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To my littles

Imagine a greatness just out of your grasp and reach.

That stretch will change, mold, and unfold the secrets to happiness.

Never settle and always keep your truth.
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“Leon, we won’t stay at the Castle of Teskom forever,” Danae says, arching her back. “I’m not giving birth here, that’s for sure.” She shifts from side to side and looks past him. 

The Castle of Teskom foreboding presence seems to hover at the far side of the clearing. The towers are nearly hidden in the clouds descending from the evening sky.

Leon nods and turns his back to the castle. He glares at the archways. 

“I won’t leave my wife as a stone statue for eternity!” Leon says, kicking a small rock across the clearing. “Hell no!”

Danae winces. “How are we supposed to defend the castle and the goddess Ember?” 

The ember amulet around Danae’s neck lifts away from her chest billowing her top. She presses her palm against it.

Leon nods to Danae as her jaw slackens and her eyes go wide. “What is it?” 

“It’s vibrating,” she says, lifting the amulet out from under her top to examine it.

Leon moves closer and reaches to touch it. 

“Wait!” Danae steps out of his reach. “When Itra tried to touch it, he was propelled back. I’m not sure what it will do to you if it did that to my husband.”

Leon raises his hand in surrender. He calls his long wooden staff, a gift from Ember. The glow from the top creates a halo of light over them. 

“Should we wait out here or in the castle?” he asks.

She turns in a circle, looking at the clearing, the archways, and back to the castle. “I hesitate to stay out in the open after watching the battle this morning. Castle?”

Leon responds by turning towards the castle, but he pauses after a step. He glances once over his shoulder to the archway where Kaly’s stone figure remains. 

Danae loops her arm through Leon’s and nudges him forward. He stiffens but softens under her arm after he releases a long, ragged exhale.  

“We’ll try everything we can to bring her back,” she whispers. 

He swallows hard before trudging towards the castle. 

They walk quietly on the worn path up to the enormous steps. He bounds up the first and extends his hand to her. She takes his offered hand, and they climb up the next three giant steps together. 

Standing at the top, they look back out over the clearing to the five archways. The last of dusk falls surrounding them in darkness. 

A cool breeze slithers a wave of chills down Danae’s spine. She rubs her forearms and notices a slight shiver run through Leon as well. She abruptly turns back towards the castle, longing for the warmth of the conservatory just past the foyer. She stumbles to a stop. 

“Leon!”

Leon whirls, double tapping his staff, transforming it from an ember glow to a long, shimmering scythe. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks, scanning the entry.

“The blue and gold waves on the mosaic tiles are gone.” Danae kneels to examine the entry floor. 

Leon taps his staff back to an ember glow and lowers the light towards the floor. 

“It’s a mural of us standing here and now,” he states, stepping back. 

“But how?” asks Danae.

“It’s a reflection,” Teuta says, appearing in the archway leading to the conservatory. 

Danae and Leon are startled by her sudden, but tiny, appearance. Teuta stands barely half as tall as Danae and a third of Leon’s height. 

“Teuta, where is Itra?” Danae asks, placing a hand on Leon’s arm. 

“Itra is with Elis and Anton,” Teuta says.

“Hmm,” Leon mocks with a scowl. “And what else does the great and mighty castle messenger bring us?” He rolls to his toes. “More bad news? Or are you sending another loved one away with a single word?” 

Teuta frowns and twirls to enter the conservatory, but pauses. She turns back and tosses two light stones towards Leon and Danae. 

They catch the small stones and activate them by tapping the center. The light hovers just above their heads, illuminating the entry. 

“Come along. We have much to discuss.” Teuta dances forward past the first row of plants.  

The warm air lifts the chill Danae had felt moments before. She nudges Leon along as they follow Teuta to a curve in the path lined with rows of plants. She pulls back the climbing vines and pushes open a door. 

Teuta gestures to the open door. 

Danae and Leon enter but hesitate a few steps in. 

