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Geidy – Washington, Oregon, California

Lendia – Idaho, Nevada, Utah

Valeria – Colorado, Arizona, New Mexico

Wyinn – Montana, Wyoming
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New Mexico wasn’t known for its cool weather, but even I thought this was extreme. Only May, and already we were going for a record-breaking heat wave. The temperature was in the mid-nineties and rising by the day. The wind was vacationing somewhere else, offering no relief. I was dressed in my usual summer attire; a pair of shorts, a v-neck shirt, a pair of durable sandals, my dark blond hair in a braid down to the middle of my waist, light mascara around my hazel eyes, and sometimes a hat depending on how overbearing the sun was.

I stayed in my small, white, one-story house, venturing out only for work and to take my sister, Cathy, to school and bring her home. Today, as I dropped her off, I asked if she could make it home by herself today.

“You aren’t going to pick me up?” she asked, distressed, her heart-shaped face going into a pleading look. “But, Joan, what if I have a lot of homework? I’ll have to carry everything home! It’s hot!”

“I don’t know if I’ll be back by the time school’s out,” I told her.

Her eyes, the same shade of hazel as mine, widened. “Are you going to Valeria?” she breathed. “Oh, Joan, can’t I come too?”

I laughed. “Cathy, Dad would have had a fit if you skipped school.”

“You did!”

“To take care of you,” I reminded her. “Because there wasn’t anyone else, remember? Dad threw a fit then too. There’s no reason for you to skip school. As soon as school’s out, we’ll be going to Valeria all summer. I just need to make sure they’re ready for us.”

Cathy giggled. “Well, they don’t have a war this year, so there’s no reason why they should be worried about us coming back.”

“Maybe that’s just it,” I teased. “Since there’s no war for me to stop, maybe they’re afraid I’ll start one.”

Cathy laughed. “You just want to see Martin!”

I couldn’t help smiling. “That may be a part of it.” Martin Gonhiad, my boyfriend for almost a year, was the Captain of the Royal Guard of Valeria, a country in another world seen only by those under thirteen...and me. Valeria comprised the states of New Mexico, Arizona, and Colorado on the other side of the gate. There were twelve other countries that claimed the United States territory, excluding Hawaii and Alaska, but I wasn’t familiar with all of them. I knew Lendia, the country that covered Utah, Nevada, and Idaho; and I knew Linson, covering Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma. Valeria and Lendia had been at war last summer, which was how I was familiar with that country, but I knew Linson because it was Queen Florinda’s home country, where her family was. She’d moved to Valeria when she’d married King Alan and they had a child, Princess Mari, who I had protected last summer during the war. Mari was also Cathy’s best friend. Now Queen Florinda and King Alan were at peace with Lendia, and with Cathy taking her summer break soon, I was looking forward to spending some much needed time there with the people who were my closest friends, and my biggest secret.

“Can you tell Mari hi?” Cathy asked. “If you won’t let me go?”

“Sure,” I agreed. I pulled to a stop in front of the school. “I’ll see you when I get back. Call me if you have any problems.”

“I will. Bye, Joan!” Cathy climbed out and ran towards the school. Her dark blond hair unbraided and flying out behind her, her hazel eyes lighting in excitement about getting to see Valeria soon.

I smiled and drove to the train tracks, parking in a gravel lot in the shade, locking my green, five-year-old car before walking down the abandoned tracks to where I knew the gate to Valeria was. No one came down here, which made it perfect for the Valerian gate. The railroad tracks were rusted and weeds were encroaching through the rocks that led to where the tracks set. There were no houses nearby, and only a few buildings that could be seen from here. Both the weeds and the rocks crunched under my feet as I moved quickly, as eager as Cathy to see Valeria. Taking care of Cathy had meant we had very little opportunity to go to Valeria, between my jobs and her school activities. It had been months since we’d been to Valeria, and longer since I’d seen Martin in person. Being Captain of the Royal Guard was a time-consuming job that left very little time for personal matters some days.

Randall Winters, a senior guard and like a second father to me, was waiting by the gate. I couldn’t see the gate, but I knew when I stepped past him I’d be in a place that was nothing like where I was now. Randall had dark brown hair that was beginning to silver around the temples, gentle, brown eyes, and wrinkles and lines on his deeply tanned face that showed his age.  He smiled and hugged me. “It’s good to see you, Joan.”

I hugged him back. “Hi, Randall. Where’s your car?”

“Waiting on the other side of the gate.” We walked through to the other side together, down the path to where the car was waiting. The world changed from broken-down buildings and railroad tracks to a dirt road that led to a gate in the distance. We were currently in a dead end, surrounded by a miniature mountain range that enclosed the entrance to the Flip Side. At the entrance to this area was a sort of turnpike that was manned by several guards, and behind the gate was the car. It was a car I recognized; a silver Bugatti Veyron probably still worth far more than my house ever could be. This had been the car that Randall had gone in to meet my father and convince him that he was wealthy enough and safe enough that I could stay with his ‘granddaughter’ full time, several hours away. Now that my father was dead, there wasn’t anyone I had to worry about giving a cover story to. I wished I did. I missed my father.

We didn’t have far to go, and the guards at the gate smiled and greeted us. We returned the greetings before getting in the car and driving to the castle. “How’s your job?” Randall asked.

I shrugged. “Working in the police office isn’t near as fun as I thought it would be.” I smiled as he laughed. “Well, not fun exactly, but...you know...” I tried to explain. “Purposeful. I don’t feel as good when I work there as I do when I’m here.”

“You just need to get out there,” Randall suggested. “Being a dispatch operator would bore you here. Maybe if you join the academy you’ll fit better.”

I sighed. “I hope so.” I’d told Randall how frustrated I was that I didn’t know what I wanted for my future and how I didn’t have any plans since my future was so uncertain. At this point, I was trying to make plans in case I couldn’t come back to Valeria. Cathy turned thirteen on the first of September, and since I was the one exception, as far as anyone knew, in all of history to the rule of not being able to see them after age thirteen, I didn’t know if Cathy would be another exception. If she couldn’t see them, I didn’t know if I would ever be able to go back to Valeria. If she could see them, I wouldn’t be able to go back until Cathy was at least eighteen, because I was her legal guardian. Cathy and I were the only family left. That meant I had to stay with her.

“You’ll find your place, Joan,” he assured me. He parked and kissed my forehead. “Go have fun. I’ll be around.”

