing for her to do. She’d worked it out on the ride here. Three-hundred and twenty-three days. She’d be lucky to make it past a week. Even though time didn’t pass that quickly here compared to the human world, it was going to feel like forever.
Noah gestured towards the doorway. “I’m going to have a sleep. They don’t need as much sleep as we do. You should do the same.”
She watched him leave, the other two slipping through the doorway behind him. A look around the throne room showed it was only her and Brynn. She saw he was watching her. She didn’t know if that was still or again, but guessed it didn’t really matter. Turning her back on him, she strode to the doorway and stood there looking at the corridor that stretched out before her. She had no idea what to do or where to go. If she left the throne room she might never be able to find her way back. And asking wasn’t a good idea. She didn’t want to risk owing anything to anyone else. Not even for a simple favour. Besides, she didn’t want to lose the bet over something so minor.
Turning to face the nearly empty throne room, she again saw Brynn was watching her. Why? Did he want something? Her gaze was drawn to the goblet left by the sword, just out of his reach. Did she dare push it towards him? She thought of all she’d heard. It had sounded like he’d tried to help a human against one of Dione’s people. A shudder ran through her at the thought of the arachnid woman. And she’d thought a huntsman spider in her room had been terrifying. Dione was far worse.
She took half a step forward. They were still alone. Several large windows along the walls to her left and right let light into the throne room, but none of them lit up the wall behind the thrones clearly. Slowly crossing the room, she kept glancing around. No one came in and she finally reached the goblet. There was no way she could let him go thirsty regardless of what he’d done. She didn’t know what she could do about his hunger. The food in her backpack wouldn’t last her three-hundred and twenty-three days. Even taking into account less days would pass in the realms of the Fae compared to the human world.
Keeping an eye on Brynn, she crouched and slid the goblet forward, hoping it was close enough for him to reach it. She stared at him a moment longer, sighing softly when she found herself taking one of the muesli bars from her backpack and placing it beside the goblet. Rising to her feet, she took a step away from him.
He remained against the wall. She turned and started to walk away. Not sure what she could do and not willing to leave the throne room, she headed for one of the windows on the far side of the room. The sound of the chain moving stopped her and she turned to face Brynn.
He stood by the goblet, the muesli bar in his hands as he eyed the packet he’d opened. He raised it to his nose and breathed in deeply. Lowering the packet, he stared at her again. “Don’t trust Noah.”
“Why?”
He stared at her a moment longer before he spoke. “I’m not sure what you’re asking. Why I’ve told you or why you shouldn’t trust him. Or is there another reason for your why?”
“Why I shouldn’t trust him.” She was pretty certain the offer of the warning was because she’d helped him. It had seemed the most logical explanation, but then again the Fae didn’t always seem logical.
“Because he’s Eolande’s pet and does everything possible to please her.” He picked up the goblet and drank the contents before returning it to the floor. He gestured towards it. “You might want to return it to where the queen placed it.”
She looked from Brynn to the goblet and couldn’t help noticing how little space there was between the two. Even though it felt like a really bad idea, she walked over to him and bent to pick up the goblet. Before she could do anything other than stand, Brynn grabbed hold of her wrist. She tried to pull away, but he was far stronger than her.
“Why help me? It would be your death if you’re caught.”
She couldn’t look away from his intense stare. “I don’t know.” Her words were quiet and when he leaned closer she thought he might not have heard her clearly.
“You won’t last long doing things without reason.” He reached out and lifted a lock of her hair, letting the strands drift through his fingers. “Pity.” He let go of her wrist.
She didn’t step away. “Why?” He smiled and her breath caught. No wonder humans fell prey to the Fae so often. How could they resist such an otherworldly beauty?
“There you go with your ambiguous questions again. Or do you think we can read minds and need but a prompt?” He looked past her. “Someone walks towards the throne room.”
