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Tessa


My stomach twists in a nauseating knot. With feet rooted to the dirt path sprawling in front of us, my gaze locks on the distraught female wrapped in my guardian’s arms—the arms I thought would be wrapped around me only a couple days ago. 
My chest squeezes as he handles her with a gentleness I’ve never seen from him before, even after all of our fights and struggles with the skáth.
“Neil…they took him. Please…help…” the female he called Naomi repeats.
Her face is covered in dirt, with clean streaks on her cheeks from the tears still pouring from her golden eyes. Her curly blonde hair is a tangled mess, though whether that is from her recent fight with the skáth or her long journey, I can’t be sure.
Was she looking for us? Or, did we happen to stumble upon her at this devastating time?
“Mocking birds are dancing on the berm.” Her eyes go out of focus as she looks skyward, and her breathing seems to ease for a moment. “Mocking…always mocking…”
“Naomi! What are you talking about?” Neil gives her shoulders a shake. “Why would they take Sanji? What are you even doing out here?”
Naomi covers her face with her hands, pushing Neil's touch away in the process, as she sinks to her knees. Neil moves his hands to her shoulders as he kneels on the ground beside her.
I glance down at Kali, who looks at me with a shrug. The moment is too intimate to interrupt, but shouldn’t we be doing something, anything, to get her Leath—her soul familiar—back for her?
I’m pretty sure I heard her call him ‘brother’ when she first got within hearing distance. He had mentioned there was one sister that he was close to. Based on his instant reaction to her, she must be the one.
“Wha—?” Naomi focuses back on Neil as her hands slide down her face, smearing dirt over the once-clean tracks. “The skáth, Neil. The skáth are coming.”
“Yes. We have had issues with them recently, too. Do you know why they took Sanji?” He gives her another shake when her gaze glosses over again. “Or where— Where would they take your Leath?”
His fingers wrinkle in her tan tunic, the bulging muscles of his arms trembling.
“Actually, the skáth…back in the cave…” I cringe at the memory of the cave, but it needs to be said. “I overheard a couple mention needing to gather phoenixes when I was—”
“And you are just telling me now?” Neil snaps, his eyes flashing as he glances over his shoulder at me. “What about Ezra?”
“I…a lot has happened since we got back,” I reply, flustered by his sudden flare of temper. “I didn’t hear details before they got too far away from me.”
I clench my fists, to get control of my racing heart. It isn’t like me sharing that information earlier would have changed what just happened.
“Sanji…” Naomi’s voice comes out as more of a whimper.
Her eyes close, as she face plants into Neil’s chest.
“Naomi!” Neil cries.
With his attention back on his sister, my chest loosens enough for me to take another breath.
His arms wrap around her shoulders in an embrace, resting his forehead on the top of her head. After a deep breath, he rotates her limp form so she's lying face up across his knees, with her head cradled in the crook of his arm.
“Tessa. Kali.” His voice is thick with an emotion I can’t quite place as he takes another deep, shuddering breath.
The heart-wrenching sound of my name pulls me out of the stunned silence that surrounded us when she passed out.
“How can we help?” My words are barely above a whisper as I take a few steps in his direction, trying to get a glimpse of his face.
“We need the healing brew. Now.” His voice is stronger this time, clearly stamping out the emotion that had overwhelmed him only a moment ago.
His sharp tone makes me step back. He’s never demanded anything so harshly before. I glance at the unconscious female before looking back at him.
How bad is this?
I think back to when we were packing Kali’s supplies, but can’t remember if we added any brews. I don’t want to admit that my mind had been so distracted with memories of our kiss—and his look of anger after—that the actual memory of packing is a blur.
“I’ll check!” I turn to Azriel, who has two saddlebags loaded and draped across his back.
I rummage through the first one. 
Nothing there. I bite my lip as worry tightens my chest. How bad would it be if we don’t have any? Is he dangerous if he gets too upset?
I attempt to look at each bottle within the tight, dark space of the second bag, letting out a frustrated groan when they all look the same in the shadowed light. Giving up that endeavor, I empty the pouch onto the ground.
Glow lilies, anemone brew, viburnum…no salvia.
Breadcrumb flower pods so we can mark a trail if needed? Sure. Brew to help boost someone’s magic for a short time? Sounds good. Paste for Azriel’s wings and any minor wounds? Absolutely. Healing brew for the female who actually needs the help right now?
Nope.
I look over at Kali, who was rummaging through Neil’s dropped pack of supplies while I searched ours. The grim set to her mouth is answer enough.
A rock settles in my stomach as I realize the news we have to give Neil.
“Sorry, Neil. Is there anything else we can use?” 
I walk over and squat in front of him to finally see his face, though far enough away to keep out of arm’s reach—just in case.
He shakes his head, his brow furrowed as if lost in his thoughts.
“We can check the forest around here to see if there are any of the salvia plants to make a batch,” Kali offers.