I had to go visit the king and queen first, curtseying to King Alan and Queen Florinda once Liam had let me into the throne room. “Your Highnesses.” It had been many months since I’d been in Valeria and things had changed since then.

“Joan Ilion.” The queen stood to embrace me. “It is good to see you,” she said fondly, dark blue eyes alight with simple delight. Her black hair was pulled into a loose bun that fell to the nape of her neck, on which she wore a simple circlet for a crown.

I grinned at her. “The same, Florinda.” I looked at King Alan, the blond hair that he’d passed to his daughter cut short, a second circlet resting on his brow, his facial hair neatly ordered, and eyes so pale blue they seemed almost ghostly. “It’s good to see you too.”

His face eased into a smile. He didn’t smile very often and he didn’t talk a lot. Maybe now that he wasn’t busy fighting a war he wouldn’t be so stern and silent. “Mari will be excited to see you.”

“I’ll visit her soon. Are things going better now?” Part of the reason there had been so little interaction between us had been what Randall referred to as after-war problems. People from both countries hadn’t laid down their weapons just because the nations were officially at peace. There was a lot of anger on both sides. Between rogue Lendians and rogue Valerians going after their enemies and their own people, it made for some tense days and a lot of listening to rumors and hunting down those who mistakenly thought they could escape the royal guard.

“Fewer attacks and fewer complaints. Lendia has helped immensely by cooperating with us in dealing with their outlaws.” Florinda’s face tightened a moment, then smoothed out again in a smile. “I assume you’re planning on resuming your position?”

“Knowing your guards, I’m certain they’re fervently wishing they’ll get removed from chasing after an energetic eleven-year-old girl.” I was smiling. “Cathy and I have missed her. We thoroughly enjoy the stories of her running the guards in circles, however.” Mari wasn’t pleased with someone else standing as her personal guard. She wanted me, and had made that quite clear. “Randall’s said I could be on the next shift?”

“Clear it with Captain Gonhiad. He should be putting the schedule together now.”

“I don’t suppose you know where Martin is?”

Florinda smiled. “Headed to the guardroom, if I’m not mistaken. Go find him.”

I dropped into a short curtsey and headed out of the guardroom.

Liam closed the doors behind me. The electronic keypad they’d installed since last summer beeped softly. In order to better secure the castle, and cut down on the manpower needed to protect the throne room and whoever was in it, the keypad had an alert button. It would lock the doors and prevent anyone without the passcode from getting in. “Going to flirt with the captain, are you?” he teased.

“Not if you’re just going to gossip about it,” I teased back.

“It’s discussion,” he defended.

“And what’s your fancy word for eavesdropping?”

“Eavesdropping. It’s part of my job title.”

I laughed. “Well, you continue eavesdropping and I need to get myself on the schedule. I’ll be back by after I see if I’m being rehired,” I joked, walking backwards since there were two men approaching the throne room.

“We’re all waiting on word,” he joked in return, waving as I headed around the corner.

I’d made it a few steps down the hall when Liam’s voice was suddenly loud, then abruptly stopped. I didn’t like the moment of tension I’d heard and turned around, moving back down the hall. Liam was still at the door, and the two men were waiting to enter the throne room. One jabbed something in Liam’s side. “Unlock that door now!” he ordered. The second man was futilely trying to type in the key code next to the door.

By the furious look in Liam’s eyes, and the mark on his cheek, I knew they weren’t welcome guests. He wasn’t striking back however, despite that his hands weren’t pinned or at all hindered. “You’ll have to shoot me then,” he growled out. “Because I’m not opening this door.”

The other man was holding some kind of strange weapon. I couldn’t quite identify it, but he held it like a gun. It wasn’t shiny, like a metal gun usually was. Instead, it was a dull black, with lots of bumps and ridges. At the top of the gun, it looked like there was some kind of tank. At Liam’s refusal, he jabbed the weapon into Liam’s chest. “Do it now or I shoot! This weapon is from the Flip Side, and it can kill you in a matter of seconds!”

From the Flip Side? It was like no weapon I’d ever seen. Snapping my fingers at a nearby page, I put a finger to my lips and drew my knife, crouched at the corner. His eyes grew round, but he didn’t speak. Instead, he bolted in the direction of the guardroom, I hoped to get help. A maid entered the hallway seconds later, and at the same symbol, nodded once. Instead of running, she crept closer. “Danger?” she whispered.

“Armed men,” I breathed back, listening to them shout at Liam, who wasn’t bending. They were detailing how painfully Liam would die if he didn’t open the door. “Clear the hallways.”

She nodded and scurried off. I turned my attention back to the two intruders. I didn’t know what this weapon was that they were describing, but since this was my area, I straightened and stepped around the corner. “That’s quite a weapon,” I said genially. “To be able to do all that. The Flip Side must have greater weapons than I know about.”

The second man whirled on me. I finally saw the weapon he was holding on Liam, and my jaw dropped. The nozzle was orange. Bright orange. A familiar bright orange. I suddenly knew what weapon they were holding. “You invaded the castle with that?”

“That’s right!” The second man tried to sound tough. “And it’ll kill you quicker than any weapon you have on you!”

Perplexed, I glanced at Liam. He didn’t look like laughing. In fact, he didn’t look any less furious than he had a moment ago.

“On the ground,” the second man ordered. The first man was still holding his weapon to Liam’s side.

I tapped the knife I held against my leg lightly. “Or what?”

“I’ll shoot him!” the first man threatened.

I shrugged. “Okay. Shoot him.”

Liam shot me a look, then closed his eyes.

“I’ll do it!” he screeched.

“Your bluff has been called. You’ve got nerve, I’ll give you that. I’m actually a little impressed. And I’ll laugh really hard over it later. But I’m from the Flip Side, and I know what that will do. And what it won’t.”

There was a flash of brown behind the two men, showing the royal guard had arrived. They were armed to the teeth, and unseen by the unskilled intruders. I raised my hand holding the knife, signaling them to stop without taking my eyes off the man in front of me. “You have five seconds,” I warned the two men. “And then you’re going to be very sorry.”

They hesitated. Too long. I moved, sending the knife thudding by Liam’s ear. The man holding the weapon on him flinched, but Liam moved, grabbing the knife and bashing the man with an elbow to the nose. The man lifted his weapon, as if it would scare me. I didn’t even pause. I slid to the right, ducked down, then slammed my body into his, sending us both sprawling to the floor. The gun went flying, and before I could do much more than press my knife to his throat, stopping him cold, Randall was standing over me. “Most people wait until they’re wearing their armor to take on armed intruders,” he pointed out.