It took a couple of seconds for his words to sink in and it wasn’t until he moved away from her that she placed the goblet on the floor and hurried to the nearest window to stare outside. She’d wanted to know why he thought it was a pity she wouldn’t last long. Hearing someone enter the room, she looked towards the doorway. It was a human. She watched as the man made his way to the thrones and polished them with the cloth he carried, not looking in her direction once. Not even when he eventually finished his task and left the room.
When they were alone again, she looked towards Brynn. He sat against the wall and stared in her direction. There were so many questions she needed the answer to, but even asking them of a chained Fae probably wouldn’t be a good idea. He wouldn’t owe her that much. Not really. She looked away, not sure what to do. The days were going to pass extremely slow if she was forced to spend them in this one room for fear of losing her way.
The room remained empty and she grew bored enough to finally risk venturing down the corridor, checking the rooms and other corridors she passed. She didn’t go far. Not wanting to become lost, she kept returning to the doorway of the throne room. Each time she stood there, Brynn stared at her until she turned and walked away again.
Several times she stopped and took a break from her explorations to sip some water and eat a biscuit. The small amount of food she had in her backpack wasn’t going to last her very long. She needed to find running water before she finished all her food and water. She had no idea how she was going to do that if she couldn’t find her way out of the castle. A pity there was no GPS here. Or a map.
Late afternoon, humans brought in tables and chairs and set them up in the throne room, covering the tables with embroidered cloths. One long table was set up in front of the thrones, several chairs placed on either side of them. Not a single human looked in her direction. Feeling insignificant, she returned to her explorations, finding a bathroom and a door leading to a walled garden. Wandering around the walled garden had her eventually looking through a window into the throne room. She couldn’t see Brynn from this angle, but she could see the humans had now left and Fae were starting to arrive.
She thought about returning to the throne room, but decided to explore the walled garden a little more. She found a water feature, but didn’t think it would count as running water. Somehow she had to find naturally running water. There was no way she wanted to get trapped in this place by eating their food.
When it began to grow dark, Melody returned to the throne room. Elon was there and beckoned her to join him where he sat in one of the chairs to the left of the king’s throne. Seeing Dione wasn’t there, she headed towards him. Her steps slowed as she wove her way through the tables. She didn’t want anything at all to do with the Fae. Why couldn’t Elon leave her be?
“Where have you been?”
“I can’t ride, remember?”
“In future, you remain beside me until I dismiss you.”
She nodded, not game to do anything else with the frosty tone he used to speak to her. The sound of a chain moving, had her wanting to look towards Brynn, but she didn’t take her attention off Elon.
“You may stand at my shoulder in case I need you to fetch anything.” He made a motion with his hand as if shooing her away.
It wasn’t until she was standing at Elon’s shoulder, and out of his sight, that she looked towards Brynn. He stood at the end of the chain, his sword still out of arm’s reach. His gaze was focused on the doorway and he didn’t once look towards her. She pushed away the irrational feeling of disappointment. She had to remain detached. No making friends and no getting caught up in this world. The last thing she wanted was to get stuck here. She was going home on her eighteenth birthday. Although she had no idea how she was going to explain to anyone, other than her mum, what she’d been doing for nearly a year. The truth was no good. Not a single person would believe her.
The king and queen arrived and she froze when she saw Dione followed them in, several arachnid people with her. She nearly stopped breathing when Dione walked past her, the sounds of her multiple legs against the floor a sound she’d only heard in nightmares. Even when Dione seated herself several chairs away on the other side of the queen, her people standing at attention behind her, Melody couldn’t relax. She only hoped Elon didn’t expect anything of her because she doubted she could do more than remain frozen on the spot.
The meal continued for a ridiculously long time and Melody had to force herself not to keep glancing towards the arachnid people. It was impossible to prevent herself every time, but eventually Dione and her people left, following the king and queen from the throne room. Melody blinked several times as she realised Elon was part of the procession leaving the room and she had no idea if he’d dismissed her or not. How could she bring herself to follow him? Even looking at Dione made her freeze. She relaxed a little as the arachnid people stepped through the doorway, tensing again as Elon glanced towards her. The look he gave her had her guessing he hadn’t dismissed her.