The warm yellow walls of the dining hall are now a vibrant purple and the glass dome, dark by the night sky, has a few new panels of shapes that are currently shifting. 

“Whoa?” Danae whispers. 

“How?” Leon asks.

“Ember.” Teuta states. “When a new bloodline is assigned to the castle, the old traces are removed.”

“Itra’s line is essentially erased?” Danae asks. 

“Yes, precisely,” Teuta says. 

Danae scans the hall. The long table and chairs appear nearly the same, minus the crest carving on the back of the chairs. A new swirling pattern is engraved in the wood. The design across the mosaic tiled floor reflects the castle as it was originally built surrounded by a valley of trees and the mountains to the east. 

Teuta skips across the hall to the side with three doors and stops outside the furthest one on the right. She pushes it open.  

Danae recalls Itra attempting to open this door during their first visit. It had been locked. 

Teuta walks through the door and the light above her expands. 

Danae follows Teuta, but stops at the threshold.

“Where are you taking us?” Leon asks, running into Danae.

“To your living quarters and war room,” Teuta sings. 

“Our what room?” Danae whispers. 

Leon nudges Danae forward. 

Teuta twirls around the large hall draped in ruby red silks with bold purple walls. 

Danae’s mouth falls slightly ajar taking in the ancient white marble furniture in contrast of the vibrant silks. The glass dome above has several painted figures of Greek Gods. Zeus, Athena, and a few others they don’t recognize.  

“What in the—” Leon whispers. 

Danae drags her finger along a side table. The entire hall is pristine, no dust or cobwebs. 

“This is the family war room for Zeus and his descendants,” Teuta gleefully sings. “Preserved only for your return.” 

Danae sighs and shakes her head. “Teuta, we can’t stay.” 

Teuta’s smile falls when she faces Leon and Danae. “You two must stay and find the Medusa Shield to protect the Castle of Teskom.”

“How?” Danae asks. 

“Using this,” Teuta says. She holds up the gold cube that the blogger, Unis Beard, had used to transport to the clearing outside of the archways before he was killed. “Leon said the blogger saw Medusa bring a shield back to the bunker before she sent him to the clearing.”

“Yes, but—” Leon says, shaking his head, “why us?”

“It is your duty by blood to protect and serve,” Teuta says. 

“That didn’t exactly work out for my sister-in-law, Iana,” Danae says, narrowing her eyes.

“We tried to save Iana,” Teuta says. 

“But you didn’t succeed!” Danae exclaims. “Elis is without his loving mother. I refuse to risk any more of my family, especially Leon, who just lost Kaly.” 

Leon bites the inside of his cheek. 

Danae turns for the door. “Figure something else out. We’re done.”

The door to the dining hall slams shut before she reaches the threshold. 

Leon double taps his staff and swings the scythe towards Teuta. She vanishes before the arc of his flaming blade can make contact. She reappears on the opposite side of the room, unphased and smiling. 

“As a descendant of Zeus, you will protect and serve,” Teuta sings and waves her hand. “Read and learn.” 

Two books appear on the large marble table before she vanishes again.

“Son of a—” Leon shouts. His voice echoes back. 

Danae curses and kicks the door. She walks over to the table and picks up a book. She looks at the cover. It reads ‘OPEN.’ She picks up the second book and holds it up so Leon can read the cover. 

Leon squints and says, “Medusa Shield.” 

Danae nods. “The OPEN book booted me out through a protection portal when Itra and I found the castle.”

“Great! Try that one first,” Leon says. “What chapter was it?”

“Chapter nine,” Danae says, bracing for the stomach drop sensation of transporting as she cracks open the book. Nothing happens, but she feels an overwhelming compulsion to sit and read. 

“Danae, what is it?” Leon asks, watching her eyes narrow on the page. 

Danae lowers herself into the chair and doesn’t answer his question.

“Danae!”

Danae looks up and blinks.

“Sit,” she says in a monotone command. “Read. We don’t have time.”

