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TAKE THE REINS




Social change is normal for a senator’s
daughter, but affecting gender politics in centaurs wasn’t on
Bethany’s agenda.

 


All Bethany Stanton needed was time away to
think. She never imagined a walk with her horse might lead her so
far from home. When she steps through a rift between worlds at an
old archaeological site, she realizes she has bigger problems than
marriage to the man of her nightmares. Like a herd of centaurs with
distressing views on gender equality and “mythical” humans.

 


As part of the Supernatural Anomalies
Investigative Field Unit, Major Stephen “Mack” McMacken has seen
and done more weird stuff than written in a science fiction novel.
When called in to track down a U.S. Senator’s missing daughter,
Mack figures it’s more a case of runaway rich girl than
supernatural mystery. Until his team finds the portal and he’s
nearly torched by a dying phoenix.

 


In a world ruled by mythical beasts, Mack and
Bethany find themselves on trial for endangering the centaur
village. With the only escape route they know gone, working
together to establish their innocence might prove easier than
avoiding seductive Sirens and ravenous native beasts.

 


And then there’s the not-so-simple matter of
finding a way back home…
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 Chapter One

 


 


Bethany Stanton viciously kicked the loose stones on
the trail while her sorrel horse Killian ambled along beside her.
She wanted to scream and hurl the rocks, but she had too much
respect for her equine companion to act rashly. Instead, her hands
fisted on the reins.

“Damn him!”

Killian tossed his head at her outburst and she
patted his neck. It wasn’t his fault her father was a controlling,
arrogant bastard. Wearing the title of US Senator meant a lot in
this country, but it didn’t allow him to dictate who she’d marry.
Or announce it. Dammit, the Middle Ages when men sold off women
for land are supposed to be in the past. Apparently her father
had forgotten his knowledge of history.

“If the damn fool thinks I’m just going to accept
his choice in fiancé, he’s got another think comin’.” Even allowing
the thoughts to pass through her mind ignited her fury more. “How
dare he, Killian? Why does he think he can force that choice on me?
It’s the twenty-first century for God’s sake.”

Bethany tied Killian to a maple at the edge of the
clearing to keep from jerking on his head in her rage. The open
space ahead of them always filled her with peace and renewal, but
today the usually gentle energy of the glade seemed as unsettled as
her own. Bethany had often retreated to this spot on her father’s
estate when she’d needed time to think, not knowing what treasures
resided here.

She’d even fired off an email to her brother, Chief
Petty Officer and Navy SEAL sniper Kevin Stanton, but he hadn’t
answered by the time she left for her ride. Probably off saving
the world again. It wasn’t fair to condemn him for that, but
she needed her older brother’s counsel, dammit.

Her gaze slid over the recently cleared land,
scanning the ancient archaeological site they’d found a few weeks
earlier. Bright pink flagging waved from posts driven into the
ground in a grid pattern, marring the lovely symmetry of the ruins.
Golden evening sunshine slanted through the trees, painting black
shadows beneath the ancient stones set in a rough hexagon.

Hell, this site meant more to the pretentious
bastard than she did. She was just chattel, a bargaining chip to
wave at Daddy’s competitors and possible allies. Just like her
mother. Bethany’s anger crystallized inside her chest. Eloise
Stanton had been a trophy, an arm ornament, and a broodmare for all
her father paid attention to her.

“You’re an asshole!” Bethany wanted to scream it at
his face and nearly had when dear old dad
informed―informed!—her she’d be marrying his sycophantic
protégé John Coolidge. John had stood there behind her father’s
right shoulder and smiled smugly as if the deal was done. As if she
had no say.

“Fucking bastards, all y’all!”

She ducked under the flagging and she swore her rage
actually sparkled in the air. She’d laughed in his face until her
father told her invitations to the wedding had already been sent
out. The date set coincided with the election in a little over a
month.

Despair gnawed at the edges of her awareness. If she
didn’t go through with his plans, he’d sell Killian to a quarter
horse breeder out west for a tidy profit, a breeder whose name she
hadn’t been able to determine. In addition, he’d turn her out. What
could she do? Agreeing to his plans was out of the question, but
she couldn’t sell Killian and she didn’t have a job to fall back on
while in vet school. The best revenge would be to
disappear.

Bethany had never run from anything in her life. Not
that she’d get far. A sitting senator’s prize daughter didn’t just
disappear. He’d have the Alphabet Agencies after her faster than
anyone could spell FBI. I guess it helps that he’s on several of
those secret government committees.