A Debt Owed: Chapter Four


Ignoring her mental pleas not to follow, Melody forced herself to hurry after Elon. She was in time to see him disappear around a corner. Managing to keep him in view, not seeing Dione once, Melody caught up to him before he entered a door he left open. She remained in the doorway, taking in the elaborate sitting room, a door off to her right leading to an equally elaborate bedroom. 
“You do know how to close a door, don’t you?”
She stepped inside, closing the door and remaining beside it.
“I would have thought you’d be more intelligent than this. At least as intelligent as your mother.” He dropped into an armchair and gestured towards the bottle of wine on the small table the armchairs were clustered around. There were several glasses with it. “Pour me a drink.”
She did as he ordered, spilling a little of the wine on the table. Not seeing anything she could use to clean up the mess, she left it there.
He took the glass of wine she handed him. “Can you do anything other than be an ornament?”
She was tempted to point out that he’d been the one to kidnap her. If it could be considered kidnapping since her mum had made her go with him. She glanced around the room and spotted some bookcases. The familiar spines of her mum’s books surprised her. “I can read.”
“How clever of you.” His tone dripped sarcasm.
Her eyes narrowed. “Out loud. Mum gets me to read out her words when she’s stuck on a section she’s editing. She says I have a good reading voice.”
He waved lazily towards the books. “Go ahead then. Let’s see if your mother was telling the truth or was only trying to make you feel like you had some talent, regardless of how insignificant it is.”
Her hands curled into fists. She forced them open, not wanting to let him see that his tone, implying she had no talent, had bothered her. After a deep breath that didn’t help calm her, she crossed the room and took one of her favourite books from the shelf. Her hands tightened on the paperback and there was an ache in her throat that she tried to ignore. She couldn’t show him any weakness. Making her way to one of the armchairs, she sat on the edge.
“What are you waiting for? The king and queen to change their mind about having an early night? I can tell you now, it won’t be happening. Everyone is in for a tedious night instead of the night of dancing and partying that we expected.”
Wondering what else she’d missed about the night, she opened the book and cleared her throat. It didn’t take long to become lost in the familiar passages of the story and she had no idea how much time had passed when Elon rose to his feet.
“Enough. You were passable. Maybe more than a little.” He strode to the bedroom door. Pausing, he glanced back at her. “Dismissed.” Stepping through the door, he closed it.
She stared at the door, still holding the book she’d been reading from. That was it? She’d survived her first day with the Fae? Rising, she left the book open and face down on the coffee table, away from the spilled wine. Now what? She looked around the room. She supposed she could remove some of the cushions from the armchairs to sleep on.
After she’d created a nest for herself in the corner, she slipped out of the room to try and find the bathroom. Several times she had to backtrack, but she eventually found it and after using it headed towards Elon’s sitting room. She started to turn a corner, but froze when she heard someone speaking Dione’s name.
“He’s alone. Dione wants you to find Fileas and for the two of you to take care of him. Make sure it doesn’t look like he was killed by one of our people.”
“I could use his own sword on him.”
The first man chuckled. “That would be fitting.”
Brynn was nothing to her. She needed to stay out of the affairs of the Fae if she wanted to escape on her eighteenth birthday. An image of him standing, staring at her, his hand wrapped around her wrist as he asked why, came to mind. Her shoulders slumped. She had to do something. She couldn’t leave a defenceless person, even one of the Fae, to face murderous arachnid people on his own. Not knowing exactly how she could help, she tried to find her way to the throne room.
It was nearly dark in there. Most of the lights, identical to the ones that dotted the ceilings of the hallways, were out. They reminded her of small and distant stars and she remembered them being mentioned in several of her mum’s books. Other than knowing they were Fae magic, she had no idea how they worked. She hoped the arachnid people were right and there was no one else in the throne room, hiding in the shadows.
