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      Portland, Oregon.

      Nienna Havard. College student. Librarian. No one special. She’s keeping a secret. Her mother’s in an mental institution after vanishing for several years. She came back talking about elves, goblins, and wars.

      

      To compound matters, she’s having a hard time breaking up with the guy who clearly isn’t right for her. Or maybe she’s not right for him. Either way, she can’t figure out how to tell him that they aren’t working out.

      

      Alred Lightvale. Elf. Hot. Protector of the Historian. He traveled to the human world to find a girl who’s supposed to replace the recently murdered Historian. He’s got a tight timeline to get the next Historian in place.

      

      One problem. She’s not exactly buying it. And she sure as heck isn’t interested in joining the cause.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Alred

        

      

    

    
      A speeding arrow embedded in the trunk of a tree as I kicked my horse, urging him on faster.

      The shrieking of the goblin warband gained on me. Cursing, I guided my horse sharply to the right, ducking under low hanging branches, racing to get back to camp. When torch lights came into view, I grabbed the horn at my waist and pressed it to my lips, signaling the guards.

      My call was cut short when an arrow embedded in my right shoulder, jerking me forward. I glared at the encroaching enemy. The camp was just ahead. I rode by the guards already falling in line to meet the attack.

      “Alred!”

      I spun my steed around, grunting at my latest injury, and slipped from the saddle as Jurgis hurried forward. “Where is he?”

      “He’s here, and he’s been asking for you. Where were you?”

      “Where do you think?” I snapped, gripping my right arm. “They’ve surrounded us. We have no way back to the Council now. I sent a raven for reinforcements, but they won’t be here for hours. The goblins have set up barricades along the main roads. They’ve come for him.”

      “We don’t have hours.” Jurgis wrung his hands, his long blond hair falling over his face. He shoved it out of the way, rushing behind me to deal with the arrow jutting out of my shoulder. Without warning, he yanked it free. When he started to remove my leather overcoat, I shoved his hands away.

      “I’ll live. Now tell me what happened.” I demanded. “Jurgis!”

      “Sorry, right. He should have told you. I urged him to, but you know how he is, and now it’s too late. It’s too damned late.” His bright blue eyes filled with grief.

      I stormed around him, headed for the crimson tent in the center.

      “Alred, wait.”

      “No. I could’ve prevented all of this.” At least now, the goblins’ sudden urge to attack us made sense. I stomped to the tent and threw back the canvas. “What in all the gods’ names do you think you’re doing?”

      “Ah, Alred, you’ve returned, and just in time, it sounds like.”

      I glowered at Garrick Havard, the elf that had been under my charge for the last twenty-seven years here in Kenzu’grote. “Why?”

      Garrick’s brow rose, but he didn’t look up from the heavy tome he currently wrote in. “I don’t think I need to answer that question. Not exactly something you bring up during polite conversation.”

      “How long have you known?”

      “Two days.”

      If I hadn’t just been shot with an arrow, I’d be strangling the elf. “I’m your Protector, remember? You are supposed to tell me so I can keep you alive.”

      “But this isn’t about you keeping me alive, not now. You and I both know how this works.”

      “That’s not the point. I could’ve moved you, and this goblin war band wouldn’t be charging toward us,” I argued, though deep down, I knew he was right. Giving up wasn’t in me, however. “There’s still time. Get your ass on your horse. I’ll find us a path to safety.”

      “No.”

      I ground my teeth. “Just like that? You’re giving up?”

      Garrick continued to write until he reached the very end of the very last page. He nodded as if satisfied with what he’d accomplished and set the quill aside. He sprinkled sand on the ink then blew on the page as he had done so many times before over the decades. Leaving the tome open, he stood and came toward me, a sad smile on his face.

      “Once you’ve returned to the Seven, they will need to see those final pages,” he said.

      “You can show them yourself,” I countered.

      That sad smile was fixed on his lips.

      I ran a hand down my face, not ready to accept what was about to happen. “You are giving up. How can you do this? You were so close to fixing everything.”

      “That is now a job for the next Historian. You must find her before they do.”

      “Garrick,” I tried, but he rested his hands on my shoulders, eyes narrowed.

      “You find her, Alred, and you keep her safe, you understand me? You protect her as you protected me.” He swallowed hard and backed away. “She doesn’t know anything about our world. You’ll have to teach her.”

      “I’m not a teacher,” I reminded him.

