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Footsteps pounded the ground behind him. Hoofbeats thundered even louder, narrowing the lead he held between his freedom and certain death on a path he had calculated for so long and with such meticulous care. Now, with all his strategy and design scattering away with the dust particles stirred by his boots, basic footwork was the backup plan.

His travel options had been weighed with care. Proven to be the fastest at getting himself from point A to point B, teleportation was the obvious choice, but also the most easily detected. The magic involved was bound to give away his position to the guards patrolling the area near the portal.

Slipping through the woods on foot, however, as if gathering fungi for a meal would be less noticeable and had worked successfully in the past, but this time, something was different. The true reason for his stroll through the woods had been discovered somehow, resulting in the life-threatening danger close on his heels.

Kheelan Sincleir picked up the pace, darting into the tangled underbrush for cover. A battle raged in his chest as he fought to control the ragged, rasping sounds rushing to and from his lungs. He clamped his lips tightly and forced himself to inhale and exhale through thinning then flaring nostrils to regulate his breathing.

Zigzagging his way through the trees in a blind craze, his right arm and what was left of his gathering basket now a makeshift shield batted aside most of the bare, brittle tree limbs. Tangles of dried, thorny vines ripped gashes into his forearm, but his skin would heal if he kept himself out of the guard’s grasp and managed to reach the portal, his door to freedom. The one he had stumbled across and kept a close eye on for over a year.

Eyes on the prize, he reminded himself. One wrong move and I’m a dead man.

The guards, led by his own uncles, were hot on his trail and close enough now for him to make out their voices: “You take the left. I’ll circle right and go through the clearing. We’ll cut him off.”

Sherwin and Balfour, his mother’s older brothers who had lorded over her since the death of Kheelan’s father, had no qualms about keeping him a prisoner in their world, intent on making him live his life in the darkness they both accepted.

His thoughts drifted to the nights before she fell ill when he and his mother had huddled by the scant fire they maintained just inside the cave they called home and the plans they made to escape this bleak world.

Their desires to put the darkness behind them and live together somewhere in the light, now dreams never to come true for her, but ones she made him promise he would see to completion for himself.

A man should be able to decide his own fate and make his own way in life, but his uncle’s need to control his every move, now that his mother was gone, left him with no other choice. Her death powered his determination to make her wishes of living in the light come true. This is for you, too, Mother.

His target destination, the portal between the dark and the light, was in his sight now. A fierce growl rumbled from his chest, his lungs screamed in agony, and sharp pains stabbed through his thigh muscles as he pushed forward.

If he fell short of his goal, all of the time he had spent planning extra paths in the event he was discovered was for naught, and he feared he would die tonight unless he made it to the passageway. To the light.

He grasped the handle of the weapon waiting in the sheath inside his boot, readying the key. This dagger had better work the way Hazel promised.

The portal he had discovered between his home in Faerie and the human world lay only a few yards away. He drew the blade and pointed it to the center of the circle a split second before his foot caught on a vine causing him to stumble and crash to the ground.

Rolling head over heels, a jerk on his ankle from the grasp of a guard’s hand halted his movement. Drawing the knee of his free leg tight against his chest, he then launched his boot into the jaw of the guard attempting to keep him from his destination, his salvation, and his freedom.

The impact sent the guard flying backward onto the ground with a thud, jarring his own body as well, dislodging the prized dagger from his hand. It bounced from his grip and flopped on the ground like a fish searching for water. Crawling on his belly and clawing fists full of dirt, he scrambled toward the portal on his hands and knees, grabbing up the key to open the door between the worlds of light and dark and then to seal it for eternity.

Clutched tightly in his hand, the handle of the dagger vibrated and generated a streak of blue fire sizzling a jagged line from the tip of the blade before it splashed to the ground and charred a path to the wall of thick, twisted vines in front of him. The scorching sparks danced around the edge of the portal, leaping out in multiple jagged arcs, and thrusted at the chest of each of the guards running toward him. Electrical charges jolted through their bodies, bowling them backward onto the ground.

Hazel had cautioned him that the spell holding the circle open only lasted for a brief time after activation. Afraid his window of opportunity would close any second now, Kheelan spun his body to a crouched position, pushed hard against the ground with both feet, and launched himself through the opening.

Skidding to a stop on his left side, he watched the portal behind him. The circumference of the sizzling circle constricted into a single, centered blue dot and disappeared with a slight poof, leaving only a fragile tendril of smoke snaking its way into the air.

“Kheelan! We will find you...!” His uncle’s bellowing enraged words waned to silence.