Keeping to the wall, she headed for the far corner where Brynn was chained. She heard the chain move as she came closer and saw his shadowy figure halt as he reached the end of his chain. Nearly standing on the sword, she came to a stop. There was nothing she could do. She had no key. Or even a pair of bolt cutters. Her gaze was drawn to the sword, a glimmer of light reflecting off the hilt.
“Why are you here? I’ve already repaid you for the bit of sustenance you offered.”
She was tempted to tell him he was about to owe her a favour worth far more than food and drink, but she didn’t know how much time she had left before the arachnid people arrived. Not knowing what else to do, she slid his sword closer with the toe of her sneaker. At least he’d be armed against them. Remaining near the wall, she headed for the door. She didn’t make it in time.
Two arachnid people came into the room, striding towards Brynn. She remained huddled against the wall, hoping they hadn’t noticed her.
“I have no argument with you, Fileas. Or you, Pirro.”
“That’s too bad. We have an argument with you.”
Melody recognised it as the voice she’d heard in the hallway so guessed he must be Pirro. She remained pressed against the wall, unable to move. Her gaze followed the movements of the shadowy arachnid people, her heart racing at the thought of them spotting her. Why couldn’t she have stayed out of this? It wasn’t her fight and Brynn was nothing to her.
“Leave while you can,” Brynn warned.
For a second Melody thought he spoke to her, then realised he was talking to the arachnids.
Fileas laughed. “You’re chained to the wall, unarmed and there’s only one of you. Keep your warnings to yourself. It’s you who should be worried.”
Picking up his sword, Brynn drew it from the scabbard and tossed the scabbard towards the wall. “At least one of your beliefs are wrong. Last chance to leave before you end up finding out how many more are incorrect.”
Fileas and Pirro didn’t answer. They drew their weapons and attacked. Brynn retreated and the arachnids leapt around him in the shadowy corner. Melody watched as the sword glinted and glimmered as it caught the limited light. The arachnids used daggers, darting in and out as they tried to get him. Brynn was too quick and none of their attacks landed. They weren’t so lucky. Several times she saw Brynn’s blade connect with the bodies of the arachnids. She pressed a hand to her mouth so she didn’t accidentally make a noise and catch their attention.
The fight didn’t last long and the two arachnids ran through the doorway. She came away from the wall, planning to leave in case they brought more back to finish the job.
“Why did you help me?”
She ignored his question, having no real answer for him, and turned towards the doorway.
“Melody, wait.”
She faced him again, wishing she could see his expression.
“Why did you help? I’m nothing to you.”
She hesitated. “It didn’t seem fair.” She spun and fled the room, hoping she didn’t run into any arachnid people. Several times she became lost, but she eventually found Elon’s sitting room and curled up on the cushions.
As tired as she was, she lay awake for ages, trying to figure everything out. It didn’t help. She was still utterly clueless when she fell asleep and in the same state when she woke.
A noise had her sitting up and she saw a human place a tray of food on the small table and put the wine away in a cabinet. She was almost relieved it was time to get up so she didn’t have to endure any more nightmares. At least not until tonight. Several times she’d woken during the night, heart racing and hoping she hadn’t called out. Each time she’d listened, worrying that Elon had been disturbed. When everything remained quiet, she returned to sleep. She couldn’t remember a single image from any of her dreams, only the sound of a very large spider walking across the floor.
As soon as the human left the room, she returned the cushions to the armchairs. The food looked delicious and she had to force herself to walk away and have some trail mix and water from her backpack. Before Elon came out of the room she took inventory of what she had left. She’d drunk half a litre of water yesterday. Far less than was ideal. She’d also eaten nearly half the packet of sweet biscuits as well as some of the dried fruit and trail mix. Having given Brynn one of the muesli bars, she only had five left. She desperately needed to do something about food and water.