      “You are now. She’ll be like no Historian before her. She’ll need guidance and a friend, much as you have been for me.” Another horn blew as the goblin war band closed in. “My time has come, and so has yours.”

      “I’m not leaving you until it’s over.”

      “I’m not giving you a choice. You served me well, Alred Lightvale. Now it’s time for you to serve another.”

      I studied the elf’s face, hating how unfair life was. He’d barely reached his prime in elf years, and his end was here. His dark red hair was run through with several white strands, but otherwise, there was no way to tell he was more than two hundred and twenty years old. I was at a loss for what to say. I’d been warned this moment would come, but never thought it’d be this soon.

      “It was an honor to have served you,” I replied finally, bowing and crossing my left arm over my chest. “But I’m staying with you until the bitter end.”

      Garrick pulled a small, glass jar from his pocket, shaking his head. “Not this time, friend.”

      He threw it at the tent wall, and the jar exploded, creating a swirling portal of dark cobalt and emerald light. He gathered the tome off the table, closed it, and handed it to me. I was a much larger and stronger elf than Garrick and planned to stay until a goblin shrieked right outside his tent.

      I turned, reaching for my sword when Garrick shoved me hard. I shouted as I was sucked into the portal. The last thing I saw before the lights faded was Garrick drawing his sword and letting out a battle cry, meeting his death head-on.

      The portal closed with a loud pop even as I lunged to my feet, desperate to get back.

      “Bastard.”

      I gripped the hilt of my sword, not entirely sure what I was going to do with it yet. I couldn’t get back in time to save him, not now. The only way to return to Kenzu’grote was to find one of the hidden doors, since he hadn’t been kind enough to send me with another portal to return. He knew me too well. I would’ve already been back at his side, fighting.

      A quick glance told me I was nowhere near one of the few doorways that existed between worlds. Swearing under my breath, I started to draw my sword, but shoved it viciously in its sheath and looked for the tome Garrick had given me. The massive volume rested on the grass a few feet away, unharmed.

      I swiped my hand over the leather cover and hoisted it into my arms. Thankfully, the book began to shrink in size until it fit in my palm. I tucked it in the leather pouch at my hip, under my overcoat, letting out a breath to temper my anger. With Garrick gone, it was now my duty to find the next Historian. There would be a chance to grieve his death later, but now, time was not on my side.

      I wasn’t going to be the only one searching for the clueless Historian.

      Music blared somewhere ahead of me through the trees. I glared into the darkness.

      Humans.

      I hated their world. It was far too noisy, and there were too many damned people everywhere. Fumbling in another pocket of my coat, I removed the small, antique silver compass that never pointed north. Shutting my eyes, I held it steady in my palm and waited. Clearing my mind, I centered my thoughts on finding the one I sought.

      In the history of the elves since the first Historian came into being, Historians had always been elves. Garrick had changed everything when he fell in love with a human woman. He’d never imagined his daughter from that union would be the one to take his place, but that was who the tome called out to and whose face was shown to him as his successor. There was no changing who it was destined to be.

      I squinted an eye open to see the needle in the compass hadn’t budged. Sighing, I shut my eyes and concentrated harder on what I pursued. The new Historian was a half-blood. The usual tracking methods might not work. If I had known what she looked like, where she lived, I could have simply tracked her down. But I didn’t. Garrick never had pictures of his daughter, and I hadn’t seen her the last few times we traveled between realms. I was almost ready to track her down the non-magic way when the compass warmed.

      I opened my eyes to find it pointing northeast. I started to walk forward until I remembered humans weren’t accustomed to seeing someone bearing a sword. It wasn’t as if a goblin war band was going to come around the corner, not here.

      Not yet, at least.

      I removed my overcoat and adjusted my short sword, so it hung on my back instead, the hilt hidden by my hood when I put my coat back on. The dagger at my left wasn’t noticeable. I put the compass in my palm and set off to find Garrick’s daughter and the next Historian.

      ***

      Another group of students gawked as they walked by, and I pointedly glared until their eyes widened, and they scurried away like frightened rats. For two days, I’d been stalking the campus of Higgins University of Portland, observing the woman the compass was leading me to. And for two days, I’d prayed it was wrong. Garrick had warned me she would know nothing of this world. I couldn’t lie, I hoped for someone a bit more, well, not Nienna.

