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      Spark doesn’t look away from pain.

      After years in the mental health field, I’ve seen what trauma can do—how it lingers, distorts, and shrinks a life down to survival.

      Spark is a story that doesn’t erase that pain, but faces it head-on. It’s about surviving the unsurvivable, and holding onto what matters—even when it feels like a lost cause.

      It’s the beginning of a character-driven series where darkness isn’t the end, but the starting point of transformation.

      If Spark leaves you with anything, I hope it’s this:  You’re not broken. Your pieces are just being rearranged into something stronger.

      

      Stay marvelous,

      —Krysta
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      The swaying motion of the carriage gives a false sense of soothing, and I fight the lure of sleep weighing on me. Mama had signaled for silence when we’d entered this part of the forest, her tension seeping into the closed space of our horse-drawn caravan. My chest tightens with anxiety, and I resist the urge to fidget. Moving would wake the sleeping baby in my arms, and that would only distress Mama.

      Light streams in from the edges of a large covered window, making the colors inside glow even more vividly and decorating the cramped space we call home. I focus on LaLora. She’s sitting at the rear of the wagon, peeking past the curtain. At almost eight years old, LaLora’s the eldest, older than me by six months. Our grandma calls her a cat for her insatiable curiosity.

      Swaney, my two-year-old brother, is lying on Mama and Papa’s bed at the opposite end, trying to figure out a wooden horse toy that comes apart and clicks together. My gaze swings diagonally to my other sister, Jezzie, four years old. Head tilted down, hair tucked behind her ears, she concentrates on learning her letters at our small table. I peek at the sleeping bundle in my arms, eight-month-old Jayden. His sweet face is serene. I gently trace the line of his cheek.

      All of my siblings are considered beautiful within our community of travelers. They have light brown hair, deep brown eyes, and a pale white complexion, courtesy of our parents.

      I look completely different. My chestnut-brown hair feels drastically darker than everyone else’s and it curls around my face, framing my light olive-colored skin and reaching to my mid-back. Yet it’s the streak of silver growing a little off-center to the left of my forehead marking me as other. My eyes aren’t brown either. They are honey colored. I am not one of them.

      I was abandoned as an infant, a tiny baby girl left crying in a basket with a name pinned to it. Everyone calls me Anala except MaJaJa. She uses my other name, the one that meant darkness. It was MaJaJa, the leader of the caravan, who found me and placed me in the care of Mama, her daughter, since she was already breastfeeding LaLora. But the real reason was because MaJaJa wants me close to her. She has a feeling.

      The caravan’s normal noises fade into the background. The clopping of hooves, wood creaking, leather stretching—all a symphony to our travels. Normally it was accompanied by jests and laughter or bird song, vocals to the track. Right now, the quiet feels like an oppressive blanket.

      My skin tingles, and my gut twists.

      “It feels like we’re being watched,” LaLora whispers, visibly shuddering. Her finger holds the curtain to the backdoor open a sliver, and she stares out intently.

      The drape next to Swaney twitches, and Mama’s bejeweled hand comes through, signaling for complete quiet. LaLora huffs and rolls her eyes. I can tell she thinks Mama is being overbearing—again. We share a smile. Mine is tight as apprehension fills me.  

      A shout breaks the silence, immediately followed by the sound of clanging metal and the frightened shriek of horses. The symphony shatters. We’re pitched forward as the wagon abruptly stops, and I barely stay seated.

      Mama ducks her head into the window, the bright light blinding for a moment as the shade is shoved aside. “We’re being attacked.” Her fierce eyes scan us, expression grim. “Stay inside until we tell you to leave.” Her eyes narrow in on me. “Anala, care for them,” she commands, then disappears behind the screen, thrusting the caravan back into darkness.

      Swaney drops his toy. He glances from the window to my face. 

      “Come.” I motion for him to sit next to me, and he scrambles over quickly, jostling me. Thankfully, Jayden has not awakened. Jezzie seems frozen with wide, fear-filled eyes. She clutches her pencil so tightly, the tip snaps against the table.

      We wait tensely, listening to the sounds of battle. LaLora seems transfixed, half-sitting, half-standing, staring open-mouthed out the window. None of us make a sound.

      “They’re burning the wagons,” LaLora whisper-shrieks.

      I twist, knocking Swaney with my elbow, and shove aside the heavy curtain behind me. It’s hard to see at this angle, but the smell of burning reaches us and smoke climbs skyward.

      Movement catches my attention. Papa lunging forward, engaged in a sword fight with a woman dressed in rags. Her face is gaunt, with hollowed cheeks and the crisscross of visible veins, and her limbs are gangly.

      It’s her eyes that cause me to freeze.

      There is no white to them. Just pure blackness.

      A horseman comes careening down the path, a torch in his hand, and someone hanging off his side. It’s hard to tell who. A swift punch from the horseman and the person falls, leaving a knife protruding from the horseman’s leg. He doesn’t seem to notice, intent on sweeping the wagon’s curved roof with his torch.

      I gasp; my heart stops. His black eyes lock onto mine as if he heard me. A grin spreads across his thin face, and he throws the torch at me.

      I dodge immediately, dragging Swaney from the window. Both of us topple over; the impact jolts Jayden awake, and he screams.

      Jezzie scrambles, the torch barely missing her as it lands on the cushioned bench. Flames lick up instantly. Jezzie’s dress ignites. Her cry is high-pitched, panicked.

      LaLora has plastered herself against the carriage door. I shove Swaney behind me.

      “LaLora! Open the door,” I yell.

      She glances at me, then at the flames.

      “Open the door!” I shout, desperate. Heat shoots up my arm as I smack one-handed at Jezzie’s dress, shoving her toward the exit.

      LaLora unlatches the door and jumps.

      “Jezzie, jump out!” I command, pushing her. She throws herself through the door, and I hear the thud of her landing. “Roll around, Jezzie. Roll!”

      Without looking to see if she listened, I grab Swaney’s collar and drag him in front of me, dropping him outside. I don’t wait, but launch myself and Jayden out, landing hard and almost falling. Swaney is crying, and LaLora’s missing.

      My gaze locks onto Jezzie. I drop next to her rolling form and hit the flames with my free hand, ignoring the pain. Together, we extinguish them just as LaLora returns with a bucket of water. She throws it on Jezzie and me, drenching all of us. Jayden wails louder.

      Swaney’s hands wrap around my waist, latching onto me. My breath is ragged, my heart beating in my throat. I shakily try to drag Jezzie closer. My hand isn’t working right.