“Fine. But make it quick. She has already started the slide to insanity. The skáth must have made it pretty far away already. We need something soon if we have any chance of saving her from permanent madness,” Neil states, but he seems distracted, his gaze focused on Naomi.
“I’ll follow you,” I tell Kali.
Kali pops up from her knees beside his bag and heads between two of the enormous trees and into the shrubbery.
I almost lose sight of her since the bushes are the same height as her tiny two-foot frame. Just her brunette bun sticks above the teal leaves before she reappears on the other side.
Azriel and I hurry after her, slowing to step over the bushes she’s able to shove through.
“You’re pretty fast considering our size difference,” I comment. 
I scan the surrounding plants for the indigo flowers that I grew familiar with during my stay at the small folks’ village.
“We train from a young age on how to move quickly, thanks to the fae who’ve raided us over the years. Until you arrived, there was never a good reason that a fae would appear in our village.” She shudders as though one of those memories took hold for a moment.
“They need your kind for the maps, right?” I lift my leg over another tall bush, my ankles already balking at the scrapes they’ve collected from the last couple.
“Correct. We can connect the map to the land to help track portals, as well as living creatures if we have a drop of their blood or something strongly connected to them. Not to mention, the bridges we build—” Kali shoves a few branches to the side of the next brush as she keeps her head on a swivel. “They took my mom when I was only ten.”
Her words hang bitter in the air, the pain of her loss slicing through me.
The thought of possibly losing my own mother is harsh enough. I couldn’t imagine growing up without her.
“Over to our right!” I wave at a dark blue patch of flowers that I’m pretty sure are the ones we're looking for.
Kali stands on her tiptoes, trying to see where I’m pointing. With her lips pursed to the side, she perches her fists on her hips and shakes her head.
“I can’t see from here, so I’ll follow you.”
I barrel a path through the brush, Kali following more easily behind me as branches snap and move in my wake. 
Azriel continues to take up the rear, his head held high as he scans the area for any trouble that may lurk behind the large trees surrounding us.
When we get to the patch, she pats me on the thigh.
“Good eyes, Tessa. This is perfect. Let’s grab enough for a few batches.” She starts collecting stems with fully bloomed flowers. “Having extra plants means we can dry them to make more when we find a stream.”
I begin my own scavenge through the plants, making sure to avoid any with baby buds on them so they can repopulate when we’re gone. It doesn’t take us long to collect the couple dozen we need and reverse our steps toward Neil and Naomi.
“Do you think this will work?” I ask.
Kali shrugs before briefly disappearing through another bush and hopping out the other side a moment later.
“We don’t have Leaths, so I’m not sure how being separated really affects them. I’m only going with it because this is what Neil asked for. You could always ask him, or see if Azriel knows.”
I glance over my shoulder at the dapple-gray pegasus who’s shaking his head.
This is something that we would normally learn when we find each other much earlier in life. I ran from my dam when I was young in my search for you, so I only know a small amount more about our bond than you do.
“Az doesn’t know. And Neil doesn’t seem like he’s in a good place to explain, either. Maybe I can get some lessons on what it means to be fae when we get to Court.”
Another shrug from Kali. “Don’t expect them to be overly helpful. From my experience, they’re all arrogant pricks. Maybe you’ll be fine since you have fae blood in you, though.”
Azriel freezes, ears pricked. My heart jumps into my throat as I mirror his hold, straining my much poorer hearing for whatever caught his attention.
What is it, Az? Worry sloshes in my stomach as he continues to stand motionless.
I follow his gaze. A dozen yards away in the shadows of one of the immense trees are two glowing-red eyes.
My heart stutters in my chest. We need to get back to Neil…now.
“Skáth!” I shove at Kali’s shoulders to speed up her movement through the shrubbery. “Go Kali, go!”
I mentally kick myself for not bringing the bow and arrow or dagger with us so soon after an attack. Everything had been so quiet—and we had been so focused on Naomi since the skáth left—it hadn’t even occurred to me.
Scanning the bushes as we move, I look for anything I can use as a weapon—just in case it catches up to us before we get back to Neil and our stuff.
Still there? I ask Azriel, afraid to look back and trip on a tree root.
The scent is fading, my Tessa, he replies. Maybe it was only watching us? 
We finally make it back to the broad trail, and Neil has already created a fire with a small pot of water hanging over it, just a few feet from the edge. Naomi is laying on the side of the trail with his pillow under her head and his blanket draped over her sleeping body.
“Neil…in the woods…skáth…” I pant, doubling over to lean on my knees to catch my breath.
“Ezra will search,” he replies coolly, though the muscles in his shoulders are tense enough for me to see them bunch through his tunic.
Despite his calm voice, he shifts his position by the fire so he’s ready to jump to his feet if Ezra gives him a signal he’s needed.
The golden phoenix leaps from his shoulder, flames dripping from her glowing wings as she takes off through the trees. 
I grab my dagger from our pile of stuff, holding it in a white-knuckled grip, as the thundering of my heart makes it nearly impossible for me to hear if anything approaches.