Elon came out of his bedroom, helping himself to some of the food as he headed for the door opening onto the corridor. “Attend me.”
She had no idea exactly what that meant, but guessed he expected her to follow him since he didn’t pause, but strode along the corridor. She slid her arms into the straps of the backpack before she hurried after him. Did that mean if she hadn’t been there for him to say ‘attend me’, she would have still been dismissed? If only there was someone she could ask. Not that she planned to do anything about it straight away. Hopefully she’d win the bet and get horse riding lessons. Then she might think about staying out of his way for a bit.
By the time they reached the throne room, Elon had finished eating and he made his way towards the thrones. Neither the king or queen were about, but there were plenty of Fae in the room. Her gaze was drawn towards Brynn and she was surprised by how relieved she was to find him alive. He sat, leaning against the wall, his sword back on the floor. She wasn’t completely certain, but she thought that where it was he might be able to reach it.
He looked towards her, holding her gaze a moment before he looked away.
She forced herself to stop watching him and checked out the rest of her surroundings. There were still no arachnid people that she could see and she hoped it stayed that way. She turned her attention to Elon. He didn’t seem to need her, but he hadn’t dismissed her yet. He talked to a woman in a many layered dress that seemed to float around her. Months of following Elon around was going to get boring pretty quick. She was already finding it far too tedious.
Eolande entered the throne room and the crowd separated, creating a path between her and the throne. More Fae trailed in after her. Instead of heading for her throne, she strode towards Brynn, stopping in front of the sword. “Have you learned a lesson, Brynn?”
“Life is full of lessons to be learned, Your Majesty.”
“What lesson have you learned from this?”
“Was there a particular one you were hoping I’ve learned, Your Majesty?”
Eolande smiled. “If only you had displayed such caution when you came across Dione’s knight in the forest.” She gestured one of her attendants forward. “Set him free. He’s been punished enough.”
“No!” Dione pushed through the crowd. “Only death is a suitable punishment.”
Eolande’s smile vanished. “Are you saying you disagree with me?”
The room fell silent and Melody almost felt sorry for Dione. She was surprised the arachnid woman managed to hold Eolande’s gaze and not retreat. Elon’s frosty tone had been nothing compared to the queen’s.
After half a minute of silence, Dione bowed to the queen. “You continue to remain as just as always. My people and I shall soon return to our holdings.” She didn’t move until the queen gave her a haughty nod.




A Debt Owed: Chapter Five


Melody watched Dione leave. She was surprised to see Brynn follow her out the door. Someone must’ve set him free while her attention had been on Dione. She was going to have to stop doing that. She couldn’t keep an eye on only the arachnids, there were others to be wary of too. 
“Bring me my pet musician.” Eolande was seated on her throne.
Noah pushed through the crowd. “I’m here, Your Majesty. What would you like me to play for you?”
“Something melancholy followed by something lively.”
Noah stepped to the side of the throne and began to play.
Melody stared wistfully at the door leading from the throne room. She hoped Elon didn’t plan to keep her at his side all day. Not if this was all he was doing. Ages later, the king joined them and a while after that humans circled around the crowd with trays of food and drinks. She had no idea how much time had passed, but she was bored and hungry and wished she could be anywhere other than here.
She spent some time thinking about what her dad might have said when he’d read her letter and wondered what her mum was doing. She thought about friends who had expected her to go places with them during the holidays and wished she wasn’t stuck here. She looked around at the crowd. They were beautiful and all of them appeared to be having a marvellous time talking and laughing, but nothing actually seemed to be happening. The stories her mum wrote made the realms of the Fae seem far more interesting. She wanted to go home and couldn’t understand why anyone would want to be here.
Her gaze was drawn to Noah, who continued to stand beside the throne playing his music. Was it normal to be able to play for hours without taking a break? He’d been at it for most of the day and he was looking a little ill. Would Elon expect the same of her? To wander around after him unnecessarily, completely forgetting she existed and would need a break.