      Noises rush in.

      Children crying.

      The stamping of hooves.

      Horses neighing.

      Metal clanging.

      People yelling.

      The crackling of wood burning. Then the smell of fire mixes with the aroma of incense, the familiar musky scent of sandalwood, and cooking spices. People are fighting within the tight confines of the road and burning wagons, the trees hindering the battle.

      We shuffle off the road and try to hide behind the nearest tree. It’s not big enough.

      A man grabs Swaney by his collar, violently yanking at him to dislodge him, shaking and dragging me in the process. I shove Jayden at LaLora, who’s kneeling next to Jezzie’s whimpering form. Swaney’s grip on me is gone, and I lunge, grabbing Swaney’s still-outstretched limbs. Agony radiates from my burnt hand as I force it to lock around Swaney’s arm.

      No one is taking my family. No one.

      With a hold on Swaney’s forearm, I dig my feet in to slow the man down. My hold is tenuous, my nails breaking skin, my injured hand slippery and weak. Swaney’s mouth is open in a silent scream. The man glances at us, and I catch sight of his black eyes. My breath seizes. They’re vacant, yet . . .

      The next moment, metal is arcing toward me. I’d been too distracted to notice the man had pulled a sword. Reflexively, I shut my eyes and hunch my shoulders up, dreading the impact.

      An unnatural screech assaults my ears. Nothing hits me. I open my eyes as the resistance on Swaney is suddenly gone. We smack into each other, toppling backward.

      Without stopping, I crab crawl with Swaney toward Jezzie. She cries out as I fall onto her. Shifting to her side, we all huddle together, and I realize the man we’d been struggling with was on the ground, unmoving.

      My heart sinks. Xan, our horse, is rearing, trying to break free from the burning wagon.

      I shift Swaney from me to Jezzie. “I’ve got to help Xan,” I mumble.

      Jezzie whimpers as Swaney transfers his grip to her midriff. LaLora seizes my arm with a shake of her head. “Anala, don’t go.”

      I break from her grasp and crawl, clutching my injured arm to my chest as I stay low and make my way to him. I stand and my legs wobble. Trying to figure out how I can help, I inch closer.

      Jezzie screams.

      I swivel.

      Xan moves at the same time, knocking me down. All air leaves me when I hit the ground. I try to scramble away, but a frantic hoof catches me in the ribs, sending me flying.

      Barely managing to prop myself up, I try to suck in a breath and nearly double over with the pain. It hurts so much, and I’m bleeding. The ground vibrates under me. My vision locks on my siblings. They are fighting to stay together. The edges of my sight blacken, tunneling my focus. I can’t help them. I need to help them. To wrap them in their own protective bubbles.

      Almost as soon as I think it, I see something forming around each of them. I blink, trying to clear my vision. It doesn’t disappear—instead, it crystallizes into bubbles—into shields. Then I notice a pulsing in the shields, like a heartbeat, only they expand with each beat.

      A lightness spreads through my body. Heat creeps into my belly, extending to my limbs. I pick up a hand to drag myself forward and a trail of blue light follows it, connecting me to the earth.

      What stops me is the orange and red sparks. Are they coming from my hand? I gaze in fascination, the hard-packed dirt rough on my cheek.

      Scorching heat ignites where my body connects with the ground, and the colored cords solidify. The searing inferno pushes past the limit of my skin.

      What is happening?

      The weight of my arm is too much; it drops. I glance at my siblings as another sweltering wave sweeps through me. The spheres throb, and the men holding my siblings go limp. My siblings run to me. Swaney and Jezzie snuggle into my sides, shaking, and LaLora tries to move me. She can’t.

      I’m too heavy.

      A third rush hits, the bubble expands outward, growing, encompassing. I lose track of it as it goes past my narrowing vision. I only care about my siblings. Must keep them safe. A fourth swell pours into me, and my heart flutters. It’s going to burst.

      My vision is a haze of darkness I try to see past. Shadows sweep in from the trees, tendrils of darkness reaching for me.

      A whooshing noise jars me. Blinking, I glance in its direction. A blue light strikes a woman heading toward me, trapping her for a moment in its terrifying beam. Her body gives out.

      Her head lifts, oily, matted hair sticks to her cheeks, and she spears me with her bulging black eyes, unnaturally craning her head. Grotesquely, she drags herself closer to me with single-minded determination. She’s close.

      I can’t move.

      Another bolt of light strikes her. The ground trembles.

      My vision pinpricks. I fight to stay conscious when an upsurge pummels through the woman, engulfing her in blue light, her body quivering under its attack. I stare in horror as darkness captures me.
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      Phe woke, her vision filled with two pairs of fear-filled brown eyes staring at her, feeling the vestiges of their bodies pressed into her. She blinked, clearing the image from her head.

      She was sweating, her hair matted to her neck. She mopped her forehead with a forearm, leaving her arm pressed against her hot face for a moment. The leather amulet bracelet she wore dug into her temple, the drop of water suspended in it, cooling.

      A shudder raced involuntarily across her body. What is it about this dream? It unfailingly left her emotionally raw. 

      She tuned into her breath, calming her pounding heart.

      To her relief, the sensation of little bodies huddled into her lessened. An intense heaviness settled in her chest. Was it sadness? Fear? Hurt? Or was it not an emotion at all, but some type of weight on her heart? She didn’t know, but every time the dream came, it felt so real, disturbing. Who is Anala? And why do I keep having this dream?

      Abandoning any pretense of sleep, Phe focused on the surrounding sounds. She could hear rhythmic breathing in the other rooms. The soft, irregular snoring coming from the room next to her told her Finian, a teammate of hers, had chosen the bed on the other side of the shared wall. She smiled. He adamantly denied he snored.

      Slowly and cautiously, she started shifting. The bed frame creaked, and she froze, hyper aware of the soft sounds she made. They were all light sleepers.

      She quietly slipped into clothing and shoes, opting to dress in darkness rather than risk the light. She assessed her exit strategy as she pulled her long brown hair into a quick bun at the base of her neck.

      She hopped onto the ledge of the window she left open. The stone underneath her was jagged and rough, making it an easy climb down.

      She took a moment to envision wrapping herself in shadows, a habit she’d formed years ago when all she’d wanted was to hide. She knew it was only in her mind, but just the thought made her feel both invisible and soundless whenever she “cloaked.” Then she flipped around and carefully lowered herself out.