His chest heaved as he struggled to regain his composure. He stared at the wisp of vapor as it disappeared, praying the seal on the passageway worked and his worst nightmare had been locked away forever.

He glimpsed the new world he had waited so long and worked so hard to officially call his new home. Squinting, he jerked his arm up to shield his face until his eyes adjusted, and he became accustomed to the new light—the same glorious light that had illuminated all the wonderment he’d seen on his previous trips to this side.

“What the heck? You kicked dirt all over me. Oh, great. My salad is ruined.” A feminine voice, dripping with annoyance, scolded him for his abrupt landing and subsequent displacement of the soil and debris underneath him.

He blinked, scrambled to a sitting position, and focused on the source of the complaint.

Salad? Salad? What’s a salad? He raced through his memories and the lessons he had learned of this world for the meaning of the word. Lessons he would use to be able to fit into society here.

The disgusted expression on the woman’s face as she glared at the container in her hand clued him in to the fact that salad must be some type of food.

“Um. My...apologies. Can I help you remove the dirt?” He extended his hands, offering to be of assistance.

“You’re kidding, right?” The dumbfounded woman pointed to the dirt and crushed leaves sprinkled over what was left of her lunch.

Kheelan stood and took a step forward, wincing at the thought of crunching ground stone with every bite of a meal. “I am sorry. I had no idea anyone was here.”

“Why are you rolling around under a tree anyway?” The woman extended her hand, waving a finger in the direction of the wooded area.

Kheelan glanced behind him, examining the space where the portal, now sealed off for all eternity, had been located. He slipped the dagger, enhanced with an ample supply of magic, into the sheath inside his boot.

“I, uh...I was walking along the edge of the tree line, and I tripped on a fallen limb.” He pointed to a dead branch on the ground just behind a tree. “Clumsy of me.”

She glanced at the remnants of her lunch and shook her head. “Oh, well. It was good while it lasted. Gotta head back to work now.” She gathered the plastic packets and boxes around her, stuffing them into a bag, and stood as she glanced up to the sky.

“Glad I was able to catch a bit of sunshine before the clouds roll in again for another round of rain,” she said. Then she brushed off her jeans, shook out the quilt she had been sitting on, and took a few steps toward the street.

Turning back to him, she motioned in his direction. “Are you doing commercial work for the station?”

His brows pinched together as he followed the direction of her hand, which indicated her question concerned his clothes.

“The television station? Your costume?” Her finger flitted up and down.

The animal skins he used in his world to keep himself warm weren’t exactly what he had seen the humans wearing here, but he hadn’t planned on meeting such an interesting woman within the first few seconds of his arrival.

“Uh...yes...work.” He nodded, his gaze glued to the pleasing glow lighting her face, stemming from the sweet curve of her lips. He had seen females before, but none had ever befuddled him or rendered him almost speechless like this one.

“Okay. Well, maybe I’ll see you around then.” She pointed across the street. “I work at the café on the corner.”

She continued on her way, then paused to address him again. “I’m Jamie, by the way.”

“Jamie.” Her name rolled off the tip of his tongue. “It’s nice to meet you, Jamie, and again, I’m sorry about ruining your salad.”

She shrugged. “It’s okay.” She waited a moment then took a few steps toward him and extended her hand. “Do you have a name?

“Name?” He repeated the word.

“Uh-huh. Me Jamie, you...?” She tapped her finger on her chest then pointed to him to fill in the blank.

He shook his head. “Oh, sorry. Yes. Kheelan. I’m Kheelan.” He ran his fingers through his hair and chuckled. “I must have bumped my head harder than I thought.”

She nodded, her eyes lighting up as her pink lips perked up at the corners again. “Kheelan.” She repeated. “See ya ‘round then, Kheelan.” She wiggled her fingers in the air and walked away.

His eyes stayed trained on each step she took, taking in her every move, every bounce of her chestnut hair as it swished side to side. He had visited here multiple times before, gathering information, making plans for the day his stay became permanent, crossing paths with other humans in the process, but this one...this one was different.

Drawing immense pleasure in his observation of her movements, he realized he was grinning to himself. He continued to watch as she spun in a full circle on one foot, raised her arm high, and slammed her brown lunch bag into the large round container by the street.

Kheelan chuckled. Everything about this woman fascinated him.

“Careful, my friend. That look on your face spells trouble.”

Kheelan jerked toward the unsolicited and unexpected advice he’d been offered, recognizing, but not expecting to ever hear that voice again. “Nyx? Where did you—? How did you—?”

“Same as me.”

Flabbergasted, Kheelan spun on his heels in the opposite direction. “Oren?”

