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  Dad,
I learned something.
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  Chapter One
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She blinked up at the sky as she came to. Her head was spinning. She slowly began to make out shapes around her. The deep blue sky had streaks of thin, wispy clouds running through it. Far away, she could see a line of treetops to her left that abruptly gave way to the wide clearing in which she was lying. Soft stems radiated from multiple spots, pressing into her back and legs. She turned her head further; her long blonde hair was tangled in the tips of ferns. 
“Don’t stir yet,” a man’s voice said from her right. “It will take some time to adjust. Just relax.” His voice was muffled and echoed within her own head.
She ignored the advice and tried to sit up, regretting it immediately. The entire earth shifted below her, tilting to the right. She fell back into the sea of ferns. Questions spun through her head—Where was she? How did they get here? Was anyone around to cry out to for help? Her mouth was dry as she began to speak, “What did you do to me?” It came out nearly a whisper.
There was a long pause before she felt his hand on her arm. The cold from his fingers spread through her arm quickly. Normally, the sensation would have given her chills, but in this instance it relaxed her tension. The stranger’s touch was terrifying but steadying as it gave her a stable point of reference in this new place. Her senses began to clear. Birds chirped from far away in the bank of trees; no familiar calls, but she sensed they were peaceful sounds.
Despite his sudden speaking, the peaceful calm remained when he began, “I apologize for not asking your permission—I knew you would not believe what I had to tell you until we were here. My attempts to explain before were not successful, so I did what had to be done. I brought you here by a sort of portal—a tear in the world. I opened it to get to you and to bring you here. The journey can make many feel unsteady. You should be feeling well enough to get up soon and we can continue on. It would be beneficial to have context as I explain why you are so desperately needed.”
As she continued to lay on the bed of ferns, her memory of the moments before her unconsciousness began to come back to her. She remembered the knock on her door; it was strong and abrupt. This lean, sharply-dressed man carrying an unconscious woman in his arms pushed by Emily to enter. The woman looked eerily familiar, but at the same time Emily did not recall ever meeting her. Emily felt unsafe around this stranger and concerned for the woman he carried. She had helped put the woman in her own bed while keeping the stranger in her sights in case he tried anything. Emily hadn’t been drinking or eating anything, so he likely did not drug her in order to bring her to this place. He had told her that it was her sister. That was all she could recall. Again, her mind was flooded with questions. “I don’t have a sister,” is all she could manage to say.
“You do. She has lived here her whole life with your father. She is my dearest companion and -”
“I have no sister,” She cut in. “I have no father. You have the wrong person. I’m going home. Please point me in the right direction.” She again tried to get up but attempted it too quickly. When she made it to her feet, she had to settle back down to the ground. She could see more now—the field of ferns reached for at least a hundred meters in every direction. To the left they continued into the wall of trees, which was as thick as if it were old-growth. To the right they reached until she could no longer see beyond them through a thick wall of fog. This field seemed to be a clearing between two walls. Before her was only the grass of ferns, so thick and lush she could only see green. Perhaps there was something else beyond the horizon, but for now all she knew was that there were ferns. She turned around to see a mountain range in the near distance behind her, while a dirt road crossed the field a few dozen meters away. 
When she turned back around, he was standing in front of her with his hand stretched out. His blue coat sleeve was powdered with spores from the ferns. She took his hand and tried to use it to pull herself up, but instead he hoisted her up with ease. As she found her footing, she looked up into his face. His eyes were narrow but so dark she could not tell his iris from his pupil. His messy, dark hair was dusted with more spores. As he prepared to speak, his thin lips parted, letting out a deep sigh, “I suppose you’re right. My apologies. Let me help you back to town so we can get this all sorted out. My name is Will.”
She had no reason to trust him, but if he were going to harm her, she assumed he would have done so by now. She brushed off her sundress, which was also covered in debris from the ground. She felt scrapes up and down her arms. “I’m Emily,” she said rather abruptly, “just show me the way home.”
Emily stepped over and through clusters of ground cover which scratched at her calves, making her way slowly to the road she had seen before. She fell a handful of times—there was no set trail to go by. Will tried to help her up once or twice, but she shook him off each time—his cold hands no longer comforting, they just reminded her how dangerous this situation was. She hoped someone would drive by and offer them a ride so she wouldn’t have to be alone with him. As she reached the road, she found Will had already beaten her there, despite him following close behind her nearly the entire way.