      The cool air felt refreshing on her heated skin as she deftly made it to solid ground and slipped away. She kept her footfalls silent until she was far enough away she could relax, feeling confident she wouldn’t wake anyone. This was one of the cons of partnering with an elite military unit for team training. Sneaking away was always a challenge.

      Then she ran—as if a pack of bloodthirsty hounds were nipping at her ankles.

      Phe quickly left the cobbled streets of Spiritvale behind, the roads narrowing and switching to rock as they crept into the mountain, until she was past the last house. The tapered footpaths stretched into the darkness of the woods.

      She knew the path so well, darkness was not a deterrent to her. She was not afraid of the noises or a happenstance animal encounter. Nothing in these woods would make her pause.

      Phe rounded a corner and stepped off the footpath onto what she liked to think of as her own trail. It wove around the mountain to various destinations, branching continuously. Eventually, it dead-ended into a bramble of thicker trees and bushes.

      Without hesitation, she squeezed through the shrub until the path cleared and an opening emerged. It wasn’t much, just a slab of rock extended out toward the city.

      After a large storm a few years ago, a tree had fallen. The impact had cracked the rock extension. A portion of the cliff had crumbled with the force, and a crack ran through the entire shelf now.

      She liked the crack. It reminded her of herself—broken, yet filled with dirt and life.

      Phe strode to the end of the overhang and dropped to a seat at the edge, her feet swinging into space.

      She breathed in deeply, feeling the burn in her lungs. The woodsy scents of dirt and pine forest wrapped around her, soothing her, and she let go of the shadows she hid within. She didn’t need them here. She had a special relationship with the silence of forests.

      This nightmare had been creeping up in frequency, distressing her. Why had it returned to plague her sleep? The question of who they were always stumped Phe. Why did she dream of people she didn’t know?

      And the colors—she had never seen such vibrant colors in her day-to-day life. Even her other dreams were dull in comparison. At first, Phe had thought it was because she hadn’t seen much of the world, but as she grew, she had been exposed to different lands and people. She still had never come across luminescent colors like those anywhere. In fact, all colors were muted and drab in comparison. She marveled at what the world would be like if colors existed the way they did in her nightmare.

      The horizon lightened, going from midnight black to shades of dark blue. A cloud drifted in front of the moon.

      Phe shifted on her stone seat, feeling conflicted, and tugged a corded braid on her amulet bracelet for comfort. Kyra, her best friend, had created the amulet for Phe years ago, after Phe had gone missing for almost a year. As a Water Nymph, Kyra was able to use the suspended drop of water to locate Phe.

      Phe sighed heavily. Her life was complicated.

      Kyra, also known as Her Grace, was the last surviving Water Nymph, and as such, she upheld her family’s sworn oath to protect their island country, Xafara, and its people. Kyra’s mother, Thetis Theanora, had died during a visit to Shalexum while they were exploring the Xiheria Highlands. A blizzard had ravaged her last known whereabouts, leaving behind no trace of the parties existence. No one knew who Kyra’s father was.

      Kyra was intricately connected to the waterways of Xafara, as her family before her had been. With her ability to communicate with water, to work with the sea surrounding them, Kyra could control who came in and who left, could purify water for people to drink, could water the land, and more. Her role, and the responsibility of her family before her, afforded her General Bastion’s elite guard protection, as well as made Kyra an integral part of the government and social echelon in the capital city of Oceanid.

      Many coveted Phe’s friendship with Kyra, believing the position gave her a life filled with luxury and ease. In many aspects, they were right. Phe lived in House Nereid, Kyra’s enormous palace in Oceanid, and benefitted from its luxuries. When at home, Phe never wanted for anything material.

      In Oceanid, however, Phe was someone different. She couldn’t help it. The moment she entered the empty carriage that would return her to Kyra’s side, her shoulders crept toward her ears, spine concaving, and her stomach churned.

      Over the years, she’d discovered that the gilded carriage, with its plush navy-blue lining, had the power to evoke the younger version of herself. The one who didn’t speak because silence was safer and who felt every sensation skittering across her skin, remnants of pain from Grum’s caretaking. In Oceanid, she was forced out of the shadows she hid in, and instead of receiving the acceptance she’d craved when younger, she was ostracized for her place in the limelight.

      She could understand why Xafarians did this, but it never lessened the sting. Phe was grateful they didn’t know the full story, only the censored version of her past. Otherwise, life in Oceanid would be worse.

      What they knew was Phe, a homeless ten-year-old, had risked her life to stop an attempt to abduct Kyra, killing the Shalexum perpetrator in the process. This wouldn’t have created strife in and of itself if Phe had disappeared afterward, an absent hero. But she hadn’t. Kyra and Phe’s friendship had formed from this event.

      How could a murderer be welcomed into their ranks? Socialize with their children?

      The scrutiny only intensified on Phe herself. Averse to touch. Odd. Empty-eyed, yet cunningly observant. Even the way she moved or didn’t was critiqued, and they couldn’t forget Phe’s lack of proper social etiquette.

      Her heroic act—tainted by murder—melded with her homelessness and bizarre behavior, branded her as unsavory.

      Then there was the fact she was a foreigner, and this was the nail in her societal coffin. She was from a country on the mainland, Shalexum. The same one as Kyra’s would-be abductor.

      They weren’t told Phe had been brought over from Shalexum by the perpetrator, Grum, a criminal mastermind who had been her guardian. Nor did they know Phe had spent the last three years as Grum’s slave, forcibly molded into an instrument. Or that Grum’s hadn’t been the first life she’d taken. General Bastion deliberately withheld these details, as he saw her as a tool to wield for Kyra’s safety.

      A prickling sense pulled her to the present; someone was approaching, reminding her that her time with Shadow Unit had ended, her “treatment”—the cover story for her many absences from Oceanid—over.

      General Bastion had welded her into a lethal weapon, an assassin.

      Due to the secrecy of her training, General Bastion and Phe primarily trained alone. In this way, he privately—and brutally—honed her skills across the spectrum of hand-to-hand combat, weaponry, and outdoor wilderness survival excursions. To further refine her expertise beyond solo work, he’d paired her with this unit years ago. His rationale, even though her role was a tightly-kept secret, was to prepare her for team situations. Training sessions with Shadow Unit were yearly, and she wouldn’t see them again unless she was called and asked to assist them with a mission.

      This was bittersweet for Phe. This team knew her capabilities, had witnessed her growth, her sweat and blood. Her drive. She’d earned their respect. She could be herself with them, show both her dark and light sides, her strengths and weaknesses. And they helped her to improve so she could be the best weapon in Kyra’s arsenal. One no one would be prepared for.