Leon gapes at her expression and response. He releases the staff, and it vanishes. He rubs his forearm where the new staff tattoo holds the essence of his gift from Ember. He plops in the chair next to Danae and opens the other book on the Medusa Shield.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

[image: ]


After two hours, Danae and Leon switch books and start the process over again. 

Leon’s stomach growls. 

Danae looks up and frowns. “When is the last time you ate anything?” 

“With you and Itra before the battle at dawn,” Leon answers without looking up from the page. 

The sound of a tray landing on the table and the tinkle of plates captures Leon’s attention. He glances up to find two plates with a burger and fries on each and a foam topped beer. He shoves the book aside, grabbing and draining the beer in one long gulp. Before he sets the empty glass down, another beer appears. 

“Easy brother!” Danae scolds. “Food with the beer this time.”

Leon snorts, tossing a few fries in his mouth. 

Danae joins him, starting with her burger.

“Do you think we can recover this shield?” she asks between bites. 

He nods and wipes the corner of his mouth. “Turn a few more pages.” He motions her to stop on a page with bold cursive writing.

“To seek the lost, you must find a heart’s desire to draw the line.” She follows the drawing of a line through the illustration of a maze. The line stops in the center of the maze and then vanishes from the page. She turns the page and turns it back, and the entire image of the maze is gone. “What in the sorcery is this?”

“Magic.” He grins. “Did you read chapter seven yet?” He turns the blue book towards her. “The book says we can armor ourselves with Ember when on a mission to retrieve or recover an item. Does that mean she rides piggyback on our mission, or is this physical armor?”

Danae nearly chokes on her last bite. She clears her throat and takes a sip of her water before she responds. “Turn the page, you goon.” 

Leon sticks out his tongue and crosses his eyes. He turns the page. 

“Whoa!” He examines the details of an illustration. A cloak with large wings is drawn with the same red and purple colors decorating the war room. 

Danae laughs. 

Leon looks up from the page. “Wings? Dude, does that mean we can fly?” 

“No idea,” Danae says, “but I have a feeling we might find out soon enough.” She tilts her head toward a wardrobe in the corner of the room that has just appeared. 

Leon stands and bolts across the room. He impatiently fumbles with the latch, and it finally releases. The doors open, revealing four red and purple cloaks with large wings. 

“Freaking cool!” He runs a hand over the feathers.

“I see you found your wings,” Teuta says from the door near the dining hall. 

They scowl at her entrance. 

“Lock us in a room one more time,” Danae says, pointing in her direction. “And I’ll leave you locked in a box next time.” 

Teuta’s smile doesn’t fall. “It wasn’t you that rescued me. It was Ember.”

Danae rolls her eyes. “What are we supposed to do with the cloaks?”

“The ember archways are protected so descendants don’t crossover to other dimensions minus the future and past portals,” Teuta explains. “The cloaks provide safe passage through the other dimensions.”

“But Mui’s line knew stuff about the other dimensions,” Leon argues.

“True,” Teuta says, “but it’s because it’s all documented here in the library and the archives.” 

Danae raises a hand to interrupt. 

Teuta shakes her head. “If you try to walk under the Ottoman or revolutionary archways, you don’t actually travel to that dimension, you remain in the communist dimension. The cloaks are the key to opening the archway to another dimension where you don’t belong.” 

Danae’s mouth opens, but no words escape. 

Teuta holds up the gold cube. She taps a corner of the cube the sides fold in. It makes a small square. A string of text hovers above the surface. “The cube contains a record of the jumps the user made.” Teuta uses her finger to scroll through the text and highlights the second line. “The coordinates indicate the bunker is at a lake-level path in the Mokset hills.”

“That doesn’t exactly narrow it down. There are several bunkers near the lake,” Danae says, but stops when Teuta holds her hand up. 

“In your dimension, yes.”

“What dimension is the shield in?” 

“It is in the Ottoman dimension,” Teuta says, too casually. 

Danae raises an eyebrow. 

“Only three bunkers were built on the lake’s edge in that dimension, buried deep underground and heavily guarded.”