Bethany stopped in the center of the site on a
slightly raised hexagonal stone and dropped her gaze to her feet,
trying to find a way out. I’m too young to get married. She
grimaced at the memory of her grandmother telling her no good girl
waited until she’d become a spinster. Thirty isn’t
spinsterhood. Besides, her father’s choices of men tended to be
those who’d benefit him, not her. Hell, I don’t even get the
chance to love anyone before I’m tied down.

The stone beneath her feet glowed softly in the
fading evening light and Bethany frowned, crouching to get a better
look. Swirls of sparkles, like faerie dust, puffed out of the
central stone, filling the air with flashing illumination. Bethany
jerked her head up as the glittering light coalesced and flowed
along grooved lines on the floor from each corner of the dig,
engulfing her in its radiance.

What the—

The wind kicked up, whirling the brilliance around
her like a cyclone. Bethany dropped to her butt and threw her hands
over her eyes, ducking her head. The rush of air stole her breath
and dried her throat, rising to a screaming pitch. A whinny hit her
ears and she remembered Killian tied outside the circle.

Oh, God, Killian! She tried to open her eyes
and crawl for the edge of the site, but the air currents buffeted
her, holding her in the center. Dust and glitter clogged her nose
and she coughed around the scents of horse, fresh cut grass,
and…Honeysuckle?

Blowing dirt whirled in a choking dance just beyond
her toes and she hunkered down, coughing harder. She hoped Killian
survived the strange dust storm as she covered her nose and mouth
with the tails of her shirt. The wind howled around her, flinging
stinging particles against her skin.

Bethany ducked her head as she rubbed the sight back
into her bedazzled eyes. Wracking coughs rattled her chest from all
the swirling debris in the air. Voices, some chanting,
some—whinnying?—rose in a crescendo and her
hacking added a treble beat to the cacophony.

Then something popped and the wind died down.
Bethany’s coughs slowed and she prayed she’d be able to breathe
clean air soon. Her eyes watered with all the dust, but she raised
her head and scrubbed her face, hoping to clear her vision.

The archaeological site sparkled around her like the
dying remnants of a fireworks display. Through the foggy air and
flickering lights, she caught movement. Several large bodies
shifted fluidly, as if she’d encountered an entire herd of wild
horses. The chanting had changed into shouts of surprise and
anger.

Aw hell, that sounds serious.

Squinting against the dust, she searched for a place
to hide. Where had all the horses come from? Had her father
actually sent the cavalry after her? To hell with that.
Bethany crawled toward the maple where she’d left Killian, hoping
the dirt and dust would obscure her identity. If she could get to
her horse, she’d blend in with the others and no one would notice
her riding away.

Protecting her eyes from flying debris, she scanned
the sky looking for the spreading branches of the maple above the
cloudy air. She scrambled the last few feet, searching for the only
horse legs not moving. She’d almost reached the edge of the site
when a pair of striped hooves stopped in front of her.

Bethany froze and looked up, way, way up, into the
scowling face of a fierce man. Wait, how’d she miss the horse’s
head? The butt of a spear hit the ground before her hands and she
jerked back, falling to her ass again. So much for being a lady.
Her mother would’ve been appalled.

The dust cleared a little more and she got a good
look at the man mounted before her. Except he wasn’t mounted. The
horse’s shoulders and chest sprouted from where his human legs
should be, and the spot where his man parts should hang…

“Oh lordy, I don’t think I’m in Kentucky
anymore.”

The centaur’s scowl only deepened. He bent at what
would be a human waist, leaning on his spear and stuck his nose no
more than six inches from hers.

“What are you?”

Bethany gaped at the bearded face before her. She
hadn’t expected his voice to be so musical or smooth when coupled
with such a harsh visage. “I…”

“What are you? Druid? Gorgon?”

Bethany drew back. “Wait, what? No, I’m human.”

Deep brown eyes scanned her face, the scowl never
leaving his features. “Humans are a myth.”

The words were so absurd, Bethany laughed. “I’ve
stepped into the Twilight Zone.”

He snorted just like a horse would and straightened.
“I do not know what that is or what you are, but you should not be
here. Get up.”