He held his hand out to help her over the last bit and up onto the road, but she refused, instead choosing to clamber up rather clumsily. She again had to brush herself off, removing the fern bits, spores, and now dirt from her dress. The stains would not come out easily. She looked back toward Will to see his entire suit was spotless and his hair was neat, clean, and styled back. She thought to ask how but preferred to keep their conversation to a minimum. She just crossed her arms to point in both directions, as if to ask where they were headed.
He pointed to her left, into the fog that had not lifted since she had regained consciousness. She pivoted in that direction and began walking quickly. The sooner this adventure was over, the better. She had no idea where she was, so she already assumed it was going to be a long journey. The nearest forest to her city was at least twenty miles away, and this did not even look like that one. The mountain looked nothing like the mountains she could see from home, the trees did not look native to her area, not even the birds sounded familiar.
The flats on her feet began to dig into the backs of her heels. The soles of her feet became sore. Despite this, the wall of fog hardly seemed closer than it had been when they began walking. She turned around—still no cars to pick them up. 
As she got closer to the wall of fog, it became cooler and cooler. She no longer felt comfortable in just her sundress. She wished she had a sweater with her—then she would have not only warmth but also pockets; her pockets would have her phone so she could call someone or even have a map to show her where to go so she wouldn’t have to rely on this stranger. Just as she shivered, a coat went over her arms. She turned her head to see Will straighten the shoulder of his own coat over her shoulder and step back to his respectable following distance.
They came to the wall of fog and Emily stopped. It looked as if it were a storm churning behind a wall of glass. She reached out to touch it with just one finger. It was ice cold. As she withdrew her hand, a tuft of fog chased it, swirling and disappearing into the air around her. She looked to her side to find Will right there. He looked at her and nodded solemnly, closing his eyes as he did so. He then stepped into the fog, disappearing. The only trace of him was the fog that escaped the wall as he went in.
Emily turned around to look at the wall of trees in the far distance. She was tempted to walk toward them, away from this stranger and the abyss in her path, but the forest looked just as threatening. She took a deep breath and turned back to the fog. She saw an arm sticking out. The sleeve was rolled up and she noticed the definition in the muscles. The hand was held up, just as it had been when Will was offering to help her up onto the road. Emily took it and he pulled her in. The initial, painfully icy feeling lasted only a few seconds, but she continued to be unable to see for at least fifty steps. She wasn’t sure if she should breathe in the vapor but knew she could not hold her breath the whole time. Will’s hand pulled her along—and that was the only part of him she could see. She would not have been able to walk forward if it were not for him tugging at her. The sea of white slowly got darker—first in shades of gray, then a pitch black.
As the fog finally gave way, Emily saw Will against the backdrop of an old colonial town at night. The only light came from lamps in windows and hanging from doorways. It was quaint—like the setting of a movie about the American Revolution, but with an air of coziness. She hadn’t seen any of the lights or heard any of the noises just moments before, but now she was standing just feet away from a building from which she could hear loud, live music and even louder shouting. She could smell coal burning, but not in crisp, cool air like she did at home. Instead, there was a humid evening coolness that foretold an impending storm.
Will turned toward Emily and readjusted her hand in his so he was holding just the fingertips. He looked into her eyes and she knew he was about to tell her something she wasn’t going to want to hear, “I’m sorry to trick you into this, but I will do anything to save my fiancée’s life. You are about to realize how much I am asking of you and it will not be fair to you. If you don’t do as I say, however, you will be in even more danger than you are right now.” His eyes shifted toward the door of the building, which was opening and letting out more of the clamor from inside. Someone was leaving.
While he was distracted, Emily snatched her hand away from his grip. She turned, determined to make a run for it when, without looking, his hand darted to her and grabbed her securely, but not forcefully, by the wrist. He looked back at her with even more concern in his eyes, almost pleading, but his voice was stern, “Your name is Daughter of Champion, but insist they call you Highness unless I indicate otherwise. There is no turning back now. You have to trust me and stay calm.” He pulled her to the door.