When he finished talking to the man he currently spoke to and started to walk away, she stepped up beside him. “Are you finished with me yet? I need to use the bathroom.” As well as drink and eat.
Elon looked her up and down. “You are such weak creatures.” He slowly shook his head. “Useless and weak. Your mother is much more interesting than you are.”
She almost demanded why he hadn’t taken her mum instead, but she didn’t want that either. “I can’t help being human.”
He made a flicking motion with his hand. “Dismissed.” He turned his back on her and walked away.
She stared after him. It took several seconds before she realised she could go. A smile formed as she hurried from the throne room. After using the bathroom, she found her way to the walled garden and sat on a timber seat tucked away in one of the corners. She finished off the packet of biscuits and tried not to empty one of the water bottles. It couldn’t be helped. She was so thirsty. She also had a handful of dried fruit and worried about how little was left of them. Feeling sleepy after her restless night, she curled up in a grassy area nearby, using her backpack for a pillow. There was very little light left in the sky so the dimness of the afternoon and her tiredness helped her fall instantly asleep.
Fear brought her awake and she sat up, eyes wide, checking the area around her. Several metres away from her Brynn sat leaning against a tree. He wore a long sleeved shirt and leather boots with his fitted trousers, his sword at his side. Even with several coloured lanterns hanging in nearby trees she couldn’t tell if he was looking at her or not. She was still trying to figure out what to say to him when he spoke.
“What did your ambiguous ‘why’ mean?”
She struggled to remember what he was talking about, then realised it was when their conversation had been interrupted by the human cleaning the thrones. “Why is it a pity I won’t last long doing things without reason?”
“You can’t expect answers when you ask such unclear questions.”
“I just asked a perfectly clear question and you still didn’t answer me.”
Brynn chuckled softly. “Answers aren’t always given just for the asking.”
“Does that mean you aren’t going to answer my question?”
He shrugged. “Why did you help me?”
“I already told you. It wasn’t fair. You were unarmed and it was two against one.”
“What are you expecting in return?”
It was her turn to shrug.
“So you plan to hold this favour over me.”
“No, I just don’t think you can help me.”
“What do you need help with?”
She started to say escaping Elon, but didn’t know if that would be too big a favour. It was more that she needed to leave without Elon wanting to come after her than needing to escape. Maybe a map would be useful and then she could find running water. But what if there was no running water on the map? “Naturally running water.”
“You aren’t planning to stay?”
She shook her head. “I’m only obligated to stay until my eighteenth birthday, next year in the human world.”
He rose to his feet and crossed the distance between them, holding out his hand. “Can you ride?”
She took his hand, trying not to growl her reply. Why did everyone have to keep asking her that? “No.”
He continued to hold her hand once she was standing. “How long must you remain here?”
“Three hundred and twenty-three human days in total.”
“You seem very ill prepared to last that long.”
She drew her hand from his grip. “I’ll manage.” Picking up her backpack, she put it on. She should have known he couldn’t help. Walking away from him, she tried to think what else she could do.
“Do you want me to take you to naturally running water?”
She faced him. “I can’t ride.”
“I can show you, but without being able to ride it’s not going to be of much use to you.”
She thought of the riding lessons she was hoping to win from Elon. “Okay.” When he nodded and walked off, she hurried after him, walking beside him. She tried to take note of the direction they took, but by the time they reached the stables she was hopelessly lost. There was absolutely no way at all she’d be able to find her way back to the throne room. Or even Elon’s room. Somehow she’d have to figure it out. She doubted Elon would be pleased if he had to come looking for her.
At the stables Melody watched as Brynn saddled a horse. It was completely black, standing out amongst all the white horses in the stables. She followed him as he led the horse outside and swung up into the saddle. He held a hand out to her and she took it. He effortlessly swung her up behind him. Holding onto him as the horse moved forward, she tried to figure out how he’d managed to sit her
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