Bethany scrambled to her feet and glanced over the
centaur’s—shoulder? Back?―toward the maple, hoping to find Killian
unharmed. If she could just get to him she might be able to get
away. But while four-legged creatures filled the archaeological
site, none of them sported a “simple” horse head.

Jeez, it’s like the leftovers from The
Godfather.

“Where’s my horse?”

“Horse?”

She bit back a sarcastic comment about four legged
creatures with real heads. “Yes, my horse. I left him tied to that
tree.”

“Tied?” Anger threaded through his voice and a meaty
hand wrapped around her arm. “You tied someone to a tree?”

“Yes, I tied him.” Bethany tried to shrug off his
hand, but his fingers only tightened. “I did it to keep him safe so
he wouldn’t hurt himself during all the excitement of whatever
you’ve been doing.” She scanned the grounds again, but Killian was
gone. Bethany swung back to the centaur. “What did you do with
him?”

“I assure you, nothing has been done to your
horse—such creatures are as mythological as humans.” The
centaur grabbed her arm and jerked her close. “You will come with
me and the Council will decide what manner of creature you
are.”

“No.” Bethany lifted her chin and faced the man
down. She’d had enough of overbearing men telling her how things
would be. “If I’m the mythological beast here, you can make the
effort to be polite. You don’t understand what I am? Fantastic, I
feel the same about you. But I can tell you right now that
manhandling me and dragging me off to God-knows-where will not win
you any points, mister.”

“You will come with me or you will be hogtied and
carried.”

“Not today.” She used her nails to pinch the skin at
his wrist like she’d done to her older brother when they were
kids.

He yelped and released her. Bethany scrambled out of
reach and bolted for the trees. She’d never outrun him, but she bet
dollars to doughnuts they couldn’t climb. Yay for being related
to apes! She dodged the bigger bodies, and shot for the nearest
tree trunk. Leaping for the lowest branch, she prayed her grip
would hold and no one caught her ankles.

Shouts and hoof beats clattered after her as her
hands grasped the bark and she dragged herself up into the leafy
canopy. She’d reached the second set of branches when an angry
squeal made her turn and her gaze fixed on the wicked barb of a
notched arrow.

“You will get down now.”

“No.” Bethany shook her head.

“You will come down or I will shoot you down. Any
questions?”

Bethany swallowed bile. “Not at the moment, no.” The
arrow head followed her progress back to the forest floor and never
wavered. “All right. I’m down. Put the bow away. You’re making me
nervous.”

The centaur frowned harder, but lowered his bow.
“Will you come peacefully or do you need to be bound and
carried?”

Bethany scanned the forbidding faces of the
horse-men around her and hugged herself. “I’ll walk, thanks.”

“Very well. Do not try to run. You will be caught
and then the choice of being bound will be made.”

Yeah, I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you, big
boy? She nodded and followed where he directed, out of the
clearing with the odd stones. While they resembled the ones in her
father’s estate, these looked well-tended and used. I’m not in
Kentucky anymore, that’s for damn sure. The question was, how
had she gotten to wherever here was?

 



Chapter Two




 


Major Stephen “Mack” McMacken stood at parade rest
while he stared at the man behind a large mahogany desk. “I’m
sorry, sir. Can you repeat that?”

“I want you and your team to investigate the
disappearance of my daughter, Bethany.” Senator James William
Stanton of Kentucky met Mack’s gaze with utter conviction. His
lackey, John Coolidge, stood to one side and nodded vigorously.

“Isn’t this a job for the FBI rather than the Army,
sir?”

The senator didn’t quite sneer, but his lip twitched
and his chin rose. “If I had any confidence in the FBI or their
ability to tackle this problem, Major, I’d have called them. But
the uniqueness of this event necessitates the use of a far more
capable force.”

Mack digested the enigmatic statement and tried to
ignore the sinking feeling in his gut. As part of the Army’s
Supernatural Anomalies Investigative Field Unit or SNAIFU, it was
his job to investigate the weird events encountered by the
military. And one damn letter off from SNAFU which is where we
find ourselves most of the time.

“Are you saying there’s something abnormal going on
with your daughter, Senator?”

“I wouldn’t say abnormal—”

“Yes.” Stanton didn’t flinch as he cut off his
protégé’s hedging response.

Coolidge could be the poster child for Yes Men
International. He reeked of smarmy charm and weaselly support. Mack
kept his expression from curling into a scowl from sheer
willpower.

“I see. Why do you think that, sir?”