We all stay in those spots, suspended in time with bated breath, as we wait for Ezra to send back her report. Each second that drags by without an answer adds to the panic welling in my chest.
Can we survive an attack while Neil is trying to protect an unconscious female?
Neil’s face scrunches, and his hand pauses with the long stick still mid-poke of one of the logs, as he concentrates on something none of us can hear or see. He heaves a sigh, his face and shoulders relaxing as he pulls his prodding stick from the blaze and blows out the small, flickering flame. 
“Forest is clear,” he finally announces, relieving the air of dread.
But, the tension still lingers. Thick. I suck in another lungful of air with an effort akin to having a boulder on my chest.
“She looks so peaceful right now,” I comment, trying to tear my mind away from the anxiety of another threat lurking in the woods.
With Ezra’s sharp sight, we should be clear. But, what if they come back? 
I refocus my attention by admiring Naomi’s high cheekbones and delicately pointed ears peeking out of the messy blonde curls, which are splayed across Neil’s pillow, haloing her face.
There’s a softness to her features, now that they’re not pinched from the stress of her own fight with the skáth and missing her Leath. 
I had only had a small distance between Azriel and me in those caves, and the pain in my chest had felt like it could suffocate me at times. I can’t even imagine her agony.
“Did you find the plant for the brew?” Neil asks. “She needs it soon if we have any chance of stabilizing her.”
Stabilize. Not heal.
“Of course,” I respond. 
“It takes a minute to prepare the plants for boiling,” Kali says. 
She hurries over to his small fire with the plants, snagging a small blanket to spread them out on.
“It’ll be about fifteen minutes until the brew is ready,” she informs him. “Do you need to be here to keep the fire going? Or can you give me some space to work?”
“I can move,” he grumbles.
He scoots the few feet over—his pants dragging against the dirt—so he’s sitting cross-legged next to Naomi. He grabs her hand in his, resting his elbows on his knees and his forehead on their intertwined fingers.
I kneel at her feet, twisting my fingers together as I try to figure out what to say. The fire crackles a few feet away, filling the void with some noise, but it doesn’t take away the awkwardness gluing my tongue to the roof of my mouth, leaving it dry.
“So, who is she?” I finally ask, breaking the silence, as I get some moisture and bravery back.
I'm pretty sure I have put all the pieces together, but it would be nice to have confirmation. What if I had the name wrong, and it was just a childhood friend that was like a sister?
Just like my neighbor Kyle had been more like a brother to me, before he got weird these last few years.
Neil’s love for her has been clear, if nothing else.
“She is my sister.” His voice is muffled and tired.
He didn’t even lift his head to answer.
My lips pinch as I try to figure out what to ask from there. A small knot loosens in my chest, though. That didn’t sound like he was talking about a childhood friend that became a sister.
“Looks like you two are pretty close. Is she the one you mentioned the other day?”
“Yeah…yes.” He pauses, looking at her face with a soft smile. 
He runs his fingers through his curly blonde hair before letting his hand hang from around the back of his neck. He pauses long enough that I wonder if he will talk more or if I need to prod further to keep a conversation going, like normal with him.
“She is the only one I really get along with in my family,” he continues. “My parents just see me as a tool to help them rise in political ranks because of my extra power. But, Naomi… She sees me. She helped me survive training and cheered me on once I figured out what I was doing.”
Naomi moans, her head tilting back at an uncomfortable angle before she relaxes.
“Hold on, Naomi.” Neil gives her hand a squeeze. “We will figure this out, and then we will get Sanji back.”
I push from my knees to my toes and scoot over so I am right next to Neil, only a breath of air between our shoulders. My whole body wishes I could wrap my arms around him, but I can't handle him rejecting me again.
“Do you have other siblings, too?”
This is the most I've learned about him since we started our journey. If it helps to distract his mind a bit while we wait for Kali to finish the brew, then that’s a bonus.
“I have three others. They are more like Mother, though. They follow the Court’s politics and worry about status. Naomi and I are the only two that wanted a career in protecting our people instead of figuring out who is stabbing who in the back.” He shakes his head as he lets out a sigh. “Father used to be more like us. Grandad, too, before he died.”
“Used to be…?” I encourage.
“They never said what killed Grandad, but whatever it was, I think Mother used his death to get Father to quit. He has not been the same since.” The corner of his mouth tilts up in a tight smile. “So, it is just Naomi and me now.”
My mind reels with the information. Does his family know of his concerns? My mom is my best friend. I can’t imagine thinking my mom is concocting some nefarious plan behind my back.
The soft brush of his tunic on my arm sends goosebumps prickling along my skin, bringing my mind back to the present. Heat radiates from his nearness a moment before his skin presses lightly against mine.
His gaze is still locked on his sister’s face, so I can’t tell if the touch is intentional. But, I don’t move, soaking in the comfort that comes with his touch, allowing the silence to settle back around us.
“All right! Let’s give this a try.” 
