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      Serena

      Grass tickled her toes as she walked through the giant trees, which reached so high they blocked out most of the sunlight. The branches created many shapes and cast shadows across the foliage as Serena stepped further into the Forest of Ferrês. She couldn’t take her eyes off the flowers—they glittered in the rays of sunlight. Butterflies fluttered on the breeze and the sounds of wildlife all around gave her a sense of peace. The beauty that filled her eyes left her speechless. More sights amazed her as she walked along a worn path created by the creatures who lived within the forest. All the vibrant colors nearly overwhelmed her senses. A smile tugged at her lips as a bird with blue wings and black stripes glided down to land on a nearby stump.

      The bird chirped at her while it preened its wings. Serena knelt down to get a better look at the little creature. The bird whistled and turned a black eye towards her. It didn’t fly away as she reached out to feel his silky feathers. Intelligence flashed in its dark eyes and the bird inched towards her extended hand. He was centimeters from her fingers when a loud sound erupted from the forest. Serena gasped as the bird startled and flew away with a screech. Serena watched the bird disappear among the trees. Her head turned about as she looked for the source of the noise.

      I wonder what that noise was, she thought.

      Serena suddenly realized that she was very thirsty. She dusted off the dirt from her trousers and made her way towards the sound of running water. Thirst dug its claws into her throat as the sound grew closer. Focused on finding something to drink, she was trying not to stray from her path when a beautiful meadow opened up in front of her. Bees, butterflies, and lady bugs flew from flower to flower. The scene took her breath away. She swallowed a lump in her throat as her eyes drifted across the elaborate colors that decorated the landscape. It’s not fair! Why would the council keep such a beautiful place from all the gods and goddesses? This should be a sight everyone can enjoy, not just Nütari.

      After Serena had been caught sneaking into the forest, the council had forbidden her from entering it again. Bitterness clawed at Serena’s heart at the memory. She still couldn’t believe that all this belonged to just one goddess who was too selfish to share. Nütari only allowed her daughter, Salza, and her mate, Mortez, to enter. Salza was the goddess of the elves, and she was always expressing her love for the forest and its beautiful scenery. Mortez, however, didn’t stay confined to the forest. He preferred the mountains and the open skies. Serena was fed up with just hearing stories. She wanted to explore the world behind the forest’s forbidden walls. Now she couldn’t help but wonder if coming had been a mistake, because all she wanted to do was stay. Her heart felt full and bright. The forest seemed to feed something within her spirit, which was probably why she had risked defying the council. For months she had secretly slipped into the forest, always dreading the day she would get caught. There just has to be a way to open this land to me permanently, she thought.

      Serena jumped when a twig snapped to the left of her, and she turned to look for the source of the noise. Her eyes grew wide as a white stag with silver antlers stepped forth from the nearby trees. He stood a head taller, with bright blue eyes that looked deep into her soul. Serena took a deep breath, her heart racing as the stag came near. Intelligence shone back at her from behind his eyes. He is so magnificent.

      “You aren’t bad yourself,” echoed a male voice inside her head.

      Serena’s mouth dropped open in surprise. She knew the creatures within the forest were magical beasts. It was just hard to believe they were capable of human interaction, or in his case, mind speech. Her hand reached out to his snout and stroked his delicate flesh. He tipped his head forward. “Don’t be afraid, I won’t hurt you.”

      “I’m not afraid, just stunned. You are such a gorgeous creature.”

      “Thank you. I’ll try not to let it go to my head.”

      Serena giggled as her hand pressed firmly against his snout. His coat was silky to the touch and felt like butter as her fingers slipped up towards his mane. She walked alongside him, her hands trailing along his muscular neck and onto his shoulders. His back had an arch that would allow someone to ride him if the need arose. Her eyes went to his short tail which he flicked about. It had golden spots on it.

      “You are so unique. I have never seen a creature like you before.”

      “I highly doubt you would, miss. My kind only lives within the Forest of Ferrês. We don’t like the outside world.”

      “That’s a shame. I know a wonderful place where they would love to have you among their kind.”

      His head turned to get a better look at her. He blew hot air from his nostrils onto her face. She laughed as she straightened her hair.

      “Where exactly would that be?”

      “Elërya, the city of mages. There are dozens of magical creatures that reside within the mountain peaks and the forestland around that magical city. You would be a welcome guest among them.”

      His eyes sparkled with interest.

      “Perhaps one day. But till then, I’m content to stay here.”

      “Well, it is an open invitation. And I will even protect your journey.”

      He bobbed his head as he stepped away from her. Slowly, he walked back into the woods.

      “Wait, I forgot to ask your name!” she yelled as she waved her hands in the air.

      “Deyvan. I will watch for you, goddess of the moon.”

      As his white coat disappeared amongst the trees, Serena turned back to the meadow. Her eyes trailed over the flowers as the sound of water filled her ears once more. The sound reminded her of her thirst. Slowly, she pried herself away from the scenery and made her way back through the trees. It wasn’t long before a stream appeared before her. With relief she dropped to the ground and scooped up water with her hands. Water dripped down her chin as she quenched her thirst. Serena was so preoccupied, she didn’t even realize that she had an audience.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat met her ears. Serena looked up to see a young girl with pink hair and pointed ears. Gods be damned, if it isn’t Salza herself.