Emily was startled by what she saw when she went inside. She tried to focus on the decor first. The brick walls were mostly free of decoration and painted white. There were metal tables and chairs toward the center of the room while the outer walls had booths made of stone. The floor, too, was made of stone. It was cold and unwelcoming at best, but the room was still filled with individuals. The sound of metal scraping against stone was frequent as patrons were constantly getting up, pushing their chairs out, and moving about. The patrons were hard to ignore, and not just because of the overwhelming noise they created with their conversations, arguments, and clumsy motions. 
Emily’s mind had trouble wrapping around what she was seeing. It was as if a circus sideshow act had been revived and had come to this town. At first glance, she saw whole groups of men who were uncommonly tall and slender. At one long table she saw more little people than she had ever seen in her life, not to mention more scattered about the room with other groups. As she continued to look more closely, things got even stranger. Not only were there people with eerily pale skin and white hair, but hues of skin and hair she did not think possible—purples, grays, and oranges. There were people covered with hair, people with scales, people with horns. One such person noticed them walk in, even amongst all of the commotion. He slammed down his drink, stood from his table, and walked toward them.
Emily got a better look at this—should she call it a person? He stood at least seven feet tall, broad-shouldered and muscular. His skin was gray and his black hair covered not only his head and chin, but also his legs where they protruded from pants that were made far too short for his height. Below his short, thick leg hair she was surprised to find hooves instead of shoes. She tried to imagine him walking on tiptoes or binding his feet to fit into the hooves. No matter how much she tried, she could not imagine a way to fit regular feet inside costumed hooves of that size. His horns came out of his forehead above his eyes and curved around the outside of his head, almost like a crown. He looked at Emily with the same curious fascination she must have been giving to him, though his was given with slightly less revulsion.
He stopped in front of her where she stood in the doorway and his deep voice boomed, “Highness, with all due respect, why are you wearing such ridiculous clothing? What would possess you to show that much skin?” The tables within earshot turned to look, as well.
Emily looked down at her sundress, then back at the patrons of this establishment. She was clearly inappropriately dressed. Although this place seemed very casual, everyone was dressed in fashions reminiscent of days long ago, when even the working-class men would wear a neck scarf to work and women wore only full-length dresses with coats. Her bare calves felt very out of place. The chevron pattern of her sundress seemed out of date. “I…” she began, pulling Will’s coat tighter across her chest.
She didn’t notice that Will had entered the door and stood beside her. “You would not believe us if we told you.” His voice sounded relaxed and cunning—a tone Emily had not heard from him before. Will laughed and patted the monster on the arm with his right hand, and the horned man did the same. “Good to see you, Brawn.”
“And you, your Lordship,” Brawn’s focus was on Will now, though he glanced over occasionally to eye Emily’s attire, “What brings you to our edge of the world? Nothing too political, I hope.” He stepped back to examine Will’s outfit, “You look in a state yourself. Where did you get these dressings? They look like they were made for one half your size.” Brawn pulled at the collar of the fitted, button-up white shirt with his massive fingers.
Will chuckled again, his eyes nearly disappearing as his cheeks rose. He had told her there would be danger, but she could not tell by his attitude. “I assure you, they were appropriate for the time and place of our business, but now we must change.” Without another word, he again patted Brawn’s arm and walked off to what looked to be the bar.
“Aye,” he slammed his hand against the stone bar and got the attention of a slender, pale woman with long, braided red hair and red eyes who was cleaning a mug, “Her Highness and I each require a room for the day, and may I please have the bags I left yesternight.”
She handed him two bags from behind the bar and pulled out a large book and a quill, “Sign here.”
Will signed “Will of Capital” on the first available line. He let his left hand linger on the page as he handed the quill to Emily. As she approached the book, she noticed his finger was on the word “Capital” and he tapped it twice before moving away. Emily squared herself to write, blowing on the page lightly to dry the ink Will left before signing—a habit picked up from a lifetime of ink staining the side of her left hand as she wrote. She noticed the book was not made of paper, but rather bound parchment. She signed “Daughter of Champion of Capital” in cursive on the space under Will’s name. It had been ages since she’d written anything but her own signature in cursive, it felt clumsy and unnatural—even stranger than writing someone else’s name.