      The first day I spotted her, I willed the compass to guide me to someone else. I’d watched as she walked with some human named Phil on the first day. He’d draped his arm around her shoulders as they laughed about something on their phones. He had prevented me from getting close to Nienna, giving me more time to observe my new charge.

      The Goblin Historian was tasked with archiving the histories of the wars, in a sense. It was true they spent most of their time seeing and writing, but they had to learn to fight as well. Had to learn to defend themselves. It was not the life for a soft person—an innocent. After two days, it was clear the only thing Nienna knew how to wield was a book.

      From all I’d witnessed, she spent her days in classrooms, and when she wasn’t there, she was in the library, burying her face in books, or working behind the large desk. I sat on a bench beneath a tree today, waiting to catch a glimpse of her leaving the library. I had yet to come up with a way to approach her that wouldn’t scare her off.

      She’d grown up in a world without magic or fear of goblins. She’d grown up not knowing who her father was, or what she might become. My going up to her and announcing who I was and where I came from might not go over so well.

      “Is there a comic-con in town?”

      I glanced to find three humans sniggering as they stared at me. I ignored them and went back to searching for Nienna, but they stayed put.

      “Check out those ears, man. Hey, I know, he was born with those, and this is how he fits in.”

      “Are you quite finished?” I asked sharply.

      “It speaks! Hey, can you take us to destroy the ring?” the third one said through his laughter as he was high-fived.

      In one quick move, I was off the bench and had knocked into the humans with my full weight, sending them to the ground. I hauled the middle one up by his shirt, smirking when his feet dangled pathetically above the sidewalk. The other two remained on the ground, staring at me, confused.

      “I suggest you keep your mocking to yourselves,” I warned, “or you’ll see what else I have aside from pointed ears.” I dropped the human, and he landed hard on his rump. His friends didn’t wait for him, but took off, leaving him to run after them, tripping twice on his way. I shook my head and resumed my seat on the bench.

      A brief glance at my attire had me wondering if I shouldn’t find clothes to fit in better, but a flash of reddish-blond—more blond than red—hair caught my eye. Nienna. She was alone today, holding a stack of books in her arms as she strode across the grass. The top book was open, her lips moving as she read, I presumed. I moved with her, keeping my distance. Sunlight brought out the various hues of red in her hair, reminding me of changing leaves in autumn, blowing in the breeze. Freckles dotted her cheeks. Dark jeans hugged her legs, and black boots reached her knees, giving her an extra few inches of height. The forest green sweater she wore hung off her right shoulder, and I found my gaze lingering there until I dragged it away, not sure why I cared what she wore in the first place. None of it was fit for life in Kenzu’grote. Her gaze flicked up swiftly, then back down, and I glimpsed the bright green eyes that were so like Garrick’s that for a moment, I forgot where I was.

      A sharp pain of loss and anger stabbed at me, and I shook my head, reminding myself of my oath.

      In the few seconds I looked away, Nienna shifted course and headed straight for me. I should’ve moved out of her way, but my boots remained planted in the grass. Here, with so many witnesses, was probably not the time to tell her of her calling, but I had to do it soon. I was about to retreat to the shadows of the nearby building when a guy called out. A football flew toward Nienna.

      At the last second, I stretched out a hand and caught the ball.

      Nienna’s head jerked up, and the books toppled to the ground. I tossed the ball back to the human and bent to help her pick them up.

      “Shit,” she muttered, gingerly lifting two of the books and closing them. “Don’t be damaged. Please don’t be damaged.” She sighed in relief, running her fingers over the spines.

      Her care for the inanimate objects baffled me. “You should pay attention to your surroundings,” I commented, figuring now was a good a time as any to start her lessons.

      Her hands stilled, and she looked up, laughing. The sound was full of life and happiness. A small part of me hated that I would be stealing that away from her. If the life her father and I had led had one guarantee, it was that happiness was nearly impossible to find and hold onto. “Yeah, I probably should,” she said, her smile crooked. A dimple appeared in her right cheek, and I fumbled with the books in my hands. “Thanks, by the way. Saved me from getting smoked in the head.”

      My brow furrowed, and I handed her the rest of her books. “Yes, well, as I said—”

      “Pay attention to my surroundings,” she finished for me. “Got it.” With books in hand, she stood, giving me a quizzical once-over. “Damn, that is a nice costume. I’m extremely jealous. Are you part of the fair?”

      “The fair?” I asked, doing my best to hide my annoyance.