      Once, she’d asked why they were called Shadow Unit. They’d explained to her it was because when they did their work, they weren’t seen. They were shadows.

      Phe resonated deeply with this. She walked with shadows too.

      She would start her return to Oceanid today, a full two-day journey, as she was expected to attend a ball with Her Grace, Kyra. Phe normally despised large social events. Yet this was a coming-of-age celebration for Princess Attiva, and she wanted to be there. The royal family was the exception to her social experiences, welcoming and nurturing.

      A footstep sounded behind her, her normally stealthy interloper announcing his presence.

      Phe sighed, shifting, so she was partially hanging off the rock ledge with one leg dangling, the other tucked up and under, to face where her visitor would appear.

      He wasn’t clear of the bushes when he called out. “One day I am going to clear a path so wide—” Roar grunted, “—I will tiptoe through here in total silence.”

      She huffed.

      Roar threatened this whenever he followed her out here.

      He sauntered toward her. His deep auburn red hair, dull compared to the reds in her nightmare, popped for a moment under a ray of moonlight. He’d pulled it into a tight little bun. She could just make out his slightly crooked nose and powerful jaw. She couldn’t see his dull blue eyes with the shadows still encasing them, but she knew they’d have a dancing energy to them, with smile wrinkles at their edges.

      She always wondered how, with their line of work, he had those at all. But then, working with him and his team, it was hard not to laugh with them.

      Roar was over six feet tall, so when he sat next to her and scooted close, he towered over her. She straightened her spine, giving herself a few more inches, and pretended her fluttering heart wasn’t because it was him sitting next to her.

      “Roar,” she warned, watching as he dropped his feet off the ledge. His arm nudged her.

      An uncomfortable heat tingled up her arm, the skin he’d brushed hyper-aware. She fought the instinctive urge to move, not sure if she wanted to lean into his touch or away. Normally, she avoided touching others, except for Kyra and Jallia—Kyra’s lady’s maid; resonances of Grum’s violence.

      “I’m fine. It was a nightmare,” she finished, not missing a beat.

      Even though she couldn’t actually see the deadpan expression he gave her, she felt it.

      Roar sighed deeply and, with a rehearsed and resigned tone, replied, “If it was just a plain old nightmare, you wouldn’t sneak out and run as if a pack of wolves were chasing you, absconding to the woods to brood.”

      Brood? She pinned him with a piercing stare.

      In the past, she’d denied her reactions to her nightmares, citing instead a restlessness and need to move. She’d stopped this denial years ago—after her time in Drykz Forest—where she’d worked on acceptance and healing from her past. Since then, all but one of her nightmares had dissipated. She hadn’t told Roar this, nor had she shared her tormented dreams.

      She shifted to watching the wakening sky, with the muted hues of light blue, orange, yellow caressing the horizon. “Roar, you worry too much,” she muttered as she repositioned, and noticed they were close enough she felt his warmth.

      “Someone has to,” he replied. He scooted closer to the edge too, so they sat within an inch of touching, and more of his heat seeped into her.

      Phe smiled sadly, no longer wanting to engage with him, and toyed with a braid on her wrist amulet.

      Roar had stopped trying to push her to talk in these moments, opting now to follow her lead, share her space, and allow her to be. His presence merely said, “I am here for you.”

      Phe turned her attention to the view. She liked to run through the geography, a visualization practice she’d found helped to calm and ground her. From their vantage point, they overlooked the bustling community of Spiritvale.

      Spiritvale was a major trading post and a midpoint in the country. It held the crossroads to the rest of the island. Though it was not geographically the center of Xafara, one would never say such things to the people who lived there.

      Since Spiritvale was the hub of the connecting roads, it had the best markets in Xafara—except for Oceanid, of course—and the townspeople boasted of their diversity. They sold wares from each of the four other major cities of Xafara’s island. With so many merchants traveling through, the city also pulsed with an element of danger and excitement.

      Phe took in the city’s overview. She could make out the large oval where the four major roads connected and trace in her mind’s eye all four roads unraveling in their separate directions.

      Phe narrowed in on Naid Road. This led to Oceanid, the capital city of Xafara, named in honor of the water nymphs who had lived there.

      Getting to Oceanid, a trip Phe would start this morning, took two days. Once she cleared Spiritvale, she would ride all day and come to the outer edge of Drykz Forest, a haunted wood.

      The forest could only be entered during early morning hours, as travelers needed to exit it before dark. If they didn’t, they were never seen again. When traversing the forest, the hair-raising feeling of being watched never vanished, and combined with the eerie sounds erupting from its depths, it always made for a creepy journey.

      Oceanid was the only international port in all of Xafara. Therefore, the city was extremely busy and diverse. Long ago, Water Nymphs had created a security system for Xafara. They’d delineated an area around the island and worked with the water systems to manage the water traffic access.

      Roar leaned back, placing one of his arms right behind Phe as she contemplated her returning.

      When she was away receiving “treatments,” secretly training or working, Phe was strong and powerful. She’d survived all of Bastion’s—the bastard’s—training. She was confident in her abilities and skills.

      She glanced at Roar. Even when she didn’t speak, Shadow Unit listened. In Oceanid, if she spoke in social situations without Kyra present, she was ignored, shunned.

      A bird tweeted nearby as colors spread across the skyline. Phe reclined, then straightened quickly at the warmth along her spine. She’d bumped into Roar, and her skin sparked where they touched. Heat flooded her cheeks and neck.

      Again, she battled the odd yearning to lean in.

      “It’s okay to relax,” Roar gently coached, reading her mind.

      Phe cleared her throat uncomfortably, letting her silence answer as she dislodged a small rock loose from the crack and rolled it between her fingers.

      “We need to return. General Bastion has called a meeting.”

      Tension filled Phe. “I didn’t hear a missive come. How do you know?”

      “It came as I was leaving.”

      She took a last, quick look at the sunrise, her brow furrowing. She had sensed no one in the streets as she’d left. This wasn’t the first time the team had received a “missive” Phe hadn’t noticed come in. Her senses may not be perfect, but she wouldn’t miss messengers.

      Roar stood and held out his hand to help her.

      Not wanting to believe he’d lied to her; Phe shook the feeling off. She eyed his hand, debating refusing it, then dropped the rock as she wrapped her hand around his calloused palm and hopped up, releasing it quickly. Only a slight burning at their hand-to-hand contact occurred, sending a pleasantly unnerving tingle up her forearm.