Stanton opened his mouth to say more when someone
knocked at the door and pushed it open.

“Excuse me, sir.” An older woman hesitated on the
threshold, her expression troubled.

Senator Stanton glared at his secretary. “What is
it, Rosalie? Can’t you see I’m in the middle of a debriefing?”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.” She held up a creamy
note folded in half. “But it’s something I thought you needed to
see immediately.”

Stanton gestured for the note impatiently, but
turned his attention back to Mack. “Recent discoveries on my estate
suggest there’s more going on than a simple case of Bethany running
away. Originally, I thought she’d left the estate by conventional
means, but my security guards had no record of her leaving by the
front gate.” Stanton paused, nodded, and waved at the secretary.
“Thank you, Rosalie. That will be all.”

“Yes, sir.” The secretary scurried out of the office
and closed the door behind her. The senator didn’t even watch her
leave.

“It’s been nearly three days, and since she didn’t
run crying to any of her less appropriate friends, I assume
something else has happened. It wasn’t until this morning I was
informed she’d taken her horse as she is known to do when in a fit
of distemper.” He glanced at his smarmy protégé. “She and John are
to be married this year before the election and it’s vital she’s
home in time.”

Damn, can this guy be any more of an asshole?

“What about her horse?” John wore an expression of
exaggerated concern.

Mack raised his eyebrows. “You didn’t notice the
horse was missing, sir?”

“Not until this morning, Major. But I figured she’d
just ridden out to ‘find herself’, or some such nonsense, and would
be back when she got over it.” The Senator waved a hand
dismissively.

“If she’s riding a horse, wouldn’t she be easy to
find with a simple search party, sir?” Mack tried to keep his voice
even, but his derision seeped through.

“The horse returned to the stable alone, Major, just
over six hours after she left.” Coolidge shot an apologetic look at
Stanton.

Mack shrugged. “So she set the horse lose and left
on foot. Why would you need SNAIFU to look into it?”

Silence enveloped the office as the two political
men exchanged looks. Correction. Coolidge looked at
Stanton.

“That’s need-to-know, Major, and currently, it’s
immaterial.”

Mack nodded and mentally shrugged. “Okay, Senator. I
don’t think we can help you, sir. Please contact the FBI. I’m sure
they’ll have the resources you need.”

He snapped off a quick salute and turned on his
heel, heading for the door.

“You’re under orders, Major.” Stanton hadn’t raised
his voice, but he no longer sounded as sure as he’d been.

Mack paused at the threshold and gave the senator a
solemn look. “Sir, while you are in charge of many committees in
Washington and you have many ears in the powers-that-be, when it
comes to the safety of myself and my team, I make the final
decision about where we go and what we do. You say I don’t need to
know. If that’s the case, you don’t need my unit, you need the FBI.
So, good evening to you and good luck.”

Mack grasped the door knob and twisted, pulling the
door open. The senator sat in cold silence behind him, but Mack
couldn’t care less. He had men and women to protect, and one
spoiled little rich girl in a huff and her arrogant father weren’t
enough to make him rush in half-cocked. I’m not anyone’s
hero. And he sure as hell wasn’t anyone’s lackey. Nope,
that’s Coolidge’s job.

“Major McMacken.”

Speak of the devil… Mack paused as Coolidge
ran up, his face full of obsequious charm.

“Please, Major. We need your help. I need
your help to find my fiancée.” Coolidge added a veneer of
concerned lover to his face. “She’s been missing for three
days and no one has seen her. We’re desperate to find her.”

“I hear that, Mr. Coolidge. But I’m not going to
send my people in blind. If it’s need-to-know, and I don’t, then
you don’t need us. Contact the normal authorities to find your
fiancée.”

“We can’t.” Coolidge glanced around to be sure no
one else overheard. Mack damn near rolled his eyes at the man’s
furtive motions. “Please come back into the office. I’ll explain
everything.”

“No, Mr. Coolidge. That won’t be necessary. We’re
done here.”

“Please, Major, I beg you. Bethany isn’t here...in
this world.”

Mack raised eyebrows. “We got multiple worlds now,
Mr. Coolidge?”

Again, the smarmy man glanced around. “Come back to
the office.”

Despite Mack’s better judgment, his curiosity
prodded him to follow the wealthy weasel back to Stanton’s office.
Coolidge knocked and Stanton let him in, a satisfied smile curling
his thin lips.