      “Yeah, the renaissance fair? You look incredible. It all looks so real and worn.” She reached for my arm, raising it as she inspected the leather bracer. “This detail must’ve taken you forever to get right. Did you make all this yourself?”

      “Ah, no, but I maintain it,” I said quietly.

      “Huh. You’ll have to tell me where you get your stuff. I always want to dress up, but there’s never time.” She checked the silver watch on her wrist.

      It wasn’t the watch that made me stiffen. Sunlight glinted off the gold thick-banded bracelet above her watch. I recognized it as the one Garrick had crafted for her. The band bore an enchantment, but I sensed Nienna had no idea she was being affected by magic. I doubt she believed magic existed.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yes, quite.” I stepped to the side with a polite smile. “I don’t want to keep you waiting if you have somewhere you have to be.”

      “I do, sadly. Uh, I work in the library if you want to continue this conversation. I’m there almost every night.” She twisted her lips to the side, bouncing on the balls of her feet, seeming to debate staying to talk with me.

      “Nienna!”

      I bit back a grunt.

      The human called Phil had yelled for her. Our conversation would have to wait. Why couldn’t she have been in Kenzu’grote already? The tome’s call would’ve reached her there, and she would’ve come to me instead of the other way around.

      “I guess I’ll see you around?” she asked after she waved across the way to Phil.

      “Yes, I’m sure you will.” I smiled and started to bow and cross my left arm over my chest, stopping myself just in time. “It was very nice to meet you, Nienna.”

      “And you…” She trailed off, and I told her my name. “Alred. I like that. See you around.”

      Clasping my hands behind my back, I watched her go.

      Phil took half the stack of books from her and kissed her cheek.

      I bristled at the action. I was taking her away from more than just her job and her schooling. I’d be stealing her away from a possible love. It was rare for a Protector or Historian to have a relationship of any kind. Very few had managed to. Garrick was one of the lucky ones. But not me, not ever. There was no point when my job was literally my life.

      “Tomorrow,” I whispered. “You’ll tell her everything tomorrow.”
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          Nienna

        

      

    

    
      Rain pattered the window in the lobby as I waited to sign in to visit Mom. Another rainy day in Portland was nothing new. Since yesterday, all I kept thinking about was that Alred guy on campus. There’d been something about him that made me want to keep talking to him. When he hadn’t appeared in the library last night, I admitted to myself I was disappointed. I fiddled with my black crossbody purse, wondering if he’d show up today, though I wasn’t sure why I wanted to see him again.

      “He was just some guy, and you have enough going on in your life. And Phil. You have Phil. Remember Phil,” I muttered aloud, but my words did nothing to make me feel better. For weeks, I’d meant to talk to Phil about us, but each time, I’d chickened out. “You’ll do it today.”

      “Uh, Nienna? You okay over there?”

      I jumped, turning to find Harry, one of my Mom’s doctors, giving me a curious glance. I hadn’t even heard him approach. “Yeah, just you know, thinking aloud.”

      “About Phil.”

      “Yep.”

      “You know, this isn’t really the place to be caught talking to yourself,” he said, motioning to the psych ward sign over his head.

      I cringed. “Good point. How is she today?” I asked, following him through a set of double doors.

      We came out in a short hall and had to be buzzed in through another set of doors by the security guard sitting to our right. Harry held the door open for me and joined me as we walked a familiar path through the old, stone monastery that had been converted into a home for the mentally ill.

      The halls were lined with tall, narrow windows overlooking a central courtyard. Paths crisscrossed the bright green grass and bordered vibrant gardens filled with tulips, lilies, and other flowers the residents helped plant and maintain. A fountain sat in the very heart of the courtyard, flowing peacefully into a large pond filled with giant koi fish. I’d sat by that pond many days with Mom, hoping that somehow, she’d find her way back to me.

      Harry turned right down another hall, and I followed, realizing we were heading away from the common area.

      “She’s in her room today?” I asked, sad.

      “She is. This morning was a rough one. It’s why I called you. She was doing good there for a while, but the storm set her off. Found her standing at the window, screaming about war drums and catapults.” He shrugged, at a loss as he always was when Mom went off on one of her tangents. “We sedated her to calm her down. She’s awake, but she hasn’t said much. I’d hoped her seeing you would help.”