“I’m not on duty,” I replied. “I haven’t even had a chance to find Martin yet.”

“Well, since you’re still off-duty, why don’t you let us arrest him?” he suggested. “And we’ll call it good.”

Remy was shaking his head. “Welcome back, Joan. Not even here ten minutes, and you’re already risking your life.”

I snorted. “Liam was the one most in danger.” I climbed off the man under me and looked over at him. “You all right?” I asked.

Liam shot me a dark glance. “You told him to shoot me.”

“You told him to shoot you,” I couldn’t help but point out. I bent down and scooped up the weapon.

The people around immediately tensed. “Be careful with that!” Remy cautioned. “Put the safety on!”

I stared at him. “The safety? You all really don’t know what this is, do you?” I asked, astounded.

“It’s a weapon from the Flip Side. We’ve heard of how unstable they can be.”

“Unstable?” I parroted, unable to believe my ears.

Keeton’s green eyes were wary as he eyed the other black gun on the floor. “We’re lucky nothing’s exploded yet.”

I could find nothing to say. They were afraid? Of this? I looked over at Liam. “You’re going to be so mad in a minute.” I scraped at the black, and peeled away a section of paint to reveal bright green plastic underneath. “Do you know any real weapon that’s bright green?” I asked. Before he could answer, I said, “Me neither.” And I shot him in the shoulder.

He let out a yelp, then frowned as water dripped down his uniform. He stared at his shoulder, at the gun, at me, back at the gun, then at the man on the floor. Then, his scowl deepening, he socked the man nearest him in the jaw, sending him to the floor.

“I told you.” Now that the immediate danger had passed, I couldn’t fight the smile. “Congratulations, gentlemen. You’ve successfully defended the castle against a water gun.” And I laughed.

When I finally managed to explain to them that the water gun was nothing more than a toy, and took it apart to show them, they proceeded to rag on Liam mercilessly for vowing to get shot by a water gun before giving up the entrance to the throne room. Liam had finally calmed down once he realized I hadn’t actually threatened his life by telling another man to shoot him, and punched me lightly in the shoulder. “Perhaps next time, you could let me know my life wasn’t in danger from a new Flip Side weapon.”

“To be honest, I couldn’t imagine you didn’t know it was toy.” I looked around. “Why hasn’t Martin showed up yet?”

“We responded immediately. We didn’t stop to find him,” Remy explained.

Florinda’s voice came from the other side of the door. “Guardsman Vega, is everything all right?”

Liam punched in the code to unlock the door, and the doors swung open. Queen Florinda glanced around, her gaze settling on the two men in handcuffs, and then me. Her eyebrows rose. “I see we missed something. Are those the new Flip Side weapons we’ve heard of?”

I couldn’t help the grin. “They are. And it’s quite a story. I’ll let you hear it from your loyal guard who vowed not to open the door even if it cost him his life. I’m going to figure out why Martin hasn’t heard of this yet.” After giving a short curtsey, I quickly left, anticipation quickening my footsteps. I passed by elegant tapestries, portraits of important people long since dead, several coats of arms, waving down the hallways at those I passed that I recognized. They had no more than a chance to give a startled wave back before I was gone, rounding the corner to find the hallway that held what I fondly referred to as the break room for guards. Here, all guards stored their weapons, their uniforms, and lounged in between shifts, or as they came off or went on a shift.

As I was about to head into the guardroom, I heard Martin’s voice from next door, in the page’s room. I cracked it open, trying to make sure I wasn’t interrupting him giving orders, to find Martin and a female attached to him. I stopped, eyes wide, then froze as the female I recognized as Charlene plastered herself closer, leaned up, and kissed him.

I tried not to panic unnecessarily, I tried to use logic, but logic wasn’t helping. It was Martin, I was sure because it was his captain’s uniform, and the same red-gold colored hair, and the same skin tone. I was sure it was Charlene. Her silky-looking brown hair was pulled into a fancy bun and I recognized the way she held herself, the tilt of the head and the tantalizing smile that last summer she’d used on Remy. It was clear she was kissing, and I would have been fine, except for the fact that Martin wasn’t pushing her away. Instead, his arms were wrapped around her and he was kissing her back.

I didn’t want to watch, but I couldn’t move as my heart broke into tiny, little pieces the longer I stood there. When I finally got ahold of myself, I stepped back, closing the door quietly. I stood there a moment longer, wishing I didn’t know what was happening, then I slammed my palm into the door. “How could you?” I whispered in anguish. “Why would you?” Unable to face him, not wanting to hear the familiar excuses, I headed down the hallway. I made it around the corner when the door opened.

“Captain!” A young girl’s feet rushed to him. “Sir, there’s been an incident by the throne room. You’re needed right away!”

I heard Martin following the girl down the hallway, and stayed where I was, not knowing where to go. I closed my eyes, which made it a little easier to breathe past this giant hole where my heart had been. What was I going to do now? How had things fallen apart until we had reached this point? Or had I completely misunderstood who Martin really was?

I jerked when I heard footsteps coming closer and stared uncomprehendingly at Charlene. I couldn’t get anything out.

She smirked. “Look who it is, Martin’s ex-mistress.”

“I was never Martin’s mistress,” I said automatically. Then what she said sank in.

“Well, you certainly aren’t now.” She idly inspected a perfect nail. “There have been some changes since last summer.”

“Obviously. So you’ve taken to making out with Martin in the page’s room?”

She didn’t even look ashamed at being caught. Instead, she looked almost triumphant. “As if he’d wait around for an accidental war hero who shouldn’t be here anyway. Martin has been with me for quite...some...time. Besides, don’t you think you’re too busy raising your sister?”

Rage boiled. That she would shove it in my face made anger uncontrollable. That Martin would choose to complain to her about Cathy was so low I was ready to lash out. I found my knife in my hand, and her eyes widened as she realized she’d pushed me too far. “Run,” I hissed.

She turned and ran, leaving me shaking still. Then I dropped the knife, sat down right there in the hallway, and began to cry.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


I was out at the target range when Martin found me. His voice was teasing when he said, “I heard you’ve been saving the royal family already. And that all you’ve saved us from was further embarrassment and rumors. Are you avoiding the devoted fans?”

“I was waiting for you.” My voice was mild, but under control. The grief had gone and had been replaced by fury. I’d seen him. I’d watched as he’d betrayed me, and he had the audacity to stand here and pretend things were normal, that everything was fine? But when I looked at his face, the blue-green eyes and the smile curving his lips, anger started to fade.