Kali’s voice shatters the moment, and I jump over a couple inches. My face burns as if more had been going on than just talking and an innocent brush of our shoulders.
Neil moves over to Naomi’s head and props her up on his lap.
“I will give it to her.” He waves at Kali to hand him the cup she filled.
He slowly pours the liquid into her mouth. It’s a very slow pour, giving her body a chance to swallow small amounts as it tickles her throat, before adding another minuscule dose.
Azriel presses his muzzle to my back as we all watch Neil and Naomi with bated breath, in hopes of seeing her wake up or show some sign that the brew is helping.
“How long ‘til we know if it worked?” I twist my torso so I can reach over and rest my hand on Azriel’s cheek.
“Theoretically, the brews work pretty quickly, so you should see a minor improvement by the time she finishes the cup. But, I don’t know how it works for this kind of wound.” Kali stands next to me, resting her hand on my shoulder and giving it a squeeze—though whether it was for my comfort or hers, I can't tell. “In case it does work, I made enough for a few vials to help us get through our trip.”
I don’t know how long we sit there and watch the unconscious female for a sign that the brew is working. Could she just be sleeping now? She had looked exhausted when she first found us, so it seems like her body could use the rest.
“Something should have happened by now,” Neil mutters, as he tries to shake any extra drops into her mouth. “Come on, Naomi. Open your eyes.”
He rests his forehead on hers, taking a deep breath.
“I still need my sister—my best friend.” His tone thickens as he chokes out, “We will find Sanji, but we cannot do that if you do not pull through.”
His jaw clenches as he looks from her to the fire—to the woods—as if searching for another answer.
His golden-lavender gaze locks on me. For the first time since I met him, they are glossed with unshed tears.
“Tessa… You do it. You have to heal her.”
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Neil


“Please, Tessa. I cannot lose my sister.” 
The plea is bitter on my tongue.
I do not beg. It is beneath any warrior—let alone a Guardian. But for Naomi? I will do just about anything for her.
My chest tightens uncomfortably as Tessa stares at my sister, doubt clear on her pinched features as she shifts closer to Azriel.
“But…there are no wounds,” she murmurs, my ears straining to hear the words. “I wouldn’t know what to do.”
“You figured it out for me. You need to try,” I press, pulling my sister more tightly into me.
“I could see a wound on you,” Tessa bites back.
If we cannot give my sister a patch until we can reunite her with Sanji… It is a fate worse than death. To go mad—lose control of her powers—and have to be put down like a wild beast? 
No. I cannot let that happen to Naomi.
M’anam. Tessa’s nervous. Maybe if you spoke more kindly, it would help her build confidence.
Ezra’s glowing form bursts through the trees. Angling downward, she steers back toward my shoulder, landing with a practiced ease before tucking her wings in. The heat from her fire radiates across my face comfortingly, before she rubs the top of her head against my cheek.
I clench my jaw, closing my eyes to shove down the panic and fear winding and slicing its way through my chest. Guardians do not show emotions. I will not show emotion again.
I take a deep breath of the warming summer air to cool the fire racing through my veins, before opening my eyes and attempting to listen to Ezra’s plea.
“Think of it like an oozing wound in the head and the heart, then.” My tone still has an edge of frustration that Ezra gives a disapproving screech to, but I think it still sounds better than before. “Instead of blood oozing out, it is her life force and sanity. It cannot be all that different.”
“But…”
“That’s a helpful description, Neil,” Kali states, cutting off Tessa’s next protest.
Kali kneels on the opposite side of Naomi, resting her hands on the bare skin of my sister’s forearm.
“Tessa, I can help you guide your magic with mine. I just don’t have the strength for a healing this complex.” Kali waves Tessa closer.
Tessa’s gaze skims across our small group. She bites her bottom lip and nods hesitantly. It is enough, that in spite of the danger surrounding Naomi, I want to grab her and kiss those soft, fiery lips…tugging the lower one out from between her teeth.
My muscles clench, locking into place until they are taut as a bow string.
I cannot let my mind wander down that path. That one slip was too much. And with Naomi needing my attention right now…
Tessa sidles back over to me so she and Kali are on either side of Naomi’s hips. My gaze catches on hers before she turns away, her cheeks heating to a crimson.
Is there really a blue ring around her green eyes, now? After the skáth cave, I thought I saw it, but I am pretty sure she was avoiding me ever since. There has been no chance for me to confirm my suspicion.
Is it actually possible for a half-fae to carry two elements?
“All right. This may take a while, so make sure that you’re comfortable,” Kali warns.
Tessa’s skin brushes against my arm as she switches from sitting on her knees to her bum. Sparks explode through my system, making me intake a sharp breath. As her knee presses into my thigh, my heart hammers against my chest.
I drop Naomi onto her pillow and shoot to my feet.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to bump you,” Tessa says, her cheeks still stained crimson as she scoots back a few inches.