      I smiled but kept my negative thoughts to myself. Mom seeing me hardly did anything. She didn’t recognize me, not since she came back from wherever the hell she’d been for four years. The year I turned twenty-one, she vanished from our home, tucked away in the forests of Oregon. I’d already been back in class and living on campus. By the time I realized she was missing, the cops had no idea how long she’d been gone. I never gave up, and the detective on her case didn’t either, but there was no trail to follow. Mom simply disappeared.

      Then, one night two months ago, I received a phone call from the detective saying someone matching Mom’s description was brought to the local hospital. I’d gone, excited to have her back, only it wasn’t her. Physically, she’d come home, but mentally, she was gone. She couldn’t answer any questions about where she’d been and kept talking about goblins, of all things. I told Harry and her other doctors I thought she might be somehow referring to the stories she’d told me when I was little. She talked about goblin wars and elves in some far-off fairytale world. How there was a hero destined to save everyone, a brave elf named Garrick. She used to tease how one day I’d meet him and become as courageous as he was.

      But I never met an elf named Garrick and had grown up without turning into some brave hero. I was happy with my books and reading about others doing heroic deeds. These mad musings of hers, though, were starting to get to me. Two nights ago, I had a vivid dream of some insane fight between monsters and warriors. There’d been a red-haired man with pointed ears. In the dream, he looked right at me. It was the weirdest thing. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a dream that clear.

      “Nienna? You sure you’re up for this today?”

      I nodded, keeping the smile planted on my face. “I’m her daughter. I have to be, right?” I reached for the door, but he stopped me. “I’m okay, really.”

      “You’ve been through just as much as she has. If you need to come back—”

      “No,” I insisted, though it wasn’t because I was strong. It was because I was weak, and I knew it. If I left now, I wouldn’t be able to bring myself to come back tomorrow. “I can see her.”

      Harry opened the door, and I stepped into the room that had been Mom’s residence for the last four months. I’d decorated the walls with a few pictures from home in hopes it’d jar her memory. The doctors had told me anything could trigger them.

      “Mom?” I spotted her sitting in the rocking chair by the window. She had her favorite plaid blanket across her lap and wore her dark blue cardigan. Her brown hair was braided and hung over her shoulder. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was a perfectly sane woman. But she gave no indication she realized I was there. “Mom?” I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “It’s Nienna.”

      Her light brown eyes, which looked nothing like mine, shifted toward my face. I held my breath, waiting. Her lips parted, but the words she said next had nothing to do with me. “They’re coming,” she whispered. “The drums. Don’t you hear the drums?”

      I hid my disappointment behind a sad smile. “No, Mom, there are no drums.”

      “Yes, there are. I hear them. They’re coming for you just as they did for me. They’re coming to get you, Nienna.”

      “No one’s—wait, Mom? You just said my name.” I glanced at Harry, standing in the doorway. He nodded, his brow furrowed. I didn’t imagine it. “Mom, can you hear me?”

      She squeezed my hand, and hopeful tears pricked my eyes. “Goblins, Nienna. The goblins are coming to get you. I see them, see them everywhere. Going to get you, going to get you,” she repeated until she ran out of air. She sucked in a deep breath, and the cackle that escaped her mouth was dark and eerie.

      I tried to pull my hand free, but she held on so tightly, I winced.

      Harry rushed over, prying Mom’s hand off mine. “Time to relax, Millie,” he said as she kept laughing.

      I backed away as he helped her out of her chair and tried to guide her to bed. They made it three steps when Mom lost it, and her laughter turned into screams. She kept shoving at Harry, reaching for me, eyes filled with fear. I clapped a hand over my mouth and backed away.

      Two orderlies ran in, responding to Harry’s shout. Mom’s shrieks grew louder.

      I had to leave the room. Less than a minute later, it became quiet, and Harry joined me in the hall. He didn’t say anything, only rested his hand on my shoulder. I peeked into the room.

      Mom was back in bed, asleep already, her body, legs, and arms held down by straps.

      “I’m sorry,” Harry finally said. “She hasn’t had an episode like that in weeks.”

      “She said my name,” I whispered. “You heard that, too, right?”

      “I did, but I don’t want you getting your hopes up. It’s a start, but she has a long way to go before she’s fully recovered.”

      I nodded, knowing he was right, but I couldn’t help it. Mom hadn’t said my name since she’d been back. “Call me if anything happens.”

      “I will.”

      He gave me a quick hug, and I left, my heart torn between wanting to believe Mom was coming back to me and worried it was merely a fluke.

      I was meeting Phil for lunch at the café on campus, so I took a cab back
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