“Your knife is sunk to the hilt,” he noted. “The two men must have rattled you more than everyone thought.” He pulled the knife from the target. “Is everything all right?”

“No. It isn’t.” My voice was quiet, reflective. And although I’d thought I’d yell at him, accuse him, demand an explanation, I found I couldn’t bear to hear it said again that he’d lost interest in me and I was no longer good enough for him. I could live in denial a little longer and stop the pain of my shattered heart from returning. Let him think I’d never found out. That I’d simply lost interest in him. That would be a fitting punishment.

“What’s wrong?” He presented the knife to me.

I looked at him with shadowed eyes and spoke without emotion. “I’m breaking up with you.”

He stared, forgetting about the knife in his hand. “You’re what?”

My voice was calm, even. “Moving on. I guess we’ve been apart for too long, and I’m too busy raising my sister.” I took the knife, feeling a little better at that slam. “So I’ll leave you to move on and find someone else.” And then I walked away, leaving him speechless.

Randall found me a little later, sitting in Mari’s room. I didn’t know where else to go. Yal hadn’t been at the door, which meant Mari wasn’t here. I wasn’t sure where she was, but figured I’d need another minute before I could dredge up a smile and go find her. Randall knocked on the door and came in when I responded. “I heard that you broke up with Martin.”

“Gossip reached you already?” My voice was quiet.

“It’s not gossip,” he said gently as he sat down next to me. “Joan, talk to me. What’s going on?”

“We fell apart. It was time to end things.”

“What makes you say that? Did you fight? Have things changed for you?”

“No.” I ached deep inside. “But apparently it has for him.”

“I don’t think I understand.”

I didn’t look up. “Do you know what I heard today? I heard Charlene tell me that she was replacing me as Martin’s mistress.” I couldn’t lie to him. I couldn’t pretend with Randall. He was the only father I had at this point, the only one I could talk to about this.

“You of all people don’t listen to gossip. Why are you starting now?”

“Perhaps I wouldn’t have believed it, except that I saw Martin and Charlene kissing. Not Charlene kissing Martin, Charlene and Martin kissing.” I tried very hard to keep my voice steady. “I didn’t tell him that I knew. I just...walked away.”

Randall pressed a hand to my cheek. “I’m so sorry,” he said quietly.

“Did you know?” Now my voice broke.

“No. I didn’t know. I can’t see Martin doing this.”

“Me neither.” I finally broke down, tears running down my face.

Randall didn’t move. “Perhaps you should talk to him,” he said quietly.

I shook my head, trying to wipe away the tears. “I can’t. Not right now. I just...I missed him and then I find that apparently he didn’t...miss me.” I closed my eyes as a new flood of tears came streaming silently out.

Randall wrapped an arm around me as I leaned my head on his shoulder to cry. “You’re sure of what you saw?”

“Perfectly,” I said with bitterness. “Unless there’s someone else that sounds like Martin, looks like Martin, and wears a captain’s uniform, then it was Martin.” I wept silently on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t going to tell anyone the truth. Don’t tell the others. Please. I can’t...I can’t deal with everything that’ll come with it right now.”

Randall was silent for a minute. “All right. I won’t interfere, for now. And I’m sorry I can’t give you a few more minutes, but Their Highnesses want to speak to you.”

I rose and wiped my face. “Give me five minutes, and I’ll be on my way.”

I was before the king and queen ten minutes later, completely under control, the door relocked behind me. Remy had replaced Liam, who was probably writing his report on the incident. “You summoned me?”

“We have an offer for you, if you would be willing to take it,” King Alan said. “Since the war, negotiating peace has been tough. We have some peace problems.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” I interrupted him. “What peace problems? I thought you were just dealing with people with grudges.”

King Alan sighed. “King Nadem IV had treaties with Unti and Untili. Treaties that King Nadem V is unwilling to uphold. Similarly, we have treaties that we would like to amend. Everyone was affected by our war, and the delegations have been called together. All the countries in the English Region meet every three years, except for the countries at war. Now Lendia and Valeria are joining this year’s peace conference, and Geidy could present some problems.”

“May I ask what in the world I’m supposed to do? Mari isn’t going, is she?”

“She is, but your status as her guard is undecided. Once your sister is finished with school, we would like both of you to come here, and we wish you to go with the delegation,” Queen Florinda said.

I studied them a moment. “You want to show me off.”

“You are a heroine, and from the Flip Side,” Florinda said. “Tales of you are widespread and commonly known. If you were to go as part of the delegation, perhaps the other countries would be more willing to listen to our message if they were willing to see one of those delivering it.”

I sighed. “And if I decided not to be your miracle spokesperson, Mari would need me as her guard, wouldn’t she?”

Florinda smiled. “The choice is up to you.”

“You’re going to kill me with all the pomp and ceremony, Your Highness, you know that?”

“Does that mean you accept?”

“Should Cathy agree, then I will...resignedly, do my duty and serve Valeria.” I gave a wry grin. “If I’m going to be seeing this much royalty, I’d better work on my poker face a little more, to go with the properly respectful and flowery speech.”

“When will you and Catherine move in?”

“My sister finishes school in two days, Your Highness. We’re packed now and ready to move the minute school is finished. She’s happy to be coming.”

“And we are happy to have her. You will resume your duties as personal guard over Mari once you have moved in, and you will report to Sir Gonhiad. Do you have any questions?”

I curtseyed. “No, Your Highnesses, I understand.”

“You are dismissed.”

I walked out, passing Remy. “I get off in five minutes,” he whispered. “Be in the guardroom!”

“Good to see you too, Remy.”

He grinned and winked.

By the time I made it to the guardroom, everyone was already there. Somehow, Remy had beaten me. “Good to see you, Ilion,” Neal said with a smile, his tall, lanky form leaning against the wall as he grinned down at me. He clapped me on the shoulder in greeting, and I returned it.

“Hey, Neal. Good to see you too.”

“Ilion! When are you going to start working with us officially?”

“Two days, Larson. I’ll be back on duty in two days.”

“I heard you broke up with the captain.”

The room instantly quieted under Liam’s statement.

“Way to make a girl feel welcome, Liam.”

“Is it true?” Remy asked.

“I don’t see how it’s any of your business.” My voice was quiet, giving them the answer.

“Why?” Remy asked.

“Leave the girl alone!” Randall chided, coming to my defense. “It’s not your business.”

I slipped out of the room to change into the guard uniform, but conversation still carried through the door.