“Yeah. We thought you might need some help, so we hid on the other side and slipped through when you did. Whew. That was a close one.” Oren propped his hands on his hips and shook his head. “We thought you were a goner when that guard grabbed hold of your foot.”

Kheelan crossed his arms over his chest. “You two knew about my plans? My secret plans? How did you find out? Who did you tell?”

“Yeah. We heard stuff, but we told no one. We were well aware of the risks, so we would never say anything that might end up alerting the wrong people. We are friends, Kheelan. Always have been, always will be.” Nyx crossed his arms over his chest, matching the much taller man’s stance.

Kheelan shook his head. Nyx was right about them being friends. They had hunted together, helped each other in troubled times, and enjoyed skills competitions. He just never imagined he would bring the alliance, much less the two of them, into the new world.

“You are aware that the doorway to Faerie is sealed for good now, right?” he asked them. “There is no going back.”

“We are. It was time for a change.” Oren shrugged. Then he filled his chest with the new air in the world radiant with light and made a slow scan of his surroundings before meeting Kheelan’s intense stare. “So, what’s the plan?”

“The plan?” Kheelan slid his hand across the back of his neck and searched his brain for a solution to this latest predicament.

His plan had been plain and simple, to make a home here for his mother. Together, they had learned many lessons of normal human life and behavior from their Fae friend, Magnus, who had established his own dual life here. Kheelan and his mother had intended to do the same.

To include additional fair folk, who had lived only in a world where magic was normal in everyday life, was never considered. The residents here might be frightened and unaccepting of such beings.

Now, with this new development, Kheelan needed to rethink his future. He would be responsible for training them. They would need to be kept out of sight and taught basic lessons including manners, right and wrong, and how to fit in without using any magic.

“Yeah. Are we just going to stand here for eternity?” Oren scanned the sky and tugged his wrap tighter. “From the looks of those clouds, it’s going to get wet around here soon. We need to search for shelter.”

Kheelan glanced up. “What do you know about the workings of clouds?”

Attempting to make himself a bit more respectable looking, Kheelan dusted the dirt off his britches, straightened his shirt, and folded his animal skin cape over his arm. Then he grabbed up the bundle of personal items he had brought with him. “My plans have been in the making for some time now. I must locate Magnus to move forward, but my plans are finalized.”

“Great. We’re all set then. Let’s get a move on,” Nyx stated his declaration and started walking, followed by Oren.

“We? We are all set?” Kheelan flung his bundle over his shoulder and raised his free hand. His plans had included only himself and his mother. Now, he was joined by two additional travelers he hadn’t planned for, but he couldn’t exactly leave them stranded and alone in an unfamiliar land.

They both looked expectantly at Kheelan.

Holding his hands out at his sides, Nyx asked, “Well? You’re not going to abandon two life-long companions, are you?”

Kheelan glared at the beaming pair, who didn’t seem to comprehend the disruption they had caused to his carefully designed life in the new world.

Nyx was correct. Kheelan wasn’t going to abandon the halflings because he couldn’t allow them to run loose in the new, unsuspecting world with no supervision or guidance.

Halflings, a separate race of fair folk from the realm, were appropriately named due to their stature being about half that of faeries like him. Lucky for Kheelan, they were, for the most part, quiet and helpful beings. Though, they would need high levels of training to be able to fit in with their new environment. A frustrating thought since he had been observing for well over a year now and he still had so much to learn himself.

He scanned the area beyond the park, registering the differences between the two worlds. There were paved streets here, and they were busier than the dirt paths they were accustomed to traveling. The light of this world meant the residents were out and about, tending to their daily chores. Questions were bound to arise when the people here observed the curious pair. There was no telling what information the halflings would unknowingly spill, especially if they used their natural abilities out in the open.

Kheelan shook his head. Maybe they’d be able to ink out lives for themselves on their own at some point. Blowing out an exasperated breath, he prayed those lives would be far, far away from him, so he would be done with the extra responsibility of watching over the inquisitive duo. “Come on then, with the both of you.”

His new, self-appointed sidekicks grinned, adjusted the hefty bundles they’d brought over and fell into line behind their newfound leader.

Kheelan walked toward the street, stopping to gauge his location and to decide the direction he should take to find his contact.

Magnus had lived between both worlds for many a lifetime, learning the ways of humans and establishing himself as a resident and productive member of society. He had spoken with Kheelan of the allies he’d made along the way—good people here in the light world, as well as those on the other end of the scale, explaining the true differences. In addition to Kheelan’s visits to the light, Magnus had made numerous trips to the dark world to visit with Kheelan’s mother and pick up goods created by Kheelan to be converted into cash and saved for his future.