      Roar had withdrawn, yet they were so close their breath mingled. There was a tired, sad smile on his face, and for a moment Phe thought he might say something. As if he knew she was aware of his lie.

      “No rock?”

      She gave him a wan smile, subtly shaking her head.

      His glance swept her face, no doubt noticing the distance between them now, and the corners of his mouth sharpened. Somberly nodding, he turned on his heel.

      Unsettled by her reaction to him, Phe flexed her tingling hand as she watched him disappear into the shrub. She wiped her still-warm hand on her leg and jogged after him.

      General Bastion met them at the door. He appeared wide awake, as always. He had a clean-shaven face with a scar running from his hairline to mid-cheek. The strikingly pale scar tissue against the tan of his leathery skin was always eye-catching. His five-foot-ten-inch, barrel-chested frame blocked the doorway for a moment as he opened it for them. Then he stepped aside to let them in. Bastion acknowledged Roar with a stoic nod.

      “Thank you, sir,” Roar said as he passed. To Phe, Bastion scowled. Phe fortified herself. Their relationship was tenuous.

      Bastion shut the door hard once they were inside.

      They shuffled into the small kitchen, which was unsurprisingly full. The team was up.

      A small round table stood in the center of the room. Finian and Kirzia were sitting at it, Orc hovering around them, and Ihrone off to the side.

      Kirzia, with her long black hair pulled into a severe bun at the nape of her neck, turned too swiftly, glaring at Finian. She was the only person in full uniform and ready for the day. Phe caught Finian’s wink at Kirzia, his brown eyes laughing at something only he thought was funny, and Kirzia’s stiffening.

      Ihrone was in a kitchen chair he’d pulled away from the table and propped on two legs to lean on the wall. His short cropped, wiry black hair was still wet from his shower. Sipping coffee from his precariously balanced position, his dark gray eyes studied Bastion.

      Orc grunted noncommittally, moving away from the small group to Roar and Phe, coffee in hand. “You missed out on the coffee,” he muttered around the rim of his mug. Mossy green eyes, bright with delight, watched them as he sipped from the steaming cup.

      “Finian,” Roar called, watching Orc’s demonstration.

      “Yes, Commander Maverick,” Finian responded, stiffening a little and, for Bastion’s benefit, calling Roar by his rank.

      “Coffee?”

      “On it, sir,” Finian responded, though his glance at Roar communicated disdain at being tasked with the job.

      Phe bit the inside of her lip softly, refraining from teasing Finian.

      Orc repositioned himself on her other side, distracting her from observing Finian. Orc was the unit medic. There was an ease to him that settled Phe’s nerves. “Dream?”

      Phe’s “Mmm” response was lost as Bastion spoke.

      “There has been a change of plans. There have been disturbing reports of people with black eyes sighted in Oceanid. You’re to report there immediately.”

      Heaviness settled into the room.

      Phe didn’t have a moment to process her team’s reaction. One moment she was in the room with them, the next, she was staring into a man’s bulging black eyes as he clutched Swaney. Veins crisscrossed his gaunt face and those empty eyes, vacant yet not.

      Her heart skipped. Her chest constricted.

      She closed her eyes, smelling smoke mixed in with musky sandalwood incense and spices. She saw the emaciated face of the woman who’d dragged herself closer and closer to Anala, malice radiating from her in waves.

      Her breath stopped.

      Roar bumped into her. The skin-to-skin contact dragged her to the present. A tingly burn. She blinked. The room reappeared.

      She’d missed whatever Bastion had been saying.

      Forcing a breath past the vise in her chest, she made herself ask, “Sir, could you please clarify what’s the problem with someone having black eyes?”

      Bastion’s penetrating gaze landed on her.

      Holding his gaze, she kept her posture relaxed. It was never good to make movements a predator could mistake as weakness or fear. Stiffening would have shown him he affected her, and she was not willing to give him any power over her.

      “It’s a sickness,” Bastion finally responded, “and it’s not black coloration we are worried about. The whole eye,” he circled his own, “including the white, is black.”

      The small sparks of hope she’d had extinguished with those words. Dread’s piercing claws gouged its way up her throat. There is truth to the dream.

      Bastion continued. “We are calling in specific units and considering the threat level high.”

      She swallowed, shoving the sour, coppery tang of trepidation aside. I need to pull myself together.

      Roar stepped forward to take a cup of coffee from Finian. He turned slightly toward her, offering the cup.

      She declined with a small head shake. She didn’t need coffee, it would only exacerbate things. Phe focused on Bastion’s voice, trying not to think about her nightmare.

      “. . . We will travel as a unit, except for Phe.”

      This didn’t affect Phe at all. She couldn’t be seen traveling with others or even staying at any type of establishment when the people of Oceanid thought she was receiving medical treatment. Bastion’s rules. When they trained and had access to safe houses, such as this one, she could stay. When she traveled, she camped alone along her routes.

      She straightened as Bastion’s intense chestnut-brown eyes locked onto her.

      “Phe, you’re to return to the center. Your carriage will arrive on its normal schedule.”

      On the far outskirts of Oceanid, there was a healing center with individual cabins for some of their more prestigious guests. Somehow Bastion had permanently reserved or purchased one of them for their ruse. He managed all the details, and whatever he was doing worked, because there was never any speculation.

      “Yes, sir,” Phe replied.

      “For everyone else, I will give you fifteen minutes to get yourselves in order. Dismissed.”

      Phe bolted, running upstairs to snatch her packed bag.

      In the stable, she found her horse, Edva—a rescue like Phe—eating hay. Edva’s body was strong and healthy, a contrast and relief to how Phe had found her years ago. A foal, emaciated, with jagged edges of broken rib bones that protruded into her skin, her knees double the size of Phe’s fists, and her hide a patchwork of whip lashes.

      Edva’s light brown coat seemed to shimmer under a ray of light, an oddity Phe loved about her. Edva was not a normal horse. Her deep, intelligent, mocha-colored eyes tracked Phe, and when Phe was close, Edva tossed her long black mane.

      Edva snorted her “Hello” happy snort.

      Phe dropped her bags outside the stall and stepped close to be nuzzled, petting Edva’s neck while cooing. Touch from animals never caused the same reactions in Phe as being touched by humans. She allowed herself to relax into Edva for a second before she started gathering Edva’s gear. She wanted to make quick work of tacking up, primarily to forestall any contact with Bastion, the bastard.

      With the creak of the opening door, she captured Edva’s muzzle, locking gazes. “Be nice,” she commanded sternly. Edva disliked Bastion with a vengeance.