The barkeeper closed the book and placed it back behind the bar, exchanging it for two copper keys, “Nine and ten. Out by two hours after dark. No exceptions, even for her,” she cocked her head toward Emily.






  
  Chapter Two
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They ascended a metal staircase in the back and came to the third floor where they stopped at rooms with metal doors and numbers nine and ten engraved on them. Will held one of the bags out to her, which seemed to be made of animal hide. She opened it to find deep purple cloth bundled up inside. Will also handed her the key with “10” engraved on it, “Go get dressed, take a moment to yourself. I will be in the next room ready for questions. Can I trust you to be on your own?” 
Emily could only nod. She had been able to say one word since she arrived, and even that had been a struggle in her state of confusion. She wouldn’t dare go back downstairs alone. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to go back down even with company, but she knew she wouldn’t have to until two hours after dark. But what time was it? How long did she have? She unlocked the room and the heavy door squeaked on the hinges. She locked it behind her. Inside was a simple bed and a metal dresser—that was it. Emily threw herself and the bag onto the bed, upon which was a pelt blanket. Emily curled up on her side and ran her fingers through the animal’s soft fur. She lay there for what seemed like both an instant and an eternity, grounding herself in the calm and quiet of the unfamiliar room.
There was no sideshow. This was no convention. This was no film set. She was in a real place with real monsters and a charming stranger whom she had just met told her she was in real danger. She weighed her options. She could run away, back to the ferns, and try to find her way on her own. She would have to go through the bar, though. Brawn might see her—anyone might see her—and mistake her for this other person again. She would have no idea where to go, how to find this...portal, was it? How would it even work? Her other option would be to march into the next room and ask these questions. She slid her fingers deep into the blanket and sighed, giving in to her curiosity.
Emily dumped the bag out to find the purple cloth was actually a full-length dress. Under it was a sort of coat with long sleeves and a skirt she assumed would go under the dress. She had to lay the entire ensemble out on the bed a few times to figure out how it went—a cloth puzzle. There were stiff parts and flexible parts, but a series of buttons helped her figure out what needed to attach where. That was not even the hardest part—navigating her way through the parachute’s worth of fabric took physical exertion for which Emily was not prepared. Buttons and bows made her fingers sore from the fine motor work. Thankfully, she wore a strapless bra that day under her sundress, so she would not have too many problems hiding her undergarments.
Once the dress was on, she noted the extra volume in the form of ruffles in the back of the skirt and the cinching around the elbow of the coat. The dress itself needed to be tightened in the back, but she could not manage without help. She did the best she could and tucked the strings into the shoulder so she could reach them later, covering it all up with the coat that she buttoned to a type of breastplate. Without a mirror to look in, she felt unsure of whether she had done it up right, but her curiosity was overpowering her vanity. She left the room and locked the door behind her—she had nothing that needed to be kept safe, but it was habit. She tucked the key into her sleeve, as she doubted this dress would have pockets.
Will’s door was open. He was seated on the bed, not having changed out of his out-of-place suit, watching the doorway. His eyes became more alert when she came into view, “You look exquisite. The dress suits you,” he stood and stammered a bit, “I mean, it fits. I’m glad. I was worried you might not be the same size as your sister.” He closed the door behind her and locked it. Emily felt she had just placed herself in a precarious situation until Will handed her the key. Will’s fingers just brushed Emily’s palm and, despite the warmth of the room, his fingers were still colder than ice.
His eyes were welcoming and soft, understanding her confusion. Emily had no idea where to begin. She waited for his explanation. They stood in silence, each waiting for the other to speak.
They locked eyes for an uncomfortable amount of time. Noticing this, she turned to scan the room. It also had just a bed and a dresser. No fireplace, no mirror, no artwork. Just a plain, basic room for sleeping—or whatever else might happen in a bed. Not facing him made it easier to ask questions.
She was about to speak when Will, also no longer hypnotized by the awkward eye contact, spoke, “Daughter of Champion is my fiancée. She is your sister; identical by the looks of it. They assume you are her because you are so similar—all but your hair and markings.”
Emily remembered the woman who was brought into her apartment. She had dark brown hair and tattoos down her arm like tiger stripes. Other than that, Emily supposed they looked alike, but her face had always seemed generic—a good quarter of people of Scandinavian descent could be confused as relatives. She hadn’t thought to take out a mirror and compare their features—she had more pressing concerns at the time.