“If they are guarded,” Leon says, stepping closer to Danae. “How did Medusa and Poseidon move freely in and out?” 

“They likely stoned their way in,” Teuta giggles. “You may even find a few statues of soldiers along the way.”

“How could you possibly think that is funny?” Leon charges towards her. 

Danae pulls on Leon’s arm to stop his swinging fist. 

“Oh, my!” Teuta flutters backwards. “I meant no disrespect towards Kaly.” She takes a few more steps away from him before continuing. “That is simply my assumption about how they entered.”

“If we have the coordinates,” Danae says, stepping in front of her brother and points to the hovering text. “Does that mean the cube can drop us in to the exact location?” 

“Possibly. The last jump we know of was the dead blogger.” Teuta points to the top. “The next one is the assumed location of the shield. Because the next three are all locations here in the castle.”

Leon looks over Danae’s shoulder. “How do we activate that location and one back here?” 

Teuta highlights the third line with her finger. “This is the present cavern.” She hands Danae the square. “When you press two sides in, it will transform back to a cube. There is a three second delay. Those connected to the cube will be transported. Leon, take Danae’s hand.” He complies but is still frowning. “Now press and wait.”

“Now?” Danae asks. 

Teuta nods. 

Danae presses a side with her thumb and pointer finger. It pops back up to a cube. She tightens her grip around the cube as the floor falls out from under her. 



Danae’s feet find the floor, and she looks around the space. Her eyes immediately drift to the cavern’s opening with the sheer drop to the lake. She inspects the crumpled box in the corner near the edge.

“Ugh,” Leon groans. 

Danae turns to look back at Leon, still bent at the waist.

Leon attempts to breathe normally. “This will never feel normal.” He straightens and looks directly at the half-veiled woman carved in a freestanding stone statue—Medusa. He calls his staff and double taps for the scythe. 

“Careful!” Danae shouts, stepping away from the scythe. “You could do some serious damage with that thing.” 

He sighs and taps the staff back to the ember glow. He steps closer to the opening but doesn’t look directly down.

“It looks peaceful without a fleet of enemy ships,” Leon says, watching moonlight dance in the small ripples of the lake. “How many sunk during the battle?” 

“No idea.” Danae shakes off a chill. She turns towards the interior wall. “Show me Itra.”

An image flickers to life. 

The light catches Leon’s attention. 

The cavern transforms to the inside of a living room. 

Itra has a sleeping Elis draped over his lap on the sofa in the living room of Anton and Iana’s city apartment. Anton is behind him, talking on the phone and pacing. 

“Itra, can you hear me?” Danae asks. 

Elis stirs at her call. 

Itra looks up. 

“It’s me and Leon.”

“I can hear you,” Itra whispers. “Are you ok? What’s happening?”

“I’m fine,” Danae says. “How are you doing?”

Itra shakes his head and looks down at Elis.

Danae sucks in a breath watching Itra fight back tears. 

“We’re being orientated as the new descendants,” Leon says, wrapping a supportive arm around Danae.  

“I hope to be home soon,” Danae says. “How are Elis and Anton?”

“We need your help.” Itra looks up with a frown. “Elis’s memory of Iana’s passing won’t stick. It’s like the memory wipe erased any recall of how or why Iana is gone. Anton is forgetting as well. And I don’t know how long I’ll remember.”

“Teuta,” Danae calls loudly.

“Yes,” Teuta says, arriving at Danae’s side, nearly making her fall into Leon with alarm. 

Danae repeats Itra’s concern. 

Teuta shakes her head before responding. “It is true, soon they won’t remember the castle, the battle, the ember archways or anything related to the goddess Ember. However, I can make another scenario stick for all three.”

“Itra, are you going to be ok forgetting the truth?” Danae’s voice cracks on the last word. 

“If it means I don’t have to break my nephew’s heart over and over again, then yes.” A single tear falls down his cheek, landing in Elis’s wavy brown hair.