      Edva gazed innocently at her.

      “Don’t you give me that look. Be nice,” Phe ordered sternly.

      Edva huffed, concentrating on who was entering.

      “Hey, Phe,” Kirzia said as she approached her own steed.

      “Morning, Kirz.”

      Phe liked Kirzia. She was a no-drama, get-things-done kind of woman. As the only woman in this group of elite soldiers, she had the patience of a goddess in Phe’s eyes. They’d developed an easy back-and-forth over the years, once Phe had started speaking to them. That was another reason Bastion had paired her with a team. Phe selectively spoke until she was thirteen, and even now, she preferred non-syllable responses when possible.

      Edva returned to eating hay, nonplussed by Kirzia’s presence.

      “Early morning run?” Kirzia asked politely.

      Phe’s dreams weren’t a secret. They’d been haunting her for as long as she could remember. When she was younger, they came every night. She’d had an aversion to sleeping, doing it only in small bursts. Each dream had held parts of her brutal past, only dissipating once she’d stopped running from it. All except the one. The one that wasn’t a memory of hers.

      “Dream.” Phe threw the saddle blanket onto Edva’s back, dragged a stool over, and climbed onto it with the saddle. She hefted the saddle into place, smoothing out any kinks in the blanket.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really. Have you heard of this black-eyed sickness before?” Phe attached the cinch to the saddle, tightening it while ignoring the constriction in her chest. She needed to get to Kyra.

      Edva stopped eating, her body tensing at the sound of the door opening. Phe didn’t need to peek around Edva to know who it was.

      “Kirzia, could you give Phe and me a moment?” An order phrased as a question.

      Kirzia immediately headed for the door. “Yes, General Bastion. I’ll keep the others out until you’re finished.”

      “Thank you,” Bastion said, all manners.

      Phe sighed. She’d really been hoping to avoid Bastion. She tacked faster.

      General Bastion was the reason for Phe’s cover story, as he’d poisoned her multiple times when she was younger, resulting in her being sick. His training was brutal. Not only had it included all types of weaponry and different forms of hand-to-hand combat and fighting styles, he’d also tried to kill her during training. Sometimes he’d left her so broken, so vulnerable, it shocked her that he hadn’t.

      What amazed Phe was her inability to die—as she’d danced closely with death on more occasions than she’d ever admit—or at least it seemed that way. Then there was the matter of her ability to heal more quickly than others, an anomaly she had to carefully hide from those outside of her inner circle.

      Bastion had been her commanding officer until she was sixteen, but that changed after he’d ordered her into Drykz Forest, at night, in punishment for endangering Kyra. He hadn’t expected her to survive. She nearly hadn’t, and the incident had served as the catalyst for change.

      “Yes, sir?” She kept her voice level.

      Edva swished her tail and continued to eat, warily watching Bastion approach. Phe didn’t stop her preparations.

      He stopped out of Edva’s reach. His sharp chestnut-brown eyes latched onto Phe. “Last week, an embassy ship from Shalexum arrived with two ambassadors.”

      Phe’s shoulders tightened, and her skin tingled. Shalexum was Phe’s home country, a place she didn’t want to return to. Only terrible memories remained of her life there.

      “The ambassadors,” Bastion continued with a demeanor of deference, which was oddly out of place, “have requested to meet with Her Grace, and you.” Bastion paused, glancing at Edva distastefully. “They’ve expressed curiosity about your heritage.”

      Phe waited for him to continue.

      “You will answer their inquires,” Bastion commanded. “And remember, they are important to us as liaisons with Shalexum. Behave appropriately.”

      “Yes, sir.” Phe’s hands trembled, and she shifted to make sure Bastion didn’t see. She’d long ago discarded trying to find anything about her heritage, and the realization that Bastion condoned this line of questioning rattled her. It was normally taboo because of her past. Why? And why now?

      “Why are they interested in my heritage?” Phe braved.

      “Apparently, they’ve heard about you and your plight and are curious.”

      “You know I don’t remember anything before Grum.” When Bastion shrugged nonchalantly, she continued. “Why are they requesting to speak with Kyra?”

      “They’re very interested in creating a partnership with Her Grace.” This was common; many sought to cultivate relationships with Kyra.

      Phe slowed her tacking. “What about the illness? Do we know how it spreads?” Will meeting with them endanger Kyra? Are they the source?

      “I’m not concerned.”

      She stiffened irritably. She hated when Bastion withheld information, something he did all the time. He clearly knew details and wasn’t sharing. “What aren’t you telling me about this illness?”

      “For now, what you know suffices. When you need to know more, you will.” Bastion continued, “Velimir has been staying at House Nereid.”

      They shared a mutual dislike of Velimir, and when he came about, they subtly worked together to disrupt the man’s intentions.

      “While you have been away,” Bastion said, “he moved to the room adjoining Her Grace’s, and they have been inseparable.”

      Phe’s heart sank. Velimir was slimy. He had been trying to wriggle his way into Kyra’s affections for a long time. Phe checked her tacking once more.

      “Good to know. Has she taken him to her training room?” Allowing someone into her private, secured training room was a tremendous step for Kyra, one she didn’t do often.

      “Yes,” Bastion said grimly, his scar blanching.

      Phe frowned. This wasn’t good news. There was enough going on without having to manage Velimir too.

      By the time Bastion reached the stable door, Phe was on Edva’s back, trotting up behind him, tugging her hood over her head.

      Bastion swung the doors open and stepped to the side. The entire unit was outside, milling about, waiting for entry. 

      She nodded in the unit’s direction, leaned forward, and whispered into Edva’s ear, “Home.” Edva took off, leaving dust in their wake.
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      As Phe approached Drykz Forest, she felt its familiar pull. It was as if she had a tether attached to her stomach, and whenever she was within five miles or so, it tugged.

      She had tried to ignore the tug over the years, but its intensity would only increase to the point of unbearability. The only way to relieve it was to visit the forest. Once close to its edge, the feeling would dissolve. As though the forest summoned her, and was only satisfied when she answered its call.

      Edva picked up her pace, sensing Phe’s discomfort.

      As the forest approached, tension eased from her stomach. An odd reaction when the forest permeated such a sense of foreboding. The wood on the perimeter was thin and spindly, a combination of saplings and shrub. The forest canopy was thick with dark green oak leaves, occluding light. Branches reached unnaturally into the adjoining meadow, heavy with greenery and vines that draped like snakes, adding to its ominous presence.