“What kind of name is Daughter of Champion?” Emily asked after her train of thought was broken by a crash from downstairs.
“She hasn’t had her trial yet. Your name is chosen by a tribunal after your first major challenge in life. Sometimes they happen organically and when something life-defining occurs. If it doesn’t happen by your twentieth year, the tribunal puts you in a battle or survival situation. Whatever skill or character trait you display most prominently becomes your name. Your sister, like you, has nineteen years. Her trial was in the process of being arranged when she fell ill. She brought situations to the tribunal multiple times, when she did political work for your father, but it is not traditional for females to have names of the mind—and her talents are mostly academic and diplomatic. Females go by ‘Daughter of’ the father and males by ‘Son of’ the father, or their mother if they are fatherless.”
“How did her dad get the name Champion?” Emily asked, ensuring to call him her dad and not our dad. She hadn’t yet bought into the idea of having a sister or a father.
“When the last ruler was killed, he had no named heirs. He had a young daughter who was still years away from her trial, but none who qualified to rule. So a Grand Trial was held—any named individual was eligible to fight to the death to claim the throne. Your father, known as Dagger back then, was a low-level thief who lurked in the shadows around Capital. He had nothing to lose and entered himself into the competition. When all of his opponents either surrendered or were killed, he became Champion—a name only conferred on those who claim the throne by battle.”
“Will seems like a normal enough name, though,” she turned to him, he smirked.
“Not William like in your world,” he was amused enough by the comment to give a small chuckle, “Will as in determination. I had a trial that seemed impossible, but never stopped. It took weeks before I overcame it.”
Another pause ensued as Will waited for another question to guide the conversation. He sat down at the foot of the bed. Emily went to the window to look outside. Individuals were hurrying this way and that on the streets below. Many wore dark cloaks with hoods, large hats, and other outerwear that suggested it was going to rain or that they didn’t want to be seen. On the horizon, day was beginning to break. “What about them? What are they?”
Will smiled as if he knew a great secret but wanted the other party to guess, “I would assume they still tell the stories to children where you are from—the dark creatures that trick and lure and stalk and kill humans.”
Emily asked about the first to come to mind, “So, vampires?”
Will nodded, “Yes, but none here tonight. You would have caused quite the commotion coming in with your human blood. They typically congregate separately.”
“Dwarves? Not someone with the medical condition but, like, mining dwarves with beards?”
“Yes, in a way. They are not just miners—they are a diverse group, but many are involved in trade, especially in metals and jewels. Most reside in the mountains, of course, but many journey here to the edge of this region for trade and recreation. The beard is not common to all dwarves, though.”
Emily wasn’t sure yet if she’d believed it, but she racked her brain for all of the mythological creatures she could think of, “Elves?”
“Yes.”
“Dragons?”
“In the mountains.”
“Mermaids?”
“Here they go by the name of siren, but yes, only in the Seas.”
“Kraken?”
“There is just one, and he is ancient now.”
“Witches?”
“Yes and no. The use of magic is widespread, but none would call themselves simply a ‘witch’ or ‘wizard.’ Their powers come from their distinct race and they would identify themselves by that instead.”
“Who gets to use magic, then?”
“Elves, fairies, and demons are typically the most powerful, but almost everyone here is able to access power to some degree.”
“Can humans do magic?” Emily had always toyed with the idea of being able to do magic—a feeling of power she never had as a kid. She read fantasy books about witches and wizards defeating dark powers, but left those stories behind when she grew up.
“No, but there are no true humans in this region. There are legends of humans in other regions, but none here. Some can trace part of their lineage back to a human, but pure human blood no longer exists.”
Emily had been scanning the streets during the conversation, but spun to face Will, “You? Aren’t you human?”
Will closed his eyes and shook his head, grinning slightly, “Demon. No human blood that I know of or that anyone can sense.” He opened his eyes, but he still looked down at the floor. He was waiting for something.
Emily realized what it was, “So I am the only human?”
Will kept his body hunched over and his head low, but finally looked up at her. Emily realized his eyes were not just dark like they were when she first met him, but they had no whites at all. His eyebrows showed hesitance of what he was about to say—sympathy mixed with pity, “No. Not completely.”