“I see you’ve come to your senses, Major.”

“No, sir, I’ve come for explanations. If there
really isn’t one, then I’ll be on my way. See, just like you, I
have places to be and people to kill.”

The senator gave him a flat look. “I’ve killed no
one in my career, Major.”

“That remains to be seen, Senator. You did say your
daughter’s missing and you won’t give me the necessary information
to find her. I’m thinkin’ that’s signing her death warrant.”

Pink showed on the senator’s cheeks as he glared at
Mack, but Mack didn’t care. Until he got the answers he needed, he
wouldn’t take SNAIFU anywhere near Bethany Stanton or the Stanton
estate.

Coolidge cleared his throat. “Yes, well, we’d like
to avoid that. Please, sir.”

Mack didn’t know which man he begged, but Stanton
grimaced and shook his head first, morphing into the concerned
father before Mack’s eyes. “Very well, John.”

But the look he gave Mack consisted of solid steel.
“There’s an old ruin here, Major. It’s been around for years, but
until recently, has been nothing but old stones and weeds.” Stanton
sat back in his chair. “The NSA detected strange energy emissions
coming from the spot two weeks ago. When they sent researchers to
discover the source, they found something straight out of a
science-fiction novel.”

Mack didn’t move or blink. Yeah, so? He’d
seen weirder shit than most sci-fi writers could come up with and
he’d lived it. So far, this hadn’t tripped his trigger.

“The NSA had only sent researchers posing as
archaeologists a couple of days before my daughter went missing.
Everyone had been told to stay clear, but when she gets her back
up, there’s no telling her anything.”

Good for you, Ms. Stanton. “And her horse is
missing as well, sir?”

“Yes. That’s when we realized where Bethany had
probably gone.” Coolidge actually wrung his hands in theatrical
worry.

“How do you know she went anywhere near this
site?”

“Nearby searches turned up foot and hoof prints
leading toward the old ruin,” Coolidge said.

“Damn that girl! Why did she have to do this now?”
Stanton crossed his arms over his chest.

“What can you tell me about the site that I can use
to protect my own people?”

“Are you taking the job?” Stanton’s expression
showed satisfaction.

“Not until I have some idea what I’m dealing with.
Your daughter has disappeared and you suspect your archaeological
ruins to be the source of her disappearance.” Mack shook his head.
“But you haven’t told me enough about the site to put my own people
in jeopardy to go after her. What is the site, really?”

Stanton’s fists clenched on his arms before
relaxing. “We don’t entirely know what it is, but preliminary
reports call it a portal.”

Mack raised his eyebrows. “A portal? Like a doorway
leading...somewhere?”

“That’s right, Major.”

Ten years earlier, before Mack got assigned to lead
SNAIFU, he would’ve laughed outright. But he’d lived and seen too
much to dismiss the senator’s claims. “Where does it lead?”

“That has yet to be determined. We were putting
together an exploratory team when my daughter disappeared.”

“And you’re sure she stepped through this
portal?”

“Where else could she have gone? There’s been no
sign of her.” Coolidge paced the floor beside the big desk. “As
soon as we found the horse had returned without her, we immediately
began calling her friends. No one has seen her and her personal ID
and phone were still in her rooms.”

“The grooms found the horse with his reins snapped
off.” Stanton waved the note he’d received from his secretary.

“Do you suspect foul play here, Senator?”

“No, I initially suspected she’d been thrown when
the horse spooked, but according to this, the saddle hadn’t been
disturbed.” Stanton grimaced. “When we searched for her in her
usual haunts over the last few days, we came up empty, and her car
was still in the garage. But at least we have the horse back, so
not a total loss.”

Mack stood at parade rest, but he wanted to grab the
Remington statue on the desk and throw it at the pompous bastard.
“Why not a total loss, sir?”

“Bethany has a champion bloodline quarter horse
stallion, sorrel in color, and goes by the name of Killian Ford’s
Tenpenny,” John replied as Stanton sat back in his chair, rubbing
his chin. “The loss to the breeding program of champion quarter
horses would be substantial.”

Jeez, no wonder Ms. Stanton wanted to get away.
Hell, I’ve only been here for a half hour and I’d rather take on a
nest of banshees than deal with these jackasses.

“Let me get this straight.” Mack crossed his arms
over his chest. “You’re asking me to take my team through a
suspected portal to an unknown world just because your daughter
pitched a fit and ran away? A daughter you value less than a prized
quarter horse stud. Is that the extent of it, sir?”