“Done,” Teuta sings. The image fades as she vanishes. 
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Itra lays Elis in his bed. 

Itra closes his eyes to stop the flow of tears. “Iana.”

A sudden memory flashes of his sister carrying Elis upstairs. She slips on the top step and falls back. 

“No!” Itra shouts and opens his eyes. He covers his mouth to squash a sob. He exits Elis’s room and joins Anton in the hall. 

“Have you heard from Danae?” Anton whispers. 

Itra shakes his head. “I think my lack of sleep has caught up with me. What was your question?”

Anton rubs a hand through his hair, and his brow creases. “Have you heard from Danae?”

“Danae—is with Leon.”

Anton nods and looks at the contact list he is holding. 

“I’ll call my Uncle Vincent,” Itra says, looking over the list. “And he’ll help contact the family on my dad’s side. And my cousin, Nada, will help with my mom’s side.” 

“I appreciate it,” Anton whispers. He follows Itra to the living room.

Itra asks, “Did the funeral director say when we can...” 

“Yes, in two days.” Anton looks at his phone. “My parents are coming by in a few minutes so we can get some rest. They’ll care for Elis if he gets up. You can take the guest room. I’ll be on the couch in the office.”

“Why the couch?” 

“The thought of lying in there,” Anton whispers, pointing to the master bedroom door, “without—I just can’t.” 

Itra shakes his head. “I’ll take the office. I need to use the phone in there to make my calls. Please, I insist, take your guest room. I really don’t mind the couch.”



Itra hangs up the phone. His cousin, Nada, cried more than she spoke, but she agreed to call her side of the family. He wipes his own tears and sucks in a breath before reaching for the phone. 

Just one more call to Uncle Vincent.  

His hand hovers over the phone as memories come in flashes. Iana’s laugh when she declared victory over Leon at dominos and a victory high five to Uncle Vincent. And his joy watching Iana’s smile with tears at the announcement of Danae’s pregnancy. 

Itra stands to pace the room. 

How will I ever be able to enjoy another family gathering without her?

Ring, ring

Itra fumbles with the receiver but manages not to drop it on the desk before answering, “Hello?”

“Anton, is that you?” a male voice asks. 

“No, this is Itra. Who is this?”

“Vincent.”

“Oh, I was just about to call you.”

“Good,” Vincent says. “Can you tell me where Duke is?”

Itra sits down, confused, and unable to respond for a full five seconds. 

“Itra, are you there?”

“Yes, sorry. Your dog is missing?” 

“Well, no, not missing.” Vincent sighs. “Kaly had her neighbors watch Duke, and I can’t get a hold of Kaly.” 

“You may want to leave Duke with the neighbors until you return home again.” 

“Return? Why would I leave again? I just got home.”

“Iana—she’s—there was an accident.”

“Did you say accident?”

“Yes.” Itra sucks in a shaky breath. “Iana—she died.”

The shuffle of footsteps and a door slamming are the only sounds Itra can hear in response.  

“Hello,” Itra says. “Are you there?” 

“On my way,” Vincent says. “I’ll call again from the airport when I have a flight number.” 

The line disconnects without another word. 

Itra is frozen to the chair with the phone receiver still pressed to his ear. He only snaps out of it once the dial tone returns. He hangs up the receiver and eyes the couch. He feels the weight of this new reality sinking in between each rib. He staggers to the couch and buries his face in the cushion to quiet his sobs until he finally falls asleep. 
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“Show me, Itra!” Danae shouts at the wall. 

Nothing happens. She tries three more times before Leon releases his staff and swallows her in a protective hug. She cries softly into his shoulder.

Eventually, she loosens her grip around him. 

Leon sniffles and clears his throat, trying to pull himself together as Danae looks up at her big brother’s face. His lower lip quivers as she rolls up on to her toes to kiss his cheek. 

“I’ll do everything in my power to find us peace,” she says. 

He nods. She loops her arm through his. They slowly climb the spiral stone staircase out of the present cavern.