I lock my gaze on hers when she peeks back up at me, frozen in place as a chill creeps through the two places now void of her heat. There are definitely thin, dark-blue rings around her irises that had not been there when we first met.
“It is fine. I am just going to tend the fire and make sure it continues, in case we need it for more brew or tea once you ladies are done.” Dipping my head, I stride over to the fire and sit just outside the ring.
I scratch my scruffy beard as I soak in the warmth of the dancing flame. The chaotic emotions churning in my core are demanding more from me than any of our training had. I had little to challenge my control of my emotions back then, outside Mom’s constant pressure to do better—to be more.
Now?
I tear my gaze from the fire to watch as Kali places Tessa’s hands on the bare skin of Naomi’s stomach, then her own hands on top of Tessa’s. Her lips are moving, but I can only hear the timbre of her voice over the crackling flames versus actual words.
I pick out a few words as I watch her lips—center, focus, and you can do this, are all mixed in her speech.
Have faith, m’anam. Tessa can do this, and Kali is there to help. We will help Naomi survive this. 
“And if Tessa cannot?” I mutter softly. “You know what happens to the fae and Leath if our bond is severed. What if Naomi hurts someone because her power has gone out of control? What if she is so far gone that she has to be put down? That would fall on my shoulders. She is the only fae I truly love, and I would have to end her.”
A shudder rips through me. I cannot even bring myself to say the word kill. Not for her.
If it comes to that, m’anam, you know what she would say. She would hope it was you. Just as she is your best friend and confidant, you are hers. To allow anyone else to take her from this life would break her spirit.
Ezra’s somber tone in my head crushes my chest like a vice. My eyes sting with tears that I can never let fall. Such a weakness would be a disgrace to the Morris legacy. Squeezing my eyes shut, I press the heels of my palms into them to stave off any other attempts at crying.
A low growl rumbles through my chest as I burn away the hopeless feeling and glare at the fire, letting the anger at the situation block out any more thoughts. No more thoughts of what might happen to Naomi. 
And definitely no more thoughts about wanting to kiss or touch her.
Kali’s eyes are closed when I look back at them. Neither female is moving as they concentrate on their task.
I add another log to the fire and poke it with a long, skinny branch. Pent-up energy dances like a live wire—up and down my limbs—as I focus on the nominal task in front of me.
With fire being my stronger gift, there is very little mental energy needed to keep it going, which allows my thoughts to keep drifting back to where they do not belong.
Does Tessa really have water as an element? Why is it just appearing now? She is not much different in age from me, right?
Remember, Tessa only recently bonded with her Leath. She is still growing in power, m’anam. Many fae take a couple years from when they bond to when they reach their max magical strength. We have yet to see her full potential.
I shake my head, loose curls tickling my forehead and neck. But she is only half-fae. How is it that she has so much power?
Ezra nips the tip of my pointed ear before taking off to land on the low branch near the girls.
“Ouch!” I pinch where she bit, glowering at her across the path.
It is not for you to judge. The Moon knows. Maybe it’s because she is what the fae need. We won’t know until it comes to pass.
I stand back up, setting the stick down next to the fire. I must not startle the females who are my only hope for keeping my sister tethered to sanity until we can get her back to the extraordinary healers of Court. Only the best of them are brought to be trained, and eventually work, within the core of the crystal city.
I pace in front of the fire with my hands clasped behind my back. There is too much anxious energy for me to be able to sit still right now. Not being able to do anything useful is grating on every nerve, rubbing me raw.
I gaze longingly into the forest, knowing I could hunt and collect food, or hunt for skáth or…something…while I wait. But, the idea of leaving Naomi in such a vulnerable time sits like a sword in my gut—one that I cannot dislodge.
“That’s it for now,” Kali states, loud enough for me to hear her easily.
I rush back to Naomi’s side, careful not to accidentally brush against Tessa, and grasp my sister’s clammy hand in mine.
“Did it work?” I ask, looking at her face for any sign of waking up.
Will she wake up as the sister I know and love? Or will she continue her mutterings of insanity as she falls further into its clutches?
“We don’t know yet.” Tessa’s voice has a husky edge, as if she were just waking up from a long sleep.
The sound of it purrs against my consciousness, stirring my libido almost as vehemently as her earlier touches had.
I clench my jaw, gripping Naomi’s hand a smidgen harder to ground myself and keep any sign of Tessa’s effect on me from showing on my face, as I check in on her, too.
Tessa’s cheeks are flushed from exertion while sweat glistens across her forehead and plasters her thin shirt to her curves. I would have never known she had not moved for the last degree. She looks as if she raced a storm and lost.
“How long?” I snap at Kali, pulling my attention from Tessa and back to the unknown still fraying the edges of my own mind.
“You know there’s no way to know,” she bites back, her green eyes flashing with her own irritation. “Healing is unique to every situation, so you need to calm down and have some patience.”
I close my eyes and grit my teeth to keep from saying more to stoke the fight. Though right now, a fight sounds like a great way to release some of this energy.