“You know, don’t you? You know the reason,” Mark accused.

“I know it’s nothing to do with any of you.” Randall’s voice was dangerous. “Let her alone. How did you find out anyway?”

“Joe reads lips, and he was on the wall with us.”

I leaned my head against the door. Great. Joe knew too. Soon the king and queen would also, and then the whole castle.

“Come on, Randall. What happened? Nobody saw this coming. You know how she and Martin are. They’re...them,” Remy said, as if it explained everything.

I wished I didn’t understand what he meant. But I did. Martin and I had clicked. Once I’d decided he was trustworthy, and that I wasn’t completely crazy, I’d realized there were a lot of similarities between us. He read me as effortlessly as I read Cathy. We could easily find the line between working and personal without letting the two cause problems elsewhere. He was dedicated and intelligent and I respected him. And he’d never had an issue with Cathy. When we were together, things were easier, problems more tolerable, and a sense of contentment had settled in my heart. He brought peace to my life. And I thought I’d given him the same. For the first time, I’d found someone who didn’t fear me, but loved me. He not only didn’t mind that I had more knives than pairs of shoes, but equaled me in his love of weapons. We’d matched. What had gone wrong?

“So?” Remy persisted, echoing my own thoughts. “What went wrong?”

I decided to interrupt before they asked any further questions. Momentary awkward silence fell as I pretended I hadn’t heard what they’d said as I left the changing room and sat down on the bench. I reclaimed the green knife I was now known for and tucked it away. “So, apparently I’ve been assigned to some peace delegation. Do you know anything about that?”

They burst into laughter. “Know about it? We’re going! We’re protecting the royal family during the delegation. You’re going too?” Neal asked.

I nodded, grimacing. “I’m...kind of the show piece.”

“She’s going to have to get dressed up!” Remy said gleefully. “Boy, am I glad I get to see this.”

“Yeah? What about you?” I shot back.

“Oh, we have to dress up, but we won’t be the ones in the pretty dresses.”

I shuddered at the thought. “Just tell me I won’t have to wear a corset or any of those torture devices you used to make women wear.”

“Those are optional. Hardly anyone will put up a fuss at someone of your rank not wearing one.”

I rubbed at my temples. “I’m resigning. Tell the king and queen good luck, but Cathy and I will be hiding far, far away.”

“Joan Ilion is afraid of a dress,” Neal teased.

“I’ll wear a corset if you will,” I shot back.

“I don’t think it’ll do much for his figure,” Pierson said dryly.

There was general laughter and the others started to chatter among themselves.

“Any other good gossip?” I wouldn’t normally have called it gossip, but I liked to yank their chain. And avoid other topics.

“Guardsmen don’t gossip. They discuss,” Remy said automatically. “Things have been fairly quiet, all things considered.”

“How long have you been broken up from Charlene?” I asked on a whim.

“Five months. We didn’t work out.” Remy waved a hand dismissively. “Now I’m free to chase you.”

I tried to play it light. “Good luck catching up, then. I wouldn’t forget that I can still kick your butt if I have too. And I have all sorts of dangerous Flip Side weapons like that water gun that can strike fear into the hearts of even the bravest man.”

Everyone listening chuckled, and then Martin came in. The smile disappeared. I stood, curtseying, formality becoming a barrier between us. “Sir Gonhiad, I am reporting to you for instructions for the delegation, I believe. I will be ready to work in two days, to resume protecting Mari.”

Martin regarded at me with unfathomable eyes. “Very well, Guardswoman Joan. Report in two days.”

I curtseyed again.

“I would like to speak with you privately, Guardswoman.”

I walked out the door to the hallway, my face carefully blank as Martin closed the door behind us. He turned and all formality was gone from his tone. “What went wrong, Joan? We barely said hi before you walked out on me. Can I at least know why?”

“I don’t wish to discuss this, sir.”

He looked upset. “Sir? Joan, talk to me!”

I didn’t respond and he sighed in frustration. “Don’t I at least deserve the decency to know why?”

“I don’t have anything to say to you, sir.” Then I turned and started to leave.

“Guardswoman Joan!” Martin snapped at me. “I did not give you permission to leave.”

I turned, and my gaze was ice cold. “If you wish to discuss professional matters, sir, then I will stay. However, if you wish to discuss personal matters, then all I have to say to you is that there is nothing personal to discuss. Not with you. Sir.” I curtseyed, proper to his rank and mine, and then I walked away again, and this time he didn’t stop me.
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Chapter 3
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I went to find Mari. She was in the library, pouring over a book. Her blond hair was back in pigtails that she habitually wore, and she wore a bright pink dress that stood out against the dark green carpet of the library and the muted colors of the thousands of books here.

“You aren’t studying more law, are you?” I asked dryly.

She jerked upright, caught sight of me, and squealed in delight as she threw herself at me. “Joan! You’re back! You’re back!”

“And here to stay, at least for a few months. Cathy says hi.” I hugged her tightly for a minute. “So, I heard something about a peace delegation. Are you going?”

Mari nodded. “I have to.” Her eyes lit up. “Are you going? Please say you’re going!”

“If Cathy’s okay with it, then yes, I’m coming.”

Mari bounced in place gleefully. “She’ll say yes. Yay! You’re coming!”

The bell tolled outside, and she paused, counting, then beamed, grabbing my hand. “Come on! Time for archery practice!”

I laughed as she dragged me out in the hall, narrowly avoiding Neal who was coming towards the library as Mari towed me down the hall. “You haven’t changed a bit, Mari.”

“Princess Mari!” a voice called.

Mari froze, sighed, and muttered, “Oh no. Her.” Her shoulders had already slumped.

“What?”

“My governess.”

I turned around, saw Charlene, and stiffened immediately.

Charlene was wearing a severe expression. “Your Highness, you cannot simply dash off like that. You must inform me of where you’re going, and you must walk like a lady and the princess you are, not dash wildly around like an uneducated heathen.” Her gaze went to me, confident now that we weren’t alone. “Well, Guardswoman Ilion. Have you forgotten how to curtsey or bow in that world of yours?”

Mari opened her mouth, indignant, but I cut her off. “Well, Charlene, unless the rules have changed, I don’t recall kitchen maids being above guards.”

A faint blush stained her cheeks. “I am no longer a kitchen maid; I am Princess Mari’s governess.”

My primary thought was, How in the world did you get to be a governess? But I held my tongue and silently went into a proper curtsey. When I rose, I could see Neal and Mari gaping at me. “My apologies, ma’am. I was unaware of your promotion.”