Senator Stanton’s expression solidified into
impassivity. “I’m not asking, Major.”

And that should tell you everything you need to know
about the sensitivity of the senator.

“Major, Bethany is very important to our plans.”
Coolidge’s voice held pacification and Mack wanted to gag.

Not exactly high praise for Ms. Stanton.

“This is a matter of national security, Major.”
Stanton leaned his elbows on his desk, his expression tired. Mack
didn’t buy it for a moment. “We don’t know where the portal leads
or what’s likely to come through it. We need to secure this portal,
and your team has both the experience and the expertise to do
so.”

“And we need you to recover Bethany since it’s most
likely she’s stepped through without knowing what it was.” John
spread his hands in helplessness.

“You didn’t tell her what it was?” Mack raised an
eyebrow.

“It was need-to-know.”

Mack clenched his jaw. “Right. And she didn’t.” He
swallowed a curse. “So this has become a search-and-rescue in the
name of national security?”

“That’s correct, Major.” The senator nodded with
satisfaction. “You should take Mr. Coolidge with you as he knows
this estate and the portal site the best.”

Silence enveloped the office and Mack did his best
to show nothing in his expression. “I’m sorry, sir. Did you say
take Mr. Coolidge with us on the mission?”

“Yes, that’s right, Major.”

Are you fucking kidding me? “Sir, my team is
highly trained in the unusual and we work as a cohesive unit.” He
shot a look at the slick, perfectly tailored Coolidge. “You said it
yourself, Senator. We don’t know where the portal leads or what’s
on the other side. We can’t have civilians to monitor while doing
our jobs. While I’m sure Mr. Coolidge is capable”—at selecting a
tie—”you brought in the best to secure the site and keep
civilians safe. I cannot allow Mr. Coolidge to endanger himself in
that way.”

Mack refused to budge. There was no fucking way he’d
babysit a yes-man just to satisfy a senator.

“You’ll need him to show you the area.”

“He can direct us and show us on a map, but I will
not have him with the team, sir.” Take it or leave it, asshole.
I’m not bringing your toady with us, and I’ll walk if you
insist.

Senator Stanton stared him down, but Mack lifted his
chin and held his ground. The man must have heard the unspoken
subtext because he clenched his jaw and nodded.

“Very well, Major.” Stanton’s expression remained
stoic, but satisfaction curled through Mack at winning his case.
Stanton held the reputation of a bulldog in the political sphere,
but Mack didn’t give a shit. His team, his rules.

“John, please take Major McMacken to the library and
show him a map of the grounds. He’ll need to be briefed on all the
geography between the house and the site.”

“Sir—”

“Just do it, Coolidge. We’re running out of
time.”

The two men shared a significant look Mack couldn’t
interpret, and Coolidge nodded. “Yes, sir.”

Good job, yes-man.

“Good luck on your mission, Major. And thank you for
your help.” Stanton stood and transformed into a silver-tongued
politician, his perfect smile meant to charm and seduce. Yeah,
not working on me, jackass.

“Yes, sir.” He pivoted, not caring if Coolidge
followed, and marched out the door.

This would be a clusterfuck no matter which way he
looked at it, but at least he didn’t have to babysit. Hopefully,
they’d get in, grab the girl, and get out before they irritated
whatever lived on the other side of the portal. Glancing over his
shoulder at the yes-man, he hoped he didn’t run into more of his
ilk. Please, God, let Ms. Stanton be less of a pain-in-the-ass
civilian. Given the men’s description of her and the world she
came from, Mack didn’t have much hope.

 



Chapter Three


 


Bethany hoofed it along the mossy forest floor fast
enough to feel like a workout. Hoofed it. Very funny. The
only ones with hooves were her forbidding companions. Despite their
size and mass, their footfalls met with relative silence under the
swaying branches of the trees. They kept a tight formation around
her and they became more vigilant as they approached an odd glow
coming through the trunks.

Fear trickled down her back and settled into the pit
of her stomach as a lamp with a Tiffany stained glass shade came
into view. What the heck was a random lamp doing way out here in
the trees? Running water overrode the sounds of the breeze and the
scent of damp earth filled her nose. Bethany stared in fascinated
wonder as the centaurs led her past a dark stream chuckling over
its mossy rocks. The single ornate lamp stood sentinel to the
tinkling current along a path made of flattened, glossy stones worn
smooth by the water’s sculpting.