“We need to rest before going on this fool’s errand,” Danae says, climbing the last step into the rear landing. 

“Teuta mentioned different living quarters,” Leon says. 

Danae nods but doesn’t look up from the floor. 

“The mural on this floor has changed,” Danae says. She kneels to inspect the mosaic tiles more closely. “This one had five archways and red flames yesterday. What do you make of this?” She stands back up, pointing out one archway that is connected to a ring. 

“Odd,” Leon says, silently counting. “There are twelve points inside the ring. A clock?”

“Maybe?” Danae says. “All the riddles end with time. Illyria ember of mine, uncover the maze you will embrace all treasures in time.” 

Danae looks away from the floor and up the stairs behind them. She takes the steps two at a time. 

Leon follows nearly on her heels. “What has your pants on fire?” 

She stands at the window on the landing, looking out over the inner courtyard

“When Itra and I were about to come out to you, Ember transported us to the hedge maze,” she says, nodding towards the view from the window. “I saw a woman. I think she was Medusa standing here at this window. Then the statue in the middle twirled away revealing an opening to a set of stairs. That is the only entry I know of that goes to the vault.”

“Ok, but why did you run up here?” 

“It’s still here, with so much change elsewhere—” she starts but sighs. She turns to rest her back against the window. 

The moonlight streaming in through the window creates an odd shadow up the next flight of stairs. 

Danae goes rigid. “Leon, what is that?” 

He turns to follow her gaze. 

A large, dark figure stands motionless in the threshold between the second-floor landing and the adjoining balcony. 

Danae pushes away from the window and starts up the steps. When she clears the second to last step, she jumps back. 

Leon catches her before she stumbles down the entire flight of stairs. 

“Sorry!” she says, releasing his forearm. “It’s Junior.”

Junior is frozen to stone with his arms raised over his head with his hands clinching a large dagger.

“Medusa got to him before you and Itra encountered her in the present cavern below?” 

Danae nods. 

Leon takes a few steps up to inspect the statue. He whistles. “I understand your alarm. He looks terrifying in that position.” 

“Just a bit,” Danae huffs.

“Was Junior, the oldest living descendant of Mui?” Leon asks. 

“Yep, Mui Junior.” Danae turns away. “If that seven-foot giant man failed to protect and serve Ember and this castle, what chance do we have?”

He points to the stone walls on either side of the landing. “Why are there walls here now?” 

Danae turns back and takes a step up. 

The archway openings leading to the suite she shared with Itra is gone. 

Danae shakes her head. “Guessing the old suites are off limits?” She leans against the wall and slides down. 

“Teuta mentioned some changes. Maybe we can ask her?” Leon squats to her level. “And we’re both exhausted. Sleep, then we can figure out the rest.”

Danae nods and blinks away a tear. 

Leon offers her a hand, and they stand together. 

They slowly walk back down to the rear landing and through the conservatory. The plants sway at their entrance, and the shadowy movement makes Danae jump. 

Leon laughs and plucks a tomato as they pass.

“Teuta,” Danae calls as they enter the red and purple war room. 

Teuta appears and twirls towards another door on the far side of the room. “Follow me. I’ll show you to your suites.”

Leon hesitates, looking over at the wardrobe with the feathered cloaks. 

“Later, brother,” Danae says, “we need to sleep.” 

“Fine,” Leon says, following Danae and Teuta up a flight of stairs. 

“That’s odd. I don’t remember another section of the castle large enough for a wing of suites,” Danae says, stopping at the next floor’s landing. 

A large archway opens to a long stone corridor with several wood and iron doors lining each side.

“Each line that has served the goddess Ember has a unique wing of suites.” Teuta opens a door midway down the corridor. “When the sun rises, you’ll no longer find Mui’s suites by the stairs near the maze. The castle has a full reset in progress.”

Danae nods. “Noted. The entrance is already gone. What about the portraits in the suites and other keepsakes?” 

Teuta waves her hand. “They still exist but are hidden from the current descendants.” She gestures to the open door. “Leon, this is your suite and Danae is directly across the hall.”