She smirked. “Your Highness, have you finished studying the history of Geidy?”

“No, Governess,” Mari muttered to the floor.

“Then go finish studying.”

“But...”

“Go on, Mari,” I said quietly.

“Guardswoman, you have never shown Princess Mari the proper respect due to her rank. You will fix this immediately and address her by title. You will also curtsey or bow to her as proper to her rank.” Charlene waited, eyes challenging me.

I waited a moment while Mari stared at me, wide-eyed, then I turned and went into a proper curtsey. “Your Highness, I will see you once you have finished your studies. I must go take care of some things.”

Charlene was still smirking, enjoying her power over me. Neal looked absolutely stunned, and Mari looked appalled. “You never...”

I met her gaze and she shut up instantly, turning to her governess. “But Governess, my friends will be here soon to practice with me!”

“The townspeople can practice without you, Princess. Should you finish your lessons, then you may go.”

Mari caught my gaze again, then nodded sullenly. “Yes, Governess.” Then she turned around and left, going back into the library. I turned and left also, brushing past Neal who looked like he couldn’t form a proper sentence.
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Martin was making his rounds when Neal barged up the steps to find Randall. “All right, Randall, spill,” he hissed. “What happened to Joan? Did she get amnesia?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Charlene! She just let Charlene walk right over her, and you and I both know that’s not how Joan is! She was ordered not to call the princess by her name anymore and she didn’t argue a bit! She’s never called our princess by her title!”

Randall muttered under his breath. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know. She disappeared.” Neal looked furious. “This isn’t right. First she leaves Martin and now she bends to Charlene? It was almost exactly what Olson said to her last year, and she just curtseyed and called Charlene ma’am. The Joan I remember would have put Charlene in her place.”

Martin was distracted from the rest of the conversation by Joan as she walked out of the castle, heading for the group of children there. They were milling around, waiting for Princess Mari. One little girl ran up to Joan and spoke, and soon the other children followed, gathering around her. This, at least, hadn’t changed. Joan always had a way with children like no one he’d ever seen.
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“Is Mari coming?” the girl asked.

“Princess,” an older girl hissed.

The younger girl flushed and immediately corrected herself. “Is Princess Mari coming?”

“You don’t have to call her princess in front of me,” I said. “And I’m not sure if she’s coming. She’s finishing up her studies, and I don’t know how long it’ll take.”

Almost everyone groaned.

“What am I missing?”

“She won’t get to come,” the older girl explained. “And we won’t get to stay and practice. We’re only allowed to practice if Mari’s here.”

I frowned. “Why?”

Almost everyone shrugged.

“How long have these practices been going on?”

“Since January. Anyone fifteen and under who wanted to practice archery could come at one o’clock and practice with the Princess Mari. If she can’t come, then we are to return home.” This was a girl probably fifteen, and sounded rather disgusted as she mimicked whoever had told her that. “At least half the time, she can’t come.”

My frown deepened. “You’re Mari’s friends then?”

“We like t’ think so,” a boy said, about fourteen. “She says we are, but we barely get t’ see her. We ain’t seen her in over a week.”

“Start practicing,” I ordered. “Mari will be out in a minute.” Then I turned and started towards the castle. I saw Martin, saw him watching me, but only stared with flat eyes for a moment before averting my gaze and disappearing into the darkness.

Mari was sullenly rolling her pencil across the table when I entered. “Joan!” She leapt up and ran to me. “Don’t curtsey,” she pleaded. “You never curtseyed, and you never called me ‘your highness’ before. You shouldn’t have to! I’ll make it an order if I have to, and I’m princess, so you have to do what I say!”

“All right,” I promised as she took in a breath. “Until we have to go to the peace delegation.”

“She’s a jerk,” Mari muttered.

“Mari, I’m not in charge,” I said quietly. “I have to obey her just like I do Sir Gonhiad.” I motioned to the book. “Are you finished?”

“I won’t finish for a week!” she burst out. “Tatum only said I had to study the first five chapters, and I studied eight!”

“Then come on. Your friends are waiting for you.”

Mari beamed and grabbed my hand. I didn’t stop her as she dragged me down the hallways, grabbing her bow and arrows before dashing outside, calling, “I’m here!”

A cheer went up as Mari beamed and joined them. I smiled. She had friends, friends her own age, and she was the better for it. Before I could stop myself, I looked up. Martin was still watching me, and Randall and Neal were too. I didn’t say a word and went to join the children practicing.

“I never got your name,” the fifteen-year-old girl said. “I’d like to say thank you.” She strung an arrow and carefully aimed.

“I’m Joan Ilion.”

She was startled, and she relaxed her grip on the bow, pointing it at the ground. “Ilion? From the Flip Side? Owner of the diamond arrow?”

“That would be me.”

She gawked at me.

“Shoot or move. There’s a line waiting behind you.”

She got ahold of herself and shot the arrow. It thudded near the center and she moved aside for the next person. “You’re really her?”

“Really and truly. And you are?”

“Yolanda.”

She started to curtsey, but I stopped her. “None of that. I’m not on duty for two more days.”

She grinned up at me. “Mari said you were never one for pomp and ceremony.”

“Certainly not.”

“Good. You’re better than her governess.” She grimaced.

“How long has Charlene been Mari’s governess?”

“Three months. We absolutely loathe her, even Mari.” She glanced at me, to see if she’d gone too far.

“You’re not alone in that, at least.” I didn’t bother to keep the sour tone hidden.

Yolanda grinned. “I really like you.”

I laughed. “Thank you.”

“Joan!” Mari waved at me. “We need your knife.”

“Joan?” the murmur started. “Ilion?”

“Do you think it’s her?”

“Mari says she always carries a knife.”

“And she’s dressed like a guard.”

“Do you think it’s her?”

“She don’t look any different from us.”

“Look! It’s the green knife! Her green knife!”

“It’s her!” 

“She got the diamond arrow! No one gets the diamond arrow!”

I listened in amusement as I handed Mari the tiny knife around my neck. “It seems you’ve been chatty, Mari.”

“They wanted to hear about you. You’re our hero.”

I felt someone tug hesitantly on my arm and turned to see a little boy, maybe eight. “Are you really Guardswoman Joan Ilion?” he asked shyly.

I nodded. “I am. You are?”

“David.” His eyes were excited. “Can you really throw knives? Everyone says you’re the best with knives!”