Emily was done asking questions. She didn’t like the game they were playing anymore. She wanted more than what Will was telling her. She crossed her arms and gave Will a look as if to say “and…?”
“You’re part demon, too. You never could have known when you lived where you did because you have no markings, your mother was completely human, and you had no access to your powers in a world void of magic. You are half demon, though. Since you looked human, you were the one who was sent to live with your mother. It was safer for you.”
Emily enjoyed the talk of mythical creatures walking among her, even the revelation that her current companion was not what she had assumed, but this last disclosure was a step too far to be believed, even in her exhausted and confused state. The only thing she could think to say was “Prove it.”
“Prove what?”
“Any of it!” Her voice raised and she was beginning to sound hysterical. Whatever this was, she wanted no part of it. “Just prove it!”
Will sat for a moment, considering what to do. He sighed as he got up off of the bed and sat down on the floor in front of Emily. He held up his left hand toward her and said, “Sit.”
Emily took his hand for support and sat, somewhat awkwardly in the skirt, with a look of extreme skepticism on her face. He held her right hand in his left and placed his right hand on her shoulder. He closed his eyes in deep concentration, taking deep breaths and mumbling to himself. He gently ran his hand down her right sleeve, holding her hand in both of his as he finished. The action made Emily’s face soften and she looked up to meet his eyes as he opened them. The darkness of them should have been terrifying, but they were fascinating to her—no definition between the iris and pupil, no whites at all, just black. Will brought out a knife and, before Emily could pull away, he cut the sleeve of the coat up to the elbow. On Emily’s skin was tattooed the same stripes that were on Daughter of Champion’s arm. Her left hand felt the markings—it was her skin, nothing had been applied to it, but it looked completely changed. It didn’t even look quite like a tattoo—the blackness of it was too dark to come from a pigment and it wasn’t raised or red.
“Perhaps it would be more convincing if you tried something yourself?” Will suggested, sensing Emily was trying to figure out a simple explanation for what just happened.
“Perhaps,” she agreed in a soft whisper.
“Alright, then. Let us get you dressed,” Will pulled Emily to her feet, helped her remove the coat, and untucked the strings from where she had placed them on her shoulder. Emily felt the ends fall onto the fabric of her dress skirt. Will stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Emily and held out his hands in front of him, as if he were holding a horse’s reins. He nodded to Emily, indicating to do the same. She held her hands out, too. “Feel the strings in your hand.” He rubbed his thumb against his forefinger where a string might fall if he were holding them. Emily did the same. She hadn’t completely bought in but was going to at least try it the way he told her. “Now pull.”
She pulled abruptly at the imaginary string and, as she did so, the dress tightened around her chest and middle. She was forced to straighten her back in order to breathe comfortably. The ends of the strings bounced and fell further down on her legs.
“Now, tie it,” Will suggested, leaving Emily’s side to watch her better.
Emily flailed her hands around haphazardly, pantomiming tying a bow. She could no longer feel the ends of the string on her back.
Will walked around to see her work, “Do you not know how to tie a proper knot? You have secured it well, but I worry about how you will take this off to sleep.” He began picking at the large knot she created. It took him a minute or two to successfully solve the puzzle, “Try again, but in earnest.”
She took the imaginary strings in her hand. It was hard to tie a bow without physical feedback or looking—she was like a child trying to tie her shoes again, needing to analyze every step in the process. When she finished, she felt secure in the dress. Her hands were sore as if she had been gripping the string for hours, but she had just done a trick fairly successfully. It was no teleportation, but she had a sense of accomplishment in performing it.
“It will be tiring at first while you build up your endurance,” Will commented when he saw Emily massaging her hands, “but it will become simpler and more natural.”
“Getting dressed or magic in general?”
“Both, I suppose. I leave the next part up to you—would you like to go downstairs to eat or eat in your room? The kitchen closes at sunup, but I can probably convince them to make something special.” Will walked toward the door, patted his pocket, and reached out to Emily for the key.
“I’ll eat in my room,” Emily slipped the key from her uncut sleeve. The fabric dangled from her right arm as she did, “I have a lot to think about right now, and I am not sure if I could muster sitting down there with all of...them.” She walked over to Will and handed him the key. She looked down at her marked arm.