Unfortunately, I would need someone large enough to actually challenge me.
“I know this isn’t easy for you,” she adds more gently. “But, I think you’ve done enough snarling at us. Just because you weren’t appropriately trained in how to handle your own emotions doesn’t give you the right to lash out at us.”
My eyes pop open as Kali stands up and brushes the dirt from her rear and hands, before offering a still-smudged hand to Tessa.
She’s not wrong, m’anam. If you aren’t going to let yourself show any emotions around them besides anger, you’re going to have a much longer journey.
Stay out of it, Ezra, I grumble.
Nothing like being ganged up on by a bunch of females.
“I think I speak for us both when I say we’re tired and hungry after a healing like that,” Tessa says, trying to calm the tension now coating the air thick as leather. “Why don’t you stay with Naomi while we get some berries?”
Tessa clasps Kali’s hand, and they walk away together before Tessa pauses to look back over her shoulder.
“Are you going to be all right on your own?”
The concern in her face tightens the knots already coiled in my gut.
“I will be fine. Go get some food so you can rest, then we can be on our way. One way or another, we need to be heading out of here soon.” The burning of tears threatens behind my eyes again, so I return my gaze to my sister’s face, making sure Tessa cannot see the fear that lurks beneath the surface.
I cannot show weakness. The fae are counting on me to bring back the Chosen One of the prophecy. Naomi is counting on me to get Sanji back. Tessa is counting on me to get us through this journey. Her mom is counting on me to keep my promise of keeping her protected.
Each expectation adds another weight to my shoulders, hunching them as I grapple with the need to accomplish all of them at the same time.
There is nothing I can do at this moment, I remind myself.
I get up and move closer to watch the resting form of my sister.
Naomi appears to be sleeping peacefully, but her tight, blonde ringlets have never looked this rough. Her curls are a knotted mess, strewn haphazardly around her head.
Her hair is her pride and joy—taking a full degree or more to wash and cleanse—adding creams, and drying it just so. All so she can tie it up for training and work during the days, then let it flow down to the middle of her back in the evenings during whatever extravagant ball the Lady has decided we need to host that day.
She will be devastated to see the mess it became after her recent fight, but I do not know the first thing about fixing hair.
“You will get through this, Naomi. You are the strongest fae I know—other than Grandad in his prime, of course.” A smile forces its way through my darkness with thoughts of Grandad standing proud in his Guardian attire. “We are going to bring you back so the healers can finish patching you up while we find Sanji.”
I brush one of Naomi’s long, curly bangs behind her ear, smiling as I remember the years of yelling at her to get out the bathroom in the mornings because I had to pee, and she was still doting on her hair.
‘This is the one thing I have to remind the other soldiers I am a girl,’ she would remind me. ‘They need to know I can kick their ass without having to become one of them.’
Hopefully the Lady will allow me to save Sanji while they are preparing Tessa to fulfill the prophecy.
“No…” Naomi groans, as she rotates her shoulders and then blinks her eyes open. “We go after Sanji—together.”
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“We need to get you to the Court Healers before we can do anything else.” 
I freeze at the sound of Neil’s insistent tone. We're slowly finishing our first loop—still hunting for berries—in order to stay close to camp in case Neil needs anything, so it isn’t hard to hear him yelling.
“I need my Leath. I am dying inside, Neil. Don't you understand that?” a female voice cries back at him.
“Naomi woke up!” I call to Kali, using that moment to let my trembling muscles rest.
Even the small task of berry collection feels like running a marathon after finishing Naomi’s healing.
“I understand that you would like to be there, but you will be more help to Sanji if you—”
His voice fades as I clutch the bottom of my shirt to my belly, holding in the fruit I managed to collect, and walk closer to Kali to give her shoulder a gentle tug.
I’m sure he doesn’t need you to come running back just because his sister woke up, my Tessa. Even if you were to leave, you need the food to get your strength back. Azriel’s snort has me frowning at him.
“Maybe. But what if her being up means we have to keep moving? We should get back and see what the plan is,” I reply.
Kali looks up at me quizzically and then glances at Azriel.
“It’s very weird only hearing one side of the conversation. What does Azriel have to say?” Kali adds another handful of purple berries to her own makeshift basket within her skirt.
“He’s saying we need to keep collecting berries and not check in on Neil and Naomi yet, since we can’t be hurrying off anywhere before we eat, anyway.”
I do understand his logic, but I really want to see if Naomi is doing okay after the healing. Is she still delirious like she had been right before she passed out? Or is she feeling better? Is my magic growing strong enough to heal Mom?
That healing had taken all my concentration and imagination. Even with that, I’m not sure if I had patched all the holes Neil said I needed to patch.
“Azriel does have a good point. You used a lot of magic back there. Neil is always in a hurry to get one thing done or another. You can’t let him push you around with his agenda.” Kali gives me a wicked grin as she adds some frilly teal leaves to her pouch. “Remember, he needs you, not the other way around.”