“I’m the best with a gun,” I corrected. “But I’m pretty good with a knife.”

“Could you show us?” Yolanda asked. “Please?”

“Please, Joan?” Mari implored.

The rest of the children took up the plea while Mari gave me a look of shameless pleading, even sticking out her lower lip in a slight pout.

I laughed and threw up my hands. “All right! All right! Go retrieve your arrows and I’ll show you.”

They eagerly scrambled for their arrows and I moved into position, drawing my green knife. Once they were to either side, giving me a clear aim at all targets, I brought my knife back by my ear, focusing, then threw it. It landed dead center in the middle target. They gasped in awe and Mari instantly ran forward to bring the knife back to me.

“Thank you,” I said. “Pick the next target.”

She pointed, and I threw, and it went into the center of that target. Another girl grabbed the knife and brought it back to me.

“Thank you. What’s your name?”

“Dana.”

“Well, Dana, why don’t you pick the next target?”

She pointed, and I threw it. This continued until Mari tugged on my arm. She’d disappeared inside and brought back my rifle. “Please?”

“Mari,” I protested.

“Please,” she asked again. “I never got to see you shoot.”

I sighed, and took the gun.

Mari turned around. “We need to move the targets!” she called. She rushed forward to the center target to show them. The others immediately caught on and pushed the target to the tall bank of dirt at the edge of the field. I waited again until everyone had cleared to the side. Then I readied my gun, aimed, and fired, doing this five times. When I stopped, they crept cautiously forward to look, and murmured in awe. I knew they were seeing a single bullet hole in the center of each target.

Something caught my eye overhead and I pulled back and shot. The dove, which had been flying overhead, fell to the ground between the targets and me. I calmly walked forward. “I’m done now.”

They burst into cheers and I smiled.
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“Did you see that?” Larson breathed. “I haven’t seen anyone that good in over a decade!”

“She always said she was best with a gun,” Randall said, a fatherly smile on his face. He watched the children swarm her, one of them bringing the dove. Joe laughed quietly. “What?” Randall asked.

“She said she hoped that shooting dove wasn’t illegal.”

There were various chuckles, but Randall saw that Martin was absolutely quiet as he gazed down at Joan. He hadn’t moved the entire time, and Randall saw something on his face that made him reconsider his current opinion of Martin. Loss. Whatever had happened between them, he still had feelings for her. And if Randall knew Joan, she still loved Martin as well. Joan might have ended their relationship, but things weren’t over between them.
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Chapter 4
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As Randall dropped me off at my car, he stopped and raised my chin. “Go talk to Gina,” he said gently. “You need to talk to someone.”

“I can’t,” I said quietly. “She doesn’t know that what I wrote in that book is real, and I hate lying to her.” I’d written everything down in a journal, and Gina had found it one day and read it. I’d told her it was a book I was writing. She’d been excited about it and had even helped me come up with a title for it. It made for awkward conversations whenever she asked me if I was ever going to get it published. I didn’t like keeping secrets from Gina.

“Then tell her the truth.”

I stared, appalled. “I’m...pretty sure that...that’s illegal.”

“Do you think Gina could keep it a secret?”

I nodded instantly.

“Then tell her. I know you can’t tell me, and you don’t have anyone else. You’re hurt, and you need to let it out. Gina’s still your best friend. Cathy turns thirteen this summer. If Cathy can’t see us, then you’re going to need Gina. If nothing else, she’ll understand about your relationship problems.”

I hesitated, debating.

“Go tell her.” Randall put the car in gear. “I’ll be back to pick you up at noon.”

“Thank you,” I said softly.

He gave a gentle smile, then went back through the gate while I got in the car and drove home.

Cathy bounded out of the house when I pulled into the driveway. “Randall didn’t come? But I didn’t even get to say hi!” She pouted, a habit she’d picked up from Mari and one I didn’t approve of. I was still trying to break her of it. Being twelve didn’t help break her of the pout as most of her friends at school had picked it up as well.

“He’ll be back soon. Come inside; we need to talk before you leave for your party.”

She perked up. “About Valeria? How’s Mari? How’s Martin? Does Mari know I’m coming?”

I smiled, but it was heavy. “Yes, I saw Mari. Yes, she knows you’re coming.”

“What about Martin?”

I sat down in a chair, quiet, and she caught on that something was wrong.

“Things have changed in Valeria, Cathy,” I said softly. “Martin and I aren’t together anymore.”

She stared at me, confused. “But...this morning...”

“Things have changed,” I repeated.

“Did he break up with you?” she rushed over and hugged me. “He’s a jerk. And I’m going to tell him so.”

I hugged her back, giving a short laugh. “He is, but it’s okay. I would appreciate it if you didn’t tell him, though. You know how it is. You cough and the entire castle is asking about your cold in about five minutes. I already said all that I needed to.” And I didn’t want Cathy to possibly hear that Martin had left me because of her.

She nodded instantly.

“But luckily, there are other things going on. You’ll never guess what happened today.” I told her about Charlene as Mari’s new governess, the two men trying to break in the throne room with a water gun, which she laughed at, and the possibility of traveling to the other countries as part of the diplomatic convention.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Can I go? Please? I want to come with you!”

I smiled. “Are you sure?”

She nodded instantly, then bit her lip.

“Cathy?”

She shook her head. “I want to go.”

“Then you can go, but what aren’t you saying?”

She didn’t answer.

“This is about turning thirteen, isn’t it?” I said softly. It had been hanging over us since Cathy had turned twelve.

“I don’t want to not see them,” she burst out. “I like Valeria! I want to go to Valeria, but I might not get to see any of them after I turn thirteen! I don’t want to grow up! I want to be like you, but if I’m not, then you won’t get to stay in Valeria because of me!”

“Cathy, Cathy, it’s okay,” I said, noticing how hard she was trying not to burst into tears. “You know I won’t mind staying here with you. This is our home, right?” I waited for her nod before continuing. “Then why worry about living elsewhere? If you can’t see them, then we’ll try to make it so that Mari can come here to see you.”

“But you shouldn’t have to!” She was losing her fight and starting to cry. “I want to be like you and see them!”

I hugged her tightly. “You can’t force yourself to be different,” I said softly. “It’s something that either happens or it doesn’t. You can’t control it. Just in case, we’ll make this trip to Valeria the best summer you’ve ever had, and we’ll travel all over and see everything.” I gave her a tissue to wipe her eyes. “Everything will work out, Cathy. I promise. You shouldn’t start worrying today, anyway. You have a party in just a few minutes.”