Kheelan took a moment to get his bearings, having used different passageways on earlier trips to the light world for safety measures. An examination of the street to his right revealed no recognizable landmarks given to him in the instructions from Magnus. Scanning the street to his left, his gaze landed on the café at the corner across the street. The sign read, “Jamie’s Place”.

A vision of the sunny image and the light in the eyes of the woman he’d met earlier flooded into his mind, filling his body and soul with a warmth different from any he’d ever experienced. The urge to go into Jamie’s Place and see her again nudged hard at his insides, but he had to find Magnus first and get settled into his new life.

“Now, we’re going to stand here all day?” Nyx complained.

Kheelan glared at the annoying hitchhiker by his side. “If you’re in such a hurry to go somewhere, be gone with you!” He waved his arm over his head, as if shooing away a pest.
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[image: image]


“Before you go leaving halfling parts littering the sidewalk, may I suggest we be on our way.”

Kheelan spun around at the amused tone of the distinguished voice coming from behind him. A relieved grin spread across his face as he stepped forward to shake the hand of his friend. “Magnus! It is good to see you.”

“I’m glad you made it in one piece, my boy. And the entry point?” Magnus glanced into the city park.

Kheelan raised his knee, slapping the side of his boot where the magical dagger rested. “Problem solved. Just as planned.”

“Splendid. Are you ready to see your new home and learn more about the life I’ve created here for you?” Magnus raised a brow with a sly grin. “Hmm?”

“I am beyond ready. However...,” Kheelan glanced down to his left and then to his right, “...I seem to have picked up some unexpected guests. I hope my quarters are large enough to accommodate the lot of us. I’m afraid to set these two off on their own.” Visions of the halflings making camp in the park and roasting a squirrel on an open fire flashed through his mind.

Magnus eyed the pair at his feet. “Agreed. Your living space will not present a problem...but your sanity might come into question sooner rather than later based on your current dilemma.”

Kheelan stared at the faces grinning up at him. “All I have to say is, the two of you had better be on your best behavior. Or else.”

“Very well. This way, then.” Raising his cane, Magnus indicated their intended route. Crossing the street, he directed the party to the left.

As they walked by the café, Magnus seemed to notice Kheelan’s interest in the establishment and commented, “After we get you settled, we will return to the café for supper. Their desserts are superb.”

Kheelan shot a quick glance at Magnus then lowered his head.  He noted his tattered shirt and dusty worn britches and questioned his ability to fit in with the locals.

Magnus dismissed Kheelan’s obvious apparel concerns with a wave of his hand. “I have purchased, on your behalf, a few items of clothing to help ease your way into your new life.”

Kheelan’s gaze drifted to the man walking beside him. His shoes had been polished so brightly that every tree and building they passed reflected in them. His dark blue trousers were pressed as smoothly as glass with a sharp crease running down the front of each leg. The matching blue vest worn over the bright white shirt was held together in front by a row of shiny gold buttons.

He wondered what was attached to the gold chain draped across the right side of the older man’s chest. His inspection continued to the top of Magnus’s head, revealing additional concerns about the bowl-shaped hat residing there.

Questions multiplied in his mind. Is this the type of dress I’ll be expected to wear in this world? How do these clothes serve Magnus while gathering wood for the fire or bringing water up from the creek?

“Tomorrow, we’ll go shopping together. There will be a variety of styles...,” Magnus paused, and glanced back at the halflings following close behind them, “...and sizes from which to choose.”

After a little while, Magnus stopped walking in front of a building and faced Kheelan with a proud expression. “I hope you’ll find this house acceptable.”

Kheelan looked up, taking in every inch of the two-story wooden structure. The sides were painted a dark blue, trimmed in white with a ruddy color on the door. A roomy swing, matching the door color, hung at one end of the porch accompanied by two rocking chairs.

“All this is mine?” Astonished at the size of the dwelling Magnus had chosen for him, Kheelan viewed his new home with awe. He and his mother had lived in a cave made as comfortable as possible with scraps they gathered from here and there over the years. This house amazed him.

Magnus suppressed a grin. “If you find the space to your liking. Would you like to see the inside?”

“Yes,” Kheelan’s answer whooshed past his lips, a remarkable feeling of accomplishment filling him. His hard work for the past year had paved the way for another of his dreams to come true, the dream of being a homeowner.

When he had stumbled through the portal for the first time, his life began to change. He had no use for the gemstones he was able to produce with magic in his old world, but they happened to be valued a great deal here, and humans paid a handsome price to possess them.