The big roan centaur noticed the direction of her
gaze. “Take a lesson from her.”

“From whom?” Bethany raised an eyebrow.

“She was once one of the Twelve Dancing Princesses.
Surely even a mythical beast like you would have heard the story.
They were once human, so it’s said.” He nodded to the lamp. “When
they were derelict in their duty to the Archdruid of the Grove,
they were turned into lamps, and stationed around the wood as a
warning.”

“Who’s the Archdruid of the Grove?”

The centaur shot her a look full of disgust.

“What?”

“The Archdruid of the Dryad’s Sacred Grove is the
elder of all the trees. And he is not very forgiving after the loss
of the queens.”

“Who are the queens?”

He huffed an irritated sigh. “The Summer and Winter
queens of the dryads.”

“You mean the ones from legend?” Bethany shook her
head. “I thought they were Fae.”

“What do you know of the Fae?” The angry question
startled her and she backed off a bit.

“Only what I read in books. You know, tall willowy
people who use magic and mischief against mortals.” She eyed him
uncertainly. “The ones who come from Faerie.”

He relaxed marginally. “You know nothing about the
Fae, then. They are cruel and unpredictable. And they are the ones
who caused the rifts in the world.”

That didn’t sound good and the sight of the princess
lamp gave her the heebie jeebies. She hadn’t come here on purpose.
In the story, the princesses had defied their father, and evidently
the Dryad’s Garden, to visit here, but Bethany had stumbled across
it by mistake. The centaurs wouldn’t punish her for that, would
they?

Looking into the stoic face of her escort, Bethany’s
hope drained away. Her gaze drifted up into the early evening sky,
framed by pale white branches of dead trees. They looked like
skeletal fingers desperately seeking sustenance. She shivered.

“This place is creepy.”

“This is the Dryad’s Garden. Do not stray from my
side.”

“Why not?” Bethany crowded closer.

“The dryads’ response will be swift and deadly.”

“You mean, like the lamps?”

“No. I mean death. They do not take kindly to
desecration of their lands.” He scowled deeper.

“But you’re here. Aren’t hooves harder on the
landscape than feet?”

“We’ve been given permission to be here. You don’t
exist.”

“That’s your fallback position, is it?”

He snorted, but said nothing.

Bethany eyed the trees with distaste and stretched
her legs to keep up with the faster gait of the centaur beside her.
There was no way in hell she’d stay in the creepy forest of the
dead alone. Where the heck am I? Her fear and disorientation
had numbed her assertive side for a while, but now her practicality
crept forward and questions came with it.

She glanced up at the—man?—next to her and wondered
how willing he’d be to answer. He looked like a tough customer with
a heavy, scarred leather jerkin over his broad chest. A bow string
crossed from his right shoulder to his left—hip? Shoulder?—and a
quiver of arrow fletches poked up over his left human shoulder.

Only a centaur can have four shoulders.

The jerkin covered the junction of man with horse
and she wondered if the skin just sprouted fur in a sharp line or
if the transition flowed gradually.

And only a horse geek would be thinking about this
now.

“Where are we going?” She tried to put a little
distance between them now that the creepy white trees had fallen
behind.

“To the Council of Elders.”

His answers were as staccato as a Gatling gun. Small
bursts of rapid information without much explanation. Bethany tried
again.

“What happened? How did I get here? This isn’t
Kentucky.”

“I do not know ‘kentukee’. You shouldn’t be
here.”

“I know. You’ve said.”

“I thought humans were myths.”

You’re the myth, buster. She stifled a giggle
at the thought of the popular TV show. Yeah, I’d like you to
disprove this guy.

“I’m real enough. My name is Bethany Stanton. And
you are?”

She held out her hand to him to shake and he stared
at her as if she’d offered him a snake.

“What?”

“I will not be enthralled by your magic, human.
Until we determine your purpose here and your intent, you shall
keep your hands to yourself.”

Amazement slammed into Bethany so hard she stopped
walking. The centaur’s longer stride carried him swiftly beyond her
and the others behind him parted around her like a rock in a
stream. They halted, dropping their pike points toward her in a
bristling cavalry pose, and Bethany’s irritation mounted.

“What the hell are you talking about?” She slammed
her hands to her hips. “What magic? I don’t have any magic.”

The leading
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