“Yeah, I guess. But what if Naomi could use another batch of brew? Or maybe she needs some of the food we’ve already collected?” I step close to Kali to grab more of the berries on the five-foot tall bush just out of her reach.
The hair rises on the back of my neck as I add the berries to my collection. The crack of a twig makes me jump as I scan the area.
Could the skáth we saw earlier be back? I ask Azriel. They wouldn’t still be lingering, right?
Of the three of us, he has the best senses, so I hope he would know if there is something dangerous nearby. 
I heard the twig snap, but I don’t smell any skáth nearby, my Tessa.
I scan the area anyway, rubbing the back of my neck to get the tense muscles to loosen up.
“Everything okay?” Kali asks, worry etched in her brow. “Did you see something?”
“Yeah, just a little nervous out here after our last skáth spotting, I guess.” I bite my lip and shake my head to refocus on our task. “Also, what are those leaves you just grabbed?”
Kali laughs at my topic jump and shakes her head. “Let’s just take a little more time out here before heading back. Is that a reasonable compromise? And these are perfect leaves for salad. These, with some mushrooms and the berries, should sustain us enough that we will be able to walk for a while.”
“Mushrooms?” I crinkle my nose at the thought—every mushroom I’ve ever had has been slimy at best. “Maybe we can dice them small enough we can barely taste them?”
“You don’t like mushrooms?” she asks, her jaw dropping in complete shock. 
You’d think I just told her I didn’t like chocolate.
“I struggle to get past the slimy texture,” I admit, as I watch her dig around in her pouch of food.
She pulls out a lavender fungus with a big grin.
“You’re in for a major treat, human,” she says, teasingly. “Cook these babies up, and they are sweet as a cool spring morning.”
I scrunch my face but nod.
Sure. I’ll believe it when I taste it.
We manage to fill out our carriers to the point of bulging, needing two hands to keep the berries from sneaking out of the sides, before heading back to Neil and Naomi.
My strides are short and quick as I shove through the narrow pathway back to the primary trail to find out how well our healing worked.
“Fine,” Neil growls. “We will try it your way. If it seems like we are struggling to keep up with your healing needs at any time, we abandon that attempt and head straight to Court.”
“Great.” Naomi looks up as we push through the last bit of foliage. “You’re back! Perfect. We’ve decided to head straight for Sanji. Your healing gift is amazing. I feel better than I’ve felt in days. Thank you!”
Her golden eyes dance with hope and gratitude as she rushes over to wrap me in a challenging-to-breathe-through embrace that lifts me off my feet.
“You’re welcome,” I manage to rasp out, as I grip the edges of my shirt to make sure I don’t drop any of the food we need to feed all four of us.
She sets me down firmly before releasing her stranglehold, and I realize just how much she towers over my petite frame. She has to be at least six inches taller with how much I have to look up to see her face when we’re this close—not much shorter than Neil.
“Oh! I hope I didn’t squish the berries. Sorry about that. I’m Naomi, by the way. I think Neil said your name was Tessa?”
“Yeah. It’s nice to meet you, Naomi. This is Kali. She’s the one who helped me figure out what I had to do to heal you.” I nod my head to my side to show where Kali stands, barely up to my hip.
It was as if Naomi really hadn’t seen Kali standing at my side. Once she looks down, tension and silence permeate the air, and the world seems to hold its breath as the two females size each other up. 
I glance from one to the other, before I remember the vehement disgust Neil had felt for the small folk when we first arrived. My gut churns as I wait to see how they handle it.
Naomi’s lips pinch until they are more white than pink. Could she fight through the blatant hatred the fae seem to carry for the smaller race? Or would years of biases be too hard for her to work through?
Kali’s face is blank while she seems to be waiting for Naomi’s reaction. Her breathing is slow and steady—as if this is just another typical day in the village—but the white-knuckling of her fists around her skirt basket gives away her own unease.
“Nice to meet you, Kali,” Naomi manages to say, though her tone is stiff, and her smile appears forced compared to her greeting to me.
Neil walks over, interrupting the awkward introduction, with a blanket and the few bowls we had brought with us from the village. We only have three, since we hadn’t expected to be adding anyone to our journey.
“You can unload onto the blanket, and we will sort your pickings into the bowls from there. Depending on how much you have, I can either eat from the blanket so Naomi can have my bowl, or she and I can share the food,” he says as he lays the blanket on the ground next to us.
The tension is still heavy in the air, but Neil is ignoring it, so I attempt to do the same. They will get used to each other, just as Neil got used to being around all of the small folk in the village. 
Hopefully, it won’t take Naomi as long, or it may be a very long trip to find Sanji—or wherever we are headed next.
I kneel on the blanket and dump the berries and frilly teal leaves in the center. Kali follows suit, though I can see the lavender mushrooms she mentioned earlier, as well as something red with an orange edge.
“What’s that?” I ask, trying to keep some of the disgust from my voice, but I’m sure my curled upper lip is a dead giveaway.