She sniffed and nodded. “Okay,” she said bravely. “I still have this summer anyway.”

“That’s my girl.” The phone rang and I picked it up as she went to the bathroom to wash her face. “Hello?”

“Hi!” Gina’s bubbly voice came over the phone. “So...Cathy’s still got that party tonight, right?”

“She does.”

“And we’re still having girl’s night, right?”

“We are.” I smiled. “When are you coming over?”

“As soon as I grab my bags. My boss let me off early.”

“I’ll see you soon then.”

“Okay, see you soon! Bye!”

“Bye,” I said, chuckling.

“Gina coming?” Cathy asked.

I nodded. “Are you ready for your party?”

She nodded, but it didn’t have much heart in it.

“Come on, smile! You’re having a party, you’re almost out of school, and we’re going to go see Valeria and Mari soon! You can help me protect them against more water guns.”

She grinned slowly. “Yeah.”

“That’s better. You’re sure you want to walk?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s only two blocks.”

“Call if you want me to pick you up.”

“Yes, Mother,” she muttered under her breath, smiling for real when I laughed.

Gina came bouncing in the door fifteen minutes later, brown curls spilling down her shoulders and back as her amber colored eyes shone in excitement. She had a vivacious personality, and I loved her dearly. “Joan!”

I laughed. “I saw you yesterday.”

“Yes, but we didn’t get to talk yesterday, other than, ‘Would you like a chips and a drink with that?’” She threw herself down in the chair. “So, did you go see Martin?”

I looked away and she instantly caught that something was wrong. “Uh-oh. What happened?”

“He...uh...I broke up with him.”

She stared at me. Though she’d never met him, she’d spent more than one visit listening to me drone on about how wonderful I thought he was. “You did what? Why?”

“Apparently distance relationships aren’t working so well for us.”

“Did he say something? I mean, was it mutual?”

“He didn’t say anything.” I blinked back sudden tears. “I saw him with someone else.”

“With?”

“Kissing.”

She was instantly sympathetic. “Oh, honey. What did you say?”

“Nothing,” I choked out. “I left. He found me later and I said we’d been apart for a long time and that I was moving on.”

“You didn’t tell him you knew about the other girl?”

I shook my head, tears starting to drop. “I just let him go and walked away.”

She gripped my hand. “Oh, Joan.” Empathy was on her face. She knew how much this hurt me.

“I don’t understand,” I said, telling what I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone else. “This girl is a total ditz! She’s rude, and an idiot, and power-hungry...and Martin was kissing her! She even told me that they were together! Why didn’t he just break up with me if that’s what he wanted? Instead, he seemed shocked that I was leaving him. He’s not the type that fools around like that, but...why? Why would he do that to me?”

She gripped my hands tighter as I cried, unable to stop.

“You know what’s worse?” I choked out. “She’s working with Mari now. I have to see her every single day.”

“Don’t go back,” she said instantly.

“I have to,” I said miserably.

“There are other jobs out there if you need the money, and...”

“It’s not the money.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And I need you not to hate me or call me crazy after I tell you why.”

Gina sensed something had changed and went quiet.

“Do you remember how I told you that the story I wrote was just something I made up?”

She nodded, her pretty face curious and confused.

“It’s not. It’s all real.”

She stared at me. “You’d never joke about something like this, certainly not at a time like this, but...this is really hard to swallow.”

“I know.” My voice was quiet. “And that’s part of the reason I never told you. I wanted to, but I couldn’t. I don’t care anymore. You’re my best friend, and I want to tell you the truth so you’ll understand.”

She stared a minute longer. “You have a tattoo?” she asked finally.

I pulled the corner of my shirt away and traced the tattoo, knowing she wouldn’t be able to see it.

“And the reason I’m awake and not in a coma...”

“Is because I asked Joe to try and heal you. He was the warm-sunlight feeling you felt. Martin is really Captain of the Guard for Valeria and Cathy’s best friend is Crown Princess. Randall Winters isn’t related to Mari at all, and he’s a guard, like me. And the jerk who stole my boyfriend is the maid who accused me of not caring enough to cry over my father’s death.”

She was quiet for another minute, then she gripped my hands again. “Your boss picked a maid over you?” I could see in her face that she had accepted this all as true. “Good grief, Joan, he is such a moron.”

I laughed through the tears that were still streaming down my face. “Yeah, I know.”

Without much more prompting, I went through my entire day, relieved to finally tell someone. She was indignant when I finished. “That low-life...”

“I’ve already been through that part of this. I’ve mentally called him every name under the sun, and then I started in on her.” I wiped my eyes. “Problem is...I still love him.”

She got up, went to the kitchen, and returned with two bowls and a carton of ice cream, triple chocolate. “Here, hon, you need chocolate.” She scooped out a huge bowl for each of us. “What are you going to do about Charlene?”

I shrugged, taking a bite. “I don’t know, Gina. I don’t know what I can do. She’s in charge of Mari, and I’m only in charge of her safety. I’m going to catch it when I go back for letting Mari out to practice.” I took another bite, feeling slightly better. “What about you? What do you think about all of this?”

“I think I’m totally jealous,” she admitted. “You can see an entire world that I can’t.”

I smiled wryly. “Mostly it’s not so bad. At least, it didn’t used to be. Now, I’m not so sure. Between Martin, Charlene, and Cathy, it’s going to be less than I imagined.”

“What’s wrong with Cathy?”

I told her about the age limit while she swirled her melting ice cream in her bowl.

“And she might not be able to see them like you,” Gina concluded.

“Apparently, I’m the only one who’s been able to see them after age thirteen.” I shrugged and scraped the bowl. Gina gave me more ice cream. “I don’t need this much.”

“Your ex-boyfriend kissed another woman, a ditzy, power-hungry idiot, and you have to work with them all summer.”

“When you put it like that,” I sighed, taking another bite.

My phone rang, and the display made me grimace.

“Him?” Gina asked.

“Him,” I confirmed.

“Answer and put it on speakerphone.”

“I’d rather not.”

“He’s trying to re-establish communications. Show him it isn’t happening by cutting off this one. Plus, I want to tell him...”

“Gina, you’re not supposed to know. There will be no talking to him on your part.”

She gave in quickly. “Fine. Answer before it goes to voicemail.”

I flipped the phone open and set it on speakerphone. “Hello.”

“Joan, it’s Martin.”

I didn’t say anything.

“Can we talk?”

“Sir Gonhiad, unless there is an emergency in Valeria
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