Magnus’s offer to sell the gems and create a new identity for Kheelan in the human world had opened the door to his future and the promise of a better life for his mother. His dream to bring her to the light and make a good life for the two of them here, a life she deserved, was altered with her illness and subsequent death. On her dying bed, she made him promise to follow their dream by carrying on with his plan of making a fresh start for himself in the human world. He vowed to honor her memory by living his new life to the fullest.

Magnus held up a silver ring with a key dangling from the circle. “This belongs to you.” He pressed the symbol of ownership into Kheelan’s hand. “Go on, my boy. Open the door.”

Kheelan’s gaze followed the path leading from his feet up the steps to the door of his new home before putting one foot in front of the other and making his way to the entrance. He glanced at his friend who pointed from the key to the slot in the doorknob, directing him to insert the instrument. The key slid with ease into the opening.

Magnus made a twisting motion with his fisted hand as further instruction, nodding toward the door, and urging Kheelan to follow his lead.

With a turn of Kheelan’s wrist followed by a slight nudge, the lock freed itself, and the door opened.

Magnus extended his hand, ushering Kheelan to enter.

As a new homeowner, Kheelan stepped through the doorway, pausing to scan the spacious room. His eyes adjusted to yet another change in light, making it difficult for him to distinguish much detail of the contents at first.

“Kheelan.” Magnus reached for a switch on the wall by the door and flipped it upward.

The overhead light brightened the room to Kheelan’s surprise, even though he had seen the lighting in Magnus’s home and office.

Kheelan took note of the comfortable furnishings, the pictures hanging on the walls, and the human-style floors. He tapped his foot, glancing toward Magnus. “I forgot the floors are hard. No dirt here.”

“As it should be, my boy. I’ll show you how to maintain the floors to keep them dirt free. You will learn so much in the next few days, but for now, let’s move on to view your sleeping chamber.”

Magnus led the way up the stairs ahead of them, turned left, and raised a hand indicating the three doors on the right. “These are the guest bedrooms and bath.”

He continued down the hallway, then he stopped in front of the only door on the left. He motioned for Kheelan to enter the largest bedroom. Inside was a bed the size Kheelan had never seen or even imagined. Draped over the bed were clothes like the more the casual styles he had seen other men on the streets wearing.

Magnus pointed to another door on the other side of the room. “Through that door is your bathroom.”

“Bath...room?” Kheelan’s brow bunched in question.

“Yes, follow me.” Magnus led the way inside, flipping on the light and stepping over to the gleaming white stool in the corner. He lifted the seat and poised himself in front, demonstrating one use for the fixture before he pressed the silver handle on the side to clean and refill the bowl, completing his example. Holding both hands out at his sides, he raised a brow to question if his instruction was sufficient.

Kheelan nodded. “Understood.”

“And here is where you will bathe.” The lessons on the workings of the new facilities continued as Magnus demonstrated the shower door sliding open and closed a few times, and the water flowing with the twist of a knob, adjusting the temperature to hot and cold. He pointed out the soap, bath cloths, and towels as well as other toiletries, comb, and hairbrush.

Magnus stepped into the bedroom again, gesturing to the bathroom, and then to jeans and T-shirts on the bed. “After you’ve had a chance to clean up and get dressed, we’ll go out, so you can begin to familiarize yourself with our town. Then we’ll get a bite to eat at the café we passed by on the next corner.”

Shaking his head, Kheelan walked in a circle with slow, steady steps, analyzing every inch of his new sleeping quarters. “All this belongs to me now?”

Magnus chuckled. “Yes, my boy. This, and so much more. You have outdone yourself in providing materials to be converted into the vast amount of wealth you now have in your name. Prosperous for us both.”

Kheelan nodded. “I only wish Mother was here to see our plans complete.”

Magnus lowered his head. “As do I, Kheelan. I loved her too, you know. We were making plans of our own for a future here together. Elise had become my heart, my life, my everything. But now, my comfort comes in fulfilling my promise to her to take you under my wing and guide you toward building a good life.” He placed a hand on Kheelan’s shoulder. “I can feel her presence here with us.”

Kheelan’s memories slipped back to Magnus’s midnight trips to the dark world. The three of them making plans for the day they’d be together. That time spent planning had opened doors for two lonely hearts to find comfort in each other. He would forever be thankful to his friend for filling his mother’s last days with love and joy. “She loved you as well. You made her happy, and for that, I will always be grateful.”

Magnus gripped Kheelan’s hand. “I will wait for you downstairs.” Wiping the mist from his eyes, he stepped out into the hallway.

Kheelan followed, wondering why Magnus had frozen a couple of steps outside the open door. Joining him in the hallway, he understood the amusement on the older gentleman’s face.
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