I could never play poker.
“You found wild chicken shrooms? Those are pretty rare,” Neil says, looking rather impressed as he picks up one of the vibrant, fan-shaped pieces. “That will help us stay full for a while. I’ll get these cooked, so we can eat and go.”
“I can help you with the cooking,” Kali volunteers. “I found some Chanterelle mushrooms as well, to help add some flavor to our salad.” 
Kali collects those odd lavender mushrooms back into her skirt while Neil grabs the half dozen chicken shrooms, and they move the few feet over to the fire.
“So,” I start, trying to break the uncomfortable silence left lingering between Naomi and me. “Did I hear right? Are we going for Sanji after this?”
Her smile is weaker than when she had exuberantly greeted me initially. Maybe it was bringing up the name of her Leath, but there’s a sadness pinching the corners of her eyes as she wraps her arms around her stomach.
“Yes. I need to get him back as soon as possible. Your healing has done an amazing job, but the pain in my chest and mind is a constant reminder he is not with me. It’s so quiet,” she whispers, touching her head. “I don’t know how long it will be before the strain pulls on my sanity again.”
“How do we figure out where they took him?” I ask.
“We use our map.” Her eyes widen, and a smile grows, as she pats herself down as if searching for something. “Actually, we can figure that out now while they are cooking. Where did my map go…?”
She tugs a folded paper from her breast pocket and unfolds it onto a clear spot on the blanket.
“I’m assuming you’re new to all of this. We didn’t get to talk too much, but I think Neil mentioned you were from the human realm?” She flattens the parchment before grabbing a dagger with a golden gem laced into its hilt from a sheath on her thigh.
“Yeah, so what do you need a dagger for?” I ask, eyeing the blade warily.
“The dagger is for a drop of my blood. I’ll place it on the map to help me find Sanji, since we are one. To find Neil, I had to use a drop of my blood and something of his.” She shows me her thumb wrapped in a golden ring with a lavender stripe through the center.
She runs a finger across the sparkling metal, her features softening as if traveling down a memory.
“He gave this to me when he left on his mission to find you. Told me to give it back to him when he returned. I’ll see if he wants it back once we return to Court, since that’s where we were supposed to meet back up.” A sneaky glint sparks in her eye, making me think she has some kind of mischief planned.
She presses the tip of the dagger into the side of her palm and squeezes a drop onto the middle of the map.
“Show me Sanji,” she says to the paper.
Could it really be that easy?
We stare at the drop for only a second before the map zooms out and the drop slowly travels North, leaving a black dot marking our current location. I brace my hands on either side of the map, my jaw slack with shock.
I just watched a map on paper zoom out as if it were a map on my phone. How is that even possible?
The expanded map shows a huge section of Aurellia, which reminds me of the outline of the United States. Neil had mentioned that the fae realm mirrored the human one, but I hadn’t realized how closely.
The drop stops and forms a ring where southern Montana would be. The blood sizzles for a moment before fading, leaving a brown ring in its place.
“That’s where those terrible skáth have taken him,” she says, as she sits back, staring at the map. Her voice drops to a strained whisper, her eyes welling with unshed tears. “Their shadows transport them so quickly. That’s going to be quite the trek.”
“It won’t be as bad once my magic regenerates enough to build a bridge—though with a group this big, it may take me two bridges to get that far,” Kali warns.
Kali and Neil walk over, carrying the pan and one of the bowls, both steaming from the fire.
“Build a bridge?” Naomi asks, warily.
“Yes. Us small folk can build bridges to help make travel faster with our earth magic,” Kali explains. “I drained a lot of mine this morning with your healing, but I'm hoping to have the strength for one this afternoon after a brew to boost my magic.”
Naomi’s stare shifts from doubt to hope as she watches Kali divide the greens and berries into bowls before adding the roasted shrooms. Naomi glances at Neil as if looking for confirmation. He shrugs, but the sparkle of possibility doesn’t fade from her face.
“You could…that means…” Naomi’s eyes light as she turns back to the map, drawing a finger from our black dot to the brown ring. “I could be with Sanji in just a couple days instead of a week or more?”
Kali smirks, pride etched in her features as she nods. She mixes the fourth portion of berries into the hot pan with the remaining roasted shrooms for Neil, since we are out of bowls





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
HIDDEN COURTS OF LF Ealtal O K T WO

e Al v 4

HEATHER D GRACE





OEBPS/images/f72f7be9-91ab-4c3c-834c-771fb6a8bf6f.png
CHAPIFR






OEBPS/images/ba4b1d9a-5a8e-43eb-af55-cfb8caca311d.png





OEBPS/images/f632f9e9-2a48-4408-aaa1-4be10b6a0365.png
CHAPIFR

—A






OEBPS/images/ffebef3e-f267-465c-82c9-a0fb1e5ba329.png
CHAPIFR

X2y