      As Edva approached the edge fearlessly, daylight faded, lighter hues of orange and yellow replacing the bright sun and bringing with it relief from the heat. They left the road to travel parallel to the forest’s edge, heading for Phe’s campsite.

      For a mile or more, weeping lovegrass claimed the area between the forest and a neighboring farm. Scattered patches of purple, orange, and blue wildflowers bloomed in waves within it. The green scent of the oak forest permeated the area.

      Phe inhaled deeply, its calming balm disintegrating the call of the forest.

      She hadn’t always had this reaction to Drykz Forest. It had only developed after she had barely survived traversing it. A feat considered impossible. A death sentence. Yet, at sixteen years old, she’d defied the impossible and had emerged, changed and tethered.

      Edva stopped as they reached the campsite, slightly obscured by trees. Phe wasn’t worried about being seen. Her location was tucked away from the road, and she was sure no one would see any light she’d create while cooking or warming herself. No one would brave the forest’s edge, even if they saw the flickering of her flames. It was simply too dangerous.

      The campsite wasn’t much, but its grass was ankle length and soft, unlike the unruly lovegrass—an abnormality she was grateful for—and it was close to a stream.

      She untacked Edva, setting her to graze, and piled Edva’s tack neatly before peering into the depths of the forest, using her senses to discern the wood’s danger level.

      The hair on her neck rose. If the forest was sentient, it was fixated on her. No danger emanated from it, though.

      Phe stepped into the woods, deciding to collect the pack she’d stored there for when she traveled through. She had stashes similar to this along all of her well-traveled routes, allowing her to travel lighter through Xafara’s countryside and easing Edva’s load.

      An eery sensation slithered down her body, her warning system activating. The chirping of crickets and soft birdsong ceased; the forest held its breath.

      She didn’t hesitate—danger could arise instantaneously—and grabbed her backpack, hauling it over her shoulder. It was heavy.

      The watchfulness morphed into anticipation.

      Back in the meadow’s safety, her rucksack hit the ground with a thud. She stared at the forest, wondering for the millionth time why she was sensitive to it and what it meant. What would it be anticipating?

      Nothing moved within its perimeter to give her any indication.

      She knelt on the soft grass, giving the meadow a quick glance. Edva was by the stream, her head down, chewing on lovegrass. Nothing looked amiss. Phe examined the sky. There was no threat of rain, only fading colors of blues and purples. No need to go through the hassle of setting up a tent. She’d fall asleep staring at the stars.

      Phe plucked apart the knot at the top of the pack, then unpacked some of its contents, laying them around her. A change of clothes, a pot. The rough blanket she used for padding she tossed closer to the saddle, followed by her journal and wax pen, then she replaced the unneeded items, tying the pack up.

      Spreading the blanket, the soft grass cushioning underneath, Phe propped herself on her saddle and relaxed into its leathery smell.

      There was a niggling sense of guilt and urgency. She should be with Kyra right now. Protecting her.

      Yet she wouldn’t risk entering Drykz Forest at night.

      She opened her notebook, contemplating how she hadn’t trained today. Briefly, as her fingers fumbled through the coarse pages, her eyes strayed to the forest again. To the location she kept her training staff.

      She’d left it inside the forest’s perimeter, and while she’d been away, it had fallen and rolled partially into the meadow. She fought the urge to push it into the forest.

      She used her notebook for many things, sometimes uncensored streams of thought when she was trying to manage an overwhelming feeling or process something. She memorialized memories with the unit she found touching or hilarious. Other times it was to leave herself cryptic messages, reminders.

      She opened to the last ink-filled page, writing, What does my nightmare have to do with this illness? Then she answered the question. Nothing, yet everything. In my dream, they didn’t act sick, but they looked sick. Gaunt, visible veins, and those eyes.

      She tapped the page with her wax pen, reflecting. A heaviness had filled the room. Right before my memory hit, Shadow Unit reacted. They’d known about this illness and its significance. Gah! Why is Bastion withholding from me? Especially when this concerns Kyra’s safety. I should know everything. Why didn’t I ask more questions? I should’ve asked what the symptoms are, other than black eyes. Stupid, stupid flash. If I hadn’t had it, I would’ve asked more questions. I wouldn’t⁠—

      She stopped herself. If she rode the stream of those thoughts, she’d find herself in a sea of self-deprecation. Beyond how she’d feel in its depths, the reason she wouldn’t allow herself to go there was Kyra. It would distract her from her purpose.

      Frustrated, Phe scrubbed a hand across her face and toyed with her amulet wristlet. It grounded her. She rolled one of the three leather corded braids, following it until the single band merged into the main leather bracelet.

      She listened to the night’s song, searching within its beats for warnings.

      The waning moon was a sliver in the sky, barely emanating light. Stars sparkled in a thick cluster above her, a celestial river of light.

      A soft rumbling broke the forest’s symphony, the sound wavering, captured her attention. She strained to hear it, the sounds of the meadow fading as darkness surged around her.

      Elzac’s wrinkled face coalesced, his white hair a contrast to the darkness of his skin. His eyebrows furrowed, face tense. His mouth moved, yet his words were muffled.

      Elzac lived deep in Drykz Forest, in a hidden community called Ligeia. A village no one outside of the forest knew existed, other than Phe. It had been eight years since she’d seen him—though she thought of him often.

      She leaned in closer, trying to decipher what he was saying. Warm breath touched her chilled cheeks. His whisper was indiscernible.

      She focused on his mouth, narrowing her gaze, attempting to lip-read.

      His eyes flared white and hands gripped her biceps, startling her. Fingertips dug into her muscles, and his words solidified. “Phe, you must awaken!”

      She jolted, heart pounding, and rubbed her face. Gads, she must have fallen asleep.

      You must awaken! echoed in her mind.

      She rubbed her arms, her skin tingling from the visceral remembrance of his grip.

      Awaken?

      Little shocks ran along her skin. Why did she have the feeling he wasn’t demanding she physically wake?

      The sensation intensified to a throb, and she got up, clenching and releasing her fists, trying to dislodge it.

      Her skin felt uncomfortably alive, prickling with awareness. She slowly paced the meadow, shaking her limbs until the feeling dissipated.

      She tried recalling more of the dream. Nothing.

      She focused on remembering Elzac’s face. His warm brown eyes, radically white hair, sun-wrinkled dark skin, lips tight, worry narrowing his eyes.

      His brown eyes, not white, Phe admonished herself, trying to displace the weird feeling she had when she replayed the moment his eyes flashed white to match his hair. She could not shake the last image.