“They’ll all be gone by now. Not many of them can tolerate the sunlight well and protection magic is difficult when one has been at the drink.” He reached out for the key and again took her hand. It felt more comfortable to Emily now, letting his cold hands touch hers. He folded the ripped cloth back over her arm and ran his hand down it. The sleeve was repaired instantly with no indication it had ever been in such bad shape. She remembered back to the field when his suit stayed immaculate despite trudging through thick undergrowth. When he withdrew his hand, the key was gone. He opened the door and signaled for her to go through with a sweeping arm, “but I can understand if you want some privacy at the moment, Highness.”
The stark realization that she had to pretend to be someone else hit her. She had to be someone who was comfortable here. Someone who could use magic for more than just getting dressed. Someone who was already engaged to this man who cared so much about her that he would kidnap someone to save her. It didn’t feel as unfair now, though. She could learn about this world, about how to use magic, and possibly get to meet her dad if she was really who Will thought she was. None of that would matter when she got home, but it would be an experience. 
Emily was still standing in front of the open door while Will continued to hold it, gesturing. She collected herself and stood up a little straighter. Daughter of Champion was royalty, after all, and she would have to act the part. Her dress gently brushed the stone floor—it was a perfect fit now that it was on properly. She always enjoyed the confidence that came with a new outfit and, although she couldn’t see herself wearing it in a mirror, she knew she wore it well. She felt more powerful, beautiful, and confident in this moment than she had in a long time. She unlocked the door to her room and the change of scenery brought the reality of it all crashing down on her. She pushed the door closed behind her, forgetting to lock it.
Emily fell to the bed crying—this confidence only came from pretending to be someone else. Again, she ran her fingers through the furs on the bed and blocked out all thoughts besides the feel of the fur on her fingers. It was safe, it was comfortable, and nobody expected anything of her while she was alone in this room. She realized how tired she was and allowed herself to fall asleep with the sun beaming in through her window.
When she opened her eyes, she saw an orange glow through the slats of the window—someone had come in and shut them. She saw small particles floating through the concentrated beams of light. She moved her hand over the furs and more dust was swept up into the air, creating a beautiful trail through the light. There was a burnt smell lingering in the room, like someone had lit and extinguished a candle. It hadn’t been a dream—she was still in this small, undecorated, cold room, and now the dark creatures would be back when the sun went back down, and she would have to go out among them.
Will knocked, then let himself in. He was carrying a tray with food. “I came to give it to you earlier, but you’d fallen asleep. I kept it warm for you.” He set the tray on the bed next to where she was laying, then stood by the dresser, leaning his hip on it with his arms crossed.
Emily sat up and stretched—sleeping in such a constricting dress did not do much for comfortable sleep. She looked down at the food: a ceramic plate with meat and potatoes. Not her typical fare, but she was hungry enough to eat anything. She shifted herself to the foot of the bed and balanced the tray on her lap as she ate.
“In the future, we will need some sort of code,” Will noted, “Your sister and I had one to make sure nobody was impersonating me to get to her.”
“I guess it didn’t work, then, if someone was able to make her unconscious,” Emily said with a half-full mouth. She realized she hadn’t eaten since the morning she was taken from her apartment—she had been making lunch when she was interrupted by Will carrying her supposed sister. She was not sure how much time had passed since then, but it had to be at least a full twenty-four hours.
Will, who had been looking at the ground so as not to stare at someone who was eating, looked up, “You might be right. I hadn’t considered that. It will need to be a new code, then. It used to be a special way I grabbed her hand when we met. Maybe someone picked up on that.”
Emily, feeling a little more comfortable now that she had accepted the basic premise of her being here and had remedied





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
>
a4
O
=
%)
%)
i
>
40
O
a4
04
=)
O
L
<

/BN
AN P REA EINE





OEBPS/images/f3fe5921-ce5c-4aac-9d75-a25553a5c22e.png





OEBPS/images/fdb8ecd6-1756-45f2-9653-14ea2a75b56a.png
e

«

/_

ANDREA FINK BOOKS