“Good night, sis,” Leon says, walking into the suite and shutting the door. 

Teuta vanishes.

“Good night.” Danae stands at the threshold to her suite, examining the lavish interior. 

The ruby red linens with dark purple accents contrast with the large ornate furniture. A swirl pattern is carved on the bedposts and wardrobe. 

A tingle between her shoulder blades pushes her further in the room. She pushes open another door on the far side to find a large living room. She is instantly drawn to the windows. 

The moonlight shimmers down on waters of the lake below. She follows the water to the dark outline of the Montenegro mountains. The land at the lake’s edge looks desolate. 

If the shield is down, wouldn’t I see an active border crossing, roads, lights, people, or boats? Another question to add to the ever-growing list. 

Danae turns towards the bedroom and finds a new door leading to a large bathroom. A large copper tub sits centered like an artist’s masterpiece on display. She opens the drawers next to the sink to find toiletries and bath salts. She decides to take advantage of the tub to soothe her nerves and unwind.

The hot water never cools, but the warmth doesn’t soothe her waves of emotion. Her tears fall while she soaks, replaying the loss of Iana and Kaly. The discovery that she is carrying not one but two babies. The water ripples as her chest heaves in sobs. She longs for the comfort of Itra and his embrace. 

The ember amulet around Danae’s neck glows and floats to the surface. She stills her movements and feels a wave of relief from her scalp to her toes. She closes her eyes and only twitches when she hears movement in the direction of the door to her suite. 

“Danae?” Leon calls. 

“In the tub,” she whispers. She doesn’t hear him respond. She repeats louder. “In the tub!” 

She can hear Leon’s shuffled steps just outside the door. There is a soft sound of his shirt scraping the wall as he slides to sit on the floor near the bathroom door. 

“I can’t sleep,” Leon says.  

“I can’t stop—thinking,” Danae says.

Leon bangs his head against the wall and curses under his breath. “I haven’t even tried to call Kaly’s mom.”

Danae submerges under the water in response. An image of a red book fills her mind. She emerges with a gasp of clarity. “Leon, the archives!” 

“Not following?” 

Leon and Danae spent the first few hours of the battle sequestered in the archives, a large hall with a collection of paintings, books, and a three-bedroom suite hidden far below the castle. 

Danae stands as the tub drains automatically, and she grabs a warm towel hanging on a rack near the tub. 

“There was a book about Medusa in the archives. Maybe there is a remedy to the snake charm.” 

She steps out and dries off. She envisions an outfit ready for action and feels the familiar sensation of clothes draping around and covering her curves. She steps in front of the large mirror as her dark pixie hair dries and styles. 

The magic of a thought provoked wardrobe may never get old.

Danae opens the door and Leon stands, his posture hunched and broken. When his eyes meet hers, the red rims and puffiness mirror her own. 

“Teuta, can get us to the archives,” Danae says with a small smile. “It’s portal access only, remember?”

“Ugh!” Leon groans, rubbing his stomach in anticipation. 

Danae pats his shoulder. “Teuta!” 

A few seconds later, Teuta appears with her eyebrows lifted. “Ember will knock you out if you two don’t sleep soon.” 

“While we were in the archives, I found a book—”

Teuta snaps, interrupting Danae. A large stack of books lands in the middle of the bed with a muffled thump. 

“Now sleep or else. We need to be ready at first light.” Teuta twirls and vanishes. 

“That will never be normal!” Leon hisses. 

Danae shrugs, moves to the side of the bed, and picks up a few volumes. 

“She’s an odd little fairy queen,” Danae chuckles. She holds up a familiar red book with Medusa on the cover. “Take this one.” She hands Leon the book. 

He turns the book over and opens it to thumb through the text. “It’s blank. What was the phrase to unlock the books?” 

“Hapur,” Danae states. She picks a book on ancient charms. On contact, her ember amulet lifts away from her chest. She places a hand over the amulet. It is pulsing.