      It is a dream, that’s all, she told herself.

      First her reoccurring nightmare, and now this. What is my subconscious trying to tell me?

      She kicked a small rock, watching it arc toward the forest edge. A niggling feeling clawed at her. She was missing too many pieces to this puzzle.

      Phe stared up into the sky, scrunching her face in frustration. She exhaled loudly, reminding herself, I’ve been lucky.

      Her life had been one unrelenting hardship after another. Stumbling into Elzac in Drykz Forest had been serendipitous on many levels.

      Meeting someone who helps you save yourself from yourself was a rarity, but in the forest? Where no one was supposed to survive, or live? It was a miracle. Phe didn’t let herself reminisce. Transformative as it was, it was a story all unto itself.

      She settled herself on the ground again, gathered her journal and wax pen, and started writing out her thoughts. She wrote uncensored, not caring if she was sensical. Steadily, she released the uneasy emotions bottled within her mind, impairing her objective. Kyra.

      When she was done, Phe ripped the pages into tiny shreds, which she scattered like ashes in the forest.
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      Edva had wandered into the meadow, her sleeping form a large dark mass. The surrounding grassland thrummed with sound. Chirping crickets, wind ruffling the grass, and tree branches creaking, creating a soothing melody.

      Normally, Phe would search for constellations and dream of being lost in the stars as she drifted to sleep. Not tonight. Dreaming of Elzac, with his flashing white eyes, had rattled her.

      Her senses stretched in all directions. Her skin was sensitive to the feel of her clothes, the well-worn leather pants she wore constricting, her sheaths tourniquets.

      Something shifted in the woods.

      Phe swiveled toward the movement. Her senses heightened, skin tingling. From one moment to the next she became intimately aware of everything around her. Edva’s soft breathing. The delicate rustling of grass under a slight breeze. The musky scent of the woods, the absence of insect chatter, and the malodorous smell of an unwashed person.

      She scented the air again, confused. Trepidation rippled through her, the scent heavy.

      Edva—who’d awoken with the sound—raised her head sharply. Her ears tipped forward stiffly, and her nostrils flared. She stomped a warning.

      Phe cautiously crouched and slowly inched toward her staff, scanning the grassland. She didn’t have far to look. A group of people stood, where a moment ago it was empty. Menace radiated from them. Automatically, she counted. One, two, three . . .

      She entered the forest’s edge, her hand locating her staff. Grateful she hadn’t kicked it further in. Seven, eight . . .

      Movement behind her had Phe shuffling forward, the faintest touch of a vine tickling her ankle. She glanced down. The vine hadn’t followed her. Fourteen. How have they crept up on me?

      Phe took a deep breath, feeling adrenaline rush through her, sharpening her awareness. A wave of calm followed. This? She trained for.

      She grasped the smooth surface of her staff and stood, feeling the extra weight of its metal-tipped edges. She used the staff for training, wanting the additional weight and challenge, striving to best Bastion one day. She’d never used this form of weaponry in the field.

      The sheaths of her weapons felt heavy, reminding her of their presence. The two on her calves held small throwing daggers and two wicked knives were strapped to her thighs. She hadn’t worn her twin blades to avoid extra scrutiny. She tightened her grip on the staff, grateful it allowed her to fight at a distance, and rested her other hand on the pommel of a knife.

      Edva charged the nearest person and delivered a strike. The thud reverted into the tense silence. Then she planted herself between Phe and the group, muscles rippling.

      “Edva!” Phe commanded. “Safety!”

      Edva trumpeted, extremely displeased with the command. As she passed the group, she fake charged them, before hovering at a distance, watching.

      The horde—unfazed by Edva—stepped forward in synchronized movements, black eyes locked on her. Eyes that bulged out of emaciated faces with pale blue lines visible under pallid skin. Images similar to those that haunted her sleep. Anala.

      She blinked and her chest tightened, making it hard to breathe.

      “There you are,” the group proclaimed, their monotone voices blending lifelessly. “We’ve been searching for you. Master claims you, and we are to bring you home. ”

      Phe focused on the nearest man, who showcased discolored and missing teeth. Underneath a patchy beard, his cheeks were hollow and, despite its brown tint, his skin looked ashen. His clothes hung loosely from his frame, holes in the seams of his arms, and legs. Like my dream.

      “Who is your master?”

      Ten fanned into a semi-circle around her, the others right behind them.

      “Djall the Great Father,” the group flanking her right side responded.

      She scoffed. The Great Father? The tingling in her skin became an itch. “You can tell D-jay I am not a possession he can claim,” Phe said, deliberately mispronouncing his name.

      “D-Jall,” they corrected her in unison. The closer they got, the stronger the smell.

      She breathed through her mouth.

      “Wayward child, voluntarily or not, you’re coming with us.”

      The pressure under her skin was building painfully. “Why would D-All want me?” Without taking her eyes off the men, she tossed her pack into the woods.

      “D-Ja-ll adopts and embraces all with magic,” a rearward man replied.

      Phe laughed dismissively. “Magic doesn’t exist.” She ignored her twang of doubt.

      She’d been told, repeatedly, magic didn’t exist. But she’d also experienced unexplainable things, such as the forest at her back, House Nereid’s tunnel system, or how Kyra could manipulate water.

      They’d explained Kyra’s abilities stemmed from her lineage. The house and forest were ancient, riddled with history and haunted by it. And so she had uneasily accepted long ago there was no magic.

      The horde laughed in unison. It was creepy.

      “So convenient,” they drawled. “They’ve done half the job for me—hiding what we are—what you are. Leaving you and that princess of theirs,” they paused as if searching for a name—and Phe didn’t miss the change in their pronouns. “You know the one all you Xafarians bow to. Her Grace, Ms. Theanora the Last.” They hissed mockingly, “Water Nymph, defenseless.”

      Phe’s heart hardened. “Are you threatening Her Grace?”

      “Ohh,” they switched to a soothing, condescending tone. “Does that bother you?” They paused, then said, “Don’t worry, you’ll soon meet. I have a plan to bring her to the hearth as well.”

      Not if I have anything to say about it.

      Their semi-circle tightened around her, placing them precariously close to the forest’s edge. The ones on the side angled themselves toward her, their limbs loose and ready. She recognized fellow warriors in their movements, yet they were shaky. Weak.

      “How did you find me?”

      “Magic,” they sneered.

      The man to her left lunged.

      She slammed her staff into his belly, then shifted quickly to hit him in
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