      Salza stepped out from between the trees, approaching Serena with a soft smile on her lips. The young girl lifted the ends of her flower petal skirt and curtseyed. “I’m surprised to see you here, Serena,” Salza said, her sparkly blue eyes dancing with mischief.

      Serena knelt down, sitting on the backs of her feet so she could look up into Salza’s face. Why is she being so coy with me? She knows I’m not allowed within the forest on the orders of the council.

      “Why are you here, Serena?” Salza cocked her head to the side as she looked Serena up and down.

      Serena groaned then stood up, dusting her knees off as she did so.

      “Just enjoying the scenery,” Serena began. “I wanted some fresh air.”

      The smile disappeared from Salza’s face. She gave Serena a stern look.

      Great, here we go, Serena thought.

      “You know the council forbade your entrance into the Forest of Ferrês without Nütari’s permission.”

      Serena avoided eye contact with Salza. She let her eyes fall on the beautiful flowers, the stream with water running over rocks, and the little beetles scurrying through the grass. Anything was better than looking into the accusatory eyes of the younger goddess. Who does she think she is? I’m the elder here—she should avoid my gaze. Just because I’m going against the wishes of the council, that shouldn’t mean anything. Serena took a deep breath then forced herself to look into Salza’s sky-blue eyes.

      “Well, I don’t think the council is fair. After all, we should all be able to enjoy this beautiful forest.”

      Serena was prepared for an argument, but she was not prepared for what came out of Salza’s mouth.

      Salza grinned from ear to ear. “I absolutely agree. The council shouldn’t prevent those who want to experience beauty from coming here.”

      Wow, I didn’t see that one coming. Perhaps this can benefit me after all. Serena let the air out of her lungs that she hadn’t even realized she was holding. She smiled back at Salza, who cocked her head to the left with a quizzical expression on her face.

      “But what will you do about it?”

      Serena watched a bunny hop out from under a bush and over to the stream to take a drink. She tore her eyes away from the adorable creature back to Salza. “What do you mean?” Serena asked as she rubbed her arm nervously.

      “Do something to get the council to change their minds. So, what do you have planned?”

      Serena gaped at Salza. What have I planned? That’s a good question… They stood in silence for a few moments then Salza walked over to the small bunny. She picked it up and whispered something in its ear. “You know why my mother gets free rein over the forest?”

      “Yeah, because she is the goddess of beasts,” Serena said with an eye roll. “Everyone knows that already, Salza. What does that have to do with changing the council’s mind?”

      Salza sat down on a tall rock that looked out over the stream. She crossed her legs then set the little bunny on her lap. Her hand tenderly stroked the little critter’s back. “My mother gets free rein of the forest because of the twin-tailed foxes. Yes, being the goddess of beasts has something to do with it, too. But that’s not the only reason why she gets to call this forest her own.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, the creature she created dominates these lands and that is truly the reason why she calls the Forest of Ferrês her own.”

      “Hmmm… That’s interesting.”

      Serena walked over to Salza and knelt down to look at the bunny. It couldn’t be that easy to overthrow her, or could it? “So, what you’re telling me is that I just need to create a creature more powerful than the twin-tailed foxes?”

      “Precisely.”

      Soft fur engulfed her fingers as she stroked the bunny’s small form. It raised its head to look Serena in the eyes and she saw intelligence flash across the bunny’s face. All creatures here must hold high intellect among their kind. She smiled back at the little critter as it stretched out its nose to sniff her palm. I don’t even know how to begin creating my own creature, let alone how to give it the ability to overpower the twin-tailed foxes.

      “Don’t look so solemn, Serena. If anyone can outwit my mother, it’s you,” Salza said with a gleam in her eyes. Serena looked up at Salza. She wondered why she was on her side.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I am going to help you.”

      Serena gasped. She shook herself mentally to make sure she’d heard Salza correctly. “Are you telling me you will help me double cross your own mother?”

      Salza laughed. She pulled a strand of pink hair behind her large pointed ear.

      “I’m not double crossing anyone, Serena. I believe the forest should be open to everyone and my mother doesn’t see it that way. She wants to keep it all to herself. So I will help you open this beautiful wonderland to the world.”

      “What if the council still refuses to open these lands to everyone?”

      “Do you mean if our efforts fail?” Salza asked as her eyes locked with Serena’s.

      Serena looked into the purest blue eyes and said, “Yeah, what if we fail?”

      Salza smiled.

      “Then we do what girls do best…”

      “What’s that?”

      “We nag them until they surrender,” Salza said with a devilish grin.

      Serena sat back and thought about Salza’s proposal, but it left her with an eerie feeling she just couldn’t shake. Salza gives me the creeps when she gets that look on her face. She must get that mischievous side from her father. No matter how many times she blinked, Serena couldn’t stop seeing Mortez’s devil grin on Salza’s face.

      “Okay, stop!”

      Salza looked at her wide eyed.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “That look on your face is creepy.”

      “How so?” Salza asked, cocking her head to the right.

      “You look just like your father right before he does something troublesome.”

      Salza giggled, covering her mouth in surprise. The bunny looked up at her and tilted an ear in response, then he jumped off her lap and disappeared
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