“Hapur,” Danae whispers over the book. She clears her mind and thinks only of the snake charm Leon showed her after Kaly was turned to stone. The book lifts from her hands and snaps closed. Another book flies towards her face. The book tilts and opens to a drawing of the snake charm with ancient text and symbols. She attempts to grab the book, but it flies just out of reach.

“What the—” Danae sighs and tries a second time to reach for the book, and it flies higher. “Leon, a little help, please!”

He calls his ember staff and snares the book, lowering it back down to the bed. The book shakes under the weight of his staff and then snaps shut with a force that knocks Danae back to the wall. 

“Ugh!” Danae gasps after air returns to her lungs.

“Are you ok?” 

“No,” Danae grunts. “I saw a page with the snake charm and then it wouldn’t let me near it!” 

“What did it say?” He rummages through the pile. “Which one was it?”

“Gold spine, black cover.” Danae remains near the wall. 

“I don’t see it!” Leon tosses each book off the bed without care. 

“Careful!” 

They each vanish before they hit the floor. 

“Danae, what did it say about the charm?” Leon holds the only remaining book, and it’s red.

“I tried to bring it closer to read, but you saw what happened.” She steps towards the book, but the amulet propels her back. She frowns. 

“What is it?” 

“It’s pushing me back.” She attempts to move against the force. She’s stuck. “What book is left?”

“The one you gave me about Medusa, but it’s written in a different language.” He shows her the cover.

“The amulet is for protection.” She tries to calm her racing heart. “If the text could bring me or my family harm, it will instinctively protect us. Maybe the text is the curse. Either way, we’ll need someone else to translate it.”

Leon snaps and points at her. “Wasn’t Itra’s Uncle Vincent, gifted with the ability to read, write, speak, and translate any language by the goddess Ember? Do you think he still has his gift?”

“Teuta!” Danae calls. The last book vanishes from Leon’s hand. He steps back in surprise as Teuta appears between the two of them. 

“Yes, the former descendants keep their gifts,” Teuta answers before they can even ask. 

“Were you listening to our conversation?” Danae asks, realizing she can move freely again. She steps closer to Leon.

“Doesn’t matter,” Teuta says, rapidly tapping her foot. “You have one minute to lie down in your respective beds or be placed there by Ember. We have a mission to complete at dawn! I need you both well and rested!” 

They stare at her.

“Thirty seconds,” Teuta chirps. 

Leon mumbles a curse. He walks across the hall to his suite and slams the door. 

Danae moves to her bed and sits on the edge. “We aren’t twelve, you know.” 

“Ha!” Teuta vanishes. 

Danae feels a weight on her chest, lowering her towards the bed. She doesn’t fight the feeling and pulls in a pillow to hug as darkness overwhelms her. 
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Beep

Leon rolls from the bed into a crouch and calls his staff before he can blink. His watch beeps again. 

A large window lets in just enough light to make out the large ornate furniture. Castle, right. 

He sighs and straightens, then leans over to the other side of the bed to check that he didn’t wake Kaly, but his bed is empty. He closes his eyes and braces his weight against the bed as he recalls Kaly’s stone figure in the clearing just before the ember archway. He shudders once and steps a back away from the bed before he taps the staff once. 

A warm ember light fills the space. He checks his watch. 

It’s only five in the morning.

He peers out the window. Heavy clouds hang low overhead, masking any star in the night sky. A small trace of dawn is visible beyond the eastern peaks of the Albanian Alps lining the far side of the valley of Bajze. He moves closer to the window, noticing movement below. 

“Headlights?” 

He shakes his head. 

“If I can see lights, they can see the castle! Danae!” 

Leon barrels out of his door across the hall to her suite. He doesn’t bother knocking and throws open her door. 

“Danae!”

Danae sits up and launches a pillow towards the noise. 

Leon ducks the fluffy assault. 

“Leon?” Danae hoarsely whispers, squinting to make out her brother’s form. 

“Who else?” He chuckles. “We have a problem!”
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